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The man with wings stood up.


Below him, on the bridge, cars rushed by unawares of the man standing above them.

He was a tall man with a strong – though not oversized – build. He had unkempt ginger hair and the kind of smooth face attainable only by those who have not yet reached thirty. He wore a tatty pair of combat trousers, but nothing else, revealing reddish skin and pitted feet. 


Above the man, the sun shone brightly. The light reflected off the distant spires of the commercial district, off the mirrored sky-scrapers of the city. The sky was cloudless, as it always was, and the water beneath the bridge a perfect blue, as it always was.


His name was Dafydd.

Aside from his nine-foot wingspan, Dafydd’s appearance was remarkable only in his eyes, which held a greenish tinge, like those of a cat. 


Dafydd stretched, arching his back and lifting out his white, feathery wings.


He’s not here, Dafydd thought. 


And then he jumped. 


Twenty feet before he hit the water, Dafydd flew away. 

*
*
*

Archie squatted, and tried to make sense of the room. 


The room, as far as Archie could tell, was a perfect oval in shape. It was hard to be certain, because the walls, the floor and the ceiling were all coloured an unblemished white. There was no visible light source but, despite this, Archie could see perfectly. So well, in fact, that he had to squint to avoid what something at the back of his head was calling snow blindness. 


There were seven doors spaced equidistantly round the room, each painted a different colour of the rainbow. Archie had not, to the best of his knowledge, walked through any of the doors to get into the room. In fact, Archie was struggling to remember how exactly he had found himself in this room in the first place. 


Well, he thought, this isn’t the bathroom. 


Aside from the colour scheme, each of the seven doors was unmarked and plain. They each had a simple handle and no visible lock. 


Archie stood up and brushed down his overalls. He picked up the mop that he had left leaning against the wall and peered closely at the red door. It was, like the wall around it, completely smooth. 


Where does it go? Archie thought. Where do any of them go? Was this the room I was meant to clean? If so, do I get a bucket?


Tentatively, he wiped the brush end of the mop over the floor by his feet. It made no perceptible difference to the bright sheen. Something moved under the mop, and Archie saw a big, white feather, barely visible against the harsh white of the floor. 


Curiouser, he thought, and curiouser. 


He squatted down again, picked up the feather, leant his back against the red door. 


Maybe I’m asleep, he thought. Maybe I’m lying with my head on the canteen table still waiting for the guy to whom I’m meant to be reporting to turn up. Or maybe I didn’t even make it that far, and I’m still in bed. Did I miss my alarm clock? Am I late for my first day? 


I should wake up, Archie thought. 


He closed his eyes, willed himself to wake up. When he opened his eyes, the white room was still around him, exactly as he had left it. The mop was still in one hand, the white feather in his other. 


I must have come through one of these doors, he thought. If I go out, then I’ll be in the corridor again. And then I can ask for directions, and if I didn’t get it wrong and I did go the right way, then I can ask which colour door leads to the men’s bathroom. But I can’t remember which door I came through.


It was most perturbing. Not least because he was standing around, lost, doing nothing, and if the boss caught him doing nothing on his first day, then Archie would most likely be fired. And then he would have to go back to the agency and find another job, and it had been difficult enough getting this one. And he needed the money. 


But which door?


Well, thought Archie, it had to be one of them. One had to enter a room somehow – even a room as bright and odd as this one – and the fact that his memory was playing up did not mean that the laws of physics had to change. 


Archie put the feather back down on the floor. 


He stood up again, held the mop upright in his right hand. Tentatively, he opened the red door.


The oval room vanished. 
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“Did you see that?”


“See what?”


“Man with wings on the Golden Gates. Just appeared, and then jumped off. Nearly killed himself before he flew away.”


The fat man snorted. 


“Bloody noobs,” he said, and looked back down at the map. The map was a three-dimensional model, laid out on a very big table that took up most of the space in this very big room. It was a very good map, and showed the whole city in enormous detail. If you looked very closely at the map, you could see all the people walking around. It was on this map that the thin man had seen the man with wings jump off the Golden Gates bridge. 


“Was there anything you wanted?” the fat man asked. 


The thin man looked down at the wedge of paper he held in his hand. 


“A few things, sir,” he said, “but nothing too important.” 


“The highlights then, please,” said the fat man. 


The thin man made a show of looking through the top five sheets of paper. In truth, he knew everything he had to say in his head, but there was no point in appearing too organised. 


“The residents of Buttonville,” he said, “have requested that you remove the power station there, because they say it’s turning their walls black.”


“Nowhere else to put it,” said the fat man, “If it didn’t go there, it’d go somewhere else, and then someone else would say NIMBY, and then where would we be? No – can’t move it. Land prices have to go down somewhere, or they won’t go up anywhere else. I’ll give them a park. How’s that?”


“I’m sure they’ll be pleased,” said the thin man, “Anyway, moving on. Crime in Alphaville has reached an all-time high. Residents won’t walk about alone, and the area’s getting a reputation.”


“A reputation?”


“Prostitution. Extortion. Gangs. There’s a man – Timmy, or Tommy something – set himself up there. Lives in a big house, and runs all the local hoods. He’s been buying up businesses, using their profits to fund... other things.”


“Sounds nasty.”


“We’ve limited the damage,” said the thin man proudly, “We arrested the local newspaper editor, because he refused to stop writing about it all. But we need to do something. Lots of cars going missing, lots of people being run over. Residents are saying it’s all very irritating.”


“Irritating?”


“That’s the word they’re using, sir.”


The fat man sighed. 


“I suppose they want another police station,” he said.


“I think they feel that might help, sir.”


“Is that it?”


“That’s it.”


The fat man rubbed one of his several chins. 


“Well,” he said, “I expect we can spare the funds.”


“They’ll be pleased to hear that,” the thin man said, “Oh – look.”


“What?”


“Another man just appeared on the Golden Gates.”


“Really? Let me see.”


Both men peered down at the map.


“What’s that in his hands?” the fat man asked.


“I think it’s a mop, sir,” said the thin man.


“Bloody noobs,” the fat man said again, “Anything else?”


“No, sir,” said the thin man. He performed a curt little bow, and walked away. 

The fat man looked back down at the map. Muttering under his breath, he built a police station in Alphaville, then looked at the Buttonville precinct.


“Little sods,” he said.


He created a park next to the power station. For a moment, he thought about giving the residents a few more trees to keep them happy, but then thought better of it. Instead, he gave them another power station, on the other side of the park. Just for luck, he placed Big Ben next to it. He was rather pleased when local residents staged a parade in his honour. 

*
*
*

Archie was now very confused. He had gone through the red door, and now he was teetering on the top of a very big bridge. 


Strangely, or so he thought, there wasn’t very much wind up here. The air was also curiously dry, although that might have been because the sun was out and there were no clouds. 


He really was, he thought, a very long way up. 


Archie knew that there was a perfectly rational explanation for what had just happened. He knew that, if he really tried hard, he could figure out what was going on.


Except he couldn’t.


Even more strange than the lack of weather, Archie thought, was how calm he felt about all of this. 


He had walked through a door, and ended up on top of a bridge. And there was no door back. 


There had to be a way down.


There was. Along the platform was a service ladder, which Archie could see led down to the pavement. He didn’t go down straight away. Instead, he took a moment to try and figure out where he was. 


He wasn’t in London any more, that was for certain. 


America? It looked like America – the skyscrapers looked straight out of a Hollywood film. New York?


So why could he see Nelson’s Column at the end of the bridge? 


Where the bridge met the land, the road met a T-junction, diverging right and left around Nelson’s Column. On either side, office blocks towered into the sky, gleaming in the sunlight. The offices dwarfed the war hero, made him look archaic and tired in comparison. 


That may be Nelson’s Column, Archie thought, but this is not London. 


His suspicions were confirmed when he looked down the river and saw the Statue of Liberty.


Archie sat down, let his legs dangle off the side of the walkway. In the distance, he watched what appeared to be a power station appear from nothing, only a block away from an identical twin. Archie shook his head. Trick of the light, he figured. A mist clearing, or something. 


When Big Ben appeared next to the new power station, Archie decided it was time to climb down. The heat was obviously getting to him. Not that there was much heat.


He looped the wooden handle of the mop through the back of his belt, so that the cleaning end rested on the back of his shoulder. No sense in leaving it, he thought. The mop secured, he clambered down the service ladder, doing his best not to look down, doing his best not to consider the fact that, if Big Ben could suddenly appear out of nothing, then this bridge could probably just as easily disappear back into nothing. It was a thought that made Archie climb faster, and within a couple of minutes, he was at road level. 


Cars sped past him in a constant flow. From the position of the sun above, Archie guessed that it must be around midday, and wondered half-heartedly why there weren’t more cars, but he didn’t let the question linger. Not worth the effort, he figured, when so much was already out of joint. 

Midday. When he had entered the white room, it had only been six in the morning. It had still been dark outside. 


That couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes ago. 


Archie spent five minutes trying to flag down a car – maybe a taxi, but anything would have done. No one stopped. In truth, there was something strange about the way people were driving. Everyone drove perfectly, driving on the right, as in America or the Continent. No one overtook, or even changed lanes, and both lanes in each direction moved at the same speed, with all cars equidistant from each other. No one leant out of a car window, and no one honked a horn.


Archie decided that the peaceful nature of the road made him uncomfortable. It made him want to smoke. 


He pulled out a pack of cigarettes from his trouser pocket. Inside the pack, alongside the five remaining cigarettes, was a lighter, which was running low on gas. Putting a cigarette in his mouth, Archie hunkered down out of habit to protect the weak flame from the wind, before realising again that there was not even a breeze.


The cigarette had barely turned red at the tip when the siren sounded. 

The police car sped down the centre of the two lanes, shunting any drivers too slow to move out of the way. When it reached Archie, it screeched round to pull up next to him. A car in the near-side lane, unlucky enough to have the police car swerve in front of it and trying to avoid a collision, slammed into a car in the other lane. 


An officer stepped out of the police car. He wore a leather coat, of the type that Archie thought only existed in bad films. A glistening badge was pinned to the policeman’s chest. The man sported sunglasses and a thick moustache underneath a blue flat policeman’s hat. 


“Can I help you?” Archie asked. 


The policeman stared down at Archie. 


“I’m a little lost,” Archie said, “Do you think you-”


“Put out the cigarette,” said the policeman. 


“This?” Archie said, removing the cigarette from his mouth, “I’m sorry, I-”


The policeman pulled a pistol from the holster at his hip, dropped to one knee. Another policeman – identical to the first – rolled out of the other side of the car and levelled a gun over the bonnet. 


“I said, put out the cigarette!” shouted the first policeman. 


“Out! Out!” screamed the second policeman.


Slowly, Archie started to raise his hands.


“Don’t make a move!” the first policeman shouted.


“Don’t! Move!” shouted the second.


Archie let go of the cigarette. The second policeman, standing to do so, followed the path of the cigarette with his gun. The moment the red tip had disappeared from sight over the side of the bridge, the gun snapped back up to face Archie. 


“I’m really sorry,” said Archie, “I didn’t realise-”


The first policeman holstered his gun, brushed a bead of sweat from under his hatband. Then he moved forward, grabbed hold of Archie’s arm. He twisted Archie round into an arm-lock, slammed Archie against the bonnet of the police car. 


“Hey!” said Archie, “What’re you doing?”


The policeman frisked Archie, pulled the cigarette pack out of his pocket. 


“These yours?”


“Yeah...”


The policeman opened the back door of the car, took hold of Archie’s collar, and with one smooth movement pulled Archie round, pushed him into the back seat of the car. 


“You’re coming with us,” the policeman said.


The car door shut. Archie removed the mop from its position at his back and sat up in the seat as both policemen climbed into the front. He laid the mop across his knees.


“What’s going on?” Archie asked the policemen, but the police car had already started to move. 

*
*
*

It was a long drive to the station. Despite their earlier arrival, the policemen drove in perfect tandem to the rest of the traffic. Not once did Archie see a signpost, but they seemed to know exactly where they were going. 


Whilst stopped at a crossroads, another car sped through the red traffic light, spun off the front of a car moving perpendicular to it, and finished up buried in the side of a building. 


Archie listened out for sirens. After the speed with which he had been apprehended for smoking, he fully expected the entire military to be called out for this. But he heard nothing, and no one paid the crash any notice. Even the car that the joyrider’s vehicle had bounced off moved away without the driver getting out even to assess the damage. 


“Aren’t you going to do anything?” Archie asked the policemen through the grate separating him from the front of the car.


“About what?” one of the policemen replied.


“About that crash?”


“No one was hurt.”


Archie leant back. The lights changed to green, and they continued on their way.


After another five minutes or so, Archie began to feel sleepy. At first, he rubbed his eyes in an effort to stay awake. But, eventually, even his best efforts – sitting up straight, pinching his legs – could not halt the inevitable. Archie succumbed to unconsciousness. 


When he woke up, he was lying on the ground outside a police station. He was entirely alone. 
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Dafydd flew.


He flew along the streets, over the heads of the multitudes, who paid him no attention. 


Not here, he thought, not now. I’m too late. He’s long gone past here. 


Where next? he thought.


So he flew out of the city. 


At the boundary of the metropolis, the skyscrapers and roads ended abruptly. Now, for miles around, there were farms and rivers. Three dirt tracks began at the city’s edges. One of them, Dafydd could see, stopped at the borders of another city, which from here looked identical to the first. Another led past two smaller towns – each identical to the other, before disappearing into the foggy distance. The other stretched uninterrupted towards the sea. 


Dafydd flew towards the smaller towns. He would find his quarry in one of them.

*
*
*

Archie waited for ten minutes for the police to take him inside the station and charge him. As trumped up though he considered his crimes to be, he thought honesty the better virtue here. Besides, he had no idea where ‘here’ was, and desperately needed directions. 


But there was no one around to ask. Throughout his journey through the city, he had seen countless people, countless cars. But now, no one. 


After another ten minutes, Archie sauntered over to the front door to the police station. It was locked. 

It dawned on Archie that no one was going to come for him. He was free. It didn’t help his situation a great deal, because he was still uncertain of his location. But he was not going to jail. 


Rather unsettlingly, his cigarettes remained missing. Not that Archie was considering sparking up; his arrest had put him off smoking in the city. 


Arrested... for smoking?


Was he in the US, then? California? Wasn’t it illegal to smoke in LA? Or was that just in bars? Maybe Ireland, although that was definitely just in pubs and public buildings. And, even then, smoking was only likely to pre-empt being asked to stop, or being thrown out. It was unlikely to attract the attentions of gun-toting policemen. 


Archie was worried. And lost.


He picked up his mop from where it had laid next to him during his period of unconsciousness. Restoring it to the position at his back, he started to walk. 

He followed the street to the end, and then turned right, along a pretty tree-lined boulevard that seemed to go on forever. Occasionally, a car would pass by, but all of Archie’s attempts to hitchhike went unheeded. 


The boulevard suddenly became a track. 


Archie stopped. No longer was he on a pavement. Now his feet were sunk an inch deep in a pit of mud, albeit a pit that was loosely road-shaped and that stretched off into the distance. 


He turned around. In the distance – maybe a mile away, maybe more – was the city. From here, it didn’t look as big as it had from inside. In fact, it looked a fraction of the size Archie had assumed it to be when he had stood at the top of the bridge. 


Archie looked down. 


A thin black line lay across the track. It spread in both directions, perpendicular to the direction of the lane. Archie could not see where it ended; it continued until it was out of sight. 


Archie stepped back over the line. 


The boulevard reappeared around him. There were no pyrotechnics, no gradual fading, no fancy special effects. As matter-of-factly as it had disappeared in the first place, it came back. 


Just to test, Archie took a step back. The dirt track reappeared, and Archie could see the city in the distance. 


Archie sat down on the side of the track, placed the mop down beside him. He reached into his pocket, before remembering that the police had confiscated his cigarettes. 


This, he thought, is not normal. 


Archie realised, with a sinking heart, that normality was a long way away from his current position. 


Archie fainted. 

*
*
*

“...see, that’s what you get for not putting a direct route to Bertie’s Town – takes longer to get there.”


Archie woke up.


“I mean, what do they think I drive? A rocket sled? Of course I take a while on these tracks.”


He was moving, that much was obvious. It was an irregular movement, with plenty of lateral, random motion mixed in with the general forward direction. 


“They need to concentrate on their research. Roads, that’s what we need! Like in Nouvelle Francais. Real, paved roads. In the bloody cities, yeah, but what about between them? A bastard mess, it is.”


The voice in Archie’s ear was thin, male, reedy and perpetual. 


“They get any more backward round here, we might as well live in Mmorg.”


As far as Archie could determine, the voice was coming from someone sitting next to him. It didn’t appear to be talking to anyone in particular – there was no response from anyone else. It merely seemed to be sustaining a constant monologue. The policemen aside, it was the first voice that he had heard since stepping into the oval room. 


He opened his eyes, and looked towards the source of the voice.


“But no, they just build better guns, and concentrate on annihilating any start-up tribe who dares to build anything bigger than a village. Oh, hey – you’re awake!”


Archie was sitting on top of a carriage. Two horses pulled the wooden box along the dirt track. This in itself, was nothing unusual. Dated, maybe, but no more unusual than anything Archie had been through in the past few hours. What was unusual was the creature holding the horses’ reins was a-


“I know what you’re going to say,” his companion said, “I’m six feet too small, I’m orange, and I should not be sat here. I’m a bloody squirrel. Get over it. I’m not the one with the mop, know what I’m saying?”


Archie stared at the rodent. The squirrel sniffed the air thoughtfully, and then turned back to face the road ahead. 


“You got a tongue, mate?” he asked, “Or do I have to continue conversing with myself until we arrive?”


“You’re a squirrel,” said Archie.


Due to the fact his eyes were on the side of its head, the squirrel did not have to turn to give Archie a withering stare. 


“I thought we’d already established that,” the squirrel said, “It was the first thing I said to you.” He seemed to think for a moment, before adding, “Actually, the first thing I said to you was ‘You okay, mate?’, when I saw your lanky arse out cold by the roadside. Had a bit of a turn, did we?”


Archie nodded.


“A bit of a turn,” he said, “I think I’m still having one.”


“Don’t talk to animals too often?” the squirrel asked.


“Not too frequently, no.”


For a few minutes, the pair sat in silence. Archie watched the world go by, tried to make himself more comfortable. The jolting of the carriage was beginning to hurt.


“Look,” said the squirrel after a while, “I wasn’t always a rat with a big tail. I’m just the victim of some heavenly prank. Could’ve happened to anyone.”


Archie looked down at his diminutive companion. 


“A joke?” he asked, “What do you mean? Someone did this to you for a laugh?”


The squirrel nodded. 


“Before this,” it said, “I was as much of a man as you. More of a man, in fact. I was a pumped up container of testosterone. I practically ruled the tournaments. And what was my reward? For my next go, I’m a bloody squirrel.” Its black eye fixed up on Archie. “A joke, like I said.”


“What do you mean,” Archie asked, “by your ‘next go’? Is this some sort of reincarnation thing?”


The squirrel faced Archie properly. Its nose twitched.


“Are you alright in the head, mate?” he asked, “Or would you like another lie down?”


“I’m fine,” Archie said, “but I’m not sure about the rest of the world.” He proceeded to tell the squirrel what had happened to him. The squirrel listened attentively, or as attentively as a squirrel can appear to be.


When Archie finished, the squirrel looked back at the road ahead. 


“So you’re a noob, then,” he said.


“A what?” Archie asked.


“A noob. A new guy.”


“What are you talking about?”


The squirrel whistled tunelessly; a single, long, lamenting note through his protruding front teeth.


“How do I say this?” he said quietly, “How do I break it to you?”


Archie stared at the squirrel.


“The thing is,” the squirrel continued, “The underlying fact is that this isn’t the same place you walked into this morning. That mop you’re carrying around ain’t going to be much use round here. See, the fact is you died this morning, and this is the afterlife.”
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“Ah’m gonna rip yoar head clean off, boyee!”


“You don’t know what pain is.”


And, with that, the two men fell silent and stared at each other. 


One – the first speaker, was eight feet tall with a shaven scalp. Each of his fists was the size of a child’s head. He was dressed in purple wrestling tights, leaving his hulking torso exposed. A tattoo of a dragon’s head graced his back.


The second speaker was a little under five feet. He was pale and skinny, with lank black hair following the length of his back, stopping at the backs of his knees. He wore a neat pin-stripe suit and had a tiny white flower pinned to his lapel. 


From his perch atop a house across the street, Dafydd watched the crowd with a glazed lack of interest. He enjoyed a brawl as much as the next man, but this was not the reason he was here. He had more important things to be doing. 


Something, he thought, is wrong. 


Dafydd stood up. He took one final look around the crowd. Not here, he thought. Missed him again.


With a beat of his wings, Dafydd launched himself back into the air. As he passed over the ring of people surrounding the two fighters, he heard a single word from below:


“Fight!”

*
*
*

“What do you mean, dead?” Archie asked. 


“That’s what you are, mate,” said the squirrel, “Dead as a stone, dead as a... really dead thing. You, my confused and slightly ugly companion, are dead.”


Archie thought about it for a minute. The squirrel, not wishing to disturb the man’s thoughts, stared at the road ahead of the horses, occasionally giving the reins a little shake.


“This is a joke,” said Archie, “You’re just trying to get a rise out of me.”


The squirrel didn’t bother looking up at Archie.


“Have many conversations with squirrels, do you?” he asked, “Always find yourself sitting on horse-drawn carriages carrying tiny loads between cities, do you? Carry a mop everywhere, do you?”


Archie shrugged.


“Not a lot, no,” he said. 


“Then either you’re having a really strange day on Earth, or you’re not on Earth.”


“I’m not on Earth?”


“Not any more, no.”


Archie thought for another minute.


“I could be dreaming,” he said.


The squirrel looked up at him. Then he leaned across and bit Archie’s hand. 


“Ow!”


“Not a dream, mate,” the squirrel said, using a paw to wipe blood of its front teeth, “Not a bloody dream.”


Archie sat quietly for a while, nursing his hand. He watched the countryside move sedately past. Every so often, the carriage would cross a black line, identical to the one that had marked the city boundary. 


He didn’t feel dead. 


How could I be dead? Archie thought. I’m still moving. I’m still breathing. 


Was this the afterlife, then? Cities and no-smoking rules and carriages pulled by horses and driven by squirrels? If this was the afterlife, Archie thought, then most of the major religions had some explaining to do. 


“Where are we going?” Archie asked.


“Off to drop this lot off at Bertie’s Town,” the squirrel replied, “and then I’ll have another delivery someplace. Who knows? The organisers can’t seem to make their minds up round here.”


“The organisers?”


“The people in charge. People like you and me – well... like I used to be. Round here, everything’s very laid back. Very strategic.”


“Round here?” asked Archie, “Where are we, then?”


The squirrel waved his head from side to side, which Archie took to be a shrug.


“It doesn’t really have a name,” he said, “I mean, the towns and cities and whatever have names, but... well, it’s not Earth, look at it that way.”


“So you said.”


“This is like... the strategic zone.”


“Zone?”


The squirrel made his little shrugging movement again.


“There are other zones. And ways of crossing from one to another. It’s best not to think as if you were on a planet, or even in a country. Zones is the best word.”


“What other... zones are there?” Archie asked. 


“Some of them are permanent wars,” the squirrel said, “and there are a couple which have no places to stand. If you go to them, you need to fly, or find a way about that don’t involve walking.”


“Right.”


“Think of it as levels of Hell,” said the squirrel, “Except the devil is nowhere to be seen. Each of us is given a task. Like when I was fighting. My task was to be the best there was in unarmed combat. And I was. And now I have a new task, though I’m damned if I know what it is. I can’t be a horse-driver by nature. Not as a bloody big-tailed rat.”


“What’s my task?” Archie asked.


“Who knows? You’ve got a mop; maybe they thought the place could do with a clean.”


“I had the mop in... when I... you know.”


“It was a joke, mate. Truth is, the only person who should know for sure what your task involves is you. And whoever is assigned to tell you. You should know by now.”


Archie thought about this.


“What happens,” he asked, “when I complete my task?”


“You become a squirrel. Or you get transcended, or you disappear, or something. I don’t know. Maybe you meet God.”


“There’s a god?”


The squirrel gave a little chuckle. 


“There’s got to be someone in charge,” he said, “Never met him, mind. And he’s not doing that good a job, either – so much for infallibility.”


“Not doing- what do you mean?”


“Well, neither of us knows what our tasks are, do we?” the squirrel laughed. 


Archie smiled. 


“Though I do have a mop,” he said.


“That you do,” replied the squirrel. 


“I’m Archie,” said Archie, “Mind if I tag along for a while?”


“Not at all,” said the squirrel, “My name’s Butch. And if you laugh, I’ll sharpen my teeth on your bloody earlobes.”

*
*
*

Bertie’s Town was a tiny settlement built around a crossroads. If it hadn’t been for the Abrams tank and the tribe of Native Americans camped out on the town limits, Archie would have thought they were on the approach to any small English village. 


“Who are they?” Archie asked Butch.


“This place is at war,” the squirrel explained quietly, “They’re just guarding against attack. That’s what the weapons are for.” It waved a paw at the carriage they were sitting on. 


“What weapons?”


“The ones you’re sitting on.”


Archie shifted in his seat, glanced down at the carriage.


“What kind of weapons are they?” he asked.


“Arcane ones.”


Archie stared at the squirrel.


“Look,” Butch said, “they’re not your usual kind of swords or guns or whatever. They’re from Mmorg.”


“Mmorg?”


Butch shuddered.


“Never go to Mmorg,” he said.


“Is it dangerous?” Archie asked.


“Just never go there. But they’ve got the best weapons.”


As with the city, the town changed once they drew nearer. Unlike the city, the change was not as drastic; it was still a small town, populated mostly by small houses. 


“We’re looking for a guy named Weevil,” Butch said, “He runs the militia here.”


“They have a militia?” Archie asked, glancing at the ramshackle street.


“They have a nuclear arsenal,” Butch said, “They keep it in a barn.”

*
*
*

Weevil turned out to be the local barkeep. He was well over six and a half foot tall, skinny, and with the head of an otter. 


For some reason he couldn’t explain, Archie was not surprised. 


“Got trade for you,” said Butch, leaping onto the bar. 


“Butch?” said Weevil, “Is that you? My, how you’ve grown.”


“Funny guy,” Butch growled.


“What you got?” asked Weevil.


“Arms shipment.”


“About time. You sticking around for the tournament?”


“What tournament?” Archie asked. 


“The fighting championship,” Weevil said, “Every evening from sunset in the square.”


The squirrel rested its snout on its paws. “I wouldn’t mind going to watch, mind. Haven’t seen a fight proper since I got... since I grew fur and shrunk.”

Archie shrugged. He had never been a fan of boxing. 

“Can I have a drink?” he asked Weevil.


Weevil stared at him. 


“A what?”


“A drink.”


Butch looked up from the bar.


“Mate,” he said, “This ain’t for real here. You’re in the afterlife now.”


Archie looked around him.


“But this is a bar,” he said, “Otherwise, what’s his job?” He pointed at Weevil, who pouted in a manner only available to an otter. 


“I am a trafficker of information,” the man-otter said indignantly. 


“It’s all for show,” Butch said, hissing to keep his voice down, “Everything here is all for show. This ain’t a bloody pub. It’s like the rest of the world. It’s a... a... what’s the word?”


“Simulation,” Weevil interjected, polishing a glass. 


“That’s it, a similution. This bar don’t sell drinks. It sells information.”


Butch fell silent. Archie stared at a knot in the wood of the bar, unable to decide whether or not he felt like crying. 


“I only want a glass of water,” he said after a minute.  


“Look on the bright side,” said Butch, “You can only die once, right?”

*
*
*

“You don’t know what pain is,” said the man in the pin-striped suit. 


Archie was looking in the direction of the two men in the middle of the circle, but not actually noticing them.”


“I’ll kill you!” said the suited man’s opponent. 


“Fight!” said a voice, deep and disembodied.


“See, here’s the thing,” said Butch, as the two men in the circle started to hit each other, “It used to be different. Used to be torturing and squalor round here. Pushing rocks, being burnt and branded, that kind of thing.”


Archie stared at the men, but didn’t notice them. 


“Whips,” said the squirrel, “Lots of whips and chains. Unless you liked whips and chains, in which case you got something different. Used to know this guy, real sadist type, loved pain. They punished him by making him comfortable. Easy chair, good books. Never seen anyone in so much agony.”


In the circle, the man in the suit was repeatedly punching his opponent in the face.


“Bloody freak, he was.”


Archie said nothing. They stared at the men fighting in the circle. 


“I guess that means we’re in Hell,” said Butch, “You know, because of all the pain that used to be here. There were devils and stuff. Except there aren’t any devils now. Now it’s just the people – who take several forms, not all of them people-shaped. And some automatons. Like the police who busted you. They don’t think. They just do. Bloody typical, really.”


The pin-striped man picked his opponent up by the neck, kicked him in the solar plexus. The fight ended.


“Winner!” said the disembodied voice.


“It all changed a while ago. Don’t know how long it’s been, but it feels like years. Ages, anyway. All we have are these zones, filled with... I don’t know what you’d call them. Events, maybe. The fights. The battles. Races. The challenges. Mmorg.”


Archie watched the defeated man disappear, saw a new challenger step forward from the crowd.”


 “You don’t know what pain is.”


“Prepare for a new way to die!”


“Life is easy now, you see. Nothing changes. We fight, you run the risk of having a bomb dropped on you at any time, you might get shot by some punk in a stolen car, but you won’t die. Never.”


“Fight!”


“Are you even listening to me? You’ve been quiet since we sat down.”


Archie didn’t look at Butch, kept his gaze on the combatants ahead. 


“It’s funny,” Archie said quietly, “They hit each other, and don’t get hurt.”


Butch looked at the fighters. The wearer of the pin-stripe suit was banging his new opponent’s head against the concrete of the floor. 


“Looks painful enough to me,” the squirrel noted. 

“Yeah,” said Archie, “But look – he just gets up again. No blood, no bruise. He’s not even dizzy. Right up until the final blow, he’s in peak condition. Then one punch, even a light one, and he hits the deck. Don’t you think that’s odd?”


Butch shook his head.


“Seems perfectly reasonable to me,” he said.


“Well, I may have only died a couple of hours ago,” Archie said, “but that man there should be choking on his own intestines by now.”


“Winner!”


Pin-stripe’s opponent disappeared. Someone else stepped forward.

“You don’t know what pain is.”

“I’m going to cram your head up your arse!”

“Fight!”

“The man in the suit is cheating,” Archie said.


“He can’t cheat,” Butch said, “It’s a fight. A brawl.”


“He’s wearing knuckle dusters.”


“Makes no odds. Everyone’s equal in the circle.”


“He always leads with his left, then goes for a low kick. A cheese-move.”


The squirrel glared at Archie.


“A what?”


“Did you never play a fighting game when you were alive?”


“I’ve been dead a while.”


Archie’s eyes half-closed. He smiled slightly, said:


“A cheese-move. An easy, but unavoidable, move. Bad players use them to get an easy win. On fighting games. Arcades. Good players try to inject variety. Use characters who aren’t simply one-move-Eddies. It’s polite.”


“This ain’t a game,” sniffed Butch.


“Looks like one to me.”


“Winner!”


Someone in the crowd coughed.


Butch wiped his snout. Then he looked at Archie.


“What the hell are you doing?” the squirrel asked.


“I’m going to test my theory,” Archie replied, “I reckon I know what’s going on.”

*
*
*

The man in the pin-stripe suit grinned when Archie stepped in front of him.


“You don’t know what pain is.”


“You need a new catch-phrase,” said Archie.


The man in the suit blinked, looked surprised.


“You don’t kn-”


But Archie had already taken hold of his mop and connected it with the suited man’s testicles. 


“Fight!” said the disembodied voice.


The man in the suit slumped – very slowly – to the ground. 
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He couldn’t believe it. 


He had lost the target. Or the target had lost him.


Either way, it was not a good thing. 


Dafydd scratched his head and pondered the situation. When he’d started, he’d had the scent. That much was definite. But now it had disappeared, and Dafydd was not sure he liked the implications of that. 


One thing for it, he thought. 


Going to have to go see the boss. 

*
*
*

Sixty miles an hour.


Archie could not stop laughing.


Seventy. 


Butch, on the other hand, was having trouble starting to laugh.


“What do you think-”


Eighty.


“-you’re dooooooiiiiing?”


“Calm down!”


Ninety.


“Ha ha ha!”


“If I die, you bastard-”


Even hundred.


“-I’m going to kill yoooouu!”


Archie carried on laughing. He wasn’t drunk, but he felt like he was. 


The freedom. The unimaginable freedom!


After he had cheated in the fight against the man in the pin-stripe suit, a new challenger had stepped up. And Archie had won again. But, that time, he had won by playing fair. 


Somehow, in the period between being alive and being dead, Archie had become an expert in kendo. With his trusty mop, Archie was a force to be reckoned with. 


After ten straight wins, the village had faded away, and Archie had found himself standing on a ledge half-way up a mountain. There was no discernible way off the ledge, and yet new opponents met and were defeated at Archie’s hands. 


Another ten wins, and Archie was standing on a runway. 


A hundred and ten miles per hour. 


Another three fights, and Archie was finally defeated. It had been an unusual experience. Archie had felt fine, had taken several blows that would have destroyed houses without batting an eyelid. Then the man he had been fighting had slapped him lightly across the cheek, and he had fallen to the ground. Out cold. Woken up to find Butch staring down at him.


“Happy now?” the squirrel had said.


Hundred and forty.


“Are you happy now?” the squirrel was screaming, “Are you bloody happy now?”


“We’re in third,” Archie replied calmly.


“We’ll be dead!”


“We’re already dead!”


Archie didn’t like to think about the implications of Butch’s appearance next to him on the runway. He had an idea of what he thought was going on, and there was only one role that a squirrel could play in a scenario like that.


Mascot. 


Hundred and eighty. 


When Archie had seen the cars lined up and ready to go, he hadn’t been able to resist. He’d shaken hands with the other competitors malingering round the start line, chosen the car that he would normally have associated with the smallest genitalia.


Steering wheel. Pedal to go faster. Pedal to go slower. That was it. Not even a seat belt in sight. 


Two hundred. 


Not quite it. There was a button located on the top of the steering wheel. Big, red, round. If, Archie mused, this had been a film, someone would have said something like “Don’t ever push that button”. 


Archie pushed the button.


Something ignited behind him. Butch began to wail. 


Two ten.


Two twenty.


Two thirty.


Two forty.


Two fifty.


Two sixty.


The car in second place went into third place. 


Two seventy. 


Archie didn’t see the corner until it was too late.


He slammed his foot hard down on the brake. The weight of the car shifted to the front, throwing Butch up from his seat into the windshield. The car began to spin to the left. Desperately, Archie wrenched the wheel in the opposite direction, felt the car straighten out. 


Then the car in third place hit their back bumper, and Archie’s car took off. 

*
*
*

Archie still couldn’t stop laughing. 


“It’s not funny, you know,” said Butch, “It’s possible to be immortal and suicidal.”


“I didn’t know it was possible,” Archie gasped, “for a dead squirrel to piss itself.”


Butch fell silent. 


The wreckage of the car lay about them, parts of it still alight. 


The mop was intact. 


“Do you reckon we lost, then?” Archie asked.


“Shut up.”


 Archie was sat, legs crossed, on the road, his back leant against the rear end of the car. Butch was perched a couple of metres away, on one of the front wheels. 


I need a cigarette, thought Archie. A cigarette, and a drink.


“It’s funny,” he said, “When I was alive, I thought nothing was better than curling up in front of the telly with a controller in my hand. Never thought I’d be living it.” 


The squirrel fixed a beady eye on the man.


“What are you talking about?” Butch asked.


Well, you know,” Archie said, “playing computer games. On a console, with the telly.”


“Telly,” the squirrel repeated, “Console. Computer games. Controller. Stop raving, lanky, and get to the point.”


Archie stared.


“You mean to say you don’t know what a television is?” he asked.


“I mean to say, I died a long time ago. And so did a lot of people here. New thing is it, your television?”


Archie shrugged. 


“Sixty years. Seventy, maybe. Give or take.”


“Is it like the telephone?” 


“Sort of. But with pictures. Why?”


“Someone once described a telephone to me,” Butch said, “Sounded stupid, like the way you’re sounding.” The squirrel curled a whisker round one paw, continued, “Look, this is the deal: most people in here died a long time ago. They’ve been coming here forever, at least in human terms. More old dead people than new ones, get my point? And time passes slowly. We don’t know what jiggery-pokery you’re used to, and mostly we don’t care. Well, I don’t, anyway.”


Archie nodded.


“My point is,” he replied, “is that this, all of this – the fighting, the races, the cities, everything – is a game. A computer game. Every game ever made in one big lump.”


The squirrel cocked its head to one side. 


“A whatsee game?” he asked.


“A computer game. You play it. It’s... difficult to describe. You control a character. Or a car. Or a plane. Or, well, anything, really. And you build up through the levels. Until you win.”


“Why?”


“Because... you want to. It’s for fun.”


“What is it?” Butch asked, “A quest?”


“Sort of. A virtual one.”


“I hate quests.”


Archie rolled his eyes. 


“Anything you do like?” he asked.


“Nuts.”


“Really?”


“No,” said Butch, “I don’t like nuts. And I don’t like all this talk of games and quests and virtuals and levels and suchlike. This is the afterlife, and I can’t think of any reason to get involved with the affairs of the living.”


“Pity,” said a voice behind Archie, “Because the living are a very interesting breed.”


Both man and squirrel turned to face the voice. Two figures stood down the road, side-by-side. The shorter of the two sported ginger hair and a large pair of white feathery wings. The taller had horns, and hooves for feet.


“Nuts,” Butch said again. 
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Dafydd was confused. The target should not still have been here. 


The winged man knew he was in trouble. It had been his sole purpose – his job – to find the mortal’s soul and to direct it along its chosen path. But, instead, the man had been forced to do the work. 


And here they stood. 


Dafydd had looked here already. An hour ago, Dafydd had stood in this exact spot, shaking his exasperated head and wondering how he had got it so wrong.


He still didn’t know. 


The man might or might not have known but, whichever way, it was irrelevant. The man would not have cared, and he would simply be angry with Dafydd. 


The winged man looked at his target. Scrawny, pink-faced and lanky, wearing janitor’s overalls and carrying – of all things – a mop. And being followed round by a goddamn squirrel. 


How had this man, this charlatan, given Dafydd the slip?


How?


It had been a long time since Dafydd had felt any emotion at all. He had become so good at his role, had been here so long, that he had ceased to feel even so much as pride in his work. But now... now he felt... what? Frustrated? Embarrassed? Irritated?


Angry?


As the man spoke, Dafydd seethed silently beside him. 


This couldn’t have happened to him!


This shouldn’t have happened to him!


Damn it!


It almost made one want to blaspheme. 

*
*
*

“Let me guess,” said Archie, “you’re Satan.”


The man with horns and hooves smiled. 


Butch tugged at Archie’s trouser leg.


“Hey,” the squirrel said, “We really ought to be going now.”


Archie looked down at his companion. A trail of urine lay from where the squirrel had been sitting to where he was now. 


“You okay?” Archie asked him. 


“No, I’m bloody not,” Butch said, his voice a stage whisper, “That’s the devil!”


Archie’s eyebrows knitted. 


“I know,” he said.


“You don’t! You’ve only just died. You just think the devil’s just a story made to scare kiddies into behaving. This guy’s the real deal, Archie. The fallen angel. He makes John Milton look like bloody Lewis Carroll.”


Archie looked at the Adversary. 


Horns.


Hooves. 


Little goatee beard. 


Small shoulder bag made out of potato sacking. 


“Oh, for god’s sake,” said Archie, “You’re Pan, aren’t you?”


The man with hooves and horns smiled again.


“Got it in two,” he said, “Maybe your pet can stop pissing itself for long enough to say hello.”


Butch started to respond, then thought better of it. Instead, he sat and looked petulant. 


The satyr clopped forward, sat down in front of Archie. His winged accomplice didn’t move. Instead, he stared disinterestedly at the group. 


“You’ve done well,” Pan said, “considering you had no help at all.”


“How do you mean?” Archie asked.


“You got this far. You are no longer in the city, you’re not wandering around lost, you’re not asking everyone you come across for help or directions. Hell, you actually made it out of the white room. Some people actually just sit there staring at the doors. You’d be amazed.”


Archie smiled.


“I’m not as good as you think I am,” he said.


“That’s bloody true enough,” Butch muttered.


“I mean,” continued Archie, “I’ve wandering about at random, pretty much.”


“Is that so?” the squirrel spat, “At random?”


“Just trying to figure out what’s going on, and all that.”


“No help, of course. Oh no.”


“The fighting helped me figure out the computer game thing. The one-liners before the fights, the way I knew a whole martial art without ever having so much as gone for a run...”


“Nothing to do with your use of a mop as a lethal weapon, then.”


“...I mean, I should have seen it before. I got arrested for smoking by policemen who ignored bad drivers. In a city whose town planner may well have been a monkey to look at the layout. And lines over the countryside? I bet they were part of a grid. And I bet, too, that we were moving at one square per turn.”


“Three, actually. We were on a track. Do I have to tell you everything?”


Pan turned to the squirrel.


“Are you going to keep interrupting,” the satyr asked, “or are you going to let the adults talk, Eric?”


Silence.


“What did you call me?” Butch asked incredulously. 


Pan smiled. With the goatee beard, Archie thought, the satyr looked like a salesman about to make his pitch for a washing machine. 


“Eric Mountbatten Bernard Smit the third, I do believe,” Pan said, “And, of course, ‘Butch’ for short. Don’t worry, little orange; I know who you are.”


“Butch for long,” replied Butch, “And it’s strawberry blonde. That’s orange.” He pointed at the winged man’s hair. The winged man stared back, his face unreadable. 


Archie grinned.


“Eric Martin Smith?” he said, “That’s your name? Butch?”


“Two things,” the squirrel replied, without looking at Archie, “One: get it right. Two: you ever call me Eric again, I will eat your head.”


“I have a question,” Archie said to Pan, ignoring the urge to respond to Butch’s threat, “Why computer games? I’m dead, right? Shouldn’t I be either burning or blessed?”


Pan nodded. 


“You certainly should,” he said, “but that’s merely my opinion. It’s not the idea everyone has of the afterlife, and it’s certainly not the idea you have.”


“How do you mean?”


“Only a hundred years ago, most of the West on your world believed in one God, in the Holy Trinity. Christianity, yes?”


“They still do,” said Archie.


Pan laughed. 


“Of course they don’t,” he said, “Most people now believe in only one thing: themselves. Ask them to draw a picture of God, they give you an old man on a cloud. Even the most devout in the West have forgotten what it is to actually believe in something.”


“You keep picking out the West here,” said Archie, “Is this only a rant about Christians, then?”


“You think Muslim fundamentalists suffer from lack of belief?” Pan asked, “No. This is a Western phenomenon.”


Butch stifled a yawn.


“Fascinating though this may be,” the squirrel said, “I can’t help notice that you haven’t answered my scrawny chum’s question. About conductor games, and the like.”


Pan nodded.


“You are right, mister Smit. Computer games. Very well. Angel!”


The winged man stepped forward. 


Pan reached into his bag, drew out a wooden flute. Archie could have sworn that the bag was nowhere near big even to hold such an instrument.


“Tell them,” said Pan. He put the flute to his mouth, and began to play.

Story

The creation of the world, and of the heavens, and of the gods

In the beginning, there was the Word.


And the Word, was: Bang!


Or more of a ‘phut’, if anything at all. No one knows for sure. 


God is the creator of all, the Alpha.


If that is true, then that which creates all must therefore be God, and thereby we can deduce that God was that one extra hydrogen atom that popped into existence, that over-spilled the none-existent space, that caused the explosion that pushed all matter into our universe. 


And thus, with this fart of a creation, were all things created. 


And the universe expanded, and the galaxies cooled and formed suns and planets and moons. And for billions of years, that was that. 


Except.


Except on a handful of worlds, a tiny fraction of a fraction of a percent of all the worlds in the universe, life happened.


It started small, so basic that even its instincts were undeveloped. Many of these fledgling life-forms never even made it past the first generation, as they refused to develop the power to reproduce. Some, especially on the younger worlds, died with climactic changes. Others simply died through incompetence.


A few, a very tiny few, didn’t die. Instead, they grew.


Flourished, even.


From single cells, they transformed into creatures of complexity. They swam, and they crawled and they flew. And, without a thought for the consequences, they killed, and they devoured, and they reproduced, and they died. 


Some of these creatures, these animals, did more of the dying than they did the reproduced, and they were whittled away. 


World by world, species by species, one by one, life died. 


And there was nothing, no one, to claim the souls of the deceased. But that was fine, because the deceased had no souls. 


Until it came to pass that a only number of worlds that could be counted on one human hand in a universe of infinite-minus-one proportions still contained life. 


We will ignore the other fingers. 


Earth.


Life on Earth nearly died, over and over. It was faced with innumerable challenges. But then that is the nature of life. 


Even so, faced with so much death, it was inevitable that life on Earth should come to respect the dead. 


One by one, the animals of Earth turned away from the pack and found the individual. They grew emotions and thoughts – though still basic. They feared, they craved, they hungered. 


And then one species, whose development until then had been unremarkable, grew something that gave them the edge.


Thumbs. 


Opposable thumbs.


Tools. 


Machines. 


And, thus, humanity was born. 


With their new-found skills, mankind leapt ahead of the evolutionary chain. Relatively speaking, they became creatures of comfort in the bat of an eye. 


And, with so much time on their hands, so to speak, they climbed one last rung of evolution’s ladder, and grew souls. 


It was boredom that did it. Mankind had nothing to do. It had weapons to kill with, knives to cut with. Primitive, certainly, but mankind suddenly had time to make mental connections, to spark their synapses, to think. 


And think they did.


They thought of love, and comfort.


And of gods. 


They gave thanks, for the food, for the warmth. They gave thanks for the rising of the sun, and for the light of the moon. They gave thanks for the chance of life.


Sooner or later, someone had to listen. 


When it did listen, it too was primordial. Little more than animal in thought, it hungered for survival. Parasitic, almost, but its food was different to that of most other species. 


When Man called, it listened. 


It never cared what Man wanted; it gave indiscriminately. It built on all of Man’s dreams and fears, lapped up the naked, unwaning belief. It became bloated and happy. 


And Mankind grew up. 


From dances in circles, ceremonies. Gods and goddesses, champions of food and fertility and farming and fucking. Man’s beliefs complicated and broke, spreading over the globe as the species began to spread over the continents. 


And, like Man, the beliefs grew. 


Man began to use its new-found technological prowess in its worship, erected buildings and statues and tombs. Hundreds of beliefs became thousands.


And the parasite, fat from basic, undivided belief, suddenly had to work for its food.


It had to talk back. 


It had to give. 


And God was born.


He went by many names. Pan, Ra, God, Buddha, Allah... there was one God for every civilisation. But the societies fought and died, and – one by one – the religions died out. The parasite – the religions – went with the flow, spurring troops here, scaring there. They could never directly influence the course of history, but they could alter souls as they saw fit. They could inspire devotion, remove fear and doubt, make a soldier a king. 


Some religions died, others flourished.


Truly, the parasite controlled the human race.


Until one man, his mind untouched by religion, unbruised by the parasite, spoke on a hillock about the importance of being nice to everyone, and changed everything.


Suddenly, a religion evolved that required little or no action. The parasite made use of what it could to begin with, digested the beliefs of the early converts, throughout the Crusades and the Middle Ages, but it quickly became apparent that here was a way of life accessible with the minimum of actual effort. 


One could be a Christian without going to church.


One could be a Christian without talking regularly to God.


One could be a Christian without actually believing in Christ. 


More and more souls slipped from the parasite’s grasp. Thousands, millions of people stopped believing in the stories and read instead about the marvels of science and fantasy. Fiction became religion as the Bible became a book. 


People began to believe less in the voices in their heads, and more in the sights of their eyes. They saw steam, and electricity, and machines that carried out the work of men, and they were happy. 


The parasite fought for survival in a world devoid of belief. 


And it nearly died. 


It found solace in the fantasies of fiction. Mere scraps of food – of belief – could be found in the minds of the readers, as they suspended their disbelief for an hour in a day. For the parasite, it was slim pickings, but it was the difference between survival and oblivion. 


Then cinema, and the supply of food increases. 


As imaginations are sparked, the parasite’s hunger is sated. 


It is not evil, this parasite. It fulfils its promises. It does not truly devour the souls it claims; it nurtures them, cares for them. Gives them what they want. 


Heaven.


Hell.


Somewhere in between. 
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Pan put the flute back in his bag.


No one said anything.


After a full five minutes of silence, Pan said:


“Is no one going to say anything?”


Archie raised his head.


“But,” he managed through cracked lips, “I never went to church.”


“Bully for you,” said Pan.


Butch spat on the ground.


“I went every damned Sunday.”


“Sorry,” said Pan. 


Silence reigned again. The man with wings picked his teeth with the nail of his little finger. 


“You used us,” said Archie.


“We did,” said Pan, “We used all of you.”


More silence.


“How will fare the world,” said Butch, “whose wonder was the very proof of me?”


Archie looked in surprise at the squirrel. 


“I feel bloody conned,” said Butch.


Archie nodded. 


The man with wings bent down, scratched the back of his right leg.


“So why this?” asked Archie, “Why this... theme park? Why computer games?”


Pan smiled. 


“Because it is the new religion,” he said, “There is nothing else, no single thing, left on your world that inspires such devotion, so much attention. Religion is dead now. But the games... the games are very much alive.”


“Games are fiction,” said Archie, “People believe in God.”


“People don’t believe in God,” Pan said, “Not like they used to. They go to church and put buttons in the collection as they fall asleep in the pews. They say love thy neighbour on Sunday and sue for three inches of garden on Monday. Only where television has yet to take hold do you retain any pretence of devotion.”


Archie’s face twitched. He shook his head, said:


“Except that devotion is a lie. You say we don’t believe in you any more. Well, why should we? You’re a fake. Your religion – hell, your religions plural – are all fakes. You stand there, responsible for the greatest crimes humanity has to offer, part of the greatest lie in history, and you complain that I refuse to offer my devotion!”


Pan stood in stunned silence. 


“Well,” Archie muttered, “I never believed in you when I didn’t know, and now I know I believe in you even less.”


Shaking his head, Pan sat down on the ground, crossed his hooves. 


“You think of us as evil,” he said.


“I think of you as malignant,” Archie interrupted.


“But we’re not,” said Pan, “We but fight for our survival, same as you. You hunt for food, we feed off your thoughts. And that is all. The deeds that are committed are not willed by us, merely inspired. You think us responsible for the wars and atrocities? Indirectly, maybe – but then we too are responsible for the happiness and love carried out in the name of God.”


“Fake love.”


“Love is love.”


“Love is anal!”


Shocked, Archie, Pan and the winged man all looked down at Butch.


He stood swaying on the ground, his orange fur steeped in sweat, his black eyes wide. A trickle of blood ran down his jaw.


“Damn your love!” the squirrel ranted, “Damn your lies! I believed in something when I was alive. I gave my life to it, and because of one mistake I ended up here, and not there. And now you tell me that what I believe was a story, and not a very good one at that. Well, shit. I’d have taken her damn sister too, if I’d have bloody known! But I believed in something, and it wasn’t you, matey. You were what my mother used to describe when she wanted the washing done double time.”


“I am,” said Pan, “what your beliefs made me.”


“Not my bloody beliefs,” Butch said, “I want God and, if I can’t have Him, then I want out.”


“Out?” said Pan.


“Out?” said Archie.


“Out,” said Butch. 


“You’re dead,” said Pan.


“Then kill me,” said Butch.


“I can’t,” said Pan.


“Why?” said Archie.


Pan looked at the tall man. Archie shifted where he sat, uncomfortable.


“Because I have no say in the matter,” said Pan, “I am but a minor deity.”


“Deity?” said Butch, “Don’t make me laugh.”


“What I am saying,” said Pan, “is that there is still a hierarchy, and I was not near the top even at my prime. Now the only people who believe specifically in me are few, and they are largely insane, or bitter, or both. I can’t get rid of you. You need to talk to one greater than I.”


“Who?” said Archie.


“Where?” said Butch. 


“For who,” said Pan, “I just told you: one greater than I. As for where... now on that I can be more definite.”


He reached into his bag, brought out a brown paper bag. This he carefully unwrapped, handed the contents to Archie.


A compass. 


It was a simple, cheap looking compass. The casing was tin, the face black card covered by glass. 


“What does this do?” Archie asked, “Point to God?”


Pan laughed.


“No,” he said, “Only to the path to God.”


“What?”


“Follow it,” Pan said, “and it will lead you to – and along – the path that will take you – at its very end – to the one you seek.”


“I don’t believe you!” Butch screeched.


Archie looked at the compass in his hand, shook his head sadly.


“What if we don’t go?” he asked.


“Then you won’t find him,” sniffed Pan, “Both of you endure eternity in this place. Your pet will tell you how that feels.”

*
*
*

Dafydd watched their retreating backs.


“You disagree with my methods,” said Pan. 


“This is not right,” said Dafydd. His voice was boyish, young.


“It’s not.”


“We lied to them.”


“They would not have gone if we have not said what we did.”


“You don’t know that,” Dafydd snapped, “You can’t know that!”


Pan stood, adjusted his bag.


“We would not have had this problem if you’d found the man when you were meant to.”


Dafydd stared at Pan, said nothing. 


“Anyway,” the satyr continued, “what’s done is done. They’re on their way. You know they don’t stand a chance, and you hate me for it. I know they don’t stand a chance, and yet...”


“And yet what?”


“He sees the patterns,” Pan mused, “He recognises the games.”


Dafydd stared at Pan, said nothing.


“Follow them, angel,” the satyr said, “Watch them. See what they can do. Because I have a feeling about this man, this mop-wielding stranger. He may just turn out to be the most unlikely of heroes.”


Dafydd’s mouth curled up into a sneer.


“Or he may find out what lies beyond his second death.”


Pan met Dafydd’s glare. 


“There is no other death,” he said.
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Archie had broken into a run.


“How long do you think you can keep this pace up for?” Butch asked. 


The squirrel was perched on his shoulder, clutching the handle of the mop that was tethered to Archie’s back. 


“I don’t know,” said Archie, “but I’m not tired yet.”


Archie had broken into a run four hours ago. He had stopped wondering where he had found the energy, and was now vaguely enjoying himself. 


Butch, possessing less patience than Archie, had spent last three and a half hours sat on Archie’s shoulder. He was not comfortable. 


“Are we nearly there yet?” he asked.


Archie shrugged, nearly losing his passenger in the process. 


“It’s a compass,” the man said, “not an odometer. And besides, we don’t know where ‘there’ is.”


“Hopefully, it’s somewhere warm and comfortable.”


“You sure you weren’t always a squirrel?”


Butch didn’t answer, and Archie kept running.

*
*
*

“Now what?” said Butch.


It was a long way down.


“God knows.”


“I doubt it, if what the goat said was true.”


A very long way down.


Canyons like this did not exist, Archie thought, in the real world. Or, at least, not in South London. Maybe they existed somewhere like Utah, but Archie doubted it. Canyons like this existed in Saturday morning cartoons – and in computer games. 


Archie shook his head. Why couldn’t he have been stuck in a cartoon? Wily E. Coyote would have made it down the cliff in one piece.


“What does the compass say?” Butch asked. 


“Same as it said before,” Archie replied, “Straight on.” He pointed out to the other side of the canyon. 


“Well,” said Butch, “we ain’t getting there.”


“Why not?”


Butch jumped down off Archie’s shoulder, stared up at Archie.


“You mean apart from the fact the other side is a mile away, with a bloody mile drop in the middle?”


Archie stared back.


“Yes,” he said, “Apart from that.”


“Do you even know what’s on the other side?”


“No.”


“Mmorg.”


Silence.


Archie stared at the squirrel.


“Mmorg,” he said.


“Mmorg!” the squirrel replied.


“And what,” Archie asked, “is Mmorg?”


Butch jumped to his feet, began pacing round Archie.


“Did you listen to nothing I told you?” he asked, “Or did you just get short-changed in the brain department? Mmorg! Where the best weapons come from!”


“It’s a shop?”


“It’s a place. A land. With dragons, and monsters, and death round every corner. That’s why they have the best weapons. They need them!”


Archie sighed.


“I want to get this straight,” he said, “Can we, or can we not, die? I mean, we’re already dead, aren’t we?”


“In truth, mate,” said Butch, “I haven’t the foggiest. But I have no intention of finding out.”


Both fell silent again. Butch continued his pacing, while Archie sat gazing across the canyon. 


“There’s something,” Archie said after a while.


“What?”


“In the canyon. There’s something out there.”


The squirrel followed Archie’s line of sight. 


“What am I looking for?”


“Islands.”


Archie pointed. At first, Butch couldn’t see them. He had to squint and move to the side to get a new perspective. 


“Blimey,” Butch said.


“They’re floating,” said Archie.


The island in question was a full twenty feet away from the side of the canyon. It was narrow – four or five feet in width – and seemed to be levitating in place with no visible means of support. 


And, beyond that island...


“There’s hundreds of the buggers,” Butch said. 


All different shapes, all different lengths. Some went up, some went down. All of them arranged in a straight line, never straying out of the four or five foot width boundary. 


“Guess that’s our bridge,” said Archie. 


Butch stared at his companion.


“You are kidding, right? It’s a bloody score to the first one.”


“Sit on my shoulder.”


Butch clawed his way up the back of Archie’s overalls, clung on to the mop again.


“This is bloody suicide.”


“You said that about the driving,” Archie pointed out, backing away from the cliff edge. 


“I meant it then, and I bloody mean it now!”


“Listen,” said Archie, “I don’t think we can die. If we fall... I reckon we’ll live. I crashed that car, and we’re still walking, right?”


“But how are you going to get to that island?”


“I’m going to jump.”


Butch sunk his teeth into Archie’s shoulder.


“Ow!” said Archie.


“O’ ar’ ‘ot oin’ o’ um’,” said Butch.


“What?”


Butch removed his teeth from Archie’s skin.


“You are not going to bloody jump,” he repeated.


“I’ll make it.”


“You won’t!”


“It’s just a platform.”


Butch narrowed his eyes. 


“Is this another game?” he asked.


“Maybe.”


“It is, isn’t it?” said Butch, “It’s all bloody games to you, you... you psycho! This is just jollity and japes, ain’t it, you lanky git? Well, listen up good, because this is not bloody going to happen. Put me down. Put me the sodding hell down!”


Archie did not hear any of this, because he had already started to sprint towards the canyon.

*
*
*

The jump took them halfway along the first island. Archie wobbled from side to side, but kept his balance. He jumped again, easily covering the distance to the second island. 


An object that he first assumed was a big rock turned out to be a rather large tortoise with razor-sharp teeth. He ran full pelt into it, and was knocked off the side of the island. 


Screaming in unison, Archie and Butch plummeted towards the bottom of the canyon. 

*
*
*

When he woke up, Archie saw Butch staring down at him. 


“Where are we?” he asked.


“Back where we bloody started,” said the squirrel. 


Archie sat up. He was indeed beside the side of the canyon. The first island floated twenty feet away. 


“Fat lot of good that did us,” Butch said.


Archie grinned. He unfastened the mop from his back and proffered Butch the cleaning end of it. 


“Grab this,” he said.


“Why?” asked Butch.

*
*
*

The last thing that the snarl-toothed tortoise saw was a terrified-looking squirrel clinging onto a mop bearing down on it. 


Archie kept running, mop still in hand.


He jumped again. 

*
*
*

“Why’d you have to hit it with me?” Butch groaned.


“Trust me, that was the only way to kill it,” Archie said, trying to concentrate on not running off the side of the island.


“How’d you know that?”


“Just do. It’s a game thing.”


“What?”


“You’re a mascot,” said Archie, “You dole out the abuse, and hit things.”


For a moment, Archie was able to run in silence.


He jumped to the next platform. All that was left in his place was the lingering effect of a scream:


“Mascot?!”

*
*
*

One island had a loop-the-loop. Archie, by this stage moving at a full forty miles per hour, kept running.


Butch, half angrily, half fearfully, kept screaming.

*
*
*

The hedgehog looked up from the chessboard.


“Hey,” he said, “would ya look at that?”


The fat man opposite the hedgehog glanced at where his opponent was looking. There was a skinny man wielding a mop bearing down on them. 


“Move the table, will ya?” the hedgehog said. 


The man wiped his nose and smoothed his moustache. Slowly, he stood up and shifted the chess board to the edge of the island. 


The skinny man shot past. A squirrel held on to one end of the mop.


“...aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa...” said the squirrel.


The fat man shifted the board back to the middle of the island and sat back down. 


“Not something you see every day,” said the hedgehog.


The fat man looked down at the pieces in front of him.


“Chi viene dopo?” he asked. 

*
*
*

Somehow, the canyon was more than a mile across.


A lot more.

*
*
*

Archie landed on another island, used Butch and the mop to swipe three more tortoises out of the way before using the shell of a fourth tortoise to catapult himself back into the air. 


When he landed on the next island, he realised that his legs were moving so quickly that he couldn’t make out his feet any more. 


He whooped with glee, and jumped again. 

*
*
*

“I’m already dead I’m already dead I’m already dead,” said Butch. And then he said it again, just to make sure. 

*
*
*

Dafydd watched the runners with a tiny smile across his lips. It was impressive, he thought, to see someone believe in himself so much that he could break the habits of a lifetime and run at such superhuman speeds. And after such a short time, too. 


Still, it worried Dafydd that Archie was finding it so easy to progress. This canyon stopped most people in their tracks.


Most unusual. 


Dafydd beat his wings, intrigued to see what his quarry would achieve next. 
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He had to dig in his heels to manage it, but Archie eventually stopped, leaving fifteen feet of overturned soil and smoke in his wake. 


They had made it. They were on the other side of the canyon. 


In the distance, Archie could see mountains. Vast, improbable mountains, circled by lightning and dark clouds.


“Mmorg...” whispered Butch.


Archie looked down at the squirrel. Butch was shaking, almost imperceptibly. 


“Is it really that bad?” Archie asked.


“Why ask?” Butch said, “You’re going to follow that damn contraption and find out anyway.”


Archie pulled out the compass. The needle pointed towards the mountains. 


“I guess so,” he said. 


Butch sat down on the grass.


“You okay?” Archie asked.


“Bloody fine.”


“Sure?”


“I said I’m fine!”


Archie stared at Butch. Butch stared at the ground. 


“The fighting,” Butch said after a while, “I could handle. Used to be good at it when I wasn’t a squirrel. But even then; suddenly knowing what to do... But it felt natural. It felt like something I could potentially have done when I was alive, had I been in better shape. The cars... well, that too wasn’t so bad. But that...”


“Sorry,” said Archie. 


“You used me to bludgeon monsters!”


“Sorry.”


Butch sighed.


“And now you want me to follow you into Mmorg.”


Archie stayed silent.


“Not going to happen,” said Butch, “I ain’t going back there. I hated it the first time. Going back there as a squirrel to the possibility of being used as a weapon ain’t appealing, know what I mean? No. You go to Mmorg, Archie, and you go alone.”


“But-”


“No bloody buts! I am not a cudgel, and I am not a mug.”


The squirrel stood up.


“I helped you,” he said, “but you don’t need my help no more, and I don’t want this crap. I’d say have a nice life, but that’s a moot bloody point now, ain’t it?”


And Butch walked away. 


Archie watched Butch walk away.


“But you said,” he shouted, “you said you wanted to finish this.”


“Yeah, well,” said Butch, without turning round, “I say a lot of things.”

*
*
*

Archie walked. 


The canyon was several hours behind him, but the mountains didn’t seem to be any closer. 


He was in a wide open space, and he still felt like the walls were closing in on him. 


He felt alone. 


Damn squirrel, he thought. 


No, he corrected himself; not a squirrel. A man in a squirrel skin. Like those people in online games, who made their characters look like superheroes and animals and all sorts of weird and wonderful things. 


Skins. Be what you want to be. 


And he was a man with a mop.


Archie shut his eyes, tried to imagine wearing something else. A suit of shining armour, perhaps, or a robe. Tried to make the mop into a sword or a quarter-staff.


When he opened his eyes, nothing had changed. The mountains were still miles away, the mop was still a mop, and he was still alone. 


“Shit!” he shouted.


He wanted this to be over.


He wanted to go home. 


He wanted...


He wanted...


He was dead.


He wanted to actually be dead.


At that moment, as he thought that thought, he was shot through the heart by a sniper round. 

*
*
*

It might have been seconds later, it may well have been hours, but Archie reappeared. 


He was still in the grasslands on the approach to the mountains. 

Except now there was a war going on. 


Archie watched an eight-foot Viking marauder sprint past, carrying a sawn-off shotgun.


He watched as the marauder had its head blown off by an Amazonian princess with breasts the size of Archie’s head. Then she too was scattered over the landscape by a werewolf wielding a machine-gun.


“Oh, shit,” Archie sighed.


First person shooter.


He hated first person shooters. 


The werewolf ran off in the opposite direction, towards a pack of slavering aliens intent on killing each other as quickly as possible. Archie took the opportunity to run towards the shotgun left by the Viking. When he touched the gun with his foot, it disappeared from the ground and materialised in his hands. 


This was, Archie thought, ridiculous to the extreme. 


He had not played many games like this when he was alive. Archie had always preferred games he could play on his own, or with friends on a single television screen. But most of these games, as far as he could remember, had been played online on desktop computers that could have powered the International Space Station. They had not been, he thought, his thing. 


This really was Hell. 


Ah well, he thought, if you’re dead already.


With a scream that Archie knew could not possible have come from a sane man, he ran forward, brandishing the shotgun.

*
*
*

From above – far above – Dafydd watched the carnage unfold. 


The man named Archie was enthusiastic, he had to admit. Like a man possessed, he ran directly at his targets, howling madly, guns blazing. He never figured out how to change his weapon, and Dafydd watched Archie run out of ammunition and resort to beating one opponent over the head with his mop, until he was finally brought down by a three-legged minotaur. For a few seconds after that, Archie’s body lay in the grass, until it faded to nothing. Dafydd looked around the battlefield, but failed to see Archie reappear.


Frustrated, Dafydd swooped lower.

*
*
*

Archie popped back into existence. 


He needed to get away from here. 


He needed to get to Mmorg. And, from there, he needed to find the way out. He needed the game to be over.


Somehow, he had reappeared some distance away from the action, hidden safely behind a rock. A few steps ahead of him, a man-sized chicken was racking up a number of kills with a sniper rifle. 


Bloody cheese, Archie thought. 


The worst thing about multi-player games, he thought, was cheese. 


Then he saw it.


A couple of metres away, a behemoth of a gun.


A big gun. 


A Big Fucking Gun. 


Archie shot a glance at the chicken. It had yet to notice him. Very quietly, he crept up to and touched the gun.


With a pert snap, it leapt into his hands.


The noise made the chicken turn around. It loosed off a round with its rifle, a wild, shot with no time to aim. It missed.


Archie smiled. 


“Kentucky fried, bitch,” he said. 


He pressed the trigger. 

*
*
*

The blast knocked Dafydd out of the sky. He considered himself lucky; it disintegrated everyone on the ground below him. 


As he crashed down, he watched the cloud mushroom up and out, tiny electrical sparks flickering along its stem. 


His skin burned. And, when he finally connected with the ground, his skin cut and bruised. 


When he picked himself out of his crater, Dafydd watched Archie run and pick ammunition from the corpses. So many combatants had been taken down that Archie managed to load the gun with more ammunition than seemed entirely fair for something that was little more than a game. 


Three of the fighters reappeared in front of Dafydd. Archie saw them and fired again. Dafydd barely had time to scream as the blast threw him fifty feet backwards.


This time, despite the fact he was again the only survivor, Dafydd did not feel so lucky. 

*
*
*

Archie stepped up to the body of the angel. He pointed the muzzle of his gun at the angel’s head.


“Stand up,” Archie said.


Weakly, the angel obeyed. His wings were frayed and tattered, still smoking from the nuclear blast. 


“I’ve had enough,” said Archie, “I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be on this ground, being fragged by idiots, I don’t want to be on this world, I don’t want to be in this afterlife. If I can’t be alive, I want to be dead.”


“Can’t help you,” the angel managed through cracked lips. 


Archie shot him again. 

*
*
*

Archie stepped up to the body of the angel. He pointed the muzzle of his gun at the angel’s head.


“Stand up,” Archie said.


This time, the angel could not find the strength to obey.


“Does it hurt?” Archie asked, “because I really hope it does. I hope you feel like I sprinkled napalm over your skin. Because I’ve been killed twice in the last ten minutes, and both times it hurt. And I can’t really remember dying for real, but I reckon that probably hurt too.”


The angel lifted his head.


“Go to Hell,” he spat.


“Already there,” Archie said, and he shot the angel again. 

*
*
*

Archie stepped up to the body of the angel. He pointed the muzzle of his gun at the angel’s head.


“I can keep doing this,” he said, “I have enough ammo here to shoot you all the way back to the real world. If you won’t die and respawn like every other bugger here, then I’m going to make sure I’ve got your complete attention.”


The angel lifted his head. 


“What do you want?” he asked. 


“I want out,” Archie said.


“Can’t help you.”


Archie spied the werewolf bee-lining towards a rocket launcher in the distance, and fired the big gun at it. The werewolf howled and broke apart. Archie smiled and took aim at the angel again.


“You’d better start helping,” he said.


The angel stood. His wings whitened, new feathers growing where the old ones had been destroyed.


“I mean it,” the angel said, “even if I wanted to help you, I couldn’t. I don’t know how to get you out.”


Archie reached into his pocket, pulled out the compass. 


“We follow this,” he said, “You carry me.”


The angel nodded, stared at the barrel of the gun.


Archie turned, shot two fighters pelting across the landscape in an effort to find weapons. Then he turned back to the angel.


“You nearly healed there?” he asked.


Again, the angel nodded.


Archie shot him.

*
*
*

When Archie approached him, the angel put his hands over his face.


“Why?” he asked, “Why did you shoot me? I agreed to help you – why did you shoot me?”


“Just to make sure,” Archie said, “that you know I’m serious.”

*
*
*

The werewolf watched as the angel flew away, awkwardly clutching the man. It aimed its sniper rifle at the angel’s wing.


“No you bloody don’t,” said a voice.


The werewolf looked around him. No one there.


A sharp pain in its ankle. The werewolf fell, howling. 


“Now look,” said the voice, “I’ve gone and got fur in my bloody mouth, you bastard.”

09

The mountains that Archie had seen from a distance grew, and grew, and grew. Archie had to remind himself that they were impossible in size, that this was not Earth. Bolts of lightening flickered around him as the angel – Dafydd – gradually descended below cloud level. 


“Butch always warned me against the place,” Archie said.


“Your pet?”


“The squirrel,” Archie affirmed. 


“He was right to warn you,” Dafydd said, “Mmorg is a strange place. It follows many rules; some seemingly unfair, others contradictory. When you fight – and you will fight – you should be careful.”


Archie smiled.


“I can’t die though, can I?” he said, “I’m dead, remember. It’s you who needs to be careful.” He gestured to the gun he was carrying.


“Death is not the worst thing that can happen to you,” Dafydd said, “You should know that by now.”


Archie nodded at the warning, but tried not to let it get to him. Got to do this, he thought. Got to keep going. What’s the worst that can happen? 


But he still could not stop himself shivering. 


They passed over rocky outcrops, giant stone walls that sheltered Mmorg from the outside world – or, possibly, vice versa. 


“Take me in,” Archie said.


Dafydd opened his wings fully, beat them hard. Their speed picked up, and Archie got his first look at Mmorg. The mountains were arranged in a vast rectangle, deliberately arranged as a wall. In the distance, Archie could make out the opposite wall of mountains, made tiny by perspective. Mmorg itself was a mess of canyons and hills and caves and forests. In the centre stood a vast black fortress, built on a scale that served to remind Archie yet again that no natural forces were responsible for this place. 


“How original,” Archie muttered, glaring at the castle.


Dafydd banked, dropped altitude. For a while, he glided slowly and vaguely downwards, giving Archie time to get an idea of the layout of Mmorg. A city – or, at least, a large town – hugged the mountains twenty miles or so from the point at which they had passed over the mountains. A river ran though the centre of Mmorg, becoming a moat for the fortress before continuing on to the other side of the land. 


Before Archie even looked at the compass, he knew that the fortress would be his destination. The arrow on the device confirmed his prediction. 


From somewhere below, Archie heard a scream, followed by an almighty roar. 


He swore under his breath. 

*
*
*

Dafydd landed them in a clearing in one of the forests a few miles from the fortress. It was an awkward landing; Archie was unable to bring his feet to point downwards in time, and unable to balance with the bulky gun. He ended up rolling along the dry grass.


Shakily, Archie stood.


“Why here?” he asked the angel, “Why didn’t you take me all the way?”


Dafydd smiled.


“I am not your courier, boy,” he said. 


Archie aimed the gun, pulled the trigger. 


Nothing. Not even a click. 


“I warned you,” Dafydd said, “that the rules here are different. This is Mmorg, not some petty arcade!”


Archie dropped the gun onto the grass. It fizzled for a moment, then disappeared. Slowly, Archie raised his fists. 


Dafydd laughed. 


“If you want to do battle,” the angel said, “then by all means, come closer. But let me give you one piece of advice, boy. You are new here. Level one, you’d call it. A noob. You are weak – even armed with the finest metal in the land, you could not even shave the stubble from my face. Whereas I could cleave you in two with a snap of my fingers.”


Archie heard a growl from the trees behind Dafydd. The angel smiled, continued:


“My cue to leave, I feel.”


Dafydd took off.


The growl got louder. Archie watched as the monster crawled out of the undergrowth. It was a preposterous beast, he decided: vast in size, bulbous and mossy, covered with spines and teeth and tentacles and dark nodes that Archie reasoned could only be eyes. 


The growl turned to a hiss.


The monster swiped out a tentacle. Archie tried to dodge, found himself unable to move. The tentacle slapped him in the stomach, broke a rib. Archie slumped to his knees. 


The monster sat and stared at him. Its tentacles waved about it. 


Archie stared back. 


A minute passed. 


Slowly, Archie drew the mop round from behind him. Ignoring the pain in his side, Archie stood, raised the mop above his head, held it like a sword.


He ran forward, poked the monster in one of its eyes with the end of the mop. 


The thing roared. 


Archie ran back. 


The monster stared at him. 


Archie ran forward, poked it in another eye, ran back. 


The thing roared, stared at him.


He ran forward again, tried to slash down with the mop, to actually hit the monster. Somehow, the move ended up poking the beast in another eye. 


“Back away, foul fiend!”


Archie turned to see a skimpily clothed man pelting across the clearing. 


The man stopped next to Archie, raised his hands. He had the remains of horns on his head, little more than jagged stumps.


“Burn, demon!”


The monster erupted into flames; screamed. The flames died after only a second. 


“Hi,” said Archie.


The man glanced at him.


“Would you care to burn the thing again?” Archie said.


The man glanced at him again, did nothing.


“It’s just that you seemed to hurt it,” Archie said, “I think if you burnt it again, you might actually defeat it.”


This time, the man did not bother to glance at Archie. Nor did he burn the monster again, or move in any significant way. Archie groaned. 


Geek’s paradise, he thought. No wonder Butch bailed. 


The monster swiped out a tentacle. It hit Archie in the stomach again. 


Archie fell. The pain moved so quickly through him – and with such relish – that he did not hear himself scream. For a few seconds, he could feel his limbs thrashing against the ground, but the sensation was soon numbed by the icy detonations in his veins. 


For a span of time no longer than half a minute, Archie’s soul discovered Hell. 


The pain faded.


Archie stood up.


“Restoration potion, noob,” the scantily-clad man said, “Now help me kill this thing. Got any magic?”


“No,” said Archie.


“Any items of destruction?”


“I have this mop.”


The man looked put out. He shook his head, drew a sword from a sheath along his back.


“Prepare to witness Atalon, witness of Creation, destroyer of Worlds!” he said. 


Archie stared at the man, who shrugged and ran forward to slap the flat of the sword hard on the green hide of the monster. 


When the man had returned to his position, Archie asked:


“Was that it?”


“Let’s see you do better.”


Archie stepped forward and poked the monster in the eye with his mop. 


The monster hit out at Archie. Somehow, Archie managed to dodge this time. 


Archie ran forward again. Another eye felt the wrath of Archie’s mop. 


“For pity’s sake,” said the man, “Get on with it.” He made a gesture with his sword. Once more, the monster burst into flame. 

This time, the flames did not go out. The monster shrieked, an ear-piercing scream that caused the muscles in Archie’s back to tighten in sympathy. When the flames disappeared, no trace of the monster remained. 


Archie breathed a sigh of relief.


“Thank God for that,” he said.


“Nothing to do with God,” his ally said, “Now – hold on.”


He raised his arms, held the sword aloft, stared at the sky. Archie watched him for a moment, wondering if he should be doing the same thing.


Then he felt it.


It was like a wind, but inside his body. It blew through his bones, through his heart, chilling his blood as it passed... and it left him feeling stronger. 


A lot stronger.


“Nothing like a plant-fiend for a good bit of levelling up,” said the man, sheathing his sword. He looked at Archie. “You look like you might actually be of some use in your next fight,” he said.


Archie looked down at himself. He failed to see any difference. He pointed this out.


“You get an eye for it after a while,” the man explained. 


“Thanks for your help, Atalon” Archie said.


“Atalon?” said the man, “That’s my sword. My name is Beauford. Beauford the Impossible. As for my help; don’t mention it. I wouldn’t have run in if I’d had my way. I hate those things. Lucky that was a low-level example – nothing too dangerous will bother you while you’re as weak as you are. But I couldn’t have known that just from looking.”


“So why’d you help me?” Archie asked.


“Because,” said a voice from Beauford’s pocket, “I’m a bloody expert at gentle persuasion.”


“Butch?” Archie said, “Is that you?”


“Of course it bloody is,” said the squirrel, jumping to the ground, “No other bugger’s going to save your bloody life, is he?”


“How’d you get here so fast?”


“Winged man ain’t so quick. And I’m a squirrel. Once I reached the trees, there ain’t no holding me back. But I found this gawky looking fella here-” he gestured at Beauford, “-looking lost and in need of a challenge, and got the luxury service the rest of the way.”


Archie grinned.


“Thank you,” he said.


Butch looked up at Beauford.


“Atalon?” he said dryly, “Witness of Creation? Where the hell do you people think this shit up from?”


Beauford stared at his feet. 


“I thought,” said Archie, “that you were scared of this place.”


“Scared?” Butch said, “Who said anything about being scared? I ain’t bloody scared. I just can’t stand the people here. Always on about swords and quests. They obsess, they do. Going off to find their magic Axe plus eights, and to save the beautiful princesses. Half of them speak in bad poetry. It’s horrible. Bloody Atalon, my arse.”


“Thank you, Butch.”


The squirrel looked up at Archie.


“Got to be honest,” the squirrel said, “I couldn’t get back over that bloody canyon.”

*
*
*

Beauford took Archie and Butch as far as the nearest road. At first, he wanted to travel with further with them, but then Archie mentioned that they were going to the fortress. At that point, Beauford politely declined any offers to join the party.


“Why not?” Archie asked.


“Spent long enough trying to get out of the damn thing,” Beauford said, one hand rubbing what remained of a horn, “I’m not getting lost in it again.”

“Thanks for your help, Beauford,” Archie said. 

Beauford smiled, nodded. 

“Don’t stray from the paving,” he said, and then wandered away.


“Why not?” Archie asked Butch.


“Random encounters,” Butch replied, “Welcome to bloody Mmorg.”

*
*
*

The fortress loomed. 


“All quests seem to end in that thing,” Butch muttered from atop Archie’s shoulder.


“Been on a lot of quests?” Archie asked.



“A few, yeah. In my time.”


Archie decided not to press the point.


“That fortress,” Butch continued, “seems to be whatever you need it to be. Once, we went hunting for the Great Shield of Kabananan. That was in the east tower. So was the Dragon Lord Ebulena.”


“Does it change each time, then?” 


“Not really,” Butch said, “You just... notice different bits, is all.”


Archie shot a sideways glance at the squirrel.


“How long were you here?” he asked, “In Mmorg, I mean.”


“Too bloody long,” said Butch, shuddering. 

*
*
*

They walked for days. Short days, Archie noticed. Each day lasted only a couple of hours by his estimate. The storms above them were relentless. The constant thunder made Archie walk faster. 


They only veered from the road once. Archie stepped onto the grass for a split second and found himself under attack by giant beetles. It took him and Butch a few minutes to fight them off. 


After that, Archie and Butch hardly even took their eyes off the road.


Finally, they reached the moat.

*
*
*

Archie was not surprised to see the angel guarding the open drawbridge to the castle. 


Dafydd held a flaming sword. He stood ten feet tall.


“I can not let you pass,” he said. 


Butch spat.


“You’re going to.”


“I do not want to hurt you,” said Dafydd, “but your quest comes to an end here.”


“So,” said Archie, “are you the end of level boss?”


Dafydd’s eyes narrowed.


“If that will make it easier to understand,” he said, “then that I am.”


Archie smiled.


“Just checking,” he said. He took a step forward. 


“Mate,” Butch whispered into Archie’s ear, “You don’t stand a bloody chance. You’re barely strong enough to beat a giant rat in this place, let along this fruit-loop.”


“Do you trust me?” Archie asked the squirrel.


Butch thought for a moment.


“Not really, no.”


“Then,” Archie said, “Just remember the fighting tournament.”


“You cheated there,” Butch said, “This place is different.”


Archie shook his head.


“No,” he said, “It’s not different. Only we are.”


“What?”


“Trust me.”


Butch thought again.


“I ain’t got much choice, have I?”


“No.”


Dafydd watched the conversation without interest. When Archie and the squirrel looked back up at him, he held the flaming sword aloft and said:


“Turn back, mortals!”


Archie nodded. Then he took a step forward and broke the mop in half over Dafydd’s head.


“Butch?” he said.


“Yes?”


“Run.”

10

For a creature that was only six inches in height, Archie thought, Butch was pretty fast. Then again, Butch was a squirrel. 


Archie could feel Dafydd gaining on him. 


They were inside the fortress, running through wide stone corridors lit by burning torches. Every corridor looked identical to the last, every junction was a four way crossroad. The ceiling was nowhere in sight; the walls rose up into a fog.


Once already, Archie had felt the angel’s cold grasp on his shoulder. Butch had rebounded off a wall and sunk his teeth into Dafydd’s fingers. Archie had figured then that Dafydd’s wings gave the angel an edge when moving in a straight line. 


So Archie turned corners. 


The problem was that the compass evidently did not want Archie to turn corners. It wanted Archie to run in a straight line. 


“Remind me again,” shouted Butch, “what the hell we’re doing?”


“Running,” Archie yelled back. 


Archie knew he had disobeyed the rules. When he had moved to attack Dafydd, he had felt his limbs move along a set path, as they had when he had fought the plant-fiend. But, this time, he had forced his arms to swing a different way. 


And he had broken his weapon. It had ceased to be an immutable part of him, and become nothing more than a mop.


With a very thick, wooden handle. 


Archie turned left at the next junction.


Something, he felt, had shifted when he had hit the angel with the mop. The game had changed. 


The problem was that Archie didn’t know what it had changed into.  


Archie turned right at the next junction. He heard Dafydd scrambling along behind him. The angel had a peculiar centre of balance, forcing him to run in a more bestial way than a normal man. The flaming sword had been abandoned, and – on the few occasions he had turned round – Archie could swear he had seen teeth and claws. 


Belief, thought Archie, this was all spawned by belief. Not just his own, but he was a part of it. 


“Butch,” he shouted, “Get up on my shoulder.”


“Tell you what,” said the squirrel from a few metres ahead, “You run a bit faster, I’ll sit on your shoulder.”


“Just do it!”


Muttering something, Butch jumped at a wall, bounced backwards to land on Archie’s arm. It was an impressive manoeuvre. It reminded Archie of a game he’d played, and that reminded him of a whole genre of games.


Archie’s face tightened in concentration.


“If you’re going to do something,” Butch said, looking back at the rapidly gaining Dafydd, “then you’d better bloody do it now.”


This was no longer a sub-standard role-playing game.


This was an action adventure. 


Archie jumped at a wall. His foot connected with the stone, and he pushed off. 


His other foot connected with the opposite wall, and he pushed off.


And again. 


And again. 


Archie gained altitude, and shot upwards through the fog. It took an effort to keep the rhythm going, to keep bouncing between the walls, especially with Butch screaming in his ear. But, somehow, Archie kept it going. 


“Arrrrchieeeeee!”


Way ahead of them, twenty feet forward and another twenty up, Archie could see a bridge. It connected two doors, one in each wall. 


Below him, Archie heard a rush of air. Dafydd had taken off. 


Butch was still screaming. 


Archie continued up. He had no forward momentum remaining. He needed something to get him from here onto the bridge.


Come on, he thought, this is a computer game. 


He was approaching the ceiling now. A chandelier filled with candles swung from it, illuminating the gloom miserably. 


Chandelier. 

Archie pushed forward off the wall, grabbed upwards. His hand hit the side of the chandelier, managed to hold on. For a second, he simply swung, using his legs to keep that momentum going. 


Come on, he thought again, it’s a damn game. 


He flung his body forwards, let go. 


The bridge came closer.


Not close enough.


Archie breathed out. 


Butch screamed.


Off of nothing, Archie jumped again. Automatically, his body curled up, started to spin, and gained height.


Double-jump!


Archie’s hand caught the side of the bridge. The shock knocked Butch from his tightly-held perch on Archie’s shoulder, and the squirrel fell, managed to catch on to Archie’s trouser leg. 


Carefully, Archie pulled them up onto the bridge.


“How...” Butch managed, “How did you do that?”


“It’s a long story,” said Archie, “but I’ve a feeling it would have been easier wearing a skin-tight top and hot-pants.”


“What?”


“Nothing.” 


A blast of air knocked Archie backwards. He skidded to a halt inches from the other edge of the bridge, looked up to see Dafydd hovering above him.


“Run!” Archie shouted. He scrabbled up and bolted for the nearest door. It was made of thick wood, and Archie bounced off it.


Locked.


Dafydd let out a shriek of rage, lunged at Archie. Archie rolled out of the way, sprinted for the other door. 


Locked.


“Shit,” said Archie.


Dafydd beat his wings, took aim at Archie. 


Boss fight, thought Archie.


Sod that, thought Archie.


He grabbed at a torch by the door, burning his hand on the flame. 


Dafydd swooped down.


Archie threw the torch.


It went end over end, the flame describing a perfect arc through the air, rebounding off Dafydd’s wings. The angel’s perfect white feathers ignited instantly and Dafydd lost control, screaming as he over-shot the bridge and began to plummet downwards. 


“Blimey, mate,” said Butch, “You’re a regular hero today, ain’t you?”


“That won’t keep him long,” Archie replied, “Come on.”


Butch jumped back up onto Archie’s shoulder. Archie pulled the compass out his pocket. The needle pointed directly at the door in front of him. 


Archie kicked the door. It splintered, flew backwards off its hinges. 


Archie ran through. 


The hall on the other side of the door was huge, open, tall. Vast pillars ran from the floor to the domed ceiling hundreds of feet above, ornate and gloriously impossible in size. Torches lined the walls, creating shadows amongst the statues that dotted the room; stone knights wielding swords and spears. 


On the other side of the room, shrouded in gloom, Archie could see a door. Like everything else in here, it was massive, maybe four times the height of any normal door. 


Archie began to run forward. 


Dafydd, his wings extinguished and healed, landed back on the bridge. Butch, looking back, saw the angel step into the hall and bit Archie’s ear. Archie turned, saw Dafydd, and dived into the shadows. 


Dafydd stood, scanned the room. 


“Come out, boy,” he said.


Archie slunk round a pillar, his back against the stone. He found himself next to a partially crumbled statue, headless, a stone sword held in its hand.


“You will not escape me,” Dafydd continued.


Archie felt Butch move, turned his head to look at the squirrel. Butch opened his mouth, was silenced by a gesture from Archie. 


“This has gone on long enough,” Dafydd muttered, loud enough for them to hear. The angel raised his hands, clapped once, twice, three times. 


For a second, nothing. Archie felt his back tighten against the pillar. 


A sound. Stone scraping against stone. 


Archie and Butch both looked round the hall. The statues had begun to climb, slowly, methodically, down off their pedestals. Flakes of rock fell from them, revealing skin and cloth and metal beneath.


Archie looked at the beheaded statue next to him. As the stone dissipated, the corpse beneath crumpled to the ground, its armour clattering loudly against the paved floor. The noise echoed around the hall. Dafydd glanced at the body momentarily, ignored it. Archie breathed a sigh of relief.


“What now?” Butch whispered. Archie put his finger over his lips, slowly knelt down. When he was sure Dafydd was not looking, he picked up the dead knight’s sword, now free of its stone outer layer. 


The other ex-statues had begun to move methodically round the room, following set paths. They would walk maybe ten or fifteen feet, stop for a few seconds, then turn around and walk back.


Guards, Archie thought, in the obligatory stealth section. 


Archie hefted the sword. It felt light in his hand. 


Carefully, he moved away from the pillar. A guard walked towards him, stopped. It turned away.


As quietly as he was able, Archie scooted along the room to the next pillar. He pulled himself into the shadows, sweat pouring off him. 


“You can’t win this,” Dafydd shouted, “You are not a hero. You are a man, and nothing besides.”


A man with a sword, thought Archie. 


A guard passed by him, failed to see its quarry lurking only a few feet away. It turned, began to walk along the length of the hall, taking the direction that Archie wanted to move in. 


He needed to get to the door. 


Archie looked down, saw a pebble by his feet. He picked it up, threw it as far as he could over to the other side of the room. It clattered against a pillar.


Instantly, all the guards looked up. Four of them, including the one that had just passed him, moved towards the noise. 


Dafydd laughed.


“Better run, boy,” he shouted.


So Archie ran.


Taking advantage of the patrolling guard’s absence, he ran quietly to the next pillar, and then to the next. Another guard passed by ahead of him, stopping him in his tracks. 


The alerted guards moved back to their patrol routes. They showed no disappointment at not finding their prey. 


Forty feet, now, to the door. 


And only this one guard left in the way. Not even another pillar to hide behind, no more shadows to crawl into.


The guard reached the end of its route, turned, walked back towards Archie. Archie crouched down in the shadow. The guard stopped two feet away from him.


A grim smile touched Archie’s lips. He had been here before, when he had been alive. This situation, this game – this was his thing. 

The guard turned. 

Archie raised the sword.


The guard began to walk slowly along its path.


Archie followed, lifted the sword above his head. 


The guard came to a halt. 


Archie stopped behind it. On his shoulder, Butch shook silently. 


For one perfect second, a noiseless tableau. 


Dafydd saw Archie.


The angel screamed in rage. The other guards turned to see Archie drive the sword into the neck of the guard in front of him. 

Archie pulled the sword out again, sliced the edge along the guard’s throat. Blood, billiard ball bright and unreal in its solidity, spilled out as Archie pulled the sword back again and swung it hard to connect under the guard’s chin. 


The body of the guard fell to the floor. The head rolled for six feet, stopped face down. 


Archie laughed, a maniacal cackle that echoed round the room.


“Fatality!” he shouted. 


“Run!” shouted Butch. 


Archie turned to see the guards bearing down on him. He dropped the sword, tensed every muscle in his body. Butch lashed out a paw, caught Archie on the side of his neck. 

“Run, you bloody idiot!” 

Archie ran.


Thirty feet to the door.


Please, he thought, don’t be locked. 


Twenty feet.


Please.


Ten.


Please.


Five.


Please.


Archie threw himself against the wooden surface. It refused to yield to the pressure, and Archie scrabbled helplessly at it. Around him the guards approached, their faces blank and weapons high.


A handle.


A simple door handle.


It was in Archie’s hand. He pushed down, and the door opened. Light, white and pure, spilled out.


He stepped through the door, and left the hallway behind him. 
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The room was white, oval shaped. There were seven doors. Each was painted a different colour of the rainbow. If Archie squinted hard enough, he could make out the outline of a perfect white feather camouflaged against the floor. 


“Where the hell...” said Butch. 


“Back to where I started,” replied Archie. 


Butch looked around him, squinting in the light. 


“Alright for some,” he said, “When I first got here, the first thing I saw was an army of devils bearing down on me.”


Archie flopped to the floor.


“What did you do when you were alive?” he asked with a smile.


“You don’t want to know.”


For a minute, they sat in silence.


“Ain’t we better get moving?” asked Butch.


Archie shook his head.


“I don’t think he can get to us here,” he said, “I think this place is off-limits.”


“What makes you so sure?”


“He’s not here yet.”


Butch picked up the feather in the middle of the room.


“He was here, though,” he said, “At some point. If he was here once, he can come back. Maybe he’s biding his time. Maybe he knows where we’re going next. Maybe he’s waiting for us.”


“That was then,” said Archie, “when I came through last time. Just after I... passed on. I think he was supposed to meet me. But something... something went wrong.” He gave a little chuckle. “A glitch, I guess.”


“Glad you find it funny.”


“Any other way of looking at it?”


“I suppose not,” said Butch. 


Archie drew the compass out of his pocket. The needle slowly spun on its axis.


“Shit,” said Archie.


“What?”


Archie showed Butch the compass.


“So we’re screwed,” said the squirrel, “It was all a bloody lie.”


“Maybe we weren’t meant to come this way.”


“Then where the bloody hell were we meant to go? There was one door, and a load of killer statue people. What other way were we meant to go?”


“It does seem a bit of a coincidence,” Archie said, “that we should end up back here. Maybe we’re meant to choose a door again.”


“Or maybe that bloody psychotic angel is supposed to meet us.”


Archie stayed quiet. Carefully, he stood up, looked at the doors.


“I took the red one last time,” he said, “Which put me in the city. The strategic zone, as I remember you calling it. If we take a different door, then I guess we go somewhere else. Maybe one of them takes us to the end.”


“Yeah,” said Butch, “but which one? One in six chance, mate. Not wonderful odds.”


The room went dark. 


The lights – if they even existed – did not go out. The white of the room simply polarised, turned pitch black. The doors did not disappear, but faded to identical shades of grey. 


The feather, dropped back on the floor by Butch, shone in the blackness. 


“Now bloody what?” Butch remarked. Archie waved a hand to shush him. 


“Well done,” said a voice.


Pan.


“We never thought you’d make it this far,” Pan’s voice said, “I never thought you’d even get past the canyon, and as for defeating the angel... Well, aren’t you both full of surprises?”


“Patronising us ain’t funny,” Butch yelled, “Come here, goat-man, and I’ll give you a bloody surprise.”


“There’s no need for that,” Pan’s voice said, “You’ve already won. You defeated us. That’s it. We give in.”


“So what now?” asked Archie, “What happens? We’re dead, and I guess reincarnation is out of the question. Do we finally get to actually die?”


Pan’s laugh echoed round them. It sent a shiver along Archie’s back.


“We’ll give you the truth. The end, yes. Maybe then another death will not seem so tempting.”


“Stop playing with your words, spineless,” Butch said.


“We will tell you everything,” Pan said, “Whatever you want to know. A reward. And then you choose whether to continue, or whether to die. Either way, it is an end to this pointless world. No more games.”


A pause.


“For one of you,” Pan finished.


“Now hang on a minute,” said Archie, “Stop changing the deal. You said we won.”


“The tests were designed for individuals,” said Pan, “You did not have to stick together. Only one of you can pass through. Those are the rules.”


“That you just made up,” Butch snapped.


“You’re lying,” said Archie, “I needed Butch at the canyon. And in Mmorg... I could never have made it out of there without him.”


“You have cheated your way through,” said Pan, “Do not make this harder for yourself.”


Archie backed a few steps, found himself against a wall. He leaned his head back, said:


“What do we have to do? How do you want us to decide? Draw straws?”


Pan laughed.

“Pick a door,” he said, “Each one will lead you to a different challenge. The winner will achieve enlightenment. The loser... well, the loser loses.”


“This isn’t bloody fair!” Butch shouted, “How the hell can I fight this guy? He knows what’s going on, and all I understand is the art of being a... a bloody mascot!”


“Once,” Pan said, his voice fading, “you were a champion. But you failed your tasks; you did not achieve everything you could have achieved. Prove us wrong, rodent. Prove you are a man.”


Archie shook his head.


“I can’t believe this is happening,” he said.


“If it means anything to you,” said Pan’s voice, so quiet that they had to strain to hear it, “then I wish you good luck. To both of you...”


And finally, they were alone again. 


Archie and Butch looked round the seven grey doors. Each was identical. 


“Which one?” Archie asked.


“Does it make a difference?” Butch replied, “Who’s to say the goat was telling the truth? He was lying before.”


Archie drew the compass out of his pocket. 


The needle had stopped spinning. 


“He wasn’t lying,” he said. He showed Butch the compass, followed the point of the needle to one of the grey doors. 


“That one?” Butch asked.


“That one,” Archie said. 


The man stepped forward, rested his hand on the handle of the door.


“Butch?” he said.


“Good luck.”


The squirrel looked up at Archie.


“You too, buddy,” Butch answered, “You bloody too.”


Archie opened the door.

*
*
*

The doors faded, the blackness remained.


Butch and Archie moved. 


Archie found himself standing alone. The room, still black, had grown. He had no way of seeing this, but he knew. He could feel the size. It was as big as a sports hall; a basketball court, maybe, or a tennis court. 


Archie looked down.


He was no longer a man.


He was a wall; square, white, smooth. 


If he strained, if he really tried, he could remember how he used to look. His old shape was barely visible under the surface of the wall, nothing more than a memory now. 


Across the other side of the room, another wall. Straining, Archie realised he could see the tiny shape of a squirrel in the centre of it. 


Archie tried to move. He found that he could slide from side to side easily and quickly. But he could not move in any other direction. It hurt to even try. 


Butch had obviously come to the same conclusion. 


“What the hell is this?” he demanded. 


Archie realised that there was something behind Butch. A rectangle, slightly wider than Butch’s new-found body. The rectangle had a thick, white outline, but the centre was as black as the rest of the room. 


A dot appeared in front of Archie. It was white, small, cubic in shape. It hovered exactly half-way up Archie’s body. 


Archie thought, move, and the cube moved. Slowly, steadily, it floated over to Butch, bounced off the squirrel-wall.


PING.


Without gaining or losing any speed, the cube wandered back over to Archie, bounced off him.


PONG. 


Above Butch, Archie could make out another two white rectangles, their vertical sides longer than their horizontals. 


PING.


“Will you stop that?” Butch shouted, “What’s going on?”


“It’s another game,” Archie replied, “Like... tennis. Or football, maybe. You have a goal behind you. I probably do too. Can you see it?”


Butch thought for a moment.


“Yeah.”


PONG.


“This is how we decide,” Archie said, “It’s a duel. I win, I go through. You win, you go through.”


Butch moved to the right. The cube – the ball – sailed right past him and into the goal. 


PING PING.


One of the rectangles above Butch changed into a simple vertical line. The ball reappeared in front of Butch. 


“This is stupid,” said Butch.


“I always hated this game,” said Archie. 


“Do we have to do this?”


“I think so.”


“Then,” said Butch, “we might as well do it properly.”


The ball shot towards Archie. Instinctively, he moved slightly to the left. The ball rebounded off him at an angle. It collided with... something... and headed back towards Butch’s goal.


That’s the boundary, then, thought Archie. 


PING PING.


Butch swore from the corner of the court. The vertical line above him changed into a ‘2’. 


“I can’t do this,” Butch complained, “I can’t get used to moving.”


“Concentrate,” said Archie, “You’ll get it.”


The ball reappeared in front of Butch. It fired at Archie.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING PING.


‘3’.


“Better that time,” said Archie.


“You’re too good at this,” said Butch, “I can hardly see the ball, let alone hit it.”


“Keep trying.”


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING PING. 


PONG.


PING.


PONG.


PING PING.


PING PING.


PING PING.


PING PING.

*
*
*

This is ridiculous, thought Archie.


PING PING.

*
*
*

How high do I have to score to win, thought Archie.


PING PING.

*
*
*

Time passed.


PING PING.


More time passed.


PING PING.


PING PING.

*
*
*

Butch doesn’t stand a chance, thought Archie.


He’s fine on the fighting. That seems real, if improbable. He has some aspect of reality to hold on to. Even Mmorg has something tangible. 


This... this is not fair. 


This is David and Goliath, and David doesn’t have a slingshot. 


The ball flew towards Archie.


Archie moved.


PONG PONG.

*
*
*

“What the hell are you doing?” shouted Butch.


“Giving you a fighting chance,” Archie replied. 


“Don’t! We’ll never get out of here if one of us doesn’t win.”


PONG PONG.


“Stop it!”


“Don’t you want to get out of here?” asked Archie.


“Not like that!”


PONG PONG.


Archie launched the ball. 


Butch moved.


PING PING.

*
*
*

Butch did not launch the ball. 


“Come on, Butch!”


“No.”


“Come on!”


“No!”


Archie moved.


Forwards. 

*
*
*

It hurt. 


It felt like he was trying to bend his knees in the wrong direction, but all over his body. 


Archie, whole again, left his wall behind. 


Slowly, painfully, he walked towards the ball.

*
*
*

“Go away,” screamed Butch, “Stop this, you moron! Play fair!”


“One of us is getting out of here,” Archie replied through gritted teeth, “and it might as well be you.”


Butch tried to launch the ball, tried to get it away from Archie, but Archie caught it. The man could barely hold on to it; the cube’s sides were slippery smooth, practically frictionless. Only by hugging it tight to his chest could Archie keep his grip.


He turned round, began to walk back.


“Archie!”


He walked, every limb complaining about the pain. 


“Get back here!”


Once, he almost lost his grip on the ball. It threatened to head back towards Butch but, with no small amount of effort, he caught it again, continued to push back to his goal.


“Arrrchieee!”


Archie threw the ball. 


It landed in his goal. 


The goal exploded, fragmented, shattered.


Pan’s laugh echoed round the court. 
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Butch stood up. 


The corridor was white. The sides were too smooth to see, but he knew they were there. 


“Archie?” he tried to say. But his throat was dry. The word came out as a croak. 


He stepped forward. The motion took him further than he expected, and he fell. 


His legs were long.


No fur.


“That’s right,” said a voice, “You’re getting it.”


“Who’s there?” Butch managed.


“Walk.”


Butch stood up again. His head was swimming, fuzzy-thick. 


He was a person again. He looked down, saw that he was wearing the same clothes as the day he died, his cravat as smooth as the moment he had put it on. Lifting a hand to his head, he felt his shoulder-length hair, and no pointed ears.


“What’s happening?” he asked.


“You won, Eric,” said the voice.


“Archie?”


“Walk.”


“Where’s Archie?”


“Back in the game,” said the voice, “Fending for himself. But you won, and we have a promise to keep.”


“Get him out here.”


“We can’t do that, Eric.”


“I’m not going anywhere until Archie is here!”


The voice seemed to sigh.


“He gave up his freedom so that you might have yours, Eric. Don’t waste his sacrifice.”


Butch hung his head.


“He’ll be free soon,” the voice said, “It won’t take him long. He was so close. But he gave it up for you.”


Butch said nothing.


“He’ll be free soon,” the voice repeated.


A smile crept across Butch’s lips. He put a foot forward.


“That’s right, Eric.”


Butch began to walk.


“Don’t call me Eric,” he said.

*
*
*

Archie stood up.


He was back in the oval room, which had been restored back to its original white decor. Everything, right down to the feather on the floor, was exactly how it had been when he had first been brought here. 


Except for one small detail.


On the red door, at about eye-level, shone a tiny gold star. 


Curious, Archie traced a finger over the star. It was inset into the door, as if it had been there forever.


Archie smiled. He picked up his mop, which had been leaning against the wall, and secured it along his back with his belt. Then he picked up the feather and placed it carefully in his pocket.


Just for luck, he told himself.


What now?


He put his hand on the handle for the green door.


Green’s a good colour.


He opened the door. 


The white room faded to nothing. 

END

Reflective Essay

Continue? was written as an homage to the growing nature in which computer games are developing as forms of entertainment. Games, which have been in theoretical existence since the 1960s, and actual existence since the 1970s, have become ubiquitous in people’s homes, and we are reaching the stage where more time and money is being spent on the creation of games than on many films. 

The story started with a scene played out in my head. Many of my stories start off in this form, and ironically it is often these scenes that I later have the most trouble writing. The scene in question takes place in the completed story within chapter 09; it is the fight against the fiend, in which Archie is saved by Beauford. The fight, in terms of design, is influenced by Final Fantasy – the monster is a Marlboro Tentacle. The joke is that combatants seem to queue up to hit each other – in particular in the tenth game, when combat was literally turn-based. 

From here, the central concept of Continue? began to be fleshed out. Computer games all operate with different rules – even games within the same series often have different controller set-ups. The basic rules of reality are twisted in games; Lara Croft in Tomb Raider, for example, is capable of death defying leaps that would kill an ordinary person. What if, then, a man was placed in a world that tried to emulate these rules? The world would be full of contradictions, and there would be an automatic series of obstacles for the hero to cross simply in figuring out the nature of the game that he was currently playing. 

Fiction in recent years has already begun to explore similar ideas. eXistenZ, the David Cronenberg film, attempted to show certain eccentricities of computer game design, especially in character design and the ideas of virtual reality. More famously, the Matrix trilogy essentially copied the form of a computer game; Neo, the hero, seemed to ‘level up’ in a manner similar to characters from games. 

The difference that I wanted to make, however, was that my hero would not be allowed to escape his situation. Despite the various levels of reality within eXistenZ and the problems facing Neo in The Matrix, the heroes can always theoretically remove themselves – for better or ill – from their virtual worlds. The hero of Continue?, I decided, would be unable to escape. Leaving one area of the game – completing, in essence, a level – would simply take him to the next zone. So I needed a conceit that would allow this to take place without the reader losing faith, hence the reason that Archie dies before the story begins. 

The idea of Archie beginning a term in the afterlife gave me room to play with an important computer game concept which would otherwise have been impossible: I could have the idea of lives, or at least of restart points, should Archie lose a ‘game’. Modern games rarely if ever allow characters to die completely, as this quote from Ron Gilbert (the creator of The Secret of Monkey Island) shows:

As a rule, adventure games should be able to be played from beginning
to end without “dying” or saving the game if the player is very
careful and very observant. It is bad design to put puzzles and
situations into a game that require a player to die in order to learn
what not to do next time.

To an extent, Archie had to believe that he was invincible – his aim, for much of the story, is to die for real. 

Archie’s death and subsequent rebirth in Hell – or, at least, in Purgatory – meant that the backbone of the story could focus on religion, which in turn gave a number of possibilities for the ‘bad guy’. I am not keen on using simplistic ideas of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in my fiction, but computer games almost always do. More importantly, games generally have a number of bad guys, or one bad guy in a number of different situations. 

This is not to say that my bad guy necessarily had to be evil from the very beginning. Returning to Final Fantasy, the bad guy in the game often starts as a sympathetic character, sometimes as a person close to the hero of the game, before they are led astray. And even if their intentions are opposite to the hero’s, then they may believe that they are ‘doing the right thing’. This was the intention with Pan and – more importantly – Dafydd. 

Of the two, it would be difficult to call either a truly ‘bad’ character. Dafydd certainly represents the end-of-game boss, but Butch’s final moments in chapter 12 suggest that their talk of parasites and mind control (from the Story chapter) is not all it seems. I have left this deliberately ambiguous. Religion in the story is not heavily explored, because this is not a story about religion. This is science fiction, and religion is merely a stepping stone. As H Bruce Franklin noted at a conference:

We talk a lot about science fiction as extrapolation, but in fact most science fiction does not extrapolate seriously. Instead it takes a wilful, often whimsical, leap into a world spun out of the fantasy of the author ...

The games themselves form the environment into which Archie is placed, and choosing the games for each chapter presented a challenge. In any given year since the 1980s, there have been hundreds of new titles available each month. For the story to be workable, I could only use a limited number. 

I started by grouping games by genre. For example, most car racing games are generic, with not much to distinguish between one title and the next. In the end, chapter 05’s car race became a cross between Ridge Racer, one of the first arcade racers available for the PlayStation, and Burnout, where crashing plays almost as important a factor in the game as the actual racing. 

From there, I could disqualify certain genres. Sports games were dropped, because of the difficulty in writing them in a way that would distinguish them from ‘real’ sports writing. Games with a strong reliance on visual tricks – such as the camera angles of Alone In The Dark and Resident Evil – could not be used, as the tricks were impossible to describe convincingly on the page. Games based on films, too, were dropped; even those that have left an impression on the gaming world (such as Spider-Man 2 or the multitude of games spawned from the original Star Wars trilogy) are not hugely original in gaming terms, and putting them into Continue? may have summed up too many images of the actual films. 

In the end, ‘original’ became a key word in the search for games. Titles that actually spawned genres became the order of the day: SimCity, Doom, Civilisation. These games gave recognisable situations and locations. 

Despite the fact I was utilising these ‘key’ games, an important part of the writing was that it should never mention any game by name. Aside from any copyright issues, I felt that naming games would detract from the atmosphere of the story by sign-posting too much what I was trying to say. Hints to individual games were, of course, dropped (such as the appearance of Mario and Sonic in chapter 07), but these were used more to reward game players than to push the plot forward. In computer games, references such as these are called ‘Easter Eggs’, and their inclusion is as much a nod to gaming as a straight verbal reference from Archie would be.

As well as using the ‘greats’ of the computing world, however, it was important that the games chosen allowed the story to flow satisfactorily. Chapter 11 – the final battle of Archie and Butch versus the game world – in particular required some thought as to which game was used. Because it was to be the last game referenced, it needed to be of a certain calibre, but it also needed to be transposable into the story. Essentially, there were four options: Pac-Man, Space Invaders, Tetris or Pong. Pac-Man was used in the chapter before, and Space Invaders was to be used elsewhere in a sequence that was eventually cut. Of the remaining two, Tetris was always the favourite, but it proved too difficult to write convincingly. That chapter had to have a sacrifice by Archie to let Butch win, and Tetris’ gameplay simply would not allow this. Pong, on the other hand, allowed Archie to physically compete with Butch in a set arena.

The media, to a lesser extent, dictated some of the games referenced in the story. The Sims Online was mentioned in chapter 02, by the controllers of the city. The game spawned an online ‘newspaper’, which charted the degeneration of the game into virtual gang warfare and prostitution. For Maxis, the journal was profoundly embarrassing, not least because The Sims had originally been designed as a game which dealt with nurturing ‘ordinary’ people, and not – as with most other games – as a violent environment. 

More recently, however, the game Manhunt hit the news after the death of a schoolboy at the hands of another boy, who allegedly used the game as a ‘manual’ for the murder. The game was subsequently pulled from the shelves of several major retailers, but there have been mutterings of over-censorship from the media. After all, the game has an official British Board of Film Classification rating of ’18’, and films with far more violent content have been on general release for years. However, games – as with comics during the 1950s in the USA – are largely misunderstood by older generations, and Manhunt, unlike films, is an immersive experience; it not only allows the player to kill, it rewards them for killing as brutally as possible. With this in mind, I placed it into Continue?, at the end of chapter 10. Manhunt, while not being a ‘great’ game in the classic sense of the word, has achieved the title of ‘landmark’ simply because certain retailers are worried about their profits. 

The last, but potentially the most important, factor in my choice of games was my own personal preference. I count myself as a games enthusiast, and have my favourites. Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, for example, was also used in chapter 10. It was put in not only for the unique way in which its hero can move, but also because I enjoy the game. 

This last point is vital because it illustrates the main reason I wrote Continue?. While on one level, I believe that computer games have taken over from religion as something to have faith in, I also think that it is not healthy to take gaming too seriously. I have given Continue? a cynical point of view, focusing as much on the weaknesses of games as on the positive. Games are not real life, or even a simulation of real life. They are alternative realities; each one with its own rules and eccentricities. Continue? had to reflect this, although it had to do so without sacrificing the opportunity for the reader to believe in the things Archie becomes capable of achieving. Achille Bonito Oliva says that:

… the work is not a mosaic of forms: an image always remains as a consequence. Form, by definition, internalizes idea and visual mark in an inextricable unit; an image is a metamorphosis of a concept which takes on the figurative representations that may differ greatly from one another. … In order to facilitate this process of unburdening, images avail themselves of a tension entirely based on a vicissitude of pleasure composed of mobility and small gestures. Attention is by no means associated with care or cleverness; rather, it is a capacity to grasp the relations and links between the various characters the work takes on. 

The relations between games and players were largely expounded on through Butch, who died long before the advent of computer games. It is through his fear that we see Archie’s acceptance of the game world; it is through his arguments against the concepts of gaming that we come to realise what kind of world they are stuck in. Of the whole story, he was the most fun to write – he is based very loosely on the mascot character from Jak & Daxter (Daxter being small, obstreperous and orange, although not a squirrel). 

Despite this, he is possibly the most human of all the characters – Archie’s realisation of the world allows him to perform superhuman feats; Butch on the other hand, is not as capable and thus hides or runs at the first sign of danger. To use Athusser’s definition of ideology:

... you and I are always already subjects, and as such constantly practise the rituals of ideological recognition, which guarantee for us that we are indeed concrete, individual, distinguishable and (naturally) irreplaceable subjects.

Through ignorance of computer games, Butch’s ‘natural’ ideologies – those governing his reflexes – are rooted in the real world, albeit tainted by his time spent in Hell and as a squirrel. Archie’s reflexes, however, are based in computer games, because of his understanding of the medium. Their roles are polar to each other, and it is this that works for me in their relationship. 

Twenty thousand words is an unusual length for a story. Continue? makes sense as a short piece, but my plan now is to lengthen it into a full novel, or to break it down into episodes for use as a comic book story – something that I am very keen to do, given the inherent similarities between comic characters and game heroes. 

Either way, this will allow me to include games genres that I did not have room for in this version of the story. In particular, I want to include graphic adventure games, such as Grim Fandango, ‘god-games’, such as Black & White and Populous, and real-time strategy games, such as Command & Conquer; all important games in their own rights, but which would each have added several thousand words to Continue?. In a longer version, with a more expanded plot and a deeper quest for Archie to undertake, the world itself can enjoy a full overhaul. I enjoyed writing Continue?, and am looking forward to another long rewrite. 
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