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Part One

CHAPTER 1
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THE ETERNAL OPTIMIST

A cosmic storm is brewing and from the window of an intergalactic transport terminal, the signs are clearly visible. A pulsating light in the sky can only mean one thing. The dreaded winds known as the Black Titans are about to rear their ugly heads, and when they appear, they can bring a city to its knees. 

The Titans usually batter the coastline before releasing a torturous, full-frontal assault. They range in intensity from an outburst to a blizzard and everyone follows a standard routine. Doors and windows close automatically and the streets are suddenly deserted.

Two young men have been waiting at the transit center for the last two hours, and the last thing they want to hear is a message advising all passengers that departure time has been delayed until further notice.

‘We will never make it on time,’ Addric groans.

‘The Silhouette is not likely to leave five hundred passengers behind,’ Dheago says.

‘I hope not.’

The shuttle finally arrives, four agonizing hours later, and as Addric is delighted to see, it is brand spanking new. He settles into a seat, selects a song from an online catalogue and sits back as the shuttle cruises along in silence. 

Surrounding everything in this world is a never-ending ocean of nothingness. The inscrutable Abyss is an ever-present reality of life in Vela-Rishan, but it should never be taken lightly. Beyond anything else, it is a graveyard, a dark and barren cauldron haunted by phantoms and lost souls. And over the years, quite a few people have been lured into its murky depths, and they were never seen again. 

Addric Sharano is something of an enigma, but to those in the know, he is an optimist. He has an interesting face and inquisitive blue eyes, and his life signs are nothing if not vital. But he does have a bit of a reputation, and depending on who you talk to, it’s for all the wrong reasons. 

He is uncommonly quiet at the moment, a point that is not lost on his brother Dheago at all. Something is brewing in the Addric department, and it’s a good idea to be prepared.

‘I had that dream again last night,’ Addric says.

Dheago hits the pause button on his book and waits to see what he has to say this time. This could be a long and complicated story and one that he has heard a dozen times before. 

‘It wasn’t that dragon dream again, was it, the one you had last week.’

‘Yes, but that was no ordinary dragon D.’

‘Well, what was it doing this time Addric?’

‘It was stalking me, of course, and every time I looked around, there it was again.’

Dheago is at a loss for words and was expecting Addric to share just a little more, but he is away with the fairies yet again.

‘And is that it,’ he says.

‘It was like a horrible nightmare Dheago, but only worse.’

‘Worse means what, Addric?’

‘Well, you know what it’s like in a nightmare. The brotherhood creeps up in the middle of the night. You try to escape but you can’t, your legs won’t move and every time you turn around, there they are again.’

Addric’s latest obsession is a fictitious bunch of characters called the brotherhood. Before that, it was the idea that they were highly advanced beings from another civilisation. Addric’s world is an endless array of unfinished stories, and fantastic things he has seen from afar. Hardly a day goes by when he doesn’t try to bamboozle Dheago with one thing or another, but he always has one more thing to say.

‘It’s out there somewhere,’ he says in a strange but knowing way. ‘And it’s just waiting to pounce.’

‘Okay Addric, I’ll take your word for it.’

Spontaneous is not a word you would use to describe Dheago. Irritable, maybe, but spontaneous never. Any pretty girl would agree that a young man with soulful brown eyes and chestnut brown hair would be the catch of a lifetime, but there is a lot more to Dheago than meets the eye. 

His parents disappeared at the age of ten, and according to the authorities, they were victims of the Abyss. But his life could have been different if not for Addric. He offered him a home and a family and a place to live. And ever since then, they have been inseparable, but they are as different as any two people could be.

Dheago is as systematic as the day is long. And after a few solid hours at the gym, he spends his time searching the cyber world known as the Matrix, but that is not the case with Addric. He has a passing interest in just about everything, and that includes his appearance. And on an impulse, he has decided to wear something a little different for this venture. 

It is customary for the Rishani to wear clothes of the finest possible fabric, and today, Addric looks the height of fashion in a pair of roll down, buckled-sided boots, dark blue tights and a jacket decorated with blue metal studs. Other than a bungled attempt to straighten his hair, which has a natural perversity to curl up all by itself, he looks perfectly respectable.

Addric has been dreaming of a holiday in the fabled city of Arinyah for years, but the last thing he wants is to traipse around from one tourist attraction to another. His idea of a holiday is more of a boy’s own adventure and the latest craze on his hitlist is rock hopping across the Abyss.

His father Hugo is a technical advisor at the Centre for Psychic Administration, and his mother Karinya is a chef in a five-star hotel. Things often get a little hectic at work but life with Addric isn’t much different. Mealtime isn’t the most hazardous time of the day; it all depends on what’s going on in the Addric department. 

Not long after they take their places at the table, his mother serves up another of her gourmet creations.

‘It’s a spicy noodle soup,’ she says. ‘Just take it easy boys. It’s hot but not life-threatening.’

‘Mum, this looks really good.’

‘Why thank you Addric. It’s the latest thing on the menu.’

Addric loves his food, but before he gets down to business, he savours the pungent aroma of exotic herbs and spices, and after the first mouthful, he is in Addric heaven. 

He has been rehearsing for this moment for the last three days, and the time has finally come to broach the topic of a vacation. And if it is to happen at all, it has to be now. He sits bolt upright and takes a long deep breath. 

‘Dad,’ he says. 

‘Yes Addric. What’s on your mind this time?’

Hugo has never been the suspicious type, but he gets a little worried when Addric introduces a new topic of conversation at the dinner table. 

‘It would be a good idea if Dheago and I went somewhere else for our holidays this year.’ 

Every year for the last five years they have spent their holidays on the remote island of La Kata. It’s a great place for a holiday, if you are ten years old that is, but La Kata is about as far from civilisation as you can get. For two boys who are about to step out into the big wide world, life has to have something more to offer than that. 

‘So, where do you want to go this year?’ Hugo says. 

‘I was thinking of the Order of Irregular Mystics.’

‘A school for the spiritually advanced, I don’t think so Addric. They would know better than to take you on.’

‘That’s a good start,’ he thought, ‘I didn’t want to go there anyway.’

‘Well, how about Deep Santoza.’

The floating island of Santoza is the remains of an ancient city where danger lurks around every corner. And it’s an attraction for anyone addicted to that volatile activity called rock hopping across the Abyss.

‘Not a chance,’ Karinya says. ‘That’s way too dangerous.’ 

That’s another dicey one out of the way. Addric’s plan is working out beautifully, and if he eliminates the difficult ones first, then his trump card is sure to be a winner.

‘Okay,’ he says hopefully. ‘How about the Yumi Summer Camp in Arinyah.’  

‘Now that’s an excellent idea,’ Hugo says. ‘That’s just the thing for a boy like you.’

That’s the perfect choice as far as Hugo is concerned. It doesn’t matter where Addric goes as long as it’s somewhere. A few blessed moments of peace and quiet are a necessity, especially when he has to contend with one over-active teenager and another whose mood swings often defy gravity.  

Hugo sighs quietly at the thought of two whole months of bliss and joy. This is an idea on which he is willing to negotiate. 

‘That’s a wonderful idea,’ Karinya says. ‘A holiday will do you both the world of good, won’t it Dheago?’

‘It probably will,’ he says. ‘Who knows what the future holds for the likes of us.’

Two months in an adventure camp is not his idea of the perfect holiday, but it will have to do. Dheago is in one of his moods again and has been fiddling around with a rather sharp kitchen knife, so Addric reaches across the table and removes it from his hands.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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THE FICKLE FINGER OF FATE

Most people would not think twice about travelling on a vessel like the Silhouette. Unfortunately, it was one of the most agonising nights that Addric has had for a very long time. But if it hadn’t been for an incident at the transit centre the evening before, it might have been different. 

He had an encounter with one of the most fearsome women in Vela-Rishan. Their official title is the Sisterhood of the Deep, but they are commonly known as Seekers. Their interests have always been a matter of speculation, but according to some people, they practice a variety of unusual arts. 

As everyone knows, it is advisable to keep your distance in the presence of these women. And when they do appear in public, they wear long black veils and are visible wherever they go. 

When Addric is on a roll, nothing will stand in his way. As he races along the polished floor of the transit centre, the fickle finger of fate suddenly became an active ingredient in his wonderfully imperfect plan, but a head-on collision with a Seeker is the last thing he was expecting. 

‘Oh my God,’ he cries. ‘Get out of the way.’

A Seeker rarely appears in public, and when they do, it’s a good idea to run the other way. No one in their right mind would aggravate one of these women. Dheago knows immediately that this means trouble. 

‘This is just typical,’ he cries. ‘Here we are, in the middle of the night, on a transport terminal, hundreds of miles from anywhere, and we are about to be savaged by a lethal old witch.’

The transit center is a vast white auditorium with marble floors and long lancet windows that stream up to an ornately carved ceiling. It looks like a temple to a minor deity, but in Dheago’s mind, it is probably his final resting place.

‘If I have to die somewhere,’ he cries. ‘It might as well be here.’

The Seeker survives without a scratch, but she is obviously considering the punishment that Addric so justly deserves. He can almost see the thoughts churning over in her mind, instant exile, or a long lingering death in the depths of the Abyss. 

Unbeknownst to either of them, Lezula is not a Seeker at all and she is not here by accident. She has a passing interest in these two boys, and over the last few years, she has been following their progress closely. When the time is right, she will make herself known, but she does have a parting comment.

‘I will be seeing both of you much sooner than you think. Of that, there will be no doubt at all.’

Dheago is livid. He is about to give Addric a piece of his mind when a voice over the loudspeaker delivers its final notice. 

‘All passengers travelling on the Silhouette, please make your way to Gate Five.’ 

‘Let’s go Dheago, otherwise we’ll miss it.’ Addric cries.

He grabs his bags and takes off but Dheago is rooted to the spot. 

‘This is going to be a disaster; I just know it is.’ 

Dheago would have been out of there in an instant if he knew what was about to happen. They are about to be pitched into the path of an emerging storm. A drama set in motion long, long ago is about to unfold. Their only plan was for a boy’s own holiday, but they have no idea what sort of holiday they are in for. 
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THE REALM OF BLISS AND JOY

Sleep does not come easily and Addric drifts off into a nightmare that never seems to end. The Seeker’s warning is still ringing in his ears, but that is nothing compared to the icy reception he gets from Dheago the following morning.

When he is in one of his moods, it probably registers on the radar of the National Security Organisation. They keep a close eye on people like him, or any of the hackers who try to infiltrate the data banks of the superhighway known as the Matrix.

It is an uncomfortable half-hour at the breakfast table, and to Addric’s relief, he survives without a scratch. Dheago doesn’t even mention the events of the night before, but he doesn’t have to. 

As they make their way to the elevator terminal, his first words are a thinly veiled warning issued through clenched teeth.

‘No funny business, Addric. Do you understand what that means?’ 

‘Yep,’ Addric says sheepishly.

Freedom is just around the corner and the doors of the elevator open to reveal the only place in the world where a boy like him can get lost in a world of inexhaustible possibilities. 

It is on the upper deck of the Silhouette, housed in a glass pavilion that Addric has his first glimpse of heaven. 

This is the fabled haunt of any self-respecting gamer. This is the cloak and dagger world of the imagination, an alternate reality known as the Realm of Bliss and Joy, the game zone of the Silhouette.
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A MASTER OF THE DUBIOUS 

ART OF PERSUASION

The Realm of Bliss and Joy is a recreational playground without equal, but as Dheago soon discovers, most of the games are nothing but second-class rubbish.  

‘These things belong in the trash can,’ he says. ‘Why would you want to immerse yourself in a vat of micro-organisms?’

‘Why would you even bother? Where’s the fun in that, even if it is laser generated?’

The Realm of Bliss and Joy is alive with holographic signs advertising the features of one game after but Dheago is not impressed. 

‘Change your life or theirs. Help a family of endearing little mice outsmart a feral cat with a taste for blood.’ 

‘Who cares,’ he says. ‘The food chain really does have something to answer for.’

‘Drool. You will salivate all the way to the finish line. What a ridiculous idea for a game.’

He wanders off in disgust, only to encounter row after row of even more games with even more nonsensical titles. 

‘I must have wandered into the kid’s area by mistake.’

Dheago prefers a world where common sense has not become a victim to random acts of idiocy. He only likes what he likes, and even then, he has his reservations. He is not easily pleased, but he lives in hope, nevertheless.

He heads off in the opposite direction, only to be stopped in his tracks by one of the most outrageous-looking women he has ever seen in his life. 

‘Oh my god,’ he cries. ‘What is that?

As to why she is dressed in a close fitting, multi-coloured bodysuit, and a swathe of red silken veils, Dheago has no idea and he doesn’t want to find out. Nor does he want to know why she has vibrant red hair that has been teased into long thin spikes and tinted with evil black tips. 

Kandida obviously has a vested interest in the fine art of self-beautification, but if today’s outfit is anything to go by, she probably failed the course miserably. 

‘Action games, virtual action games and even virtual battlefields,’ she says alluringly. ‘You can find anything at all in the Realm of Bliss and Joy.’ 

‘Perhaps you’d be interested, young man.’ 

‘I don’t think so,’ Dheago says in his usual forthright style.

‘Please, step this way,’ Kandida says, as she follows his every move as stealthily as a cat stalking a mouse. ‘This is why you are here, aren’t you?’

‘I am not. Believe me, Mam, I am not.’

For reasons lost in the mist of time, Dheago has never been fond of the colour red, but now he will have to add orange to his ever-increasing list. 

He is just about to make a fast getaway when he happens to notice a game called Labyrinth. It looks a little different to all of the others, and the colours are much softer and he sort of likes that idea. 

‘What exactly is that?’ he says. 

‘That is one of the most unique concepts in gaming that you will ever encounter,’ Kandida says.

‘There’s something unusual about it, isn’t there.’

‘There is indeed,’ Kandida says in a knowing sort of way.

Most games are a useless waste of time, but unbeknownst to Dheago, this one is a little different. He can almost see himself sprinting down a long white path and somewhere in the distance, he hears the voice of his mother calling to him across space and time. 

‘Dheago, Dheago,’ she cries. ‘Where are you?’

Those few precious moments do not last long, and he is shaken out of his reverie by the strident sound of Kandida’s ear-splitting voice.

‘Are you interested in this game or not?’ she says in a tone with a distinctly acidic edge. 

‘I am not into horror stories, Mam, just in case you didn’t know.’

‘I will have you know that there is no other game like Labyrinth anywhere else at all.’ 

‘Really,’ he says. ‘None at all.’ 

‘Labyrinth is unlike any game that you have ever played before and that alone makes it unique, now doesn’t it?’ 

Dheago continues to back away, but Kandida follows his every step.

‘This game adjusts itself to your skill levels and challenges are tailored to suit your personal preferences.’

‘That could be to someone’s advantage, but not to me.’

‘It is a well-known fact that there is nothing on the market which can equal Labyrinth in that respect.’

‘Death Trap is more like it,’ he says.

‘You can choose that option, if you so desire, Sir, but Labyrinth is far more interesting in every way. This is more than just a game.’

‘It’s in a class of its own, and for your information, it also has the capacity to tap into your innermost desires.’ 

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Dheago groans. ‘So what.’ 

He has heard stories like that before, and he wasn’t interested even then. 

Kandida rarely has to go to such lengths to lure a new customer into her net. This situation will require something more than idle chit-chat. As she knows from experience, there is always a glimmer of hope, even with the most obstinate of characters.

‘This game is an original, a one-of-a-kind, and one that will take you on a most unusual journey, if you follow my meaning.’

‘Lady, this is not what I had in mind.’

‘Strong-willed you may be,’ she thinks, ‘but two can play at that game.’

If she can convince Dheago to play this game, there is a sizable bonus involved, but she is not about to tell him that. Dheago is not just any old customer, he is the catch of the day.

‘You obviously have a name, don’t you Sir?’

‘It’s Dheago if you must know.’

‘What you find once you get there, Dheago, will depend on you, and you, alone.’

‘Challenges are customized to suit your personal preferences, and that is something which no other game can do.’

‘Some can,’ he says. ‘It’s not that unusual.’  

Most people would agree that Kandida’s gifts are not entirely natural, but she has worked hard to elevate her spurious talents to the level of an art form. And she obviously knows a thing or two about treading water while battling a firestorm. Dheago isn’t that much of a challenge. 

‘Now my friend, if you decide to compete in this game, and succeed, you will be entitled to a prize that only comes along once in a lifetime.’ 

‘You mean survive,’ he says. ‘Don’t you?’ 

‘No sir, not at all. I am talking about a unique and extraordinary experience. I am talking about the opportunity to participate in an unusual adventure, one that is derived from your very own thoughts and feelings.’ 

‘Now, as I was saying. If you succeed at level one, you will receive a very generous prize indeed. But if you succeed at level two, you will be in a very unique category altogether.’

‘And why would that be?’ 

‘Ah ha,’ she says. That little morsel must have been dipped in a sauce that he actually likes.’

So, she steps up for the kill.

‘Amongst other things, you will be in the running to win the Grand Prize. In most games, you have to advance through numerous complicated levels, due to the inadequacy of their design, of course. But in Labyrinth, you only have to complete two levels of the loop.’

‘Level two is not impossible, but it is, how shall I say, different.’

‘What loop are you talking about?’ Dheago says.

‘If you make the right choices in the first round, you will remain in the loop, but if you make any other choices, you will be...’

‘Doomed,’ he says, ‘to do it all over again.’  

‘Not exactly, but if you find yourself outside of the loop, you will have to complete whatever process you start. The choices you make can be, how shall I say...fateful.’

‘Fateful,’ Dheago exclaims. ‘That puts me out of the picture then, doesn’t it?’

Several young men are desperate to get in on the act, and a few are probably interested in the game as well, but most have something different in mind. Unfortunately, Kandida has a job to do, and her fan club will have to wait until later. 

‘Has Dheago got what it takes,’ she says. 

‘In fact, do any of you boys have what it takes? Do you have the ability to outwit an assortment of shape-changing, head-spinning pranksters and beat them, academically speaking of course, to a pulp?’

Kandida has always been fond of that line. If delivered with flair and style it always sparks a little interest. But it is so much better if she adds a dash of something extra. Fluttering her veils and battering her eyelids for the sake of a few extra customers is a sure-fire way of sealing the deal.
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THE TEN THOUSANDTH CUSTOMER 

OF THE YEAR

––––––––
[image: ]


When Dheago was looking the other way, Addric slipped down a side alley and took off. The undiscovered pleasures of the Realm of Bliss and Joy were waiting, and he was not about to miss out on an opportunity like that. 

After some consideration, he decides to play a game called Strike Action. With a hi-tech wand in hand, he has the power to obliterate every horrible mutant that comes his way. But his dream of virtual supremacy proves to be very short lived, and by the end of round one he is exhausted. Mutants might be nothing but a computer-generated effect but they can be downright lethal. 

His backup plan is an open game card, one in which he can play a series of ten games in a row. And the best part of all is that he can switch from one game to another at his leisure. And if he doesn’t like the one that he is playing, all he has to do is hit the cancel button, and he will be transferred to the next game on the list. What could be better than that?

But Addric had not expected to encounter an opponent who appeared and disappeared in the blink of an eye. The only thing he ever saw was a fleeting glimpse of black veils swirling through the air. He assumed it was part of the game, but when he saw the same thing in the third and the fourth game, he started to panic.

He moves on to the next game but no matter where he looks, it is always in the background. And when he sees black veils reflecting off every polished surface in every game he plays, he knows exactly who this is.  

‘It’s the Keeper,’ he cries, ‘I’ve gotta get outta here.’

He makes a beeline for the door, sprints down one corridor after another, drops the key off at the reception desk and takes off. 

‘I have to find Dheago or who knows what will happen next.’

To his surprise, Dheago is having an animated conversation with a very strange-looking woman with flaming red hair. He elbows his way through the crowd, apologising profusely as he does so.

‘Dheago,’ he says. ‘What are you doing?’ 

‘I am thinking about this game Addric, but why I have no idea.’

A dazzling display in the background advertises the features of an unusual game but it is the warning at the bottom that sends a shiver up Addric’s spine. 

‘You never know what’s on the other side, not until you get there.’

‘There’s something very weird going on Dheago. Let’s get out of here. I don’t like this place anymore.’

‘Not now Addric, I’m busy.’

‘Dheago, I think someone is stalking me.’

‘And who would that be Addric?’

‘That creepy looking woman in black veils.’ 

Kandida has a job to do, and she is not about to be sidetracked by this scrawny looking kid, so, she pushes Addric aside and turns her gaze on Dheago. 

‘Are you going to play this game or not?’ she says. ‘The competition is about to start, and if you decide to play, there will be no charge, not this time.’

‘I have no interest in causing a public riot sir, but you are not our first customer of the day. You are our ten thousandth customer of the year, if you see what I mean.’ 

‘I do, I do,’ Dheago says. ‘I certainly do.’

‘And if you are the champion of the day, you will receive a very generous prize indeed.’ 

‘And what might that be?’ 

‘That,’ she says, as she directs his attention to a wildly illuminated display.

Numerous gold discs swirling in mid-air advertise an assortment of desirable prizes, but the small print states clearly that they are Only Available in Arinyah.

‘A prize like this comes with more treats than you will ever see in a lifetime, including an entire week at the Arinyah Cosmos and in the Presidential Suite no less.’

‘And it could all be the result of playing one little old game. It could change your life now, couldn’t it?’

‘It certainly could,’ he says. 

Dheago is not about to squander an opportunity like this and just fling it down the plug hole, not after the pain and misery he has endured over the last few years. This is a dream that could come true and he is going to have a shot at it. 

‘All those wishing to play, please follow me,’ Kandida says. ‘If you do as well as I expect you to, you will be in very distinguished company.’

‘And if you pass through the first level unscathed, the company has one request.’

‘And what would that be?’ Dheago says.

‘That you give some consideration as to whether you will participate in The Ultimate Challenge.’

‘Perhaps we should try this level first.’

‘By all means. Everyone, please step this way. Two competitors per cubicle or you will be disqualified automatically.’

‘Can I play by myself?’ he says.

‘No, you need someone to play with. Are you interested in that prize or would you rather leave now with nothing at all?’

‘I have every intention of playing and I intend to win,’ Dheago says through clenched teeth.

‘Then find someone to play with.’

Dheago would love to dump her body in a dark alleyway, but that’s not going to happen, so he turns on Addric instead.

‘Addric, you are going to play this game, whether you like it or not,’ he says slowly but firmly.

‘Dheago, he cries. ‘Do I have to?’

‘Yes, you do Addric.’

Labyrinth is more than just a game, but what it is, Addric doesn’t want to know.  

‘You owe me a little favour Addric, for last night, remember.’

Dheago is deadly serious, and as he knows from experience, it is not a good idea to argue with a psychopath on the rampage.

‘Okay, if I must, but only if I get half.’

‘Finally,’ Kandida cries.

‘My friends, Dheago has what he wants, and we now have a full house. We are nothing if not flexible at Mind Maze dot com.’ 

She provides each contestant with a remote-controlled hand-glove and a few last-minute instructions. 

‘If you are as skillful as I expect you to be, then everyone will be able to see the tally on the scoreboard.’

‘This level is a standard feature of the game, and it is a race against the clock. But your first task will be to annihilate every opponent in fifteen minutes flat.’ 

‘The real test is not just to emerge unscathed, but to allow us to see the scoreboard as well. But to win, you must dispose of a specially designated target, or you will be eliminated from the game immediately.’

The excitement is mounting and only seconds before he ventures into the games cubicle, Dheago is accosted by two pretty girls who are not about to waste an opportunity like this. 

It has been one exhausting thing after another and Kandida has had enough. She has invested a lot of effort into this boy, and she is not about to be muscled out by a couple of starry-eyed floozies, so he shoves the girls aside with a look that could melt an iceberg. 

‘The pathway to glory is rarely travelled with an entourage,’ she says.

‘There are names for people like you,’ Dheago mutters under his breath. ‘And most of them are unspeakable.’
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THE MOTHERSHIP

As soon as he steps through the door of the cubicle, Addric is impressed, but the last thing he expected to see is a holographic screen and two state-of-the-art chairs with built-in control panels.  

‘It’s just like the control deck of an inter-stellar cruise liner. This is a platform to the next world if ever there was one.’ 

They barely have time to take their seats when they are advised by an automated pilot to prepare for the ride of their lives.  

Addric is hoping to see a preview of a new and exciting game, but the only thing that appears on the screen is an unusual aberration 

‘Maybe it’s a technical malfunction.’ 

He taps away at his console, the lights in the cubicle flicker on and off but nothing happens. 

‘What’s the problem Dheago?’ 

‘I don’t know Addric. I’m working on it.’

He scrolls through one option after another, and then says, ‘I’ve got it.’ 

The atmosphere changes to a soft metallic glow, and somewhere in the background they hear an almighty rush of air, followed by the sound of a shuttle disengaging from a docking bay at an inter-stellar space port. 

They had expected the game to start with a colourful introduction followed by the usual range of options, but to their horror, something else is happening.  Before they know it, they are staring down the mouth of a long black tunnel. 

With a swiftness they can barely comprehend, a portal with a gigantic mouth, an elongated neck and razor-sharp teeth open for a fraction of a second, and that was all it took.

One moment they were in a cubicle, and the next thing they know, they are balancing on a slab of rock and floating around in a hazy-blue fantasy world. 

‘Oh my God Dheago. ‘What just happened?’

‘I don’t know Addric.’

They barely have a chance to take a breath when they are bombarded by an onslaught of digitally enhanced fireballs. 

‘Test out your glove,’ Dheago cries. 

Addric presses a button, closes his eyes, and hopes for the best. A projectile soars up into the air only to be intercepted by a barrage of miniature missiles.

‘Who did that?’ he says.  

‘Those things up there, behind those rocks,’ Dheago says, ‘I bet they’re mutants.’ 

‘I hope not, I hate those things.’ 

The enemy camp is a series of fortified islands on the distant horizon, and the mutants are ready for action.

Seconds before he is knocked off his feet, Addric taps another button on his glove and watches in amazement as the pulverised remains of a thousand digitally enhanced mutants illuminate the sky like fireflies. 

‘Wow, I did it Dheago, but what did I do?’ 

‘I don’t know Addric, but it worked.’ 

Mutants are the worst of all possible adversaries, but they are also the ugliest, each one having bat-like faces and pointed ears and fangs. A well-aimed shot is the only way to dispose of such noxious pests. 

‘I hate those things,’ Addric cries. 

‘We only have three minutes left. We had better make the most of this,’ Dheago says.

At that moment, another adversary makes an appearance, but this is no mutant. This is a monstrosity from the depths of hell, an enormous black spider with a row of flickering red eyes. 

‘Uh oh D. What the devil is that thing?’

‘It’s the mothership, of course.’ 

From deep within her metallic soul, she releases her first round of missiles. Dheago reaches out and catches one and is surprised to find that it’s only a black rubber ball. 

‘I was expecting something worse,’ he says.

As well as several highly polished control buttons, his glove also has a rubbery palm pad on either side. 

‘Wow, this thing doubles as a racket,’ he says. 

He turns on the mothership with a wicked glint in his eye and says, ‘Come and get it, lady. I will teach you to throw poisonous balls at me.’ 

A moment later, the atmosphere is festooned with balls, but Dheago isn’t fazed in the least. He sends them back as quickly as the mothership serves them up. And after a few direct hits from a well-placed backswing, her tentacles shrivel up in a puff of smoke. 

‘Addric, what do you know about ball games?’ 

‘If you hit a ball at an angle, it has a lethal spin. It’s not the speed that counts but the spin.’ 

The secret is not just in the delivery; a well-angled strike adds significant spin to a shot and deprives the mothership of her staying power. 

As one precious tentacle after another fizzles away like a loose electric cable she descends even further into the Abyss. 

‘Give her everything you’ve got Addric. We’ve only got one minute left.’

Dheago takes a punt on a function that he hasn’t used, as yet. He has no idea what it does, but this is his last chance. 

The mothership is about to make a last-minute comeback, but Dheago has her in his sight and fires away with reckless abandon, and to his amazement, she starts to spin like a top on an invisible axis.

Addric prepares himself for an explosive and possibly messy end, but when he looks up, there is nothing left, other than a wisp of smoke wafting through the atmosphere. And for the next few seconds, there is total silence, and then he hears a sound that brings a smile to his face. 

The audience has been watching the game closely and they roar with excitement when the tally on the scoreboard starts to climb. A moment later, a carillon of noisy bells rings out through the heavens, and the sky is illuminated by thousands of digitally enhanced pixels. 

‘Addric and Dheago have hit the jackpot,’ Kandida cries. ‘They have scored over one hundred thousand unbelievable points in just under fifteen incredible minutes.’ 

She watches in astonishment as the counter soars even higher, and thirty seconds later, she reaches for her audio phone.

‘Lezula, I thought you should know, Addric and Dheago have done brilliantly.’

‘Inform the Krugwah that they will be arriving at their next destination in a few minutes.’
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THE KRUGWAH

Labyrinth is more than just a game, but if Dheago had any idea what it was going to be like, he would never have played at all. That decision, however, is not in his hands. Labyrinth is an energetic creation designed for a specific purpose, and once activated, there is no turning back. 

Separating one world from another is the gossamer thin film known as the veil. To those in the know, the veil offers the opportunity to travel from one-dimensional realm to the other.

And the most enigmatic of all realms in this galaxy is a place called the Khavala. It’s an energy field of immense scope and power and the one place in which the finite and the infinite exist as one in the boundless expanse of the universal mind. 

The Khavala is not usually a destination in this or any other game, but unbeknownst to these boys, it is about to become one. 

The Khavala is the home of a unique species of nature spirits called the Krugwah, one of the few creatures cast from the very same mold. They have little potbellies, short stumpy legs, mischievous but adorable faces and irresistible eyes. 

It is almost impossible to tell them apart, but their most defining feature is a loosely arranged fringe commonly known as a Krugwah curl.  There is not much of it in some cases, but it’s there all the same. 

Lezula has been preparing for this situation for many years, and she asked the Krugwah to keep a close eye on the boys. 

‘They have an appointment with destiny, but they don’t know anything about it,’ she said. ‘I want you to take them to the Khavala and return them to the ship when the game has finished.’

In an emergency, the Krugwah employs a time-honoured routine. They slip through the veil, collect the poor unsuspecting soul, and take them somewhere safer. If they just happen to wake up, they usually pass out on the spot. 

As dusk settles on that chilly night, Addric and Dheago are covered by a blanket of leaves, and they even get a simple Krugwah bath. They have been placed beside a fire in the middle of a forest where a group of very attentive Krugwah attend to their needs. Malila is preparing a pot of homemade soup while Wimple sits lookout in a tree above. 

The Krugwah are obliging little souls who go out of their way to help anyone in need, and they love nothing better than to make someone happy. 

The issue of who will be in charge has to be decided first. This leads to a solid hour of bickering, and when it is all over, Eenah decides that she will be the supervisor of the first shift. That seems like a perfectly good compromise to everyone else.

‘Something terrible has happened,’ Deeta says. 

‘They just unconscious,’ Eenah says. ‘It’s nothing much.’

‘What’s that?’ Deeta says when he notices blood dribbling down Addric’s face.

‘A minor injury. He not going to die.’

It’s only a scratch and barely even noticeable, a little below Addric’s left eye, but even so, Deeta has to do something. 

He makes numerous attempts to apply a simple Krugwah remedy, but the idea of actually touching Addric is a little daunting, and no matter how he tries, he cannot bring himself to do it.

‘What taking you so long?’ Eenah barks at him. 

A minor medical emergency is all too much for little Deeta. ‘You do it, then,’ he says.

‘I not doing dat type of ting,’ she says. ‘Besides, they are boys and I is a girl.’

After hours of fruitless attempts to administer any sort of treatment proves to be totally useless, they just sit around and wait. By early morning, the blood is dry and the wound has almost healed, and now that it’s over, Deeta sighs with relief.

From his vantage point in a nearby tree, Wimple has a clear view of the situation below. He would love to wake the boys and get them on their way, but it’s against the rules for the Krugwah to interfere in non-Krugwah business. 

Twilight is as strange as any other time of the day in the Khavala, but in recent times, things have been getting even stranger. 

The Khavala is a world like no other, and from one invisible horizon to the other, it is peppered with islands of every shape and size, but Wimple barely even notices.

He looks up, only to see The Gateway hovering eerily in the atmosphere. This is one of the great mysteries of the Khavala, a supernatural event that appears at the end of every millennium. 

The Gateway is as old as time itself and rarely ever opens, but when it does, it does so for a reason. Peculiar things often follow in its wake. Wimple has clear memories of what happened the last time it made an appearance.

‘Dat is something I don’t even want to think about.’

A threat to the Khavala has only happened once before but its impact changed everything. That memory is never far from the surface, and it takes very little for it to come flooding back. Wimple shudders at the thought of what might have happened if the goddess Emphora had not come to the rescue. 

But they had no idea what to think when hundreds of people started appearing in the Khavala. Other than the Krugwah and the Yumi, no one has ever ventured into the heart centre of the Khavala. It has always been a closely guarded secret, but not any longer. 

It has been fifteen years since Wimple has seen these boys, but that was in another life and in another lifetime. They were Yumi Masters then and residents of the Yumi city of Yunara.

He watched them grow into intelligent young men and even accompanied them on their first foray into the Khavala. He showed them the secret of crossing over from one realm to another, and of how to pass through the invisible veil that separates all worlds. 

He introduced them to the inter-dimensional highways that traverse the Khavala from one end to the other. But he was the one who took them to the borderlands of the world at the centre of all things. 

It was the aftermath of that experience which changed the course of their lives. They had discovered a threat to the Khavala and knew that something had to be done. 

Not long after, they did what no Yumi Master has ever done before. A heritage as old as time was at stake and the only solution was to sacrifice everything. Before that fateful day arrived, they asked Wimple to keep a close eye on them in whatever way he could.

‘We have no idea what the future holds,’ they said. ‘But if you are somewhere in the background, we know that we will be safe.’ 

Wimple’s promise still holds. He loves these boys and he is determined to do whatever he can to keep them safe. 

‘Wadwick and Gheago,’ he says. ‘It’s time you were on your way.’

‘You have things to do my friends, and time is running out.’
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LOST IN THE UNDERGROWTH

Every muscle in Dheago’s body is a little more tender than usual. He gets to his feet, glances around warily, uncertain as to where they are. To his mind, this looks like a forest and not the land of virtual reality.

He studies the landscape closely and is convinced that this is definitely the real thing. A soft dappled light filters down through a canopy of leaves and a hint of jasmine floats through the air. 

The Krugwah have been very attentive to Addric’s needs. His arms have been placed by his side, a small mound of leaves supports his head, and another has been placed beneath his knees. His shoes have been polished, and his hair has been brushed neatly to the side.

‘Are you okay?’ Dheago says.

‘I think so,’ Addric says as he gazes at the reflection in his beautifully polished boots. 

‘Dheago, how did I get like this?’

‘Don’t ask me.’

It’s a bit weird to be laying there like that, like a body that is about to be placed in its final resting place. 

‘Where are we Dheago and how did we get here?’

‘I don’t know but we appear to be in a forest of some kind.’

‘A forest?’ Addric says.

‘Yes, and I have a suspicion that we are not where we are supposed to be.’

‘What’s going on Dheago? This doesn’t look like a game to me.’

Under normal circumstances, the Khavala is not a destination in this or any other game, but unbeknownst to Addric, it has become one.  

‘We’re lost, Dheago, aren’t we?’

‘I think so.’

‘We are supposed to be playing a game, Dheago.’

‘I know that Addric, but I have a feeling that we have been hijacked.’

‘Hijacked. By who?’ he cries. 

‘Don’t ask me.’

‘So Dheago, are you certain that we are not in a game.’

‘I am positive, Addric. Get to your feet. We have to get out of here.’ 

Addric doesn’t like the look of this. The only way out is to follow a path that winds its way through a living breathing jungle. To Addric’s mind, it could be a hotbed for snakes and scorpions and other horrible creatures.  

‘This is supposed to be a game,’ he says. ‘You don’t have to fight your way through a forest in an artificial game.’

Games usually have clear instructions posted at regular intervals, and a bucket load of rewards if you do the right thing, but there is no sign of anything like that.  

‘Isn’t there some other way to do this Dheago?’ 

‘Not unless you can fly,’ he says. 

Addric picks a few stray leaves out of his hair, wipes himself off and considers the path ahead. He cringes at the thought of having to battle his way through the undergrowth. He doesn’t know anything about vines and weeds and man-eating plants. 

He struggles on at every turn, but to his dismay, he discovers that long thin saplings are like spring tension whips. He only has to touch one and it bounces back and slaps him in the face.

‘You revolting thing,’ he says. ‘Do that again and you’ll regret it.’

This is hard going for a couple of boys who know nothing about the wild frontier outside their front door. And in no time at all, they are covered in cuts and bruises. 

Addric has been assaulted by some of the most vicious plants in the natural world and he is all but ready to scream. Ten horrible minutes later, he stumbles out the other end, rips off his shirt and revels in the moment as a gentle breeze soothes his troubled soul. 

‘Thank God that’s over, but where we are now?’

‘It’s not where we want to be,’ Dheago says. ‘That’s for certain.’

What they had not expected to see is a panoramic view of thousands of islands floating around in a perpetual sea. Floating islands are a common feature of the landscape in Vela-Rishan and while some are enormous, others are the size of a pocket handkerchief. 

If they want to find out anything more, they will have to cross a narrow slab of stone that straddles a ravine between two floating islands, but if they make one wrong move they will end up in the Abyss. 

‘So, what are we going to do,’ Addric says.

After a moment of deliberation, Dheago decides to throw caution to the wind. 

‘I am going to jump across,’ he says. ‘Okay Addric, get out of the way. I am going to do this.’

After ten years as a gymnast, Dheago is lean and wiry, and those skills are about to be put to the test. The ravine is two meters wide at the most, and after a quick calculation, he takes a long running jump and lands safely on the other side.  

‘Beautiful work as usual,’ Addric says.

‘That wasn’t too difficult. Okay, Addric. Now it’s your turn.’

‘It looks a little scary down there. What if I miss?’

‘Come on Addric, you have done this before. Rock-hopping is supposed to be one of your favourite pastimes if I remember correctly. This will be a breeze compared to that.’ 

Hopping from one floating rock to another has a few drawbacks, but this is the real thing, and unfortunately, there are no safety nets in this class. 

The slab of stone is a meter wide at the most with a couple of visible hairline fractures here and there. And to make things worse, it is covered in slimy green moss in all the wrong places. 

Addric places one foot tentatively on the edge, takes a long deep breath and tiptoes cautiously across. 

‘Whew, I did it Dheago. It’s still in good shape.’ 

‘Maybe Addric, but not for much longer.’
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FIRST GLIMPSE OF THE FIRE DRAGON

To reach the highest point of the island they have to climb a hill and then battle their way through a hedge of prickly shrubs. And when they finally get to the top, they have a view of thousands of islands floating peacefully around the Khavala from one horizon to the other.

‘Just look at this place,’ Addric says. 

They are close enough to feel its subtle energy, close enough to realise that this is a grand cosmic creation, something so expansive that its very magnitude is exhilarating.  

This is as peaceful a place as you could ever wish to see, but the sky is charcoal grey and heavy with rainclouds, and it’s apparent that the mother of all storms is brewing.

‘Oh my God, Addric. I think we should get out of here.’ 

An armada of thunderclouds is heading in their direction, and only seconds before they are drenched to the bone, the unexpected happens. Like a steam train arriving at a station, they slow down and then come to a dead stop. 

‘Dheago, what’s going on?’ 

‘I have no idea Addric, but that is no ordinary old cloud.’

Dheago’s suspicions are confirmed only moments later when a pair of ghostly hands with ghostly fingers appear out of thin air. A few seconds later, a lump of soft fluffy clouds is transformed into a flimsy version of the fabled Stargate, an energetic structure that’s as old as time itself. The Stargate is the granddaddy of all portals, but it is also the doorway to the Khavala. And for unknown reasons, it appears at the end of every millennium. 

They watch in amazement as a series of airborne wings open one after the other. The Stargate hovers in the sky shimmering like an incandescent jewel, and a few seconds later, a door opens, only to reveal a long black tunnel and row upon row of razor-sharp teeth.

‘Dheago, that’s what we saw in the games cubicle.’

‘But why Addric? What’s going on?’ 

‘I have a feeling we are about to find out.’ 

They step back on hearing a ponderous sound reverberating through the atmosphere. But the thing that comes sailing through the doorway is no bulk freighter and it is definitely not a cargo vessel. 

This is a monstrosity of gigantic proportions, a floating island that just happens to have the head of a fire dragon and a long fiery tail.  

‘Oh my God,’ Addric cries. ‘It’s that thing from my dream.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Dheago says. 

‘My fire dragon dream, of course.’

Addric has tried to tell him about it numerous times but to Dheago, it was just another of his stupid stories.

‘So, what’s it doing here Addric?’

‘I don’t know but it’s been stalking me.’

This is no Addric-induced fantasy, not this time. When you have been hijacked by an invisible force, dumped into the weirdest world that you have ever seen, and you are the only spectators at a private performance from a cluster of intelligent clouds, then something has to be going on. 

A few moments later, the doors open again and a fleet of armoured vessels that resemble black birds of prey swoop down and around and head directly for the fire dragon.

‘They look like Silhouettes, but what’s going on Dheago, I don’t understand.’

Nor do I, but this isn’t a game anymore Addric. Whatever it means, it’s serious.’  

Silhouettes are luxury class cruisers that travel the length and breadth of Vela-Rishan from one destination to another. As to why they are circling the fire dragon they have no idea. 

‘This is too weird for words, Dheago?’ 

‘That was no harmless display manufactured by the elements. Someone is trying to tell us something, but why us of all people.’

Unbeknownst to Addric, Dheago has had nightmares like this before. The very moment that he reached the deepest shores of sleep; he found himself wandering around in a barren landscape populated by lost souls living on the edge of the night. 

Dheago knows this routine off by heart and he has a horrible feeling that it’s going to happen all over again, only this time it won’t be a dream.

This is the nightmare world of his dreams. This is the point where he reaches the edge of a precipice suspended between two worlds. This is how his nightmare begins, the point at which his world collapses, hounded by a spectre that probably isn’t even there.

The light is fading and they have to get out of there, but when they hear something scuttling around in the undergrowth, they take one step back and then plummet into darkness and oblivion and down into the depths of the murky Abyss. 

​
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DEATH IS INCHING CLOSER

The Abyss is a barren wasteland, and for a few fleeting moments, the peace and quiet is disturbed by the sound of Addric’s raucous voice. According to all reports, they will continue to fall until the ravages of time eat away at their sanity. They will continue to fall until there is nothing left but their shriveled up remains floating around in a sea of perpetual darkness. 

Dheago is dropping so fast that everything is one continuous blur, and even in his wildest dreams, he never imagined that his life would end like this. 

Death is inching closer, the pressure is taking its toll, and he is begging for someone to come to his rescue. 

‘Is there anyone out there?’ he cries.

The last thing he expected to see is a halo of light in the background, but he almost wets himself when someone answers back.  

‘Dheago. Can you hear me? Please say you can.’

‘Who are you?’

‘I am friend Dheago. Please believe me.’

‘Why? What do you want?’

‘To give you a helping hand, of course,’ she says. ‘Why else would I be here in the depths of the Abyss?’

‘Dheago, do you want to shrivel up and die in this hellhole of a place?’

‘No, I don’t,’ he says. ‘Do something please.’

Unbeknownst to Dheago, his saviour is the Yumi Master Lezula, accompanied by a team of Yumi physicians who get to work immediately and make a few adjustments to his
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