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PROLOGUE

ESCAPE

The city was virtual.

But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t real.

Dubstep Towers hung in a neon-pink sky above the wireframe city below. The crowds of people hurrying through the outlined streets looked like pixels to Blondie – squares of colour, the building blocks of her world. She stood at the window of her penthouse apartment on floor 73, placed a hand against the glass and returned her gaze to the horizon.

Beyond the curving buildings and past the cubic city blocks, the darkness was coming. It was a sphere of pure black that extended both above and below the level of the ground and as it grew in size, its radius began to skim the yellow-lit suburbs.

The suburbs shattered. The roads and houses dissolved into a shower of computer code – carefully balanced strings of numbers and equations that held the world together. The glowing yellow pieces rose and flowed away from the advancing sphere, transforming into a tidal wave that sprayed the edges of the deep blue inner city. The yellow pixels mixed with the blue fragments, forming cool, green puddles on the streets before they were gathered up into the wave once more.

Blondie drew the blinds, unable to watch, and stepped over to the large four-poster bed that stood in the centre of the white-tiled room. Kneeling down, she pulled a large black trunk from beneath the bed and pressed her hand against the top. The cool dark material dissolved and Blondie smiled as the contents of the trunk reminded her of the adventures of her younger days.

Placed carefully amongst the protective folds of a crimson cloth was a sword. The ivory handle was sculpted to fit her palm and the perfectly balanced blade glowed with white electricity that matched Blondie’s hair. She lifted it out of the trunk and flourished it with skill before slotting it neatly into the strap on her back. She pulled on a pair of blue boots that matched her blouse and took one last look at the flat that had been her home for Boss-knows how long. Behind the blinds, the soft patter of pixels began to sound against the glass – the wave was almost upon her.

Blondie opened the front door to the penthouse and looked down at the 200 metre drop below before stepping over the threshold. Her body twisted ninety degrees in the air, and the smooth wall of Dubstep Towers became the floor, as she began to walk down towards the street below. The building shuddered as the wave of destruction broke against the opposite side and Blondie began to run.

She couldn’t fight the darkness on her own. She needed help.


CHAPTER 1

WORLD’S END

‘It’s the end of the world. Again,’ said the Doctor.

‘Again?’ Rory made a face.

‘When?’ asked Amy. ‘The buildings look like the kinda stuff you’d see in 2010.’

‘Ha.’ The Doctor laughed. ‘That’s the trouble with you born-in-the-twentieth-century types – you think it’s only a matter of decades before your council estates and tower blocks are replaced with shiny domes and monorails and flying cars. But it’s not. Buildings like this are renovated and repaired, they’ll last for centuries.’

‘Okay, so when is it?’ Amy repeated.

‘It’s 2222 AD,’ the Doctor answered. ‘Like I said, end of the world.’ He spread his arms and grinned as the group stopped to take in their surroundings.

All around them, the ruins of Chicago towered above their heads. Huge, broken skeletons of skyscrapers standing half-submerged amongst the vast folds of sand dunes. The dunes glowed white in the sunlight and faded to a cool grey in the giant shadows between the buildings. Beyond that, the desert stretched for miles, rolling hills of dust that rose and fell like a frozen sea towards the horizon.

‘What happened?’ Rory asked.

The Doctor flicked open his sonic screwdriver and pointed it towards the sky before examining the handle. He shrugged ‘Dunno.’

‘ “Dunno”?’ Rory repeated. ‘What do you mean, “dunno”? It’s the end of the world! Our whole world has been destroyed, and that didn’t stick in your memory?’

The Doctor sighed. ‘I can’t keep track of everything. Earth gets blasted half a dozen times at least in its lifetime. Count yourself lucky,’ he started jumping on the spot, ‘at least the planet’s still here this time.’

Amy reached out and closed her husband’s open mouth. She turned to the Doctor, ‘Could it be solar flares?’ she asked. ‘It’s about the right era, isn’t it?’

‘Possibly.’ The Doctor stuffed the sonic screwdriver back into his jacket pocket. ‘The atmosphere’s taken a beating, that’s for sure.’ He fished out a small white plastic bottle. ‘Here, put this on – for protection.’

Rory inspected the bottle gingerly. ‘What is it? Space cream?’

‘Sunscreen. Your pasty complexions aren’t going to last long without it.’

Amy snatched the bottle out of Rory’s hand and started smearing it on immediately. ‘And you tell me this now?! I’ve been out here nearly half an hour!’

‘What about you?’ Rory asked the Doctor.

The Doctor grinned and slipped on a pair of sunglasses. ‘Sorted.’
 
It wasn’t long before the relentless heat drove the group’s exploration indoors. They blinked to adjust their eyes in the stifling shadows of one of the more intact skyscrapers. The Doctor’s boots left prints in the dust as he stepped onto the green-tiled floor of a large, splintered entrance chamber.

‘It’s a block of flats.’ Amy pointed behind a semi-circular reception desk to where a wide grid of mailboxes was screwed into the wall.

‘In downtown, no less. Very posh.’ The Doctor removed his shades and wiped them absent-mindedly on his shirtsleeves. Rory tried in vain to blow away the dust that had stuck to the suncream on his arm. His spluttering was loud in the heavy silence and Amy shot Rory a look as the Doctor pushed past her on his way towards the janitor’s closet.

He yanked open the wooden door and stepped inside. A second later, the green bulb of the sonic screwdriver cast an eerie glow over the contents of the tiny closet.

‘What are you looking for?’ Amy asked.

‘A power source.’ The Doctor’s voice was muffled in the gloom. ‘Rory, be a good fella and thump that desk for me, would you?’

Rory raised his eyebrows but did as he was told. Gathering his shirt-cuff into his palm, he wiped a sleeve across the surface of the desk before poking it with a finger.

‘I said thump, not poke.’

Rory patted the desk again.

‘Oh, let me do it.’ Amy strode forward and brought a fist down hard on the glossy surface. The desk sprang into life. With a small chime it began to display large rectangles of data – resident’s details, room numbers, virtual post-it notes, all arranging themselves around Amy’s hand.

‘It’s a table-computer!’ Rory exclaimed.

The Doctor emerged from the closet, slapping the sonic screwdriver closed in his palm. ‘It’s a Desktop,’ he said with a grin. Pushing between the pair he rubbed his thumbs over his fists and examined the scrolling read-outs before him. Then he scratched at his nose as his other hand began jabbing at the screen in a dizzying flurry of movements. The read-outs changed; colours and text flashing across the faces of Amy and Rory as if they were lit by a disco ball.

‘What are you looking for?’ Rory asked.

‘The bills,’ the Doctor replied. ‘Somewhere in this building, something is still switched on. I picked up the power reading when we were outside but it’s too faint for me to pinpoint with the sonic. I reckon whichever apartment it is must have racked up a pretty hefty electricity bill over the centuries. Hopefully that should tell us where the reading’s coming from.’

‘Is that why we came here?’ Rory asked.

‘It is now.’

The Desktop made one final chime and the Doctor raised his hand from the surface screen. ‘Floor 48, apartment 23B.’

Amy eyed the grand main staircase, and pointed a finger. ‘Are you expecting me to climb forty-eight times those?’ she asked.

The Doctor shrugged. ‘If you want. I was planning on taking the lift.’


CHAPTER 2

LINK - UP

‘If it’s the end of the world, how come the lifts still work?’ Rory asked, as the Doctor checked his watch. The blue numbers that seemed to be projected across the top of the door were rising painfully slowly. So was the temperature inside the cramped metal lift.

‘It’s one of the basic rules of the universe, isn’t it?’ Amy threw him a wink. ‘Things only work when you don’t need them anymore.’

Rory nodded wisely. ‘Like when our train broke down on the way to that concert.’

‘You mean that gig,’ said Amy.

‘Gig, concert, what’s the difference? It’s still people playing music in front of other, slightly less sweaty people.’

‘Gig sounds cooler.’

‘It doesn’t matter how cool it sounds. They’re still sweaty.’

Amy sighed.

The Doctor stroked his bow tie. ‘I’m sweaty and cool,’ he declared.

‘Urgh.’

‘Aaaand we’re here.’ The Doctor announced, hopping out and into a hallway. Once it must have been decorated in a deep shade of red, but now the paintwork had faded to a rusty brown. ‘Thank heavens for that. Remind me never to listen to you two talk about normal stuff again. Boooring!’

Sheepishly, the pair followed him down the corridor as the Doctor checked off the room numbers with a wag of his finger. Amy felt a weird sensation through her shoes and looked down to see the carpet crumbling away beneath her weight. Her feet left red footprints in the powder-snow of the worn out carpet.

‘It’s spooky,’ she said. ‘When you go to rundown places back home you expect them to be full of bugs and rats and mice and spiders and … more bugs,’ she finished. ‘But there’s nothing here. Not a single living soul in the whole wide world.’

‘Peaceful, isn’t it?’ the Doctor called over his shoulder cheerfully. ‘Ah ha! 23B!’ He stopped in front of a blank wooden door whose number he had deduced by examining the numbers of the doors either side. Grabbing the handle, he barged through.

And nearly fell to his death.

Amy grabbed him just in time. She shielded her eyes against the sudden shaft of sunlight and hauled him back over the threshold. He dropped onto the floor of the hallway with a thump.

The Doctor sat up immediately and stared in confusion at his legs as they dangled over the broken edges of the floorboards. He looked down at the steep drop below.

The entire eastern side of the building had been torn away by a force that must have been so powerful it sent shivers down Amy’s spine. Her eyes adjusted to the light and she peered over the edge. The concrete skeleton of the building had crumbled to reveal a series of sharp metal supports nearly twenty storeys down. They were positioned exactly where the Doctor would have landed. Her stomach turned at the thought.

‘But, I don’t understand!’ the Doctor finally found his voice. ‘Where’s 23B?’

‘Er, here?’ came a small cough from behind them.

Rory was standing on the opposite side of the hallway. He pointed at the number on the door next to him. 23B.

The Doctor cleared his throat. ‘Ah, right, thanks.’ He jumped quickly to his feet and began patting his trousers down enthusiastically. ‘I must have confused “apartment 23B” with “creaky door of deathly death”. Ah well, no harm done.’ He straightened up and placed a hand on Amy’s shoulder.

‘Thanks.’ he mouthed, and for a second Amy thought she saw a flicker of fear being blinked away behind his deep green eyes. Then it passed, and the blustering madman she knew so well returned once more. This time when the Doctor grabbed the door handle, he opened it considerably more slowly.

The door swung gently open to reveal a surprisingly small apartment considering the faded luxury of the hallway. Inside was a basic desk and chair. They were tucked neatly in one corner against a small, frosted window. To the right, behind a pokey bathroom, was an unmade bed that looked like it would crumble to ash if anyone so much as breathed on it.

Rory looked disappointed. ‘I thought this place was meant to be posh?’

‘It’s the location you pay for, not the size.’ It only took the Doctor a couple of steps to reach the desk. He ran a finger across the surface, tracing a zigzag in the dust and a small blue light appeared in the centre of the Desktop. With a smooth whirr, a strange device appeared to unfold itself from the desk. It resembled a stylish doctor’s stethoscope. A small wishbone shape was attached to one end, and the spine of the device curved up before straightening out to meet the light.

‘Gorgeous.’ The Doctor reached out to touch it and the blue light faded to a soft green. ‘It’s still logged in.’

‘What is it?’ Amy breathed.

The Doctor looked over and grinned. ‘It’s a games console.’

‘Like an Xbox or a PlayStation?’ Rory asked.
 
‘Yeah, if they were able to read and adapt to your thought patterns while stimulating all five senses through manipulating chemicals in your brain.’ The Doctor gave him a look.

‘I’m sure I saw an advert for something like that,’ Rory muttered.

‘So this is what’s been giving out the energy signal?’ asked Amy.

The Doctor pulled the chair out from beneath the desk and perched himself upon it. ‘Yep, it’s still connected to the network – checking for updates, new software, that kind of thing.’

‘But where is it getting the power from?’

The Doctor leant back in his chair and began toying with the wishbone. ‘The batteries in these Desktops are immense. They have to be. All the major cities moved their power plants away from populated areas a good century back. There’s no such thing as mains power any more. It’s all hydrogen batteries now.’

‘But how does that –’ Rory began, but Amy interrupted him.

‘We’re missing the big question here. If that thing’s still logged on, it means there’s still an Internet, or holo-net, or whatever the future-people call it.’

The Doctor frowned. ‘Good point.’

‘And seeing as everything else is on the blink around here, it seems to me like someone’s put some serious effort into making sure it was still working.’

The Doctor tapped the desk; it beeped encouragingly. ‘Well,’ he said finally, ‘I guess I’d better find out what’s going on then.’ He grabbed the wishbone, and before Amy or Rory could stop him he’d slotted it over his forehead.

‘Oh, great,’ said Rory.

Seven miles away, sitting in the shadow of a rolling dune, a giant robot was reading a book. The air was still and calm and the robot held the thick paperback at an angle so that the sun’s light fell across the pages from over the ridge behind it.

Its metal exoskeleton was heavy and thickset. The erosion of countless sandstorms gave the chrome finish a rugged texture that made it look more animal than machine. From a distance it almost looked like a silver gorilla.

A curved plasma screen stood in place of a face and it traced a blue bead of light to the bottom of the paragraph. Then, with a loud hiss of hydraulics, the robot’s arm flexed to turn over the yellowing page.

Then an alarm sounded. The blue bead danced for a minute as a low wail emerged from the speakers fitted in the centre of the robot’s chest. Then the screen refreshed and a scrolling message appeared. In square red capitals it repeated the words ‘USER DETECTED, USER DETECTED, USER DETECTED,’ over and over again.

The robot’s shoulders slumped in a digital sigh. With a great effort and clanging of pistons it hauled itself to its feet and began walking slowly up the side of the dune.

Its great weight caused its feet to slide in the loose sand with each step, but eventually it reached the top. Stretching across the length of the horizon, the half-buried city of Chicago looked like the skeleton of some ancient whale. The robot’s screen dimmed as it scanned the ancient buildings for the location of the download.

Eventually a small beep announced that the user had been located. The robot crouched; flexing its steel joints, then launched itself into the air.


CHAPTER 3

TUTORIAL

The Doctor didn’t exist.

At least, not yet. Inside the Desktop his mind floated in a void that was made even more confusing by the fact that he didn’t have a body. If he had had feet he could at least have found out which direction was ‘down’.

Then there were letters.

‘Welcome to Parallife,’ they said.

The Doctor would’ve laughed at that if he had a mouth.

‘Parallel-life. Very good,’ he thought instead.

The letters rearranged themselves. ‘Are you a new user?’

‘Yes.’ The Doctor was getting the hang of thinking instead of speaking now.

‘Thank you, please proceed to the Character Creation menu.’

There was a feeling of rapid movement, although in the blackness it was impossible to tell. A light came on, and the Doctor suddenly realised that he was in a room – a huge, white space in which various body parts, clothes and sliding menu-bars were floating. He stepped forward and discovered that he now had a body. Looking down he saw a green wireframe skeleton. He raised a stick figure hand in front of his face and waved at himself.

‘Well, I’ve received a few new bodies in my time, but nothing like this,’ he declared, peering around at the vast number of options in front of him. ‘This is going to be fun.’

He raised his hands like a conductor preparing to perform and began. Chins, eyes, hair, arms, legs, hands were all selected and adjusted with a wave of the Doctor’s hand. They zipped forward and slotted into place over the green skeleton. When he was satisfied, he dismissed the body parts and brought forward the clothes. Boots, skinny trousers, a white shirt. Unfortunately, the only bow tie the Doctor could find was a comically oversized affair.

Finally, he brought up the ‘preview’ mirror and discovered that he had made a perfect digital replica of himself.

‘Well, would you believe it?’ he said to himself, rolling up his shirtsleeves. ‘And I thought I was just picking what looked cool! You can’t improve on perfection, I suppose.’

The Doctor ran a hand over his hair, pushing his long fringe off to one side and dismissed the mirror. He looked up and spread his arms. ‘Right, I’m ready!’ he said. ‘Let’s get started!’

There was no reply, but when the Doctor looked forwards once again he found a small red door sitting in the middle of the wall as if it had been there all along. Which it definitely hadn’t.

The Doctor did a little hop of excitement. ‘Get ready, Parallife,’ he said. ‘Here I come!’

The town of Tutorial brought back long forgotten memories to Blondie. It was the town of her birth, and like most things she had experienced when she was young, it was far smaller than she remembered. The buildings here were left over from the old world, barely four storeys high and the ground was all on one level. Blondie considered it boring, but if she needed help, this was the best place to find it.
 
Blondie had never seen so many people in Tutorial before. She suspected that they too had arrived to refresh their training in preparation for fighting the darkness. It had been so long since any of them had fought.

She made her way to the town square, a large open space where the crowd was at its thickest. She pushed through the mass of people until she was standing in the exact centre of the crowd and drew her sword. She held the shimmering blade high over her head. The weapon was unique and powerful and its very presence created an immediate hush. The crowd stepped back and cleared a circle around her. She opened her mouth to speak, ready to announce that she would lead the fight against the darkness, and that anyone who wished to aid in the defence of their world was welcome to stand by her side. But she didn’t get the chance.

The sky above Tutorial cracked, and a digital thunderclap washed over the square. A great column of white light arced down, hitting the ground just half a metre away from where Blondie was standing.

A red door materialised in the glow, and amongst the crowd someone screamed.

‘No, it can’t be!’

‘Impossible!’

‘It’s been years, so many years!’

But it was true. For the first time in over one hundred years, the world of Parallife had a new citizen.

The door opened and a man stepped out, onto Blondie’s foot.

Blondie winced and the man’s hand flew instinctively to his oversized bow tie.

‘It’s a bit large I suppose,’ he said. ‘But I didn’t think it was that bad.’ He extended a hand in greeting. ‘I’m the Doctor, I’m here to help.’

The crowd held their breath, as if his touch might tear their world apart. But Blondie shook his hand fearlessly and when nothing happened they heaved a sigh of relief.

‘Blimey, everyone seems a bit … tense.’ The Doctor frowned and looked around.

‘Parallife is threatened Doctor.’ Blondie’s face was grim. ‘We must fight or die.’

‘Or fight and die.’

‘I can see you’re going to be a great help.’

The Doctor and Blondie eyed each other with suspicion, until a soft rumble broke the silence. The citizens’ eyes rose instinctively to the sky. Another visitor?

But the pink-tinged clouds remained calm, and the rumble continued to grow. On the outskirts of the square, one of the men turned to look down the wide main road behind him. His mouth opened and closed like a fish for a few moments, until he finally found his voice. ‘Stampede!’ he screamed.

Tutorial was thrown into panic as the citizens rushed for cover among the narrow alleyways between the buildings, fumbling blindly for their weapons. The Doctor spun on his heel, taking it all in.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

‘The plains around Tutorial are filled with animals, easy pickings for young citizens to practise their fighting skills. A stampede is the easiest way to level up,’ Blondie replied.

‘Level up?’ the Doctor was incredulous. ‘Wait, are you saying that we’re in some kind of game?’

‘We used to be.’ Blondie flexed her sword arm and planted her legs firmly apart. She adopted a fighting stance as the smaller, faster creatures began to pour into the square around them. Three legged birds hopped and skipped across the metal cobbles, their long necks twisting this way and that, searching for a way through. Behind them came the larger mammals. They tumbled through the birds, sending them scattering in all directions.

‘They’re scared,’ the Doctor muttered. ‘Terrified.’

There was a loud squawk as one of the creatures picked the wrong alleyway and was struck down by a citizen hidden in a doorway. It dissolved into a shower of pixels, which flowed into the young warrior, making his skin glow.

‘Stop!’ the Doctor was outraged. ‘You can’t do that!’ But the citizens ignored him. Growing in confidence, they stepped out of their hiding places and swiped clumsily at the animals as they swept past.

Blondie flashed him a mocking smile. ‘Do you really think they’ll listen to you? You’re level one! Zero experience. You can’t hope to command anyone until at least level seven!’

The Doctor looked aghast. ‘But I’m a talker, that’s what I do, I save people with words, I –’

‘It means nothing here,’ Blondie interrupted. ‘Unless you level-up your negotiation skills, you’re powerless. So I suggest you get fighting.’

Even larger animals were beginning to spill through now; huge, buffalo-type creatures whose almost human eyes were wide with fear. Blondie raised her sword, and brought it flashing down.

But it never reached its target. The Doctor’s hand snapped out and held firmly onto her wrist as the creature galloped past the pair. Then he twisted her arm up until the sword was pointing away from the steadily growing flood of panicked creatures.

‘What are you doing?’ she hissed at him, furious. ‘We’re right in the path of the stampede, if we don’t do something we’ll be trampled to death!’

‘I know,’ the Doctor’s voice was stern, his grip unwavering. ‘What level are you?’

Blondie stared at him.

‘What level are you?’ the Doctor shouted this time.

‘Forty-seven.’

‘Good, and from what little chance I’ve had to look around, it appears that you’re the most experienced citizen here.’

Blondie looked smug.

‘Which means you should be able to command these people, right?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then stop the killing!’


CHAPTER 4

LEVEL ZERO

A few minutes later, the Doctor found	himself perched on top of Tutorial’s town hall. He looked down at the mass of animals that now filled the streets below. It was strange how in this world there was no smell. Blondie had done as he asked and now the citizens were gathered on the surrounding rooftops, away from the peril of the stampede. They eyed the creatures with disappointment as they rumbled through the alleyways beneath.

‘Did we fly up here?’ the Doctor asked Blondie.

Blondie laughed, a beautiful sound that sparkled like her eyes. ‘Of course. Do you not have magic where you come from?’ She gestured to the buffalos below. ‘They’re just programmes you know, they don’t even have brains, just a list of things to do. I’ve never known anyone to care about them before.’

The Doctor was silent for a minute as he absorbed the details of this strange new world.

‘Thank you,’ he said finally. ‘I know that must have been a difficult choice for you to make.’

‘It’s the rules of the game,’ the young woman replied. ‘We have to kill or our levels don’t rise. If they don’t rise we can’t create. Our tools, our buildings, our society are founded on the skills we buy with the experience points we gain from battle. There is no other way.’

The Doctor shook his head sadly.

‘But in reality, Doctor, the choice wasn’t difficult. Because even I can see that it is useless to fight the darkness.’ She pointed, and the Doctor followed her gaze.

Tutorial was only a small town. From his position on the roof, the Doctor could see the buildings give way to the plains beyond. Huge, neon-bordered squares marked them out, narrowing as they stretched away to the dark horizon. But something was wrong. The Doctor looked up at the sky. The clouds above shifted on the winds of a distant rhythm, and behind them the sky was still a warm, glowing pink. It was then that the Doctor realised he wasn’t looking at the horizon – it was the darkness.

The expanding ebony sphere was now so huge that it no longer looked like a sphere. The curve of its surface was lost against the sky and it looked like a huge, impenetrable wall, bulldozing through the plains towards them.

‘Right, well, now I see why the animals were so afraid.’

‘They weren’t afraid,’ Blondie sighed, ‘they’re simply programmed to avoid danger.’

The Doctor looked at her. ‘Isn’t that what fear is?’

She smiled. ‘Does everything you say make upside-down sense?’

‘Not everything. Sometimes I don’t make any sense at all.’ He swayed slowly to his feet. ‘Now, since you’re happy to admit that we’ve no way of fighting this … thing. I suggest we follow the animals and get out of here as quickly as possible.’

Blondie took hold of his hand, ready to return
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