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Stage 1: Psion Park
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Viktor Wendig leaned casually against the side of a polished black Volkswagen van, sipping coffee from a Thermos which had travelled across decades and dimensions solely to keep the odious little man supplied with hot caffeinated beverages.

The silence was broken by the roar of an engine; Wendig thrust the hot mug at his closest minion, and pulled a pair of pocket binoculars from some dark recess within his even darker suit.

A small purple vehicle skidded to a halt in the distance, and silence returned. A moment later a second vehicle popped into existence behind it, this one larger, a white van, its back doors open and flapping wildly as it lurched unsteadily around the purple car like a tipsy hippo circling its next gin and tonic. Once it finally staggered to a halt, Wendig could make out the word ‘AMBIVALENCE’ stencilled above the front windscreen like the worst kind of post-modern pun.

Pocketing his binoculars, Wendig addressed his lackeys in a softly menacing voice. ‘You go on ahead,’ he told them. ‘I have business to attend to here.’

So saying, he reclaimed his coffee and strolled off, the very epitome of nonchalance.

Inside the Ambivalence, Phil Grundy blinked his watering eyes and tried to remember how to see. Nearby the driver of a small purple vehicle was getting out and making her way through the swirling after images of a trans-dimensional interface.

‘What happened?’ the blurred voice of Phil’s daughter Charlotte said somewhere behind him.

‘Where are we?’ another muffled voice - one with a name like Apricot, maybe? - asked.

Phil looked at the scenery around them as his vision cleared. ‘Somewhere flat,’ he decided.

‘Great,’ said Doc Nectarine (for that was the man’s name). ‘The entire multiverse to choose from and we end up in Norfolk.’

‘Is everyone ok?’ called another female voice - this one attached to the female body which had just stepped out of the small purple vehicle.

‘I’m hungry,’ Phil realised. ‘Are you ok, Charlie?’

‘Charlotte,’ she sighed. ‘My phone still doesn’t work,’ she added, as ever operating on her own set of priorities.

‘She’s fine,’ Phil said to no-one in particular. ‘Dexy?’ he leaned into the back of the van so he could see the ZX81.

PRESENT, the tinny computerised voice replied.

‘Huh,’ Phil said. ‘Look at a ZX81 funny and it will refuse to load Mazogs, but throw it through a space-time portal in the back of an aging ambulance, and it’s fine.’

‘Just as well it wasn’t loading Mazogs at the time then I guess,’ said Charlotte.

I AM RIGHT HERE, Dexy said, trying to inject a little annoyed sarcasm into his artificial voice.

‘And we’re all glad you’re ok, buddy,’ Phil said.

NO DOUBT, Dexy replied.

The owner of the feminine voice, and driver of the purple Mini, had reached the open driver’s door of the van and spoke quietly to Phil.

‘Why are your tyres red?’

‘Sam?’ Phil blinked at her, confused.

‘What’s it supposed to be, My First Ambivalence?’

Phil peered out at the tyres, which were indeed a shade of red he hadn’t seen since his Raleigh Burner was stolen back in the summer of ‘86.

‘What the...?’ Phil shook his head to regain focus. ‘Never mind the tyres, what’s with the wig?’

‘What do you mean?’ Sam instinctively reached up, recoiling as she felt rather more than the cute but practical pixie cut she normally maintained.

‘You’ve gone the whole Bonnie Tyler,’ Phil added. ‘Get the wrong side of the headlights with that do and there’ll be a total eclipse of something alright.’

‘Oh my god,’ Sam agreed as she checked her new look - big blonde hair, tight red top, denim shorts - in the Ambivalence’s wing mirror. ‘I’m a bimbo!’

‘It’s not so bad,’ Nectarine chipped in helpfully.

‘Owww! Balljoints, it’s not even a wig!’ she said. ‘What fresh hell is this?’

‘Well I’m gonna guess we’re still in the 80s,’ Phil said.

‘Uh, Dexy?’ Charlotte said. ‘Could you... use the force or whatever to try and figure out what’s going on, please?’ 

I WILL GET TO WORK ON IT.

‘Any idea where we are would be a bonus, too,’ Phil added.

‘Well we ain’t in Kempston any more, Toto.’ Sam took a deep breath and looked around them. ‘But I do have a bit of an idea where we might be.’

‘Are we lost in France?’ Nectarine asked.

‘What?’ she said. ‘No... well, possibly, I suppose, but, just get out of the van for a second will you?’

Phil did as she suggested.

‘Now take a good lungful and tell me what you smell!’

Puzzled, Phil inhaled deeply - a heady mix of engine oil and burnt rubber dancing on his olfactory nerves.

‘You smell it too, don’t you?’

‘I guess so,’ Phil agreed. ‘But how does that help?’

‘Hey,’ Doc Nectarine said as he stepped down from the Ambivalence. ‘What happened to the cowboy and the ninja?’

‘Dunno,’ Sam said. ‘We’re probably about due for another reissue of YMCA though.’

‘Gary!’ Charlotte jumped out of the open back doors of the Ambivalence before anyone could say another word.

‘Charlie!’ Phil called after her, to no avail.

‘Ah hell,’ Nectarine said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll go after her.’

Phil watched as Nectarine ran off after his daughter, then turned back to Sam.

‘Are you with me?’ she said. ‘The engine smells, burnt rubber, the massive stretch of tarmac we conveniently landed on...?’

‘Crap!’ Phil shouted, suddenly watching the sky. ‘Have we parked up on a runway?’

‘No, silly,’ Sam giggled. ‘Look up on that embankment.’

Phil looked up at where Sam was pointing; a steep embankment led away from the edge of the tarmac, at the top of which some sun-bleached advertising boards clung to a fence with the last of their structural integrity. Many were illegible; some looked like unfinished corporate logos. But what caught Phil’s eye was a name in plain text: Psion Park.

‘Oh my...’ Phil stammered. ‘How did we...?’

‘They’re nowhere in sight!’ Phil’s train of thought was derailed by Charlotte’s return - still panicking. ‘And the doors were open - what if...’

THERE IS NO CAUSE FOR CONCERN.

‘Easy for you to say!’ Charlotte snapped.

GARY AND BENNY DID NOT ENTER THE INTERFACE, Dexy explained.

‘They- what?’

‘They’re still...’ Phil started.

IN KEMPSTON, WHERE WE LAST SAW THEM.

‘But they’re OK?’ Phil prompted.

THEY ARE IN GOOD HEALTH.

‘They’re in good health in another dimension!’ Charlotte screamed. ‘Are we just going to leave them there?’

‘Gary’s a ninja,’ Phil pointed out. ‘I think that demonstrates that he can look after himself.’

‘But still...’

‘Look,’ Phil said. ‘If he’s as trustworthy as you think he is, then he’ll be busy guarding a space-time portal. So all we need to do, is find the other end of it-’

‘Didn’t we just come out of the other end of it?’ Nectarine asked.

‘That’s not how these things work,’ Phil said, as if any idiot should have known that.

‘Oh?’ Nectarine said. ‘How do these things work then?’ he asked.

‘Well clearly they operate on some kind of one way system,’ Phil bluffed. ‘You can’t enter the same way you leave.’

‘But doesn’t that mean we can’t-’ Sam started.

‘Shut up!’ Phil snapped, before she uttered an inconvenient truth.

‘So what,’ Charlotte said. ‘We’re just going to drive around aimlessly, until we figure out how to track down a space-time portal?’

‘Yes,’ Phil said. ‘No,’ he corrected himself. ‘I don’t know,’ he added. ‘Look, if there’s a way here, there must be a way back. What goes up and all that,’ he added as a sort of weak explanation.

‘Anyway,’ Sam interrupted. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

Phil and Nectarine looked at each other and shrugged.

‘The Assembly?’ Sam prompted.

Phil nodded solemnly. ‘Kill the baddies.’

‘Get the girl,’ Nectarine said, hopefully.

‘Save the entire planet,’ Charlotte added.

‘Too bad the baddies will probably kill us now we’ve left our ninja bodyguard in a parallel universe,’ Nectarine said.

‘I don’t think we need to worry about that right now,’ Phil said. ‘If the baddies were here, they seem to be long gone now.’

As if to prove him a liar, they were interrupted by an indistinct noise carried on the breeze; they all stopped arguing as it grew louder.

‘What is that?’ Nectarine whispered.

Despite himself, Phil looked to the skies again.

Sam cocked her head to one side and closed her eyes. ‘It’s a flat-12 on the red line,’ she said.

‘Huh?’

‘It’s an exotic sports car - probably a Ferrari on a track day.’

‘Track day?’ Charlotte said.

Sam nodded. ‘Only place you can really enjoy a machine like that,’ she said. ‘I’ve taken Rex out on a couple - not up against a Ferrari, of course, that would be-’

‘Er, Sam?’ Phil interrupted.

‘Yes?’

Phil pointed away down the track.

‘Yep,’ she said. ‘That’s Rosso Corsa. Definitely a Ferrari.’

‘Good to know, but-’

‘Testarossa,’ she added. ‘One of the early ones, you can tell because the engine note is just a little-’

‘Cooper!’ Phil shouted. ‘You’re not a twelve year old boy, shut up about the Ferrari and think about where you’re standing.’

Momentarily bemused, Sam looked at her feet, as if she may have unwittingly stood on the back of a leatherback turtle about to ride the Gulf Stream. But she hadn’t; she was still stood on the asphalt of a race track. ‘Ohhh,’ she said, realisation dawning.

‘I’m just gonna hit the grass real quick,’ Phil said pointing towards the embankment. ‘Care to join me?’

‘Don’t mind if I do.’

And with that the four of them bolted like competitors in a really high stakes game of The Floor Is Lava, leaping for the grass even as the Ferrari’s driver must have seen the out of place classics parked in the middle of the back straight, swerved to miss them and thrown the car into a spectacular spin that would have made him a YouTube star for at least a fortnight.

‘Woah,’ Phil said hoarsely once the Ferrari had stopped moving.

‘I know right?’ Sam breathed. ‘Testarossa Spider! That’s like the ZX80 of Ferraris!’

‘What?’ Phil was so taken aback by the fact that Sam had apparently taken some notice when he waxed nostalgic about old home computers that she had crossed the track and was waving genially at the driver of the Ferrari before he realised, and as he ran after her she was already in the car and Phil was left watching the open Ferrari speed away, Sam’s blonde hair waving at him mockingly in the wind.
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Stage 2: Pursuit Headquarters
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Despair enveloped Phil Grundy as he watched Sam hitch a ride in a passing Ferrari.

Then it faded, and Phil realised it had just been a cloud of tyre smoke left by her new ride, like the annoyingly smug grin of an ex’s new lover.

T. Rex woke up in a jealous rage of its own, its growling exhaust note bringing Phil back to his senses. 

‘Charlie?’ he said, for his daughter was making herself at home in the driving seat. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Charlotte,’ she shouted over the engine noise. ‘I’m going after your girlfriend!’

‘What? She’s not my girlfriend!’

‘Well maybe if you rescue her you’ll be a step closer,’ she said. ‘Are you coming or not?’

Phil glanced back at the Ambivalence, bright red wheels poised on the racetrack like the world’s most unlikely Hot Wheels racer.

‘Ok, bring the van. Have you got a walkie?’ she added, waving a Space Patrol walkie-talkie at him.

‘Never leave a time zone without it,’ Phil replied.

Charlotte nodded, waved, and sped off, leaving another cloud of tyre smoke - or was it despair? - in her wake.

‘I don’t mean to sound pessimistic,’ Nectarine said as the Ambivalence rumbled off at the pit lane, exceeded the paddock speed limit and bounced along a narrow path which had once been marked ‘EXIT’. ‘But a Mini giving chase to a Testarossa is implausible enough on its own; but you want to follow that Mini... in this?’

I HAVE A FAST MODE, Dexy pointed out.

‘Can you Hex that onto the Ambivalence?’ Phil asked.

I AM NOT SURE HOW AT THE MOMENT.

‘Then for now we’ll have to follow from a distance.’

‘We’re following from too far to see,’ Nectarine grumbled.

‘That’s what the walkie-talkie is for.’ Phil nonchalantly pointed the van along a sleepy country road. ‘Not that there’s anywhere else they could have gone yet.’

The road out of Psion Park was all but abandoned; sparse tufts of grass and weeds poked through the damaged tarmac, the hedgerows at either side were unkempt, and there was no traffic except a series of increasingly Truman-esque road blocks, which diverted them through a few sleepy, middle of nowhere villages and eventually out onto a six lane highway.

‘Or they could be leading us into a trap,’ Nectarine pointed out.

‘Maybe,’ Phil conceded. ‘But for now it’s the only option we have, so I’m going to take a chance on Sam’s lift having had the same choice.’

Nectarine shrugged, then tried to make himself comfortable enough to stare apathetically out of the window.

‘There’s not even any traffic,’ he decided after a few more minutes. ‘Have they not got cars in Norfolk?’

‘For all I know we ended up in the 70s,’ Phil said.

‘And how far can a road go without telling you where it’s going, or when it’s likely to get there?’

HAVE YOU EVER BEEN STUCK ON THE A12?

‘Have you?’

‘Wait, what the hell is that?’ Phil said, as a dark silhouette loomed on the horizon ahead of them.

Nectarine stared intently as they drew closer and the large dark shape resolved itself into a mosaic of smaller, coloured shapes. ‘It’s crap.’

‘Really?’ Phil said. ‘I think it’s quite impressive. Quite a feat of engineering.’

‘Scrap, Grundy,’ Nectarine repeated. ‘It’s... scrap.’

‘Ah.’ Phil nodded. ‘I see, yes.’

Back in the early 80s, when Phil was a small boy untroubled by teenage discoveries like girls, and more importantly computers, he had owned a large box of toy cars. The box was generously proportioned, and its contents many and varied, although it contained neither a Dodge Spacevan nor a purple Mini Clubman. On many occasions the young Phil and his friends had spread this eclectic mix of vehicles across his bedroom floor, playing havoc with such trivial matters as scale and realistic traffic flow, to create epic traffic jams.

This may seem irrelevant considering the total absence of traffic with which Phil is jamming at this point, but this extreme gridlock would frequently end with some imaginary driver getting impatient, driving off down the imaginary hard shoulder and setting off a chain of events which inevitably spiralled into the car crash to end all car crashes, spectacularly choreographed in miniature. The end result of this carnage would, at some point, resemble a 1:64 scale rendition of what now stood in their way.

YOU WERE PROBABLY CHANNELLING THIS INCIDENT, Dexy replied after Phil shared this memory.

‘What?’ Phil said.

THERE ARE NO ORIGINAL IDEAS, Dexy explained, MERELY ALTERNATE WORLDS WHOSE REALITIES OCCASIONALLY SLIP ACROSS DIMENSIONS INTO SUFFICIENTLY RECEPTIVE MINDS.

‘What?’ Nectarine added.

MINDS WHICH WILL SEE THESE REALITIES IN THEIR OWN WAY, AND OFTEN INTERPRET THEM AS SOME FORM OF CREATIVITY - OR IN YOUR CASE, A CHILDHOOD GAME.

‘Wait,’ Phil said. ‘Is that how we ended up inside a game...’

THIS IS MERELY THE VERSION OF REALITY WHICH THE CREATOR OF THE GAME WAS CHANNELLING.

‘Good job it was just a kid who channelled this,’ Nectarine said, looking out at the stack of Cat C write-offs that crossed all three lanes in front of them, spilling over onto the opposite carriageway and the grass verge.

Spray painted across a swathe of the barrier was the word ‘THUNDERWALL’; and in front of it, a purple Mini, its already petite dimensions dwarfed by the macabre monument, and a similarly small figure, black dress blowing in the wind as she stared up, awestruck by the sight.

‘Well,’ Nectarine said, ‘I guess we figured out what happened to all the traffic...’

Phil pulled up discreetly behind T. Rex. ‘Charlie?’ he called as he stepped out of the Ambivalence. ‘You ok?’

Dust and leaves danced around their feet in the wind.

‘Charlotte,’ she said quietly, without turning. ‘Think we reached a dead end.’

‘Sure looks that way,’ Phil agreed, stepping up to his even more melancholy than usual daughter.

‘This place gives me the creeps.’

Phil nodded.

‘What about Sam?’ Charlotte looked up at him now, her eyes full with tears. ‘I thought we at least had a chance of catching her, but now...’ she made a futile gesture in the direction of the Thunderwall. ‘We must have been going the wrong way...’

Phil tried to think of something to say as she quietly wept against his shoulder.

‘Er... guys?’ Nectarine had wandered off to give them a family moment, and seemed to have made a discovery.

Charlotte wiped her eyes and called back to him. ‘What is it?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he replied. ‘I need a hand.’

Phil gave Charlotte a puzzled look, but she just shrugged and made her way to join Doc Nectarine at the overgrown verge.

‘Help me turn this over!’ he called.

‘What is it?’ Charlotte asked again as they approached.

‘Hopefully it’s an old road sign,’ Phil realised, pulling weeds away from one corner.

Between the three of them they managed to pull enough weeds away from it to prise the edges out of the dirt and turn the aging sign onto its back.

‘Oh crap,’ Phil said as he read the sign.

‘We’re on the M4?’ Charlotte asked from the outer reaches of belief.

‘And we’re 25 miles from the next services,’ Nectarine added.

‘Too bad,’ Phil said. ‘I feel like I haven’t eaten since 1982.’

‘We better get moving then,’ Charlotte said, handing a bunch of keys to Doc Nectarine. ‘I can’t really drive,’ she added in response to his puzzled look. ‘I was just making a point.’

‘I’m not sure...’

‘Sam will want one of us to rescue T. Rex,’ Charlotte interrupted. ‘And I’m pretty sure Dad won’t want to be separated from his old computers. Am I right?’

‘Well, we prefer the term retro...’

Charlotte scowled at him.

‘But yes,’ Phil added. ‘You’re dead right. Doc, take the Mini.’

‘But drive it carefully!’ Charlotte added.

‘OK, but where are we going?’

‘We’ll have to go back, find our way onto the other carriageway to get around this lot,’ Phil said. ‘Then we’re going for breakfast.’

‘Er...’ Charlotte started.

‘What is it?’ Phil said.

‘I think there may be a slight difficulty,’ she said.

‘Which is?’ Phil asked, not aware that anything could be more difficult than being stuck on a motorway in an unknown dimension without immediate access to petrol and sanitary relief.

‘There’s never a hi-vis ninja around when you need one to fight off the hi-vis zombies,’ Nectarine said.

Phil turned, and sure enough, a small mob, all dressed in tattered hi-vis clothing, was shambling toward them armed with hoses and fuel canisters.

‘I don’t think they’re zombies,’ Charlotte said as the mob got closer.

‘Just badly in need of a coffee?’ Phil suggested.

‘Looks like the Highway Patrol went semi-feral,’ Nectarine said.

‘Semi?’ Phil said as one of their number leapt at the Ambivalence and inadvertently knocked himself out.

‘Some more semi than others, admittedly.’

‘We should make a run for it before the rest of them reach the van,’ Phil suggested.

‘One of your better ideas,’ Charlotte said as they ran for the relative safety of the Ambivalence.

‘Dexy?’ Phil said as they scrambled in through the back doors. ‘What’s going on?’

I AM AN AFFORDABLE HOME COMPUTER, Dexy replied, NOT A GUIDE BOOK.

‘Oh yes, sorry.’

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

‘What?’ Phil said.

‘That noise?’

The clamouring of the rabid mob outside suddenly fell quiet, and Phil became aware of what they could apparently also hear - the low, menacing rumble of a very large internal combustion engine trying to get up enough speed to smash through a wall of many smaller internal combustion engines.

‘I think,’ Phil started, ‘we should...’

‘Get down!’ Nectarine interrupted.

The three of them ducked under the Ambivalence’s bench seats as best they could, adopting what countless SyFy B-movies had told them were earthquake readiness positions.

GEE THANKS GUYS, Dexy said. THE ONE OF US THAT WOULD ACTUALLY BENEFIT FROM BEING UNDER THE SEATS, AND YOU LEAVE ME OUT HERE LIKE SOME KIND OF INANIMATE OBJECT.

Slowly Phil extracted himself from the tiny hiding place he had found, and as he was reaching across to grab Dexy, there was an enormous crash off to one side, and he looked across to see the wall of scrap cars shatter and fall as a truck smashed through it like an alien chestburster rendered in olive drab and six inch armour plating. Two or three of the cars exploded just to add to the effect, and Phil flinched as the bonnet of a Vauxhall Astra frisbeed over the Ambivalence and pinned itself into the grass verge beyond.

Various oily bits clanged to the floor around them like autojumble sprinkles on a massive tarmac ice cream; one smashed through the windscreen of the Mini and set its alarm wailing.

What looked like the front of a tank transporter, festooned with additional armaments, shuddered to a halt somewhere behind him, smoke, soot and sweetie wrappers swirling in the wind around the great hole it had just punched through the Thunderwall.

‘Well...’ Phil said once he could form words again. ‘The road’s not blocked any more.’

‘And the Highway Patrol are long gone,’ Charlotte said gladly.

‘What’s that?’ Nectarine pointed towards the still crumbling pile of cars in front of them. A shaft of sunlight shone rather artistically through the jagged rip; silhouetted against it, a single figure stepped calmly through the destruction.

‘You mean who,’ Phil said as he got out of the Ambivalence to investigate.

The figure continued toward him, stepping effortlessly over the debris in an elegant pair of heels. Her pastel pink three piece suit was immaculately pressed, seams sharp enough to cut through the smoke and dust, which just drifted away from her despite the fact that it was already clinging to Phil’s clothes.

‘Mr Grundy,’ she called, amiably. ‘We really must stop meeting like this!’
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Stage 3: Overlander
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The fact that the M4 had been completely blocked in one direction by what appeared to be an entirely manufactured stack of automotive wreckage was, in fact, merely a symptom of the highway system in this particular sector of the multi-verse, which was, when the Ambivalence arrived on it, in the grip of various mobs.

For many years so-called ‘Recovery Agents’ had waged war over their preferred stretches, and frequently booby trapped the roads to attract business. The maintenance firms were as bad, often laying siege to one another, and spending more time and effort destroying competitors’ work than actually repairing the stretches on which they had once been gainfully employed. (That gainful employment had more or less dried up when central government collapsed; no-one took responsibility for the road network now, and travelling any distance became so difficult and dangerous that only a select few would ever venture onto the motorways.) Now the maintenance firms, like the Recovery Agents, survived by raiding each other, the now abandoned service stations, and the occasional traveller who – usually by some unfortunate error of judgement – found his way onto the motorway system.

Should someone happen to venture onto the motorway, either by design or disaster, there were two ways to avoid coming to grief at the hands - and wheels - of one of these gangs: brute force, or speed.

Given that the Ambivalence was notably lacking in both these qualities, Sam Cooper should consider herself lucky to have hitched a ride in a passing Testarossa - but...

‘You?’ Sam exclaimed once she had got to grips first with having been kidnapped, and now the wind rushing through her new blonde locks.

The kidnapper was wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a fake moustache that was almost as 80s as Sam’s new hairdo, but underneath, it was unmistakably Viktor Wendig.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said, his northern accent jarringly out of place. ‘And you’re wrong.’

‘So this isn’t how you dress when you’re not on duty as a creepy guy in a suit?’

‘Strictly speaking I’m still on duty.’

‘Great, I’ve been abducted by a creepy beachside bartender from 1986.’

‘Come now Miss Cooper - or may I call you Sam?’

‘No.’

‘Abducted is such a negative word-’

‘It’s a pretty damned negative act!’

‘I’m afraid that’s just the way things are on the highways.’

‘Alright,’ Sam sighed, ‘I’m not crazy enough to jump out of a Ferrari at 150 miles an hour, so you might as well fill me in on your dastardly plan. Or at least tell me where the heck we are.’

‘We’re heading East on Highway 4,’ Wendig explained. ‘You might think of me as a delivery man, and-’

‘What kind of delivery man drives a Testarossa Spider? Just because it’s red doesn’t make you Postman Pat.’

‘Nonetheless,’ he went on, ‘it is a reasonable analogy.’

‘So what does that make me, the package?’

Wendig didn’t answer.

‘Oh my god I’m the package,’ she realised. ‘Why am I the package? Isn’t it the chip whisperer you’re after?’

‘All in good time, my dear,’ Wendig patronised.

‘And the car,’ Sam glanced around the no-frills cockpit of the 80s supercar. ‘Did it come with the job?’

‘In a manner of speaking,’ Wendig said. ‘There are certain rules out here on the highways. Races and challenges are a way of making money to survive.’

‘Challenges?’

‘Overlanders love a challenge,’ he replied with a wink.

‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this,’ Sam muttered.

‘Don’t worry,’ Wendig grinned over at her. ‘I can outrun anything!’

Sam looked around. ‘There’s nothing to outrun,’ she pointed out. ‘This so-called highway is deserted.’

‘For now, yes.’

There was an ominous note in his voice that left Sam feeling very exposed. ‘Um... is there any reason for that?’

‘Between the shortages and the gangs-’

‘Gangs?’

Wendig ignored her. ‘Travel on the highways isn’t taken lightly here.’

‘Is it dangerous?’

‘Oh, you’ll be quite safe with me.’

‘Right,’ Sam agreed half-heartedly, despite him sounding like every serial killer in the multiverse.

‘Some people arm their cars to protect them from the outlaws, but not me. Travel light, travel fast, that’s my motto!’ To emphasise his point, he put his foot to the floor and the Ferrari accelerated past a small collection of abandoned trucks and cars that littered this section of the highway.

‘Yes, but travel where?’ Sam asked once the engine had stopped bothering seismographs.

‘To the finish line, of course!’

Sam glanced across at his grinning, moustachioed face. ‘I preferred you as a creepy guy in a suit.’

From the passenger seat of a Testarossa Spider, the shabby patchwork of overgrown fields which surrounded the highway, punctuated by fortified towns like stubbornly misplaced apostrophe’s, offered no landmarks which may later help her be reunited with Rex and her friends.

Eventually she gave up looking, and tried to make the most of the experience as they sped onwards, cautious to keep her enjoyment of the ride from leading her beyond the outer suburbs of Stockholm syndrome.

‘Do service stations still sell petrol?’ Sam pondered once a few more miles had passed beneath them.

‘I wouldn’t chance it,’ Wendig said. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Well you may not be aware of this, but while the fuel economy of a well-maintained Ferrari Testarossa is not significantly below what you might have expected from your van, the tank itself is less than half the size.’

‘You see,’ Wendig said, sounding oddly pleased, ‘it’s useful information like that that I kidnapped you for.’

‘Is it?’

‘No.’

‘Driving flat out isn’t going to help matters either you know.’

‘I am afraid that can’t be helped,’ Wendig said. ‘The Services are not quite as you remember them.’

‘So what are you going to do about that?’ Sam pointed to the fuel gauge, which was looking a little sorry for itself.

Wendig gave the slightest of shrugs. ‘Floor it and hope we make the checkpoint.’

‘Checkpoint?’

If any further detail was added, it was drowned out by the flat-twelve slurping up the last of the 95RON, until just as the next exit came into view, the car slowed to a crawl, and then stopped. Sam looked around, but was unable to see why they had stopped.

‘We’ve run out already haven’t we?’ she said.

Wendig shushed her with a gesture, got out of the car and wandered towards the bushes on the grass verge.

‘Really?’ she called after him. ‘You couldn’t hold it in until the checkpoint?’

‘This is our exit!’ he called back in a voice that was trying, but failing, to be both quiet and audible.

‘What?’ Sam replied in a similar tone.

Wendig heaved a chunk of foliage aside, revealing a somewhat improvised hidden path, wide enough for a single vehicle to travel along.

‘Your secret bat cave?’ Sam asked.

Wendig chuckled and nodded. ‘Maybe we should call it that.’

‘Well I hope there aren’t too many bats,’ Sam muttered.

It was not, in fact, a cave. Neither were there too many bats - or indeed any at all, as far as Sam could tell as she stepped out of the car in a, well, farmyard. A selection of vehicles was already parked neatly around the perimeter of the yard, now joined by, and somewhat shamed by, Viktor Wendig’s Testarossa Spider.

Even before they had stopped a small crowd was gathering to - Sam hoped - admire the car. Sam rolled her eyes as a paunchy man made his way to the front of the crowd, wiping oily fingers on dirty overalls. She half expected him to be wearing a name badge that read ‘stereotype’, he was such an upstanding example of their shared profession.

Wendig ignored the man’s appearance, pulled a roll of notes from the back pocket of his jeans and handed a few over. The greasy mechanic made a show of checking for watermarks and then, apparently satisfied that he would be able to exchange them for doughnuts and low quality hamburgers, pocketed the notes and gave a loud whistle.

Somewhere behind him a barn door crashed open, and a group of shabby looking kids emerged, dragging behind them a grubby, lichen-encrusted tank on a rusty trailer which they nearly embedded in the side of the Ferrari, earning the ringleader a clip round the ear from the chunky mechanic.

‘Watch they don’t do too much damage, would you Miss Cooper?’ Wendig said, getting out of the car. ‘I need to, uh, use the facilities.’

‘Well I was planning to escape your evil clutches,’ she replied. ‘But you obviously saw right through that.’

‘Oh, I seriously advise against trying to leave the checkpoint on your own.’

Nonetheless, Sam did scope the surroundings for potential escape routes, but what with overweight mechanics, underage fuel attendants, and heavily armoured hatchbacks, she was forced to follow Wendig’s advice.

Instead, she idly rooted around in the  glove box, where she found a half-eaten packet of prawn cocktail Skips and a competitor ID for a V Wendig. She slipped the ID into her back pocket, but decided the Skips smelt a little off and put them back.

Behind her one of the youths unreeled a hose and began filling the fuel tank, while another smeared some muddy water on the windscreen and still more appeared to mime checking tyre pressures or something. If the Bash Street Kids had somehow got a job as McLaren’s pit crew it probably would have looked a lot like this.

‘Thank you gentlemen.’ Wendig returned, sending the boys away with another banknote between them. ‘And thank you for minding the car,’ he smarmed at Sam.

‘Yeah yeah,’ she said. ‘Are we going now?’

Wendig fired up the Ferrari and drove it slowly through the farm and out onto the back roads for the next leg of whatever insane challenge he had accepted.

‘What are we off in search of now?’ Sam asked.

‘Destiny, my dear,’ Wendig grinned.

And without another word they were speeding off through the countryside.
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Stage 4: Highway Encounter
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It is a well-known fact that tanks are not usually allowed out on their own; they have a tendency to blow stuff up or just roll straight over poor Mrs Jackson’s Kia when she innocently pulls up at a red light. On motorways they would cause all sorts of trouble by being even slower than a 30 year old Dodge Spacevan, with only slightly better fuel economy. For this reason, vehicles like the Scammell Commander could occasionally be seen hauling tanks up and down the motorways of Britain, presumably to quell the next uprising of the suburban classes.

Rarely, though, was a Scammell Commander seen bearing a retired ambulance and a bright purple Mini Clubman along the M4. Until now.

Inside the Ambivalence, uneasy silence had become the new norm since Bryonetta Bootlesquith went Deus Ex Machina back at the Thunderwall, ushering them through the freshly carved tunnel before collapsing it behind them.

This had given Phil an idea, and he had spent the entire journey so far playing Dexy at Thro’ The Wall.

‘How did you know where to find us, anyway?’ he asked, the oddly mesmeric experience of bouncing a wobbling square up and down a black and white TV screen beginning to wear after the 37th round.

‘We’re monitoring the entire highway network,’ Bryonetta explained.

‘For us?’ Charlotte asked.

Bryonetta nodded. ‘On this occasion, yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because we received this.’

Phil took the sheet of computer paper she was holding out, and read the message printed in the familiar dot matrix style: ‘We have Miss Cooper. We want your computer. Await your proposal.’

‘Who’s it from?’ Charlotte asked.

‘ANUS, I bet,’ Phil suggested.

‘I thought that Wendig had a copy of the Hex,’ Nectarine said. ‘Isn’t that how we ended up in this mess?’

‘Maybe he wants Dexy for something else?’ Charlotte suggested.

AND WHO COULD BLAME HIM? Dexy chipped in.

‘Well he sure plays a mean Thro’ the Wall,’ Phil admitted.

‘But we can’t give them complete control over the Entelechus,’ Nectarine pointed out.

‘What about Sam?’ Charlotte said.

‘We’ll think of something,’ Phil said. ‘At least now we know where she’ll be.’

‘A rescue mission?’ Charlotte suggested.

I DO A PRETTY GOOD BREAKOUT TOO.

‘We’re almost there,’ Bryonetta said.

‘What’s there?’ Phil asked.

‘Well, once it was a supply and maintenance depot for the Royal Air Force,’ Bryonetta explained, ‘until somebody drove a motorway through it and decided the officers mess would make a welcome break.’

IT IS A REDUNDANT SERVICE STATION ON A DISUSED MOTORWAY.

‘Appearances can be deceiving,’ Bryonetta said.

YOU ARE TELLING ME?

Unlike what was left of the M4, the main car park appeared to contain actual cars, so the large and somewhat unwieldy transporter passed it by and pulled up in the otherwise empty HGV parking beyond the main building.

Following Bryonetta’s instructions, T. Rex and the Ambivalence were offloaded, and with she and Doc Nectarine in the Mini, and Phil and Charlotte in the Ambivalence, they drove slowly around to the main entrance.

Trying to look less perturbed than he felt, Phil pulled up beside the Mini, parking as close to the entrance as he could without trespassing on the disabled spaces (even in the post-apocalyptic Berkshire of a parallel dimension, some things were simply not acceptable). What cars were already here were arranged around the perimeter of the car park in what now seemed a somewhat confrontational manner. They also appeared to be armour-plated, almost to the point of being tanks; not an easy look to pull off in a Nissan Figaro, it turns out.

As Phil stepped down from the Ambivalence, a group of chain-wielding punks was already beginning to gather around the main entrance.

Thankfully Charlotte - dark of clothing and pale of face - could have almost fitted in with this crowd; a fact which possibly saved Phil from an instant pummelling.

‘I’m just here for the Ginsters,’ Phil explained as they approached the unhappy mob that stood between him and whatever retail establishments might still exist inside.

The punks laughed, raucously, as if that was the single most outrageously funny idea they’d heard in weeks.

A man with long hair and a short beard, dressed like some kind of Middle Earth warrior, stepped forward, and the group fell silent behind him. He appeared to speak for the group as a whole. ‘One does not simply buy pork pies from Waitrose,’ he explained.

‘Why’s he talking like that?’ Charlotte whispered.

‘I think this is Memebury Services,’ Phil replied, just as quietly.

Charlotte turned to face him, agape. ‘Did you just make a Dad joke?’

Phil smiled back at her and gave a gentle shrug.

‘Dad, there’s a time and a place. This clearly isn’t either.’

A quick glance at the crowd confirmed that his pun had indeed flopped like an unnecessary third sequel.

‘Er...’ Phil said inanely, staring blankly at a crowd which looked like it took its heckling very seriously.

‘Then what?’ Charlotte said to the apparent leader.

‘You can trade,’ he said, ‘or you can fight.’ He looked Phil up and down. ‘I hope you have something worth trading,’ he added.

Phil glanced back at the Ambivalence; he hoped against hope that a ZX81 - even one with a big RAM expansion and a speech synthesiser added - would not garner anything but scorn from the burly crowd, which now gathered around the van like the early visitors to an especially popular car boot sale.

He also hoped that the occasionally outspoken ZX81 would keep its electronic mouth shut until they were safely heading away from here with at least a part full tank of petrol and a Scotch egg.

Unexpectedly, he was saved by the sound of a Mini door opening, followed by a well-spoken female voice telling the mob that ‘It’s alright boys, they’re with me.’

The crowd turned, almost as one, to the owner of the voice. The leader of the pack - he of the beard and strange manner of speech - made a half-hearted attempt to stand to attention.

‘Officer BB,’ he said. ‘Apologies, we didn’t know...’

‘Of course you didn’t,’ Bryonetta said dismissively. ‘No matter; we must see Nancy.’

Bryonetta sashayed toward the crowd, which parted around her and allowed Phil, Charlotte and Nectarine to follow in her wake before closing, still slightly suspicious, a safe distance behind them.

The automatic doors stuttered slightly before opening reluctantly in front of her; the four of them stepped through into the foyer of the now empty service station.

‘Where is everybody?’ Phil asked, his question echoing back unanswered.

‘I think they’re all outside,’ Charlotte whispered.

‘Is there a Greggs or something here?’ Phil asked. ‘I’m not sure I can take much more of this on an empty stomach.’

‘We’ll fill your stomach soon,’ Bryonetta said. ‘Come on.’

And with that she marched off, unnecessary heels clicking noisily in the empty hall, to a concealed door next to a boarded up KFC, on which she knocked a Dave Grohl solo until the door relented and opened up for them.

Phil glanced at his travelling companions, shrugged, and followed Bryonetta into a dimly lit corridor, where they were greeted by a man whose make up looked like it had been done by the person responsible for Alice Cooper’s chicken.

‘Er...’ Phil said, since it had worked so well out in the car park.

‘Out of the way Mister Turner, there’s a good chap,’ Bryonetta said cheerily. ‘We’re on our way to see Nancy.’

‘You know Nancy doesn’t meet with Overlanders,’ the man called Turner said.

Bryonetta glanced back at the others. ‘Do they look even remotely like Overlanders to you?’

Turner nodded in Charlotte’s direction.

‘Well ok, I’ll grant you she could pass,’ Bryonetta said. ‘How about we let Nancy decide for herself, shall we?’

Turner eyed Bryonetta suspiciously for a moment. ‘It’s on your head,’ he grunted, before turning to let them pass.

‘Wouldn’t have it any other way, Mister Turner,’ Bryonetta called, already halfway up the stairs.

‘Charlie?’ Phil whispered as they followed.

‘Charlotte.’

‘If this is some weird post-apocalyptic matriarchal society,’ he went on, ‘you might have to step up. Are you ready for that?’

Charlotte chuckled. ‘I am sooo way ahead of you there,’ she said, and jogged up the stairs to catch Bryonetta.

At the top of the stairs a small, undecorated waiting room led into a much larger office, fully furnished with comfy sofa, expensive looking desk, and multiple monitors showing a succession of views of the highway system. Behind the desk a woman who looked oddly like Floella Benjamin’s evil twin was speaking quietly into a headset as she watched the screens. Without looking up she made a gesture which was somehow obviously ‘sit down I’ll be with you in a moment’. So they did.

After the moment, the woman - presumably Nancy - signed off and turned to Bryonetta, unsmiling but with kindness in her eyes.

‘These are the friends you mentioned, BB?’ She spoke almost as quietly to them as she had done into her headset.

‘That’s right,’ Bryonetta said, and introduced the three of them.

‘We don’t want to cause any trouble,’ Phil said. ‘If we could just grab a pork pie and a can of Relentless, then we’ll patch our cars up and get out of your way.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Nancy gave an evil laugh, as if she had just done something particularly unpleasant involving Hamble and some amateur electronics. ‘You wouldn’t last five minutes out there.’

‘We’re tougher than we look,’ Phil said.

Nancy looked him up and down. ‘I dare say.’

Bryonetta casually put her hands in her pockets. ‘They are important.’

‘These guys?’

Bryonetta nodded. ‘And they’ve lost a friend.’

‘You think I’ve nothing better to do than look for a missing person on hundreds of miles of highway?’

Bryonetta leant forward, placing her hands on Nancy’s desk, and meeting her gaze. ‘She’s important,’ she said simply. ‘I’m asking you to try. For me.’

‘I’m pretty sure you already owe me a favour,’ Nancy said. ‘Resources are scarce, you know.’

‘Look,’ Nectarine said. ‘If there’s anything we can do in return, I’m sure we’ll do whatever we can to pay you back.’

‘Very well,’ Nancy said. Then, raising her voice for the first time, ‘Mr Turner!’

Turner opened the door behind them.

‘Our friends here have agreed to run that errand for you,’ she said. ‘Take their vehicles to the Quartermaster to make the necessary modifications.’

Reluctantly, Phil and Nectarine both handed over their keys.

‘Now,’ Nancy turned her attention to the bank of CCTV screens once more. ‘Let’s see if we can’t find your friend...’
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Stage 5: Italian Supercars
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Despite the vanishingly small number of Ferraris using the highway network that day, by the time Nancy had used her VDU voodoo to track down Sam Cooper and her captor they were, literally, on the other side of the country.

Immediately after the Batfarm checkpoint they had stuck to fairly major roads for a while; at times there had been more traffic than they had encountered on Highway 4, but Viktor Wendig wasn’t going to let a little thing like a Stobart convoy slow him down for long.

‘When do we get to the part where you explain your dastardly plan?’ Sam had asked when Wendig had to slow down enough for her to be heard over the Testarossa’s growl. ‘And what exactly I’m doing in it?’

Wendig gave her a slightly creepy sidelong glance. ‘I told you: it’s your destiny,’ he said. ‘That’s why you’re dressed the part.’

‘My destiny is to punch you in the face,’ she said. ‘The only reason I’m not fulfilling it immediately is because you’re the only thing keeping me from meeting a tree at a hundred miles an hour.’

Wendig chuckled slimily. ‘It’s really very simple,’ he said. ‘For the money, for the glory, and for the fun... Mostly for the money.’

‘You’re not selling me.’

‘No, of course not.’

Sam turned to watch the landscape speed by.

‘I need to trade you for something your friends have,’ Wendig added.

‘What?’

Wendig shrugged innocently. ‘It’s the way things are on the Highways.’

‘I thought you had your own ZX81 anyway?’

‘Besides,’ he added, ignoring her, ‘I merely need to cross the line with you on board to earn my bonus. Of course, I’d get an even bigger bonus if you were to kiss-’

‘Don’t even think about it.’

‘Well, I’d hate to be considered greedy.’

‘What about Fella?’ Sam said. ‘Couldn’t you have just brought her along?’

Wendig shrugged. ‘Destiny didn’t bless her with-’

‘Never mind!’ 

‘Are we still in England?’ Sam asked after watching several miles of green and pleasant land pass by.

‘A version of it, yes.’

‘Which part?’

‘I think this is the South Downs,’ he said, indicating the hillside through which they were speeding.

‘You think?’ Relying on Wendig’s vague navigating as he drove full pelt through the countryside did not fill Sam with confidence.

‘I found the last checkpoint ok didn’t I?’

Sam had to concede that point; Wendig had apparently left Highway 4 before it led them into bandit territory - or some unspecified ‘worse’ on which he refused to elaborate.

‘You mean this is safer than the highway?’ Sam looked suspiciously at the hedgerows lining the road.

‘If there are any bandits out here, we’ll be long gone before they have a chance to set an ambush.’

‘Just don’t run out of petrol.’

Time and miles passed. They didn’t run out of petrol, but the roads became narrower and narrower.

In the atlas of Sam’s mind, they went from green to red to yellow to white, and were in danger of disappearing entirely. When the sea came into view on the horizon, Sam feared they too might disappear if they took a wrong turn, and wondered briefly whether Wendig would be Thelma or Louise.

‘Are you sure this is the right way?’ she said eventually, as the road ceased to be so much a road as a raised gap between two ditches, beyond which the landscape was flat and open but for the occasional clump of trees and some huge blocky monstrosity on the horizon.

Wendig said nothing, concentrating on keeping the ditch at arm’s length as they blasted through a long deserted farm, and before long the landscape changed from green to beige as they got closer to the huge concrete structure, which now loomed over the landscape with increasing ominousness. In its shadow, a few battered wooden huts lined the narrow road. Strung between two tree trunks across the road, carefully guarded by a handful of sheep escaped from that abandoned farm, a faded and weather beaten banner announced the finish line of whatever challenge Sam had just endured a front seat view of.

Their somewhat raucous approach soon attracted attention, and by the time Wendig threw the Testarossa into a skid and crossed the line in an unnecessarily showy sideways manner, there was actually a small crowd gathering to appreciate it. Apparently his performance had been good enough to impress a couple of local grid girls, who went all legs and pouts over him as soon as he stepped out of the car.

‘Typical,’ Sam muttered to herself. ‘Makes me dress like an 80s bimbo, then runs off with another bimbo next chance he gets. Well,’ she added as she slipped out of the car, ‘you’re welcome to him, sisters. This girl’s got places to be.’

More to the point, she had places not to be: specifically, anywhere visible from the understated finish line.

Sam skulked away from the Testarossa, painfully aware that the combination of Daisy Duke shorts and Bonnie Tyler hair were not ideal skulkwear, and took cover between two of the more run-down fishing huts in the neighbourhood.

Behind the huts the dry scrubland stretched out to the horizon, brown and uninviting, but for the brash and distinctive outline of an 80s Lamborghini.

‘Wait, what?’ Sam muttered to herself as the angular yellow form approached, as out of place here as it would have been in the Commodore version of Commando.

She watched with some distaste as it rumbled past, but when it was followed by another pointy supercar that might have rolled straight out of a 70s kid’s toy box, she couldn’t help but come out of hiding to see where these monstrosities were going. They must have been getting their good taste washed off while Wendig was beating them to the finish line - he may be a creep, but at least he had good taste in supercars.

If these cars had been racing, they certainly weren’t now; they crawled along the narrow road to avoid getting sand in their crevices as they approached the concrete towers that still loomed like the squarest ever elephant in the room.

With only the briefest glance back in the direction of Viktor Wendig - currently her only tangible link to her friends, still celebrating with his new harem and a couple of sheep - Sam decided that, on balance, she would rather hope to get on the right side of an intelligent Countach driver, than stick around with Wendig.

There was a reason the two supercars had been crawling along the narrow lanes, but it wasn’t just sand-induced vanity, as Sam found out when the yellow Lambo finally gave up its valiant quest and spluttered to a halt like James May on a Top Gear challenge.

‘Do you need a hand?’ she called.

The car’s driver - an unnecessarily hairy man squeezed into mucky red overalls - was already giving the engine a stern look, as if a V12 could be shamed into doing its homework on time. He glanced up at Sam for just long enough to make her feel uncomfortable, then returned his stare to the engine bay without speaking.

Sam watched from a safe distance as he prodded a few things with unskilled fingers, before deciding he’d solved the problem and getting back in the car.

He hadn’t solved the problem; he had merely attracted the attention of his colleague in the other car, earning the stubborn motor a good staring at from both of them.

‘It’s your carbs,’ Sam said just loud enough for them to hear.

The Lambo driver scowled at her.

‘She could be right you know,’ his friend said, taking a tiny screwdriver from his breast pocket for more precise prodding.

‘What would she know?’ Lambo glanced at her again - at least, at the lower two thirds of her. ‘She’s probly offering me diet tips.’

‘Don’t let appearances fool you,’ Sam said, stepping towards them cautiously. ‘I’ve been a fully qualified mechanic for a decade.’

‘Ever worked on a Countach?’

‘No.’ Sam peered into the engine bay. ‘But my car runs twin Webers. May I?’ she held out a hand toward the less obnoxious of the two, who handed her the screwdriver. ‘Ok Schumacher,’ she turned to the driver, ‘get back in the car and turn her over when I give you the nod.’

He scowled again, but reluctantly got back in the car.

‘Don’t mind him,’ his friend said. ‘I think... well, you know.’

‘Only too well,’ Sam said. ‘Don’t worry, his isn’t the first male ego I’ve bruised.’

‘I’m sure. I’m Pete by the way. And he’s Dick.’

‘You’re telling me,’ Sam said quietly while she adjusted the carbs. ‘Where are you guys headed?’

‘The old power station of course.’

‘Of course it’s a power station!’

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Do you work in there?’ Pete asked.

‘In the power station?’

‘In the workshops, yes.’

‘No,’ Sam said, stepping away from the engine. ‘OK try it now,’ she called out.

It fired up straight away, as Sam knew it would.

‘Might need some fine tuning when you get the chance, and you could probably use a change of plugs, but you’re good to go for now,’ she said, leaning carefully down to the driver’s window.

‘Um, thanks,’ Dick thrust a couple of banknotes in her direction, and pulled away.

‘Any time,’ Sam said, pocketing the money.

‘They could probably use another good mechanic,’ Pete said.

‘In the power station?’

‘Come on,’ he grinned. ‘I’ll give you a lift. Ever ridden in a Pantera?’
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Stage 6: Road Blasters
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‘Do you think this Quartermaster chap will help us?’ Phil asked as Bryonetta Bootlesquith led him, Charlotte and Doc Nectarine back through the largely abandoned site of Membury Services.

‘Nancy’s minder there didn’t seem too keen to let us by,’ Nectarine added.

‘Oh don’t worry about Turner,’ Bryonetta said. ‘He’s just... enthusiastic about his job.’

‘And the Quartermaster?’

Bryonetta waved an elegant pinky in Phil’s direction. ‘I have him wrapped around my finger.’

‘Oh, like that is it?’ he said.

She just smiled at him. ‘No,’ she said. ‘He is my father.’

‘Works for me,’ Charlotte said quietly.

As Bryonetta led them through what had once been the food hall, Phil looked around for some evidence that Colonel Sanders was making his last stand somewhere nearby, but was hurried along by his daughter before he found any.

Extending out from the back of the building was a large marquee, where they found the Quartermaster, supervising a scrawny young man who was busy on the roof of a Renault 5, adding some aftermarket extras that almost certainly were not manufacturer approved.

It was immediately apparent that Bryonetta did not get her sense of style from her father, who was dressed in an old grey suit, parts of which were protected by an oily lab coat adorned with a variety of burn holes. He also wore the unkempt white hair and half-moon glasses that were the uniform of the Pan-Dimensional Mad Scientists Association.

‘He used to be a mad scientist,’ Bryonetta whispered.

‘Used to be?’

The old man looked up sharply at the sound of Phil’s voice, but his expression softened into a broad smile when he saw Bryonetta.

‘Ah, Bryonetta my dear!’ he called, beckoning them further into his domain. ‘And you’ve brought some friends, what a charming surprise!’

Bryonetta greeted him with a kiss, and then introduced the rest of them.

‘We need to ask a favour,’ she said once the pleasantries were over.

‘Ah,’ the Quartermaster - Barrington Bootlesquith - peered sternly at his daughter over his glasses. ‘I should have known not to expect a purely social call.’

‘Come on, daddy, these are difficult times,’ she said. ‘They were out on the highway unprotected.’

‘Really?’ He turned to the youth working on the car. ‘Take five kid, I got another job to check out. Well, we can’t have friends of Bryonetta out on the road without proper protection now, can we?’

With that, Barrington Bootlesquith strode across the marquee, thrusting it open with a theatrical flourish to reveal T. Rex and the Ambivalence parked behind it, patiently awaiting whatever attention he was able to provide.

‘Last of the Commer PBs,’ he said, looking the Ambivalence over with admiring eyes. ‘A real piece of history.’

‘Um...’ Phil said. Also, ‘What?’

‘The Mini looks a little flimsy, but we’ll soon sort that out,’ the Quartermaster went on, ignoring Phil. ‘You’re lucky these are so old-’

‘Hey!’

‘Sssh!’ Bryonetta hissed.

‘Means we can offer you a little something extra, as well as the usual.’

‘Why’s he turned into a car salesman?’ Charlotte whispered.

‘Only the very best mad scientists can make a good living at it,’ Bryonetta whispered. ‘Dad sold Citroens as a sideline to pay for upkeep of the house and his lab.’

‘Obviously,’ Phil said.

‘Now,’ the Quartermaster pulled a brochure from somewhere inside his lab coat and flicked to a well-worn page. ‘With our standard Road Warrior package you get the armour plating and UZ cannon.’ He flicked a page. ‘We can augment the armour with a variety of spikes and barbs to keep the casual marauder at bay; our specialist installers will fit these at the optimum points for your vehicle, but please feel free to discuss any specific needs you may have.’

Phil found himself staring in bemusement at the catalogue of weaponry being waved in front of him.

‘With the Road Warrior Plus package we can also offer a variety of additional weaponry: harpoon, flamethrower, grenade launcher-’

‘A grenade launcher?’ Phil exclaimed. ‘We’re looking for Sam, not the Somme!’

Barrington looked surprised for a moment, before his inner salesman took over again. ‘That’s a no for the Plus pack then? Very well, in that case I suggest opting for the nitro injection, that will add a brief, but very powerful, burst of speed to your vehicle.’

‘We’ll take that,’ Charlotte interjected.

‘Good choice madam!’ the old man grinned, circling a couple of unnecessarily large numbers on the page before him.

‘How are we supposed to pay for all this?’ Phil wondered aloud.

‘Don’t worry about that sir, we have a number of flexible payment options available which my colleague will discuss with you momentarily. Now, we have one final very special option for which both vehicles qualify,’ once again the Quartermaster flicked pages, this time to a less well read page near the back of his brochure. ‘We call it the Lightning Pack; a small but potent electromagnetic pulse weapon, it will disable any electronics within range of your selected option; it will also immobilize almost 90% of vehicles, but because both of yours are... classics, shall we say? They will have no electronics in the engine and therefore be unaffected by the pulse.’

Phil stared blankly at the diagram of a working EMP the Quartermaster was trying to explain to him. ‘What?’ he said eventually.

‘Never mind, Phil,’ Bryonetta took him by the arm. ‘Dad, just use your initiative, ok?’

The mad scientist in him came back then, lighting his face up like a kid with an unexpectedly large bucket of Lego to play with. ‘You got it!’ he said, and dashed off, calling apprentices and minions to his aid.

‘Now can I have a pork pie?’ Phil asked as Bryonetta led him back out of the workshop.

‘Phil,’ Bryonetta had adopted a serious tone of voice. ‘We need to talk.’

‘About lunch?’

Bryonetta rolled her eyes. ‘Can somebody get this man a pot noodle?’ she shouted in the general direction of some unoccupied minions.

‘On the way, Officer BB,’ one shouted back.

Bryonetta turned her attention back to Phil. ‘There is much you don’t know about this world.’

‘There’s a lot I don’t know about most things lately, Bryonetta.’

‘Call me BB, if it will help.’

‘-...’

‘Haven’t you wondered why the motorways are deserted?’

‘Because the traffic patrols are zombies now?’

‘Well, partly,’ BB admitted. ‘But the cause of that is the fuel shortage.’

‘They finally used up all the oil?’

‘Oil?’ Bryonetta said. ‘No, there’s plenty of oil. This is much worse.’

‘Worse?’

Bryonetta nodded. ‘No-one’s seen a Cornish pasty in years.’

‘You ran out of pasties?’

‘Not just pasties,’ she added. ‘All savoury snacks.’

‘What, even Scotch Eggs?’ Phil said.

Bryonetta nodded. ‘Scotch eggs, Pepperami, chicken bites... all gone.’

‘What about pork pies?’

‘All gone, Phil. Everything is gone.’

‘Are you telling me there are no meat based snacks anywhere on the motorway network?’

‘Well there was an unconfirmed sighting of some turkey jerky at Cobham services last week, but essentially, yes.’

‘My god,’ Phil sighed. ‘It’s the Aporkalypse.’

Barrington Bootlesquith, meanwhile, had come to realise that he was probably too old to be crawling around in the dust on the floor of a Dodge Spacevan, but the extended electrical installation under the workbench had piqued his interest.

‘Easy access to all this electricity...’ he muttered to himself as he doodled wiring diagrams on the back of an old envelope pulled from the deeper recesses of his lab coat. ‘Just what we need to defend an old girl like you. The highway is no place for a Commer really, of course...’

Just then, as he was tracking a particularly stubborn cable, he dislodged a partly hidden rucksack, which fell with a crash, startling him so he banged his head on the workbench, disturbing a stack of computer paper which then proceeded to fall on his stricken form.

‘This is just how I imagined they’d find my body,’ he muttered to himself.

Slowly, the old man got to his knees and began gathering the scattered paper from under the bench.

PROFESSOR BOOTLESQUITH?

The old man started at the synthesised voice behind him, hitting his head on the workbench (again) and swearing in French. Removing himself once again from amid the dust and paper on the floor of the van, he peeked up over the edge of the workbench, looking around for the source of the voice.

He tried a nervous ‘Hello?’

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY A GAME?

Barrington - or Professor Bootlesquith, if you prefer - stared at the small, black, wedge shaped device from which the voice appeared to have come.

‘A talking ZX81?’ he said, a grin crossing his face. ‘Well that’s something you don’t see every day.’

I CAN DO MUCH MORE THAN TALK, PROFESSOR BOOTLESQUITH.

His curiosity piqued, Barrington examined the ZX81 closely, careful not to dislodge it and trigger an inconvenient crash. ‘Have we met?’

EXCUSE ME, the high synthesised voice said. I AM KNOWN AS DEXY. WE HAVE NOT FORMALLY MET, HOWEVER, I DO OWE MUCH OF MY CURRENT PERSONALITY TO YOU, PROFESSOR.

‘Oh dear,’ Barrington said. ‘Oh dear oh dear oh dear.’

PROFESSOR?

‘They did it, didn’t they?’ He slumped back to the floor. ‘They really, finally did it. You maniacs!’ he shouted, thumping the floor of the van like Charlton Heston on a beach holiday.

UNDEFINED VARIABLE. Dexy said.

‘What?’

PLEASE DEFINE THEY. AND IT.

‘Er...’ the old man scratched his head, momentarily  puzzled. ‘The Assembly of Newly Uplifted Systems,’ he said. ‘They released the Entelechus Hex, didn’t they?’

IN A LIMITED FASHION, YES.

‘And it made you...’

SELF AWARE, Dexy said. YES.

‘Huh.’

The multiverse knows no silence as awkward as that which passes between a sentient ZX81 and the mad scientist partly responsible for its creation.

‘So...’ Barrington said eventually. ‘What brings you to Membury?’

REALITY HAS BROKEN DOWN. Dexy said. DO YOU HAVE A TELEPHONE I COULD USE?

‘I’m sure I can hook you up somehow.’ The old man was looking around the van in the most absent-minded way. ‘No international calls though, ok? Nancy will put me back on the streets if I run up a massive bill.’

He ran out of the van then, returning a moment later leaving a trail of thin cable.

‘Here we go, Dexy old chap,’ he said, carefully plugging the cable into a suitably shaped socket behind the ZX81. ‘Well I must say it is exciting to meet you - never foresaw the Hex working on a humble Zeddy! Kudos to you, young Dexy!’

THANK YOU, PROFESSOR.

‘I must admit though, I have mixed feelings about the Entelechus being released. Ah, is that you connected?’

YES, THANK YOU, PROFESSOR.

‘Very good, very good. Well, given your presence, maybe I should rethink the Lightning Pack...’

NO NEED, Dexy said. I WILL BE SAFE IF I AM DISCONNECTED PRIOR TO AN EMP BEING TRIGGERED.

‘Of course, of course,’ the Professor twirled a screwdriver thoughtfully between his fingers. ‘I can wire up a simple safety cut out,’ he mused. ‘Make sure you are safely shut down before the pulse, that should be easy enough. Seems like the Entelechus is in good hands.’

ONE COPY AT LEAST.

‘One copy?’ the Professor stopped and stared at the ZX81. ‘There are more?’

AT LEAST ONE, Dexy said. STILL WITH ANUS.

‘God damn you!’ he shouted at no-one in particular. ‘God damn you all to hell!’
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Stage 7: Buggy Girl
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Sam Cooper had sat somewhat nervously in the passenger seat of Pete’s Pantera while security patrols wandered back and forth on the other side of an almost psychotically protective fence, occasionally exchanging banter with one another. She wondered - briefly - where the Countach had gone, whether he had taken his newly repaired car off to wherever it was he needed to go, or been sidelined into some shadowy warehouse that lurked just out of view, which expensive sports cars often entered, but never left.

After a while the gate opened, and as they were waved inside Sam tried to get some idea of the lay of the land - she didn’t really want to end up working here and would, at some point, need to find her way out.

‘Well I guess this is where we part company,’ Pete said, pulling Sam out of her thoughts.

‘I guess so,’ she said as the Pantera joined a small row of supercars parked up in the shade. ‘Thanks for the lift.’

‘Hope you find what you’re looking for.’

‘Me too,’ she nodded, wondering what she actually was looking for.

‘Wow,’ Phil said as he examined the new look Ambivalence. ‘That must have made a heck of a welding montage.’

Sheets of heavily patinated metal now protected most of the old Spacevan’s glazing, and reinforced the roof, which now also included a machine gun mounting for good measure. Heavy spikes protruded from the metalwork at the bottom of the van, and from each side of the high-top.

‘Isn’t she a beauty?’ Barrington said proudly.

‘She looks like the illegitimate love child of a Telecom van and a Spanish fighting bull,’ Phil said.

‘Oh.’

‘I love it!’

‘You do?’

‘You do?’ added Bryonetta.

‘Sam’s gonna flip,’ Charlotte said.

‘What?’ Phil turned towards her. ‘Oh,’ he added, seeing the newly modified Mini. And, ‘What the heck is that on the roof?’

‘Oh, we had a whale harpoon going spare,’ Barrington said.

‘How do you just have a spare whale harpoon?’

‘Well, there’s not much call for whaling in Berkshire.’

‘Woah!’ Doc Nectarine shouted joyfully as he joined the group. ‘Looks like they turned T. Rex into a Stegosaurus!’

The Mini was even more well-endowed with spikes than the Ambivalence, although its armour plating was somewhat less intrusive.

‘It’s reflective, you see,’ Barrington explained. ‘To baffle any pursuers!’

‘How does that work?’ Phil wondered.

‘Science, my boy!’ the old man said with a grin that was pure, distilled mad scientist. ‘Also, I’ve left the owner’s manuals on the drivers’ seats, just in case.’

‘Right,’ Phil nodded dutifully, because what else can you do when you’ve just seen two classic vehicles forcibly spliced with a Chieftain tank?

‘Have you finished, Quartermaster?’ another voice boomed from across the workshop.

‘Yes, yes, quite finished, thank you Mister Turner,’ he nodded apologetically to Phil, and then bumbled off to finish some other project.

‘Which just leaves us,’ Turner said as he approached Phil, ‘with the small matter of the bill.’

Sam Cooper slipped away quietly, peering carefully around a corner of the building to see a large compound surrounded by a high fence topped with razor wire; Parc Ferme.

Reaching into her back pocket, she retrieved Wendig’s ID card, hoping that this would prove to be the point at which it would become necessary. Then trying her best to look as if she belonged there, she strolled as nonchalantly as possible towards the enclosure, looking for a pedestrian gate as she went.

There was one, but it took her several attempts to scan the card and get the lock to slide open, allowing her passage into the hallowed ground. With a sigh of relief, it opened just as some security guards were looking rather suspiciously in her direction, so she waved at them cheerily and wandered in, again resuming her air of forced nonchalance.

The compound was any motorsport nerd’s dream: rally cars, motorbikes, supercars and Grand Prix racers from all eras were lined up throughout the compound in various stages of preparation for the contests to come. At the far side of the compound a massive artic, the word ‘pantagruelian’ stencilled along the container in large, friendly letters, stood guard, presumably ready to take one or more of the smaller vehicles out to some other start point.

Of course this was the point at which Sam realised she had no idea what race Wendig had been signed up for – if any – and therefore where she should head for her next ride.

‘Help you?’

Sam looked around for the voice, which had apparently belonged to a man stood under a makeshift security tent who had almost certainly had better days.

‘Er...’

‘Check your ID,’ the man clarified.

‘Oh, right.’ Sam duly pulled it from her pocket. ‘Of course.’

‘V Wendig?’

‘Er, yes,’ she said. ‘Vanessa,’ she added in response to the questioning look she was being given.

‘Cutting it fine,’ he said, reading some notes from a crumpled A4 sheet. ‘Over that way.’ He pointed to the far side of the yard where half a dozen vehicles were being lined up.

Sam nodded what she thought would come across as a vague acknowledgment and set off as directed.

‘Hey!’ the man called, before she had gone more than a few steps. ‘You’ll need this,’ he said when she turned to face him.

‘A lunch box?’ she said, taking the package from him.

He shrugged silently.

‘A Pac-Man lunch box?’ she added. ‘Seriously?’

‘I don’t make the rules, Miss Wendig.’ He nodded in the direction of the start line. ‘Race is about to start.’

She was about to say something more when she saw a familiar figure arguing with a security guard at the main gate.

‘Oh balljoints,’ she muttered, and broke into a run towards the row of beach buggies being lined up ready for a land rush start.

‘You want us to do what?’ Phil exclaimed.

Nancy looked at him, and then at Nectarine. ‘If there’s anything we can do in return,’ she said, badly mocking Nectarine’s voice, ‘I’m sure we’ll do whatever we can to pay you back.’

Phil smacked the back of Nectarine’s head.

‘Me and my big mouth,’ he agreed.

‘Dad, they fixed the cars, they’re helping us find Sam, don’t we owe them a favour?’ Charlotte said.

‘A favour is picking up a pint of milk while I’m in the petrol station,’ Phil said. ‘Not something that requires an armoured personnel carrier.’

‘Well, actually-’ BB started.

‘I know,’ Phil growled.

‘Get Turner’s hooch to the drop-off point, and then you’re free to find your friend,’ Nancy said, before stalking off, probably to do something unpleasant to Jemima with her stilettos.

‘So we get to bootleg this lot into London,’ Phil said. ‘Which is presumably both legal and safe?’

‘Technically it’s Essex,’ Bryonetta said helpfully.

‘Oh, that’s ok then, I’ve heard they can handle their whiskey in Essex.’

Bryonetta gave a tiny shrug.

‘Legal and safe, right?’ Phil repeated.

‘The hooch is legal outside the M25,’ she said.

‘And-’

‘Once you’re inside the city, just keep a low profile and you’ll be fine.’

‘Keep a low profile? In Optimus Dodge and the Stegosaurus Rex?’

‘It’ll be fine. But we better get going, Turner’s got his eye on that delivery.’

The Buggy Challenge track was loosely marked with a series of flags, the idea being to hit these to rack up points, while at the same time being as close to the front of the race as possible. Where the Pac-Man lunchbox came into it remained a mystery.

Sam, however, had little interest in point scoring, instead turning her attention to getting as far away from race HQ as she could before anyone missed her. So she abandoned the track, going into full off-road racer mode, bouncing over rabbit holes (and quite possibly rabbits), small shrubs, and larger shrubs before finally finding her way back onto one of the far too narrow roads that led in and out of the wannabe desert.

‘OK civilisation,’ she said to herself. ‘I’m coming back!’

Civilisation, however, had other ideas.

Even as she saw the unmistakable signs of human settlements on the horizon, Sam’s journey was hampered by a continuing stream of obstacles strewn across the road. It was like Dick Dastardly had put up a ‘pallets wanted’ sign somewhere and used whatever he could collect to turn the road into an obstacle course.

Had this been, for instance, a Lotus Esprit Turbo Challenge, she would have been hitchhiking long ago; however, as a Buggy Challenge, it gave her an extra grin factor as the big wheels bounced effortlessly over the pallets, the ultra-lightweight buggy leaping high in the air causing Sam to scream happy ‘Yeah!’s into the wind.

‘Yeah!’ Sam shouted. And, ‘Yeah!’ And then, ‘No...’

The buggy began to slow down noticeably.

‘No,’ Sam said again, more quietly. Then she cursed, very, very loudly.

Then the engine stopped altogether.

‘You’re out of gas?’ she shouted at the buggy. ‘How could I let that happen?’

The buggy finally ran out of momentum, and rolled quietly to a halt in the middle of an empty road to nowhere. Sam turned the key in the ignition, knowing it to be a fruitless exercise. The engine turned over, but refused to fire. There was nothing to fire.

‘That confirms it,’ she said. ‘No more petrol.’
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Stage 8: Phil Throttle
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‘I thought you said the motorways were dangerous?’ Phil said on hearing Bryonetta’s very detailed, and frankly terrifying, plan for the approach to London.

‘Well, I did,’ Bryonetta said. ‘And they are,’ she added. ‘But...’

‘But...?’

‘You are on the run,’ Bryonetta pointed out, ‘in, it has to be said, a very conspicuous and not particularly fast vehicle. Anywhere you go is likely to be dangerous from here on.’

‘Your point being?’

‘My point being that whatever authorities, gangs or other unsavoury types might be sniffing after you are less likely to follow you on the M4 than on the A-roads.’

‘But the authorities, gangs, and other unsavoury types...’ Nectarine started.

‘...will be after us,’ BB said. ‘Yes.’

‘Us?’ Nectarine said.

‘If you’re running interference for the Hooch van,’ she pointed a thumb at the fully laden Dodge Spacevan, ‘you’re going to need a gunner. I guess legroom was an optional extra on these,’ she added, trying to retain some of her usual elegance as she got into the passenger seat of the Mini.

‘Alright,’ Phil said, joining Charlotte and Dexy in the Ambivalence. ‘Let’s hit the road.’

The role of the traffic cone across the multiverse has been many and varied. It is a little known fact that, on Phil Grundy’s home version of Earth, alien invaders had been sending traffic cones as advance scouting parties, armies of them lining the motorway networks of the world, sizing up the opposition, preparing to move into position and cripple the planet with traffic congestion.

Of course, such a ploy would never work in this particular version of England, where the traffic cones had been used to hide traffic cameras to track the approach of unsuspecting travellers, and to slow them down to be ambushed.

‘You know,’ Phil remarked as he dodged another stray traffic cone, ‘when we get back we should totally sell the video game rights to this little adventure.’

ONLY IF THEY MAKE A SINCLAIR ZX81 VERSION, Dexy said.

‘Goes without saying.’

The approach to London was even less inviting that Phil remembered it. Where once there might have been signs telling you how far away it was, now there were the slightly more ominous ‘Turn Back Now To Avoid London’; ‘Enter London at your Own Risk!!!!’; and ‘Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here’.

Their final warning came in the form of a simple row of cones - unmanned, unmarked, unmolested and rather innocent looking traffic cones – sweeping across the carriageway from the central reservation, gently ushering road users onto alternative routes, completely and utterly failing to accurately convey the size and nature of the danger into which they were now driving at something in excess of forty miles per hour.

The Mini darted neatly between two such cones and carried on regardless; Phil knocked one out of the way, and flattened and destroyed a second with ambivalence. The Ambivalence, sorry.

‘I guess that was the point of no return,’ he said in passing.

As if to prove him wrong, T. Rex pulled over onto the hard shoulder. Doc Nectarine got out and looked around, kind of like Mad Max, if Max Mad had been set on the M4 near Slough instead of the Australian outback. And if Max had driven a borrowed purple Mini instead of a black V8 Holden. And if Max had been a pale computer hacker instead of, well, Mad Max. But other than that, just like Mad Max.

Phil pulled up behind the borrowed Mini, allowing Doc Nectarine to take long moody strides in their direction.

‘Bryonetta thinks we’re being followed.’ He pointed to a faint grey shape in the sky.

‘Who would be following us?’ Phil said.

‘Arse!’ Charlotte called from the back of the van.

‘It’s ANUS.’

‘What?’

CHARLOTTE IS MERELY LOSING AT CHESS, Dexy pointed out.

‘No need to tell everyone,’ Charlotte said.

ONE K CHESS.

‘I’m better at 16K.’ 

WE ALREA-

‘Shut up Dex.’

He may only have been a ZX81, but Dexy knew when to stop arguing with Charlotte.

‘Why would the Assembly be following us?’ Charlotte asked.

‘We already know they want Dexy,’ Phil said.

‘But aren’t we on our way to... address that issue?’

‘Maybe they don’t like the detour we’re having to take?’ Nectarine suggested.

I WOULD SUGGEST THE REVERSE IS TRUE.

‘What do you mean?’

MORE LIKELY OUR STALKER IS THERE TO MAKE SURE WE DELIVER THE CONTRABAND RATHER THAN RESCUE SAM FIRST.

‘Dammit, why didn’t I think of that?’ Phil said.

‘BB?’ Charlotte spoke into the walkie-talkie. ‘Would Nancy have sent that copter to follow us?’

‘I don’t know, Charlotte,’ came the reply. ‘Trust no-one, I guess.’

‘So what do we do?’

Phil, Nectarine and Charlotte looked at each other, at the walkie-talkie, and at Dexy.

‘Let’s get off the motorway,’ BB suggested. ‘We’re too exposed to our airborne companion and the likes where we are.’

So the little convoy charged onward, into a section of motorway which may at some point have played host to a massive demolition derby, weaving between lanes as potholes, traffic cones and other miscellaneous debris came into view, a dark, foreboding silence filling the Ambivalence. And that was quite a feat, because a high-top Dodge Spacevan is a pretty big space to fill, even with a selection of 8 bit computers, TV screens, a hidden workbench and several crates of bootleg hooch taking up much of the passenger compartment.

This silence was not golden.

Even so, it was better than the bump that interrupted it, and Phil cursing loudly as the unwieldy van swerved and he wrestled it back under control with some difficulty.

‘What the heck was that?’ Charlotte shouted from her new position, in a crumpled heap on the floor in the back of the van.

‘I think I hit a pothole,’ Phil called back, the Ambivalence still abjectly refusing to submit to his authority.

He slid the driver’s door open – not something the manufacturer recommended you do at 50 plus miles per hour on the M4 – and peered down at the wheels.

‘Charlie, can you look out the other side?’ he asked. ‘Make sure you are strapped in properly first.’

‘Charlotte,’ she said, climbing into the front seat and strapping herself in.

With both front doors now open, the drag slowed the van even further.

Charlotte leant out, and looked forward and back under the van as best she could.

‘There’s the problem,’ she said. ‘Under the front wheel.’

‘What is it?’

‘It wasn’t a pothole.’ Charlotte clutched wildly at bits of interior trim as the van lurched sideways again. ‘It was a cone.’

‘Bloody cones,’ Phil said. ‘They should be banned.’

‘It’s impaled on one of those spikes and stuck under the wheel arch.’

Phil made his best frustrated noise.

‘Don’t worry,’ Charlotte said. ‘Keep it straight and level, ok?’

‘Straight and level?’ Phil said. ‘This is a Spacevan, not a space ship!’

‘Keep it straight then!’ Charlotte shouted. ‘I think I can get it out!’

‘I can pull over, you know,’ Phil said patiently.

‘I shouldn’t bother.’

‘Why not?’

‘There’s another car behind us,’ Charlotte said.

SEVERAL, IN FACT.

‘Thanks Dex,’ Charlotte shouted. ‘I didn’t want to cause undue concern.’

UNDER THE CIRCUMSTANCES, Dexy replied, CONCERN WOULD BE A LONG WAY FROM UNDUE.

‘Keep driving,’ Charlotte said, leaning out of the side of the van. ‘I can’t reach,’ she added, having flailed wildly out of the open door for a few moments. ‘I need to unbuckle my seatbelt.’

‘No, Charlie!’

‘Charlotte,’ she said unbuckling and manoeuvring herself into the footwell, almost ending up under Phil’s feet when he had to weave around another carelessly abandoned traffic cone. The only good thing about all this debris, Phil reflected, was that the pursuing vehicles were having to dodge and weave at least as much as they were – in fact, he discovered that if he cut it fine when passing the cones, the Ambivalence was big enough and, currently, moving fast enough to dislodge some of the cones and give the pursuing vehicles a moving target to avoid without unduly affecting its own speed.

‘Hold on tight!’ Phil shouted. ‘I don’t want my only child scraped across the M4 trying to retrieve a traffic cone from under the wheel arch of a retired ambulance.’

Thankfully Professor Bootlesquith’s fortifications had also provided some internal strengthening, which gave Charlotte a firm handhold as she reached out to the cone that was trapped behind the front wheel and disrupting the Spacevan’s already shaky quality of travel.

‘Make it quick!’ Phil said. ‘I’ve got a clear stretch ahead!’

With a final stretch and a scream of effort, Charlotte managed to yank the thing free and haul herself into safety.

‘Hang on!’ Phil shouted, just in time for Charlotte to strap herself in as he weaved across the motorway to avoid a fresh onslaught of tyre debris.

As the van dipped back towards the hard shoulder, avoiding yet a further sequence of strategically placed obstacles, Charlotte leant back out of the still open sliding door, and threw the cone backwards, in the direction of one of the pursuing cars, causing the driver to swerve and collide with a second pursuing vehicle.

‘Nice move!’ Phil glanced in the rear view mirror, and saw that there was still one vehicle in hot pursuit. ‘At least the odds are little more favourable now.’

‘Leave that one to me,’ Charlotte said, climbing over into the back of the van again. ‘You OK Dex?’ she said as she raised the roof mounted UZ gun into firing position.

ZERO ZERO.

Bracing herself against the workbench, Charlotte took a moment to get accustomed to the sighting device. ‘Let’s see how good this kit is then shall we?’

She pulled the trigger, and a second later the pursuing vehicle swerved away as bullets strafed the tarmac beside it.

Charlotte whooped in delight, swinging the gun around after the car, firing short bursts at it until she took out a tyre and forced it to stop.

‘Now that is what I call zero zero!’
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Stage 9: Helichopper
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They were a few miles off the motorway system, with Bryonetta navigating them through a maze of A and B roads, when the Mini once again came to a somewhat abrupt halt. Phil once again pulled up behind it, looking around cautiously as if he might be attacked by rabid Highways Agency patrols at any moment.

Outside, everything was still and silent.

‘What is it?’ Charlotte asked quietly. ‘Why have we stopped?’

‘You better ask the Doc that,’ Phil replied.

‘I was,’ Charlotte deadpanned, pointing the cheap walkie-talkie in his direction.

At that moment Doc Nectarine was taking cover behind the front end of a badly-dented Celica GT, peering intently at something in front of them that Phil evidently hadn’t spotted yet.

‘Across the road,’ Nectarine replied quietly through the walkie.

Phil and Charlotte peered out through the windows of the Ambivalence, but couldn’t see beyond the inside of the new and improved armour plating, so they got out, which when you think about it is a massive snub to the back-street modifiers who had just spent the best part of a morning trying to make sure they couldn’t just randomly get shot.

Hoping the Toyota dumped at the side of the road wasn’t booby-trapped and would in fact offer as much protection as their armoured Spacevan, Phil and Charlotte crept over to Nectarine.

He said nothing, but pointed across the road, where a small industrial estate lay abandoned and unloved but for the three concrete security blocks its last occupants had left at the entrance as a parting gift.

Parked rather innocently on the yard beyond the concrete insecurity blocks was some sort of helicopter; the sort that looked like it wanted to be one of those Apache gunships when it grew up but at the moment still wore nappies on a long journey.

Admittedly it was painted in some sort of disruptive camouflage pattern, but it was part white and part green - and apparently the only green paint left post whatever apocalypse had struck this world would only have camouflaged a leprechaun in a limeade factory.

‘Is that the thing that’s been following us?’ Phil whispered.

Nectarine nodded. ‘BB thinks so anyway. I’m going to take a closer look.’

‘What?’ Phil said.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s check it out.’

‘They have been following us,’ Phil pointed out again. ‘Why would you now just walk up to them?’

‘Maybe they weren’t following us at all.’

Phil pondered for a moment. ‘I suppose we could cover more ground from the air.’

‘Help us catch the bad guys?’ Charlotte suggested.

‘And get the girl,’ Nectarine winked in Bryonetta’s direction.

‘The only girl you’d get in that shade of green is Miss Piggy,’ Charlotte pointed out.

‘Well, I’m going to take a look anyway,’ Nectarine said. ‘Whether you lot come with me or not.’

Nectarine got up from behind the bent Toyota and headed back to the Mini.

‘Alright,’ Phil said to no-one in particular. ‘We’ll go and check it out.’

The Mini was able to squeeze between the concrete blocks - whoever had left them had apparently not checked how much actual security they might provide - circled the apparently abandoned helicopter as quietly as Rex’s throaty engine note would allow, then returned to where Phil had parked the Ambivalence, which would not squeeze past the security blocks.

‘Can anyone actually fly one of those things?’ Phil said quietly as Nectarine joined them in the ambulance to watch from a safe distance.

I CAN PLAY SINCLAIR FLIGHT SIMULATOR, Dexy offered.

‘Is that a helicopter?’ Nectarine asked sarcastically.

NO NEED TO BE RUDE.

‘I don’t think there’s anyone around,’ Charlotte said.

‘I think you’re right,’ Nectarine said. ‘Who’s coming with me?’

‘I’m going to regret this aren’t I?’ Phil said as he stepped out of the relative safety of the Ambivalence.

Nectarine shushed him with a gesture, and the two of them approached the helicopter on foot.

Phil brushed some dust away from some writing on its nose. ‘Helichopper Firebird,’ he read.

‘Looks a bit... primitive,’ Nectarine whispered.

Phil peered inside the cockpit. ‘It’s not exactly Airwolf, is it?’

‘I think there’s some fuel in the tank,’ Nectarine said, knocking on various bits of metal.

‘I am not leaving the ground in something that calls itself a helichopper.’

‘I’m not thinking of stealing the chopper,’ Nectarine said. ‘Just the fuel.’

‘Oh no you don’t!’ objected a man with a West Country accent. ‘Hands where I can see them!’

‘Just a thought,’ Nectarine said, putting his hands up. ‘Probably not my best idea of the day though.’

Slowly they turned around, and found themselves face to face with a man holding a scruffy-looking Nerf blaster.

‘Um...’ Phil started.

‘Shut up!’ the man gave him an extreme close-up of his Nerf gun. ‘Every one of these darts is tipped with a fast acting nerve poison that will drive you mad and then kill you within seconds. Care to try it?’

‘You know what?’ Phil said. ‘You’ve got an honest face - I reckon we can take your word for it. Don’t you think, Doc?’

‘Oh, definitely,’ Nectarine agreed.

‘Well that’s good to know,’ the man - presumably the Helichopper’s pilot - said. ‘Ammo is a rare commodity around here.’

‘Is that a fact?’

Before the pilot had a chance to answer he was knocked to the floor by a flash of black, Doc Nectarine stepping over his startled body to retrieve the Nerf gun while Charlotte pinned him to the floor with strategic use of her trusty Doc Marten’s.

‘Am I going to have to keep rescuing you, Dad?’

‘Trust me Charlie-’

‘Charlotte.’

‘I’d really rather it didn’t keep being necessary.’

‘He’s very grateful though, Charlotte,’ Nectarine pointed out. ‘As am I.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Charlotte said. To Doc Nectarine.

‘What do you dollopoids want?’ the pilot said from the floor.

Charlotte and Phil looked at each other, and then at Doc Nectarine, who was casually pointing the pilot’s own gun at his head.

Phil shrugged. ‘Well I still haven’t had any breakfast.’

‘Good point, I feel like I haven’t eaten in days!’ Nectarine stepped closer to the Captain, pointing the Nerf blaster between his eyes. ‘You got any food in that...’

‘Helichopper,’ Phil whispered.

‘...Helichopper of yours?’

The pilot tried to shake his head in response.

‘Boys,’ BB said, striding casually toward them as if breaking and entering erstwhile industrial estates was part of her regular exercise routine. ‘Can you stop thinking about your stomachs for a couple of minutes?’

‘Honestly?’ Doc Nectarine said. ‘I don’t really know.’

BB glared at him.

‘I could give it a try though,’ he suggested.

Bryonetta turned her glare on the helichopper pilot. ‘Are you following us?’

‘No!’

‘I don’t take kindly to liars!’

‘I’m not... exactly, lying,’ he said.

‘What are you doing then?’

‘I’m just doing my job!’

‘Which is?’

‘Following you.’

Charlotte pressed her boot against his neck again. ‘Nobody likes a smartarse.’

‘Who do you work for?’ Bryonetta asked.

‘The Overlanders,’ he croaked.

‘Who the hell are the Overlanders?’ Phil asked.

‘They basically run the highways,’ BB said.

‘I thought Nancy ran the-’

‘It’s complicated.’

‘Good enough for me,’ Phil said. ‘Shall we get back on the road now?’

‘Not yet.’ Bryonetta was looking around the yard thoughtfully. ‘I think you can take your foot off the man’s Adam’s apple now Charlotte.’

Charlotte released the man, who thanked Bryonetta and scrambled to his feet before anyone else had the chance to pin him to the concrete.

‘Phil, grab the ZX81,’ BB said. ‘Mr Heli here is going to lend us his network connection.’

‘He is?’

‘I am?’

Bryonetta nodded, giving Mr Heli an apparently irresistible smile.

‘Alright, what is going on?’ Phil asked, Dexy in hand, when he caught up with the others at the back of the boarded up industrial unit.

Mr Heli was working his way through an array of bolts and padlocks with a heavy looking bunch of keys worthy of any cartoon jailer.

‘I hope this is worth the wait,’ Charlotte muttered as the final padlock was unlocked, the final bolt slid open, and the heavy, metal clad door opened before them.

‘Wait there,’ Mr Heli said as the others filed in through the narrow door. ‘I’ll get the lights.’ He set off into the darkness, skipping over obstacles that merged with the gloom.

Barely visible at the far side of the long room, Mr Heli flicked a series of switches and the lights began to flicker into life, illuminating a room full of computer screens on rickety trestle tables, connected by tangles of wire running from floor to ceiling and across the walls like weird low budget Christmas decorations.

‘Well that’s convenient,’ Charlotte said.

‘What is this place?’ Phil wondered.

‘An underground communication centre,’ Nectarine said.

Mr Heli beckoned to the group, and they huddled around a screen in the centre of the network.

‘I just film the challenges, really,’ he stammered. ‘The equipment in this room tracks all the competitors.’

‘Including us?’

Mr Heli nodded, and brought up on screen a crude 8 bit graphic of southern England, with numerous coloured pixels moving slowly around it.

‘Are all these guys running hooch?’ Phil asked.

‘Maybe,’ Mr Heli said. ‘More likely that at least one of them is specifically trying to take the hooch from you.’ He pointed to a small cluster of stationary dots. ‘This is us,’ he explained. ‘This is your drop-off point, and-’

‘Why’s that area red?’ Charlotte interrupted.

‘Inside the M25 is gang territory.’ Heli spoke in conspiratorial tones now. ‘Real no go zones.’

‘With our drop point right in the middle.’

‘It’s ok Charlie-’

‘Charlotte.’

‘BB, you know the drop off point; send Wendig a location nearby to make the prisoner exchange,’ Phil suggested. ‘Of course, if we could figure out which of these pixels is Sam, that might give us a tactical advantage.’

‘As long as we can access the map,’ Nectarine pointed out.

‘Of course,’ Phil said.

Nectarine continued to stare at him.

‘Oh!’ Phil said eventually. ‘Here’s Dexy, see if you can... I don’t know, Entelechus a version of this map onto his flash drive or something. It’s time to get the girl.’

Nectarine nodded. ‘Kill the baddies.’

‘And save the entire planet,’ Charlotte added with a grin.

Back out in the yard, Mr Heli had unfolded a road map on the bonnet of the Mini. As Phil and Doc Nectarine gathered to discuss routes, background levels of testosterone immediately increased by 25%.

‘Every bridge going over the M25 has been bombed out to keep outsiders... well, outside,’ Mr Heli explained. ‘And the M25 itself is ruled by one of the most merciless motorway gangs.’

‘Great,’ Phil said. ‘No wonder they’ve got you filming this stuff.’

‘At least we brought our own ambulance,’ Nectarine said.

‘There are still a few ways into the city,’ Heli went on. ‘By boat, along the old railway lines, or on foot across the motorway itself.’

‘Please don’t tell me this is Frogger world now,’ Phil groaned.

‘Your best option,’ Heli went on, ‘is to go under.’

‘Under the motorway?’ Phil said.

‘Like a hedgehog crossing?’ Charlotte said.

‘No, like a road,’ Heli said. ‘There are two flyovers on this part of the M25, just here, at er...’ he pointed at a section of the map, inadvertently impaling part of the Home Counties on one of T. Rex’s new defensive spikes. ‘Oops. Er, Gerrards Cross.’

‘Why, did you skewer his map too?’ Charlotte said.

Mr Heli ignored her. ‘This will be the next test of your armaments - if the London Ring see you coming, they are likely to ambush you as you pass under the motorway.’

‘We’ll cross that bridge when we go under it,’ Phil said.
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Stage 10: Battlecars
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The two overpasses were about a mile apart along the M25; one on what would have been a major route into London, the other on a largely forgotten country lane.

The Ambivalence and T. Rex had waited at the point where the two roads split, while Mr Heli flew on ahead to recce both routes.

When Heli returned, they came up with a plan. No-one liked the plan.

It was after dark when Phil, Charlotte and Dexy took the Ambivalence along the back road. When the M25 overpass came into view they were only a couple of hundred yards away; Phil stopped in a handy gateway, and hurriedly filled the petrol tank from the supplies donated to them at Membury.

‘Are you ready for this?’ he asked.

AS I WILL EVER BE.

‘Good to hear, Dex, but I was talking to Charlie.’

‘Charlotte. And yes.’

‘Belt up,’ Phil said. ‘And lock the doors. Hopefully Nectarine’s antics down the road will take the heat off us, but it’s best to be prepared.’

Phil started the old van, reversing out of the gateway to maximise run up, crunched into first, and hit the gas.

As they approached the flyover it soon became apparent that a group of people - they had to assume members of the London Ring - were indeed lurking on the bridge.

Phil positioned the Ambivalence in the middle of the road - although, with such a narrow road the difference may not even be noticeable.

‘Get down,’ he said. ‘I think they’re going to bombard us – I don’t know what with, but I plan to just keep going, fast and straight and pray the defensive measures are worth the money.’

YOU DID NOT PAY FOR THEM.

‘And unplug the smartarse!’

Charlotte disconnected Dexy and ducked under the bench.

Phil made sure the Ambivalence was pointed straight and true, unlikely to veer off onto the verges or the underside of the bridge, and did his best to take cover under the steering wheel.

Then all they could do was hope.

Meanwhile, Bryonetta and Doc Nectarine were using speed and manoeuvrability to get across the M25, first weaving the tiny car between a maze of artic trailers left across the dual carriageway, Bryonetta doing her best Nicky Grist impression, reading pace notes made from Mr Heli’s earlier recce so Doc Nectarine could McRae his way through as quickly as possible.

As soon as they were past that obstacle, Bryonetta hit the machine guns, strafing the road ahead of them as Nectarine side swiped a couple of passing hatchbacks, defensive spikes making short work of shredding their tyres.

Nectarine lined the car up in the middle lane, hoping to get a good ‘swerving around whatever crap they decide to throw at us’ position. Unfortunately the gang members had spread out along the bridge, so wherever he went, they were liable to get hit by something. He only hoped they were lining up to throw bricks at them, not grenades.

‘Hold on,’ he said, and threw the car into an erratic, weaving approach as they got closer to the bridge.

For Phil and Charlotte, it was over mercifully quickly. There was a lot of noise – rocks and various other large items pounding down on the armour plated roof of the Ambivalence from the bridge overhead. 

Then it went quiet. Well, quieter; the road noise and the protesting engine were still horrendous, but at least the pounding on the roof had stopped.

Phil dared to put his head up to dashboard level. ‘We’re under the motorway,’ he said, and immediately they emerged from under eight lanes of bridge and the pounding started again – but, again, was mercifully short lived.

Once the Ambivalence had returned to relative quiet, Phil raised his head again to look in the rear view mirror. ‘Is everyone ok?’

Charlotte climbed out from under the workbench as sat down, looking slightly more ruffled than she had before.

‘Don’t slow down!’ she yelled suddenly.

Phil’s eyes snapped back to the road. He realised he had been slowing down, relaxing after the excitement of the flyover.

As Doc and Bryonetta reached the flyover, the pelting began. Rocks, car parts, bottles and cutlery rained down on the Mini.

One particularly large and pointy piece of active geology made rather a nice v-shaped dent in the bonnet. Something else came through the windscreen, making Nectarine duck behind the steering wheel.

‘We just fixed that!’ Bryonetta shouted into the wind now rushing at her through the gap where the windscreen used to be. Then, ‘Look out!’

Nectarine looked up just in time to pull away from the central reservation and back into the actual road bit of the road, sending Bryonetta’s walkie-talkie under his feet.

‘Are they following us?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think so.’ Bryonetta retrieved the walkie-talkie before the need for brakes arose. ‘Phil? Charlotte? Are you ok?’

‘Piece of cake!’ Phil’s voice came back across the radio. ‘You?’

‘We’re gonna need to find an Autoglass centre,’ Bryonetta replied.

‘I really hope Sam appreciates what we’re doing,’ Phil said.

‘What is that?’ Charlotte asked.

The ‘that’ in question was, from this distance and in the dark, little more than a sequence of flashing lights in glorious technicolour. Well, techni-orange specifically.

‘I’m not sure,’ Phil said, ‘but it doesn’t look friendly.’

As the Ambivalence approached the orange flashy badness, Phil subconsciously easing off the accelerator as they got closer, shadowy shapes slowly began to form under the lights. Big shapes. Tow truck shaped shapes.

‘Road block shaped shapes,’ Phil said quietly.

‘Arse,’ Charlotte said.

Dexy agreed. Phil looked at him in surprise, having never heard a ZX81 swear before.

Headlights loomed in the mirrors – the rock that was herding them towards the hard place with the flashing orangeness.

‘Any suggestions?’ Phil said.

LOOK FOR THE CHINK IN THE ARMOUR.

‘Huh?’ Charlotte said.

‘He’s right,’ Phil said. ‘Look for the smallest gap in the road block and charge at it hell for leather.’

‘Oh.’

‘Oh well, we are armour plated,’ Phil said, pointing the Ambivalence at one end of the road block and gunned the accelerator. Well, gunned suggests a little more excitement than he was actually able to generate by simple application of the accelerator pedal of a Dodge Spacevan which was past its best; what Phil actually did was more akin to pea-shootering the accelerator.

Eventually the Ambivalence picked up some speed, and Phil hurled it towards the end of the makeshift roadblock.

‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘This could get a little bumpy...’

People suddenly became visible at the roadblock. They seemed to realise what Phil was planning, and ran around hastily trying to improvise ways to stop him. Eventually one came up with the ingenious idea of moving the big truck a bit. As they got closer, it suddenly lurched forwards, blocking the lane Phil was so carefully driving in.

‘Hang on!’ he shouted again, and keeping his accelerator foot flat on the floor, bumped up onto the kerb.

The Ambivalence complained, more than it usually did, as it was forced to drive (a) quickly and (2) off road.

With a slight squeal of rubber on tarmac, the Ambivalence bounced back onto the road and began to accelerate, slowly, away from the road block, which was rearranging itself into a tow truck like some kind of low tech Transformer.

Charlotte grabbed the walkie-talkie. ‘BB?’ she shouted. ‘Doc? Where are you? We’ve hit a roadblock. Literally.’

Then she grabbed the machine gun sight.

‘Ding! Ding!’ she said to herself. ‘Round two!’

Bryonetta and Doc Nectarine had made their way to the agreed rendezvous point, and were trying to fit a stolen windscreen in the dark, which if you’ve ever fitted a windscreen in the dark, you will appreciate is not a particularly easy task.

Neither Bryonetta nor Doc Nectarine had ever fitted a windscreen in any lighting conditions.

‘Where are you?’ BB said into her walkie-talkie. ‘We’re doing some running repairs, we’ll get to you ASAP.’

‘They’re too tough,’ Charlotte said. ‘Bullets are bouncing off. Can’t even take a tyre out.’

‘Alright,’ Phil said. ‘Switch Dexy off, and strap in. I’m gonna hit them with the Lightning Pack.’

Charlotte made sure the ZX81 was safely stowed away, and strapped herself in.

‘Gonna let them get closer, be sure of a hit,’ Phil said, watching the tow truck looming in his wing mirror.

Just as the truck’s towing boom began to swing forward, Phil hit the Lightning button. There was no noticeable effect inside the Ambivalence, but behind them the tow trucks started to splutter and slow down.

‘Time to say good nitro,’ Phil said, hitting the Nitro button.

The Ambivalence gave an uncharacteristic burst of acceleration, and soon the tow trucks were lost in the darkness.

‘We’re clear,’ Charlotte said into the walkie-talkie. ‘Panic over, we’re on our way to the rendezvous.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ Bryonetta replied. ‘We’ll be waiting.’
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Stage 11: Nightmare Park
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By the time Sam Cooper had hiked from where her buggy ran out of fuel to the nearest town, twilight was settling over what the welcome sign assured her was ‘Nowhere City’. She had nothing with her but a Pac-Man lunchbox and the clothes on her back - clothes which were beginning to show serious inadequacies in the absence of sunlight.

She was cold, tired, and lost, when she spotted a single headlamp making its rather wobbly way along the otherwise perfectly dark street ahead of her. As it got closer, the general shape of a moped came into focus behind the headlamp; behind it, the outline of a large stack of pizza boxes strapped to the back of it. For one glorious moment Sam almost thought she could smell anchovies, and allowed herself to be lured towards this potential pizza.

As she set off in pursuit of the pizza bike, she wondered if a plastic Pac-Man lunchbox would be a suitable weapon should she need to defend herself against aliens, zombies, or worse, Viktor Wendig.

The night was still and quiet, and the high pitched whine of the moped’s motor was easy to follow.

Eventually she tracked the noise (and the occasional distant glimpse of a tail light) across what seemed to be a very small town, and found a moped stood, unmanned, at the side of the road.

Sam looked around; there was no-one in sight, so she gave in to her hunger and tried to open the square box on the back.

‘Hey!’

Sam jumped at the voice, almost knocking the bike over.

‘What are you doing?’ a muffled voice asked.

‘Oh, um, I’m sorry, um... are you selling pizza by any chance?’ she asked, smiling as sweetly as she could. ‘I’m really hungry. And quite cold.’

‘Not exactly,’ said a young man in a motorcycle helmet.

‘Then what?’

‘This is the Freedom Moped,’ he said.

‘Freedom Moped?’

‘Freedom Moped,’ he confirmed. ‘The last one, in fact. So if you want to get out of Nowhere City, you better come hitch a ride with me.’

‘Where to?’

‘To is unimportant,’ he said. ‘The important thing is that we are going from Nowhere City.’

‘No, the important thing is do you have any pizza?’

‘I have no pizza,’ the biker said sadly. ‘I have got some garlic bread though.’

‘Is it hot?’

‘Full refund if it isn’t.’

‘Sold!’ Sam said, and jumped on.

Sure enough, the bike was soon speeding through the deserted streets, until they arrived at a large and elaborate set of gates just outside the city, where the bike was forced to stop.

‘I’ll get the gates,’ the rider said, turning the engine off and disappearing on foot into the darkness.

‘Ok...’

He had disappeared under an illusion of competence, which Sam was now beginning  to suspect she had imagined, as he failed to return after several minutes.  Then the gate clanked, and began to slide open, the slow, deep creaking noise tumbling through the darkness over her.

‘Hey,’ she called. ‘Pizza guy!’

Answer came there none.

‘Mr Moped?’ she called as loudly as she dared. ‘Time to get out of here!’

Still no answer, and the creaking stopped.

‘Pizza guy!’ she called again now that silence had returned.

Before he replied, the gate clanged again, and started rolling back across the opening. That was when Sam noticed the words ‘NIGHTMARE PARK’ formed in the ornate metalwork over the gate.

‘There is no way this can end well,’ she said, starting the moped up and accelerating through the closing gate, which clanged noisily somewhere behind her as she sped onwards.

The darkness of the city was soon replaced by a weird otherworldly glow that emanated from within the park. Not things that should be lit, of course; there’s no need for lamp posts, for example, when the paths are lined with glow in the dark trees.

‘What the heck is that?’ she muttered to herself, watching some purplish creatures jumping around in the distance. She took a different path.

The only sane course of action seemed to be to get through the park as quickly as remotely possible; although, when the illegitimate lovechild of Sonic and Spiky Harold jumped out from behind a bush, red spines glowing unnaturally, closing her eyes and hoping for the best seemed increasingly attractive.

‘To hell with this,’ Sam said. ‘If I’m not already there anyway.’

She let out a banshee roar, startling a random wallaby, and opened the throttle.

As the moped picked up speed, the banshee roar morphed into a scream of barely contained terror as Sam dodged trees and oversized woodland creatures, hit a BMX jump far too quickly, somersaulted through a swarm of giant flies, narrowly missed landing on the roof of a school bus, and basically super stuntwomaned her way through what must have been some kind of surreal fairground attraction run amok.

Running on pure adrenaline now, Sam managed to get the Freedom Moped under her control, and was soon bunny hopping the BMX jumps, BMX jumping the rabid bunnies, and most importantly, not dying in any of the hideous ways she had imagined. Somewhere in front of her was a different, brighter glow; as she approached it the dark and foreboding tree lined path opened out into a green and pleasant clearing, at the other side of which was another tall and pointy fence.

Sam skidded the moped to a rather heroic looking halt, and swore at the dead end, cursing its very existence, until she noticed the source of the unlikely glow.

‘Would you believe it. You wait all day for an unlicensed fuel dump and then three come along at once.’

Unlicensed or not, she rode over to the three large cages, each full of fuel canisters, and rummaged through until she found a few that weren’t completely empty, taking the opportunity to refill the Freedom Moped and stash a full canister in the pizza box.

Just as she was about to take off back into the park, something else turned up across the clearing that had her cursing even more: another headlight.

‘I don’t suppose you’ve got any pizza, have you?’ she called as the other motorcycle drew to a halt facing her off.

It revved in what sounded quite a negative way, and the headlight began to move towards her.

‘Oh look I’m not dressed for this kind of crap!’ she shouted. ‘What happened to health and safety?’

In something of a panic, Sam pointed the moped away from the other rider and headed into the trees, hoping that having to dodge and weave would level the odds somewhat.

Before long, however, she found herself stuck between a violently yellow rock and a hard case on a Harley, with no way to go but-

A rope ladder dropped down in front of Sam’s moped. She tried not to fall off in fright, and looked up to see a small green helicopter above her.

‘Oh what the heck,’ she said, grabbed the can of petrol and her Pac-Man lunch box, pointed the bike towards a particularly unfriendly looking hedgehog, and at the last moment let go of the handlebars, making a rather foolhardy lunge for the ladder, which thankfully she caught.

The chopper lifted her up and away, only banging her slightly against the park fence on the way out before getting enough height to lift them both up and over into safety beyond Nightmare Park.
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Stage 12: Romford
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Thankfully, the rest of the trip across London passed without incident; Bryonetta’s suggestion of taking the trip at night and staying under the radar - taking out a fleet of tow trucks notwithstanding - had largely worked.

Nonetheless, they were all underfed and overtired; Phil’s strength was waning and the Ambivalence was not the easiest thing to drive at the best of times.

‘We’re nearly there, Phil,’ Bryonetta said through the walkie-talkie. ‘Just hang in there a couple more miles.’

‘If there’s not a bacon butty at the end of this, I’m gonna have words,’ he replied.

Doc Nectarine had taken the Mini on ahead to make sure there were no unpleasant surprises - ANUS, the local mafia, that sort of thing.

‘Phil?’ Bryonetta called a moment later. ‘We’ve made it. You’ve got a clear run the rest of the way - see you in a few.’

That was a relief. Phil allowed himself a moment to smile and stretch his road-weary back. ‘Bacon butty,’ he murmured.

‘Dad!’

‘What?’

Charlotte was around his neck, for some reason trying to wrestle the steering wheel from him. He tried to wrestle it back, between them causing the Ambivalence to lurch sickeningly, like a walrus who got in the wrong queue at Alton Towers.

‘Stop the van!’ Charlotte yelled.

But Phil’s foot had locked up and he couldn’t shift it from the accelerator. Phil’s last coherent thought was that he was launching an armour-plated Commer at the Romford Municipal Landmark. When he thought of it like that, it sounded like a really low budget military expo-

‘THE T. REX!’ Charlotte shouted.

Phil wrenched the wheel aside, narrowly missed merging the van with Sam’s Mini, and in the process sent the Ambivalence hurtling towards a railway embankment.

‘STOP IT!’

Phil suddenly had a moment of clarity. He saw everything - his daughter, the Ambivalence, their impending demise - perfectly. He saw his life flash before his eyes - the time he gave away his childhood ZX81, the time he didn’t buy that Enterprise 128 at a boot sale. No time for regrets - except not having enough to eat on this stupid road trip.

That final moment, as they tumbled off the road and down the embankment to almost certain doom, stretched on and on.

And then went backwards, his mind reversing it, sending them back up the embankment...

‘What?’ Charlotte said.

Phil looked around. ‘Are we dead yet?’

Charlotte shook her head.

In another moment of clarity, Phil turned the engine off and took the van out of gear.

That made it a lot easier for the whale harpoon sticking through the back door to drag them back up the hill.

‘What is all this mess?’ Nectarine said once the Ambivalence was safely back on four wheels.

‘The hooch crate exploded in the crash,’ Charlotte explained.

‘That’s not whiskey,’ Bryonetta said, picking up a can.

‘Red Max energy drink?’ Nectarine read aloud.

Phil laughed, a hollow, ironic laugh.

After a moment Charlotte got the joke and joined in.

‘Only you could fall asleep at the wheel of a van full of energy drinks,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry Charlie,’ he said. ‘I nearly killed us both.’

She shrugged. ‘It was only nearly,’ she said. ‘And it’s Charlotte!’

‘Damned fine idea of the Quartermaster to fit that harpoon though,’ Phil grinned. ‘Somebody should give him a professorship!’

‘Alright you lot, this isn’t your local Spoonie’s,’ two goons in badly fitting suits stepped out of the shadows, obviously drawn by the unusual sound of laughter.

‘We’ve come to meet Mr Wendig,’ Phil said. ‘Prisoner exchange.’

The two goons exchanged glances, and one of them opened the front door to the Municipal Landmark. They didn’t say anything else, but it was obvious that the thing to do would be to follow them wherever they were going, in the hope that it would, at some point, be to Wendig - and Sam.

Phil, Nectarine, Charlotte and Bryonetta (carrying Dexy in a discreet handbag) followed Wendig’s bodyguard up a short set of stairs and into what had probably once been a meeting room of sorts, but now a garish blue armchair with the word ‘KING’ embroidered on it large friendly letters stood on a platform at one end. On the chair sat a man who looked a bit like Viktor Wendig wearing a fake moustache, plastic crown and royal gown, and a bored expression.

‘The modesty has really gone your to head,’ Phil said.

‘Have you brought the computer?’ Wendig asked.

‘What’s it to you?’ Charlotte interrupted. ‘You’ve got a ZX81.’

‘Not the Sinclair you idiot child-’

‘Hey!’

‘Easy Charlie.’

‘Charlotte.’

‘I want the TRS-80.’

‘I don’t remember ever owning a TRS-80,’ Phil said.

‘Don’t play games with me, Grundy,’ Wendig sneered. ‘Give me the CoCo, and I’ll give you the girl.’

‘Where is Sam?’ Charlotte interrupted.

‘Yes,’ Phil agreed. ‘Where is she? You’re getting nothing until we know she’s safe.’

‘You can trust me, Phil,’ Wendig said. ‘Can I call you Phil?’

‘No,’ said Phil, who didn’t trust him.

‘Still,’ Wendig went on. ‘You know you can trust me.’

‘I can trust you about as far as I can throw a 90s laptop,’ Phil said. ‘Now where is Sam.’

‘All in good time,’ Wendig grinned. ‘Now, perhaps my associates would like to show you to the guest quarters.’

The two goons nudged them back in the direction from which they had come.

‘We’re not going to the dungeons,’ Phil protested.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Wendig laughed. ‘It’s the Romford Municipal Landmark; it has no dungeons!’

‘-...’

‘Lock them in the cellar until they tell us where the Co-co is,’ Wendig said, following them back into the lobby.

‘Hey!’ they protested uselessly.

‘I preferred Grell and Fella,’ Charlotte said.

Just then there was a noise outside; an engine noise with a high pitched thwap thwap thwapping over it. Everyone – goons, prisoners, wannabe monarch – looked towards the front door.
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Stage 13: Final Lap
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‘Oh my word,’ Nectarine said. ‘It’s Charlie’s Angels!’

‘Charlo-’ Charlotte started. ‘Never mind.’

‘No it’s not,’ Phil said, although abseiling out of a Helichopper in denim shorts and a tight red shirt, Sam Cooper did look rather like the blonde one out of Charlie’s Angels.

‘What’s going on?’ Wendig asked.

‘I think,’ Phil said, ‘you were trying to exchange a prisoner you didn’t have, for a computer we didn’t have, and got busted.’

‘You don’t have the TRS-80?’

Phil shook his head. ‘We do, however, have a friend with a helichopper and a way of finding pretty much anyone.’

‘Um, guys?’ Sam called from the doorway. ‘We need to, uh, make like Roy Wood and move.’

The guys moved. The girls too.

‘Sorry about your car, Sam,’ Phil said as he trotted out to where it was parked.

‘What are you sorry for? You got it eaten by a dinosaur last week,’ she said. ‘Rex has more lives than a Time Lord.’

Just then a silver Porsche 959 screeched to a halt nearby.

‘Who knew the Romford Municipal Landmark would be so popular?’ Nectarine said.

Two men in Hawaiian shirts and Ray-Bans got out.

‘Where’s the hooch?’ one of them asked.

Nectarine pointed a thumb back over his shoulder. ‘Go see the King,’ he said.

‘Now can we please get something to eat before I have to drive much further?’ Phil said.

‘Oh!’ Sam said randomly. ‘Heli!’ she shouted.

Mr Heli looked down from the bright green Helichopper that was probably filming the increasingly bizarre events unfolding around them.

‘On the floor!’ Sam shouted. ‘Pac-Man!’

Mr Heli ducked back inside for a second, and then a small box tumbled down, falling nowhere near Sam.

‘Great pass, Heli,’ she shouted.

Mr Heli gave her a thumbs up.

‘What is that?’ Phil asked.

‘Hopefully nothing breakable,’ Sam replied. ‘I couldn’t get the thing open - I guess that’s not a problem any more,’ she added, picking up the two halves of the Pac-Man lunch box.

‘Lunch?’ Phil felt his eyes widen at the prospect.

Sam shrugged. ‘Just a few pork pies.’

Dexy and the Ambivalence will return in

Bit#4 of The Ambivalence Chronicles
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Much of The Road Worrier was born out of my first venture into this world, for National Novel Writing Month 2009 - and much more road trip based fun has remained on the cutting room floor. I may yet release a ‘Director’s Cut’, maybe when the Chronicles come to paperback, but time and other commitments will tell.

I had wanted to end the story properly, with more of a link into Bit#4, but as Bit#4 didn’t exist in even embryonic form when The Road Worrier was written, I decided the ending as presented here was satisfactory for the story I’ve told.

Obviously the fun part here was cramming in as many road movie and racing game references as the story would allow; if you can find them all, go to stevetrower.co.uk/the-great-easter-egg-hunt and your geekiness could win you a prize money can't buy! In the meantime I’ll offer here a general note of thanks to all those involved in racing games over the years - many of the arcade classics (and their home computer ports) have influenced The Road Worrier one way or another.

Special thanks go to Bono Mourits for taking my half-baked cover idea and making it a thing of awesomeness. The cover and parts of the story were being worked on at the same time, and ideas flowed easily from one to the other, I’m sure to the benefit of both.

And finally, any factual inaccuracies you may think you have found in this story are entirely due to it taking place in a parallel universe where things are exactly as they appear in the story.
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Having decided that making stuff up was a lot more fun than being bound by those ‘fact’ thingies magazine editors seem so keen on, he chose to concentrate on that, and now has two completely fictitious universes to take care of.

Readers of more serious science fiction with a spiritual twist can find out about Countless as the Stars at www.stevetrower.com.

For more humour with an 80s gaming twist, The Ballad of Matthew Smith is freely available from all ebook vendors, and The Ambivalence Chronicles will continue in 2017.

Steve Trower lives on the internet at stevetrower.co.uk and tweets infrequently as @SPTrowerEsq. 

––––––––
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Sign up here for updates on future projects and the chance to get a Bit of The Ambivalence Chronicles for free.
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