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The Mischief-Maker


He could feel them boring into him. They were like diamonds, brilliant but sparkling with malice, the Mischief-Maker’s eyes flashing in the far shadows of the firelit hall.


He hates me.


It hardly mattered. The boy thought he was invincible.


Nothing can harm me.


Legend made it so.


He was the bright prince, favourite of the gods of Asgard. No sword could cut him, no axe lay him low, no spear pierce his flesh. This was the great gift Fate had given him. He could feel his strength coursing through his veins like a stream of molten iron.


Nothing can hurt me.


He met the Mischief-Maker’s eyes, yellow and unblinking, like a wolf’s.


Not even you.


‘Ready for your test?’ said a gruff voice.


He looked in the direction of Odin, greatest of the gods, read encouragement in the All-father’s one eye, and nodded.


Do your worst.


And they did. Every warrior of Asgard took his turn. They launched a hail of javelins but they bounced off the boy like raindrops. Some flung stones but they fell to the ground harmlessly, like dust. Others set about him with their swords, yet he was still not injured. The deadliest weapons came within hair’s-breadth of him then glanced off, or simply clattered uselessly to the stone floor. It was as if he were protected by an invisible outer skin. He looked around proudly and smiled as the applause of god and hero alike echoed round the walls of Valhalla.


‘Brave Balder,’ said Odin. ‘Because you are pure in heart neither javelin, nor stone, nor sword can hurt you.’


That’s me, Balder the hero. I can’t be harmed.


He smiled again, revelling in the praise, but something troubled him. It was yellow-eyed Loki, the Mischief-Maker. Where had he gone? It wasn’t long before the boy discovered him whispering in a corner.


What are you talking about?


He was aware of Loki’s nature. Wily, cunning, born to make mischief. He felt its hostile power in the marrow of his bones.


Nothing good or decent, that’s for certain.


But there was no way of finding out what Loki was up to. He was too far away, and he had covered his mouth with his hand in order to hide his words.


I am invincible, so why am I afraid of you?


What trick have you got up your sleeve?


Odin’s son Thor, the god of thunder, marched across the hall and handed the boy a huge drinking horn, filled to the brim.


‘Drain it in one, young Balder,’ he roared.


The boy looked around and saw the gods cheering him on. He looked into the horn of mead and grinned.


‘All right, I will.’


And he raised the horn to his lips and started to drink.


‘Drink, drink, drink,’ chanted the gods of Asgard.


He could feel the intoxicating mead spilling down his chin and onto the front of his tunic.


‘Drink, drink, drink.’


His senses started to swim but he was determined to finish it. In this hall the boy could become a man. At last he had drained it right to the bottom. His cheeks were on fire, and the walls seemed to spin. A rich, comforting heat swept through him, making him want to laugh out loud.


‘This mead is strong stuff,’ he said.


His words brought a roar of approval.


‘Hear that? The lad likes his honeyed drink.’


‘It is strong indeed,’ said Thor. ‘But not as strong as our young prince. He stands up to our weapons as if they were mere toys.’


‘That’s what they are,’ he agreed. ‘Toys.’


The thunderer clapped him on the shoulder.


‘Listen to him, he calls our weapons toys. Will nobody else try his hand against Balder the invincible?’


The boy was laughing, both at the words and at the effects of the mead, but the smile faded as his eyes fell once more on the lean, prowling form of Loki. The Evil One had sidled up to blind Hodur and was whispering in his ear.


I recognize this.


It was foretold in the legends. Hodur has a role in Balder’s downfall.


My downfall.


But what was the prophecy? What danger could sightless Hodur pose?


I am charmed against injury.


What can a blind man do to me?


They had played the game of weapons and he had won against all comers. But life is never without risk.


Every game has that one unsettling rule that can turn the whole thing on its head, the trick, the twist, just like the joker in a pack of cards. How did the prophecy go? By neither metal nor stone can Balder be injured. But there was more to the prophecy.


I have to remember.


But the drink was dulling his senses.


There’s more. What’s the joker in the pack? How does it go?


He could see Loki whispering in Hodur’s ear, encouraging him to do something. He saw the narrow, wolfish eyes and wondered what the Evil One had in store. Then Hodur was stringing his bow.


That’s it.


I’ve discovered the joker.


I know what it is!


Mistletoe.


Balder was invincible against all things. All but one.


All things save the mistletoe!


Suddenly the drink was a curse. The thrill of its taste, the warmth it had spread through his body, he couldn’t enjoy them any more. It was its other effects he felt. His movements were slow, his legs were unsteady, his words were slurred. He wanted to shout out, to yell a warning.


It isn’t a game any more.


He’s going to kill me.


The boy saw Loki’s murderous eyes and he opened his mouth. But the words wouldn’t come.


‘What’s that, Balder?’ asked Thor.


‘Speak slowly,’ said Odin. ‘I can’t understand you.’


But he could do nothing. He saw Hodur’s arrow nocked on the bowstring and at last he understood. That’s what Loki had been planning. Poor, blind Hodur. The only one present who would be unable to see Loki’s trickery. The Evil One had handed him a mistletoe twig shaped like an arrow, the deadly arrow of pain.


‘All part of the game,’ Loki hissed, no longer caring to hide his words.


The boy’s lips formed a protest.


‘N-no.’


It’s no game.


But his words came out in a slurred mumble.


‘What’s that?’ asked Thor. ‘Speak up, brave Balder.’


He couldn’t speak up. He couldn’t explain himself and he couldn’t defend himself. Encouraged by Loki, Hodur had drawn the bowstring back to his ear. In his ignorance, the blind man thought it was mere sport, all part of the game, one more harmless attack like the javelins, the stones and the swords. Amid the carousing and laughter, Hodur allowed his aim to be guided by Loki. A cunning smile filled the Evil One’s face.


‘No.’


The string stretched back and even amid the noise in the hall, he could hear the creak of the bow. The deadly shaft was aimed straight at his heart. At last terror wrenched a cry from his lips.


‘NO!’


Jon Jonsson flew across the room, propelling himself away from the arrow, a hand flung across his chest in a protective gesture.


‘What’s got into you?’ said an anxious voice. ‘It’s only a game.’


Jon didn’t answer. He was too busy tearing off the mask and gloves and yanking leads out of computer sockets. He saw his father and he felt like crying out for sheer joy. He was back in the real world. The sense of relief was overwhelming.


‘Jon?’


Jon. Not Balder. Jon. He was no longer playing a part, no longer caught up in the crazy game. This was his real self. He shook his head. He was beginning to recover from the fright the game had given him.


‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’m OK.’


He started giggling fit to burst. Though his senses were clearing, he was still feeling the effects of the mead. Besides, he was on the edge of hysteria.


‘It’s a game. That’s all it is, a game.’


‘Of course it’s a game,’ his father said. ‘I’m the one who designed it, remember?’


Dad was staring at him, the clear-blue eyes riveted to his. But the stern look didn’t bother Jon. Nothing could faze him now, not after Loki’s evil glare.


‘It’s unbelievable,’ said Jon. ‘So real. It was as though I was actually there. I wasn’t me in there. I wasn’t playing Balder. I was him.’


His father’s expression relaxed.


‘Now that’s something I’m pleased to hear,’ he said. ‘It’s got to be a totally convincing experience. You really like it?’


Jon hesitated.


‘Well?’


‘I’m not sure like is quite the right word,’ he replied. ‘I was scared witless. But it blew me away. What a rush!’


‘Go on,’ Dad said. ‘Tell me what you mean by that. Exactly. This game has got to work. Our future depends on it.’


Jon nodded. He remembered the day Dad got the job working for Magna-com. He had danced round the living room like a madman, waving the letter in triumph.


‘The most successful, innovative computer-game company in the world,’ he had cried. ‘And they want me to help design their new game.’


Jon knew all about Magna-com, of course. What teenage boy didn’t? He had the first two parts of the Legendeer series, Shadow of the Minotaur and Vampyr Legion.


They’d been his Christmas and birthday presents. He’d marvelled at the graphics, shuddered at the realism of the monsters. Now here was Dad, his dad, given the responsibility of taking The Legendeer forward to new heights. The next game was going to use all this Virtual Reality stuff. Magna-com had postponed its introduction twice. Production difficulties, they said. Jon picked up the mask and gloves, then ran his hands over the skintight black suit he was wearing. The ultimate accessories for the ultimate game. What was the advertising angle? Yes: The Game You Really Get Into. These were the things that were going to blow away the opposition and make Legendeer 3: Warriors of the Raven the hottest computer game ever.


‘Virtual Reality,’ Jon murmured, still able to taste the mead on his lips. ‘The ultimate game.’


‘Parallel Reality,’ his father said, correcting him.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Parallel Reality, that’s what Magna-com calls it. It’s a step beyond Virtual Reality. You’re not just seeing your surroundings. This is a complete multisensory experience. You touch your surroundings, smell them, taste them. This thing you’re wearing is a PR suit. It makes the illusion possible.’


Jon didn’t care what it was called. The sensation was amazing. Once he was inside the suit, the world of the Norse gods had come alive. He had smelt the logs burning in the great hall of Valhalla, he had heard the hiss of the warriors’ swords leaving their scabbards, he had felt the fire’s heat, most of all he had tasted the mead. For the first time in his life he had actually been drunk! And all with his parents’ permission too. The one sobering thought occurred to him when he looked down at his wrist. He was wearing a gizmo rather like a watch. It was his points bracelet, and it registered a big, fat zero. He’d entered the red zone. Red for failure, red for blood. The price of being the target of a mistletoe arrow.


‘I lost,’ he said.


‘You lost,’ his father told him, ‘because you panicked. You allowed yourself to believe the illusion. The secret of winning is to keep cool, to know the limits of the game.’


Jon glanced at the monitor screen. The screen-save had kicked in, a flurry of numbers, threes, sixes and nines.


‘You’d have panicked too,’ he said. ‘That arrow of mistletoe. It’s in the rules. It’s the one thing that can hurt me. And Loki, what a villain. Those eyes. How did you get them like that? The way he looked at me, it made my flesh creep.’


‘That’s the general idea,’ said his father. ‘Magna-com want you spooked right down to the tips of your toes. That’s the buzz. It’s like a horror film. If it doesn’t take you to the edge of your seat, you feel cheated. Their games promise a white-knuckle ride. That’s the big selling point. You feel you’re there. We daren’t disappoint our audience. It’s not all down to me, of course. Magna-com have a whole team of programmers and designers working on the game. I’m not sure who came up with the eyes.’


‘You mean you haven’t met the rest of the team?’


‘I haven’t even spoken to them.’


‘You’re kidding!’


‘No, that’s how Magna-com works. Each of its designers and programmers has been working alone on one tiny part of the whole game. I got level eight: Balder and the Arrow, and the last two levels, Warriors of the Raven and Ragnarok. At least, I collaborated on them. Working this way is like painting one piece of a jigsaw without seeing the whole picture. Top-secret stuff. I suppose that’s how they stop their competitors catching up with them.’


Jon peeled off the PR suit.


‘There is one drawback though.’


His father’s face fell. The game was about to hit the shops.


‘What’s that?’


‘I’m not sure I want another go. My stomach is turning over at the thought of it. That’s how scary it was.’


He remembered the arrow pointing at his heart, the one thing that could kill the hero Balder, and he felt the rush again, an adrenaline burst of horror.


‘It gets a lot scarier,’ said his father. ‘The Balder episode comes just before the big finale. Level nine is when the forces of good and evil line up. But just you wait till you get to level ten. That’s Ragnarok, the final battle. The Norse gods, led by Odin, descend from Asgard to battle the forces of darkness. It’s got demons, dragons, zombies, streams of fire, earthquakes, mass slaughter. End-of-the-world stuff. We’re talking Armageddon.’


‘Not sure how I’ll handle that,’ said Jon. ‘Scarier than the Balder level, you say?’


‘Much scarier. Balder is dead, or at least living on as a ghost, so the player becomes Heimdall, the watchman of the gods and arch-enemy of the evil Loki. You have to warn them of the coming evil and summon them from Asgard to fight the final battle.’


The promise of excitement got the better of Jon.


‘Can I have a go at it?’ he asked, just about overcoming his fear of the game. ‘This Ragnarok level?’


‘You’ll have to wait a while before you can get onto the final levels,’ Dad replied. ‘You have to complete this one first.’


Jon looked disappointed.


‘You will play again though, won’t you? I’m relying on you for the teen angle. You’re my guinea pig.’


Jon remembered the feeling of invincibility, the forbidden sensation of being drunk. No way would he get that feeling any other time. His parents were strict about that sort of thing. No doubt about it, he was already itching to go again. Maybe if he continued to trial it, he’d get a shot at the other levels. Warriors of the Raven was certainly addictive. The fright he had felt as Hodur aimed his arrow was already fading. He winked at his father.


‘Just you try and stop me.’
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The Book of the Legendeer





1


That same evening, many miles away, another teenage boy was making his way through the trembling, drizzly darkness of a mid-February evening. Watching him, you might be forgiven for thinking he was being followed, pursued even, such was his haste. Phoenix Graves was heading home from a friend’s house. At fourteen, he was the same age as Jon Jonsson, as dark and sallow as the other boy was pale and blond. Phoenix owed his looks to his Greek ancestry, on his mother’s side. His family had only been in England for three generations. Up to this point, however, though there were many similarities in their lives, Phoenix didn’t even know of Jon’s existence. But that was about to change. He had played The Legendeer just as Jon had. He had been the very first player in fact, a guinea pig for his own father, the first man to work on the game. Like Jon, he had seen the threes, sixes and nines spiralling on the screen, and wondered what they meant. He had worn the PR suit and been hooked up to the computer. He had been sucked into its terrifying worlds, forced to face its demons. But there was a difference. Jon still thought The Legendeer was entertainment, fun. Phoenix knew better. He knew what lay behind the marketing and the graphics, and it haunted his dreams. You didn’t play this game. It played you. Here, on this lonely street, he was already bracing himself for the night. With night came dreams, and with those dreams came terror. Soon he and Jon would meet, and at that crossroads in time and place their lives would be turned upside down.


The trill of a mobile phone rippled through the damp air.


‘Hello?’ said Phoenix, pulling it from his blazer pocket. ‘Oh, hi, Mum. Something wrong?’


‘Only a son who was meant to be home over an hour ago,’ she replied frostily. ‘Where have you been till this time – Laura’s?’


‘That’s right, I phoned Dad to ask if I could go round to hers after school. Didn’t he pass on the message?’


Mum’s impatience fairly crackled through the air.


‘We’re talking about your dad. He’s out. No note though.’


‘I did tell him. Honest.’


The voice at the other end softened.


‘I know. It’s not your fault, Phoenix. Where are you, by the way?’


‘By the bank in the High Street. I’ll be with you in ten minutes.’


‘See you then.’


Phoenix slipped the mobile back in his pocket and shook his head.


‘Dad! Can’t you get anything right?’


At that moment he glimpsed his reflection in a shop window. Seeing himself rendered faint and ghostly by the darkness, he was overwhelmed by memories. Phoenix was a boy who had his demons. They perched on the cusp of his memory, waded through the murky backwaters of his dreams. They had their claws in him and they were never going to let go. Just a little further on, he came face to face with one of those demons. A poster was displayed on a notice board outside Brownleigh police station.


STEVEN ADAMS, 14.
DO YOU KNOW THE WHEREABOUTS
OF THIS BOY?


Phoenix read the details. Steve Adams. He was the boy who’d been his tormentor at school and had followed him into the terrifying world of the game. He had not returned. Missing since the autumn, the poster said. If only they knew. Phoenix read right to the end. Not that he was going to learn anything new. He knew the whole thing by heart. What’s more, he knew exactly where Adams was. But it wasn’t the kind of information he could share with the police. Their jurisdiction didn’t stretch that far.


Five minutes later, Phoenix was home.


‘Mum?’


She emerged from the living room.


‘Is he . . . ?’


‘If you’re after Dad, he walked in the moment I put the phone down. Not a word of apology for forgetting to tell me where you were, of course.’


Phoenix rolled his eyes. That was the old man. Only one thing on his mind. A game called The Legendeer. Mind you, with the stakes as high as they were, he could hardly be blamed for being obsessed.


‘And yes, before you ask, he is in the study.’


Phoenix dropped his bag in the hallway and joined his father in the cramped, cluttered room. There had to be order in the chaotic piles of books and notepads, but it defeated Phoenix. The latest stack was all about the Viking legends. A torrent of publicity had announced that the new Legendeer would be based on them. It was called Warriors of the Raven. After the Greek myths and the gothic world of vampires and werewolves, it was a logical choice. Phoenix flicked through one volume, pausing at an illustration of the evil Loki. The Norse myths had been unfamiliar to him, but he was rapidly becoming an expert. The gods of Asgard on the one hand, Loki and his legions of hell on the other.


‘Anything?’


‘Give me a moment.’


Phoenix had asked the question more in hope than expectation. He wasn’t surprised when John Graves gave a shake of the head.


‘A couple of accidental hits on our website. Just random surfers mostly, and a couple of boys looking for the official Magna-com website. Nothing to help us though. I don’t know what to do next.’


He shoved his chair back on its castors and eased into the headrest, closing his eyes. He’d been chasing shadows for weeks and it showed.


‘I had high hopes of the website. I thought it would stir up a little interest from somebody. Looks like it’s just another dead end. It will be a disaster if the game goes on sale but there doesn’t seem to be any way to stop it happening.’


‘We can’t give up,’ Phoenix protested, hearing the resignation in Dad’s voice.


‘I don’t intend to,’ said Dad. ‘I was the first programmer to work on it, I kind of started all this. So don’t you worry, I intend to finish it. But I will admit I’m starting to feel discouraged. I’ve been trying to find out who they got to take over my old job for months now.’


John Graves had been as delighted as Jon Jonsson’s father when he was asked to develop The Legendeer. But delight had soon turned to horror. Now he was a thorn in Magna-com’s side.


‘I’ve tried every contact I know . . . twice. I tell you, whoever Magna-com got to finish The Legendeer this time, they’re not in this country.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Because I must have talked to every single programmer and designer based here. Want to see our phone bill? The company must have moved the project abroad, out of our reach.’
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