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   Editor’s Note
 
    
 
    
 
   John Golden was an experiment, of sorts, when it comes to digital formatting. Django intended the story to have footnotes (as the paperback version will) but the various eBook tech is not yet up to snuff when it comes to producing a readable version with footnotes. As such, some adjustments had to be made. The footnotes were worked into the text on the eBook version and set off with em dashes and italics rather than attached at the back end of the book, which rely on sloppy hyperlinks.
 
    
 
   Ultimately, you might not even realize we’ve done this, but we felt it best to tell you what the author envisioned (as far as formatting) didn’t work out exactly as planned. Regardless, we don’t feel the adjustment takes anything away from the story, so we’ll leave you to enjoy Django’s techno-noir fantasy, John Golden: Freelance Debugger.


 
   
  
 




 
   John Golden: Freelance Debugger[1]
 
   —[1] With annotations for accuracy by Sarah Golden.—
 
    
 
   I stared out of the town car window at the gray winter sky as we broke out of the bridge traffic at last and accelerated down I-405. My watch said it was eight in the morning, but either the sun was still lurking below the horizon or it couldn't muster the energy to make its presence felt. Seattle was engulfed by fog so thick it was more like a ground-level cloud. Anything more than thirty yards away looked dim and mythical in the morning half-light. Landing at SEA-TAC had been surreal, descending into an ocean of whiteness with the upper stories of buildings poking out like rocks from the surf.
 
   My body, still on Tokyo time, insisted that it was still something like 1:00 AM tomorrow morning, and my head was a warzone between the armies of trans-Pacific bleariness[2] and the rescuing cavalry of three cups of what I had been assured was the city's best coffee. 
 
   —[2] And too many in-flight martinis. He actually asked for one 'shaken, not stirred'.—
 
   So far, the caffeine buzz was winning, but it was a close-run thing, and the collateral damage was making my skull pound with each divot in the road. The driver who'd met me at the airport with a sign reading 'Golden' drove in blessed silence, and the traffic had at least given me a chance to recover and stretch my legs across the back. I do my best to fly only when a client is footing the bill and I can go first class, as the seats in economy have a long-running and violent feud with my spine, but a little discomfort is sometimes unavoidable in my line of work.
 
   I still had the cooling dregs of the third cup of coffee with me, and I sipped from it and grimaced as my faculties started to return. In this case, the client had actually gotten in touch with me during the flight, by which time it was too late to soak them for the cost of the plane ticket. I'd reviewed the documents he'd sent over[3] but hadn't taken in much more than the broad outlines of the job. 
 
   —[3] That is, he glanced at the bottom line, handed it all to me, and said, 'Sarah, make sure we're not getting screwed.'—
 
   We had a few minutes, even with the driver's canny use of the carpool lane[4], so I pushed my earpiece in and thumbed it on.
 
   —[4]John has a long-standing dispute with the Westchester County police as to whether I count as a person for carpool purposes.—
 
   “Morning, Sarah. Did you have a nice flight? Get any sleep?”[5]
 
   —[5] This is John's idea of a joke.—
 
   “Not too bad,” her voice sounded in my ear. “JAL is better than United, anyway. Their net access is like trying to breathe through a straw.”
 
   “Were you able to dig up anything on this Falmer character?” That was the client, Walter Falmer. I'd retained that much from my once-over.
 
   “Just what's public. He's the usual wunderkind: college dropout, started in a garage, on track to make his first billion by the time he's thirty. His company, Serpentine Systems, do consumer antifae and some consulting for small-to-middling enterprise installations. Secure networks and direwalls, that sort of thing. Scuttlebutt is that they're less than a year from IPO, and everyone's expecting a big one.”
 
   “No background in debugging, though?”
 
   “Not that I can find.”
 
   “That explains all the NDAs, anyway,” I mused. “It's got to be a bit embarrassing for a security company to get itself infested.”
 
   “'The only truly secure system is unplugged,'” Sarah quoted. “'And even then, check twice.'”
 
   “I know, I know. But it won't look good.”
 
   “Hence his need to employ disreputable characters such as yourself.”
 
   I let that pass and spent a moment in thought. I liked working in Japan, even if the whole country seemed to be built to bash in the skulls of unfortunates as tall as myself. Companies there are no more eager for bad publicity than they are in the U.S., but they tend not to get all legally binding about it. Whenever I have to wade through one of these hundred-page non-disclosure agreements, it makes me feel like I'm signing over my soul to the devil[6].
 
   —[6] He actually did this once, by accident. Fortunately I spotted it later, but extracting him from the contract was still a tricky bit of business. One of my best pieces of work, actually, if I do say so myself. See John Golden and the Devil's Advocate for a full account.—
 
   Unfortunately, since most of the big companies in Japan keep their debugging in-house, there just isn't enough work for a freelancer to keep me busy. So here I was on another American tour, trying to drum up business.
 
   This Falmer thing had just dropped into my lap. He'd contacted me directly, not through any of my usual sources, which implied that he knew something about the trade. Not surprising for an antifae software shop, but the question was how he'd gotten infested in the first place. If Falmer had the expertise and the technology I guessed he did, whatever had gotten in would have to be big and nasty enough to drill through some top-notch security. This was probably not going to be your simple Smurf-punting sort of operation.
 
   We pulled off the highway and into a corporate park, a dozen two and three story buildings fronted by vast parking lots and anonymous except for the logos above the doors. As they passed by in the fog, they reminded me of medieval heraldry: a caduceus, a pomegranate, a stylized letter N. We pulled into the lot in front of a building marked with a double S rendered as a pair of bright-green pythons, one with a tiny winged figure struggling in its mouth. I dug out a tip for the driver and pulled my little suitcase out of the trunk. That, and the shoulder bag I carry Sarah in, comprised the entirety of my luggage. I've learned over the years to travel light[7].
 
   —[7] Even if it means wearing the same underwear three days in a row.—
 
   The lobby was furnished in generic rent-a-space grays and browns, with fake wood-grain wainscoting and a few framed pictures of nothing in particular. Behind the front desk, a yawning security guard checked my ID against a list and punched a few buttons on his phone, then told me to wait. I backed off a few steps and spoke quietly to Sarah. She has excellent hearing through the earpiece mic[8], and I've learned to speak in a low whisper that's the next best thing to sub-vocal.
 
   —[8] More accurately, I've developed a good predictive algorithm that can fill in the gaps when he mumbles.—
 
   “How does it look?”
 
   “No obvious vulnerabilities so far.” I imagined her digital fingers delicately probing the corners of the local net for cracks. “There's a guest connection but it's nicely fenced off. I assume you don't want me to take aggressive measures?”
 
   “Not yet. Any sign of infestation?”
 
   “Nothing that jumps out, but there's a ton of encrypted traffic. Hard to say if it's normal operations or burrow cross-talk without a baseline profile.”
 
   Behind the desk, one of the elevators dinged, and Walter Falmer himself emerged. There had been a photo of him in the documentation, taken from some magazine cover, with the Great Man of Business in a staring-off-into-the-unfathomable-future sort of pose. In person, his short brown hair stood up in untidy spikes, and he wore a suit jacket over a white polo shirt and black jeans. He spread his hands wide as soon as he came out of the elevator, as though he were so delighted to see me he couldn't wait to rush in for a hug.
 
   I must have looked uncomfortable because he didn't end up hugging me. Instead he crossed the lobby at a jog, grasped the hand I extended in reflexive courtesy/self-defense, and shook it so vigorously my shoulder joint started to protest. He had an ordinary enough sort of face[9], with a two-day growth of dark stubble, but he was animated, a kind of manic energy that beamed forth from his eyes in palpable rays.
 
   —[9] Not true. If he'd gone into acting instead of software, Falmer could have been the male lead in the next sexy vampire flick. And the stubble looked good on him.—
 
   “John Golden!” he said. “Pardon my enthusiasm, I've just spent the last few hours reading about you, and now it feels like bumping into a celebrity. You've got quite a following, you know? I was lucky to catch you on your way through town.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Falmer.” I said, carefully disengaging my hand before he tore my arm off. “It's not often I get booked for a job before I've even landed.”
 
   “Call me Walter, please. Or Walt. Or Waffle, people around here call me Waffle. You don't have to. Just a warning, so you won't be confused[10].”
 
   —[10] Lost on John, but since I was reading the local network, I got the joke: his system ID was WaFal, hence Waffle.—
 
   I decided I'd stick to Walter. “I've got a few things I need to take care of before we really get started, and there are some questions—”
 
   “Of course! But let's not hang around in the lobby, eh? Come on upstairs, I'll show you my office.”
 
   ~
 
   One of the things I needed to take care of was a trip to the men's room to let off some of those three cups of coffee[11]. 
 
   —[11] Because we all really need to know that, John.—
 
   That accomplished, I followed Falmer across an open-plan office—no walls, not even cubicles—which was full of side-by-side monitors and almost entirely empty of people. Here and there a convention-flouting early riser was already at his desk, and most of them greeted the boss with a wave or a cheery “Morning, Waff!”
 
   Falmer had the corner office, with floor-to-ceiling windows and glass partitions separating him from his crew.
 
   In addition to the granite-topped desk and the inevitable Aeron chair crouching behind it like some kind of ergonomic insect, there was a beanbag big enough to sleep four and an elliptical machine with its own built-in TV.
 
   Falmer breezed in and offered me a fourth cup of coffee from a little single-cup machine in the corner. While that brewed, I found a socket and plugged Sarah into it, leaving her leaning against the wall[12].
 
   —[12] Seattle power: fruity and piquant, with the hint of citrus that comes from a dash of hydroelectricity. Not as subtle as San Francisco, but quite palatable.—
 
   “Can I assume we can speak freely here?” I said, as Falmer settled back in his chair, which clicked and buzzed ominously as it accepted him. “Your contract indicated a strong need for confidentiality.”
 
   “Of course. And it's all just a just in case, if you take my meaning. I trust my people, but better safe than sorry. You shouldn't discuss anything important with anyone but me and Deli.”
 
   “Deli?”
 
   “Head of our IT department. In fact at the moment she is our IT department, but we're hoping to change that, just as soon as we get this little trouble sorted out.”
 
   I nodded. “On our side, there's a form I need you to sign. It just says that you understand the kind of thing that goes on during a debugging, and talks a bit about our limits of liability.”
 
   “Oh! I got it this morning. Hang on.” He tapped at his computer until it woke up, then punched a few keys. “That should do it.”
 
   “Got it,” Sarah said in my ear. “We're clear.”
 
   But Falmer seemed determined to be helpful. A nice change of pace. Hands poised over the keyboard, he looked up at me. “Is there anything else you need before getting started?”
 
   “I'll need access to your network, and the run of the facility. You should inform your security we'll be poking around.”
 
   I was surprised that he'd acquiesced so easily, to be honest. My waiver clears me from any responsibility for anything I do in the course of a debugging, with enough clauses and including-but-not-limited-to's that I could set fire to the building[13] or drive a tank through the front doors[14] without owing them a dime. Most new clients have lawyers who start yowling like cats in heat as soon as they catch sight of it.
 
   —[13] He has.—
 
   —[14] Technically he hasn't done this one; it was the loading dock.—
 
   Falmer frowned for the first time. “You'll have the access you need, of course. But why would you want to physically investigate the building? Faerie burrows are a network phenomenon, surely.”
 
   “Usually, but not always,” I said. “Some breeds can manifest physically for limited periods. At a run-of-the-mill installation, I'd say it was unlikely, but I'm assuming you have a well-maintained security setup?”
 
   He laughed. “I like to think so. It's our business.”
 
    “In which case, what we're dealing with is by definition unusual, so I don't want to rule anything out.”
 
   He was smiling again, but now it was strained. “Nevertheless, John, you know that we have to keep secrets in this business. I'm legally obligated to keep them, in fact, by my agreements with our investors. You can wander around the operations floor all you like, but if I let you into research and someone found out...”
 
   “I'm already bound by six different confidentiality agreements, not to mention my personal standards and code of professional ethics[15].”
 
   —[15] Said code could be written in a matchbox without taking out very many matches.—
 
    “I assure you that your secrets are safe with me.”
 
   “Still. In the pre-IPO phase, we have to play Caesar's wife.” He threw up his hands.
 
    “How about this? In the unlikely event that you need to access our research office, come and ask me, and I'll consider the matter. If I'm forced to say no, you'll get the balance of your fee regardless.”
 
   Maybe Falmer wouldn't win the perfect client award after all. I shrugged. “As long as you're willing to put that in writing.”
 
   “Absolutely.” He pushed his chair back. “Now let's get you down to IT to see Deli. She can set you up with network access and give you all the gory details of our problem.”
 
   ~
 
    IT turned out to be in the basement. It had the two basic components of every small IT shop: a machine room, made unfit for human habitation by the constant arctic blast of the air conditioners, and an office/storeroom/junkyard.
 
   A good tech knows never to throw anything away that might conceivably be of use to someone, since he or she will inevitably be the first one people ask when they need an extra monitor, spill diet soda on their keyboard, or discover a weird burning smell coming from the back of their machine.
 
   When the head of the company wanders in looking for 'one of those little green dealies, you know, about this long, you use them to make a square plug into a round one', being able to produce the required part in a few seconds goes a long way towards assuring one's job security[16].
 
   —[16] John worked as an IT drone in what he refers to as the “bad old days”, and he retains a strong sympathy for those still in the trenches. One of his (few) redeeming features.—
 
   This office was typical, which means it looked like an apartment from which the police have just extracted a four-month-old corpse, except full of bits and pieces of tech instead of old newspapers and cat litter.
 
   A small desk and chair were pressed into a corner to occupy the absolute minimum possible space, leaving the rest for stacks of keyboards, tangles of cables, and piles of anonymous brown cardboard boxes.
 
   Behind the desk was a young woman, banging away at a keyboard with evident frustration. I put her in her late twenties, with nut-brown skin and straight black hair drawn back in a no-nonsense queue.
 
   She wore the techno-geek uniform of jeans and black t-shirt, and wire-rim glasses framed a face that was quite pretty, in a mousy sort of way[17].
 
   —[17] Here we go. I'm hardly a fit judge in such matters, but I'm not sure that 'quite pretty, in a mousy sort of way' justifies the number of surreptitious observations that John felt obliged to make over the next few minutes. (Though I suppose it wasn't her face he was looking at.)—
 
   As we entered, she cut loose with a string of profanity that would have blistered the ears off a Bangkok sailor. Falmer's smile didn't even flicker.
 
   “Nice to see you too, Deli.”
 
   She looked up and sighed. Lack of sleep was written on her face, and I recognized the way her fingers drummed on the desktop as symptomatic of someone in the last stages of a caffeine binge. I winced sympathetically.
 
    “Hi, boss,” she said, slumping back in her chair.
 
   “No luck, I take it?”
 
   “This is not possible,” she said flatly. “I have checked, and re-checked, and double-super-secret checked. It can't be happening.”
 
   I couldn't help myself. “Come on. I'm sure you're proud of your security system, but every system breaks down eventually. Everyone knows that.”
 
   She gave me a withering stare. “Because I am not an idiot, I am aware of Oberon's Law[18]. I am referring not to the fact that something got in, but rather to the fact that it appears to have left no evidence of how it got in while doing so. That should be impossible.” She shifted her glare from me to Falmer. “Who is he supposed to be, anyway?”
 
   —[18] The aforementioned homily about a system only being secure when it is turned off.—
 
   “This is John Golden, the expert I told you about. Give him everything we've got on the problem and whatever system access he needs. Help him however you can, all right?”
 
   “Ah.” She turned back to me, and I recognized her expression. It was the pained smile of the geek preparing to swallow her pride and kowtow to an idiot because he's higher up the org chart. I'd worn that smile almost continuously, back in the bad old days. “Good to meet you, Mr. Golden.”
 
   We exchanged a tepid handshake. Falmer clapped his hands together and said, “All right. I've some things I should take care of upstairs. Deli, if anybody gets in your way and you need a word from me to sort it out, let me know. Mr. Golden, good luck! I look forward to your report.”
 
   The words 'I look forward to your report' pushed a button deep in my soul labeled 'Panic', a leftover response from my years in the trenches. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw 'Deli' flinch. Falmer appeared not to notice, and gave us another dazzling smile. Then he left, and an awkward silence descended in his wake.
 
   I cleared my throat. I'd gotten off to a bad start with the one person whose help I would genuinely need, but it wasn't too late to start making amends[19].
 
   —[19] Excellent justification. I'm sure he'd have been just as solicitous if she'd been some grizzled neck-beard.—
 
   “Should I really call you 'Deli'?” I said. “I mean, I can if you want, but ...”
 
   She stared at me blankly for a moment, then chuckled. “Only Mr. Falmer calls me that. Well, him and a few of the boys from the second floor. He has a thing for food nicknames, I think.”
 
   “Can I ask your real name, then?”
 
   "It's Delphi," she said, pronouncing it 'del-fai'. She had a faint trace of a British accent, though I couldn't place it precisely. "Call me Del, if you like."
 
   "Much better. I'm John. I'm sorry if we got off on the wrong foot."
 
   "I'm sorry I snapped at you," she said, lifting her glasses with one hand and rubbing the heel of her palm into her eyes. "It's been a long couple of days, and this has been driving me crazy."
 
   "Believe me, I know how that goes."
 
   "Let me show you what we've got." She started to turn her monitor so I could see, but I held up a hand.
 
   “First Sarah needs a network account so she can poke around. She's logged on to your guest network, you should be able to see her.”
 
   “Sarah?”
 
   “My assistant.” I put my hand on the laptop bag slung over my shoulder. “Also my sister, it's sort of a family firm. She's remote.”
 
   Delphi nodded and switched her attention to her monitor for a moment. After a few clicks of the mouse, she frowned.
 
   “I see her logged in, but...”
 
   “Damn,” Sarah said in my ear. “I forgot to tell you, I can't spoof an outbound trail from here. Everything's locked up too tight[20].”
 
   —[20] In my defense, he should have known that already!—
 
   “She can't be remote,” Delphi said. “There's no traffic out to the net. But there's a lot of activity...” A few more taps, and she looked up at me, suspiciously. “Are you running some kind of network-mapper?”
 
   I try not to explain about Sarah if I can help it, not because it's a secret, exactly, but because people tend to be a bit weirded out.
 
   “In a way.” I gave a little sigh. 
 
   Under the circumstances, though, there was nothing for it. I patted the laptop bag again. “This is Sarah.”
 
   “You mean it's some kind of expert system?”
 
   “No,” I said, patiently. “She's my little sister.”
 
   Delphi's eyes narrowed. I could see the wheels turning behind them, trying to decide what kind of lunatic she was dealing with.
 
   “Your…sister.”
 
   “There was an accident. I'd rather not go into the circumstances, though[21].
 
   —[21] I will. He lost my body in a poker game against a transvestite minotaur. On a pair of nines! You can get details on the whole sorry episode in John Golden and Portia's Solution, but let me just add here for the record that I feel I behaved with exemplary courage and levelheadedness through the whole affair.—
 
   The upshot was my sister's... soul[22], for lack of a better word, ended up transferred into an old Dell Inspiron[23].
 
   —[22] This is a matter for debate. As an atheist, I believe that I am merely a computer program that happens to convincingly simulate Sarah Golden. John always replies that for all he knows, the same could be true of everybody he meets, with an aside to the effect that some of them are not even particularly good simulations. I proposed several experiments that could resolve the issue, but he refuses to 'muck about with my insides', so the issue is still unresolved in spite of the potential for significant advances in philosophical thought.—
 
   —[23] Never inhabit an Inspiron 1720 if you can possibly avoid it. Something about the math co-processor makes everything smell like burning tin.—
 
   We've upgraded her a bit since then, of course.” I could see this was not convincing enough. It rarely is, except to other debuggers who've spent time in burrows and know the sort of weird things that can happen in there. “Go ahead and give her access, she'll tell you herself.”
 
   Keeping her eyes on me in case I made any sudden moves, Delphi typed a few commands. A moment later an incoming call popped up on her screen, and she answered it.
 
   “Hello, Delphi,” Sarah said, over the desktop's speakers. “It's nice to meet you.”
 
   Delphi blinked, looking from me to her screen and back. “Is this some kind of prank?”
 
   “If so, it's fooled me for four years,” I said.
 
   “John's got it more or less right,” Sarah said. “I've been stuck in here[24] for a while now.”
 
   —[24] To be honest, it has some real advantages. Example: for all you know, right now I could be running a simulation where my virtual body is massaged with scented oils by a trio of well-muscled young gladiators. I say things like “stuck in here” to make the meatbags feel better.—
 
   “I offered to buy you one of those little robots to ride in,” I said.
 
   “Those things fall over when they try to climb stairs,” Sarah sniffed. “You'll have to carry me until we get a little closer to Blade Runner.”
 
   “You're really...in there?” Delphi said, looking now at laptop bag. “Can she see me?”
 
   “Not at the moment,” I said. “I have a camera rig I wear if I need it.”
 
   “But that's...” Delphi sat back in her chair. “That's incredible!”
 
   I shrugged. “It's the sort of thing that happens when you go chasing down burrows. After a while, you get used to it.”
 
   ~
 
   Delphi excused herself for a moment to get us some coffee and find me a chair. While she was gone, I muttered to Sarah, “How does it look?”
 
   “It's a big system,” she said in my ear. “A proper analysis is going to take a while. But I can already tell you there's definitely a burrow here somewhere, and not a friendly one.”
 
   “Not a grazer[25], then?”
 
   —[25] A benign category of fairy that skims bandwidth and cycles for its own purposes but does no other damage.—
 
   “No such luck. I don't want to leap to conclusions, but I'm guessing it's some kind of gremlin[26]. There's too much damage for it to be accidental.”
 
   —[26] A less benign category of fairy that intentionally tries to wreck the system it inhabits.—
 
   “Wonderful.” It's always better to negotiate a critter out of its burrow if you can manage it, but that probably wasn't going to be an option if we were really dealing with gremlins. “Anything else?”
 
   “I'm still analyzing, but Delphi seems to be correct about the system boundaries. They're well-defended, and I'm not seeing any obvious breaches.”
 
   “Interesting.” At that point Delphi reappeared, so I muttered, “Keep looking,” and moved to help her with the chair. Once we were both seated and equipped with coffee, she turned the monitor in my direction and started calling up system performance graphs.
 
   “We think it started about three days ago,” she said. “But the day before yesterday is when the alarms started going off. See the falling effective-cycle rate? That night I did a system flush and started checking the direwalls. But when we brought everything back up...” She tapped the screen, where the green line representing the number of uncorrupted processor cycles began to drop precipitously. “Right about here we started getting more serious failures; data corruption, even some hardware problems. That's when I told the boss we had an emergency on our hands.”
 
   “Wait,” I said. “This was yesterday?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Then why did he wait until this morning to get in touch with me? You must have debuggers here in the city.”
 
   Delphi rolled her eyes. “First he tried shouting me down. Told me that it was impossible. I had to practically get down on my knees and beg before he'd look at the graphs, and then he accused me of screwing up the perimeter security somehow. It wasn't until last night that he realized something was seriously wrong and he couldn't get out of it by pointing fingers.”
 
   I frowned. Falmer was in the security business himself. Surely he would know that time was critical in this sort of situation?
 
   “So they've had at least three days to dig in,” I said. “And you haven't found anything at the perimeter?”
 
   “Nothing,” she said, and set her jaw. “I'm sure there wasn't a flaw. I set everything up myself.”
 
   “I can confirm that,” Sarah said through the desktop speakers. “The external security appears to be impeccable.”
 
   “Odd,” I said. “Very odd. I can think of two scenarios, and neither of them is positive. The first is that we're dealing with something capable enough to not only drill through your security, but to patch it up again behind them so perfectly that Sarah can't tell the difference.”
 
   “That's what I told Mr. Falmer was impossible,” Delphi said.
 
   “It's not impossible,” I said. “But I can't think of any entity outside the Court that could manage it, and if you had one of them in your system we'd know about it by now. So it would have to be something new.”
 
   “What's the other possibility?”
 
   “Somebody brought it into the building, physically, on a removable disk. Some species can bootstrap from an egg on something as small as a flash drive. I assume you don't allow that sort of thing?”
 
   Delphi nodded vigorously. No secure system administrator worth his caffeine drip would allow his people to attach media that had been exposed to the chaos of the Wildernet. It defeated the whole point of a security perimeter.
 
   “God damn it,” she muttered. “I bet it was one of those stupid hackers from upstairs, bring his porno collection to share with the boys...”
 
   “Unlikely,” Sarah said. “If the initial source of the infestation had been on a particular terminal, that terminal would be a core node. The burrow appears to be spread out across your backend.”
 
   “That's what I was afraid of.” I grimaced. “The only way that could happen would be if someone brought in an egg and purposely pushed it into your network. In other words, deliberate sabotage.”
 
   Delphi's cheeks had gone several shades paler with suppressed rage. “You mean someone did this to my system on purpose?”
 
   “We're not certain yet,” I said. “But it's possible. I'll know for sure once I get into the burrow.”
 
   “On that note,” Sarah said, “I have mapped enough of the infestation to secure a transfer point. You can go in whenever you're ready[27].”
 
   —[27] Yes, I mapped a faerie burrow in four quasi-dimensions across a ten-thousand-core network in a few minutes. Hold your applause.—
 
   ~
 
   A lot of people are uncomfortable with what we debuggers do. And no wonder, really. It's not something the human race has gotten a good handle on yet. 
 
   I know people with the talent who spend all their time at CERN or FermiLab, helping the eggheads try to figure out exactly why it is some of us can twist ourselves out of the usual set of dimensions and into the weird virtual spaces where the faeries live.
 
   For that matter, no one knows why some people can do it and others can't. I've heard people say that we have extra structures in our brains, that we can achieve states of mind unavailable to normal people, that we're blessed by God or cursed by the Devil. 
 
   My favorite theory is that the faeries themselves sometimes crossbreed with humans, and debuggers have a bit of fairy blood in their veins[28].
 
   —[28] This seems implausible, since as far as anyone can tell the debugging talent doesn't run in families. (I certainly didn't have it, even when I had a body.) Besides, only a very powerful fairy would be able to muster enough corporeality to...ah...'crossbreed' successfully.—
 
   So when the time comes to do my magic trick for a client, I'm never certain what kind of reception to expect. The most common reaction is to look the other way, leave me alone in the room as though I were doing something sordid.
 
   Some people are frightened of me, especially once I come back, and act like at any moment I would start throwing fireballs and turning people into frogs. A few, especially the Doubters[29] (once some higher-up finally forces them call in a professional) even get angry at me. I try not to take it personally.
 
   —[29] The 'Doubters' are a group who believes, or professes to believe, that fairies don't exist at all. As best I understand their admittedly convoluted ideology, a vast conspiracy of debuggers, IT professionals, and software companies have foisted this enormous fiction on the world, at tremendous expense, to facilitate the creation of a New World Order. Ironically, their sub-culture flourishes in the darker corners of the Wildernet, and some fairies amuse themselves by joining their message boards and adding new wrinkles to the mythology.—
 
   Thankfully, Delphi turned out to be from the somewhat smaller group who finds what I do fascinating. In spite of her obvious exhaustion, she turned down my offer to go home and get some sleep, and insisted on accompanying me to the machine room.
 
   “There really isn't anything to see,” I said. “No twinkly lights or anything.”
 
   “But you're going inside my computers?” 
 
   She unlocked the door and opened it, and dry, cold air slammed me in the face. Racks of machines ran from wall to wall in neat ranks into the middle distance, with the mighty steel louvers of the air-conditioners aimed right into their guts. The lights were out, but there was a soft glow from thousands of tiny, eldritch blinkenlights that twinkled like grounded stars.
 
   “I'm not going inside them,” I said, suppressing a groan. I have this conversation, on average, once a week. “I'm going to twist myself into the fairy burrow.”
 
   “Which is inside the computers.”
 
   “It's not physically inside them. It's a metaphor built out of stolen cycles and bandwidth. It's not like I shrink down and climb into the air intake.”
 
   “But what would happen,” she said, a mischievous twinkle in her tired eyes, “if I started messing with them while you were in there? Will there be a JohnGolden.exe file in some directory? What would happen if I started to erase the drives?”
 
   “Please don't,” I said.
 
   “Could I really erase you?”
 
   “No. I told you, it doesn't work that way[30]. But if the faeries think you're trying to attack them, they could get riled up.”
 
   —[30] Though it's not clear what would happen if the entire network lost power while he was inside. I think he'd just get popped back out into real space. Probably. But I'm not eager to put it to the test.—
 
   “All right, all right. So is there anything I can do from here?”
 
   “Not really. Here.” I pulled off my headset and handed it to her. “Sarah can keep you up to date.”
 
   “Won't you need it?”
 
   “Not in there. She's got access to the system, she can talk to me directly.”
 
   “I am all-seeing and all-knowing,” Sarah boomed from the little headset, followed by a giggle[31].
 
   —[31] I have a weakness for melodrama. So sue me.—
 
   “Enough of that.” I glanced at the stickers on the front of each rack unit that carried its name and details—Delphi ran a very organized shop—until I found the one Sarah had directed me to. “SS-corp-049, right?”
 
   “Right,” Sarah said, from Delphi's hands.
 
   “Then here we go.”
 
   I touched the machine—not strictly necessary, but it helps focus my attention—and did my thing. It's pointless to try and describe it. I would tell you to imagine being able to walk in a new direction, not up/down or left/right or forward/back but away along some fourth axis poking awkwardly out from between the traditional three. Except you can't imagine that, and anyway that's not what it's like at all[32]. 
 
   —[32] Masterful. That's deathless prose, right there.—
 
   I feel like if you really could picture it, then you'd be able to do it, and I wouldn't have to explain anything.
 
   There's always a moment of searching, like when an idle hard drive spins up and the whole computer waits for it to shake its groggy head and figure out what's going on. Then there's this indescribable twist, and then I'm standing in the burrow. Like I told Delphi, no twinkly lights. If she were watching, she would see me disappear between one blink and another, like a character in a badly edited film.
 
   This time, I opened my eyes and found that it didn't make much difference. There was a faint hint of gray, greasy light coming from somewhere, but not enough to do more than make out the vague, tangled shadows of strange-looking shapes all around me.
 
   “Sarah?” I said.
 
   “Ready and waiting.” Her voice came out of thin air beside my head.
 
   “A little light, if you please.”
 
   I held out a hand. A moment later, my palm was suffused with a golden glow, which gradually spread down my arm and outlined my body in a gentle, radiant halo. 
 
   It isn't magic, exactly. As I'd told Delphi, a fairy burrow is a kind of extended metaphor, a story telling and retelling itself through the medium of bits and pieces of computing time. From the outside, with a connection to the underlying system, Sarah can push or pull it in certain ways. Not too hard, because the burrow had a lot of ontological inertia—that's what makes it so difficult to get rid of in the first place—but enough to help me out. Some debuggers run elaborate set-up routines through their external systems, wrapping themselves up like a knight in plate armor. With Sarah's speed and expertise, I can use a more ad-hoc approach[33].
 
   —[33] Translation: I can work sloppy, because she'll always pull my bacon out of the fire when I need her.—
 
   With a little more light, I could see that I was in a cramped, enclosed space. The ceiling was only a few inches above my head, and it seemed to be made of packed earth, with thousands of tiny root-tendrils poking through and dangling cilia-like where they brushed against my scalp whenever I moved. Larger roots hung down here and there like organic stalactites, or made it all the way to the floor in thick brown columns. More roots erupted from the walls, gnarled loops and knobby protrusions, and the ground was bumpy and treacherous with them.
 
   The burrow seemed to extend for some distance horizontally, broken by occasional enormous rocks protruding through the earth and places where the roots grew so thickly they formed a barrier. I moved cautiously in the most open direction, hunched over to give myself a little more clearance.
 
   There's no point in trying to be stealthy in a burrow. The act of entering it sends a ripple through its fabric that the inhabitants can't help but notice. I cupped my hands to my mouth and said, “Hello? Anybody home?”
 
   For a moment, there was no response, though I fancied I could see something moving at the edge of my circle of light. Small figures scuttled here and there, hiding in the shifting shadows. I frowned.
 
   “Come on.” This wasn't normal behavior. Most fairies are, above all else, insatiably curious. “I don't want to play hide and seek.”
 
   Three red lights came on in the shadow of a boulder, just ahead of me. I stopped, and became aware of a low growl that echoed throughout the cavern and resonated unpleasantly in the pit of my stomach. Small clumps of earth fell from the ceiling in a soft rain.
 
   “Uh,” I managed, backing up a step. “Right[34].”
 
   —[34] Ever the action hero.—
 
   The thing took a long stride forward, into the light. It was about the size of a large dog, but looked more feline than anything else, although in any case the resemblance was only passing. It had three multi-jointed legs on either flank, and its big, heavy paws sprouted inch-long claws that looked more like an eagle's talons. Its face was nightmarish, a pug-snouted consisting mainly of a wide mouth with entirely too many dagger-sized fangs. 
 
   Three eyes, glowing a dull red, made a triangle on its brow. It was covered in dark brown fur, with white stripes slashing its side, and I could see something gleaming on the end of its tail as it slashed back and forth.
 
   “Sarah, a shield, please,” I said, not making any sudden movements. The thing flowed closer, six legs working together with uncanny grace. “Hurry.”
 
   I felt the burrow twist, and then there was a shield strapped to my left arm. It was a classic kite shield, shaped like a teardrop and nearly as tall as I was, a bit unwieldy but welcome nonetheless. 
 
   The precise shape and function of the things Sarah sends to me is always a bit of a surprise, because she has to shape them to fit into the overarching structure of the burrow.
 
   Most of the time it ends up being spears, shields, armor, and the like, because a lot of the older fairies prefer to operate in a swords-and-sorcery context[35].
 
   —[35] Though this is changing, slowly but surely. In a couple of decades you may be more likely to pop inside a burrow and find urban sprawl instead of Ye Olde Knights and Castles.—
 
   Three-Eyes halted its advance at the unexpected intrusion, but only briefly. It tensed, and I brought the shield up in front of me just before it sprang. Its six legs sent it into me like a defensive lineman slamming into an offending quarterback, and the force of it bowled me over. I ended up on my back, with the shield supporting the spitting, snarling weight of the thing. I pushed up with both hands, lifting the shield and the monster away from me as it tried for my face with its claws, and felt a burning pain in my thigh where one of its hind paws found purchase. It bit the edge of the shield, sending wood chips flying.
 
   “Weapon!” I gasped. “Sarah, weapon! Now, please!”
 
   “Working on it,” Sarah snapped. “Sword in the dirt on your right.”
 
   Some kind of laser blaster had probably been too much to hope for[36]. 
 
   —[36] You try coding up a disintegrator ray and pushing it into a completely foreign metaphorical environment on a moment's notice, smart guy.—
 
   I tucked my legs under the shield and shoved, tossing Three-Eyes a couple of yards. It slammed up against a protruding rock, but righted itself almost immediately. I pawed in the dirt beside me, found the hilt of a heavy longsword, and just managed to regain my feet as the creature jumped again.
 
   This time I was better braced, and met it halfway with the shield. I'd intended to bounce it to the floor, but it grabbed hold of the shield and clung to the wood with its four lower limbs while trying to take my head off with its forepaws.
 
   I ducked, jerking the shield up, and stabbed blindly around the side of it with the sword.
 
   The point met flesh, and Three-Eyes let go, dropping to the ground at my feet. It was still scrabbling, so I brought the sword around in an awkward arc and delivered a solid chop to its midsection.
 
   There was no blood. Fairies don't bleed, as a rule, and they don't feel pain. They don't even die in the same sense that humans do. You can cut one to pieces, and it'll vanish, but the odds are that it will turn up again somewhere else eventually. Some debuggers like to say that we're only banishing them back to their home dimension, or into our collective unconscious, depending on which theory you believe. 
 
   All I know is that it makes it easier to put a sword through something that looks like a four year-old's drawing of a neon-colored pony if you're pretty sure the thing doesn't mind[37].
 
   —[37] That was a really weird case. See John Golden and the Hundred Duck-Sized Horses (And One Horse-Sized Duck) —
 
   In this case, a thick black smoke gushed from Three-Eyes' wounds, and after a little bit more scrabbling it burst apart into an evil-smelling cloud and a handful of black ash. I dropped the shield, keeping the sword in one hand in case anything else wanted to leap out at me, and checked my leg. It was bleeding, but not too badly, so I left it alone for the moment.
 
   During my brief self-diagnosis, the shadowy figures I'd seen milling about beyond the reach of the light began to creep closer.
 
   They turned out to be pixies[38], about as high as my knee, with skin tones ranging from blue to reddish-purple.
 
   —[38] Pixie refers to a generally humanoid fairy that is considerably smaller than human-sized. One of the problems with the common descriptions of fairies is that there is one set of categories to classify them based on behavior (grazer, gremlin, genie, puppeteer, etc) and another set based on their appearance (pixie, elf, ogre, and so on) so that any individual may fall into more than one overlapping classification. I have proposed a scheme to remedy this, using twenty-nine easily quantifiable variables, which takes both physical form and behavior into account and assigns each species a unique identifier to prevent the possibility of confusion. Unfortunately, the resulting GUIDs are somewhat cumbersome to pronounce (these 'pixies', for example, would be labeled 34B67A55) and so my system has not seen widespread adoption.—
 
   They had green hair, which spread out from their heads like dandelion puffs. They wore baggy dark green robes that came down to their knees. Their wide, curious eyes were focused on the smear of ash where Three-Eyes had been.
 
   “Cat gone,” one of them said, pointing. The others all nodded solemnly and repeated his assessment. “Cat gone. Cat gone black dust human sharp.” The leader looked up at me. His teeth were tiny and pointed. “Human sharp I?”
 
   “Not yet,” I said. Talking to fairies takes practice, patience, and a fair bit of guesswork. Some of the more powerful breeds can fake a human mentality long enough to hold a conversation, but these were obviously not such advanced specimens. “I need you to answer some questions.”
 
   “Questions,” the leader said, and the others repeated it like a chorus. “Questions.”
 
   “How did you get here? How did you get inside this burrow?”
 
   For it was increasingly obvious that this was the crucial question. Three-Eyes had been dangerous, but hadn't looked very intelligent. It was the sort of thing you'd expect to find wandering the Wildernet, not infesting a highly secure system. And pixies like this, in my experience, didn't have either the desire or the wherewithal to drill through direwalls and dodge antifae just to get a chance to gnaw on a few processors.
 
   “Walked,” the pixie said, looking at his companions for confirmation. He pointed across the chamber. “There here walked.”
 
   “I know you walked over here,” I said[39]. “But how did you get into the burrow?” I waved my arm to encompass the whole cave.
 
   —[39] This is one part of John's job I could never do. I would be strangling the pestilential things within thirty seconds, but he seems to have a knack for getting useful information out of them. Perhaps they operate on similar mental levels.—
 
   The pixie pondered that. Now that I had a moment to look around, I could see that the root system that permeated the place was not in very good shape. Big chunks of it had been torn out and smashed to a pulp, and the knotted roots protruding from the walls looked very much like they'd been gnawed on. Indeed, as I watched, a couple of pixies drifted away from the crowd of about a dozen that had gathered around me and settled in to have a good chew on the nearest barky extrusion.
 
   Since the burrow was a metaphorical space, the roots obviously represented the inner workings of Delphi's machines and the network that connected them. The pixies trying their best to destroy it. Indeed, the reason the burrow had come into being in this particular configuration was so that they could engage in this sabotage. A fairy's burrow grows around it as it settles into a system, and its dominant metaphor adapts to the creature's needs.
 
   What I couldn't figure out was why they were doing it. Some fairies can certainly be mindlessly destructive, but pixies usually have a rudimentary sense of cause and effect. And yet here they were busily attempting to bring down the very system they were living in.
 
   “Leave darkroom,” the pixie leader/spokesperson said, finally. “Came egg darkroom. Many I. Eater cat threads. Leave darkroom eater anger.”
 
   “You came to this 'darkroom' as eggs?” I said. I wasn't really expecting a response, but the pixie nodded. I hoped we were actually communicating; pixies love to copy human behavior, even when they don't understand it, which has caused many an overoptimistic debugger to assume he was getting his point across. “Someone brought you there? A human?”
 
   That was a long shot. A human wouldn't have been able to enter the burrow, so they probably wouldn't have noticed him.
 
   “Eater,” the pixie said. “Eater egg darkroom. Leave darkroom. Many I. Makeplace here.”
 
   'Makeplace' meant the burrow, the growth of which was a kind of natural construction or secretion of the pixies, like termites burrowing into a house. I pursed my lips for a moment then said, “Why are you trying to destroy it?”
 
   “Smash makeplace smash darkroom. Smash eater.” The pixie smiled. With his sharp teeth, it was not a reassuring expression. “Smash, smash, smash.”
 
   “I...see.” I didn't, but I thought I was getting there.
 
   “Human sharp cat. Human sharp many I?”
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “I need to think about this.”
 
   ~
 
   Falmer sat at his desk, one index finger slowly tapping out a rhythm on the other hand. He shook his head.
 
   “Mr. Golden”—it wasn't John anymore, I noticed—“I'm not sure I understand.”
 
   Delphi and I stood in front of his desk—no chairs had been offered—like guilty schoolchildren called before the headmaster. I had Sarah's bag over my shoulder.
 
   “What can I clarify, Mr. Falmer?” I said.
 
   “You found the fairy burrow,” he said. “You went inside and defeated some sort of monster.”
 
   I nodded, idly stretching my leg where Three-Eyes had clawed me. The wounds were gone, of course—when you pop out of a burrow, you're always in the same state you went into it, but there's a phantom pain that lingers for a few hours. And, of course, if you get killed, you don't pop out at all, as the roll of my colleagues who have fallen in the line of duty will attest. But with no evidence, it can sometimes be hard to convince people that you've been in a scrap.
 
   “The burrow was also infested with”—Falmer glanced at his monitor—”pixies, who I gather are not terribly ferocious. But at this point you elected to leave without evicting them or destroying the burrow.”
 
   “Because there may be more to the problem,” Delphi said, unable to contain herself. “We think that someone—”
 
   Falmer held up a hand to silence her. “Deli, I'm sorry, but could you give me and Mr. Golden a few moments? In fact, why don't you go home and get some rest. You look like you could use it.”
 
   “But—” Delphi looked from me to Falmer and back again. “I don't understand.”
 
   “We'll talk in the morning,” Falmer said, and made a shooing gesture. “Go on.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Falmer,” Delphi said. As she turned to leave, I heard her mutter, “If there's anything left of the system by morning.”
 
   “She has it right,” I said, after she'd closed the glass door behind her. “The problem is that we haven't figured out how these things got in here in the first place. There's no way those pixies just breezed past your outer security. And when I talked to them—”
 
   “Fairies aren't known for talking sense,” Falmer interrupted.
 
   “That's true,” I admitted. “But they said they came to this burrow from another one, and I think it has to be somewhere inside your perimeter. There must be another burrow somewhere on the system.”
 
   “But you haven't been able to find it?”
 
   “We've mapped everything we have access to,” I said. “It's not there. But there's a connection to another network that we don't have access to, and that's the only place left to look.”
 
   “So you want to poke around in my research labs.” Falmer's smile was entirely gone now, replaced by a thin-lipped grimace.
 
   “I'd hardly be poking around, and I won't look at any of your data. But if there is a burrow there, it sounds like it's the more dangerous of the two. We'll need to close them both out.”
 
   There was a long pause. Falmer shook his head.
 
   “I'm sorry, Mr. Golden, but I can't allow it. We're at a critical stage right now, and if I allowed an outsider into the lab my investors would crucify me. Please destroy the burrow you discovered, and I'll handle the rest myself.”
 
   “With all due respect, I don't think you understand the severity of the problem. You can't handle it. If there's a burrow there, then your labs are more in danger from the faeries than they could possibly be from me. How will that look to your investors?”
 
   “It's not your decision to make.”
 
   “As a matter of fact, it is,” I said. “I don't want to get legal with you, Mr. Falmer, but you'll find that my contract stipulates I have total freedom of action to deal with the infestation as I see fit.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “It's a matter of reputation. If I do an extermination at a site that is destroyed by fairies a few weeks later, finding future work could prove troublesome. I have my record to think about. So I have to insist that I be allowed to investigate for a second burrow.”
 
   Falmer was quiet for a few moments, reading the contract off his monitor. Finally, he looked up.
 
   “You're quite certain I can't change your mind?” he said.
 
   “I'm afraid not.”
 
   “Then I am afraid I'm forced to terminate your employment.” He tapped at his keyboard. “The appropriate forms are on the way.”
 
   “You'll still owe me the balance of my fee.”
 
   “Of course.” The smile reappeared, but thin as glass. “And I remind you that you are still bound by our confidentiality agreements.”
 
   I nodded. Falmer glared at me for a moment, then shook his head.
 
   “As you like. It's been a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Golden.”
 
   He did not, I noticed, offer to shake my hand.
 
   ~
 
   A taxi took me to a nearby Sheraton, with a stop at a take-out Chinese place to pick up several pounds of carbohydrates soaking in grease[40]. 
 
   —[40] The longer I spend as a laptop, the more I am disgusted by ingestion and its associated processes. I don't know how I ever stood it. It doesn't help that John slurps his noodles.—
 
   I took the steaming white containers up to the hotel room and arranged them on the desk, then jacked Sarah into a wall socket and the too-expensive broadband network.
 
   “It doesn't smell right,” I said.
 
   “The noodles?” Sarah said. “I can't confirm that, obviously, but that place didn't look like it was up to code—”
 
   “Falmer.” I rubbed my shin again, trying to convince the nerves that the damage they'd suffered was only in my imagination. “It doesn't make any sense. What is he working on in there that's so secret he'd rather let some fairy take his lab apart than show me?”
 
   “Probably the next version of SS AntiFae,” Sarah said. “According to their website, it launches next month. 'With new UltraBlock technology,' it says.”
 
   I grunted, glanced at the food, and decided I needed a shower before anything else. I always think better in the shower, and there was something nagging at me I couldn't quite put my finger on. For a moment I nearly had it, but as I broke open the single-use soap and single-use shampoo, I started wondering if Delphi was at that moment climbing into a well-deserved shower herself, and I lost my train of thought[41].
 
   —[41] Really, John? Ugh.—
 
   When I got out, though, my mind was clearer than it had been since I stepped off the plane. I felt like I was at an apogee, the caffeine high wearing off but the crash not quite begun. What I needed, I thought, was help.
 
   “Sarah,” I said, tossing the towel aside and pulling on the hotel-issue bathrobe[42]. 
 
   — [42] John's carelessness in hotel rooms is one of many reasons I'm glad I don't have an integral camera.—
 
   “Do you still have that line to Jiiya in Kyoto?”
 
   “Unfortunately. I wish you'd let me get rid of it. He's a creep[43].”
 
   —[43] A 'line', in this context, is a hair-thin connection over the Wildernet to some particular fairy burrow or domain. It means hosting the tiniest part of that burrow on a piece of my system dedicated to the purpose. I'm well-protected, obviously, but every time I'm reminded the things are there it makes me feel like I need a shower.—
 
   “Give him a poke and tell him I need his help. Grab a copy of SS AntiFae and send it over to him, tell him I want to know—hypothetically, of course—if he could get through it without leaving any trace.”
 
   “He's going to want something.”
 
   “Tell him I'll owe him a favor.”
 
   “You're not serious,” Sarah said. “I would have thought you learned your lesson about favors after last time.”
 
   “Just do it, all right? I'll handle Jiiya[44].”
 
   —[44] Easy for him to say. He doesn't have to feel the creepy old man's greasy fingers groping his dataports.—
 
   Sarah muttered something I didn't catch, but made no further protest. I sat down at the desk and inhaled the contents of several of the white containers, washed down with a $10 beer from the minibar. What the hell, I just got paid, right?
 
   “Ugh,” Sarah said. “He stinks of those pickled plum things.”
 
   “Is he going to have a look?”
 
   “Yes. He says you owe him a quote ‘really big favor’ unquote.” Sarah sighed. “You realize, of course, that we already got paid for this job?”
 
   “I know, I know.” I hopped onto the bed and fumbled for the remote. “You can start putting up my availability in the usual places, all right? When did Jiiya say he'd have something?”
 
   “A few hours.”
 
   I clicked the TV on and surfed the hotel cable, looking for something mindless and distracting, preferably with explosions. I must not have found it before the jetlag got me, though, because I woke up to Sarah's voice and a documentary about toilet-paper manufacturing.
 
   “John!” she said. “Don't make me break out the klaxon.”
 
   “I'm up.” I yawned and glanced at the window, surprised to find it was already full dark. Seattle's warm enough that you forget how far north it is; in winter twilight is at around half past three. “What's happening?”
 
   “I got the results from Jiiya.” Something in her voice made me sit up and pay attention.
 
   “Did he find anything interesting?”
 
   “I'm really not sure,” Sarah said. “But you're going to want to have a look at this.”
 
   ~
 
   An hour later, I was behind the wheel of a rental car, poking slowly through a Kirkland subdivision, trying to make out the house numbers.
 
   “That's it,” Sarah said. “Up ahead, on the left.”
 
   I flashed the high beams and confirmed that the number on the front door matched the one I'd pulled off a resume-sharing site. That trail was a couple of years old, and I hoped Delphi hadn't moved recently. Tracking down any sort of contact info had been surprisingly difficult.
 
   “Are you sure you know what you're doing?” Sarah said. 
 
   “Nope.” I cut the engine. “But you saw Jiiya's analysis. I don't think we can just leave this alone.”
 
   “I mean about her. Are you sure we can trust her?”
 
   I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. “I think so. I got a good feeling from her.”
 
   “Oh, that's a relief,” Sarah drawled. “You don't have anything more concrete to go on than your hunches[45]?”
 
   —[45] Or urges.—
 
   “Not unless you count the fact that without her, we're screwed.”
 
   She didn't have anything to say to that. I got out of the car and hurried up the walk. It was a small house of the sort you occasionally see blocking traffic on the back of a tractor-trailer, and the small lot showed signs of the classic 'just let everything die' style of geek lawn care; the front door was flanked by an angled window, but curtains blocked any view of the inside.
 
   I rang the bell and, for good measure, rapped a long tattoo on the wood[46].
 
   —[46] I should add that we'd stopped at a Starbucks along the way to top up John's caffeine/sugar/fat tanks, which explains why he was acting like a chimp on meth.—
 
   A minute or so passed, while I continued to make a nuisance of myself. Eventually I heard heavy footsteps inside, and Delphi's voice, heavy with sleep, said through the door, “Unless this is Publisher's Clearing House with a novelty check the size of a surfboard, keep that up and I'm calling the cops.”
 
   “Delphi, it's me,” I said. “John Golden. We need to talk.”
 
   “John? What are you—did you follow me home from work?”
 
   “No, I got your address off the net. Listen—”
 
   “My address isn't on the net.”
 
   “It is if you look in the right places.” I realized, somewhat belatedly, that I wasn't making a terribly good impression. “Look, this isn't what you think.”
 
   “It had better not be, because I'm about two seconds from dialing 911.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “I know who planted the fairies in your system.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “Someone really infested us deliberately?” she said. I could hear cold anger in her voice.
 
   “I can't prove it yet, but yes, I think so.”
 
   “You think so,” she said, “or you're sure?”
 
   “I'm pretty sure.”
 
   “Pretty sure?” She sighed, and I heard the lock click. “All right. Before you come in, you should know that there's a security camera above the door and it's already taken your picture. Also, I have a bat.”
 
   “Where the hell did she grow up?” I muttered to Sarah.
 
   “Seems like a sensible set of precautions to me,” Sarah said in my ear[47].
 
   —[47] John has (obviously) never had the experience of being the only pretty young woman in an office full of young men. I would keep a bat next to the door too, if I lived alone, and still had a body.—
 
   I was about to respond with something pithy like, 'Sure, for a zombie apocalypse', but at that point Delphi opened the door, and I lost my train of thought again. She had her hair down, and it fell in tousled waves on one slim, bare shoulder exposed by the too-large neck of the man's t-shirt she was wearing, which hung like a tent on her slim frame and covered her to the knees. She didn't actually have a bat—it was a bokken, a wooden practice sword for kendo, well-suited for cracking skulls, and she rested it idly on her other shoulder as though she knew how to use it. 
 
   Something about the combination of the rumbled, vulnerable look and the deadly weapon reached down into my hindbrain and pushed a few highly significant buttons, with the result that I stood there for a few seconds with my mouth open while my mind crashed, dumped core, and restarted.
 
   “Well?” she said. “Are you coming in?”
 
   “Excuse John,” Sarah said, painfully loud through the earpiece so that Delphi could hear. “He's a pig.”
 
   ~
 
   A few minutes later, I was sitting at Delphi's kitchen table, pushing aside a few stacks of magazines to clear a bit of space. Her place was a mess, in a way that I found endearingly familiar. It was the mess of the young woman on her own in the suburbs for the first time, used to living in a kind of groove between bed, bathroom, and computer, suddenly blessed with more square footage than she knows what to do with. I'd gone through a similar phase when I first left New York, complete with the hand-me-down couches and the kind of framed prints they sell at IKEA.
 
   It was also the mess of someone who rarely or never entertained visitors, especially visitors of the opposite sex. This put to rest a concern that had started growing in the back of my mind ever since I'd realized that man's t-shirt that served as her sleepwear might once have belonged to an actual man[48].
 
   —[48] Clearly the most important thing to be worrying about at this juncture!—
 
   Delphi re-emerged from the depths of her bedroom, more professionally dressed and looking considerably better rested than she had that morning. Some ingrained host-reflex made her go into the little kitchen and peer into the fridge.
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” she said. “There's Diet Snapple, and water, and...that's it.”
 
   “I'm fine.” She sat down across the table from me, Diet Snapple in hand, and I pulled Sarah's earpiece out, turned the volume up, and set it between us. “Thanks for letting me in.”
 
   “I'm still wondering if it was a good idea,” she said. “The boss seemed pretty unhappy when you were talking to him. What happened?”
 
   I remembered that Falmer had sent her home early on, and gave her a brief summary of our conversation. She frowned.
 
   “That...doesn't make any sense,” she said. “The 'research lab' is a joke. It's just a couple of old workstations I set up running some fancy analysis graphics on big monitors. The whole thing was a dog-and-pony show for investors, so we could show them something sexier than the machine room. There's nothing important in there.”
 
   “Falmer apparently thinks otherwise.”
 
   “Maybe he just wanted to get rid of you?”
 
   “According to my contract, he has to pay me off anyway,” I said.
 
   “Hmm.” She cocked her head. “You obviously have a theory.”
 
   “I think that lab is hosting another burrow. Whoever planted the fairies started out by bringing them there, and then some of them escaped out into the wider network. They never crossed the perimeter security, so they never set off your alarms.”
 
   “'Whoever planted the fairies'—you realize it has to be Mr. Falmer, don't you?”
 
   “I wasn't sure who had access to that lab.”
 
   Delphi shook her head. “Aside from him, just me. Like I said, it was strictly for show, no actual work going on. And I'm damn sure I didn't do it.”
 
   I glanced at Sarah's earpiece, recalling her question about whether Delphi was trustworthy. But there was nothing for it now.
 
   “All right. So it's Falmer who brought the fairies in.”
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “That's what I'm not completely sure of. But take a look at this.”
 
   I dug my tablet out from where it lived in the bag next to Sarah, and pulled up Jiiya's analysis of SS AntiFae. The old man's commentary ran down one side of the page, beside a graphic representation of the structure of the software. For the most part the image looked like a neat, regimented blueprint for some complicated building, but it had grown what I can only describe as tumors, which the graphic rendered in shifting, putrid colors.
 
   “What the hell?” Delphi's brow furrowed. “The guys upstairs have diagrams like this pinned to the walls. But what's this...stuff?”
 
   “Fairy code.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Chunks of code derived from a fairy-infested system.”
 
   “I didn't think you could do that,” Delphi said. “I'm not a programmer, but—”
 
   “You can't,” Sarah interrupted. “It's crazy.”
 
   I nodded. “Jiiya—my contact, the one who did this analysis—says the craziest thing is that it all works. It's like having tiny bits of fairy mixed into your program.”
 
   “Why would you want that?” Delphi said.
 
   “We're not sure,” I said. “But Jiiya thinks that if you came at it just right, you could trigger the pieces into—”
 
   Delphi was already running ahead to the conclusion. “Into letting you through the antifae entirely. You think it's a backdoor.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “Fuck,” Delphi said, with considerable feeling.
 
   “That's about the shape of it,” I said.
 
   “You have to go to the police,” she said. “I'm going to lose my job, but fuck. If Falmer's behind it, there must be something in it for him. Blackmail, probably. 'Pay up or I let fairies destroy your company.' That unbelievable bastard.”
 
   “It may not be that simple,” I said. “Right now we don't actually have any evidence.”
 
   “We've got this!” She tapped the tablet. “Your analyst can testify.”
 
   I coughed. “Jiiya's a fairy I met while working in Japan. I don't think his analysis would be admissible.”
 
   To her credit, Delphi didn't even flinch at this. To most people, the very idea of working with a fairy sounded mad, since fairies are by definition completely untrustworthy. 
 
   It's hard to explain to them that there are a few rare cases who are only mostly untrustworthy.
 
   Instead, she considered for a moment, and then said, “Then we could put it out on the Wildernet anonymously. Get people to do their own checking.”
 
   “I'm not sure that's a good idea either. Most people wouldn't believe us, but once the fairies get wind of it, every installation of SS AntiFae could be vulnerable. How many are there?”
 
   Delphi grimaced. “Around forty million systems.”
 
   “And Falmer would deny everything, of course,” I said. “So there wouldn't be a fix easily available.”
 
   “Damn,” she said, quietly, tapping the tabletop with one finger. “You said you needed my help. Does that mean you've got a plan?”
 
   “In a sense.” I took a deep breath, and explained.
 
   Delphi stared at me, uncomprehending. I swallowed nervously and explained the plan again.
 
   “You want me,” she said slowly, “to help you break in to the office, and then break into the network, so you can get into the research lab and find this second fairy burrow you're sure is there?”
 
   “Yes. More or less.”
 
   “And what exactly would this achieve?”
 
   “If Falmer is planning blackmail, or even espionage, he must have a fairy ally who knows how to exploit the weakness in the antifae. Something he's made a deal with. We call a creature like that a genie, and they are really bad news. Quite apart from the danger of worldwide infestation, Falmer's life could be in jeopardy if he's invited the wrong thing in from the Wildernet.”
 
   “His life?” Delphi laughed weakly. “What, like something is going to jump out of his monitor and eat him?”
 
   Her grin faded as she took in my expression.
 
   “It doesn't happen often,” I said. “But it does happen. You need a unique combination of a very powerful fairy and a very stupid human. The results aren't pretty.”
 
   “So you think this creature is in the research lab, and your plan is to break in there and kill it.”
 
   “Right. Without his ally, Falmer will have no way of exploiting his backdoor, and we can confront him with the evidence and force him to get rid of it.” I had to admit it was a pretty thin plan, but it was the best I'd been able to come up with.
 
   Delphi closed her eyes and blew out a long breath.
 
   “Sarah,” she said after a moment, “what do you think?”
 
   I started a little in surprise. It's not that Sarah's opinion isn't worth consulting[49] but rather that most people tend to forget that she's there. I've gotten used to having her all to myself, as a private voice in my ear.
 
   —[49] Thank you.—
 
   “It's a little reckless,” Sarah said. “But, though it pains me to say so, I haven't got anything better. Except of course that we could just walk away and do nothing, since there's no chance of getting paid for any of this.”
 
   “Leaving millions of systems open to fairy infestation,” I said.
 
   “Meaning more work for us!” Sarah sighed. “All right, all right. I suppose we can't just leave it.”
 
   “What if John gets into the second burrow and the creature is more than he can handle?” Delphi said.
 
   “Then we're in deep trouble,” I said.
 
   “But that isn't likely,” Sarah said. “John can handle quite a lot[50].”
 
   —[50] What? It's true. He may be a mouth-breathing lunkhead in most respects, but fighting monsters is what you might call his area of expertise.—
 
   Delphi tapped her finger in silence for a few moments. Then she repeated, very quietly, “Fuck.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow.
 
   She pushed her chair back from the table with a sigh. “Let me get my stuff.”
 
   ~
 
   Anyone hoping for a bit of thrilling super-spy acrobatics at this point, in which I clamber through ventilation ducts and carefully maneuver around laser tripwires, is in for a disappointment. For starters, Serpentine Systems wasn't that kind of facility, and more importantly that kind of thing isn't really a part of my skill set.
 
   According to Delphi, the staff would all be gone by eight in the evening—Mr. Falmer was very insistent on the importance of work/life balance—but there would still be a security guard at the front desk. Accordingly, we parked around back, and she walked in alone and told the guard she'd forgotten her ID. The guard asked her to scrawl her name on a clipboard and then buzzed her through, thus avoiding any automated safeguards that might be tripped if she'd swiped her card.
 
   Around the side of the building was a metal security door.
 
   It opened only from the inside, and according to a prominent sign opening it would trip the fire alarm, but according to Delphi a clever programmer had long ago disabled the alarm circuit so that the staff could use it as a convenient shortcut to the hot-dog truck that parked in the lot around lunchtime. During the day it was propped open with half a cinderblock. At night it was locked, so I waited in the car for a few minutes until I saw Delphi wave me inside.
 
   Not exactly Mission Impossible, I know. But it's a lot safer, and besides you wouldn't believe how filthy you can get crawling through ventilation ducts. Our first stop was Delphi's office, where she spent a few minutes reinstating Sarah's access to the network.
 
   “The burrow's still growing,” Sarah reported, when she'd had a few moments to look around. Delphi growled.
 
   “Where's the research lab?” I said.
 
   "Second floor, next to the boss' office."  Delphi tapped a few more keys.  "I've got our security in diagnostic mode.  Nothing we do should set off the alarm."
 
    “Unless there's an alarm she doesn't know about,” Sarah said in my ear. “Be careful, John. This isn't like being under contract. If we get caught in here...”
 
   “I know,” I growled. “So keep an eye out[51].”
 
   —[51] I'm sure he was nervous, but there was hardly a need to snap at me.—
 
   Delphi led the way upstairs, past the blinded plastic eyes of the motion sensors. We picked our way around empty desks, covered with pinned-up family photos and photocopied cartoons. I had to suppress an automatic fight-or-flight reflex. If there is a special circle of Hell for programmers[52], it's furnished with 'clever' coffee mugs and yellowing Dilberts. (And a broken coffee maker and a vending machine that dispenses Diet Caffeine-Free Cherry Coke no matter what button you push.) 
 
   —[52] Given their behavior, I have no doubt that there is.—
 
   Falmer's glass-walled office was reassuringly empty. Beside it was a closed door I had taken for some kind of supply closet. Delphi walked up to it, grabbed the handle, and frowned.
 
   “Locked.” She rattled it. “What the hell? It was never locked when I was working on it.”
 
   “We're here on the theory that your boss has made some improvements,” I said.
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Let me take a look.”
 
   The door was solid blonde wood, set into a metal frame. The lock looked new, and was of the old-fashioned key-and-tumbler variety rather than anything electronic we might have had a chance of getting into.
 
    “Can you pick locks?” Delphi said, over my shoulder.
 
   “No. Can you?”
 
   “What? Of course not.” I glanced back at her, and she looked a little embarrassed. “I just thought it might be a debugger thing.”
 
   “I can't say it's something that's come up very often[53]. Stand back a bit, I have an idea.”
 
   —[53] Frankly, I'm surprised John didn't give it a try. He rarely lets a lack of a skill—programming in KOBOLD, driving a tank, playing the violin (that was a bad one)—get in the way of attempting a hare-brained scheme.—
 
   “You can get the door open?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   Delphi backed off. I took a few steps backward, got a good run-up, and hit the wall beside the doorframe shoulder-first[54]. 
 
   —[54] On second thought, I'm not surprised. He's even less likely to pass up a chance to break something.—
 
   This was the kind of building that was usually billed as 'flexible office space', which meant that most of the internal walls were built quick and cheap and designed to be easy to take down when the next client moved in. There wasn't much to this one but a couple of layers of plaster and a soundproof plastic panel in a metal frame, all of which cracked at the first impact. A couple of kicks finished the job and left a hole big enough to squirm through.
 
   “Oh,” Delphi said, disappointed. “I thought you were going to do something clever[55].”
 
   — [55] A delusion many of us have cherished at one time or another.—
 
   “Usually simple is better than clever.” I peered through the hole. “I thought you said there were only a couple of workstations in here.”
 
   “There are. Or were, the last time I was in here.”
 
   “I think that may no longer be the case.” I ducked my head and pushed through, scraping some plaster dust into my hair. “Take a look.”
 
   Delphi followed me into a dark room about the size of Falmer's office next door. The workstations and fancy monitors she had mentioned were still there, shoved out of the way near the door, but the rest of the room was full of computers. 
 
   They stood in rows, not the organized racks of Delphi's machine room downstairs but just squeezed in wherever there was space, perched one on top of the other or lying sideways in stacks. Each one seemed to be different, but most of them looked old, as though whoever had set the place up had grabbed whatever cheap hardware he could get his hands on and tossed it all together in a heap.
 
   A rat's-nest of cords ran through the gaps to the center of the room, where two-dozen power strips were daisy-chained in a circle and a small stack of blue-and-black network hardware sprouted a monstrous spaghetti tangle of ethernet cables. The air was hot, as though we'd stepped under a blow dryer, and smelled slightly of scorched metal. The click-click-whirr sound of hard drives seeking was a constant susurrus, underlying the buzz of dozens of fans.
 
   I had an urge to cover Delphi's eyes, as though we'd walked in on some scene of gruesome torture. Just the thought of trying to keep a pile like this running made my palms itch.
 
   “How could he have kept this secret?” she said, stepping clear of the hole. The temperature difference created a steady inflow of fresh, cooler air, for which I was grateful. “Wouldn't it show up somewhere?”
 
   “He must have a separate power line for it,” I said. “And it's not connected to the outside, or to your network. At least, it isn't supposed to be. Is there a light switch?”
 
   She found one beside the door. The fluorescent lights clicked on, their pedestrian glare taking a lot of the eerie weirdness out of the scene. It looked like a supply closet, albeit one where all the machines were powered on. I started poking around along the outer wall, looking behind the whirring computers.
 
   “What are you looking for?” Delphi said, following me curiously.
 
   “A bypass.” I bent over and pushed a stack of mini-towers gently aside. “Gotcha.”
 
   Delphi knelt beside me. With one finger I lifted part of the ethernet tangle. Attached to one of the off-white cables was a long, thin strand of something that resembled translucent Silly Putty, or snot. I could see where it fed into the network cable, a small bare patch in the insulation. The end of the strand snaked into a small hole in the plaster wall and out of sight.
 
   “Ew.” Delphi looked at it, fascinated. “What is that stuff?”
 
   “Ectoplasm.”
 
   “Is it dangerous to touch?”
 
   “No, but don't break it. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   She put a finger on the springy strand and tested its strength. “What's it for?”
 
   “It's functioning as a kind of crude network link.” I tapped the wall. “Somewhere in there is another cable that's plugged into your primary network.”
 
   “You're not serious. This goop is network cable?”
 
   “For fairies, anyway. I don't know if you could use it for regular traffic.”
 
   “You think Falmer planted it here?”
 
   “No, actually,” I said. “I think he wants to keep this room completely isolated. But a fairy burrow can grow this stuff if it gets strong enough. That's why they can get past air-gaps when you don't pay attention. Oberon's Law, and all that. I think the burrow in here grew this strand and finally hooked it in to your network three days ago, when you first noticed the infestation. Whatever he was keeping in here escaped.”
 
   “Jesus. I thought all you had to do to keep fairies out was to maintain your direwalls and keep your antifae up to date.”
 
   “It is, under normal circumstances.” I looked over the heap of machines. “This is...not exactly normal.”
 
   I hunted around in the cable tangle until I found a network switch with an open port, and set Sarah's bag down beside it and patched her in. 
 
   “Yuck,” she said. “This topology is awful. And it's practically jammed with fairy garbage[56].”
 
   —[56] Disgusting just being plugged into it. Imagine stepping slowly into a stream of sewage.—
 
   “Can you map the burrow?”
 
   “Easily. I think this place is nothing but burrow. Any of these machines should have plenty of space for an entrance.”
 
   “All right. Then I'm going in.”
 
   I took out the earpiece and handed it to Delphi. She frowned.
 
   “What can I do from here?”
 
   Not much, unfortunately. One reason why debuggers tend to be loners—it's hard for anyone to help out. “Keep watch. If anyone turns up, you can tell Sarah, and she'll tell me.”
 
   She looked unhappy, but put the earpiece on. I laid my hand against the front of one of the humming towers and twisted myself inside its world.
 
   ~
 
   At first I thought I was out under the night sky, or some fairy simulacrum thereof. I blinked, trying to adjust to the darkness, and noticed that the tiny lights I'd taken for stars were scattered all around me as well as above, and that they glowed the firefly-green of power LEDs. They were arranged in irregular strands, like rivers.
 
   “Sarah?” I said. “Light, please.”
 
   The familiar glow blossomed over me. 
 
   I was standing on a hard metal grating, which was heaped high with corrugated black cables as thick as my arm. These cables were gathered in bunches, like a pack of snakes fighting and mating at the same time, and it was from inside them that the green lights glowed. Similar tangles of cables wound across the ceiling, twisting over and under one another and occasionally hanging down in loops.
 
   All the cables converged on a central hillock, an extrusion of the floor made of smooth black glass. Cables plunged into it; green lights dimly visible inside, so that it looked like an enormous, faintly glowing blister. From where I was standing I could see there was a depression or pit in the middle, but not what was inside.
 
   What really caught my attention, were the gunmetal-gray blocks arranged in a ring around the central—mechanism? Altar? These were made of what looked like chicken wire wrapped around metal struts, and inside I could dimly see a large number of small, humanoid shapes. Pixies, I guessed, like the ones I'd met in the other burrow, though there were a few larger and smaller creatures mixed in. A grab bag of fairies, packed into the pens like chickens waiting to be slaughtered.
 
   My mouth was dry. In most situations, it's hard to feel much sympathy for fairies. They don't bleed or feel pain, and they can't really die, so you can't torture them, exploit them, or even threaten them, because they're not afraid. There is, however, one important exception, and that is captivity.
 
   Fairies are creatures of chaos, of the whirling sea of meaning and metaphor. It is in their nature to jump from person to person, from network to network, to push the edges of their burrows deeper into their host system and try to spread. The worst thing you can do to a fairy is confine it, lock it up, take away its freedom to move and grow.
 
   The pain they feel is worse than anything a human can imagine. Imprisoning a fairy isn't like putting a human in prison—it's more like pulling a fish out of the water, except that the fish can't die, only go on suffering forever.
 
   Fortunately for the fairies, confinement is the one punishment most humans can't inflict on them. Merely cutting off their burrows doesn't do it—inside, they're still free, and they're patient enough to wait for the burrow to grow an ectoplasmic lifeline. The only thing that can imprison a fairy inside its burrow is another, more powerful fairy. Or one of us, a debugger, though our informal society has a ban on such treatment[57].
 
   —[57] This may surprise you, if you're familiar with the irresponsible and generally amoral behavior typical of most debuggers. Truthfully, it's less out of compassion and more from a sense of realpolitik. Debuggers fight the fairies when they infest our systems, but from the fairy's point of view their human opponents aren't doing any real harm. The last thing the debuggers want is to make fairy-kind as a whole angry with them—the incidental infestations and damage from the dregs of the Wildernet are nothing compared to what Oberon and the Court could accomplish if they ever got really angry.—
 
   Whoever had done this was either a debugger gone very, very bad, or a fairy purposefully putting its own kin through untold torment. Neither possibility was a pleasant one. I swallowed.
 
   “Sarah,” I said. “Some kind of weapon. Now.”
 
   “Got it. Right hand.”
 
   I opened my hand, and a sleek black pistol dropped into it. That surprised me for a moment, but it shouldn't have—the metaphor of this burrow was obviously more in a science-fiction mode, and my tools would be shaped according. I curled my fingers around the grip and crept forward, toward the first of the cages.
 
   Something on the ceiling moved with a hydraulic whirr. I jumped backward. At the confluence of the cables, what I'd taken for a lighting fixture began to unfold itself into a pair of multiple-articulated arms tipped with thick, grasping pads.
 
   The top of a cage across the way from me flipped open, and the arms shot out to grab the first pathetic creature that managed to struggle through the opening, jamming the rest of the prisoners back inside. They carried the thing, a blue-skinned pixie, over the central pit, and I heard a deep, sinister buzz.
 
   I edged closer and saw my light reflected in row after row of rotating knives, like the world's most dangerous salad prep device. The arms dropped the fairy, and I managed to turn away just in time. Blood or no blood, some things are not pleasant to watch.
 
   “Sarah,” I said. “I know how he's doing it. The fairy code in SS AntiFae.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “He's feeding fairies into some kind of blender and using the bits that come out the other side.” Like any burrow, this one was a metaphor, and its direction was clear. “No wonder Jiiya couldn't figure out how it was put together. What kind of a nut job would think of—[58]”
 
   —[58] The coming of the fairies has brought mankind a certain measure of humility. No matter how deranged and twisted our psychopaths, the worst of the fairies leave humanity in their dust.—
 
   “John?” It was Delphi's voice, coming through the earpiece I'd lent her. “Are you there?”
 
   “This is worse than we thought,” I said grimly. 
 
   “John, someone's at the door.” She sounded worried, but under control. “I think it's Mr. Falmer.”
 
   ~
 
   I popped myself out of the burrow, materializing amid the tangle of wires and buzzing machines. Delphi was on the other side of the room, out of sight from the hole I'd kicked in the wall. She caught my eye and tapped her ear urgently.
 
   Right—Sarah's earpiece. Delphi still had it, but fortunately I keep an emergency backup in my back pocket, a flimsy little thing with a crummy extendable mic[59]. I dug it out and jammed it into my ear as the key clicked in the door lock.
 
   —[59] It just goes to show even John knows he can't function without me.—
 
   “John,” Sarah said, her voice scratchy, “I'm getting a ton of wireless traffic from a new source. I think something in the burrow is talking to Falmer.”
 
   “I'm sure it is,” I muttered. A suspicion that had been lurking at the back of my mind for some time rapidly crystallized. “Tell me if it spikes.”
 
   The door opened. Falmer stood framed in the doorway, the fluorescent lights throwing a long shadow across the darkened office beyond. He was alone — no cops, no security guards. That would have surprised me if I hadn't just gotten a look inside the burrow. As it was, it confirmed my suspicions. 
 
   “Mr. Golden,” he said with a sigh, running one hand through his hair. “I was under the impression we'd concluded our business.”
 
   “There were a few loose ends I wanted to clear up[60].”
 
   —[60] If John has a fault—and let's not kid ourselves, he has plenty of faults—it is a tendency, in tense situations, to think that he's James Bond. I think the exchange of pretend-casual banter is an alpha male cool-vs-cool sort of thing.—
 
   He glanced at the corner and spotted Delphi. The corner of his lip twitched. 
 
   “And you seem to have convinced my head of IT to help you. Hello, Deli. You're fired, by the way.”
 
   “You're going to be worse than fired when everyone finds out about this,” Delphi said. “This is a crime.”
 
   “As opposed to breaking and entering? Though if you want to claim Mr. Golden coerced you, I'd be sympathetic. Anything that gets him a few more years behind bars.”
 
   “Nobody's going to prison,” I said. “And he can't fire you, Delphi. The thing is—”
 
   I'd pulled the keys to the rental car out of my pocket, slowly and quietly, underhanding them at Falmer.
 
   His hand automatically came up to catch them, but he offered no more resistance than a fogbank. The keys vanished into his chest, and a moment later I heard them clatter to the floor behind him.
 
   “—that's not Mr. Falmer. Walter Falmer is dead, isn't he?”
 
   The Falmer-thing stood quietly, staring at me. I smiled.
 
   “Network traffic spiking,” Sarah said. “I think you surprised him.”
 
   “I have to say I'm impressed,” I said. “It must have cost you a lot to gather enough corporeality for that handshake. A lot of fairies would have made some excuse and skipped it, but that might have raised suspicions. And a little bit more for the chair, the door, the keyboard, and all the rest. No wonder you were eager to fob me off on Delphi. You must have been exhausted.”
 
   “Y-y-you have no idea.” There was a strange hitch in his voice—not a human stutter, more like a glitching audio track. “I n-n-never wanted to get you involved, Mr. Gol-Gol-Golden.”
 
   “I imagine you didn't. But some of your inmates got loose, and Delphi figured it out before you could clean them up yourself. So you couldn't very well do nothing, could you?”
 
   “He's a fairy?” Delphi said. “Out here?”
 
   “He's got a lot of power behind him.” I gestured at the machines. “I don't know the whole story, but I can guess. Falmer—the real Falmer—found you somewhere on the Wildernet, and you offered him a deal.”
 
   “Y-Y-Y-Yes,” the fairy said. Perhaps because it was no longer bothering to maintain the illusion, it looked suddenly much less than human. Its facial expression twitched, from blank to smiling to rage and back again, like an animatronic robot on the fritz. Through it all, its eyes remained cold and dead.
 
   “You got him to build you a burrow, and in return you helped him with his programming. You were his genie in a bottle. Except you got out of the bottle in the end. Were you always planning to get rid of Falmer?”
 
   “Of c-c-course. He was an impediment.” The fairy cocked its head. “B-b-but he threatened to expose me.”
 
   “So you ate him.”
 
   “Ate him?” said Delphi.
 
   For a moment, genuine emotion showed on the fairy's face. It smiled the old Falmer smile.
 
   “We call this sort of thing a puppeteer,” I said. “If it gets strong enough, it can devour a person, body and soul, and gain access to their thoughts and memories. Enough to construct a pretty good simulacrum, if it doesn't need to touch too many things.”
 
   “The n-n-new version of SS AntiFae is nearly perfect,” the fairy said. “Once it is d-d-distributed, I will join every s-s-system that installs it to my burrow. I will be-be-be unstoppable.”
 
   “Except that the game is up.” I crossed my arms. “You're finished.”
 
   Another almost human smile. “Am I, Mr. Golden?”
 
   “John,” Sarah said. “I don't want to alarm you, but I'm under attack.”
 
   “What?” I put my hand to the earpiece, pressing it painfully into my ear. “Are you all right? Cut the link!”
 
   “I've got it—” There was a burst of static, like an old-fashioned radio. “—der control. Can't cut, but I think I can—” Another blast of noise, so loud it left my ear ringing. “—don't worry about it, just—”
 
   Then nothing but static. I ripped the earpiece off, and saw Delphi doing the same. I whirled on the Falmer-thing[61].
 
   —[61] Ordinarily I'm more than capable of defending myself against such attacks, but I have to admit this one caught me off guard. Falmer's burrow was a monster, with raw power to burn, and the puppeteer had obviously grown astute with human-style computer systems during its tenure as Falmer's programmer-in-residence.—
 
   “What the hell do you think you're doing?”
 
   “I've done my r-r-research, Mr. Golden. I know all about your sister's unique condition. Now she's my guest.”
 
   “If you hurt her...[62]” I breathed, then stopped, unable to think of an appropriate threat.
 
   —[62] He's sweet, sometimes.—
 
   “If you w-w-want her, come and get her.”
 
   I roared, taking a long step forward and swinging my fist into the fairy's face[63]. 
 
   —[63] Not very bright, but sweet.—
 
   It passed right through, of course, without even a flicker. It laughed, a weird, stuttering staccato giggle, and disappeared like popped soap bubble. Back into the burrow, I knew. Back to where it was strongest, and I was vulnerable. Where it now had Sarah.
 
   ~
 
   “Delphi,” I grated. 
 
   “John?” She hurried across the room. “Are you all right?”
 
   “I need you to go get help. Go and get...” Who? The police? The first thing they would do would be shut down the burrow entirely, which would destroy any chance of getting Sarah back. “Listen. I'm going to give you a phone number. You're looking for Harry Muir[64]. Tell him John Golden sent you, and that you want to meet. Once you get him in person, you can tell him what happened—”
 
   —[64] Head of Microsoft's FSMG (Fae Safeguard and Mitigation Group), the archetypical corporate debugger. The corporate teams are often called in to clean up the aftermath of John's messes. This drives Harry crazy, but generates revenue, so he and John have a sort of love/hate relationship.—
 
   “Why?” Her eyes narrowed. “You're going back in, aren't you?”
 
   “I have to.”
 
   “I thought you needed someone on the outside to create your weapons and armor. Sarah told me that was her job.”
 
   I hadn't realized the two of them had gotten so chatty while I was in the first burrow. I gritted my teeth. “I'll be fine[65].”
 
   —[65] Idiocy, thy name is macho.—
 
   “No you won't,” Delphi snapped. “If you thought you were going to be fine, you wouldn't be sending me off to find a clean-up crew.”
 
   “We don't have time for this,” I said. “He's got Sarah—”
 
   “I know.” She crossed her arms. “You need someone on the outside. I'm on the outside, and I'm not leaving.”
 
   “You don't know what you're doing.”
 
   “It's got to be better than nothing!”
 
   I shook my head, but I was acutely aware of the seconds slipping away. Falmer wanted to lure me into the burrow so he could kill me, presumably, and that meant he'd keep Sarah intact for at least a while. Maybe. I thought about the pit full of spinning, flashing blades, and wondered how long his patience would last.
 
   Delphi wasn't moving. I gave up.
 
   “Fine,” I snarled. “Grab a monitor and keyboard.”
 
   She darted out the door and came back with the necessaries, trailing their cables. I hooked them in to Sarah's hardware, trying not to imagine that the very tenor of the fans in the little black unit had changed.
 
   Something that had lived in there was gone[66].
 
   —[66] Superstitious nonsense, of course.—
 
   Once we had the keyboard set up, I logged in using the administrator account I had promised Sarah I wouldn't ever use except in the direst emergency[67], and turned it over to Delphi.
 
   —[67] Having an administrator logged on to my system is a bit like having someone poke through my room, opening all the drawers, reading my diary, etc. Except that since I am on the system too, you have to picture me standing naked in the room, open to inspection. On second thought, please don't picture that, it's creepy.—
 
   “Start poking through the file system. Sarah may have some canned programs that you can run against the burrow that may turn up something handy.” I handed her the earpiece again. “If you lose touch with me, you're going to have to go to the cops and get them to nuke the site from orbit[68].”
 
   —[68] That is, disconnect and physically destroy all the hardware that forms the burrow. It's the only way to be sure.—
 
    “Right.” She fitted the earpiece, then grabbed my hand. I was surprised to feel her palm shaking. “Be careful.”
 
   That was probably the time for some gallant, witty remark, but I couldn't think of one[69]. 
 
   —[69] Thank God.—
 
   “I'll do my best.”
 
   ~
 
   I materialized in the burrow more or less where I'd popped out. The place was a screaming racket—the giant blender was at full speed, a nasty clicking, buzzing hiss, and all the fairies in the cages were shouting, squeaking, squawking, or bellowing at the top of whatever passed for their lungs. They threw themselves against the chicken wire enclosures, over and over, driven by their imprisonment into the rarest of states for a fairy: rage.
 
   Beside the central pit stood the thing that had been impersonating Walter Falmer. It was about eight feet tall, with a squat, bulbous body of waxy white flesh, pocked by weeping sores. Four slender metal legs, ending in long curved blades with wicked points, held it off the ground like a mechanical spider. A barrel-shaped torso mounded up from the insectoid abdomen, with two multi-jointed metal arms on either side, one pair ending in slithering, cable-like tendrils and the other in a snapping scissor-claw. 
 
   Its head was just a lump, crowned by a ring of four glowing green eyes. Where a face might have been, a white, porcelain half-mask was painted with a red, leering smile[70].
 
   —[70] John's description, if anything, understates the case. I have seen uglier fairies, but not up close.—
 
   Sarah was hanging next to it, restrained by a double-loop of black cable stretching down from the ceiling and wrapping around her mid-section. She looked as she always does—and presumably always will—the willowy blonde teenager she'd been the last time she had a real body. She was struggling, but her arms were trapped at her sides, and as soon as I appeared she fixed me with an angry glare. 
 
   “Welcome, Mr. Golden!” The Falmer-thing's voice, here, was a synthetic basso profundo, with a buzz in the upper registers like a failing tweeter. “You've already had a chance to look around, I take it. What do you think?”
 
   One of the green eyes swiveled, tracking me. I ducked sideways, behind one of the cages of screeching fairies. The puppeteer gave a booming chuckle and reached a claw up towards Sarah, mechanical legs clicking like a hairdresser's scissors. 
 
   “Don't drag this out,” it said, with a laugh. “You humans are so predictable in your emotional attachments. Come over here before I have to start snipping bits off.”
 
   “John!” Sarah shouted.
 
   “I'm coming,” I answered, peering around the other side of the cage. One of the Falmer-thing's eyes focused on me immediately. The damn thing literally had eyes in the back of its head, which made it awfully hard to sneak up on.
 
   “No, you idiot!” Sarah shouted. “Get out of here!”
 
   I clenched my fists, back to the chicken wire cage. “Delphi, can you hear me?”
 
   “I can hear both of you,” Delphi said from the air. Her voice was tight, with the barest note of panic. “Is she okay?”
 
   “So far, but I don't fancy trying to take that thing on with my bare hands. Have you got anything?”
 
   “I'm trying!” I could hear her typing madly on the keyboard. “This system is a mess, how am I supposed to find anything when I don't know what I'm looking for—[71]”
 
   —[71] Oh, like your bedroom is always neat and tidy.—
 
   “Armor, weapons, anything like that?”
 
   “I've got... Here, try this.”
 
   The air shimmered, and a booklet appeared beside me and flopped to the ground. I glanced at the cover.
 
   “'Guide to Installing and Configuring Your Dell'[72]. Not exactly what I need.” Something else caught my eye. “But hang on...”
 
   —[72] I really have no idea why that was still on there. Sometimes bloatware can be impossible to get rid of.—
 
   The gun that Sarah had dropped me the first time I'd been in the burrow was still here. That made sense—it would normally dematerialize only when Sarah's system was disconnected from the network. It was halfway between the cage I was hiding behind and the altar, and I gauged the distance carefully. How fast was the puppeteer? If it spotted me, could I beat it there?
 
   Nothing for it but to try, I pushed off around the corner, my boots scraping against the raw metal grating underfoot. The Falmer-thing's head whipped round, and it clicked and rattled its way in my direction—away from Sarah—and extended a pair of heavy pincer arms toward me. It was faster than I would have guessed, but it hadn't seen the gun.
 
   At the last moment I tucked into a roll, slipped past the slashing claws, and snagged the weapon on my way past. I fetched up on my side, flopped awkwardly to face the fairy, and fired.
 
   The little weapon clicked and emitted a brilliant line of light, too bright to look at. My aim was off, and the shot hit the puppeteer in what passed for its shoulder instead of its face. Its pale flesh bubbled and flowed like wax, leaving a wide crater where the beam had struck. It emitted a weird, warbling shriek that slid up and down the scale like a demented synthesizer. But I could already tell it wasn't going to be enough—it was still moving, bearing down on me like a runaway car.
 
   I tried desperately to line up another shot, but it swung an arm down, tendrils bunched into a club-like fist, and slapped the weapon from my hands. I scrabbled backward on hands and knees, avoiding the viper-fast snaps of the thing's scissor-claws.
 
   “Delphi!” I shouted. “This”—snap—“would be”—snap—“a really good time”—snap—“to find something good!”
 
   “I don't know how!” Delphi screamed in frustration. Objects started appearing all around me—a can of soda, a bowl of creamed corn, two rubber balls, a zebra-print throw rug. “John!”
 
   I wanted to reply, but I couldn't. I'd ducked under another blow from the scissor-arm only to find the smaller arm coming up from underneath. It wrapped its cable-tendrils around my throat, seizing me in a solid grip and lifting me off the ground with effortless, mechanical strength. The Falmer-thing's metal joints clicked and whirred.
 
   “John, what do I do?” Delphi shouted. “John!” Then her voice vanished.
 
   “If I can offer you some advice, Mr. Golden,” the fairy said, suddenly sounding just like Falmer again. “Next time, try not to be so good at your job.”
 
   The claw-blades came at me at head height. I closed my eyes and tried to pop out of the burrow, but that takes a few seconds and more concentration than I could muster. In the distance, I heard Sarah scream[73].
 
   —[73] I did not scream. Shouted, maybe.—
 
   A line of brilliant light flashed in front of my eyes, and then I was falling. I hit the grating in a painful sprawl, the puppeteer's tentacled hand still wrapped around my throat. The arm that had been holding me had been severed halfway up by an energy blast, and my dazzled eyes tracked back along the path of the beam to find Delphi, eyes very wide but sighting down the barrel of the gun in an extremely professional-looking manner.
 
   ~
 
   The puppeteer gave another warbling screech. I clawed at my throat and managed to get my fingers under the clinging cables, tearing off the Falmer-thing's severed hand as I clambered to my feet. The creature itself was already turning toward Delphi.
 
   “Delphi, run!” I shouted. 
 
   She needed no encouragement, though I was glad to see she held on to the gun. She headed straight for the nearest of the fairy cages, the puppeteer lumbering behind her, claws snapping. It was quick on a straightaway, I could see, but not terribly agile. Delphi cut left at the last minute, veering behind the cage, and the Falmer-thing couldn't turn in time. It plowed into the fragile structure at a dead run, tangling itself in the struts and chicken wire. 
 
   The pixies inside the cage took the opportunity to attack their tormentor en masse, hauling themselves through rents in the cage and grabbing for holds on the puppeteer's misshapen body. They couldn't really injure it, though, and the Falmer-thing was already righting itself, using its three remaining arms to pluck the pixies off and toss them away or simply snip them into pieces that vanished in puffs of blue-green smoke.
 
   I circled around the other way, putting the central hill between the creature and me, heading for Delphi. I itched to run straight to Sarah, but the cables holding her were as thick as my wrist, and I'd need the gun to have a chance of getting her free quickly. Besides, I could imagine all too well what was going through Delphi's mind. I spotted her on the other side of the ring of cages, back against the chicken wire and breathing hard. 
 
   “Delphi!” I grabbed her arm, then ducked as she automatically brought the gun up. “Whoa! Delphi, it's me! It's all right.”
 
   “John?” She blinked, eyes focusing. “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   “Try to stay calm.” I was pretty far from calm myself, but I could remember my first time in a burrow. The transition is not conducive to an organized state of mind. “We're okay for the moment. The first time takes us all this way.”
 
   “What do you mean us?” She gestured wildly, unfortunately with the hand holding the gun. I ducked again and gently pushed her arm to her side.
 
   “Debuggers. You're a debugger, Delphi. We're inside the burrow.”
 
   She blinked. “But that's not...I can't...”
 
   “Do you remember what happened?”
 
   “I was trying to help you. And I couldn't get that stupid system to do anything useful[74], and I just...reached out...”
 
   —[74] All right, all right. Spring cleaning next week!—
 
   “You twisted yourself into the burrow. And saved my life, incidentally. Thanks. That was a good shot.”
 
   She looked down at the gun in her hand. “I used to...spend a lot of time at the firing range. It was my thing. In college.”
 
   Her breathing was getting steadier, and her eyes clearer. Knowing Delphi, I might have guessed she'd be a quick adapter. Unfortunately, we didn't exactly have time to spare.
 
   “Deli?” Falmer's voice—the voice he'd had as a human—drifted over the burrow. “Was that little Deli I saw? You're in here too? Man, what are the odds!” He laughed, a human sound that shifted horribly into an electronic squeal, and his voice returned to the puppeteer's bass roar. “Now both of you get out here or I'll cut this girl to shreds!”
 
   “John Golden!” Sarah shouted. “You get her out of here right now or I'm never speaking to you again!”
 
   “How good a shot are you?” I said. “Really.”
 
   Delphi shook her head slowly. “Pretty good, but I've never used something like this.” She lifted the ray gun. “Is it going to run out of ammo?”
 
   “I doubt it. It's not a real gun, after all.” I looked carefully at her eyes and satisfied myself that any trace of the transitional fog had gone. “Listen. I think I've got an idea, but I need you. Are you okay?”
 
   She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. “Yeah. What's the plan?”
 
   “Okay. I go right; you go left. Open all the cages. The fairies should go straight for Falmer, they're furious. Then, when I give the signal—”
 
   Delphi listened, swallowed and nodded. I glanced around the corner of the cage. The puppeteer had freed itself of most of the clinging pixies, and was stumbling back towards the central pit and Sarah, scissors snapping at a few determined holdouts.
 
   “Go,” I said. “Now!”
 
   Delphi took off at a run, and I headed in the opposite direction. I reached the first cage, wound up, and delivered a kick at the corner strut that bent the thin metal and kinked the chicken wire. A little more work, and the twisted strut pulled free, taking half the front of the cage with it. A wave of angry fairies poured out, pixies in every color of the rainbow and other, stranger things, flowing around me with a quiet, vicious determination making directly for the puppeteer. Over the buzz of the blender-teeth in the central pit, I could hear the whine of the ray gun as Delphi took a more direct approach to opening the cages on her side.
 
   “Golden!” the puppeteer shouted. “What do you think you're doing, Golden?” It stepped toward Sarah, claw-hands coming up, and my heart stopped for a moment. 
 
   Before the blades could close around her, the first wave of fairies reached the Falmer-thing, and they hurled themselves at him with a fury born of long imprisonment. Another wave, from Delphi's side, arrived a moment later and started scaling the huge, misshapen body like mountaineers, wrapping themselves around its mechanical limbs and digging tiny, sharp teeth into its waxy flesh.
 
   “Get off me!” it said, in Falmer's voice again. “You little parasites! Don't think this is going to help you, Golden!” Scissors snapped and clicked, shredding the smaller fairies in puffs of blue smoke.
 
   I reached the next cage, still carrying the broken strut, and gave the wire at the front a couple of whacks to open a hole. That was enough—watching what was happening, the fairies inside grabbed the edges and tore the enclosure open. 
 
   I ran to the third cage and opened it as well, adding another wave to the tide. The puppeteer was almost invisible now under a layer of thrashing, gnawing bodies. The porcelain mask that served it for a face waved about wildly.
 
   “Gol-Gol-Golden!” It stuttered, like skipping record. “I'll k-k-kill her!”
 
   It staggered a step in Sarah's direction, edging around the whirring pit of knives, and struggled to raise an arm with a dozen small fairies hanging off it. There were two more cages to go, but I realized we couldn't wait any longer.
 
   “Delphi, now!”
 
   There was an endless pause, the trembling claw moving inch by inch toward Sarah. Then the ray gun whined, and a beam of brilliant light stabbed out and intersected with the cable holding Sarah off the ground. She dropped past the puppeteer's claw as it snapped closed and landed in a crouch at the struggling thing's feet.
 
   “Sarah, over here!” I shouted. If I could get to her, I could pop us both out of the burrow, which ought to get her back where she belonged—
 
   Sarah had other plans. Her eyes narrowed as the Falmer-thing shifted clumsily toward her, head bent and arms extended. She exploded from her crouch like a coiled spring, an effortless, spinning leap as graceful as a ballerina's, her hair whipping out from her head in a blonde cloud. Her movements were so graceful that it seemed almost accidental when the tip of one extended foot intersected neatly with the puppeteer's face. I heard the porcelain mask shatter with a sound like a gunshot, and it staggered backward, one step, then two, pointed feet skittering on the black glass. One leg slipped, shifted backward for balance, and slid over the edge of the pit.
 
   The puppeteer twisted, arms snapping to try and balance itself, and let out a warbling, desperate scream. One claw tried for a hold on the black glass of the edge of the pit, but there was no halting its momentum. Pixies exploded off of it like a startled flock of starlings, jumping clear in all directions.
 
   “G-G-G-Gol-Gol-”
 
   The Falmer thing's front legs scraped across the glass, raising a tooth-rattling shriek that merged with its own scream. Then it was falling toward the circles of whirring blades.
 
   Sarah landed like a cat, noiseless and graceful. She straightened up, let out a long breath, and smiled[75].
 
   —[75] Another advantage of my current condition—when I've got some time to kill, I can run a simulation and spend a hundred subjective years studying Impressionist painting, or the violin. Or; more relevant, a couple of decades training with Bruce Lee.—
 
   ~
 
   “You know, of course, that you're an idiot,” Sarah said in my ear.
 
   I leaned back against the cool glass. We were sitting in Falmer's office, on the floor; I had taken one look at the chair behind the desk, with its mechanical, insectoid aspect, and shuddered. Sarah was plugged in a wall socket, slurping down power[76] as her internal fans droned. 
 
   —[76] How could he even tell if I was slurping?—
 
   She was running a detailed system scrub to make sure every trace of the puppeteer's burrow was purged[77].
 
   —[77] Roughly my equivalent of a long, hot bath, although in this case it would also involve going over every inch of my body inside and out with microscopic tweezers.—
 
   “I wasn't in any real danger,” she went on. “My last backup was only seventy-two hours ago, for heaven's sake. You could have destroyed the burrow from the outside and cloned me onto a new system, and I wouldn't have lost more than three or four days.”
 
   “You know I don't trust those things.”
 
   We've never actually reloaded Sarah from backup. She insists that it would work, but I can't help but feel like something would be lost. I might end up with something that sounded like her, but some essential piece would be missing[78]. I'm not eager to try the experiment.
 
   —[78] Typical meatbag thinking.—
 
   Sarah snorted.
 
   “I had hoped that you would rather trust the backup than get actually killed. And Delphi with you, of course. What were you planning to do if she hadn't twisted herself in?”
 
   “I would have thought of something.”
 
   “Or gotten your head cut off.” She made a throat-clearing noise that was, in the absence of both a throat and a need to clear it, almost astoundingly superfluous. “Still. Speaking as the version of myself that wouldn't have been around if you hadn't done it, I suppose I should thank you[79].”
 
   —[79] Sigh. I should find whatever part of myself that's responsible for sentiments like this and edit it out.—
 
   For a moment I wished, very badly, that she still had a body, so I could put my arm around her shoulders and ruffle her hair the way I might have done in the old days. I had to settle for a smile.
 
   “You know I'll always be there to get you out of trouble.”
 
   “Usually trouble you got me into in the first place. But it's good to know.”
 
   Delphi emerged from the bathroom, one hand rubbing her eyes. Transition shock had caught up with her as soon as we'd popped back into real space, and she'd gone skittering for the toilet with one hand over her mouth. I remember that part of my first experience all too vividly.
 
   She opened the door to Falmer's office and came inside. I waved her over, and she put her back against the wall and slid down until she was sitting beside me.
 
   “Is it always as bad as that?” she said. “My stomach feels like I just got off a roller coaster.”
 
   “It gets easier. Or maybe you get used to it.”
 
   “Great. I guess I had better get used it, since I'll be looking for a new job.” She sighed. “Too bad. Apart from the boss being a carnivorous fairy, this wasn't a bad gig.”
 
   “Actually,” I said, “I've been meaning to talk to you about that.”
 
   Delphi cocked her head to look at me, her queue squashed against the glass. Even haggard from exhaustion and lack of sleep, she was lovely. I tried to concentrate on the matter at hand.
 
   “We still have the problem of the SS AntiFae code. It's out there on millions of systems, and if word gets out that there's a weakness, some clever fairy on the Wildernet is going to find it. If we call in the cops and fold the company, we may end up with widespread chaos.”
 
   “I don't think we have a choice,” Delphi said. “Falmer's gone. It's his company; you can't exactly cover that up. The investors would have a fit.”
 
   “The interesting thing about the investors,” I said, “is that I know a lot of them. There's quite a bit of overlap between the antifae development community and the debuggers, of course, and I have friends in some interesting places. I put in a few calls before we came over here.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “What are you planning, John Golden?”
 
   “How would you like to run the company?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We'll put it out that Falmer died in an accident, and the investors tapped you. My friends can walk you through PR stuff. The important thing is that someone has to manage the new release of SS AntiFae, rip out all the fairy code, and make sure everybody upgrades.”
 
   “Everybody never upgrades,” Delphi muttered. “There's always some guy running Windows 3.1 on a slide rule or something.”
 
   “Nearly everybody. You know what I mean.”
 
   “All right. Why me?”
 
   “Who else?” I said. “My friends trust me, and I trust you to get the job done right. You'll need to stick with it for at least a year. After that, you can keep at it, find a new job, or set up shop as a debugger.” I grinned. “I'll be happy to provide a reference, if you need one.”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “It feels like there should be a catch,” she said.
 
   “Think of it as doing me a favor. If not for you, I'd have to stick around and clean up this mess somehow[80].” 
 
   —[80] A moment of accidental honesty!—
 
   I shrugged. “Or think of it as thanks for saving my life in there. Whichever works for you.”
 
    “Maybe a bit of both,” she answered. Delphi pushed herself up from the glass and clambered to her feet.
 
   I grunted and tried to rise myself, but my legs were protesting their recent unfair treatment. She smiled, and held out a hand to help me.
 
   That put us face to face, I couldn't help noticing. She looked up at me, and I felt my tongue thicken until it filled my entire throat, making speech all but impossible. I swallowed hard.
 
   “I had another question,” I said. “Not contingent on your answer to the previous one, you understand. Totally separate.”
 
   “Okay. Understood.”
 
   A longish pause.
 
   “And that question is...?” she prompted.
 
   “If I... That is...[81]” I swallowed again. “Would you like to go out for dinner with me? Not now. Sometime later.”
 
   —[81] He's actually sort of cute when he stammers.—
 
   “Go out to dinner.” She looked over my face as though searching for something incriminating. “You mean, go on a date? With you?”
 
   “Yes. That was the idea.”
 
   A half-smile played at the corner of her mouth. “I read somewhere that it's a bad idea to fall into a relationship based only on a shared experience of a stressful situation.”
 
   “Um. Probably?”
 
   “So I'm hardly in a fit state of mind to be making that sort of decision.”
 
   I gave an inward sigh. “You're right. Sorry. I shouldn't have brought it up. It's just that I'm scheduled to leave tomorrow afternoon—”
 
   “Why don't you give me a call,” she interrupted, “the next time you're in town? And we can see what happens[82].”
 
   —[82] They did end up going on a date, eventually, and as best I can tell they hit it off, though that business with the brain-sucking game-leeches complicated things a little. But that's another story. (See John Golden and the Heroes of ProgressQuest, if you're interested.)—


 
   
  
 




 
   From the Author
 
    
 
   Let me quickly thank everyone who read this story in its early stages and helped make it better. My gratitude to Nicole DesRosiers, Seth Fishman, Elisabeth Fracalossi, Nasri Hajj, Lu Huan, Konstantin Koptev, and Cat Rambo. From Ragnarok Publications, my thanks to Tim Marquitz for his hard work getting the story into shape, to J.M. Martin for his excellent cover, to Melanie Meadors for her publicity efforts, and to the enthusiastic members of the Ragnarok Street Team for test reading, specifically Dawn Mosher and Margaret Taylor for their feedback, and to everyone out there spreading the word. Thank you all!
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed this story, please consider posting a review. They really do help books get seen by more folks. Also, you can look forward to John Golden and the Heroes of Mazaroth coming in August! You might also enjoy my other work…
 
    
 
   The Shadow Campaigns (a military fantasy series from Roc)
 
   • The Thousand Names
 
   • The Shadow Throne (July 2014)
 
   and
 
   The Forbidden Library, middle-grade fantasy from Kathy Dawson Books (April 2014)
 
    
 
   www.djangowexler.com | www.ragnarokpub.com
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
FI‘![EU@UU[E@ [ﬂ]@@]ﬂﬂ@@@ﬂ“

“JOHN GOLDEN IS GEEKY GO
. FUN, WITH TOUCHES OF

—CAT RAMBO,
AUTHOR OF NEAR+ FAR






images/00001.jpeg
G





