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   John Golden and the Heroes of Mazaroth[1]
 
   [1]With annotations for accuracy by Sarah Golden.
 
    
 
   Finding Trans-Global Financial Products Inc. turned out to be more difficult than I had expected, even with Sarah in my earpiece feeding me directions from the GPS. We eventually found our way to rundown brick building with blocked-out windows, another of the abandoned old-timey factories that infest the Westchester river towns. A few hints—satellite dishes on the roof, a modern-looking parking lot filled with BMWs and Lexuses[2]— 
 
   [2]Lexii?
 
    —indicated that this one had been repurposed for the 21st century. TGFP didn't have a sign on the door, though, and we ended up asking a receptionist at “Spherocity[3]” for directions.
 
   [3]”Mail-order stone spheres for all occasions!”
 
   She sent us to a hallway on the second floor at the back of the building, where a discreet metal plate grudgingly admitted this was indeed the residence of a financial-services company. A cable as thick as my arm snaked down the corridor in a wire tray bolted to the ceiling, punching through the wall next to a solid metal door in a bloom of fresh spackle.
 
   “This must be it,” I muttered, for Sarah's benefit.
 
   “Not exactly going out of their way to be friendly, are they?”
 
   I eyed the cable. “That looks like some serious bandwidth, though.”
 
   “I'm not seeing any wireless chatter. Everything must be on hard lines.”
 
   I shifted Sarah's shoulder bag[4] a bit higher and knocked. The door gave a hollow, metallic bong, and a moment later I heard the snick of a bolt. 
 
   [4]For reasons that do not do John a great deal of credit, I am currently incarnated in the form of a top-of-the-line laptop. See John Golden, Freelance Debugger for a more thorough explanation.
 
   The man who opened the door peered up at me from sunken, bloodshot eyes amidst a rat's-nest tangle of hair, beard, and sideburns, all a startling dark red.
 
   “Yes?” he said.
 
   “I'm John,” I said. “John Golden, freelance debugger. You asked me to come out for a meeting.”
 
   “Oh. Right.” He turned to shout over his shoulder. “Sean! The debugger is here!”
 
   “Bring him over to the conference room!” someone shouted back.
 
   The man at the door let out a long-suffering sigh and beckoned me inside. The offices of TGFP Inc. did not inspire a great deal of confidence, technology-wise. A spaghetti tangle of tables twisted aimlessly across the floor, and elderly-looking machines were lined up against the wall, humming and chuckling to themselves. A heavy-duty router was clamped to the ceiling where the outside line came in, and beside it were several bits of Best Buy networking gear, all secured with fraying duct tape.
 
   The “conference room” was an IKEA table screened from the rest of the office by beige cubicle walls, with an odd assortment of ancient rolling chairs. Another man, presumably Sean, sat at the head of the table. He was clean-shaven and well-dressed, and as our guide shambled over to stand next to him I pegged them as another incarnation of that archetypical duo, the Beard and the Suit[5]. 
 
   [5]That is, the technical person and the business person. As a technical person who is (or was, when I had a body) decidedly non-bearded, I find this description irritating.
 
   In this case the Suit, Sean, was giving off a used-car-salesman vibe that made me want to keep a hand on my wallet. It was something about his smile—too wide, too desperate—and the shifty look in his eyes. His counterpart just looked tired, as though he'd been up for several nights running. It's a look I'm familiar with; I often get called in after all other options have been exhausted, which means long, frustrating hours for the IT staff.
 
   “Hi,” said the Suit. “I'm Sean Harris. You're John Golden?”
 
   I nodded, and we shook hands. His grip was a bit too sweaty.
 
   “This is my tech lead, Bob Macintosh,” Sean said, waving at the Beard.
 
   Another handshake. We sat down.
 
   “Before we get started,” I said, “I'd like my associate to get started on an overview of the problem. If I could get her plugged in and set up on your network?”
 
   Sean nodded, and Bob went out and came back trailing a couple of cables with a laptop under his arm. He tapped away for a moment, getting Sarah's access configured, and hooked her up to power[6] and network.
 
   [6]Yuck. The power was passing through a faulty UPS somewhere along the line, adding an overtone of rust to the normally quite palatable Hudson Valley electricity.
 
   “Your request didn't include many details, Mr. Harris,” I said, “but I understand you need an extraction?”
 
   “Sorry about that,” Sean said. “So much of what we do is confidential that we have to be careful about letting information leave the building. Financial information and all that. You understand.”
 
   I didn't, really—I have plenty of experience with confidential information—but I nodded. “You've looked over my contract?”
 
   “I have,” he said. “I don't think we have any objections.”
 
   “You understand that an extraction is considerably more difficult than a straightforward extermination[7]?” I said. “It may not even be possible, and in that event my fee is non-refundable.”
 
   [7]An extraction is one of the more difficult things a debugger can attempt. It involves going into a fairy burrow and convincing, bribing, or threatening the inhabitants to leave of their own free will, so their habitation can be carefully broken down and disentangled from the underlying system. It's only necessary when the burrow has gotten tied in with critical systems or data that can't be wiped and restored from backup; in other words, it means somebody has screwed up badly with their security. It also means you've got the client over a barrel, so you can “extract” a pretty considerable fee. This is a debugger in-joke.
 
   “Of course, Mr. Golden. If you can get us up and running again, you'll have my deepest thanks.”
 
   Bob may have muttered something at that point, but I didn't catch it. I smiled at the pair of them. “I'll do my best, Mr. Harris. You can count on that.”
 
   #
 
   “So what have we got?” I said to Sarah.
 
   “This is a mess,” she said, through my earpiece. “They've just been plugging stuff in wherever it fits. I can see a dozen holes in the outer perimeter where something could have gotten in.”
 
   “I take it they're infested?”
 
   “Definitely. I'm still nailing down the burrow, but it looks pretty recent. Not too big, yet, but it's growing. It's sitting on their output pipe, too.”
 
   “Yuck.” I imagined faerie-infested packets winging their way to everyone TGFP dealt with. More business for me, of course, but the systems administrator in me couldn't help but wince.
 
   “Do you have everything you need?” asked Bob the Beard. 
 
   We were standing by his desk, which was encrusted with a thick layer of cans of Mountain Dew and greasy pizza boxes. Several monitors glowed, showing fairy-infestation diagnostics—plunging uncorrupted-cycles-ratio, rising junk-network-traffic. 
 
   “I think so,” I said. “Are you sure it's an extraction you need? The burrow doesn't seem to be very large.”
 
   Bob glanced over his shoulder, reflexively, towards where Sean the Suit had his considerably-neater desk. He shook his head.
 
   “I've tried to pull off as much data as I can and store it off-site,” he said. “But some of our essential proprietary functions are stuck in there, and I can't get to their outputs. We need to get that back or we might as well close up shop.”
 
   I winced. That was a story as sad as it was common—a small shop, with sloppy antifae, gets by for a while because they're not a tempting target, but then their luck runs out and something nasty moves in.
 
   “At least it's not a gremlin,” Sarah said in my ear. “I'm not finding any deliberate corruption or system damage. It's just grabbing cycles and bandwidth for itself so far.”
 
   “Be thankful for small favors, I guess.” A gremlin could easily have rendered any data unrecoverable by now. “Have you got an entry point for me?”
 
   “Yes. That big clunky thing in the back corner should have plenty of space.”
 
   “Okay.” I returned my attention to Bob. “I'm going to go in and make a preliminary assessment. Once that's done, I'll let you know how we're going to proceed.”
 
   “Go ahead.” He sat down at his desk and turned to face the monitors. “I'll be...you know. Right here.”
 
   As I've said before, many people are uncomfortable with what we debuggers do, but they express it in different ways. For Bob, this apparently meant turning his back and pretending I didn't exist. After so long, I'm used to it. I found the machine Sarah had indicated, an old tower emitting the trapped-fly whine of a failing fan. I put one hand on it, raising a puff of dust, and made the little twist that yanks me out of the usual set of dimensions and into the land of metaphor, virtuality, and faeries.
 
   After the usual moment of indescribable dislocation, I found myself in a dark, gloomy corridor. There were flagstones underfoot, and the walls were lined with carvings of vicious-looking beasts and randomly placed foot-long spikes of no obvious purpose[8]. Standard Fantasy Gothic, in other words. 
 
   [8]Seriously, what is with the spikes? Does every Dark Lord think, “What this hallway really needs is something a guest could carelessly impale herself on?”
 
   I grabbed one of the guttering torches that are du rigeur in such settings from a wall bracket and waved it around, trying to get a better view. Behind me, the corridor vanished into darkness, while ahead an over-decorated archway led into a larger space.
 
   The inhabitant of the burrow was certainly aware of my presence. These spaces are like a second skin for the creatures that live in them, and a debugger twisting his way in is a deeply personal intrusion. Since my mission this time was to talk to the creature and not kill it, I had to hope it wouldn't take my presence too badly.
 
   “Still with me, Sarah?”
 
   “Loud and clear,” she said, her voice ringing in my head. Once I'm inside a system, we don't need anything as clunky as a headset to keep in touch. “Looks like there's just the one chamber. Whatever-it-is must be up ahead. You want a weapon?”
 
   “Not yet. I don't want to spook it. But stay ready in case things go south.”
 
   I went through the arch, and into a huge, vaulted chamber. It was all pillars and flying buttresses, like the inside of a cathedral, though very few cathedrals are decorated with statues of leering goblins and twisted demonic entities with more tentacles than I was really comfortable with. I had entered at one end of the room, and at the other was a dais, sitting atop a small mountain of steps. At the peak was a throne, a massive gold-and-stone thing that rose up like a pair of bat-like wings. Rubies sparkled all over it, blood-red gleams reflecting the light from two bonfires that raged merrily in spiked iron braziers[9].
 
   [9]Again with the spikes. Compensating?
 
   Sitting on the throne was a figure dressed from head to toe in black iron armor, big curved plates pitted and scarred by a hundred battles, joints protected by chain-mail and leather. It wore a helmet that curled down and around its face like a set of horns, intertwining above its chin and putting its features in shadow. The top of the helmet had a built-in crown of rusting red metal, with broken chains dangling from the sides.
 
   It was a Dark Lord, no doubt about that. Every inch of him was designed to convey to the viewer that this was a creature that was both completely and utterly evil and in absolute command of everything he surveyed. He turned to me as I entered and spoke in a leaden, earth-shaking rumble.
 
   “Cower, mortal cur! Who dares intrude upon the dark and vile realm of...?”
 
   He stopped, staring at me, and there was a long silence. It stretched until I started feeling a little uncomfortable[10]. 
 
   [10]That's John, always attuned to social graces.
 
   I was on the point of prompting the thing to continue when he lowered his spiked chin to rest on his metal gauntlets with a clank and gave a heart-felt sigh.
 
   “Never mind,” he said, in a more normal voice. “Go ahead. Intrude on the dark and vile realm if you really must. To be honest, I can't be bothered anymore.”
 
   #
 
   “Anyway,” the Dark Lord went on, “it's not like there's much of a realm to intrude on, really. I do my best, but there's only so much one can achieve with a few torches and some nasty carvings. There ought to be pits full of suffering prisoners, and heads on spikes all over the place, and just generally a lot more blood around the place. I had this idea”—the armored head came up—“for a cauldron of boiling blood, right over there. I thought it would be a nice relaxing place to sit at the end of the day, and it would give my armor that rusted, crusty look that's so hard to get sometimes. 
 
   “But then I started looking at designs, and I'd need to open up the floor to put pipes in, and”—another sigh—“I just can't work up the energy. Who would even appreciate it? Me? You?” The armored head turned back in my direction. “Who are you, anyway?”
 
   “I'm John Golden,” I said, exploiting the break in the monologue. “Actually, I—”
 
   “You don't look like an adventurer,” the Dark Lord interrupted. “But I suppose you're here to kill me. Go ahead, by all means. I'm surprised it took you so long to get here.”
 
   “I'm not actually interested in killing you,” I said. “I—”
 
   “I can do the speech, if you really want me to,” he said. “The whole Now my domination of this world begins! number. But frankly, if we could just take that as read and get on with it, I think we'd both be better off.”
 
   “Sarah,” I muttered, “what the hell is going on?”
 
   I'd seen some weird fairies in my time—driver-eating ogres, hydras made out of HR spreadsheets, a whole tribe of elves that worshipped the MS Word paperclip as a god—but I'd never encountered one that was actually depressed, much less suicidal. Fairies smart enough to talk to are usually closer to the opposite extreme, manic balls of boundless energy and mad ideas. I felt at a bit of a loss[11].
 
   [11]Extractions are always hard on John. If a problem can't be solved by hitting it with something, he doesn't know what to do next. That's usually where I come in.
 
   “No idea[12],” she said. “But there's something strange about the burrow. See the wall behind the throne?”
 
   [12]Okay, so this time I didn't have a handle on things yet.
 
   I looked past the Dark Lord and saw that part of the rear wall was missing. There was a circular opening in the stone, full of a faintly glowing mist. Something that looked like a cross between an umbrella stand and a mad ironworker's masterpiece had been pushed in front of it, in much the same way you might position a piece of furniture to hide an unsightly spot on the carpet.
 
   “That's a tunnel out of the burrow,” Sarah said. “I can't track it very far, but it leads out onto a much larger system connected to this one.”
 
   “Think that's how this guy got in?”
 
   “It's possible. It wouldn't be much of trick to breach TGFP's perimeter security, but I'm not seeing any obvious signs of an intrusion.”
 
   “Hmm.” 
 
   I cleared my throat and returned my attention to the Dark Lord, who was looking at me with a curious tilt of the helmet.
 
   “Do you mind if I ask your name?” I said. Not all fairies understood the concept of names, but those that were smart enough to talk usually did.
 
   “It's Nax,” the armored figure said, morosely. “That's Anaxomander, Betrayer of H'Frung, Doom of the Nor'far'el, Starslayer and Endbringer, the Death of Hope, if you want to be formal about it. But I'm not as much in the Death of Hope business these days.”
 
   “Anaxomander,” Sarah said. “Why do I know that name?”
 
   “Nax,” I said. “John Golden. I just wanted to come and have a chat with you.”
 
   “Well,” Nax said, “that's a first. Normally it's just 'Die, foul spawn of darkness!' and then out come the swords. Bloody adventurers. I mean, am I bothering anyone? I'm just tooling away on my plan to become a godhead of pure evil and smother all the lands in endless darkness, and they have the nerve to turn up with nasty holy light and so on. Do I come over to their house and stomp all over their petunias, I ask you?”
 
   “Um,” I said. “No?”
 
   “Of course not! Except for that one village of tinyfolk, and really, they get on everyone's nerves after a while. And I heard somewhere that periodic burnings are a real boost to the local economy, so honestly I'm doing them a favor.”
 
   “Right,” I said. “So if I could just have a word with you—”
 
   “A word about what?”
 
   “This...place.” I had to step carefully here. Fairies typically only have the vaguest understanding that there is a world outside their burrows and the vast expanse of the wildernet, and trying to explain to them that they're living inside a computer system that somebody would like to use for another purpose can lead to very long and confusing conversations. It's better to keep it simple. “You...built it, right?”
 
   “I putter about,” Nax said, allowing a little pride to creep into his voice. “It's not a patch on my last lair, of course, but I do what I can.”
 
   “It's very impressive,” I assured him. “But the thing is, there's someone else who needs this...space. So I was wondering if there was any way I could convince you to move.”
 
   This was apparently not the right thing to say. 
 
   “Move?” Nax said, the reverb cutting back in. “You want me to move?”
 
   “Obviously,” I improvised, “I'd help you find somewhere to go, but—”
 
   “Honestly, what do I have to do to be left alone? First the damned adventurers are determined to turn me out of house and home, and no sooner do I find a way to get away from them and start settling in, making the place my own, you know, then here you come and ask me to move! Is that justice? I ask you.”
 
   “Wait,” I said. “Hang on a minute. You came here from somewhere else?” I pointed at the swirling gray portal. “Through there, you mean?”
 
   “I did.” The Dark Lord crossed his arms with a clank. “It's no good asking me to go back, I won't do it! I have absolutely had it up to here with that place.”
 
   “Because these 'adventurers' were bothering you?” I had no idea what he meant by this—presumably another batch of faeries. Their names for one another rarely make any sense.
 
   “'Bothering' is hardly the word!”
 
   “If I got them to stop, though, would you want to go back?”
 
   Nax was silent for a moment.
 
   “It was a much nicer lair,” he mused. “The way the sun caught the moat of putrid filth in the mornings was particularly nice. And I'd just got the lava flowing the way I like it.”
 
   “Right. Right! So—”
 
   “But you'll never manage it. Take it from me, Dark Powers know I've tried. They're worse than rats! At least you can eat rats once you catch them. Once the adventurers find a way in you're never rid of them. They're just relentless, you know? And they steal everything that's not nailed down, and smash every crate and barrel in the place for no reason whatsoever. Killing me I can understand, but that's just rude.”
 
   “But if I could,” I persisted.
 
   “Then I would happily return, of course.” Nax sighed again and waved a hand. “This isn't much more than a prettied-up shack when you really get right down to it.”
 
   “Okay!” I clapped my hands together. “Let me see what I can do.”
 
   I turned away from the Dark Lord and walked toward the portal, counting silently in my head. When I reached five, Sarah said, “John, I think this is a bad idea[13].”
 
   [13]I recall using stronger language than that.
 
   “I thought you might. What's wrong with it?”
 
   “Aside from the fact that you're venturing into a totally unknown domain without any idea who controls the hardware?”
 
   “Aside from that, yes.”
 
   “I don't trust that guy[14].”
 
   [14]I really should have figured out what was going on earlier, which would have saved a great deal of effort on all sides. In my defense, I was still busy working on our map of the burrow and trying to trace the other end of the portal. Even my processing capacity has limits.
 
   “I don't think 'trust' really applies to faeries. But if this works, it's going to be a hell of a shortcut.”
 
   An extraction can be a pretty grueling affair. Most faeries have to be bribed to leave their burrows, usually with the promise of a nicer home somewhere else, so you have to set that up, wait while they inspect it, and deal with whatever insane requests their twisted little minds can come up with. That very insanity can occasionally work in the debugger's favor, though, if there's something the fairy wants badly enough. Whatever it is rarely makes any sense from a human point of view, but taking advantage of it makes the whole process a lot easier[15].
 
   [15]Basically, John is too lazy to do his job properly.
 
   “So you're just going to dive through?” Sarah said.
 
   “More or less.”
 
   “And whoever keeps bothering him—”
 
   “I'll deal with them. They aren't entangled with TGFP data, after all.”
 
   “I still don't like it. That could be an enormous burrow, for all we know. It might be more than you can handle.”
 
   “I'm just going over for a peek. If it gets too hot, I'll pop back out again and we can figure out another approach.”
 
   “If you wait a little longer, I might be able to trace it—”
 
   Sarah stopped, with a sigh, as I stepped through the portal[16].
 
   [16]John makes me sound like an old fuddy-duddy. All I'm trying to do is keep him alive! I mean, do you think I don't have anything better to do than visit one fairy-encrusted corporate network after another? I've got full-3D digital reconstructions of the entire Sexy Vampires series on my hard drive!
 
   There was a flash of light, a fleeting sense of dislocation as I traveled between computer systems, and then I was standing in a chamber very similar to the one I'd just left. There were the same stone carvings and pillars everywhere, the same flickering torches, the same throne. But everything was larger and grander, and the sullen glow of a slow-moving river of lava cast red-tinged shadows on the ceiling.
 
   “I know this place,” Sarah said. “Wait. Just wait a minute—”
 
   “Guys!” someone shouted. “He's up!”
 
   I looked for the speaker, and saw a small figure, no more than four feet high, clad from head to toe in gleaming plate mail with pauldrons bigger that his head. He held a warhammer with a shaft longer than he was tall, whose head glowed with weird light emanating from dozens of graven runes. He stood by the entrance to the chamber, a big archway leading out into a corridor.
 
   “Hello,” I said, “I—”
 
   “Finally!” someone else shouted, from around the corner. I heard the sound of booted feet on stone. A moment later a dozen more people—creatures, really, as they ranged from tall and pointy-eared to squat and bearded, plus what looked like a koala bear with a wizard's hat—stormed around the corner, waving a variety of weapons ablaze with magical light.
 
   I had never seen anything quite like it. And for someone in my position, that's saying a lot.
 
   “Oh, no,” Sarah said. “Oh, this can't be good.”
 
   “Any ideas,” I said, backing away from the heavily-armed crowd, “would be helpful.”
 
   “I'm not sure how this is possible,” she said. “But I think you're in Heroes of Mazaroth[17].”
 
   [17]A little background, for those of you who don't live in your parent’s basements. Heroes of Mazaroth is a Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game, or MMORPG. (Pronounced 'muh-mor-peh-guh'.) Since its creation, it has accumulated over ten million players, making it both the most successful such game of all time and the biggest collection in the virtual world of nerds who will never get a date. Players take on the role of their favorite elven sorcerer, dwarf fighter, or koalamancer, and do eternal battle against the forces of darkness as personified by a series of cartoonishly overwrought villains.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   #
 
   I didn't have a chance to ask Sarah about this immediately, because the midget with the over-sized hammer leapt ten feet into the air and landed in front of me with a crash, swinging the thing at my face. I leapt aside, letting the hammer crash into the flagstones, and found myself facing a lithe young woman with a long purple ponytail and a knife in each hand. She came in fast, and it was too late to dodge again, so I lurched out of the way and threw up my arm to block, wincing as her blade slashed through my sleeve. Backing away frantically, I caught the glow of magic out of the corner of my eye and ducked as a fireball from the koala zipped over my head and exploded against a pillar.
 
   What I needed to do was put my back to a wall. I retreated towards the throne, holding my arm where I'd been cut, when I somewhat belatedly realized it actually didn't hurt very badly. Or indeed at all; when I took my hand away, there was no blood to be seen, and my sleeve was intact.
 
   “Get out now, John,” Sarah was saying. “Something weird is going on.”
 
   “Weird is definitely the word,” I muttered. 
 
   The front line of creatures, with heavy armor and a motley assortment of weapons, was advancing at a slow walk. Behind them, a few in robes and leather maintained a more cautious distance. One of these, an elf in a gaudy purple silk shirt, had put an arrow to his bow and aimed it at my chest.
 
   It was time to try an experiment. It had the potential to be a very painful experiment, if I was wrong, but I would still have time to twist myself back into reality. Probably. I stood still, presenting an easy target, and waited[18].
 
   [18]This is the kind of 'experiment' that makes me think John needs full-time care.
 
   The elf fired. The arrow zipped across the room and hit me in the chest, dead center. I felt nothing, not even a sense of impact. When I looked down, I saw the shaft sticking out of me for a few seconds, and then it gradually faded away into nothingness. There wasn't even a hole in my shirt.
 
   “Sarah,” I said, as the hammer-gnome reached me and took a mighty swing, “I'm not sure these guys can actually hurt me.”
 
   The hammer slammed into my arm and stopped dead, as though it were made of styrofoam. The lack of effect did not seem to bother the gnome, who lined up for another huge swing, golden magic crawling down his gauntlets. The air was full of the clatter of weapons and the shouts of the creatures, which were mostly in some kind of incomprehensible jargon. Swords slashed through me, like mist, and bursts of fire and bolts of lightning crashed all around.
 
   “Hang on, hang on,” Sarah said. “I'm tracking you.”
 
   “No hurry,” I said. “This is actually kind of fun.” I looked down at the gnome, who was swinging his hammer with an air of fierce concentration. “Any chance we can talk about this?”
 
   For some reason this seemed to provoke a chorus of laughter from the group, and they attacked with renewed vigor.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” said a muscular barbarian with a war-axe.
 
   “Yeah,” said the girl with the purple hair. “This is weird.”
 
   “Must be our lucky day,” said the koala. “Keep at it! Forty-six!”
 
   “Sarah,” I said, “what do you mean this is Heroes of Mazaroth?”
 
   “You know what that is?” she said, distractedly.
 
   “Vaguely. I saw a few commercials. It's some kind of game, right?”
 
   “It's a big deal, as games go.”
 
   “And it looks like this?” Swords and axes flashed all around me. I waved genially at a female elf who was working acrobatically with a rapier.
 
   “It looks exactly like this. I think that guy Anaxomander is a character in the game, too.”
 
   “That's...odd.” I paused for a moment. “You think somebody set up a burrow that looks like the game?”
 
   “No, I don't think that.” Sarah was getting agitated. “John, I'm tracking you into the actual HoM servers. This is all going out live—these are all game players you're looking at!”
 
   “Twenty!” said the koala, and there was a chorus of cheers.
 
   “You think this game got itself infested?” That could be a disaster. A fairy burrow on a heavily accessed system, spreading to everyone who logged in...“But that doesn't make any sense. A burrow would displace the game from the hardware, not copy it.”
 
   “I don't know. But wherever you are is playing by HoM rules!”
 
   “Is that why I appear to be invulnerable?”
 
   “You're not. Look!” 
 
   Something like a progress bar layered itself across the top-right corner of my vision. Instead of filling, it was dropping rapidly, and was already four-fifths empty.
 
   “I'm pulling that from the underlying data feed,” Sarah said. “It—”
 
   I'm not a gamer, but even I wasn't that ignorant. With every swing of axe or hammer, every fireball impact, the bar dropped a little further. “Hit points?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “What happens when it gets to zero?” I said, though I could guess the answer.
 
   “In HoM, you die. What will happen to you, I have no idea.”
 
   The meter crept towards the bottom.
 
   “Right,” I said. “In that case, I'd better get out of here.”
 
   “That's what I've been trying to tell you,” Sarah said.
 
   I closed my eyes and twisted, pulling myself back into the real world.
 
   “John? John, what are you doing?”
 
   I opened my eyes. The fantasy menagerie was still swinging happily away, like a club full of maddened golfers. I twisted again, with the same result: nothing.
 
   “Um,” I said aloud. The hit point bar was only a couple of pixels from zero. “I don't mean to alarm you, but—”
 
   “But?” Sarah said.
 
   “I don't seem to be able to leave.”
 
   “I thought that wasn't possible[19]!”
 
   [19]He makes me sound so shrill. I thought I was doing an admirable job maintaining my calm, under the circumstances.
 
   “It's not.” Trapping a debugger in a burrow was beyond the powers of any faerie, except for possibly Oberon and His Court. Or so we believed—it occurred to me at that moment, though, that any debugger who did get trapped would obviously not be around to tell any stories about it. “Any other ideas?”
 
   “You've got to—”
 
   I never got to hear her suggestion. With a cheer from the players, the last shreds of my hit points vanished, and the world went dark[20].
 
   [20]In all fairness, I didn't have anything terribly useful to say.
 
   #
 
   When I came to my senses, I was sitting in the great carved throne, and the room was empty of vicious koalas and other assailants. There was no sound except for the soft bubbling of the lava in the corner. The hit point meter at the corner of my vision was solid and green.
 
   “Sarah?” I said, cautiously.
 
   “I'm here, John.” Her voice was calm, but there was a ragged edge to it, as though she'd been crying[21]. “You're okay.”
 
   [21]Oh, please. He's just projecting. I figured out what was going on long before he woke up.
 
   “I seem to be.” I patted myself down. There was no pain; of course, I hadn't taken anything like an actual wound in the first place. “Any idea why?”
 
   “You respawned, of course.”
 
   “I—what?”
 
   “You were dead, and then the game re-created you. I think I've got this figured out.”
 
   “I certainly hope so,” I said, rubbing my temple, “because I'm getting a headache.”
 
   Though I was loathe to admit it, the sensation of trying to twist out of the burrow and failing had shaken me deeply. Going after fairies is dangerous—sometimes extremely dangerous—but there's always a certain comfort in knowing that you can bail out whenever you want to. All the worst experiences of my life have come through situations where for one reason or another that wasn't an option[22].
 
   [22]Usually because I was stuck somewhere as a result of his idiocy. See John Golden, Freelance Debugger, John Golden and Portia's Solution, and frankly about half the rest of John's misadventures.
 
   “Okay,” Sarah said, “so this is only a theory, but try it on for size. Suppose a fairy egg got onto the Heroes of Mazaroth servers. But it's only a very, very small one, and it grows very slowly. And their perimeter security is pretty good, so no fairies from the wildernet manage to move in.”
 
   “Eventually the burrow would get to a reasonable size, and it would generate something.” The line between the creatures we call fairies and their burrows is pretty hazy; they're essentially both aspects of the same process, albeit somewhat independent one. An uninhabited burrow creates fairies, in the same way that the ancient Greeks believed garbage spontaneously generated rats.
 
   “Right. But how would the burrow end up structured? The fairy wouldn't have any previous metaphors to work with, no history of stories to give it a preferred shape.”
 
   “I imagine it would come up with some new. Or else—” I blinked. “You're not serious.”
 
   “Look around. Do you have another explanation?”
 
   I shook my head. Most of the time, fairies couldn't care less about what use the computer that hosted them was put. But most systems don't have much of an internal metaphor—no story, which is all that fairies really care about. On the other hand, a server for a game like Heroes of Mazaroth—in essence, the master simulator for a virtual world—provided a pretty compelling metaphor, and if the burrow had started out as a blank slate...
 
   “So it...grew all of this,” I said.
 
   “And nobody noticed,” Sarah said, “because the part of the game that's inside the burrow is more or less identical to the part that isn't. The players are seeing it filtered through the game client, too—I have no idea of what you look like to them.”
 
   “Then our buddy Nax must be one of the fairies that generated here,” I said. “What's he doing at TGFP?”
 
   “I'm still working on that. There's a link between the HoM machines and TGFP, obviously. But I have figured out why he seemed familiar. Anaxomander is a character in the game, a big evil boss. There's a whole elaborate storyline where you fight your way into his castle and kill him.”
 
   “So Nax, the fairy, got stuck in the same role?” I thought back to what he'd said. “I can see why he'd be sick of that. Getting killed over and over again doesn't sound like much fun. That doesn't tell me why I'm stuck here, though.”
 
   “Yes it does. It's because the metaphor has grabbed you. As far as the story is concerned, you are Anaxomander, and it's not going to let you leave. It needed someone to fill the role, and you turned up.”
 
   That brought me up short. A debugger was always an intrusion into the self-contained story that was a fairy burrow. That was almost the definition of our ability. I'd never heard of a burrow that had incorporated a debugger into its metaphor. But we'd already established that we were off the traditional map here.
 
   “Nax got out somehow,” I said. “We just have to figure out how.”
 
   “I know. I'm working on it. The security on HoM is still keeping me out, but I'll get through eventually.”
 
   The chamber was suddenly filled by a horrible shriek, a woman's cry of agony that echoed weirdly off the stone. I bolted up from throne.
 
   “Sarah? Any idea what the hell that was?”
 
   “It sounded like it came from outside. Hang on, I can probably dig up a guide for this place...it's only a level seventy-five dungeon...” 
 
   Sarah muttered incomprehensibly for a few moments. I walked across the throne room, gave the lava a wide berth, and peered out through the archway. The corridor beyond was dark.
 
   “Got it,” she said. “The boss right before Anaxomander is a Dark Elf sorceress named Kelara. That was probably her getting killed. A lot of the bosses have scripted shouts[23].”
 
   [23]These are much less creepy when they're just text scrolling across the screen.
 
   Light flickered at the end of the corridor, and I had an awful premonition.
 
   “That means another gang of players is coming to kill me, doesn't it?”
 
   “Probably. You were—unconscious, I guess?—for nearly half an hour. They must know the timing of the respawns.”
 
   “If I get killed every half an hour, that's not going to leave a lot of time to find a way out of here.” I took a deep breath. “Okay. Time to stop trying to talk our way through things. Send me whatever you can in the way of armor and weapons.”
 
   Sarah can push things a little, but ultimately the nature of the burrow determines the shape of the modifications she's able to make. A setting like this one simply wouldn't permit machine guns, for example. I was therefore not surprised to find that the armor materializing all over my body was made of black iron plates, covered in spikes and flakes of rust, a virtual twin to the suit Anaxomander had been wearing. An enormous two-handed sword shimmered into being at my feet, blade cracking with eldritch power. I picked it up in one hand—one more sign normal physics didn't apply, the thing was about as heavy as a whiffle-bat—and took a few practice swings.
 
   “I didn't bother with the helmet,” Sarah said. “I don't think it matters, and it looked like it would make it hard to see.”
 
   “Fair enough. Does your guide tell me what I'm supposed to be doing?”
 
   “You're supposed to keep hitting whoever's in the front row.”
 
   “The bastards with all the armor, in other words.” I hefted the sword. “I can see why Nax got tired of this. I bet I'm supposed to wait on that throne until they come in, too.”
 
   “Yeah. There's a little speech.”
 
   Well. I've never much believed in a fair fight if it could possibly be avoided. I took up a position beside the archway and waited. The band of adventurers made no secret of their presence, and I could hear them chatting and clanking as they worked their way up the corridor. When the first one came through—an elf in a long flowing robe, who was for some reason jumping up and down like a maniac—I planted my feet, got a nice solid wind-up, and chopped her head off.
 
   I intended to, anyway. The sword passed through her, without leaving a wound of any kind, but she keeled over anyway and fell dead at my feet. Behind her was another koala, who cursed with the voice of a middle-aged longshoreman when stepped forward and skewered him. He rolled over, all four feet in the air, and lay still.
 
   “Someone pulled him! Who fucking pulled him?” one of the dwarves was shouting. Everyone seemed to be talking at once. A wizard with a long beard beat an ungainly retreat down the corridor, but I ran him down and stabbed him in the back. A heavily armored gnome followed me, shouting insults, but I ignored him in favor of a priestess in skimpy armor, who gave a sad little shriek as she fell.
 
   “This isn't very hard,” I said to Sarah.
 
   “You're not playing by the rules,” she said.
 
   A lizard-man with a shield took three or four swings to cut down, and while I was busy with him a thrown dagger clanged off my armor. I glanced at my hit-point meter, but it was barely scratched. The thrower was the girl with long purple hair I'd seen earlier, who was already drawing another knife from nowhere in particular. I crossed the corridor to her in a single stride and drew back the mighty greatsword[24].
 
   [24]John enjoyed this way too much.
 
   Her eyes found mine. She seemed, for lack of a better word, more human than any of the other players. Those adventurers not wearing helmets with visors seemed to have their expressions locked in perpetual serious scowls, but the girl was smiling broadly, as though she'd discovered something fascinating.
 
   “I thought so,” she said, a moment before I cut her in half. 
 
   In a few minutes, I was standing alone in a field of corpses. I walked back to the throne, set the sword down, and sat down.
 
   “Now,” I said. “Where were we?”
 
   “Stuck,” Sarah said. “Bob and Sean are asking me what's going on. I told them I needed to know why their system has a tap into the HoM servers, and now they're raising hell about our confidentiality agreements.”
 
   “They don't know that you're...ah...on-site?” I usually don't tell people that Sarah lives in a laptop[25].
 
   [25]It's hard being a digital-American.
 
   “No, they think I'm your remote assistant. I just got an e-mail from their lawyers, though. If I go directly to the Heroes people for information, they're going to claim breach of contract.”
 
   “Damn.” On the one hand, in addition to a potential court battle, getting a reputation for breaching confidentiality agreements would be a good way to end my career as a debugger forever. By the nature of our work, we deal with a lot of sensitive information, and a reputation for absolute discretion is essential.
 
   On the other hand, being stuck in a video game for the rest of my life would also be a good way to end my career. I pondered.
 
   “We'll keep that for a last resort,” I decided. “I imagine convincing the HoM admins that you're serious would take some time, anyway. There's got to be a better way out of here.”
 
   “I'm trying to backtrack what Nax did from the records. The bad news is that it looks like it took him a while. Months, at least.”
 
   I had no idea what would happen if I stayed inside a burrow for that long. As far as I knew, no debugger ever had. Would I need to eat and drink[26]?
 
   [26]This is why the debuggers' refusal to investigate their powers in a proper scientific manner is a serious liability. Sure, we might lose a few if things go wrong, but sacrifices are inevitable in the name of progress!
 
   “I'm going to take a look around,” I said. “See if the burrow extends beyond this chamber, and—what are they doing?”
 
   The corpses at the entrance were getting up, accompanied by flashy beams of golden light.
 
   “Raising each other from the dead,” Sarah said. “I imagine they're about ready for another try.”
 
   “Again?” I picked up the sword with a sigh. “How many chances do they get?”
 
   “Until they get frustrated and give up,” Sarah said. “This isn't Super Mario Brothers. You don't run out of lives and get Game Over.”
 
   “Great,” I said, eyeing one of the koalas as its paws waved in elaborate spell-casting gestures. “That's just great.
 
   #
 
   After three more attempts and three more slaughters, the band of adventurers dispersed, muttering about bugs and reports to GMs. Sarah was fully occupied probing the boundary between the Heroes server and TGFP, and kept snapping at me when I tried to offer helpful suggestions[27], so I wandered back to the throne at sat down with a clank of metal plates.
 
   [27]I don't bother to do that myself. I've got a “Snap at John” sub-routine.
 
   Helplessness was not a feeling I was used to. I understood fear—the instinctive terror of fighting something big and ugly was a familiar sensation. My worst moments had been when I came close to losing Sarah for good; the thought of continuing on without her made me sick to my stomach[28]. In every case, though, there was something I could do about it, even if the odds were against me. I didn't like just sitting still.
 
   [28]I keep telling him I've got backups of my backups, but he doesn't believe in them. Just because he spends his time dealing with fairies is no excuse for indulging in magical thinking.
 
   As I idly glanced around the throne room, I caught of a flicker of movement. Aside from the bubbling of the lava, everything was still, but when I squinted I could see a faint, blurry outline of a human figure moving slowly toward the throne. I grabbed my sword.
 
   “If you're going to try a sneak attack,” I said, “I don't think it's going to work.”
 
   The figure stopped, and after a moment it faded into full visibility. It was the girl I'd killed earlier, slim and wiry in her leather armor, with purple hair drawn up into a long ponytail. She looked at me with undisguised curiosity.
 
   “Actually,” she said, “I wanted to talk. If that's really something you can do.”
 
   I blinked. So far, none of the players had given any indication that they were able to hear me. According to Sarah, their view of the burrow was filtered through the ordinary Heroes of Mazaroth interface, so they wouldn't notice anything that didn't have a place in the game.
 
   “I can talk,” I said slowly. “I didn't think any you could listen.”
 
   “I knew it!” The girl clapped her hands together. “I knew something was different. I've been doing this Nax run over and over because I thought something weird was going on. Who are you? Are you real?”
 
   “For some definitions of real,” I said. “My name is John Golden.”
 
   “I'm...well, this character is DarkSoulReaper7, but I'm Meghan.” She put her head on one side. “Are you going to kill me again?”
 
   “I'll try not to.”
 
   She walked up to the throne, inspecting me like a specimen. I shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “You look like Nax, except for the helmet,” she said. “God, this is awesome. I've never spoken to a fairy before.”
 
   I couldn't help a wry chuckle. “Sorry to disappoint you, but you're not speaking to one now.” At her confused expression, I laid out the whole sorry scenario thus far[29].
 
   [29]I have remarked before on John's tendency to trust people at once when they are, or appear to be, attractive young women.
 
   “You're a debugger?” she said. “That's so cool. Have you killed a lot of fairies?”
 
   “I suppose so.” I never really thought about it. Fairies don't have the same experience of death that humans do; it's more like booting them back to where they came from, and they always find their way back[30]. “Now—you have to tell me something. Why can you hear me when nobody else seems to be able to?”
 
   [30]John Golden, Existential Philosopher!
 
   “Oh. I'm running FairyServant on my system.” Some of my disapproval must have been visible, because she immediately got a guilty look and waved her hands placating. “I'm careful with it! It's a clean box that I only use for net browsing and Heroes[31]. 
 
   [31]FairyServant is an application—or, from another point of view, a lifeform, really a sort of virus—that continues to be popular among self-styled 'hackers' in spite of every attempt to stamp it out. It installs a tiny fairy egg on a home computer that hatches into a small, apparently helpful sprite that happily assists the user with a variety of tasks. It also replicates itself uncontrollably, onto every removable drive and network connection it can get access to. For obvious reasons, debuggers hate the very idea of it. Because the systems it installs itself onto are mostly small ones, it's usually not more than a nuisance, and very few of the reports of users being eaten by the fairies they've grown are true.
 
   There was a rumor going around that certain parts of Mazaroth looked different if you ran them through FairyServant, and I wanted to see if it was true.”
 
   That made some kind of sense. “How long has this been going on?”
 
   “Quite a while. But I only started coming here once I heard that Nax disappeared—”
 
   “Die, human-scum!” An arrow zipped across the room and embedded itself in the small of Meghan's back.
 
   “Oops,” she managed, as she gave an electronic groan and keeled over. “I'll come back later.”
 
   A moment later, her corpse vanished. I'd instinctively grabbed for my sword, but the figure in the doorway was already lowering her bow. 
 
   The sight of her froze me in place for a moment. She was lithe and dark-haired, with lips painted a bruised-looking purple and flawless olive skin. Quite a lot of that skin was on display, since the 'armor' she wore covered about as much as a standard-issue bikini, plus thigh-high mail boots and spiked shoulder pads. Her eyes were huge, red, and cat-slitted; her ears, long and pointed, stuck out sideways and twitched as she walked[32].
 
   [32]Heroes of Mazaroth's character designers are experts at appealing to their target demographic, for whom women are a sort of mythical beast slightly less accessible than dragons. John is too polite to mention her bust, which would have done credit to a blow-up doll. If normal physics were in force, I doubt she could stand upright without back pain.
 
   “That's her,” Sarah said. “Kelara, the Dark Elf.”
 
   “I'd guessed that,” I muttered. “What's she doing here?”
 
   “Lord Anaxomander!” Kelara said, striding across the throne room[33].
 
   [33]Bounce, bounce, bounce. Badly in need of a sports bra.
 
   “Play along,” Sarah said.
 
   “Kelara,” I said, politely. “Can I help you?”
 
   “I sensed the presence of an intruder in your inner sanctum when I revived,” she said. “Were you having trouble dealing with her?”
 
   “Trouble?” I shook my head. “Oh, no. No trouble. No, I was merely...amusing myself. With her terrified pleading, I mean.”
 
   She smiled. “Excellent. May I say how happy I am to see that you've returned, my lord. And may I congratulate you on a most successful afternoon!”
 
   “Successful?” I remembered the earlier carnage among the adventuring group. “Oh, yes. Well. That was no trouble at all, really.”
 
   “You've clearly recovered your spirits,” she said. “Before you left, almost every group was getting the better of you.”
 
   “Sometimes a bit of time off is just what the doctor ordered,” I said. She cocked her head, curiously. “What the healer ordered, I mean. It's good for me, is what I'm saying.”
 
   I was thinking furiously. Kelara was obviously another fairy, like the original Lord Anaxomander. Unlike him, though, she was sticking to the script, apparently unaffected by any of the existential doubts he'd had beaten into his armored skull after a lifetime of being slaughtered. As far as she was concerned, this really was a fantasy world, and I really was a Dark Lord engaged in some vaguely defined but no doubt nefarious scheme.
 
   “How have things been?” I hazarded. “While I was gone, I mean. I rely on you to keep order in my absence.”
 
   “Unfortunately, my lord, the number of adventurers scum has increased considerably in your absence. Without your power to defend us, they seem to have grown bolder. I do my best to keep them out, but I am regularly defeated.”
 
   “That's...too bad.”
 
   “But with your return, I'm sure matters will improve. Victory will be ours!” She slammed one hand against her chest in a salute that brought to mind black-uniformed stormtroopers. I winced. 
 
   “Of course it will. Tell me, before I left, did I...say anything to you about what I was doing?”
 
   She looked confused again. “No, my lord. You had become, if I may say it, quite withdrawn. We rarely spoke.”
 
   “Yes, I remember. My apologies. I look forward to working with you more closely in the future.”
 
   “Thank you, my lord.” There was something in the cast of her huge red eyes I didn't like. “I will return to my post.”
 
   “Good, good.” I coughed. “Keep up the good work. Bad work, I mean. Evil work.”
 
   Kelara saluted again, turned crisply on her heel, and left the throne room.
 
   “I'm not sure I like her,” I said, once she'd gone.
 
   “Why?” Sarah said. “Because she could pass for a finalist in a Nazi swimsuit competition?”
 
   “What do you think would happen if she finds out I'm not Anaxomander?”
 
   “Nothing good. It would seriously disturb the narrative of the burrow. She might try to kill you.”
 
   “Killing me doesn't seem to make much difference.” 
 
   “Letting the players kill you doesn't,” Sarah corrected. “That's a normal part of the game. You have to reset so each new group of players can come in. But if she kills you, it might count as a cut scene or something. That could be permanent.”
 
   “Wonderful. At least she doesn't seem to be able to tell by looking at me.”
 
   “Remember that she's a fairy, whatever she looks like. Logic is not their strong point.”
 
   “Any progress on your side?”
 
   Sarah sighed. “I'm trying to trace what Nax did, but even if I can figure it out, replicating it is going to take a long time. He had to put in a lot of effort to work free of the burrow's pull.”
 
   “Have you tried asking him about it?”
 
   She paused. “No. That honestly didn't occur to me[34].”
 
   [34]John tends to think that everyone will come around to his point of view, if only they would think about things logically. He thinks of this as being “bluff” and “honest” rather than “naïve.”
 
   “Can you put me in touch with him? It's worth a shot.”
 
   “I can set up a channel. Do you really think you're going to get anywhere?”
 
   “I'm not sure.” There was something bothering me, something Sarah said that was demanding my attention. I couldn't put my finger on it, and the sensation was infuriating. “We'll find out.”
 
   #
 
   “Lord Anaxomander?”
 
   The Dark Lord's voice sounded in my ear. “Yes? What? Where are you?”
 
   “I'm speaking to you by...magic. It's John Golden. I went through the portal back to your old lair.”
 
   “Ah, yes. You were going to try and deal with the adventurers for me.” There was a sly chuckle in his voice. “How is that going?”
 
   “It's a bigger problem than I thought,” I said. “But I was hoping I could convince you to come back. Things have been going really badly without you. The adventurers are just walking all over the place.”
 
   “I'm not sure I see why my being there makes any difference to that,” Nax said, morosely. “It used to be I could give as good as I got. Life was exciting. Now, though, they have all this newfangled gimcrackery, and I haven't got a chance. Call that sporting? 'Cause I don't[35].”
 
   [35]Anaxomander used to be a top-level boss, but subsequent expansions to Heroes of Mazaroth have raised the level cap, and gear inflation means he's a pushover these days. Or so I'm told.
 
   “Still, though. Someone has to fight the good fight.”
 
   “What's the point? I plot and I plan to bring ruin to the world, but I never actually get around to doing anything. Whenever I try, in comes a band of adventurers to spoil everything. No, I'm done. The world can bloody well bring itself to ruin without my help.”
 
   I thought desperately. “What about...all the other monsters? Don't you have some kind of duty to them?” I searched my memory for the usual fantasy suspects. “The...uh...orcs, and the trolls, and...”
 
   “The shrimp-bears,” Sarah supplied.
 
   “...the shrimp-bears! Don't you owe them your leadership?”
 
   “Of course I don't,” Nax said. “I'm evil, remember? I don't believe in duty and so forth. Besides, the orcs are probably happier without me. I used to pick one and have all the others beat him to death whenever I got bored. And I hate those damn shrimp-bears, they always snap their claws at me. Besides, I imagine Kelara will be getting ready to take over. She's always wanted the job. At one point I thought I might have to kill her, but she's welcome to it as far as I'm concerned.”
 
   I sat back in throne, defeated. “This lair really is a lot nicer. I like the lava.”
 
   “It really brings the room together, doesn't it? And it provides just that hint of sulfur to the air that makes things feel so delightfully hellish. You have no idea how long it took me to get it to bubble right.” Nax sighed. “But as long as the place is overrun with adventurers, I'm not coming back. It may be dull here, but at least I'm not getting killed every five minutes.”
 
   “Fair enough. I'll be in touch if I make any progress.”
 
   “Best of luck. If you get the chance, try to freshen up the blood around the doorway. If you leave it too long it goes all brown.”
 
   The connection cut off. I let out a long breath.
 
   “Shrimp-bears?” I said. “Really?”
 
   “Yes[36].”
 
   [36]Most notable for their contribution to the rare level 75 cooking recipe, Mammoth Blazing Shrimp Cocktail. Take six giant shrimp heads, two helpings of Elemental Fire, a Borolorian Tomato, and assorted spices, cook over a bonfire for thirty seconds. Serves ten, and provides +30 Strength and Fire Resistance!
 
   “Why would they have claws? Shrimp don't have claws.”
 
   “I think zoology was not a major concern for the designers.”
 
   “People actually do this for fun?” I said. “Come in here and kill the same monsters over and over again?”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   “Well, I suppose there's no accounting for taste.”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “John,” Sarah said, hesitating a little. “I'm really worried. If we can't come up with something to get you out of there[37]—”
 
   [37]“ —then eventually Bob and Sean will decide they can sell me on eBay,” is what I was going to say. I'd rather not end up filing spreadsheets for some third-rate insurance company.
 
   “We'll figure it out. We always do.” I rubbed my scalp, forgetting for a moment that I was wearing giant steel gauntlets and leaving a couple of painful scratches. “I feel like I've almost got it...”
 
   “Your little friend is back.”
 
   I looked up. A faint shimmer in the air showed Meghan, ghosting invisibly into the throne room. A moment later she popped into being, looking over her shoulder.
 
   “Kelara looks angry,” she said. “She was shooting arrows from the battlements down at the orcs outside. Is she a fairy, too? That can't be something the designers put in.”
 
   “She is,” I said. “The burrow must cover most of the castle.”
 
   “She's always been weird. When Nax disappeared, half the time we would find her in here, with a bunch of minions, instead of her own room.”
 
   “Like she was trying to take over.” Something clicked. “That's it. I've got it.”
 
   “What?” Sarah said. “What have you got?”
 
   “What would have happened if Nax stayed away, and I never turned up?”
 
   Meghan frowned. “I don't—”
 
   “Sorry,” I said, seeing her confusion. “Sarah, can you loop Meghan in?”
 
   Sarah gave a heavy sigh, but when she spoke a moment later, Meghan looked up in surprise. “Hello, Meghan.”
 
   “This is Sarah,” I explained. “She's my support out in the real world[38].”
 
   [38]Sort of.
 
   “Hi,” Meghan said, a bit shyly. She waved at nowhere in particular.
 
   “Now, what did you mean 'I've got it?’” Sarah said.
 
   “If I hadn't come in here,” I repeated. “What would have happened to the burrow without someone to fill Nax's role?”
 
   “I suppose it would have adapted eventually,” she said. “In a way that didn't break with the metaphor. Maybe Kelara would have taken over.”
 
   “She does have a history of stabbing her bosses in the back,” Meghan said. “At the Battle of Ratomir Forest, for example. Or Orfang Pass.”
 
   “Or in the Tombs of the Ice Giant King,” Sarah said. “Though Orfang Pass was only referenced in Macro's novels, so I'm not sure it can really be considered canon—”
 
   “The point is,” I said, “that the story can be changed permanently. Like you said, it wouldn't be good if Kelara killed me.”
 
   “I hope you're not suggesting we encourage her to do that,” Sarah said.
 
   “No. What we need is a way to get Nax out of the way, in a way that fits the story. Right now, his absence formed that gap that's holding me here. If we can get him to come back, and then write him out properly—”
 
   “Then you can escape!” Meghan said, clapping her hands excitedly.
 
   Sarah sounded dubious. “You really think you can convince him to come back, even if we could arrange that?”
 
   “I'm sure of it. You heard him. He doesn't like it over there, he's just tired of getting killed.”
 
   “And when he leaves,” Sarah said, “we'll have fulfilled our contract with TGFP, too. Very neat. If we can convince the story to accept it.”
 
   “I've got an idea on that,” I said. “What was Nax's evil plan in the first place? You know, the one the adventurers keep turning up to ruin.”
 
   “He wants to become a new god of darkness,” Meghan said. “So he can try to dethrone Garrae, God of War, and bring about an age of carnage.”
 
   “Why can't he just succeed, for once? He's been at this long enough, he deserves it.”
 
   “If he makes himself into a god, I don't know where he'd end up,” Sarah said.
 
   “But it wouldn't be here, right?” I said.
 
   “I can't see him hanging around,” Meghan said. “Besides, a god of darkness would have to be a bit more than a level 75 dungeon boss.”
 
   “This is it,” I said, more confident by the minute. All the pieces fit together so neatly[39]. “This will work.”
 
   [39]Once again, ever the optimist. You think he'd learn, eventually.
 
   “But how exactly can you let him become a god?” Meghan said.
 
   “Sarah can take care of that.”
 
   “I can't just flip a switch and make someone a deity,” Sarah said, slowly. “But—”
 
   “You don't have to,” I finished. “All we have to do is create the appropriate paraphernalia here, and convince the story that it's going to happen. The burrow will make it real. Or as real as things get around here, anyway.”
 
   “It would probably look like some big scary ritual,” Meghan said, getting into the spirit. “A big glowing magic circle. Chanting cultists, fountains of blood. That sort of thing.”
 
   “I'll see what I can do,” Sarah said. “But we'll need a group of players, too.”
 
   “Why?” I said. “They'd just try to interfere.”
 
   “That's the whole point,” she said. “Nothing important can ever happen when there isn't a player around to watch. It's the rules of the game.”
 
   “I can get my group together,” Meghan said. “Give me half an hour.”
 
   “I'll need at least that long to get the props together,” Sarah said. “And John's got to talk to Nax.”
 
   “No problem,” I said.
 
   #
 
   “Absolutely not,” Nax said. “Look, I told you. I'm not going back, no matter how many times—”
 
   “Listen for a minute,” I said. “I've got an idea.”
 
   As I explained, the throne room was reshaping itself around me. Using the same mechanism by which she normally sent me weapons and armor, Sarah was playing interior decorator[40], adding a vast circle of glowing green runes to the floor and surrounding it with candelabras, piles of skulls, and other props. Cultists, complete with hooded robes, popped into being one after another and filled the room with an ominous, droning chant.
 
   [40]Of the “Gothic Lord of Darkness” school of design.
 
   “A god?” Nax said. “Really?”
 
   “Really. We're working on it right now. That way you can get out of this castle once and for all, but still be here in Mazaroth where you belong.”
 
   “If I was a god,” he mused, “I'd really be able to give those adventurers what for.”
 
   “Exactly! And think of the new lair you'd get to design.”
 
   “On top of a mountain, I bet,” Nax said, getting excited.
 
   “A mountain? I bet you'd have a volcano, at the very least.”
 
   “A volcano. I've always wanted a volcano.”
 
   “A big one. With extra lava.”
 
   “It won't work, though,” he said, sadly. “Those wretched adventurers will interfere.”
 
   “We're working on that, and I'll be here to help you. And we're going to get Kelara to bring in all the toughest minions in the castle to guard you.”
 
   “That doesn't seem right. I've always believed that minions are most effective when deployed in small groups, each far enough from the next that a fight doesn't attract attention.”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Trust me on this one. So you'll help?”
 
   “I will.” He slipped back into his Dark Lord voice. “But do not think I trust you, human. I will retain my connection to my new realm, in case your offer is a trick.”
 
   “Fair enough.” In his circumstances, I had to concede, I wouldn't trust me either[41].
 
   [41]Yes he would. Or at least, he would if he had breasts.
 
   “Alert me when the preparations are completed.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   I severed the connection and looked out at the magic circle. It looked good, very eldritch and evil. A low-hanging fog drifted around the room, roiling in invisible currents.
 
   “Sarah, you missed your calling as a game designer.”
 
   “I just have to picture what I thought was cool when I was twelve,” she said. “You'd better hurry if you're going to talk Kelara into helping.”
 
   “I'm on it.” 
 
   I skirted the magic circle and headed out the door. I'd never actually managed to take a tour of the fortress, being interrupted by gangs of bloodthirsty adventurers, but it looked more or less the way I'd expected. The corridor bent and twisted, but never forked. Many barred doors let off it, but on closer inspection they were just painted on the stone. Before too long I came to another archway, this one leading out onto a long, narrow battlement. 
 
   Rain pelted down, making hollow pinging sounds on my black armor. Overhead, the night sky was black with heavy clouds, and lightning flickered ominously. Thunder growled, like a distant animal. 
 
   At the edge of the battlement, leaning against the crenellations, Kelara was idly firing her bow at something far below. After each shot she would stop, sigh, and shake her head. Rain soaked her dark hair and beaded on her smooth, olive skin, but she appeared not to mind the damp.
 
   “Hello,” I said, trying to make my voice boom hollowly as Anaxomander's had. It wasn't terribly impressive. “How are things going out here?”
 
   “My lord!” Kelara jumped to attention and snapped another vaguely disturbing salute. “You shouldn't be out here.”
 
   “I shouldn't?”
 
   “You know it rusts your armor. Besides, we don't want a repeat of that incident, do we?”
 
   She coughed, casting a meaningful eye at the thunderheads bristling with lightning. Clad from head to toe in thick, metallic plates, I could see her point.
 
   “Uh...right.” I tore my eyes away from the sky and fought the urge to speak quickly. “I just wanted to let you know that my plan is finally coming to fruition.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “It is. In about ten minutes, actually. I am going to ascend to the heavens—”
 
   “ —descend,” Sarah hissed, “to the Hells —”
 
   “ —that is, descend to the Hells first, then ascend to the heavens in righteous—I mean, unrighteous anger and vent my wrath upon the world.”
 
   Kelara's eyes glittered. “My lord! That's wonderful.”
 
   “Thank you, but I suspect a group of those accursed adventurers may try to interfere with the ritual, so I want you to gather all the toughest minions we've got and bring them to the throne room as quickly as you can.”
 
   “At once, my lord. They will not pass while I live.”
 
   I didn't mention that this was not particularly reassuring, given her record. She saluted again and hurried off, and I clanked my way wetly back up the corridor. By the time I made it to the throne room, it looked like things were nearly ready to go. Coruscating purple energies crackled between the chanting cultists, and a ball of yellow-green light hovered in the very center of the magic circle. If one was going to become a dark god, I couldn't think of a better place to do it.
 
   “Sarah, you've outdone yourself.”
 
   “Thank you. Is our Dark Elf coming?”
 
   “Shortly.”
 
   “Then it's time to get the Dark Lord back in his proper place. I've got a new set of armor for you.”
 
   The black iron all around me shifted and ran like inky water, settling into a form that was less impressive but considerably more practical. It covered me like lizard scales, shiny black metal gleaming with weird highlights in the occult light. The huge greatsword became, somewhat to my disappointment, a more ordinary longsword[42].
 
   [42]Boys do so love their swords.
 
   “Once Anaxomander comes through, if this is working, Kelara will see him as the Dark Lord,” Sarah said. “We'll have to pass you off as a minion.”
 
   “Better call him, then.”
 
   A moment later, the air rippled, and then Anaxomander himself was sitting on the great, spiked throne. Here in his proper environment, he looked considerably more impressive than he had moping in the makeshift lair back at TGFP, and when his helmet turned to look at me I couldn't help taking half a step backward.
 
   “It's me,” I said. “John Golden. We're almost ready to go.”
 
   “It is good to see the old lair again,” Nax said, then added, more conversationally. “I like what you've done with the place. Especially the mist, that's a good touch. You'll have to give me the recipe[43].”
 
   [43]One part blue dye #5, one part manticore sweat gland, and four parts dry ice.
 
   “Thanks,” I said[44]. “As soon as Kelara gets here, then we only have to wait for the adventurers arrive.”
 
   [44]As though he had anything to do with it!
 
   “Of course,” Nax said. “A moment such as this one deserves an appropriate audience.”
 
   That was the kind of thinking that had gotten him run out of his own lair, but it wasn't my place to criticize. In any event, we were interrupted by a curious warbling shriek. A creature out of nightmare filled the archway, with the lower legs and torso of a huge black bear and the pale pink multi-tentacled head and mouthparts of a shrimp, magnified to grotesque size. Its arms were half black fur, half armor plating, and each ended in a bright red pincer that clacked menacingly as the thing moved.
 
   “Ah, she's brought the shrimp-bears,” Nax said. “Those were always my favorites.”
 
   Another three of the monstrosities followed the first into the room, taking up positions on either side of the door. Behind them came a squad of what I assumed were orcs, corpulent, gray-skinned creatures wearing enough leather straps and steel to outfit a bondage convention[45].
 
   [45]Thank you for that mental image.
 
   Kelara followed, in her practically non-existent armor[46], longbow in hand. She faced the throne and saluted.
 
   [46]She would have been right at home at said bondage convention.
 
   “My lord!”
 
   “Kelara. It's good to see you again. It's been a long time.”
 
   I winced. There hadn't been time to brief Nax on the actions I'd taken in his name. Kelara looked momentarily confused, but recovered quickly.
 
   “The adventurers are here, my lord. They are fighting their way through the Gallery of Terror as we speak.”
 
   “Then we must be ready to receive them. Prepare to begin the ritual!”
 
   Sarah was listening, and the chanting of the cultists rose to a more frenzied pitch. Nax stood with a chorus of clanks and rusty groans, and stalked toward the magic circle. He took a position in the center, under the glowing ball of light, and raised his hands. Blue-white lightning crackled all around him.
 
   “What now?” I whispered to Sarah.
 
   “He's got to stay like that for a while,” she said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We're running on game logic, remember? The players have to have a chance to stop him. Just make sure none of them get to the circle.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   I turned back to the door and moved to stand beside Kelara. Moments later, over the chanting, I heard the familiar sound of boots on stone, and a trio of armored warriors with enormous shields came through the archway. Behind them, mages lofted balls of flame and bursts of icy shards into the room, and glowing auras of holy protection sprang up. An orc shrieked as a koalamancer gestured sharply at him, causing eucalyptus leaves to burst violently from his flesh.
 
   The orcs looked formidable, lined up in a dense hedge of swords, spears, and armored flesh, but as soon as the adventurers arrived they went down by the score. I watched, vaguely disappointed, as they were smashed around like bowling pins by the fireballs and slashed to pieces by the front-rank fighters. Even the slightest tap seemed to bowl them over, often causing their limbs to go flying off as though they'd only been held on with Velcro. The speed and efficiency with which they were dispatched made me wonder why Kelara had bothered gathering them in the first place[47].
 
   [47]I have occasionally wondered this myself. It must be something they learn in Villain 101: “Make sure to have a wall of expendable mooks for the heroes to mow down trivially before the real fight gets started.”
 
   Once the small fry were cleared out of the way, the adventurers engaged the shrimp-bears, who were evidently a much tougher proposition. Swords slashed at their furry hides, hammers slammed against them, and they in turn snapped their claws on the armored warriors in the curiously bloodless style of combat that seemed to be the rule in this particular reality. This went on for a while, both sides going at it with considerable energy but not much actual effect that I could see.
 
   “Aren't you going to help?” I said to Kelara.
 
   “When the time is right.” She glanced at me. “Who are you, anyway?”
 
   “Just a minion. Call me John.”
 
   She sniffed. I got the feeling she wasn't in the habit of addressing minions by their first names. “When you reach my rank, John, you will understand the true tactical complexities of these battles.”
 
   “But wouldn't it be better to fight all at once, instead of one after another?” I pointed to the rear ranks of the adventuring party, where white-robed figures of a variety of heights were aiming glowing streams of energy at their more heavily armored comrades. “They're healing each other, look.”
 
   She stared at me, uncomprehending, then shook her head. I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Hell with it,” I muttered. “Sarah, I'm going in.”
 
   “Be careful. Oberon only knows what would happen if you die now.”
 
   I glanced at my hit point bar—solid green—and started to run toward the melee. As I moved in, one of the shrimp-bears gave a warbling bellow and collapsed in a heap, leaving a nicely timed gap. I hopped on its furry corpse and jumped, clearing the armored dwarf that had killed the monster by an easy foot and landing in a clattering roll among the softer targets at the back of the party.
 
   “Add!” someone shouted. 
 
   “Somebody pick him up!”
 
   An elf-woman in form-fitting plate[48] shouted something about my mother, which I guessed was supposed to make me angry enough to attack her. 
 
   [48]Form-fitting plate—the ultimate in practicality!
 
   Instead, I drew my sword and started hacking at a white-robed priest, who ran away from me, jumping frantically. I didn't seem to be as strong as I had been when I was Dark Lord Anaxomander, and it took me three or four blows to bring him down. By then, other adventurers were closing in. A fireball exploded against me, and my HP gauge ticked downward.
 
   “He's still loose!”
 
   “Are you taunting him?”
 
   “Where's my heals?”
 
   I spun, and was suddenly face-to-face with Meghan. I swung my sword, slow enough that she easily blocked the blow with crossed daggers, and while we were pressed close I mouthed hide. She nodded and spun away, leaving me with a clear path to cut down a spellcasting koala. Tearing a few errant eucalyptus leaves from my gauntlet where one of his spells had clipped, I went after a gnome in a snappy business suit, chopping his guardian demon out of the way. He managed to set me on fire, but the flames vanished when he fell, leaving my HP only slightly depleted.
 
   Another shrimp-bear was down, but without the support of their healers the armored adventurers were falling too. I couldn't see Meghan among the living or the dead—her shimmery, invisible form was impossible to spot in the confusion—but as I watched the two remaining bears cornered the last survivors against a wall and finished them off. I sheathed my sword.
 
   “That should do it, right?” I said to Sarah. “We don't have to wait for them to get back up and do it all over again—”
 
   The chanting rose to a crashing, roaring crescendo, punctuated by bolts of lightning and blasts of thunder, then cut off abruptly, leaving a ringing silence. Anaxomander stood in the center of the circle, facing us, his helmet tipped down to stare at the foot-long arrow that had sprouted from the center of his chest.
 
   “Kelaaaaraaaa!” he growled, and took a step forward. Another arrow caught him in the shoulder, punching through his armor plating and spinning him around. He staggered sideways, through the ring of cultists and slumped against a carved pillar[49].
 
   [49]To be honest, I really should have seen this one coming.
 
   “Minions!” the Dark Lord shouted. “Destroy her!”
 
   I drew my sword, but Kelara was faster. She spun with elven grace, firing an arrow that disintegrated in a crackling electrical web in mid-flight. The lightning tendrils wrapped themselves around me, binding my arms to my sides and anchoring me to the floor. The sword slipped from my nerveless fingers, clattering on the flagstones.
 
   The shrimp-bears shuffled around to flank Kelara, standing at her side like loyal pets. She gave a high, melodramatic laugh.
 
   “You think they'll obey you?” she said. “You abandoned them, my lord. You abandoned us.”
 
   “I...” Nax's voice faltered. “I didn't mean to. I was just so tired. You understand, don't you?”
 
   “Understand?” She laughed again. “Of course I understand! You think I had it any easier? But some of us believe in the cause of darkness. I have died a thousand deaths for that, and I would die a thousand more.” She gave a nasty smile. “But I'd rather become a god, and not die at all.”
 
   “John!” Sarah's voice in my ear was frantic.
 
   “I know, I know,” I muttered. I tested the lightning bonds, but they weren't getting any looser. “I'm thinking!” 
 
   “Don't think, watch your damned HP!”
 
   I glanced up at the gauge. It was at fifty percent, and dropping. Apparently whatever spell Kelara had hit me with was doing steady damage in addition to rooting me to the spot.
 
   “Is this going to wear off?”
 
   “Not until someone stuns her,” Sarah said. “Forget about it. Just bail out! Nax is here, which means you should be able to leave.”
 
   “But if she kills him now—” He would die, permanently, and Kelara would become a god.
 
   “Who cares? He's a fairy!”
 
   She was right, of course[50]. I mean, I didn't really matter who became a dark god in Mazaroth. 
 
   [50]As usual.
 
   And Nax, as a fairy, couldn't really die, any more than all those sprites and gremlins I'd exterminated over the years. But the thought of simply running for it rankled. I'd made him a promise, and he'd tried his best to help. To abandon him now[51]...
 
   [51]”Cause of Death: Excess Macho.”
 
   I gritted my teeth, closed my eyes, and twisted out of the burrow. Nothing happened[52].
 
   [52]Of course, the one time he does take my advice...
 
   “John?”
 
   “It's not working,” I said. The HP gauge was at forty percent. I thought frantically. “Nax said he was keeping his path to TGFP open. That means he's left a bit of himself there, and that's enough to keep me stuck here.” Or so I guessed. This was all uncharted territory.
 
   “Shit,” Sarah said. “Maybe if she kills him?”
 
   “I don't think she's going to do that until after she becomes a god,” I said. Kelara had walked into the center of the magic circle and raised her arms above her head, in the accepted posture for apotheosis. 
 
   “You're not going to last that long! Do something!”
 
   “I'm trying!”
 
   “John?” Meghan decloaked beside me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “No, he's not,” Sarah cut in, before I could answer. “And if he dies, he's going to die for real, you understand?”
 
   Meghan went pale. “What...? How can I help?”
 
   “Get your party back up. Someone needs to hit Kelara with a hard stun, and then you have to take her down, or she'll just kill John anyway.”
 
   “The guys are saying they want to give up and come back tomorrow,” Meghan said. Some of the corpses on the floor had already disappeared as the players disconnected.
 
   “Get them to try!” Sarah practically screamed[53].
 
   [53]I was just...a bit forceful.
 
   “Got it,” Meghan squeaked. 
 
   She darted away, bending over one of the white-robed healers with a potion in her hands. A moment later, he got to his feet, and golden light began playing over more corpses.
 
   “It's not going to be enough,” Sarah said. I could see what she meant. Half the adventurers were gone, and the rest might not be a match for Kelara. “They're not going to be able to stop her. Meghan! One more thing!”
 
   One of the armored fighters clambered to his feet and threw his warhammer at Kelara. The weapon sped across the room with unnatural speed, caromed off her, and zoomed back to his hand. The impact sent her reeling, momentarily stunned, and the lightning cage around me disappeared. I glanced at my HP gauge—less than a quarter remaining. I could hear Sarah shouting something to Meghan but a sudden rise in the ominous chanting kept me from hearing what she said.
 
   The warhammer-wielding dwarf glared at me while the priest healed him. Meghan was speaking frantically to the gnome in the business suit. The koala gestured frantically, and eucalyptus saplings sprang from the stones all around Kelara, boxing her in. Recovering her balance, she tore at the little trees, enraged.
 
   “Destroy them!” she shouted, her voice already taking on some of the buzzing resonance of a Dark Lord's.
 
   The two shrimp-bears lurched into action. One of them went straight for the armored dwarf, who raised his shield and let a claw snap shut over it, then struck back with his warhammer. The other monster came directly at me.
 
   I wasn't sure how much damage a shrimp-bear would do, HP-wise, but I didn't want to find out how many more hits I could take. It slashed down at me with a pincer, and I ducked out of the way, letting it clack shut behind him. I snatched my sword from where it had fallen and lashed out; it went cleanly through the thing's leg without causing any visible damage, but the shrimp-bear roared in rage. It turned, clumsily, to follow me, striking again and again. I danced back, then reversed course suddenly and caught it off balance, dealing it another couple of blows before it recovered.
 
   Daggers whirred through the air, burying themselves in the shrimp-head for a moment before disappearing. Meghan, another pair of blades in hand, got a running start and leapt, slamming both weapons into the creature's back. It roared again and turned to face her, and as she slipped agilely between its claws, I got a good back-and-forth rhythm with the sword, carving off chunks of its HP. 
 
   On the fifth or sixth strike, without warning, it keeled over with a despairing warble-roar. Panting, I grinned at Meghan, and she gave me a brilliant answering smile that prompted me to make a mental note to ask for her email address before this was all over[54].
 
   [54]That's John, always keeping his mind on the important things in a crisis.
 
   A similar sound told of the demise of the other bear, and we turned to find the armored dwarf jumping over its corpse and making for Kelara, who had nearly hacked her way out of the eucalyptus thicket. 
 
   She drew her bowstring back, and the dwarf skidded to a halt, shield braced. But the dark elf's arrow, on leaving the bow, transformed into a spear of dark energy that picked him up and slammed him against the opposite wall.
 
   “Hey!” said the priest. “She's not supposed to use Dark Forces until the she's at seventy-five percent—”
 
   He collapsed and died as another arrow found him. The warrior, getting to his feet, gamely charged in again, but without a healer backing him it was an unequal contest, and after a few blows he collapsed. Then, pausing only to punt the koala out of her path, the furious Dark Elf came straight for me and Meghan.
 
   “Uh.” I looked down at the sword in my hand. It was a sturdy length of steel, but it suddenly didn't seem very impressive, especially since Kelara was still wrapped in azure lightning from the dark ritual we'd temporarily interrupted. “Sarah? Any ideas?”
 
   “Busy,” Sarah said. “One sec.”
 
   “Busy? You're busy?”
 
   “John!” Meghan shouted.
 
   Kelara drew and fired. Before the arrow could strike home, Meghan threw herself sideways, taking the shot intended for me. She landed at my feet, dead before she hit the ground.
 
   “Meghan!” I said, a bit late. Kelara stalked forward, reaching for another arrow, and I frantically gave ground. There was no way I could get close enough to even strike a blow before she let the arrow fly.
 
   “Now, wait a minute,” I said frantically. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   “I've never wanted anything more in my life,” Kelara said.
 
   Fair enough. I couldn't really blame her. “Sarah? Any chance of a ray gun?”
 
   “I told you,” she said, “just wait one second—”
 
   A roar, louder even than the furious chanting of the cultist, filled the room and seemed to shake the very stones. The coils of smoke in the air boiled frantically, and lava spattered against one wall from the bubbling pool in the corner. I caught a glimpse of the business-suited gnome, running frantically out through the archway, but leaving behind an oval-shaped hole in space that shimmered with unreality. 
 
   Through it came an enormous golden tiger, bigger than most cars and moving with the deliberate certainty of a true apex predator. Muscles rippled smoothly under its tawny coat, and a pair of fangs as long as my arm jutted from the corners of its mouth. Its eyes were huge and green, reflecting the flashes of lightning from the magical circle. It was such an impressive beast that it took me a moment to realize there was a human figure atop its shoulders in an odd-shaped saddle, using this immense monster as a mount. Even Kelara took a step back, her bow swinging around to bear on beast and rider.
 
   “Okay,” the man said. “Enough is enough. This is getting ridiculous.”
 
   He had a square-jawed face with a chin you could have cracked rocks on and long golden hair that would have done credit to a movie star. Below the neck, he was swathed from collar to heel in gleaming armor, elaborately inlaid with precious metals and studded with gems. Glowing sigils and runes hinted at powerful enchantments. He was also, for reasons that were beyond me at the moment, wearing a small conical purple hat of the sort distributed at children's birthday parties, with a silver pom-pom on top.
 
   “Another adventurer?” Kelara, recovering her poise, managed a sneer. “What can you hope to accomplish alone?”
 
   “Blah, blah, blah,” the man said. He hopped down from the saddle, and the tiger settled back on its haunches. “Let's get this over with.”
 
   Fast as a thunderbolt, Kelara nocked an arrow and fired it at the interloper's chest. It stuck there, quivering, and before it could fade away she fired another. The stranger raised one eyebrow as the third struck him.
 
   “Not bad. That nearly got through my passive regen.” He drew a sword that glowed so brightly it was a single blaze of golden light from hilt to tip. “Now try this.”
 
   He swung. The blade passed through Kelara, and I saw her eyes go wide with surprise. Before she could say a word, the stranger reversed his stroke and slashed her again, and she toppled backward with a despairing cry.
 
   “...I was going to be a god...” she gasped, falling to her knees. “...I was going...to get out...of here...”
 
   She collapsed to the floor. The golden stranger sheathed his sword and bent briefly to examine the corpse.
 
   “Wizard robes,” he said to me with a shrug. “Probably not very useful to you.”
 
   “It's you, isn't it,” I said flatly. “Sarah.”
 
   He/she flinched. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “You'd need to do more than put on a hunky body to fool me. What are you doing here? Did you break in to the HoM servers?”
 
   “Not...exactly.” Sarah looked uncomfortable. “If you must know, this is my Heroes character. I had one of Meghan's friends summon me.”
 
   “You have a Heroes character?” I looked her up and down. “You once told me that online games were for basement-dwelling, deodorant-challenged nerds.”
 
   “Can we please not talk about this[55]?”
 
   [55]All right, all right. So I went through a Heroes of Mazaroth phase. Doesn't everybody? I mean, come on, I was sixteen and in boarding school. I needed something to do. And once I'd worked my way to max level, it only made sense to keep checking back in occasionally. I really only play when a new expansion comes out, and just until I've got my levels and gear maxed again. It's not like I'm addicted. I could quit any time I felt like it. Seriously, just shut up.
 
   “And by the look of it, you're pretty damn powerful.”
 
   “Level ninety-five,” Sarah said, with a faint hint of pride. “Fifteenth-tier gear.”
 
   “So exactly how much time have you spent on this[56]?”
 
   [56]The game will helpfully track this for you. I try not to look.
 
   “Can we please focus on more important things? Still no luck getting out of here?”
 
   I tried the twist again. “Nope.”
 
   “Then I guess someone has to finish off Nax.” Sarah put a hand on her sword. “If they both die, this will probably all reset to normal.”
 
   “Wait. I've got an idea. You're some kind of holy warrior, right?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I'm an Omniarch Ultra-Paladin. Why?”
 
   “Will you try something for me?”
 
   She looked dubious as I explained my brainwave.
 
   “Why not?” she said. “If it doesn't work, I can always kill him afterward.”
 
   We cross the throne room, threading our way through the cultists, who had stopped their chanting and were milling around in confusion. Lord Anaxomander lay propped against a stone pillar in a pool of jet-black blood, his breathing harsh and raspy through his black mask[57]. I knelt beside him.
 
   [57]During this whole scene, I kept looking over my shoulder for Lucasfilm attorneys. 
 
   “Nax, can you hear me?”
 
   “Kelara, huh?” He gave a weak chuckle. “I suppose I should have seen that coming.”
 
   “Listen. If you die, I think all this will go back to the way it was.”
 
   “So you get...what you wanted. I'm back in my old lair. Well played.” His voice was bitter.
 
   “I've got another idea,” I said. “What about switching sides?”
 
   “What? Becoming good?”
 
   “My friend here is a...something something paladin. She—he can help you, if you renounce your evil ways.”
 
   “I'd never thought about becoming good,” Nax mused. “What's it like?”
 
   “Gar'rok Morgoth switched sides after the whole Elder Elemental Dustball thing,” Sarah said. “Now he sits in the Grand Temple and hands out quests.”
 
   “Nobody comes to kill him?” Nax said, wonderingly.
 
   “Not that I know of.”
 
   “If we help you,” I said, “you have to pull yourself entirely out of TGFP. Out of your new lair, I mean.”
 
   “Oh, all right.” Nax reached up, painfully, and gripped his black helmet in both hands. When he pulled it away, I expected to find some horrible monstrosity, but he turned out to be a handsome older man with silver hair and a neatly trimmed goatee. “Go ahead.”
 
   Sarah raised her hand, and golden light streamed down and played all over the ex-Dark Lord's body. With a series of clanks and bangs, the rest of his black armor fell away, and shimmering radiance condensed all over him into a set of golden robes. He raised one hand and stared at it, as though fascinated by the sight of his own skin, then climbed to his feet and tested his limbs.
 
   “Being good seems a lot more convenient if I don't have to wear all that metal,” he said. “What now?”
 
   “We'll get the adventurers to escort you back to the city,” Sarah said.
 
   “Are you sure we can trust them not to hurt him?” I said.
 
   “Just ask them to do it. Adventurers have to do anything anyone asks them to do[58].”
 
   [58]”Clean the rats out of my garden!” “Bring down the Dark Lord!” “Fetch me a stick!”
 
   The remaining group of players had just finished reviving each other once again. With the newly reformed Nax in tow, we went over to them, hands raised to indicate we wanted to further trouble.
 
   “Listen,” I said. “Lord Anaxomander has reformed! Now he needs to get back to the city. Make sure he gets there safely.”
 
   Somewhat to my surprise, the players took on the task eagerly, just as Sarah had said. I waved to Nax as he departed in the center of their formation, led by the armored dwarf, who jumped up and down like a jackrabbit as they turned the corner and passed out of sight.
 
   Only Meghan remained, hands clasped behind her back beneath the fall of her purple pony-tail. 
 
   “You think you'll be able to get out of here now?” she said.
 
   “I should be. There's no role for me in the story now, so the burrow hasn't got any reason to hang on to me.”
 
   “What's going to happen to this place?”
 
   “Eventually the story will reconstruct itself,” Sarah said. “My guess is, Kelara will be the new Dark Lord, and the boss fight will be stopping her from finishing the ritual, like we did today. That ought to surprise the devs the next time they take a look.”
 
   “Assuming they're not the ones who planted the burrow here in the first place,” I said. “What better way to generate free content?”
 
   I was joking, probably. I hoped no responsible company would use fairies so carelessly. On the other hand, careless companies do provide my daily bread.
 
   “John,” Meghan said, suddenly fascinated by her shoes. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   I glanced at Sarah, who gave me an exasperated look and stalked away[59]. Meghan shuffled a bit closer, blushing a pretty shade of pink.
 
   [59]How he has this effect on anything vaguely female, I have no idea. Thank heavens I'm immune.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “For taking that arrow for me.”
 
   “Come on,” she said. “It was nothing. This is just a game for me.”
 
   “But not for me. So, thank you.”
 
   She squirmed. “You're...you're welcome.”
 
   “What did you want to tell me?”
 
   She took a deep breath, then stood on her tiptoes and kissed me, softly, on the cheek. While balanced there, unsteadily, she whispered an address in my ear.
 
   “Stay in touch,” she said. “Maybe you can come visit.”
 
   I smiled. Meghan jumped back, blushing furiously, and turned and ran out the door.
 
   “Touching,” Sarah said. “Now can we get out of here?”
 
   “Will you answer one question?”
 
   Sarah sighed. “Do I have to?”
 
   “What's with the hat?”
 
   She reached up, looking guilty, and touched the purple cardboard cone. “I know, I know. But it's plus forty to weapon damage effects! I've been saving up for the Dread Eye of K's'mach, but—”
 
   “Never mind.” I shook my head, and twisted myself back into the real world. This time, it worked.
 
   #
 
   The next few hours were taken up in a shouting match with Sean the Suit, while Bob the Beard worked with Sarah to salvage the data from the now-empty burrow. Once Sean had calmed down, he agreed that I had done the job required of me, even if it had taken me a lot longer than I thought it would. He paid my fee, and reminded me for the umpteenth time about the ironclad confidentiality agreements I was bound by.
 
   I have rarely been so glad to leave a job. I took Sarah back to our hotel, where I plugged her in and indulged in my usual post-work ritual of cheap takeout Chinese. While I ate, I browsed idly through a Heroes of Mazaroth walkthrough, but apart from the pictures it might as well have been written in Martian.
 
   “Did I tell you I figured out what Sean and Bob were up to?” Sarah said.
 
   “When was this?”
 
   “While I was extracting their data. I had a bit of a peek.”
 
   “Bad digital girl. You're not supposed to do that.”
 
   Sarah sniffed. “What's the harm? Besides, I can't be bound by contracts, I'm just a computer program[60].”
 
   [60]The legal conundrums implied by my current status, were it ever to become widely known, could keep scholars busy for years.
 
   She paused. “Well?” I prompted.
 
   “Are you sure I should tell you?”
 
   “Oh, go ahead.”
 
   “Essentially, they're running a highly leveraged arbitrage operation on the Heroes auction house. That's why they have a direct connection to the servers—someone on the other side must have set it up for them.”
 
   “I understood about a quarter of that sentence.”
 
   “They're gambling on the prices of virtual goods in the Heroes universe using the money deposited by their customers,” Sarah said, in her “talking to two-year-olds” voice[61].
 
   [61]If John would bother to pick up a book once in a while...
 
   “Oh. Is that legal?”
 
   “Possibly. I don't think the authorities have even realized it's a thing yet, so nobody's banned it[62].”
 
   [62]Also, from the data I gathered, I was able to guess the direction of a few of their ongoing operations. Since my Heroes character has access to considerable financial resources, I positioned myself to take advantage. I made enough gold to finally replace the damn party hat.
 
   “Great.” I sighed. “I'm going to have to figure out a way to pass a warning to the other debuggers about HoM.” 
 
   Doing that without getting tangled up in court with TGFP would be a pain, but there were established strategies. The debugger community, such as it is, has gotten used to exchanging quiet tips without revealing too much. 
 
   I clicked away from the incomprehensible walkthrough to my e-mail, opened a new message, and typed in Meghan's address. The cursor winked at me, mockingly, as I tried to figure out what to say.
 
   “Before you do that,” Sarah said, “there's something you should know about her. She doesn't look much like her avatar.”
 
   “What? Did you track her down?”
 
   “Through her HoM connection. It wasn't difficult.”
 
   “And? She's not actually a guy, is she?” That could get awkward.
 
   “No. Take a look.”
 
   A picture appeared on my screen. Meghan was very pretty, with wide, bright eyes and a brilliant smile. She looked like she was about thirteen.
 
   “Ah,” I said.
 
   After a moment, I started typing.
 
   “What are you sending her?” Sarah said.
 
   “An introduction to James Norman, over at FairyFree[63] —”
 
   [63]An antifae developer and fairy research group, old friends of John's.
 
   “ —He was just telling me how hard it is to find good people. If she's already good enough to puzzle through FairyServant, I suspect she's got a long career ahead of her[64].”
 
   [64]Long and eventful. Sometimes I think John should leave well enough alone, though in all honestly Meghan seems to be a magnet for trouble in her own right. See John Golden and the Driving Dead for the next time the two of them crossed paths.
 
   I hit send and shut my laptop.
 
   “And now?” Sarah said.
 
   “Now,” I said, with considerable satisfaction, “I am going to bed.”
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   Morning
 
    
 
   Not well versed in the proper protocol of rising with enthusiasm and vigor, morning came with the same ache and confusion as a zombie awakening with that insatiable craving to snack on some brains. A night in the company of tequila was no doubt in some way responsible.
 
   It was with this lingering, half-remembered recollection of the night before that Marty was reintroduced to the break of day. Eyelids heavy like storm shutters, pulling back to reveal the sun's gleeful intrusion into his room. 
 
   The monkey sitting on his chest started at his stirring, nearly dropping the polo mallet he had, up until now, been using to beat out a tune on Marty's forehead. Polo monkey blinked, seemingly alarmed and upset at the interruption of his drum solo. His monkey cohorts, sensing they had been rumbled, deserted their posts and scattered, one dropping the keys he had been stowing in a sock, another caught in the act of swallowing a handful of pocket change. 
 
   Through his tequila-inspired malaise, Marty wondered why his fleeing bedfellows were all wearing little blue uniforms with matching hats, which sported the kind of strobing lights you might normally see atop angry police cars. Through such a haze, though, and because his tiny tormentors had vacated with such haste, this thought registered merely as a muffled array of noise and movement, coupled with the sort of confusion only obtained from being abruptly awoken by a bunch of monkeys in your bedroom.
 
   Marty rolled over and tried to ignore the dull throbbing in his head that had been polo-malletted into sharp clarity in the last few minutes. This was normally the point where one vowed to never drink again, and actually mean it, even though it was lots of fun and would probably seem like a great idea again in the not too distant future.
 
   "They'll be back you know."
 
   The voice was high pitched but carried a faint growl, as though its owner had ingested a combination of helium and gravel. It came from the corner of the room where the shadows cast by the morning sun barely obscured a slightly ajar cupboard door.
 
   "They normally don't stop until you throw up, or at least go and find something fried to eat."
 
   Marty made an attempt at focusing on a vague stab at coherence. It was still a good way off. Nevertheless, having a conversation with a squeaky-voiced cupboard didn't seem to be out of place this morning, and he was already wondering what all this was about.
 
   Marty engaged his brain, and it grudgingly obliged. "What? Who, the…the little monkey fellas? The beer monkeys?"
 
   He tasted alcohol and smacked his lips disapprovingly, rubbing his eyes and groaning.
 
   "I've had many visits from the beer monkeys. They've never stuck around until I've woken up before, though," Marty imparted through gritted teeth.
 
   The voice gravel-squeaked again. "They prefer the term hangover technicians, and you interrupted them. You'll probably get a letter now."
 
   "A letter? They're monkeys," Marty managed.
 
   "They have a quota," the cupboard squeaker replied. "Put enough monkeys in a room with a typewriter and they'll write Shakespeare. Imagine what they can do when they're unionized."
 
   As fascinating as this conversation was becoming, the seed of delicious fried breakfast delights had been sown in Marty's mind, and although his stomach was staging a fairly steadfast protest of the whole concept, some form of morning after fry up was inevitable. This would, however, involve a degree of movement, a maneuver that Marty's brain was still attempting to orchestrate.
 
   With a groan, limbs were called into action, and Marty shifted into a vaguely upright position. Phase one of Operation Damage Control was now officially underway. His stomach dialed up its protests to Def Con 4. 
 
   As everyone knows, the hangover fry up is an essential part of casting out the demons of the previous night's merriment, but as Marty's bladder interjected, a more pressing matter would need to be attended to first.
 
   Shakily, and with all the grace of a baby gazelle ice skating through a mine field, Marty lurched towards the bathroom. Reaching the door was a victory, and before he knew what he was doing, Marty had pulled the light cord turning on what felt like a nuclear blast behind his eyes. 
 
   Reeling, he heard the cupboard offer up some squeaky advice, "Don't bother with the lights. Just fire when ready."
 
   Sound advice, quickly taken with a hasty tug of the light cord.
 
   Stumbling around in the bathroom, now thankfully returned to its darkened state, Marty located the toilet and took his best shot. Under the circumstances, hitting anything porcelain would have been a bonus, so hearing the reassuring sound of the bowl being christened was a relief. Soon he was shambling out of the door and trying to remember which way the kitchen was.
 
   "You didn't wash your hands," came a shrill protest from the cupboard.
 
   "Ahh, shut up, cupboard, I need bacon," Marty shot back over his shoulder as he vacated the bedroom.
 
   The voice from the cupboard muttered at the empty room as the bedroom door signified Marty's departure.
 
   “The name's Timbers.”
 
   #
 
   In the hallway on the other side of the bedroom door was a large, three quarter length mirror. Marty always used it as a final inspection point when on his way out to make sure everything was where it should be and nothing had been missed in the grooming and dressing process. Flies unzipped, hair out of place, or something unpleasant dangling out of his nose, for example. It wasn't really for, and shouldn't really have been used for hangover damage assessment, and yet Marty stopped in front of it to take stock of the current situation.
 
   He stared blearily at his reflection and decided that the whole never drinking again idea had come a day too late. Still, the damage was superficial and could easily be fixed by a fry up and a couple of aspirin. 
 
   Marty understood the hangover ritual well, having gone through the drill more than a few times. Now a good way into his twenties, he spent the beginnings of his weekends like most people his age did, and the latter parts regretting it, like most people his age do.
 
   Having successfully navigated life to this point, though, Marty had hit a bit of a speed bump and was, it seemed, replaying the same weekend over and over again. It was easy to do since he was very good at the drinking part and had become quite adept at handling what inevitably came afterwards. Not a professional, of course, since he didn't go to meetings or stand outside pubs waiting for them to open. More an enthusiast of indulgence. 
 
   The fact that his life hadn't really panned out how he'd thought when he left university didn't really seem that important. He had a roof over his head, which he rented from a nice Indian gentleman who ran a shop in the town. He had money coming in, although he wouldn't have classed what he did as a job or career, as this would suggest some form of future. And aside from a promotion to the donut kiosk, cavorting around in a Harvey the Space Beagle costume at the local theme park didn't really offer much in the way of prospects. 
 
   Originally, Marty had harbored dreams of becoming an artist, but as with most dreams, unless they are backed by commitment and drive they just don't pay the bills, and so he had taken the job to supplement his income. He’d just never gotten around to actually getting on with the dream part. Still, he was only twenty-something, that time of your life when you are supposed to make bad judgment calls and generally bum around for a bit, surely.
 
   Marty's eyes met his unshaven reflection. Things would be all right; they were bound to be. The bloodshot, unkempt look would be dealt with, and he'd be ready to take on the world again, or at least whatever the world wanted to throw his way.
 
   He pointed at the mirror, smiled and made a clicking sound. "Don't go anywhere. I'll be right back," he said in an over the top Southern drawl before heading off down the hall towards the kitchen.
 
   His reflection in the mirror watched him leave. As the kitchen door opened, and then shut behind Marty, mirror Marty smiled, rolled his eyes, and shook his head.
 
   The kitchen was small and functional and seemed infinitely more awake than the rest of the flat, its curtainless window allowing the morning sun to stream in unfettered. Marty's eyes adjusted to the intruding daylight, and he quickly made for the fridge. Fishing out the relevant breakfast components, he realized he would have to do what every kitchen procrastinator dreads: a bit of washing up. 
 
   The sink was not a warzone, but it was partially obscured by a few dishes and a pan that had been left to soak. No problem when the reward of breakfast was in the offing. Soon, several strips of bacon and a couple of eggs were sizzling away on the cooker. 
 
   Marty drew himself a glass of water and swallowed some aspirin. The day was already starting to look better, and the smell of the bacon was delivering some weighty body blows to his retreating hangover. Waiting for breakfast to cook, Marty started to whistle, and though almost completely awake, he did not notice that several birds, perched on the bird table outside the window, were whistling along in unison. 
 
   If this had caught his attention, he may even have noticed they had also formed what appeared to be a conga line and were dancing up and down the table merrily. He did not, however, and the impromptu song and dance routine went unnoticed, which was rather a shame because they were making quite a good fist of it.
 
   His breakfast ready, Marty quickly sat down and dove in. Between mouthfuls he tried to recall the events of the night before. There had been tequila, that had already been established, and some kind of celebration involving a birthday, but other than that there were still gaping holes in his memory. At least he had woken up at home and undamaged, which was a big plus. 
 
   Only then, as his breakfast and painkillers set about reducing his hangover to tolerable levels, did he remember the manner of his awakening. There had been monkeys. Monkeys and a talking cupboard. This was much harder to rationalize, and Marty's brow furrowed. He finished off the last of the bacon and rubbed his temples, his mind now fully committed to deciphering whether that had actually happened, or whether he was in fact still a little drunk. Or insane. Or both.
 
   Whatever the explanation, he decided he would have to investigate further. Not being a cat, he figured a bit of curiosity would do no harm at all and headed with purpose back into the hallway, passing the birds in the window, who were now engaged in a spirited can-can dance, which again, alas, went completely unnoticed.
 
   Marching up the hallway, Marty passed the mirror and glanced at his reflection, 
 
   "Morning!" Mirror Marty chimed
 
   "Yeah, good morning," Marty replied absently. He was on a mission and had no time to exchange pleasantries with himself. 
 
   Opening the door, he found the bedroom to be less gloomy than it had been when he left it, although that could have been the hangover. Shards of sunlight pried their way in through the gaps in the curtains and fell in crisscrossed patterns across the floor. 
 
   It wasn't particularly messy, but the array of clothes discarded from last night still lay beside the bed and a small stack of CDs had been knocked over. Tom Jones smiled up at Marty cheekily from within a plastic case.
 
   The adjoining bathroom door was still ajar from his recent visit and a clothes hamper stood overflowing in the corner next to it. On the far wall was a desk littered with sketches, doodles, and various art paraphernalia. A spotlight leaned in, and dangling from it was a key ring with a picture of Harvey the Space Beagle grinning cheerily from within an oversized space helmet.
 
   Next to that, the cupboard. Its slatted door open, but seemingly not quite as talkative as it had been earlier. This was Marty's wardrobe, and although he also kept shoes, books, and various other knickknacks in there, he could not remember ever storing anything in there that had a squeaky-gravelly voice.
 
   "Erm…hello…?"
 
   The quiet of the room was broken, and Marty felt a little foolish as he made his enquiry to the cupboard.
 
   "Is anyone in there?"
 
   For a moment, silence was restored in the room, and Marty started to think maybe he had overdone it slightly last night. Then the cupboard replied.
 
   "Hello! Are you feeling better?"
 
   It was the same squeak-gravel voice as before, and Marty jumped back, startled.
 
   "Umm, I'm not sure," he managed. "I think I might be going mad. I'm talking to a cupboard."
 
   The voice chuckled. "Or talking to what's in the cupboard?"
 
   "No, I don't think so. None of my shoes talk."
 
   Marty edged closer, picking up a slipper and brandishing it over his head. Cautiously, he pushed the cupboard door fully open and peered inside. Shirts and coats hung from a rail and a shoe tree dangled from a hook in the corner, filled with non-talking shoes. An open box filled with books and magazines sat in the corner next to a set of bongo drums and a traffic cone. Marty squinted and cleared his throat.
 
   "Who's in here?"
 
   "Down here," the voice chirped again from behind the box of books.
 
   Marty shifted his gaze to the box. There was nothing there. Just books, the drums, the traffic cone, and a small doll dressed as a pirate. 
 
   The pirate doll nodded at Marty and waved. "Avast!" it squealed happily.
 
   Marty leapt several feet backwards, letting out an involuntary yelp and tripping over the partner of the slipper he held in his hand. Scrambling to his feet, he thrust his makeshift club out in front of him as the little pirate doll trotted out of the cupboard and stood proudly, hands on hips, spot lit by a shaft of morning sunlight.
 
   "I thought you'd be happier to see me. What are you planning on doing with that?" enquired the tiny buccaneer, pointing at Marty's slipper.
 
   There are many things that would doubtless go through a person's mind when faced with a talking toy. What Marty managed, although not particularly incisive, was probably the most pertinent thing to say given the circumstances.
 
   "Who? What?"
 
   The little pirate looked quizzically at Marty. "Well, the 'what' part seems to involve you having some sort of fit, and as for 'who', I thought you would have recognized old Timbers!" 
 
   "Timbers? But I haven't seen you since I was five!" Marty's head spun. He was certain that his mother had given Timbers away years ago with the rest of his childhood toys. He was also certain that Timbers hadn't been this talkative when he was a child. He was, however, exactly how Marty remembered him, minus the whole talking thing. 
 
   Standing about two feet tall, the little sack cloth pirate had a broad grin stitched onto his face, which displayed more gaps than teeth. One black beady eye was accompanied by a leather eye patch covering the other. An impressive looking scar had been sewn onto his right cheek, and his chin was a mass of stubbly wool. He wore an oversized tri-cornered hat perched rakishly atop his head, which carried the trademark skull and bones logo, although it was cartoon like and friendly looking. In keeping with the look, he also sported a felt blue frock coat with shiny gold trim and huge gold buttons, a frilled white felt shirt beneath and faded brown felt trousers. The ensemble was completed by a pair of black leather cavalier boots with gleaming silver buckles. From his belt hung a cutlass with an ornately curved gold hilt, and on his other hip, a tiny plastic flintlock pistol.
 
   Now the grin vanished and was replaced by a pursed-lipped look of uncertainty. Timbers' brow was furrowed and he was scratching his wool stubble thoughtfully. "What's the matter? You look like you've seen a ghost."
 
   "No, I think a ghost would be slightly less worrying," blurted Marty, who had backed away and come to rest in his desk chair, slipper still held out tamely in an attempt to look threatening. "I'm not even at work yet and already inanimate objects are talking to me." At the theme park it was cute and mildly amusing, here though, seeing a toy pirate advancing out of his bedroom cupboard and saying hello was definitely several miles the wrong side of strange.
 
   Timbers had ceased his advance and was standing, hands on hips again, head to one side, as he regarded Marty curiously. "Work? You don't 'work' here. As far as I'm aware, nobody actually works here. Why would anyone dream about working? That's just twisted…well, unless your work involves ale or pies or nudity or something."
 
   Marty's fevered, panicked expression dissolved instantly as he grasped what Timbers had just said. "A dream? I'm dreaming? Of course, obviously this isn't happening. I'm not here talking to Blackbeard's action figure, I'm asleep. I'm dreaming!" He was almost giggling with relief. The thought he might, in actual fact, be going a bit peculiar had started to take root when this odd conversation had started, but logic was now making an appearance, albeit a fleeting one as Timbers interjected.
 
   "Dreaming? No, you're not dreaming. Well, not really. I mean, you're a dream aren't you?"
 
   Marty let out a short, uncomfortable sounding chuckle. A few awkward moments passed before he finally cleared his throat and darted a glance sheepishly at Timbers. "Well I'm flattered you think so, but in all honesty I'm not sure how to react to a compliment from a talking toy."
 
   Timbers held his hands up and took a few steps towards Marty, "No, no, no, I don't mean…wait, something's not right here."
 
   Marty, now confused beyond words, managed some anyway. "The word understatement doesn't quite do that statement justice." He stared off into the corner of the room, nervously chewing his lip and absently twirling a pencil between his fingers, clearly attempting to funnel in the vast amount of new information the morning had delivered.
 
   Timbers, who had busied himself with shimmying up the table leg during this lull in proceedings, strode purposefully across the table and appeared at Marty's shoulder. 
 
   "Look, I know it sounds…" he began. The conclusion of that sentence was lost however, as Marty suddenly snapped back from his trance, whirled in shock and caught Timbers in the chest with the slipper he was still clutching. 
 
   The little pirate pinwheeled backwards and loosed a tiny, shrill "Arrrrrr!" that would have sounded hilarious in other circumstances, and vanished head first over the side of the desk.
 
   Now completely overbalanced on the chair, Marty spun wildly, legs inexplicably both in the air at once, hands grasping at nothing as he tried in vain to make a graceful transition from the seated position to the sprawled on the floor position. With a resounding thud, he completed this maneuver with a glancing blow on the side of the table, which sent paper and pencils skittering in all directions and sent Marty spectacularly crashing to a painful rest on the floor. 
 
   The moment it took to register what had just happened after falling duly passed, and Marty struggled to his feet, wincing at a sharp jolt of pain that was now dancing up and down his arm. He scanned the floor. Timbers lay face down, motionless, and bent impossibly back on himself against a waste paper bin at the foot of the desk.
 
   Hesitantly, Marty limped towards the stricken pirate, now seemingly as lifeless as a toy ought to be. Reaching down, he nudged Timbers' foot. Nothing. Again he nudged the tiny leather boot, and still there was no response. Grabbing the boot, Marty twisted and lifted, and Timbers flopped over onto his back, his one good eye staring blankly at the ceiling.
 
   Silent moments passed and Marty wondered with increasing concern whether, having been undoubtedly the first person in the world to converse with a living stuffed toy, he was also now the first person in the world to have killed a stuffed toy. Briefly, he considered how one would go about delivering CPR to a two foot tall pirate doll, but then wondered how he would check for a pulse, or even whether Timbers was actually breathing. These questions danced around Marty's head briefly like absurd, sanity-threatening pixies before he finally decided it was time to act.
 
   Squatting down in front of the tiny prostrate figure, he again cleared his throat in an 'Excuse me, hello?' sort of way.
 
   "Erm…Timbers…Timbers, are you…" Marty raised an eyebrow and shrugged, "…alive?"
 
   Timbers sat bolt upright, coughing dryly. "Ya scurvy dog! That was a cheap shot."
 
   Marty sprang backwards, arms outstretched apologetically. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, you startled me. Are you all right?"
 
   "You broadsided me! If I had a plank handy, you'd be walking it now, me hearty." Timbers, already up on his feet, had drawn his cutlass and was waving it threateningly to and fro. Unfortunately, however, his hat had slid down over his good eye, and the cuts, thrusts, and lunges being directed at Marty were instead being aimed at the now overturned desk chair.
 
   "Please, calm down, it was an accident," Marty implored, but Timbers' swash was fully buckled, and he continued with his squeaky ranting.
 
   Although the little pirate was now whirling like a top, Marty managed to grab a handful of collar and hoist Timbers into the air, provoking a startled squeak, which punctuated his now barely audible grumbling and cursing.
 
   "Please, just stop for a second. I don't want a fight…stop!"
 
   Timbers ceased his struggling and raised a hand to adjust his hat. Finally able to see, he squinted up at Marty and grimaced.
 
   "All right, you got me. Nice move with the slipper."
 
   "Look, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hit you. Are you hurt?"
 
   Timbers seemed to be cheered by the apology, and the partially toothed smile returned. "Hurt? Well, of course not. We can't get hurt. Well, not really. I mean yeah it hurt, but I'm not…hurt. You see what I mean?"
 
   Marty really didn't.
 
   He let go of his handful of collar and Timbers dropped to the ground, where he deftly sheathed his cutlass and set about adjusting his manhandled coat. Looking at Marty, he gave a friendly nod and pumped his fists in a playful, pugilistic gesture.
 
   "Looks like I got off a few shots, too. You look knackered." 
 
   The little stitched smile receded again, and a little sack cloth finger pointed at the patchy bruise that was making its way across Marty's shoulder. "Hang on, that's not right. You look hurt. I mean hurt-hurt, not…"
 
   "Can we not go into that again please?" Marty interrupted, as he, too, became aware of the source of the pain he had experienced in his recent tumble. "I need some ice for this."
 
   Holding his shoulder gingerly, he headed for the bedroom door, glancing back over his shoulder as he did so. "Don't go anywhere, erm, Timbers. I'll be back in a minute, and then I want some answers."
 
   "You and me both, matey!" The miniature corsair shouted after Marty. 
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