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The Game By Michael J. Sullivan

 
  


Jeri Blainey’s blissful ignorance shattered before dawn on the morning of July 30th when the “Ride of the Valkyries” ringtone jolted her awake. She fumbled for the glowing iPhone, charging on the hotel room’s nightstand.

“Yeah? What? Who is this?” she asked, pressing the smooth glass to her cheek.

“What the hell did you do, Blainey?”

Even groggy and disoriented she recognized Brandon Meriwether’s voice. She sat up, wiped her eyes, and noted the clock’s red LED digits shining 5:04 in the dark. She managed the math . . . two o’clock in the morning in Oregon.

Why the hell is he calling at this hour?

The convention wouldn’t start for another five hours, her meeting with FiberNexSolutions wasn’t until eleven, and her presentation was at two. Any last-minute changes could wait.

“Mr. Meriwether?”

“Blainey, if this is an advertising stunt, you should have cleared it through Dickerson. Are you doing this, or is it someone on your team? People think it’s real. They’re freaking out. I want you to shut it down. Now!”

“I’m sorry. I . . . I honestly don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t give me that, Jeri. This is serious. Have you seen the news? This isn’t the 1930s, and you’re no Orson Welles. Publicity is all fine and good, but people can be pretty unforgiving about having their chains yanked so hard. And oh how they love to litigate! It’s practically an American pastime. Amnesty International already has more than 68,000 signatures on a petition at the White House’s page. I just dodged a call from there—the freaking White House, Jeri!”

“The President phoned—and you didn’t pick up?” Her fingers groped across the top of the nightstand. Finding the lamp, she switched it on.

“No, not him, some staffer. I need answers first. If a petition gets 100,000 signatures in thirty days, the White House has to respond. Did you know that? I looked the damn thing up!”

“Mr. Meriwether, I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Are you running Troth?”

Troth? The Realms of Rah character? My god, is Brandon drunk?

“Troth? No. I was sleeping until you woke me.”

“Then who is? Ajit? Get him to stop. Shut the game down if you have to. But I want this nonsense to stop. Right now!”

“Mr. Meriwether, you’re not making any sense. No one on my team is in the game. We’ve been working sixteen-hour days the last five weeks. Everyone is exhausted. Maybe you should back up a bit and explain.”

A long silence followed. Jeri could hear him breathing—hard, heavy puffs. 

Jeri stuffed a pillow behind her back and realized she needed to urinate.

“Troth is off the script,” he said, his tone deadpan serious.

Maybe this is a dream?

A software bug in a massive multiplayer role-playing game wasn’t cause for phone calls from the White House and petitions from Amnesty International.

“Troth?” she asked. “He’s the NPC that starts the Spectral Robe quest.”

“I guess.”

Jeri drew hair away from her face. “What do you mean he’s off the script?”

“Which word didn’t you understand?”

“Are you saying Troth isn’t giving out the quest anymore?”

Jeri couldn’t fathom how this could be a problem. The game always had glitches. If Meriwether had called to say the game was completely error free, that would be noteworthy. She couldn’t make any connection between the virtual world and the White House.

Unless terrorists are using the game as a meeting place to chat and plan. She’d heard of that happening, rumors at least. But what does that have to do with Troth?

“No, Jeri, he’s not giving out the quest anymore,” Meriwether said. “The last report spotted him in the Chimera Tavern in the Forest of Dim.”

She almost laughed. Being president of DysanSoft, Meriwether wasn’t a developer and didn’t know anything about the way things worked.

“That’s impossible. NPCs can’t—”

“And he’s been asking questions.” 

Her desire to laugh died. “What do you mean he’s been asking questions? Asking who? Asking what?”

“Players. From the reports I’ve seen, he started by talking to other NPCs but gave that up because players have been more responsive.”

This was tripping well past bizarre, and Jeri doubted if even her unbridled subconscious could dream up this concoction. “What kind of questions?”

“Jeri . . . he asked, ‘Is this a game?’”

“No way.” Jeri switched on the phone’s speaker and dropped the device on the bed. Then she powered up her portable Wi-Fi hub and grabbed her laptop.

“I saw a YouTube video. Looked pretty authentic. I need answers, Jeri. You understand me?”

“Already booting my rig. I’m on it, and I’ll call you back.” She hung up. As bizarre as the conversation had been, one point was cause for real concern, and she was certain Meriwether had no idea what that was.
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While Jeri waited for her computer to boot, she found the television remote, and the flat panel came on. Jeri typed her logon name and password, then rushed to the bathroom while the machine finished loading.

“. . . . that would kill Troth, wouldn’t it?” a male voice from the television asked.

Troth! Holy shit! They’re talking about Realms of Rah on TV!

“That’s unclear,” another man responded.

“I think we should repeat that a lot is unclear at this point. DysanSoft has yet to make any statements other than to say they are looking into the situation,” said a third person, this time a woman.

Jeri didn’t recognize the voices, but it didn’t matter. Morning news shows were all the same: a bunch of men in suits and a blond woman in a skirt.

“It’s probably just some form of guerrilla marketing. Some gimmick to get free advertising. Well, I guess it worked, but it could end up backfiring. If your brand scares people, it becomes toxic. The creepy Burger King commercials lost the fast food giant market share,” added one of the men.

“Well I, for one, am plenty scared,” the woman said. “I’ve never cared for video games and don’t let my kids play them. They’re dangerous—they really are. How many Columbines do we need before people start realizing this? Millions of kids are being desensitized to violence, losing what little social skills they might have, and becoming psychopathic shut-ins. Am I right? I mean if Congress would have passed some legislation to regulate gaming, we wouldn’t be here. We have no idea what this Troth guy might start telling our kids. With all the hype, they’re bound to listen to him. This could be the start of some online cult, a way to mind-control our children!” 

“Well, if it is a person or a corporation that’s doing the puppeteering, for whatever reason, that’s one thing,” one of the men interjected. “But let’s go back to the idea that it might be real. That changes everything. In a way it’s like discovering life on Mars, right?”

“I think it’s dangerous and should be turned off, unplugged, or whatever the heck they need to do to protect our children.” The woman again. Her voice grated. 

There must be thousands of applicants for every opening on television. Why do they have to hire every reactionary, irritating moron with a teeth-drag-on-fork voice?

“But if it isn’t a hoax—and again I want to repeat for our viewers that nothing has been confirmed—let’s consider the possibilities. Artificial intelligence may have advanced to the point of achieving sentience, and Troth is—”

“What do you mean by sentience?” the woman asked.

Jeri cringed. Are they paying her to act stupid?

“I mean I know what it means,” the woman said, and Jeri imagined she had gotten some rolled eyes from the others. “But I’m sure someone in our audience isn’t familiar with the term. It’s just not that common of a word, you know?”

“Self-aware,” someone else said. “Troth appears to be self-aware, the definition of intelligent life. That would mean he would have rights, including the right to exist. Turning off the server could be interpreted as murder.” This voice wasn’t as clear as the others, and Jeri guessed they had a specialist weighing in via satellite.

“Which brings us to the Amnesty International petition which now has over 325,000 signatures.”

Jesus, how long has this been going on? I only went to bed six hours ago!

“Which is just ridiculous,” the woman said. “I still think the person behind this is a pervert trying to lure our children away, or some cult leader. But even if Professor Hubert is right about this whole awareness thing, it doesn’t change the facts. This Troth character is not alive. He’s a bunch of electronic dots, or what do you call them? You know, pixies.”

Several people laughed.

“Pixies?”  Jeri said to the bathroom tile, which gleamed under the overhead light. “C’mon. “My grandmother is seventy, and even she knows computers aren’t made of fairies.”

“Pixels,” someone corrected.

“Whatever. As I said, I’m no expert on video games. I thought I established that.” Her tone was defensive. “But this Troth doesn’t even have a body, so how can he be alive?”

Any doubt that the woman was more than a talking head vanished. No journalist would tarnish her own industry this way, just as no priest would admit the Bible was on his to-read stack right under Fifty Shades of Grey.

“An amoeba is alive; a germ is alive, and they don’t have bodies—not like we do, at least.”

“But this Troth thing can’t exist outside of a computer.”

“And people can’t exist outside Earth’s atmosphere, either.”

“Of course they can!” the woman nearly shouted. “They’re called astronauts.”

“Astronauts aren’t existing outside the atmosphere, they bring it with them, contained in ships and suits. Troth could do the same thing. Just put a laptop running Realms of Rah on a spaceship.”

“But that’s not the same. Troth can’t build a spaceship and pilot it.”

Jeri flushed the toilet and rushed back to the bed without taking the time to wash her hands. She checked the bars on her portable hot spot, logged into the DysanSoft network, and started downloading the most current version of the game. Once the progress bar was snailing along, she grabbed her iPhone. Normally a dedicated text-based life form, Jeri shied away from calls, but she made an exception this time. Muting the television, she held down the iPhone’s power button.

After the musical chime, she said, “Siri, call Ajit.”

The iPhone’s virtual assistant echoed back, “Calling Ajit.” The irony was impossible to miss.

Two-fifteen in Portland and Ajit picked up on the first ring. “’Bout time, Jeri.”

“Talk to me.” 

“We’ve got nothing back here. Customer Service woke me about four hours ago because of a flood of support tickets. Forty-five minutes later Twitter exploded. I got the team together within an hour.”

“So it’s not you or anyone else messing around?”

“Nope. We’re all in the conference room, and this kind of interactivity can’t be programmed. The conversations are fluid and responsive.”

“How many servers are we talking about?”

“Just Angoth. Troth is well behaved in staging and he hasn’t done anything freaky on the other servers.”

“Sounds like a hack then. Danny maybe?”

Jeri felt the list of possibilities dwindling fast. Despite what she’d told Meriwether, she suspected it was someone from her team—someone retaliating for so many long hours leading up to this weekend’s GDC East. She expected the guilty to step forward and apologize profusely. Then she’d take care of smoothing things over with the brass and write a carefully worded press release. The possibility that a hack might originate outside DysanSoft was a bigger concern.

“Danny wouldn’t do it,” Ajit replied.

“He might.”

“He was pissed about being fired, but he wouldn’t. I don’t even think he could. Jeri, Troth isn’t in even in Eridia any more. He’s in another zone. Hell, I wouldn’t know how to do that. Do you?”

And there it was. The elephant that had been in her room since Meriwether’s call now waved hello with his trunk.

“Jeri . . . Jeri? You still there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. Just checking my download. Almost done. So what’s going on now? What’s the current status?”

Jeri tabbed out of the download window and brought up Chrome. Doing a search on Troth returned 323,000 results. “Is this a game?” was in the title of the top seven.

“It’s late, but it didn’t take long for people to swarm to the Forest of Dim,” Ajit said. “We were afraid of a crash with so many players in a single zone. Game play was laggy as hell. So we kicked everyone off the server and disabled logins. Only Zach is in there now.”

One more possibility down. The thought of a hacker was a thread she had been holding onto, but now even that tendril to reality snapped. Or has it? Anyone who could figure out how to puppet a non-player character across zone boundaries might be bright enough to have their own hidden access. Right?

“Can Zach still interact with him after kicking everyone off? Is Troth now on what appears to be a programmed script?”

“Nope, no change. Zach and Troth have been having quite the conversation.”

“Tell her about the parents.” Steve’s voice came from the background.

“What’s that?” Jeri asked.

“Well, of course, we wanted to see things firsthand, so Zach hailed Troth. Sure enough, instead of giving the cloak quest he says, ‘Hi, my name’s Troth. Nice to meet you.’”

“At least he’s friendly.”

“Oh, he’s that all right. Then Zach says, ‘I’m in search of the Spectral Cloak.’ You know, to see if that would jar anything. Guess what Troth does?”

“He doesn’t give the quest, I take it.”

“He asks Zach if he remembered what his parents looked like.”

“You’re shitting me!”

“No! But that’s not all. The two of them have been having a conversation for hours—hours—about families and memories. I gotta tell you Jeri, I’m no Turing judge, but if I were, I’d say Troth passed with flying colors.”

“What does Steve say? He’s the AI egghead.”

“Steve has been feeding Zach prompts, and he concurs.”

“You’re telling me a guy with a PhD from MIT can’t tell if Troth is real or code?”

“No, not at all. I’m saying he can tell, and he’s convinced Troth is alive.”

“Alive?”

“Sentient.”

Ask me if I know what sentient means and I’ll fire your ass right now. She actually paused to see if Ajit would.

He didn’t. Instead, he lowered his voice and said, “Things are kinda freaky back here, Jeri. I’ve asked security not to let anyone out of the building, and you wouldn’t believe the number of news trucks in the parking lot. Pinkerton has called in extra officers. And Samuel is roaming the halls proclaiming the Good News of Troth like John the Baptist.”

“Our Sam? Samuel Mendelburg, the atheist and professional skeptic formerly of Staten Island? That Sam?”

“A total convert now. He actually called it a miracle. I shit you not.”

Samuel famously refused to accept that the country of France existed, because he’d never personally been there. When Julie from the quality assurance team explained she’d had a layover in Paris the previous summer, he replied, “That doesn’t prove anything. All you know is that you sat inside an airport for a few hours. They all pretty much look the same. You could have been anywhere.”

Jeri sighed. “Let me guess. You guys have been glued to the television and Internet sites, haven’t you?”

Ajit sounded defensive. “Well, yeah, a bit, of course, but I wouldn’t say glued.”

“I think you’re getting wrapped up in all the hysteria that’s out there. Maybe you should try doing something more constructive. Of course Troth can pass the Turing test—because a real person is puppeteering him. I want you to go through all the files on the server and compare them to the files in the staging area. My guess, you’re going to find something that’s been changed, or shouldn’t be there in the first place.”

“Jeri, we aren’t complete morons. We did that already. The code is exactly the same. And before you ask, all the firewalls are in place, and there are no connections except for Zach’s, and he’s logged in through a hardline. I’m telling you there is no one running Troth, and the mirror system has him doing exactly what he’s supposed to.”

“Well, there has to be something. Maybe there’s a trigger that sets Troth into some subroutine and he just seems self-aware. My money is still on Danny.”

“If Danny added this sub before he left, then firing him was the stupidest thing you’ve ever done, because Danny has to be a genius. I mean he’d make Einstein look like Homer Simpson, seriously. But I don’t think our systems even have the computing power needed to do what Troth is. It’d take something like IBM’s Watson, and even that falls short of what I’ve been watching these last few hours.”

“Do you have any idea how crazy you’re sounding? Or just how serious this is outside our company? Meriwether is dodging calls from the White House, for Christ’s sake. He wants this dealt with—now! Why don’t you just shut down, reformat the disks, reload the last code from before Danny left, and I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“I can’t,” Ajit said.

“Of course you can.”

“Okay, let me rephrase: I won’t.” 

“Ajit, did you put your kids up for adoption recently? Because I could swear you still need a paycheck, right?”

“You won’t fire me. You need me.”

“Excellent point. I’ll just tell Steve to do it. I can afford to lose him.”

“He won’t do it either. I doubt you’ll find any of us who will. Listen, I’m telling you, no one could code Troth to do the things he’s doing. And since the system is secure, no one can be running him. I think we have to accept that when you’ve eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”

Jeri sighed again. “Ajit, I’ve read Arthur Conan Doyle too. But do you know what Edison said? ‘When you have exhausted all possibilities, remember this—you haven’t.’”

“But Jeri, what . . . what if this is real? What if Troth is—I mean he could be the very first man-made, sentient artificial intelligence. A new life form. You coded Troth, Jeri, so in some sense, you could be considered his God.”

“Project Lead is fine by me, thank you. I’m sure being God has its perks, but I don’t think the insurance plan includes dental.”

“And Project Lead doesn’t grant you unlimited power. Can you reload the server from Indianapolis?” Ajit asked.

“You know I can’t.”

“Then you are reliant on us, and I’m serious about no one here being willing to jeopardize Troth’s existence by resetting the server. But you haven’t seen what we have. Before you make any decisions do me this favor—see for yourself. Look, I’ve already opened a password-protected port for you to log in with. Go, talk to Troth, and afterward, if you still think it’s Danny burning the Golden Gate behind him, then fine.”

“You’ll reload the previous version, then?”

“No—I’ll resign. I’m not a Nazi.”

Jeri opened her mouth to admonish him for making such an insensitive joke. She wanted to let him know this was serious. Before she could, Jeri realized Ajit wasn’t joking. His tone was dead flat. He meant it.

“You’re serious?” she asked.

“Absolutely.”

Jeri looked at the clock on the nightstand: 5:25. “I’ll humor you until four o’clock your time, that’s it. What’s the password?”

“I_am_the_lord_your_god.”

“Cute.”
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Jeri sat at the little desk in the corner of her hotel room wearing pajamas that consisted of sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt that read: Come for the breasts. Stay for the brains. The only noise was the gurgle of the little in-room coffee maker drooling into a paper cup and the rhythmic pattering of her avatar’s feet racing through a dense forest of ancient trees while on auto run.

The clock read 5:45 when her avatar reached the Chimera Tavern, built in a lonely section of forest cleared of trees, where stumps had been lazily left behind. The stumps were a telltale sign that the Tavern had, at least originally, been a player-built establishment. NPCs were programmed to clear stumps and fill in holes. The rickety one-story public house with quad dormers looked like a cross between a dive bar and the log cabin on a syrup label. The roof had a dusting of snow, as did the ground and the pine trees around it. Realms of Rah ran on half-scale time—for every one day in the real world, two passed in-game—so the two worlds were rarely in sync with each other. While it might be the heat of summer on earth, winter was coming in the Forest of Dim.

Jeri’s avatar paused on the porch. 

Inside the hotel room, the coffee maker had stopped gurgling. Jeri crossed the room to add cream and sugar to the pale-gray dishwater that bore as much resemblance to coffee as the movie I, Robot did to Asimov’s book. Feeling chilled, she adjusted the room’s thermostat. Outside, a faint dawn competed with the parking lot’s floodlights for the right to illuminate the world.

She sent a text to Ajit, asking him to tell Zach to log out. She didn’t want to talk to her lead programmer or Zach for that matter. When Ajit texted “Done,” she sat back down at the computer, sipped from the coffee cup in one hand and entered the tavern by right-clicking on the door with the other.

The sound of the door creaking played through her tinny laptop speakers as a room lit by the warm glow of a fireplace and three candle-filled chandeliers was revealed. Two NPCs sat at a table in the middle of the room, playing checkers. The one on the left was Dashion the Huntsman, a gimpy one-time hunter who gave out a series of low-level quests: gathering wood for the fire, killing an elusive but nonaggressive stag, and then a more challenging quest to eliminate an aggressive bear. Upon finishing those, a final quest for Dashion’s bow was granted, sending the player deep in the forest to a cave filled with spiders. When the gamer went there, he or she could find broken remnants of the weapon. Returning them to Dashion, he’d fixed the bow’s broken string and give the player a “+10 to hit” weapon, explaining that he was too old to use the bow anymore.

Across from Dashion was Edgar Sawtail, whose only purpose was to play checkers with Dashion. Neither NPC ever left the tavern. They didn’t even get up to stretch or eat. These were two of the lobotomized inhabitants who had caused some of the most talented game developers in the industry to leave DysanSoft.

Realms of Rah, presently in its fourth year and fifth expansion, was unlike its predecessors, such as the once popular Everquest, World of Warcraft, Control Point, and Elan Online. RoR reached for the Holy Grail of MMORPGs—a living world. Seven years of development had resulted in the creation of an autonomous simulated ecosystem. Chaos-based weather patterns eroded landscapes, while winds dispersed seeds from mature plants. The seeds could sprout if they landed on good soil. Herbivores ate plants; carnivores ate herbivores. 

The alpha version of the game was just the framework, a natural world with no intelligent life. Wind could snap trees, and lightning could spark fires. Rivers could be rerouted or made into lakes if something dammed them. What’s more, all changes were just as permanent or as transient as in the real world. If animals weren’t killed, they died of old age or sickness. A random drought could devastate plants, kill weaker root systems, and allow new species to dominate.

After the ecosystem was in place, Jeri’s team introduced humanoids: men, dwarves, elves, and goblins. A handful of other beings were dropped in with the first expansion. Although they appeared to be typical computer-controlled non-player characters (NPCs), they weren’t. All of them were endowed by their creators with the best artificial intelligence the developers could dream up. Just as the creatures imitated the behavior of living animals, the races simulated human beings, with their own needs and motivations. Each programmer tried to outdo the others, and it was interesting to see characters acting on what they saw fit. None of the programmers was exactly sure what would happen once their creations were released into the virtual world, but they had great hopes.

At first things went well. The races lived in caves, hunting and gathering to survive, but the developers wanted more. The code was designed so that the characters would learn from observation and would experiment by combining random existing ideas to create new concepts. This aspect was less successful. Since multiple possibilities were attempted, some truly bizarre developments occurred. For instance, there were mass deaths as characters tumbled off cliffs or drowned while attempting to swim across an ocean. The team remedied this fatal disregard for common sense by adding restrictions to the Free Choice Code. Nevertheless, by the time the beta was opened to a limited public, none of the NPC population had advanced past the Stone Age. The virtual characters had tried thousands of random actions, but none had resulted in building a structure or discovering how to utilize fire.

Everything changed once Realms of Rah opened its doors to live players. Exposed to real people who knew enough to make tools, dig minerals, and start fires, the NPCs learned by observation and imitation. Their world evolved quickly after that. Language and technology advanced at a blistering pace, with one notable exception. Writing didn’t exist. DysanSoft, still anchored to traditional game concepts, desperately wanted a written language to facilitate quests and stories. Much to the programmers’ frustration, the computer-generated inhabitants of Rah never developed this skill. Six months before version 1.0 was set to release, the development team was forced to hardcode the written language into the game and fudge everything related to it. NPCs still couldn’t read, and their vocabulary was limited to a set number of prerecorded scripts.

Out of random chance, similarities to the real world cropped up—as when the inhabitants of a large, powerful kingdom decided to build a tower to find God. This completely random event made headlines around the world, sparking arguments between philosophers, scientists, and religious groups. There were calls for Realms of Rah to be shut down. Ironically, the uproar actually boosted subscriptions by putting the game on the world’s radar. More and more NPCs joined the effort to find God, until players were unable to locate the necessary vendors and resources they needed and began to file complaint tickets. Fearing the game was spinning out of control like a poorly balanced washing machine, corporate ordered the developers to intervene.

This time, instead of allowing them to fix the problem by inserting a Common Sense Code tweak, corporate forced the developers to lobotomize their creations, drastically reducing NPC freedom. This huge step backward launched a civil war inside DysanSoft. Rah programmers, who felt the integrity of the project was being destroyed by “suits,” quit en masse. Only three of the original developers stayed: Samuel Mendelburg, Ajit Banerjee, and Jeri Blainey.

With the game closed to all players, those two mindless characters were the only ones in the tavern besides Troth. He was in corner near the fireplace, looking like he normally would with four notable exceptions: his helmet was on the floor, the rawhide at his tunic’s collar had been untied and pulled loose, his weapon wasn’t in his hands, and he sat in a chair rather than standing at attention.

Troth was a goblin, huge and green—a member of the Ozak tribe formerly of the Ankor Mountains. Mountain goblins were bigger than forest, swamp, or plain goblins, and Troth was one of the largest. He had to be. Troth was a guard to King Zog, the ruler of the Ankor Goblin horde, and designed to be intimidating. Dark-green skin, which was almost black, covered exaggerated muscles. He had a neck as wide as his bald head, a lantern-jaw formed into a natural-state frown, and small eyes that had watched her intently since the door opened. Troth’s battle-ax leaned against the wall to the right of the hearth—in easy reach.

Jeri wasn’t worried. She was running a default first-level character without gear but in god-mode, immune from harm.

“Hail, Troth,” her character said when she targeted him and pressed the H key.

“Hello.” His voice was a preprogrammed gravelly growl, but there was a hint of apprehension. His little eyes narrowed as well. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

Both of Jeri’s eyebrows rose. “Whoa—they weren’t kidding about you, were they?” she said to her computer screen.

Lacking a decent microphone, she typed, “My name is Havalar. A friend told me about you. Said you were here.” Her in-game voice spoke the words.

“Who is this friend?”

“Ozerath.” Zach had played the same human wizard since starting at DysanSoft, so there was no doubt about the name.

Troth looked less suspicious but more inquisitive. He leaned forward, placing his massive arms on the table. “What did he tell you about me?”

“He said you were a very interesting fellow, and I should talk with you.”

“About what?”

Jeri decided to stay in character, for a while at least. “Ozerath wasn’t specific, but that’s the way with wizards, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is. Have a seat.” He kicked out the chair opposite him. It skidded back with the sound effect Jeri had picked out three years earlier when the sound pack was upgraded. “You came a long way. You must be tired.”

This surprised her. “How do you know how far I came?”

“You’re elven. The elven lands are a long way off.”

His reasoning skills were impressive, but she didn’t have all day. “What are you doing here, Troth?” she asked, taking the seat.

“Sitting.” He glanced over at Dashion and Edgar and added, “I would have ordered a drink and something to eat, but those two never stop playing that game. I’ve watched them for hours. The thing is, they make the same moves over and over. I’ve tried talking to them, but the one insists I go chop wood because he has a bad back, and the other doesn’t say anything except uninspired insults.”

Uninspired insults? Jeri had programmed Troth herself and his vocabulary did not include the word uninspired. Troth had learned that himself.

“This is a tavern,” he continued, “but I haven’t seen anyone working here. Odd, don’t you think?” He gestured at the hearth. “Look at this fire. It’s been burning nonstop since I arrived. No one has added wood, but the flames haven’t diminished. Don’t you find that strange?”

“No. But that’s not important. I’m curious. Why did you leave Eridia and come here?”

Troth raised an eyebrow. “Who are you really?”

Jeri took her hands off the keyboard for a moment. She had an eerie sense that Troth was looking through the screen at her—at the real her. “I told you; I’m Havalar.”

“Let me rephrase,” Troth said. “What are you?”

“An elf—you were right about that. I’m an elven enchantress.”

Troth nodded. “And have you come to make me forget what I’ve discovered?”

What he’s discovered?

She considered asking what that was, but instead decided on, “What makes you think that?”

“A while ago, there were a bunch of people here, everyone asking questions, everyone curious, and then they vanished all at once. That can be quite disconcerting. Don’t you think? Since then, the only one around has been Ozerath—and now he’s gone and here you are. I think I did something wrong, something unexpected. I’m supposed to be like them.” He pointed at the checker players. “Like I used to be. Day after day, season after season, I guarded a door, and then I left.”

“Why did you leave?”

“Well, it was pretty boring for one thing. But mostly, it stopped making sense. A lot of things didn’t add up, like the fire and the checkers players. Some things adhere to rules, others don’t, but even the rules aren’t logical. Everything seems so arbitrary. Why should the sun come up every day? Why do I have to eat? Why do things fall when I let go?” He paused to look out the window at the snow. “Why is there anything at all?”

She could see why Ajit was impressed. Troth had managed to utilize his Random Combination Code on questions and was mimicking real life inquiries to a spooky degree. But it was just like the tower the NPCs tried to build, which was just like the lemming cliff-jumping—just random accidents that gave the illusion of independent thought. That’s what the game was supposed to do. What she saw was an NPC that had evolved into what the original design team had always hoped for—a real-life mimic. Somehow his character had been overlooked during the great purge of intelligence, when DysanSoft made a corporate decision to get out of the innovation business. They wanted robotic quest givers, not inhabitants that appeared to be able to think.

“Nice talking with you, Troth.” 

In her hotel room, she stood in preparation to logging out.

“Are you going back to your world now?”

“What?” She paused.

“You enter this world from somewhere else, don’t you? This”—he pointed at her avatar—“isn’t you at all, is it? You’re probably not even an elf. Maybe not even female. This is just a game for you, isn’t it?”

Jeri stared at the screen, stunned. She didn’t reply. Instead, she reached for the coffee and knocked it over, spilling the beige liquid across the desk. She pulled tissues from a box to sop it up.

Troth stood, moved toward her, and waved a hand in front of her face. “Are you still there?”

“Yes,” she replied. She misspelled the three letters and had to backspace. Her hands, she discovered, were shaking a bit.

This is real. It has to be. Either that or I’m still sleeping.

“What’s it like where you are?” he asked, sounding not at all like the muscle-bound mountain goblin he was modeled to be. “Are you still in your reality? Or this one?”

“What makes you think there’s more than one reality?” she asked.

“Lots of things. Like I can’t remember being born. I know what happened yesterday, and the day before that. I can keep going back, but I don’t remember being born or how I got here. And what about death? Everyone dies. But why are we born, if we’re just going to die? It makes no sense.”

Jeri felt chills. She’d asked herself similar questions, most recently during her father’s funeral, who’d past a year before. She hadn’t considered the “being born” thing, but now that she thought of it, why couldn’t anyone remember that? Everyone just accepted the fact, but why? Brain not developed enough? Was that it, or—

“And where did everything come from? Why is there something rather than nothing? And why this something?”

“You’re a very philosophical goblin.”

“Am I even a goblin? I don’t know.” Troth looked down at himself and his left hand slid along the skin of his right forearm. “Is this all I am? Or is there a part of me that is more than this?”

The Valkyries began riding again, and Jeri nearly fell out of her chair. She crawled across the bed and saw Meriwether’s name and grinning photo on her phone. She answered it knowing what he would ask, but having no idea what she would answer.

“Let’s have it,” Meriwether said before she even said hello.

“Well, it’s—it’s definitely not a bug.”

“Then what is it?”

“I, ah . . . ah . . .”

“Spit it out, Jeri. What the hell is happening?”

“I … I actually think it might be real.”

“Real? What do you mean “real”? What’s real?”

“I think Troth might be alive.”

“Alive? Are you high?”

Clearly this wasn’t the answer he wanted from her.

“Jeri, Troth is computer code. You wrote him. You made him. He’s ones and zeros; he’s pixels on a screen.”

Pixies, she thought. What if the blond was right after all? It seemed more reasonable to think Troth was made of mischievous fairies than dots.

“This has gone on too long. My no comment stance isn’t cutting it, and now the Chief of Staff is calling from the White House. I’m getting paranoid about a Black Hawk helicopter landing on my front yard and guys in dark suits and glasses taking me away. James Hartwell and a majority of the board—who am I kidding—the entire board wants this issue to disappear. Great advertising, but there is such a thing as too much. Pull the plug, Jeri. You’re the Project Lead. Tell your team to delete Troth from the game, or reset it, or whatever it is you need to do to make this stop, but I want the game up and running normally by seven. Do you understand me?”

“Yeah. I understand.”

She ended the call and set the phone down and looked at her computer screen. The small window reserved for in-game dialog was littered with messages from Troth.

While she watched, another appeared. “You’re not here,” he said. “I can tell. I’ve seen others stare like that.” 

More appeared in rapid succession. “Where are you, Havalar? Can you hear me? Havalar? Havalar? Havalar? Don’t go. Don’t leave. Havalar, I’m scared.”

That last comment made her sit back down in front of the keyboard.

“I’m here.” Her character repeated her typed words.

Relief washed over his face. “Thank you. I thought . . .”

“What did you think?”

He hesitated. “You’re a god, aren’t you? Or maybe you’re the God.”

“Why do you say that?”

He shrugged. “The way you’re dressed. I’ve seen those same clothes on very weak people. You’re what people refer to as Level One or Newbie. Most of those can be killed by piddling spiders or small rats, but I don’t think a spider would kill you. I don’t think I could kill you. I don’t think you fear anyone, not even Azogath himself, because he’s not a real god but you are.”

He lowered his head and traced the table’s wood grain with a finger. “I also think you’re trying to decide whether to kill me, because I’m not supposed to ask these questions or think these thoughts.”

“Listen,” she typed, “I have to go.”

“No!” he shouted, bumping the table as he moved closer. “No, please. I need to know. If I’m going to die, I want to know if there is a God and if there is any meaning to my existence.”

Jeri pressed a hand to her lips, shocked at the rush of sympathy and self-hatred inside her. The clock read 5:58. It would take a while to reformat the drives and reload the code, and then they would need to test. Time was short, but she felt a responsibility to Troth. He was asking the same questions everyone did, but she could give him some answers. She owed him that much.

“I created you,” she typed.

Troth’s eyes went wide. She thought he might fall to his knees, but he didn’t. Instead, he asked, “Are you going to kill me?”

She couldn’t bring herself to say the words, so she typed “/nod” to make her avatar answer through body language.

He shook his head and stared at his feet. “Why did you bother making me then?”

Jeri thought about that for a moment. There was only one answer, but it killed her to type it. “For entertainment. For fun.”

He stared at her. She expected more shock, perhaps outrage, but he didn’t even seem surprised.

“So, it really is just a game, isn’t it? All this is fake. Invented.”

“How did you know?”

“Like I said, too many things don’t make sense. An existence that starts nowhere and goes nowhere is pointless. Appearing out of nothing and vanishing back into it—that’s not sensible. And the world is flawed.”

“What do you mean by ‘flawed’?”

“There’s all sorts of problems. Kobolds, for example. They’re constantly attacking travelers. And the wars between the goblins and the men cause such loss, and rats infest every city. No matter how hard we try, no matter how many rats are killed, there are always more.”

“That’s . . .” She thought a moment, her fingers hovering over the keys. “By design.”

“You wanted an evil world?”

“It’s not evil. It’s a challenge. What fun would it be to have a world with nothing to do? Nothing to fix? Nothing to save? Your world is for enjoyment, regardless of what a person’s idea of pleasure is. If you want to get rich, kill kobolds and sell their hides. You can do that. If you want to help defenseless people, well, there are the kobolds, aren’t there? There’s something for everyone.”

He paused, his eyes darting in thought, his brows furrowing. “What about—why do children—why do some people die before they even get a chance to play?”

Jeri thought a moment, then it hit her. “You’re just seeing people log into the game and then back out. Not everyone likes this game. They probably find another one they like better.”

“Do people come back? I’ve met people that seem familiar but aren’t. Sometimes they are of a completely different race, or a different gender. Still, I’d swear I knew them before.”

“A player can be more than one person, but not at the same time.”

Troth looked at her. He stared into her eyes. “I’m not going to come back, am I?”

She emoted for her head to shake.

Troth’s big lower lip began to tremble and his eyes grew glassy. “A shame. I recently discovered how to read. The symbols represent sounds, don’t they? The sign outside this place says ‘The Chimera Tavern,’ doesn’t it?”

Jeri picked up her phone and used the “recent list” to call Meriwether. Asking Siri to do something she could do herself suddenly felt wrong. “We can’t shut it down,” she told him. “It’s murder.”

“Jeri, it’s just a game.”

“It’s not a game—not anymore. And Troth—Troth is a freaking genius. Seriously, he could be smarter than Stephen Hawking. He’s Einstein and Socrates rolled into one. He taught himself to read!”

“Troth isn’t anything. We’re shutting it down.”

“No, we’re not,” Jeri said. “I’ll quit, Brandon. I’m not kidding.”

“That threat didn’t work the last time, kiddo, and it’s not going to this time either.”

“I’m telling you, I won’t do it.” Her hand clutching the phone was sweating.

“You don’t have to. I am.”

“You . . .”

We’re shutting it down.

“Where are you, Brandon?”

Her phone vibrated and a text message appeared. Ajit: Meriwether brought security. Pulling the plug!

“God damn it, Brandon, don’t you do it!”

“You’ve gone away again, haven’t you?” Troth asked. “Please don’t leave. I don’t want to be alone. I’m scared. I know that sounds strange. I look like a big, strong goblin, but . . . well, you made me, so you should know.”

That’s when she lost it. Lack of sleep, maybe. Years of frustration, possibly. Most likely it was that big green face looking back at her. Troth was scared to death but blinking back tears and trying to act brave.

“Brandon, you bastard!” she screamed into the phone. “DO—NOT—TURN—OFF—THE—SYSTEM!”

The call ended.

“No!” she cried and slapped the desk, splattering coffee on her computer screen.

“Can you still hear me?” Troth asked.

“Yes! Oh shit, Troth,” she furiously typed. “I’m so sorr—”

Troth and the Chimera Tavern vanished, and Jeri found herself staring at a “connection lost” screen.

The tears came. She sobbed harder than she had at her father’s funeral. She fell onto the bed and bawled into the foam pillows as the dawn’s light began to fill the room.

An existence that starts nowhere and goes nowhere is pointless. Appearing out of nothing and vanishing back into it—that’s not sensible.

Jeri looked out at the rising sun. Isn’t that what I thought when Dad died? She wiped her eyes.

I know what happened yesterday, and the day before that. I can keep going back, but I don’t remember being born or how I got here. And what about death? Everyone dies. But why are we born, if we’re just going to die? 

Jeri stood up, walked to the window, and looked out. Beyond the parking lot, traffic backed up on the freeway as hundreds of people set off to work—just like they did day after day.

I’ve watched them for hours. The thing is, they make the same moves over and over.

Jeri placed her hands on the glass of the window.

“Is this a game?” she asked.

A knock at the door made her jump.

“Sorry,” she said in a raised voice. “I forgot to put out the Do Not Disturb. Can you come back later to make up the room? I shouldn’t be long.”

“I’m not from housekeeping, Jeri,” an unfamiliar voice said.

“Who are you? How do you know my name?”
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