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 1. The
Code

 


“This is bullshit!”

Annie sits back in her chair, pushing her
hands through her hair and glares at the ‘code’ on her laptop
screen. She can’t help but think of it as ‘code,’ with quotes,
because, whatever it is, she’s pretty sure it’s not a programming
language. She’s covered enough tech stories in her time to
recognise the basic look and feel of a language, and this has
none of those characteristics.

She leans forward again, ignoring the
complaints from the muscles in her back and swaps over to the
Commodore 64 emulator she has running in the background, and
glances at the text on the screen.

You’re standing in the regional office of
Station To Stationary Office Supplies, it says. Annie sighs,
again, at the terrible attempt at a pun.

Her phone rings, then. She looks at the
cracked screen, sees it’s Cookie and picks up.

“What the fuck am I looking at, Caplan?”
Cookie asks without saying hello.

Ben “Cookie” Marshall is her go-to for
anything relating to programming or coding. They’d met while she
was working on a piece relating to security flaws in a password
manager – a less than perfect start to her freelancing, hobbled out
of the gate after the CEO of the company stepped in and had the
story spiked. Still, Annie was grateful she ended up with Cookie in
her corner – especially now, when she needed someone to verify that
she wasn’t actually nuts.

“You tell me, Cook,” she says.

“You said it was source code?” Cookie
asks.

“That’s what I was told.”

“By who? Because whoever it was, is talking
out of their ass. That’s not code, it’s just fucking
gibberish.”

Annie flips back to the ‘code’ and looks at
it again, wondering whether to come clean and tell him.

“You’re sure?” she asks instead.

“Yes, Annie,” Cookie responds; she can
almost see him rolling his eyes. “I am sure the code you sent me –
and I am making air quotes as I say that word – is fucking
gibberish.” He sighs. “Someone’s jerking you around.”

“What about the other things I sent you?”
she asks. “The emulators.”

“Come on,” he replies. “I only got all this
stuff, like, five minutes ago, and it’s date night.”

“Ah, shit. Sorry.”

“This for a story?”

“Yeah. I think, anyway. I just wanted to
know if there’s something more to that code, is all.”

“There’s not, believe me. It’s
bullshit, Caplan.”

“OK. Thanks, Cookie. Love to Eeze.”

“Later.”

Annie hangs up the phone and looks at the
‘code’ again.

She flips back to the emulator and shakes
her head.

None of this makes sense.

The ‘code’ is the source code for the game
the emulator is running.

And even though it shouldn’t work, it
somehow does.


 


 2. The
Game

 


A pseudo mythology has been created around
Where The Strangers Come From since its “rediscovery” by the
retro gaming obsessives of the internet, constructed around the
“consequences” of playing the game past a certain point. It’s hard
not to see this as an attempt at a new BEN Drowned or even
Polybius, but Annie has been digging into this for the best
part of a week and is surprised there are some actual facts
underpinning the narrative.

The game actually exists, for one, although,
that in itself opens up a whole new range of questions around its
creation. It’s a text adventure (or “interactive fiction,” as some
people insist on the genre being called, Annie’s found out), given
a limited release in 1986, for the Commodore 64 and ZX Spectrum –
and by limited release, it appears it was only available via
mail order through the classifieds of a couple of British computer
magazines, sold by its creator, Mal Duncan.

The code for the game, though, is like
nothing anyone’s seen before. The prevailing theory amongst fans is
that Duncan actually created an entirely new programming language
to make the game, then wrote intricate emulator programs to run the
game on home computers. Annie still can’t understand that: why go
to all the trouble of creating a programming language just for one
game, then write an emulator for it, rather than just code the game
directly in a language old 8-bit computers could actually
understand? That just doesn’t make sense.

Then, a lot of what she’s uncovered
so far doesn’t make sense.

She reaches for her coffee, eyes still on
the screen, and takes a sip. “Jesus,” she says, spitting the cold
coffee back into the mug. She stands up and stretches, feeling her
muscles complaining again at being put to work, then grabs her mug
and heads into the kitchen to brew some fresh, pointedly ignoring
the state of her living room; she knows it would take her less than
five minutes to straighten up, given how small the room is, but she
also knows that, somehow, it’ll be back to how it is now by the
following day. She’s fighting a war of attrition with this room,
and losing.

Annie is grabbing the last filter from the
cupboard when she hears the grating, familiar text message tone
from the next room. She heads back to her desk, expecting it to be
Cookie, but it’s her mom with some family news: her uncle’s
remarrying in May next year. He’s got the church, in Brooklyn,
picked out already, so Annie won’t have an excuse not to go, it
being pretty much on her doorstep.

She taps out a reply, knowing full well
she’s running the risk of getting into a protracted text
conversation, but then sends another message saying “thanks for the
link to that game, too!” when it occurs to her that she’s never
actually said that.

Her mom, of all people, had tipped her off
about Where The Strangers Come From, which is something that
Annie still can’t quite get her head around. Most parents who get
online tended to gravitate toward Facebook and become cocooned in
its weird eco-system of unfunny memes and outlandish
misinformation, but her mom had left all that behind and
headed out to the fringes of the internet, hunting increasingly
esoteric things to get interested in. Annie knows it’s her way of
coping with losing her best friend, Dee, to cancer last year; she’s
looking for something to distract her from the Dee shaped hole
that’s been left in her life, and the old photographs of them
scattered around her Facebook wall are too painful to go back
to.

When she found out about creepypasta,
though, things took a turn, and Annie suddenly found herself
inundated with links to wikis and forums about different stories,
most of which she ignored, saying she’d look at them later.

But something about this one had been
different. The email from her mom had a link to a wiki page about
Where The Strangers Come From, and a note saying “I think
there could be a story here.” Annie had been ready to dump the
email like all the others, but, if she was being honest, she needed
to get some stories filed just to pay bills; she’s had a rocky run
of freelancing since her buyout, but she still, thankfully, has
enough contacts off the back of the Weaver Hall story that put her
on the map to get people to, at least, answer her calls and emails
about pitches. She’s also aware those opportunities could dry up
quickly, with the landscape shifting like it is, so she’d opened up
the link, started to read and fell down the rabbit hole she’s been
scrabbling around in for the last week.

From that initial wiki page, she’d found her
way to an old school message board, a dedicated forum, Where We
Come From, where fans of the game dissected every aspect of it
to the nth degree and back again; she’d found the source code
there, hosted in someone’s Dropbox account, along with scanned
copies of the classified pages taken from the computer magazines
where the ads for the game first appeared, promising it would
reveal the secrets of the world, if you dared play it. There were
discussions about the underlying philosophy of the game,
speculation on what had happened to Mal Duncan, the game’s creator
(he’d never been credited with any other game, and he didn’t seem
to have any kind of online footprint), and, of course, how hot Kate
– the game’s ‘love interest’ – was, complete with fan art, based on
the descriptions of her. Only some of it was erotic, Annie was
surprised to discover.

She pours herself a fresh mug of coffee,
then remembers the half-empty pack of cookies in the cupboard above
her head and grabs them. She heads back to her desk, fully armed to
take another look at the whole thing.

Annie puts her mug down on the old, barely
recognisable CD she inherited from an ex that’s become her most
used coaster by default of just being to hand, and slumps down in
the tattered faux-leather of her old chair; she unwraps the
cookies, her eyes fixing on the text on the screen.
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