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Denfire Comes Home

I land on a street that feels too realistic to be inside a game and too unbelievable at the same time. The street has a name, road marks, spaced-out lanterns and homes with the correct house numbers. It also has images of people and animals, frozen in time and missing a limb or two, and completely disappears at the next intersection.

I am itchy. The strange street scratches some important memory in the back of my mind. But what?

My eyes are drawn to a singular light in the distance. Like an oversized firefly that sometimes sends a laser beam into the clouds, then turns invisible for a while. Pirate Sweettooth stands next to me and is focused on the same thing.

I study our bodies. We have both become dinosaurs. We are drawn in a cartoon style: bright colors, black pencil outlines. He is recognizable by the sword hanging from a belt and the golden tooth still in his smile. I should be recognizable by two cute horns. Both of us are baby herbivores, with four paws solidly on the floor and a long neck that blends in with the street lanterns.

We’re drawn towards the light. Without saying a word, we follow where it leads.

We take a turn and enter a new street. It’s similarly realistic and wrong at the same time. Our distance to the light hasn’t changed.

We move further, and faster, as more broken images of homes and people pop into place. But our distance to the light barely changes.

Alright. This suggests the light is moving too, at walking speed. Maybe it’s our Player?

I had assumed it was night, but that’s not true. The entire map is covered in dark blue paint, which makes the light stand out like a falling star. But after turning another corner, we hit a street covered in layers of red.

As usual, Sweettooth and I feel a brief shock … and then simply continue walking. We approach the boundary between blue and red, which roughly divides a town square in two. Ha! We laugh in the face of danger!

The Player, however, freezes. The light stops in front of a house just before the boundary and stays there. This means we finally catch up, until finally the light floats between our dinosaur bodies.

It’s shaped like a pinprick symbol, which I remember from those online GPS services. As it flashes, coordinates are constantly updated. A set of numbers that identify the exact location on this earth where the Player is …

“This is a real street, from the real world,” I say.

“So what be the game, aye?”

“A … walking simulator?” That’s a thing, right? But why not just walk in the real world then—

The light starts moving again. It doesn’t go into the house, but tentatively explores the area around it. Probably because this simply isn’t their house.

I do remember breaking into homes was a crime in real life, thank you very much. I don’t remember much else, because my memories were scattered throughout this phone. When … when those buttonmashing Mixware researchers lied to me and put me in here with no way to get out!

I calm myself down and focus on the home next to us. Part of my memory still itches and screams to be let out, but I still don’t know what or why.

“The game uses the real location of the Player,” I say, following the light. “They are actually here, actually … looking for something?”

The light takes a quick detour into the garden of this rather luxurious home. The Player probably assumes this to be okay, because the garden is large enough to be an entire park. They don’t venture further than the first line of hedges and shrubs, though.

Is the Player really scared of shrubbery? No, no, wait. They’re probably real hedges in the real world! But this game just places a flat image that—with some creativity—looks like nature.

“This game is like a virtual world,” I mumble. “Something overlaying the real world. The Player can visit real locations to make stuff happen in the game. But what?”

“Aye, like a treasure map? It be a different representation of the real world?”

“Something like that.”

A second light appears down the street, inside the red zone. It rapidly moves down the street. Someone else? Running? Running at our Player?

It spooks them. They dance around the garden, uncertain whether to hide or to meet the challenge head on.

A small window appears, floating before the light. It shows a few eggs and animals. None are dinosaurs, though.

Ah, this must be their inventory! The Player has a rat, a cat, and a bee. And wow—they’re all nearly level 100! Our Player has been doing the work.

So why … why does our Player decide to hide?

I can feel genuine fear. The strongest emotions from our Player always leak to me like that. Fear of the person running towards them? Fear of losing valuable possessions in the game?

A blue hexagon lights up, just after the other light entered it. Like a futuristic glass prison cell that suddenly became visible. It reveals that the entire map is divided into these hexagons, and the border between the blue and red territories lies precisely along their borders.

But this means …

The other light produces two large dinosaurs. They roar, walk around, stomp a few in-game objects, and cast a purple spell that barely misses the home.

After that performance, this hexagon is now theirs. It flickers and then turns red. The red territory expanded with seemingly little effort.

“That be a cowardly decision from our Player,” grumbles Sweettooth.

“It’s the right one. You really think a rat and a cat could’ve gone up against that?”

“They could of tried.”

Our own blue light waits until the red light leaves. They run away to conquer the next hexagon, just around the street corner.

But the Player is no coward. They don’t leave the red zone immediately to return to safety in the blue zone. Instead, they trample the garden to venture closer to the mysterious home.

And I can see what they’re looking for: a shiny egg. It’s somewhat hidden, placed behind some vines against a beige wall. The wall itself emits light—as if it were made of lightbulbs, fairy dust and dreams—though I assume this is only in-game. I don’t remember the real world having dreamy walls. None of the other homes in this street look like that.

Frustratingly, this means it takes a while before the Player spots the shiny egg too and draws closer.

Then again, what does the real world look like? Maybe they had to walk through a maze of hedges. Or, you know, a fence around another person’s garden. Or they were afraid somebody spotted them and immediately stole the egg.

Is this even legal?

The Player doesn’t care anymore. Their fear turns to excitement as they grab the egg and add it to their inventory. It states it needs one day to hatch.

I look around and stop worrying about the egg. Because out of the corner of my eyes I spotted something that explains why I recognize this place.

A picture of my parents.

They hug and smile from inside a wooden picture frame. It is clearly and proudly on display behind the window, which is probably why this game has captured it.

My parents! They live here.

Which means I live here. Or lived here.

This is my home in the real world!

Before I can explore further, a screen pops up. A series of images that stretches across the sky like an enormous ceiling painting. The Camera inside this game turns away from us, away from the realistic streets and homes, to look at this new screen.

It’s a live feed from the phone’s camera. Our Player is taking a picture of the location where they found the egg within the game. To boast to their friends? Or as proof that they really found it?

I try to see who our Player is. We know they’re the President’s kid. They dislike the upcoming no-phone policies of their dad and have questionable attitudes towards game developers. But other than that? We get to see a hand and a blue piece of clothing, but nothing more.

Having sent the picture, the Player is ready to leave. They’re not walking anymore—they’re running back to the blue zone.

“No! No! Stay here! Stay inside my old home!”

All the yelling in the world obviously won’t reach the Player. I am stuck in a device; they have all the fun.

The Player light moves away, but Sweettooth and I cling to this home. I grab some vines and pull my clunky dinosaur body up the wall, over the windowsill, into the house.

The inside is less detailed. Merely reconstructed from satellite images and any other data the developers—the Guild—might have had.

But it’s good enough. The living room looks cozy. Comfortable, but not too luxurious, like everything costs millions and you’re afraid to break stuff with every step. I rapidly scour the walls, the closets, the windowsills for a picture of my face.

I find none. The last thing I see is a game console pushed underneath a large television, its cables sticking out like uncombed hair. The home is empty. It seems messy, left in a hurry, not visited in a while.

This is confirmed when I reach the front door, which is just left open. Its stained glass window has lost its pretty colors since it was smashed in. Any furniture that might have been in the hallways has been moved or … stolen.

The light moves too far away. The house breaks itself down. It disappears into nothingness as the game only cares about drawing the street where the Player currently walks.

“NO!”

I clutch at walls, furniture, picture frames. It doesn’t help. I try to reach into the game’s code to mess around. I open inventories, discover the game is called Denfire, try to open the credits, confuse the Player so much that they stay where they are.

But sensing the fear in their heart, nothing would make them stay longer in the red zone than absolutely necessary.

Before long, Sweettooth and I stand in pitch-black darkness. My home has fallen to the red zone, whatever that means. The chances of coming back later are pretty slim.

Head held low, I shuffle after Sweettooth, who runs after the light. Walking is hard. It gets even harder. Sweettooth has to pull me forward.

“We be going up a hill, aye,” he says.

Indeed, the game has added ramps and height differences below our feet. Probably a perfect match to the height differences in the real world. After an exhausting walk, chasing a dancing light, we end up on top of that hill.

We look out over a sea of lights. It’s beautiful and daunting at the same time, like looking at nighttime earth from satellite view. The lights walk, run, explore, fight, dance across the entire city.

They also often become a beam that shoots towards the stars. In fact, all sorts of special effects are drawn around them, such as stars, stripes, thunderbolts, or just black pencil squiggles. The word manga pops into my head, though I lack the memories to know what it means.

Unfortunately, almost the entire city is red. A small cluster of green hangs on for dear life near the central park. A tough fight happens there right now, as dinosaurs create small earthquakes throughout our virtual city. A small cluster of blue controls this hill and the surrounding neighborhood, but not much else.

“Please tell me the objective of this game is to control the least territory,” I mumble.

“That be unlikely,” Sweettooth says with a grin. “Aye, don’t be so down-faced. They have dinosaurrrrs!”

One of the lights races towards our Player’s light in the blue zone. Friend? Foe? Incoming battle? To steal the shiny egg?

We race there as well to find out.




Pack Your Beggs

The two lights join on the hilltop—and absolutely nothing happens. No battle, so not an enemy. But they also don’t speak—

Broken buttons. Of course! We don’t hear what they’re saying, as they’re saying it in real life.

“We have to turn on the camera again,” I say.

“You be a skilled lip reader?” Sweettooth asks.

Not really. “Let’s turn on the microphone then. Surely this game has access to that.”

We look around but find no semblance of a menu. I try to access the code, but it’s like running into a brick wall. A brick, reinforced, extremely well-guarded wall.

Then Sweettooth just grabs the Player light. All sorts of knobs, buttons and levers jump out. They are drawn in the same style as everything else, with a pencil outline, bright flat colors, and, for some reason, enormous cute eyes at random locations.

Let’s hope the Player isn’t looking at their screen right now.

Camera. Microphone. Video. Audio. Something! We’re missing crucial conversation here!

“There! Mic!”

I stumble to a light switch underneath a light bulb. But … it is already ON, the bulb stabbing my eyes with its bright light.

I frown. “Then why are we not hearing anything?”

I turn to the side. The light bulb for Camera is turned ON too, but we are not seeing anything either.

Sweettooth starts playing with other settings, such as the colors for the map and the font size. Confusingly, as he pulls a large slider to the right, the font actually becomes smaller. It feels wrong. As if things were programmed exactly the wrong way around. But why does this confuse me so?

By now, all text has become tiny and illegible, and we still have no idea what’s going on.

“You still be thinking too much,” Sweettooth grumbles, “limiting yarrself. Just try it.”

He grabs his sword with his dinosaur paw, then extends it to flip the light switch. The light turns OFF.

The Microphone turns ON. Full volume. It places the sounds as realistically as possible too, which means I hear one voice from the left and the other voice from the right.

“I’m still shaking,” a high-pitched girl’s voice says. “I was in the Dinosaur zone! One of them almost saw me.”

That would be our Player on the left. Then the other one is …

Sweettooth kicks at some sliders again, which returns font size and colors to normal. Now I can read the username displayed vaguely above the lights. Ah, of course. Their friend: JumpyFlamingo10.

Her friend is also a girl, but speaks with a lower voice that has more of an accent. “But you found an egg! A really weird one. It needs only 1 day to hatch. Is that good? Or bad?”

“Guess we’ll see—tomorrow. I’ll probably be up all night taking care of the egg anyway.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“What?”

“With the test tomorrow, remember?”

“Pff. I am great at mathematics. It will be fine.”

“What is 2 to the power of 6?”

“A big number.”

Our Player interrupts the next question by her friend. “Anyway, did you get the message from Blue Clan Board?”

“Oh yes! A rainbow egg, in our city? It was meant to be, it was meant to be. We must be the ones to find it first.”

“They’re all looking to the Green Zone. I think they’re wrong. There are parts of the Red Zone where they really haven’t looked hard enough for eggs.”

A stutter, a silence. “You really want to go into that war zone? With what, a Level 98 cat and a rat?”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Level 98 sounds pretty powerful to me. Or do levels in this game go up to a million million or something?

“You have a Level 65 wolf, right?” asks our Player.

A loud sigh. “They always have stronger beasts. They always get the best eggs. I don’t know how they do it, but I’m not prepared to lose everything to those red devils.”

“Please? If we go together, we stand a better chance. I will send you the coordinates.”

Another stutter and silence. Sweettooth and I have sat down on a bench within the game, listening to the girls speak in front of us.

“Fine, I will—”

A ringtone. A call? Yes, the Player is called by somebody. Woah. This has never happened before.

The caller is registered as “Mother Witch (Duh)”.

Her first words are telling.

“You come home right now, little girl, to explain your actions.”



From within the game, we were able to follow her entire walk home. I tried to remember it all, so I could visit the Player once I get out of Ludra—out of her phone. But it was quite a long walk and the area around her home hasn’t been captured by the game.

Of course. They probably weren’t allowed to scan the President’s home.

When our Player got home, she instantly ran up the stairs to her bedroom. We can’t follow her there—to us it’s just a fake shell of a home—but we heard it and we saw it. Flicking the light OFF also turned ON the Camera.

Confusing game.

“You thought you could get away with it? That we wouldn’t notice?” her mother says, standing in the doorway. The Camera is aimed at her, not the Player.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was just out playing with my friend.”

“Do you enjoy that?”

“Erm, yes?”

“Then you’re not allowed to do it anymore. You’re under house arrest until—”

“What? Why?”

“Your grades have plummeted,” her mother says, as she steps into the room. Her finger points at her daughter as if casting a spell on her. “You won’t make the year. Imagine what they’ll say. The President’s daughter is too dumb to finish school. The President can’t even rule his own kids!”

“Let them say what they want. I am doing my best.”

“If failing every math test is your best, then I fear for us all.”

“YES! It is my BEST!” Our player is on the verge of tears. She has stood up and now pushes her mother back, just out of frame. “I just don’t understand fudgy numbers. I just—don’t—understand. They dance before my eyes and their logic is weird.”

She throws a few papers around the room. “Which idiot decided that a full circle should be 360 degrees? Why do I need to figure out the length of this triangle side from this other line? How will this ever help me in real life?”

Mother crosses her arms. Her expression slowly softens to one that seems more motherly.

“Do you want me to hire a tutor?” she says softly.

“NO!”

“Then fix your grades or we will put you under house arrest. Yes, Father agrees. Especially after your outburst complaining about literally all his policies.”

“I was just voicing my opinion,” our Player mumbles.

“And your opinion is wrong.”

Mother leaves the room as if she’s in a hurry.

Sweettooth and I look at each other. House arrest would be deadly. I actually need to get her out even more, looking for other places that might be related to my real life.

Pirate Sweettooth has to remind me that we’re here to fix the broken Guild games, not play them or win them.

This game does not seem broken, not yet. It’s just that the settings are far apart for no reason—and I hate needless walking, thank you very much—and the way things are coded is confusing.

I finally realized why I hated that slider so much. Because I read from left to right, I expect things to advance or grow as you move to the right. When the slider actually makes things smaller as it moves to the right … ugh, it still makes me uncomfortable.

“How can we help her understand math?” I ask. “We can see and hear her world, but she doesn’t seem to see us in the game. We can’t communicate.”

Sweettooth scratches his chin. “Aye be thinking about that. In every game so far, we be visible and part of the game. We must be here too.”

Our Player picks up the phone. She points the Camera at her notebook, taking a picture of the many math exercises she tried. For the most part, she has drawn circles and triangles, then tried to calculate angles, lengths and intersections. On the next page, she has worked on exponentials.

Broken buttons. I had hoped her issues were simple calculation errors, like accidentally writing 2 + 2 = 5 all the time. Or thinking your 1 is a 7, like I always do. But no—it will be hard to help her with that.

Then our surroundings suddenly change.

What used to be a gray, unfinished building, receives much more detail and color. The inside of this home used to be empty—the game had never seen it and didn’t know what to display. Now it contains a staircase and the daughter’s room in more detail. It feels much better to walk around in here, and we can literally see and feel the chair on which the Player sits, but it also feels wrong because …

“This can only mean one thing, right?” I say.

Sweettooth nods. “Whatever that Camera sees …”

“… is sent to the Guild immediately, and then used to build a more detailed version of the world. We’ve just given them the inside of the President’s home!”

“Aye,” Sweettooth says with a grin. “This be interesting now.”

“Interesting? This might … this might send assassins right to her room!”

“Oh don’t be so rapid-scared. This be treasure! See the benefits!”

“Which are?”

Our Player has fallen asleep, head on notebook. Her long black hair almost covers her like a blanket.

The special egg hatches and alarms go off in-game.




Firefight

The two lights had been traveling through Red territory for a while now. It was daytime, and these streets were busy ones that connected two parts of the city, so in practice they were completely safe. To them, however, it might as well have been nighttime, a deserted street with monsters waiting around every corner.

I feel our Player’s fear. Her nervous tapping of random buttons in the game. Her conversation of clipped sentences with her friend.

“Keep your eyes open. Anyone walking around with phone in hand.”

“That’s half of the people here.”

“Unfortunately, people who support the red clan don’t grow convenient horns for spotting them.”

Her friend huffs. “Might as well. I always spot them by looking at the face—they all have these arrogant, condescending, mean snarls.”

“Well, if it works for you—”

“Right! Hard right! Now!”

We suddenly dive into a narrow alley. Within the game, it’s entirely dark and missing a few parts, creating a bone-chilling scene. The girls walk until halfway and then wait. Shortly after, two red lights pass by the entrance. Followed by a variety of Level 1 dinosaurs that roar at random times.

That confirms it: even the leveling is upside-down in this game. You start at Level 100 and go down as your animal gets more skilled.

Confusing game.

The Players probably can’t see this information, but me and Sweettooth can. And yes, it’s a good idea to simply flee from anyone in the red zone. You’re not winning that fight. And from the way they speak of it—losing a fight means literally losing all that progress in the game.

It’s a harsh game. I am increasingly surprised how many people seem to play it.

When they emerge from the alley, they pick up their pace, telling each other to be quick about it. After following the bend in the road, they jump into a different alley.

“Okay, so, I keep a list of abandoned buildings in the red zone.”

“Strange hobby.”

“Listen. This one hasn’t been used in years, and it doesn’t even have an entrance. Or so you’d think.”

So far, this building has been nothing but brick wall. They take a few more steps, however, and appear in a tiny backyard. One that leads to massive red doors that are slightly ajar.

“It’s a good sign that the game knows these details,” I say, at the same time as our Player.

They approach the doors, but don’t go inside just yet. They lean against the rusted metal and peer inside. As far as I can tell, it’s just darkness. An abandoned warehouse. A great place to hide the famous Rainbow Egg, I agree.

“Turn on your Camera and Microphone,” her friend says. “Heard Patrick was denied a really powerful egg because he had forgotten to send proof. He’s been angry about it ever since. Even sent an email filled with curse words to the developers!”

“Yeah, yeah, I—” She frowns, looking straight into her front camera. “Camera and Microphone were already on, both of them.”

Broken buttons. Now she will—

She shrugs and continues. So much for kids looking out for their own privacy. But it kinda helps us right now, so can’t complain.

She steps inside the building, but her friend pulls her back by her shoulder.

“You sure you want to use your new creature?” asks her friend. “What if it’s just really weak? Or too soon?”

“It’s a fudging dragon!” she yells enthusiastically.

“And it’s fudging non-existent!”

She had searched for hours, scouring the in-game database, websites, the knowledge of other Blue Clan members. It seemed like the entire world played this game and tried to describe all creatures inside.

But the small dragon that hatched from the special egg was completely unknown.

It’s why the alarms had kept ringing for what felt like an eternity, until Sweettooth found the toggle to turn them OFF, by actually OPENING a WINDOW. By now, I half expect the entire game to shut down the next time I open a random door.

“Ready?”

“No.”

They step inside the warehouse.

Our Player turns on her phone’s flashlight. The room is huge and empty, causing their footsteps to echo against the drab walls.

They take several steps into the darkness, their nervous breaths audible. They study their screens intently, hoping for the notification that an egg is nearby. It doesn’t arrive yet, but they still have a long room to traverse.

The lights turn on.

Two boys were waiting for them. Holding their phones before them, they make a show of dramatically pressing something on its screen. They grin mischievously as they clearly display the red band around their upper arms.

The girls turn around to flee, but it’s too late. They have stepped to close and now the game has started a fight. Large, blocky text in the sky declares a “versus” battle has started.

So there are other types of battles?

The boys all have dinosaurs—of course they do—which walk out from behind their back to enter the battlefield. The girls have to encourage their small set of animals to come out. They erupt from their light and hesitantly approach the battlefield, which is roughly in the center of the room.

“Ready to die, blue scum?” one of the boys asks, still grinning.

“Nah. You?”

Our Player taps the final button and releases the dragon she just hatched. It’s Level 100, much smaller than the dinosaurs, but intimidating enough when it releases a breath of pure fire.

The boys drop their grin.

“You cheating?”

“The only ones cheating are the Dinosaurs. Let’s end that.”

A bell rings. The text hovering above the fight switches to “GO!” and a ring of vines surrounds all creatures, like a magical wall that marks the arena.

Chaos ensues. And that’s an understatement.

There are
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