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			Epigraph

			
			It always begins at night. At night I feed my plans on darkness. If there is one thing I command in abundance, it is darkness. Darkness is the ground that will nurture what I desire to grow.

			 I would always have chosen night over day and the basement over the garden, given the chance. It’s only after sunset that the deformed creatures of my mind dare to venture from their bunkers to breathe icy air. They are waiting for me to lend their misshapen bodies a grotesque beauty. After all, a lure must be attractive so the prey only becomes aware of the hook when it sits deep in the flesh. My prey. I almost want to embrace it, without knowing it. In a way, I will do that. We will be one, in my spirit.

			 I have no need to seek out the darkness; it is always around me. I release it like my breath. Like the transpiration of my body. Nowadays people shun me; that is fine. They all creep around me, whispering, uneasy, fearful. They think it’s the stench that keeps them at bay, but I know it’s the darkness.
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			 ONE

			Ten past three already, and still no sign of Colin. Nick pounded the basketball on the asphalt, dribbling first with his right hand, then his left, then his right again, making a short, singing drone with each ground contact. He tried to keep up the rhythm. Twenty more times—if Colin hadn’t arrived by then, he’d go to practice by himself.

			 Five, six. It wasn’t like Colin not to show without an explanation. He knew perfectly well how quick their coach was to kick someone off his team. Colin’s cell wasn’t on either; it was a sure bet he’d forgotten to charge the battery. Ten, eleven. But forgetting about basketball too, and his friends and his team? Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty. No Colin. Nick sighed and shoved the ball under his arm. Well, that was okay—today, he’d finally score the most baskets.

			 Practice was brutal, and after two hours Nick was soaked in sweat. He hobbled into the shower on aching legs, stood under the stream of hot water, and closed his eyes. Colin still hadn’t turned up, and Frank Bethune had gone crazy, as expected. The coach had taken all his anger out on Nick, as if it was his fault that Colin had been absent.

			 Nick put shampoo on his head and washed his long hair (way too long, in Bethune’s opinion), then tied it back into a ponytail with a worn-out rubber band. He was the last to leave the gymnasium. It was already getting dark outside. On the way down the escalator to the Underground, he got his cell out of his bag and hit the speed dial for Colin’s number. The voice mail picked up after the second ring, and Nick hung up without leaving a message.

			Mom was lying on the couch, reading one of her hairdressing magazines and watching television. 

			 “There’s only hot dogs tonight,” she said, almost before Nick had closed the door behind him. “I’m completely worn out. Can you get me an aspirin from the kitchen?”

			 Nick dumped his gear in the corner, limped to the kitchen, and tossed an aspirin–vitamin C tablet in a glass of water. Hot dogs. Great. He was starving to death. 

			 “Isn’t Dad home?” 

			 “No, he’s going to be late. It’s a colleague’s birthday.”

			 Nick scanned the fridge on the off chance that there was something more desirable than hot dogs—maybe the leftovers from yesterday’s pizza—but no luck.

			 “What do you think about that business with Sam Lawrence?” Mom called from the living room. “Can you believe it?”

			 Sam Lawrence? The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t put a face to it. When he was exhausted, like today, his mother’s coded messages really got on his nerves. He served up the anti-headache cocktail she’d ordered and thought about popping a tablet himself.

			 “Were you there when they came to get him? Vera Gillinger told me the story today while I was doing her highlights. She works at the same company as Sam’s mother.”

			 “Help me out here. Does Sam Lawrence go to my school?”

			 Mom eyed him with disapproval. “Of course he does. He’s only two years behind you. Now he’s been suspended. Didn’t you hear about the whole drama?”

			 No, Nick hadn’t, but his mother was happy to fill him in.

			 “They found weapons in his locker! Weapons! Apparently there was a gun and two switchblades. Where does a fifteen-year-old get a gun from, can you tell me that?”

			 “No,” said Nick truthfully. He hadn’t heard a thing about the drama, as his mother called it. He thought about the massacres that sometimes occurred at American schools and gave an involuntary shiver. Were there really such sick people in London? At his school? His fingers itched to ring Colin. He might know more about it. But Colin wasn’t answering, the lazy bum. Just as well, maybe, because Mom was probably exaggerating again. This Sam Lawrence had probably only had a water gun and a pocketknife on him.

			 “It’s terrible, all the things that can go wrong as children grow up,” his mother said, and gave him a look that meant my precious bunny, my little one, my baby, you wouldn’t do such a thing, would you? 

			It was an expression that always made Nick wish he really could move in with his brother.

			“Were you sick yesterday? You should have heard Bethune swearing!”

			 “No. I’m fine.” Colin’s red-rimmed eyes were fixed on the wall of the school corridor next to Nick’s head.

			 “Are you sure? You look awful.”

			 “Positive. I just didn’t get much sleep last night.” Colin glanced briefly at Nick’s face before he went back to staring doggedly at the wall. Nick stifled a snort. Since when had lack of sleep mattered to Colin?

			 “Were you out somewhere?”

			 Colin shook his head and his dreadlocks swung back and forth.

			 “Fine. But if it’s your dad again, and he’s—”

			 “It’s not my dad, okay?” Colin pushed past Nick and walked into the classroom, but he didn’t sit down at his desk. Instead, he strolled over to Dan and Alex, who were standing by the window, totally absorbed in their conversation.

			 Dan and Alex? Nick blinked in disbelief. The two of them were so uncool that Colin called them The Freaks. Freak One, Dan, was distinctly on the short side, and you got the impression he was trying to make up for it with his exceptionally fat behind, which he loved to scratch. Freak Two, Alex, had a face that changed from couch-potato white to stop-sign red at record speed every time someone spoke to him. Every time.

			 Was Colin intending to audition for the role of Freak Three? 

			 “I don’t get it,” Nick muttered.

			 “Talking to yourself?” Jamie had come up behind him, slapped him on the back, and sent his shabby bag skidding right across the classroom. He grinned at Nick, revealing the most crooked set of teeth in the entire school.

			 “Talking to yourself is a bad sign—one of the first symptoms of schizophrenia. Are you hearing voices as well?”

			 “Oh, shut up!” Nick gave Jamie a friendly shove. “It’s just that Colin’s getting friendly with the Freaks.”

			 He glanced over again, and did a double take. Hang on. That wasn’t getting friendly—that was groveling. Colin’s face wore a pleading expression Nick had never seen before. Instinctively, he moved a couple of steps closer.

			 “I don’t see what the problem is if you give me a few tips,” he heard his friend say.

			 “I can’t do that. Stop making a fuss—you know that perfectly well,” said Dan as he crossed his arms over his flabby belly. He had a bit of egg yolk stuck on his school tie from breakfast.

			 “Come on, it’s no big deal. And it’s not like I’m going to tell anyone.”

			 Alex was looking over at Dan uncertainly, but it was clear from Dan’s face how much he was enjoying the situation.

			 “Forget it. You’re always so full of it—you’ll have to figure your way out of this yourself.”

			 “At least—”

			 “No! Just shut your trap, Colin!”

			 Any second now. Any second, Colin would take Dan by the shoulders and send him flying across the aisle. Any second.

			 But Colin just lowered his head and gazed at the tips of his shoes.

			 Something was fishy. Nick strolled over to the window and joined the threesome.

			 “So, what’s going on?”

			 “Did you want something?” Dan asked belligerently.

			 Nick looked back and forth from him to the other two. “Not from you,” he replied. “Only from Colin.”

			 “Are you blind? He’s busy right now.”

			 Now Nick really was speechless. Just who did this guy think he was?

			 “Is that so, Dan?” he said slowly. “What would he have to talk to you about? Your stamp collection maybe?”

			 Colin threw him a quick look, but didn’t say a word. If his friend’s skin hadn’t been so dark, Nick would have sworn he was going red.

			 This couldn’t be happening. Did Colin have some terrible secret that only Dan knew about? Was he blackmailing him?

			 “Colin,” Nick said out loud, “Jamie and I are meeting some people after school at Camden Lock. Are you in?”

			 It was a long time before Colin answered.

			 “Don’t know yet,” he said, his gaze fixed resolutely out the window. “You should probably count me out.”

			 Dan and Alex exchanged a meaningful look. It gave Nick an uneasy feeling in his gut.

			 “What’s all this about?” He took his friend by the shoulder. “Colin? What’s going on?”

			 It was that pathetic moron Dan who took Nick’s hand off Colin’s shoulder. “Nothing that concerns you. Nothing you would even know the first thing about.”

			At half past five it was standing room only on the Northern Line. On the way to the movie theater, Nick and Jamie were jammed in between tired, sweaty people. At least Nick towered over the masses and got unused air, but Jamie was hopelessly wedged in between a suit and a large-bosomed woman.

			 “I’m telling you, something’s wrong,” Nick insisted. “Dan was treating Colin like his lackey, and he treated me like a little kid. Next time I’ll …” Nick paused. What would he do the next time? Thump Dan? “Next time I’ll straighten him out,” he finished his sentence.

			 Jamie shrugged one shoulder; there wasn’t space to do more. “I think you’re talking yourself into something,” he said calmly. “Maybe Colin is hoping Dan will help him with his Spanish. He tutors lots of people.”

			 “No. That wasn’t it. You should’ve heard them!”

			 “Then perhaps he’s plotting something.” Jamie’s grin widened, reaching right to his back teeth. “He’s messing with them both, don’t you get it? Like the time he convinced Alex that Michelle really liked him. That joke lasted for weeks.”

			 Nick had to laugh despite himself. Colin had been so convincing that Alex had practically stalked the shy Michelle. Of course it all came out, and for a couple of days Alex’s face stayed a bright shade of red. 

			 “That was two years ago, when we were only just fourteen,” said Nick. “And it was infantile.”

			 The doors slid open and a few people got out, but far more pushed in. A young woman in high heels stepped on Nick’s foot with all her weight, and the pain banished all thought of Colin’s strange behavior for a short while.

			 It was only later, when they were sitting in the dark theater and the commercials were showing on the giant screen, that the image of Colin alongside the two freaks appeared before Nick’s eyes. Alex’s face glowing with zeal, Dan’s superior grin, Colin’s embarrassment. There was no way it was about tutoring. No way.

			 Nick didn’t see or hear from his friend for the whole weekend, and on Monday Colin only spoke to him when he had to. He always seemed to be on the go. At one recess Colin saw him pass something to Jerome. Something slim and made out of shiny plastic. Jerome looked mildly interested while Colin went on at him, gesticulating madly, before he took off again.

			 “Hey, Jerome.” Nick went over to him, deliberately upbeat. “Tell me, what did Colin just give you?”

			 Jerome shrugged. “Nothing much.”

			 “So let me see it.”

			 For a brief moment it looked as though Jerome was going to reach into his jacket pocket, but then he changed his mind.

			 “Why are you so interested?” 

			 “No reason. Just curious.”

			 “It’s nothing. Anyway, go ask Colin.” With that, Jerome turned away and went over to join a few people who were discussing the latest soccer results.

			 Nick fetched his English books out of his locker and strolled into class, where, as always, Emily caught his eye first. She was drawing with great concentration, her head lowered. Her dark hair hung down to the paper.

			 He tore his eyes away and headed for Colin’s desk. Freak Alex was in residence. He and Colin had their heads together, whispering.

			 “You can go shove it,” Nick muttered grimly.

			 Colin wasn’t at school the next day.

			“They could be up to just about anything. Hey, I’m normally more suspicious than you!” Jamie slammed the door of his locker for emphasis. “Has it occurred to you that maybe Colin’s got a crush on someone? That’s when most people start acting crazy.” Jamie rolled his eyes. “Maybe it’s Gloria. Who knows? Or Brynne. No, she pines only for you, Nick, you old charmer.”

			 Nick was only half listening, because two boys from sixth grade were standing a bit farther down the corridor, outside the toilets. Dennis and … a boy whose name Nick just couldn’t recall. At any rate, Dennis was doing some fast talking at the other boy as he shoved something under his nose: a narrow, square package. It looked very familiar. The other boy grinned and discreetly tucked the thing into his bag. 

			 “Perhaps Colin’s madly in love with sweet Emily Carver?” Jamie was still speculating. “He’d be up against it with her; that would explain his bad mood. Or maybe it’s everybody’s favorite—Helen!” Jamie nudged the plump girl just as she was trying to get past him into class.

			 Helen spun around and gave him a shove that sent him halfway across the corridor. “Get your hands off me, you jerk,” she hissed.

			Jamie recovered quickly after the initial shock. “But of course—although with your looks it’s a real struggle. I’m just crazy about pimples and blubber.”

			 “Leave her alone,” said Nick. Jamie looked astonished.

			 “What’s with you? Have you just joined Greenpeace or something? Save the walruses and stuff?”

			 Nick didn’t answer. Jamie’s jokes at Helen’s expense always left him feeling like someone was shooting firecrackers at cans of gasoline.

			The Simpsons were on the television. Nick sat on the couch in his track pants and spooned lukewarm ravioli out of a can. Mom wasn’t home yet. She must have been in a rush to leave and done a sloppy job with her packing again, since half the contents of her “toolkit” were lying around the living room floor. Nick had stepped on a hair roller as he’d come in and nearly fallen flat on his face. Chaotic Mom strikes again.

			 Dad was snoring in the bedroom and had hung his “Do not disturb—sleeping in progress” sign on the door.

			 The ravioli can was empty and Homer had just driven his car into a tree. Nick yawned. He’d already seen the episode, and anyway he had to go to basketball practice now. He got his things together without much enthusiasm. At least Colin might show up today, since he’d missed the last session. It wouldn’t hurt to ring him and remind him. Nick tried three times, but he only got the voice mail, which Colin was well known for checking about once in a blue moon.

			“Anybody who’s not serious about the game shouldn’t be on the team.” Bethune’s bellow easily filled the gym. The members of the noticeably shrunken team looked down sheepishly at their shoes. Bethune was yelling at the wrong people. After all, they’d come to practice. But there were only eight of them instead of the usual seventeen. You couldn’t even make two teams with eight players, let alone think about substitutions. Colin hadn’t come, of course, but Jerome was also missing. Curious. 

			 “What’s the matter with those losers? Are they all sick? Has everyone around here suddenly gone soft in the head?” Nick hoped Bethune would be hoarse soon.

			 “Since he’s always in such a foul mood lately, I might as well stay home next time too,” he muttered, and was rewarded with twenty-five push-ups.

			 On the way home Nick rang Colin twice, but there was no answer. Damn it.

			 Why was he so upset, actually? Just because Colin was acting stupid? No, he decided after thinking it over a bit. Stupid would have been okay. But by the look of it, Colin had cut Nick out of his life completely, and he had done so overnight. That meant he owed Nick an explanation, at least.

			 When he arrived home Nick bolted into his room and flung himself into the wonky swivel chair at his desk. He booted up the computer and opened his e-mail.

						



			From: Nick Dunmore <nick1803@aon.co.uk>

			To: Colin Harris <colin.harris@hotmail.com>

			Subject: You okay?

			Hey dude! Are you sick? Is something wrong? Did I offend you or something? If so, I didn’t mean to. And by the way, what’s up with you and Dan? The guy is really weird. I thought we both agreed about that …

			Are you going to be at school tomorrow? If there’s a problem, we should talk about it.

			CU

			Nick

						



			 He clicked Send, then opened his browser and entered the basketball team chat room. But no one was there, so he surfed over to deviantART. To Emily. He looked to see whether she’d put a new manga or a poem on her site. She was incredibly talented.

			 He found two new sketches today, which he saved on his hard disk, and a short blog entry. He hesitated before reading it. He had to overcome an invisible barrier each time he logged on to Emily’s site, because he knew the contents weren’t meant for him. Emily had gone to a lot of trouble to stay anonymous, but she had friends who talked.

			 He shook off the thought. Here, on this page, he was close to her. As if he were touching her in the dark.

			 Emily wrote in her blog that her head felt empty. She wished she could move to the country, away from the giant beast that was London. Her words felt like stabs to Nick. It was unthinkable that Emily would leave his city and his life. He read the entry three times before he closed the page.

			 Another check for e-mails: not a word from Colin. No new tweets either, not for days now. Nick sighed, thumped the mouse down on the desk somewhat harder than necessary, and shut down the machine.

			Chemistry was a punishment from the gods. Nick pored over his book with increasing desperation and tried to understand the problem Mrs. Ganter had saddled them with for this lesson. If only getting a C at the end of the year would do. But if he got less than a B he could forget it—and what he really needed was an A. Medical schools didn’t take chemistry duds.

			 He looked up. Emily was sitting in front of him, with her dark braid falling down her back. It wasn’t one of those narrow, elfin backs; you could tell she was a swimmer. Her legs were long and muscular too, and—he shook his head as if to force his thoughts back to the right place. Damn it. How many moles did 19 grams of CH4 have again?

			 All too soon, the bell rang for the end of the lesson. Nick was one of the last to hand in his work, and he was convinced that Mrs. Ganter wouldn’t be pleased. Emily had already gone. Nick automatically looked around for her and spotted her a little farther down the hallway. She was talking to Rashid, whose enormous nose cast a beak-like shadow on the wall. Nick sauntered a few paces closer, pretending to look for something in his backpack.

			 “You’re not allowed to tell anyone, got it?”

			 Rashid was holding something out to Emily—a flat package wrapped in newspaper. Square again. “It’s really important. You’ll be amazed—it’s the coolest thing.”

			 The skepticism in Emily’s voice spoke volumes. “I don’t have time for this stuff.”

			 Nick stood off to one side, earnestly studying the chess club notice board.

			 “No time? Whatever! Here, just try it!”

			 A sidelong glance told Nick that Rashid was holding out his newspaper package to Emily, but she wasn’t taking it. She took a step backward, shook her head, and walked away. “Give it to someone else,” she called over her shoulder to Rashid.

			 Yes, give it to me, Nick thought. What on earth was going on? How come no one was talking about these packages that were being passed round? And why the hell didn’t he have one yet? It wasn’t like him to be left out.

			 Nick watched Rashid, who had stuffed the package in his jacket pocket and was now shuffling down the corridor. He was homing in on Brynne, who was just saying good-bye to a friend. He started to speak to her, pulled the package out of his pocket—

			 “What are you gazing at, dreamy?” Someone slapped Nick hard on the back. Jamie. “How was the gruesome chemistry class?”

			 “Gruesome,” Nick muttered. “What did you expect?”

			 “I just wanted to hear it firsthand.”

			 A few people had stopped in the middle of the hallway and were blocking Brynne and Rashid from sight. Nick went closer, but the transaction was already over. Rashid was walking away with his typical dragging gait, and Brynne had disappeared around the corner.

			 “Damn it,” Nick swore.

			 “What?”

			 “Something’s going on. The other day Colin passed something to Jerome and they were making a big mystery about it. Now Rashid’s just tried the same thing with Emily, but she told him to get lost, so he started chatting up Brynne.” He ran his hand over his tied-back hair. “I missed the rest. I’d really like to know what it’s about.”

			 “CDs,” Jamie said matter-of-factly. “Pirate copies of something, I’d say. Twice today I’ve seen someone dragging someone else into a corner and palming a CD off on them. It’s no big deal, is it?”

			 CDs—that would explain the format of Rashid’s parcel. A pirate copy going from hand to hand—maybe banned music. Then it would hardly be surprising that Emily didn’t want to have anything to do with it. Yes, that was possible. The thought appeased Nick’s curiosity a bit, but … if it was a CD, why wasn’t anyone talking about it? The last time a banned movie had done the rounds it had been the number-one topic. All the people who’d seen it held forth with wild descriptions, and everyone else listened enviously.

			 This was different. As if it was a game of Telephone, as if a secret password was going around. The insiders were keeping quiet, whispering, staying apart.

			 Nick was pensive as he made his way to his English class. The lesson that followed was pretty boring. He dwelt on his own thoughts, and a full twenty minutes passed before he noticed that not only was Colin missing today, but Jerome too.

			Warm autumn light fell on Nick’s desk through his bedroom window, turning the chaos of books, notepads, and crumpled work sheets golden. The English essay Nick had been brooding over for the last half hour was only three sentences long; the margin, on the other hand, was strewn with doodled lightning, curls, and wavy lines. Damn, he just couldn’t concentrate. His thoughts kept straying. 

			 In the kitchen he heard Mom clattering around and changing the radio station. Whitney Houston was singing “I Will Always Love You.” Really, what had he done to deserve that?

			 He chucked his pen down on the desk, jumped up, and slammed the door. It couldn’t go on like this—somehow, he had to get one of those CDs. How come he didn’t have one? And how come no one was telling him anything about them? He tried ringing Colin yet again, but there was still no answer—what a surprise. Nick left a few rude words on his voice mail, scrolled down till he got to Jerome’s number, and pressed Dial. It rang once, twice, three times, and then the call was disconnected.

			 Damn it all. Nick took a deep breath. This was ridiculous. He was all set to hurl his cell into his backpack, but paused suddenly. An idea was teasing him, light as a feather. He had Emily’s number saved on there as well.

			 Before he could think of too many reasons why he shouldn’t do it, he had already dialed. Again he heard the phone ring once, twice—

			 “Hello?”

			 “Emily? Um, it’s me, Nick. I just wanted to ask you something … It’s about today … at school …” He shut his eyes tight, took a breath.

			 “About the chemistry test?”

			 “No. Uh … I happened to see Rashid trying to give you something. Can you tell me what it was?” 

			 A few seconds passed before Emily answered. “Why?”

			 “Well, I … it’s because … A few people have been acting strange lately. Lots of people have been away from school, too. Have you noticed?” Amazing—he was finally managing to speak in whole sentences. “And I think it has something to do with these things that have been going around … That’s why … you know … I’d like to find out what it’s all about.”

			 “I don’t know either.”

			 “Didn’t Rashid tell you anything about it?”

			 “No, he was interrogating me. He wanted to know stuff about my family that’s none of his business—whether they give me lots of freedom, that sort of thing.” She gave a short, joyless laugh. “And whether I’ve got my own computer.”

			 “Aha.” Nick was trying in vain to make heads or tails of this information. “Did he say why you needed the computer?”

			 “No. He just said he was going to give me something unbelievable—better than anything I’d ever seen before, and that I had to look at it alone.” Emily’s tone of voice made it obvious what she thought of this. “He was pretty pushy and frantic. But of course you saw that yourself.”

			 The last sentence sounded snippy. Nick could feel himself going red.

			 “Yes, I did.” There was a pause.

			 “What do you think it is?” Emily asked finally.

			 “No idea. I’ll ask Colin when he comes back to school. Or … I mean, maybe you have a better idea?” There was silence down the phone line.

			 Then Emily said, “No. To be honest, I hadn’t really thought that much about it.”

			 Before his next sentence, Nick took a deep breath. “Would you like to know if I find out something? Only if it’s interesting, obviously.”

			 “Yes, sure,” Emily said. “Of course. But I have to go now. I have stuff to do.”

			 The conversation made Nick’s day. Colin could go screw himself. He had made a connection with Emily, and he had an excuse for getting in touch with her again soon. As soon as he knew more.

			Colin was back. He leaned against his locker as if nothing had happened, flashed Nick a grin, and tossed his dreadlocks back over his shoulder. “I had the worst sore throat of my life,” he said, and gestured at his scarf. “Couldn’t even talk on the phone. I was totally hoarse.” 

			 Nick tried to figure out from Colin’s face whether he was lying, but he couldn’t. “Bethune really went ballistic. I’ve never seen him that mad,” he said. “Why didn’t you tell him you were sick?”

			 “Oh, I felt really lousy. The old man shouldn’t go on about it.”

			 Nick chose his next words with care. “What you had must be really infectious. The day before yesterday there were only eight of us at practice. That’s an absolute all-time low.”

			 If Colin was surprised, he didn’t show it. “So? It can happen.”

			 “Jerome was away too.”

			 Only the tiniest twitch of his eyelids betrayed Colin’s sudden interest. Straightaway, Nick dug deeper.

			 “Speaking of Jerome, tell me, what was it you gave him recently?”

			 Colin’s answer came like a shot. “The new Linkin Park album. Sorry, I know I should copy it for you too. I’ll get it to you tomorrow, okay?” And with that he slammed his locker door shut, shoved his math books under his arm, and looked questioningly at Nick. “So, can we go?”

			 With a start Nick shook off the daze Colin’s explanation had put him in. Linkin Park! Had he just been imagining all that conspiracy stuff? What if his imagination was playing tricks on him, and a flu outbreak was the real reason for the missing students? On closer consideration, there weren’t really that many. Nick did a quick head count as he went into class just ahead of the bell. Freak Two was missing, as well as Jerome, Helen, and the quiet kid, Greg. The others were lolling about, half asleep, in their seats.

			 Okay, thought Nick. So I’ve just been imagining it all. There’s no big secret—only Linkin Park. He grinned at himself, and turned to Colin to describe Bethune’s rant. But Colin wasn’t paying attention to him. He was staring intently at Dan, who was standing in his usual place by the window. Dan held up four fingers, half concealed by his belly. Colin raised his eyebrows in acknowledgment and stuck out three fingers. 

			 Nick’s gaze darted back and forth between the two, but before he had a chance to ask Colin what was behind the hand signals, Mr. Fornary entered the classroom. For an hour he bombarded them with such hideous math problems that Nick had no time to think about such basic things as three or four outstretched fingers.
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			  TWO

			Some money and an unbelievably long shopping list were lying on the kitchen table. Mom was conducting a large-scale perming operation; it seemed autumn had awakened a desire for freshly curled hair among the women of London. Nick studied the list with a frown. Endless frozen pizza, plus lasagna, fish fingers, and instant noodles. It didn’t look as though Mom was planning to do any cooking in the next little while. He sighed, grabbed three of the big shopping bags, and set off for the supermarket. On the way he started thinking about Dan’s hand signals again, and Colin’s silent response to them. Was he seeing things? Jamie certainly thought so. “You’re bored, man,” had been his diagnosis. “You need a hobby or a girlfriend. Should I fix you a date with Emily?”

			 Nick bagged a shopping trolley, shaking off thoughts of school. Jamie was right; it was better to worry about real problems. For example, the question of how on earth he was supposed to lug home the twenty bottles of water on Mom’s shopping list.

			When Nick walked into school the next day, the air was buzzing with excitement. Lots more students were gathered in the entrance hall than usual. They were mostly standing around in small groups, whispering, murmuring. Their conversations were all blending into a tapestry of sound; Nick couldn’t make out any individual words. Everyone’s attention was focused on two policemen who were heading purposefully for the corridor leading to the principal’s office.

			 Nick spotted Jamie in a corner not far from the stairs, caught up in an intense conversation with Freak Alex, Rashid, and a boy whose name Nick couldn’t quite think of. Oh yes, his name was Adrian. He was thirteen and didn’t usually hang out with older students. But Nick recognized him because his family story had done the rounds when he’d come to the school two years ago. Apparently Adrian’s father had hanged himself.

			 “Hey!” Jamie beckoned Nick over with a sweeping gesture. “It’s all happening today!” 

			 “What are the cops doing here?”

			 Jamie showed his teeth. “There are criminals among us, no-good scoundrels and thieves. Nine computers have been stolen—brand-new laptops that were all bought for IT lessons. They’re checking the computer room for evidence.”

			 Adrian nodded. “It was actually locked,” he put in shyly. “Mr. Garth told the policeman that, I heard exac—” 

			 “Shut your trap, kid,” Alex droned. His pimples were glowing—probably the excitement, Nick surmised.

			 He felt an urgent need to thump this idiot. He turned to Adrian so he didn’t have to look at him anymore. “Did they break the door open?”

			 “No, that’s the thing,” he said eagerly. “Someone unlocked it. The key must have been stolen, but Mr. Garth said that’s impossible; all three are where they belong. He even carries one of them around with him—”

			 “Nick?” A soft voice interrupted Adrian’s flood of words, and a hand with clear-varnished fingernails came to rest lightly on Nick’s shoulder. Emily, Nick thought for a split second, but corrected himself immediately. Emily didn’t wear three rings on each finger, and she didn’t smell so … oriental.

			 He turned his head and looked into Brynne’s light-blue eyes. Like puddles of water. “Nicky, can you … I mean, could we just quickly—in private …” 

			 Alex smirked and licked his lips, making Nick want to clench his fists.

			 “Okay,” he said to Brynne. “But only a few minutes.”

			 The irritated tone of his voice obviously didn’t worry her—or if it did she hid it well. She was pretty, admittedly, but basically she talked too much and he found her empty-headed. Now she was prancing along ahead of him, swaying her hips and steering him to the staircase that led down to the gym. There wasn’t a soul there at that time of day.

			 “So, Nick,” she whispered. “I’d really like to give you something. It’s incredibly awesome, honest.” She reached into her tote bag, paused a moment, and drew her hand out again.

			 Nick was staring at the bag. He had an inkling what this was going to be about, and he almost smiled at Brynne. 

			 “But first I still need to ask you something.” She pushed a strand of hair off her forehead, slowly and deliberately.

			If you want to do yourself a favor, don’t ask me what I think of you.

			 “Go for it.”

			 “Have you got a computer? That’s important. In your room.”

			 Finally, this was it! “Yes, I do.”

			 She nodded her satisfaction.

			 “Um, and do your parents go poking around in your stuff a lot?”

			 “My parents aren’t weird.”

			 “Oh. Good.” She thought for a moment, her forehead creasing with the effort. “Hang on, there was something else. Exactly.” She came another step closer and lifted her face to him. Her bubblegum breath and the musky perfume made a bizarre combination. “You’re not allowed to show it to anyone. Otherwise it won’t work. You have to put it away right now, and don’t tell anyone that I gave it to you. Promise?”

			 Well, that was stupid. He pulled a face. “Why?”

			 “They’re the rules,” Brynne said insistently. “If you don’t promise, I can’t give it to you.”

			 Nick sighed loudly. “Whatever. I promise.”

			 “But don’t forget, okay? Otherwise I’ll be in trouble.” She held her hand out to him; he took it. Felt how hot it was. Hot and slightly damp.

			 “Good,” Brynne whispered. “I’m relying on you.” She sent him a look that Nick feared was supposed to be seductive, and then she pulled a slim, square plastic case out of her bag and thrust it into his hand.

			 “Have fun,” she breathed, and left.

			 He didn’t watch her go. All his attention was focused on the object in his hand: a plain DVD in an unlabeled case. Nick opened it, full of curiosity.

			 Linkin Park—yeah, right.

			 It was pretty dim on the staircase, and he shifted the DVD into the light to get a better look at what was written on it in Brynne’s playful script.

			 It was just a single word, a word that was completely unknown to Nick: Erebos.

			For the rest of the day Jamie teased him about Brynne—that was typical Jamie and not a problem. The real problem was fighting the temptation to get the DVD out of his jacket pocket and show his friend. But he decided against it every time. He’d take a look at it himself first—see what it was, and why everyone was acting so mysterious. But there was no way he was going to take part in all the cloak-and-dagger stuff that had gotten on his own nerves so much.

			 The school day dragged on agonizingly. Nick barely managed to concentrate—his attention kept drifting back to the insignificant-looking object in his jacket. He could feel it through three layers of clothing. Its weight, its edges.

			 “Are you feeling sick?” Jamie asked him just before the bell rang for the last class.

			 “No, why?”

			 “Because you’re making a weird face.”

			 “I’m just thinking about something.”

			 The corners of Jamie’s mouth twisted mockingly. “Let me guess. Brynne. Did you ask her out?”

			 Nick would never be able to understand how Jamie could think he liked someone like Brynne. But today he couldn’t be bothered arguing.

			 “What if I did?” he retorted, and ignored Jamie’s I-just-knew-it expression.

			 “Then hopefully I’ll hear all about it tomorrow.”

			 “Yeah. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe.”
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			THREE

			The apartment was empty and freezing cold when Nick got home. Mom must have been in a hurry again and forgotten to close the windows. He kept his jacket on, closed all the windows, and turned the radiator up in his room as far as it would go. Only then did he fish the case out of his jacket and open it: Erebos.

			 Nick grimaced. Erebos. Wasn’t there some Greek god named Eros? Maybe it was a matchmaking program? That would be just like Brynne. Well, she could get that right out of her head.

			 He turned on the computer, and while the thing was booting up he fetched himself a blanket from the living room, which he draped around his shoulders.

			 He had at least four uninterrupted hours in front of him. Out of habit—and to heighten the suspense even more—he retrieved his e-mails first (three ads, four bits of spam, and an embittered message from Bethune, threatening dire consequences to anyone who skipped one more practice).

			 Just when he was about to open his Facebook page, Finn instant-messaged him.

			 “Hey, little bro. How’s it going?”

			 Nick couldn’t help but smile.

			 “Fine.”

			 “How’s Mom?”

			 “Busy, but okay. How about you?”

			 “Ditto. Business is doing nicely.”

			 Nick refrained from inquiring more closely.

			 “Nicky, listen. The shirt I promised you ... You know the one?” 

			 And how Nick knew. A shirt from Hell Froze Over, the best band in the world, according to Finn.

			 “What about it?”

			 “I can’t get your size—not in the next four weeks. You’re just too tall, baby brother. The Fan shop people have ordered it, but it’s going to take time. Okay?”

			 For a moment Nick couldn’t figure out why he was so disappointed—probably because he had a picture in his mind of him and Finn at the concert in two weeks’ time, both in the HFO shirt with the ice-blue devil’s skull, bellowing out “Down the Line.”

			 “Not a big deal,” Nick typed.

			 “I’ll keep on it, promise. Are you going to drop round again?”

			 “Of course.”

			 “Did you know I miss you, baby brother?”

			 “Yeah, I miss you too.” And how. But he wasn’t going to rub Finn’s nose in it—otherwise he’d start feeling guilty. 

			 After the chat with his brother Nick looked in on Emily’s drawings, but nothing on deviantART had changed since yesterday. That figures, he thought, feeling a bit ashamed, and went off-line again.

			 An inner voice was telling him it would be better to write his English essay before he devoted himself to Erebos. It didn’t stand a chance. Nick’s curiosity was too strong. He opened the case, made a face at the sight of Brynne’s handwriting, and pushed the DVD into the drive. It took a few seconds before a window opened.

			 It wasn’t a movie or music. It was a game. The Install window showed a grim picture. A ruined tower could be seen in the background, surrounded by scorched countryside. In front of the tower a sword was planted in the bare earth, a piece of red cloth tied to its handle. It fluttered in the wind, like a last memento of life in a dead world. Above that, the word Erebos arched, also all in red.

			 There were butterflies in Nick’s stomach. He turned the volume up, but there was no music, just a deep rumbling like an approaching storm. Nick hovered the cursor over the Install button with the vague feeling he had forgotten something … of course, the virus scan. He checked out the files on the DVD with two different programs and breathed a sigh of relief when both gave the all-clear. 

			 The blue Install bar inched forward in agonizing slow motion. In tiny tiny steps. Several times it seemed as though the computer had crashed—nothing was happening. Nick tried moving the mouse back and forth—at least the cursor still responded, but only slowly, jerkily. Nick shifted around on his chair impatiently. Twenty-five percent—oh, come on. He might as well go to the kitchen and get himself something to drink.

			 When he came back some minutes later, the install was at 31 percent. He dropped onto the chair, cursing, and rubbed his eyes. What a pain.

			 After what felt like an hour 100 percent was finally done. Nick was already inwardly rejoicing when the screen went black. Stayed black.

			 Nothing helped. Not banging on the case, not all his key sequences or his angry outburst. The screen displayed nothing but unrelenting darkness.

			 Just as Nick was about to give up and press the Reset button, though, something did actually happen. Red letters were emerging out of the dark, words that pulsed as if a concealed heart were supplying them with blood and life.

			 



			Enter.

			Or turn back.

			This is Erebos.

			 



			 Finally! Tingling with anticipation, Nick chose “Enter.”

			 The screen went black again—what else was new?—for several seconds. Nick leaned back in his chair. Hopefully the game wouldn’t stay so slow. His computer couldn’t be at fault—it was pretty much state of the art. His processor and graphics card were lightning fast and all the games he had ran without a problem.

			 Gradually the screen lightened up, revealing a very realistic-looking forest clearing, with the moon above. A figure was standing in the middle in a ragged shirt and threadbare pants. No weapon, just a stick in his hand. Presumably that was supposed to be his game character. As a test Nick clicked a spot to the right; the figure leapt up and moved to exactly the spot he’d selected. Okay, the controls were idiot-proof, and he would have the rest figured out before long. It wasn’t exactly his first game.

			 Right then. But—which way should he go? There was no path, no indication. A map, maybe? Nick tried to call up an inventory or a game menu, but there was nothing. No indication of quests or goals, no other characters in sight. Just a red bar for the life meter and a blue one underneath. Presumably it indicated stamina. Nick tried various key sequences that had worked in other games, but they didn’t do anything here.

			 The thing was probably rotten with programming errors, he thought grumpily. Just to test, he clicked directly on his shabbily equipped character. The word “Nameless” appeared over his head. 

			 “Even better,” muttered Nick. “The mysterious Nameless.” He got his ragged character to walk straight ahead for a bit first, then left, and finally right. There wasn’t even a hint as to which way to turn. Every direction seemed to be wrong, and there was no one around he could ask. 

			 “It’s incredibly awesome,” he mimicked Brynne’s voice in his thoughts. On the other hand … Colin seemed to be keen on the game too. And Colin was no fool.

			 Nick decided to make his character walk straight ahead. He figured that was what he would do if he were lost. Keep on going in one direction. He’d eventually come across something or other, and every forest had to end somewhere. He focused his attention on Nameless, who was skilfully dodging trees and pushing aside the branches in his path with his stick. You could clearly hear each step the game character took: the undergrowth snapped, dead leaves rustled. When the character climbed over a rocky outcrop, small pebbles came loose and rolled down.

			 On the far side of the outcrop the ground was wetter. Nameless wasn’t making such good progress anymore, since his feet kept sinking up to his ankles. Nick was impressed. It was all extremely realistic—when he was wading through the mud it even made a sucking noise.

			 As Nameless struggled on, he began to pant. The blue bar had shrunk to one third of its length, so Nick allowed him a rest at the next rock. His character rested his hands on his thighs and bent his head down, obviously trying to get his breath back again.

			 There must be a stream somewhere around. Nick heard it gurgling and cut short the rest stop. He sent Nameless a short distance to the right, where he did in fact find a small watercourse. His character stopped short of it, still panting.

			 “Come on, drink.” He pressed the down arrow on his keyboard and was delighted when Nameless actually bent down, cupped his hand, and drank water from the stream.

			 After that he made better headway. The ground was no longer damp, and the trees weren’t as dense either. But he still didn’t have any points of reference, and gradually Nick began to worry that his go-straight-ahead strategy was a dead loss. If only he had an overview—maybe a map or …

			 Overview! Nick grinned. Let’s see … maybe his virtual self could not only bend down, but climb as well! He chose a massive tree with low-hanging branches, positioned the figure in front of it and pressed the up arrow. 

			 Nameless carefully put his stick aside and pulled himself up on the branches. He stopped as soon as Nick released the arrow key, and started climbing when it was pressed again. Nick sent him up as high as possible—until the branches became too weak and he nearly slipped. Only when the figure had a secure foothold did Nick venture a look around. The view was fantastic.

			 The full moon was high in the sky and shone its light on a seemingly endless greenish-silver sea of trees. To the left the foothills of a mountain chain could be made out; the plains stretched out to the right. The landscape straight ahead was hilly; dots the size of pinpricks on a few of the hills revealed settlements.

			 See, Nick thought triumphantly. Straight ahead is the right way. He had his finger over the down arrow when a gleam of warm yellow light between the trees caught his eye. That looked promising. If he corrected his route a bit to the left, he would come across the source of the light within a few minutes. Maybe it was a house? Impatiently he sent his figure back down to the ground, where it took up its stick again and walked on. Nick chewed on his bottom lip, hoping he had fixed the direction correctly in his memory.

			 It wasn’t long before he thought he could make out the first weak glimmers of light between the tree trunks. Almost at the same moment he struck an obstacle: a crevice that was much too wide for his character to jump over. Damn! The crevice stretched a long way in both directions and disappeared somewhere in the darkness between the trees. To go around it would cost Nameless a lot of time—and possibly his bearings.

			 Nick discovered the fallen tree only after he’d spent some time cursing. If he could get it into the right position … The space bar was the key to success. Nick’s game character dragged, pulled, and pushed the trunk in every direction the cursor specified. By the time the tree was lying across the crevice, Nameless was gasping for breath and the red life meter wasn’t looking so good.

			 With the greatest care Nick made his screen hero balance on top of the tree trunk, which turned out to be a very precarious bridge. On his fifth step it rolled slightly to the right, and Nick only just got his figure to safety with a daring jump.

			 The beam of light was stronger now than before, and it was flickering. Straight in front of Nick was a tiny forest clearing, in the middle of which a fire was burning. A solitary man sat before it and stared into the flames. Nick released the mouse button, and Nameless immediately stood still.

			 The man by the fire didn’t move. He wasn’t carrying any weapons Nick could see, but that didn’t mean anything. His long black cloak indicated that he might be a mage. Perhaps clicking on the character would reveal more. Nick’s cursor had hardly touched the man when he lifted his head, revealing a narrow face with a very small mouth. A dialogue box opened at the same time at the bottom of the screen.

			 “Greetings, Nameless One.” The silver-gray letters stood out against the black background. “You were quick.”

			 Nick walked his figure closer, but the man didn’t react; he only pushed the pieces of burning wood in his campfire together with a long branch. Nick was disappointed. He’d finally encountered someone in this forsaken forest, and all he’d come out with was a meager greeting.

			 It was only when Nick spotted the blinking cursor on the next line in the window that he understood he was expected to answer. 

			 “And greetings to you too,” he typed.

			 The man in the black cloak nodded. “It was a good idea to climb up the tree. Not many nameless travelers have been so resourceful. You are a great hope for Erebos.”

			 “Thanks,” Nick typed in.

			 “Do you think you would like to proceed?” The man’s small mouth twisted into an expectant smile.

			 Nick wanted to type in “Sure!” but his counterpart wasn’t finished yet.

			 “Only if you ally yourself with Erebos will you be any match for this game. That is something you should know.”

			 “All right,” Nick answered. 

			 The man lowered his head and poked his stick deep in the embers of his campfire. Sparks flew up. That looks real, Nick thought; it looks so real.

			 He waited, but the man didn’t make any move to continue the conversation. Presumably he’d already reeled off all the text assigned to him.

			 Curious to see whether he would react if addressed, Nick typed “p#434<3xxq0jolk-<fi0e8r” into the text field. That seemed to amuse his virtual companion. He raised his head briefly and smiled at Nick.

			 He’s looking me straight in the eye, Nick thought, and tried to suppress his disquiet. He’s looking at me as if he can see right through the screen.

			 Finally the man turned back to his fire. 

			 Only now did Nick notice that music had started to play softly—an intricate but insistent melody that was oddly moving.

			 “Who are you?” he typed.

			 Naturally, there was no answer. The man simply put his head to one side, as if he needed to think. However, a few seconds later, to Nick’s stupefaction, words appeared in the dialogue window.

			 “I am a dead man.” Again the character looked at Nick, as if he wanted to test the effect of his words. “Just a dead man. You, on the other hand, are alive. Nameless, admittedly, but not for much longer. Soon you will be able to choose a name, a vocation, and a new life.”

			 Nick’s fingers slipped from the keyboard. That was unusual—no, it was scary. The game had given a meaningful answer to a random question.

			 Maybe it was a coincidence.

			 “Dead people don’t usually talk,” he typed, and leaned back in his chair. It wasn’t a question as much as an objection. The man by the fire wouldn’t have any appropriate response programmed in for that.

			 “You’re right. That’s the power of Erebos.” The man held the stick into the flames and drew it out again, alight.

			 Even though he didn’t want to admit it, Nick felt a bit alarmed. He checked whether his computer really was off-line, or whether someone was playing a joke on him. No. There was no Internet connection. The branch in the dead man’s hands was blazing fiercely, and the reflections danced in his eyes.

			 Nick’s fingers typed the next sentence almost by themselves. “What is it like to be dead?”

			 The man laughed—a gasping, panting laugh. “You are the first Nameless One to ask me that!” He threw the rest of his stick into the fire.

			 “Lonely. Or full of ghosts. Who can say?” He brushed his hand across his forehead. “If I asked you what it’s like to be alive, how would you answer? Just as everyone lives his own life, so too everyone has his own death.” As if wanting to underline his words, the dead man pulled the hood of his cloak over his head, throwing a shadow over his eyes and nose—only his small mouth remained visible. “No doubt you will find out one day.”

			 No doubt. Nick wiped his damp palms on his pants. He wasn’t feeling comfortable with this subject anymore.

			 “How must I proceed?” he typed, and realized to his own amusement that he was expecting a meaningful answer.

			 “Do you really want to proceed? I’m warning you: it’s not a good idea.”

			 “Of course I want to.”

			 “Then turn to the left and follow the stream until you come to a ravine. Walk through it. After that … you will take it from there.” The dead man withdrew deeper into his cloak. 

			 “And watch out for the messenger with the yellow eyes.”

		

	


	
		
			[image: right eye.jpg]

			FOUR

			Along the stream, always keeping its throaty gurgle on the left, at an easy trot that didn’t strain the stamina meter too much. Stamina, Nick was discovering, wasn’t his nameless character’s strong suit. After the smallest climb he started gasping and had to take a rest and wait until the bar on the bottom right-hand edge of the screen started glowing blue again. Then he could go on. Clambering over stones, jumping over obstacles, keeping an eye out for the ravine. Nowhere was there a messenger with yellow eyes to be seen. 

			 The land to the right and left of the stream was gradually rising, and the dark forest floor was giving way to stony ground. Again and again the loose rock slowed down Nameless’s progress; more than once it caused him to fall. It was only when the terrain on both sides was twice as high as his figure that Nick realized he was already in the middle of the gorge. Moreover, he noticed that he was not alone. There was rustling in the dry undergrowth to the right and left of the path, and then—as if at an inaudible command—small toad-like creatures leaped out and fell upon him. Their feet were equipped not just with webbing but also with claws, with which they did considerable damage to Nick’s Nameless. A few awful seconds passed before he remembered the staff his figure was holding in his hands and began to defend himself. 

			 Two of the toads took flight. One died at Nameless’s feet from a well-aimed blow with the stick. 

			 “Strike,” Nick murmured.

			 But there was one last toad clinging to Nameless’s left leg and a bloodstain was spreading beneath its claws. Alarmed, Nick noticed that the red life meter was only a bit over half full. He struck at the space bar, which made Nameless jump but didn’t impress the toad.

			 Finally, the Escape key achieved the desired result. Nameless executed a lightning-quick turn, shook the toad creature off, and, at Nick’s command, finished him off with the stick.

			 In the meantime, however, Nameless’s life meter had plummeted to way under half. Nick made sure there were no more attackers in sight, then moused over the toad’s carcass, whereupon the information “4 meat units” appeared. 

			 “That’s something at least,” he grumbled. He put his exhausted figure back on its feet and got it to collect the meat before he continued on through the gorge. He was on his guard, and had his stick at the ready to clobber any clawed toad that turned up. But no further adversaries appeared. Instead, a noise became audible in the background, rhythmic and rebounding off the gorge walls. Hoofbeats.

			 He made Nameless slow down and creep very cautiously around the next curve, but it concealed nothing more than further precipitous rock walls and even more gravel. A few moments later the hoofbeats broke off. Nick sent Nameless skirting along the rock wall, past thorny bushes as tall as a man. On further, until another rock wall rose up in front of him. Halfway up the wall—but still way above Nameless’s head—a wide overhang jutted into the gorge. At the back was the narrow mouth of a cave, and in front of it, on a giant armored horse, sat a gaunt figure in a gray tunic, beckoning to both Nick and Nameless. Nick noticed the figure’s bald, pointy head and excessively long, bony fingers only in passing. All his attention was focused on the man’s pale-yellow eyes. 

			 “You have been very skillful.”

			 “Thank you.”

			 “However, your life force isn’t looking too good.”

			 “I know.”

			 “You need to be mindful of that in the future.”

			 The messenger’s businesslike way of speaking stood in bizarre contrast to his gruesome appearance.

			 “It is time for you to be named,” he continued. “Time for the first rite.” With an unhurried gesture he indicated the cave behind him. “I wish you luck, and the right decisions. We will meet again.” He turned his horse around and charged off.

			 Nick waited until the hoofbeats had faded away before he took his figure over to the rock face. Steep steps, cut into the stone, led to the plateau. “Time for the first rite.” Why were his hands damp again? He left-clicked on the darkness of the cave entrance. Nameless marched up to it and disappeared. The next moment the screen went black. 

			Darkness. Silence. Nick shifted around on his chair. Why was it taking so long? He hammered at the keyboard a bit just in case, which achieved precisely nothing. 

			 “Oh, come on,” he said, and banged the computer case. “Don’t flake out.”

			 The darkness continued and Nick’s nervousness increased. He could take the DVD out of the drive and put it in again, or he could press the Reset button, but that was risky. That might mean he’d have to start again right from the beginning. Or the game mightn’t start again at all. 

			 Suddenly there was a sound. Tap tap. A knocking sound, like a heartbeat. Nick opened the top drawer of his desk, got out headphones, and plugged them into his computer. Now he heard the noise more clearly, and he thought he could make out something else in the background too. Horns that were playing a succession of short notes. It reminded him of a hunting call. It sounded full of promise. As if, in the background, the game were in full swing without him. He turned the volume up, feeling annoyed that he hadn’t thought of the headphones earlier. Perhaps he had missed important information—warnings or hints. Perhaps he hadn’t caught the one crucial tip about how to keep the game running!

			 More from impatience than in the hope that it would speed things up, Nick hammered on the Enter key. 

			 The tapping stopped, and the red letters once again started to emerge out of the black background. 

			 “This is Erebos. Who are you?”

			 Nick made a quick decision. He would choose the same name he had already used in a few other computer games. 

			 “I am Gargoyle.”

			 “Tell me your name.”

			 “Gargoyle!”

			 “Your real name.”

			 Nick was stunned. What on earth for? Fine. He would supply a first name and a last name so he could finally move on. 

			 “Simon White.”

			 The name was there, red on black, and for a few seconds nothing happened. The cursor just blinked. 

			 “I said—your real name.”

			 Nick stared at the screen in disbelief. Once more he had the feeling that someone was staring back. He took a deep breath and had another go. 

			 “Thomas Martinson.”

			 There was no response for a moment, and then the game answered.

			 “Thomas Martinson is incorrect. If you wish to play, tell me your name.” 

			 There was no sensible explanation for this. Maybe it was a software glitch and the game wouldn’t accept any name whatsoever. The writing disappeared; just the blinking red cursor remained. Suddenly, Nick worried the program might have crashed, or shut down at the third incorrect answer, like a cell after three incorrect PIN entries.

			 “Nick Dunmore,” he typed, half expecting that the truth would be rejected as well. 

			 Instead, the program whispered his own name in his ear. “Nick Dunmore. NickDunmore. Nick. Dunmore.” Over and over again, the words were passed around like a chant from one whispering being to another—the welcome greeting of an invisible community. 

			The feeling of being watched was scary, and Nick groped for the headphones to take them out of his ears. But the writing was disappearing already, just like the voices, and an enticing melody had begun to play—a promise of mystery and adventure. 

			 “Welcome, Nick. Welcome to the world of Erebos. Before you start playing, acquaint yourself with the rules. If you don’t like them, you can end the game at any time. Okay?”

			 Nick stared at the screen. The game had caught him lying. Knew what his real name was. Now it seemed it was impatiently awaiting an answer—the cursor was blinking faster and faster. 

			 “Yes,” Nick typed, with the vague feeling that everything would go dark again if he took too long. He would think it over later. Later. 

			 “Good. Here is the first rule. You have only one chance to play Erebos. If you waste it, it’s over. If your character dies, it’s over. If you break the rules, it’s over. Okay?”

			 “Okay.”

			 “The second rule. When you play, make sure you are alone. Never mention your real name in the game. Never mention the name of your player character outside the game.”

			 How come? Nick wondered. Then he remembered that even Brynne, who had never been troubled by self-restraint, hadn’t blabbed anything about Erebos to him. “It’s incredibly awesome”—that had been it.

			 “Okay.”

			 “Good. The third rule. The content of the game is secret. Do not speak to anyone about it, especially not to people who are not registered. You can converse with players around the fires while you are playing. Don’t pass information on to your friends or your family. Don’t post information on the Internet.”

			 As if you’d ever find out, thought Nick, and typed “Okay.”

			 “The fourth rule. Keep the DVD somewhere safe. You need it to start the game. Don’t copy it under any circumstances, unless the messenger asks that you do so.”

			 “Okay.”

			 Nick had hardly pressed the Enter key when the sun rose. Or at least it felt like that. The blackness of the screen yielded to a delicate red, which soon changed to tones of yellow and gold. Nick’s Nameless appeared as a shadow slowly taking shape, just like his surroundings—a forest clearing flooded in sunlight, in which long grass was growing and through which a beaten track wound its way. The track led to a mossy tower with a door that was hanging by just one hinge. On a rocky outcrop a little to the left sat Nameless, with his eyes closed and his face turned to the sun. Nick felt a twinge of envy, as if he was looking at really nice holiday pics. For a brief moment he thought he could smell the resin of the forest trees and the flowering herbs all around the tower. Crickets chirped, and the wind moved gently through the grass. 

			 The crooked door of the tower banged loudly against the wall and the figure, still in ragged clothes, stretched and stood up. Put a hand up to his face and removed it like a mask. Behind it was nothing but smooth skin, bare as an eggshell. 

			 Another gust of wind unfurled the flag that was mounted at the top of the tower. It showed a faded number one.

			 This was the way to the first level, Nick assumed, and steered his figure, whose missing face unsettled him more than he wanted to admit, to the tower.

			Inside everything is quiet, even the wind is silent, the gate is no longer banging. Among straw and scattered bones stand wooden chests with rusty clasps. Copper tablets on the wall gleam; there are words carved into them. The first word is always the same: Choose.

			 He inspects the tablets in order. 

			 “Choose a gender,” the first demands.

			 Without hesitating he chooses the man. Only after his decision does it occur to him that playing as a woman could have a certain appeal. Doesn’t matter—it’s too late. 

			 “Choose a race,” he reads on the tablet.

			 Here he pauses longer. Rejects the barbarian and the vampire, although he slips their bodies on to try them out; at the sight of the barbarian’s shoulder muscles, gleaming with oil, he grimaces. He considers the lizard man for a few minutes—his body scales shimmer so seductively, changing color in different lights. The human is an option too, but it’s not worth considering. Too everyday. Too weak. Dwarf, werewolf, cat-person, or dark elf—these last four options are all tempting. He tries the dwarf body on: small, gnarled, and strong. Not bad. The small stature appeals to him; the crooked legs and the pinched facial expression less so. 

			 In the end he decides on the dark elf. Medium height at most, but agile, elegant, and mysterious. His decision is acknowledged. 

			 “Choose your appearance,” the third copper tablet demands. 

			 He wants to resemble his real self as little as possible. So: short blond hair that sticks up from his head in spikes, a pointy nose, and narrow gray eyes. He contemplates his newly created character, who no longer bears any resemblance to Nameless. Carefully he chooses clothing: a gold-green doublet, dark pants, bucket-top boots. A leather cap that will be better protection than nothing, although he would have preferred a helmet. Unfortunately, they’re not available to dark elves. 

			 He does some more work on his facial features—enlarges the eyes and the distance between the mouth and nose. Raises the eyebrows. Makes the cheekbones more pronounced and thinks that now he looks like a king’s lost son. 

			 “Choose a vocation,” it says on the fourth tablet. 

			 Assassin, bard, mage, hunter, scout, guard, knight, thief. Ample choice. The advantages of each and every class are explained to him. He learns that werewolves make particularly good mages, whereas vampires have a talent as assassins, and also as thieves. Dark elves, too, make good thieves. 

			 He hesitates. And jumps when the hinges of the door suddenly creak. It swings open and someone enters the tower. A deformed shadow. A gnome with a hunched back and crooked legs, a red, bulbous nose, and a dark-blue growth on his neck. He hobbles closer, sits astride one of the chests, and licks his lips. 

			 “Another dark elf, well, well. A popular species, so it seems.” 

			 “Really?” That doesn’t please the new-fledged dark elf. He doesn’t want to be one of many. 

			 “Indeed. Have you already decided on a profession?”

			 He looks at the list. “Maybe a thief or a guard. Or possibly a knight.” 

			 “How about the mage? They’re powerful, they’ve got the gift of magic.”

			 He mulls over this possibility briefly before he rules it out. He’s not in the mood for witchcraft; he’s in the mood for sword fighting. 

			 “No, not a mage. A knight.”

			 “Are you sure?”

			 Yes, he is. Knight sounds noble, almost like a prince. “Knight,” he affirms. 

			 “Choose your abilities,” the fifth tablet demands. Underneath, there is an overwhelmingly long list of characteristics. He chooses far sight. Strength, stamina, and the ability to blend into the surroundings. Lighting fires. Speed. Jumping power. 

			 He is cautious because he doesn’t know how many skills he is entitled to in total. Even now every decision means that other options are lost to him. When he selects “slight healing power,” the “death curse” option ceases to exist. For “shield of strength,” “ironskin” disappears.

			 After ten choices it’s suddenly over. The writing dissolves into nothing, right when he’s convinced himself he can keep going forever. 

			 “You will soon miss some of the things you have spurned,” says the gnome, and smiles.

			 “Maybe.”

			 He wonders what this ugly fellow is doing here—he would actually prefer to be alone. The sixth tablet is waiting. 

			 “Choose your weapons.” A massive chest opens underneath the tablet. Swords, spears, shields, several morningstars of various sizes. A few hideous-looking barbed blades, whips armed with claws, spiked clubs.

			 “Would you like some advice?” the gnome asks.

			So you can put one over on me?

			 “No thank you.”

			 He wants to find the right things himself. Carefully draws one sword after the other out of the box and lines them up along the wall. Tests how well he can lift each of them, how quickly he can swing them. Finally, his choice falls on a longsword with a narrow blade and a handle swathed in dark red. It buzzes seductively when he swings it through the air. 

			 The shields are all made of wood and don’t inspire much confidence. Besides, the bigger they are, the heavier—they’ll slow him down. So he chooses the smallest shield he can find: round, with a bronze boss and blue serpentine patterns painted on the wood. 

			 “You can strap it onto your back,” the gnome advises him and swings his crooked legs energetically, as if the chest is a horse he wants to spur on.

			 The dark elf doesn’t deign to answer. He approaches the seventh and final tablet. 

			 “Choose your name.”

			 Nick is somewhat surprised to remember that not so long ago he intended to call himself Gargoyle. Suddenly that doesn’t suit him at all. He looks around to see whether another chest might not open, containing scrolls with suggested names. No. He’s on his own. 

			 Almost, anyway, since the gnome has his own idea of helpful advice.

			 “Elfintail, Elfinsnail, Darklingdithersmall! Pointy-Ear, Weaselfear! Or more classical? Momos, Eris, Ker, or Ponos, not forgetting Moros! Something there you like?”

			 Briefly he toys with the idea of taking his sword and doing away with the gnome. It can’t be all that hard, and then he would have some peace in which to think. But the thought of shrill gnomish death cries and pools of blood on the tower floor deter him.

			 Classical, he thinks, is a good cue. Something classically Roman. Marius. No, Sarius.

			 He doesn’t hesitate—the name is exactly what he was looking for. He enters it.

			 “Sarius, Ssssarius, Sa-ri-us,” the name is murmured through the tower. “Welcome, Sarius.”

			 “Sarius? How boring! The boring ones die quickly. Did you know that, Sarius?”

			 The gnome hops off the chest and as a parting gesture pokes his pointy green tongue out. It reaches down to his belly.

			 Sarius follows him out of the tower, out into the sun-drenched meadow. Only when he sees the gnome limp off into the forest and disappear does he strap the shield to his back. 
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			They’re glowing red like small round rubies between the furry leaves. Sarius has reached the forest’s edge and he’s spotted berries growing in the shade of the trees. Can he pick them? He can. To his delight he notices that he now has an inventory he can use, in which everything belonging to him is stored. In it he finds the toad meat he captured when he was still Nameless. Apart from that the inventory is empty, so he has enough room for berries. 

			 He straightens up when he hears a rustling. Are there snakes in the bushes? A quick look around—no, there’s nothing there. No one. Sarius turns his attention back to the berries. Surely they must be growing here just so he can stock up on food supplies. 

			 The attack comes so suddenly that it’s all over by the time Sarius gets scared. Two men have jumped on him from behind and are holding him down on the ground. One pushes his knee into Sarius’s back, bends his arms back, and ties them up. The other one holds a dagger under his chin; the weapon has dried blood and hair stuck to it. 

			 Sarius can’t defend himself. He tries but only manages to thrash about. He can’t stop the bigger of the two men from picking him up and throwing him over his shoulder like a sack. So this was it, then. Sarius, dark elf and knight, is caught by surprise while picking berries and kidnapped. If he’s unlucky, the man with the dagger will do him in. Then the adventure will be over. Damn it, damn it, damn it! It’s typical. He’s probably the only one stupid enough to have been caught by surprise like that. 

			 They march through the forest and the bloke who’s carrying Sarius keeps adjusting his load on his shoulder. Presumably he doesn’t want to inadvertently lose him. But then he does after all. At the edge of an embankment he stops dead, throws Sarius off, and dispatches him down the slope with a kick. 

			 Sarius goes head over heels twice before he comes to rest on level ground. 

			 There are three figures waiting for him down here, all of whom bear a strong resemblance to his kidnappers: torn clothing, skin covered in dirt, scars. One is missing an eye; another has a hunched back. Only their weapons look well cared for.

			 “Where did you find this one?” the hunchback asks.

			 “Crawling around on the ground near the tower. Caught him easier than a little dove.” 

			 The hunchback takes Sarius by the collar and sits him upright against a tree trunk. 

			 “Do you think he’ll be any use as a robber? Should we keep him?”

			 The one-eyed character cocks his head to the side, as if he could examine Sarius better that way. 

			 “No,” he declares. “This one’s not suitable. He doesn’t fit in with us, you can tell just by his clothing. He’s one of those who are moving against Ortolan.”

			 “Then we’ll slit his throat!” the hunchback says enthusiastically.

			 Sarius would really like to say something in reply—for example, that he doesn’t know anyone called Ortolan and would gladly join a robber band any time, if it means he’s allowed to live. But he can’t. Before, with the gnome, he could speak, but now he’s mute. Things are happening around him, as if he’s in a movie.

			 The third man, whose face is hidden in the shadow of a big hat, hasn’t said anything yet. Now he takes a step closer.

			 “No. We won’t kill him. This one isn’t like the others.”

			 He bends down and reaches into Sarius’s pockets.

			 “Take a look. No poisons, no ransom letters. No gold. We can let this one go again.”

			 “Just like that?” The hunchback is disappointed. “Where’s the sense in that? It’s no fun!”

			 The man with the broad-brimmed hat silences him with a gesture.

			 “I wish someone like him was going to win in the end. The thing is though, Sarius, I’m afraid it’s mostly the little ones who lose. Like you. But I’m not going to lay a hand on any of them.”

			 He chases off the hunchback, who’s just trying to get at the contents of Sarius’s pockets. 

			 “I’ll give you a piece of advice instead. Do you know what would be best for you?”

			 No, Sarius would like to say, if he could. But his opposite number isn’t expecting an answer. He grabs Sarius by the arms and unties him.

			 “You should leave Erebos. Go and never come back. Pretend you’ve never been here. Forget this world. Will you do that?”

			 Of course not, Sarius thinks. He tries to make out a face under the man’s hat brim, but he can’t even see eyes.

			 “If you want to leave Erebos, then run away. Run back to the tower. Now.”

			 Is this a chance to escape, or a trap? Will Erebos lock him out if he takes the opportunity to escape from his kidnappers? He stands there undecided. The robber takes that for an answer.

			 “I thought as much,” he sighs. “Then listen to me carefully. No one here is your friend—even if it looks that way to you. No one will help you, because everyone wants to get into the Inner Circle and only a very few make it.”

			 Sarius doesn’t understand a word. What Inner Circle?

			 “At the end only a few will be left—those who have been chosen for the battle against Ortolan. Killing the monster, finding the treasure—it’s not something everyone is cut out for.” 

			 It’s hard to tell whether the robber is joking or not, and Sarius can’t inquire.

			 “Don’t divulge any of what I’m telling you to the others. Don’t rob yourself of your advantage—it’s small enough. See to it that you find wish crystals. They will make your life easier. Your life, do you understand?”

			 “Don’t tell him anything about wish crystals,” the hunchback interjects.

			 “Why not? He will need them. You know what, Sarius? Wish crystals are one of Erebos’s biggest secrets. They serve you. They make the impossible possible. They make your dreams come true.”

			 “If the messenger finds out all the stuff you’ve been whispering in the lad’s ear, he’ll make you shorter by a head,” the hunchback snarls.

			 “He’ll do that in any case, if he gets his hands on me.”

			 The man with the big hat—he’s the leader, he must be the leader, Sarius thinks—turns his back and walks away slowly through the undergrowth. The others follow him; the one-eyed character hurriedly spits in Sarius’s face before he goes. Apart from that, no one’s harmed a hair on his head. But then no one’s let on what he’s supposed to do now, either.

			 He climbs back up the embankment and tries to get his bearings. The tower would have to be to the left, and he doesn’t want to go back there. He looks around, searching for a reference point. Suddenly, he can hear a faint clanking sound coming from the direction where the forest is darkest.

			 Sarius follows the sound, which is becoming clearer with every step. Iron striking iron, and wood, and stone. Mixed with a dull roar and something like cries of pain. A battle. He keeps following the noise with a hot feeling inside that could be curiosity or fear, or both, until he’s suddenly faced with an obstacle. He slows his pace and stares nonplussed at a black wall that runs right across the countryside and towers high above the trees. The black shines like tar.

			 Climbing over the wall is out of the question—he needs to find a way through. Or find the far end of this giant obstacle. He turns to the left—the battle sounds are coming from that direction—and runs till his stamina is used up. No gateway. Enraged, he strikes at the wall with his sword. Black splinters off. Underneath, two letters become visible: er.

			 Convinced that a message is hidden under the shiny coating, he keeps working away at the wall with his sword, hoping he won’t break the weapon in the process. But it works. The sword holds up, and a few minutes later Sarius has exposed a whole sentence. An ambiguous sentence: Enter the net. He hears himself laugh. 

			 I’m a good catch, he thinks, and opens a connection to the Internet.

			 At that moment a part of the wall collapses, revealing a battle scene. Two barbarians, a cat-woman, a werewolf, several dwarves, three vampires, and two dark elves are doing battle with four incredibly ugly trolls. One of them already has three arrows sticking out of his throat. They must be from the cat-woman—she’s the only one with a bow. Another troll swings a lump of rock and hurls it at the werewolf, who takes a giant leap to safety. Two of the dwarves are working with their axes on the third troll’s legs, aided by the larger of the two barbarians, who is flailing the troll’s back with his cudgel.

			 A bluish oval floats above them all. It sparkles like a giant polished sapphire, turning slowly on its own axis. Is it a wish crystal, Sarius wonders? If so, it would be too big to take with him. And besides, the others—the fighters—are completely ignoring the thing. They’re far too busy.

			 Sarius feels for the sword at his belt. It suddenly appears so harmless and small. He should probably hurl himself into the fray, but he doesn’t dare. One of the dwarves has blood dripping from under his helmet, running into his beard, and pooling there. And yet he is fighting like a madman.

			 Sarius takes a deep breath. No injury he suffers here can cause him real pain, no matter how genuine it looks. He takes a step forward, and then immediately reverses it to work out his tactics. The fourth troll is free now. He has a vampire woman cornered; she’s trying to keep him and his morningstar at bay with her long, narrow blade. He hasn’t noticed Sarius yet.

			 So, the troll it will be. Sarius pulls his shield off his back in a rapid motion, raises his weapon, and throws himself into the battle—briefly embarrassed that he actually has to summon the courage to do it. 

			 His sword bounces off the troll’s skin the same as it did off the wall, only this time it doesn’t make the slightest impact. The troll bellows derisively. He grabs the vampire with one hand and flings her into the air. She flails her arms, loses her sword, and hits the ground with an ugly sound. The red sash she’s wearing around her waist goes dark gray—only a tiny bit of flashing red remains. The life meter, Sarius realizes. It’s only now he notices that all those fighting have something red on their outfits—mostly a chest harness or a belt like his own.

			 The vampire must be aware of the danger she’s in. She crawls into the bushes. Her left leg is twisted out, and she’s dragging it behind her like a dead weight.

			 The troll, however, has lost interest in her; he turns around. Measures Sarius with dull eyes. Stringy saliva is hanging from his jaws. Sarius shrinks back instinctively. He hasn’t forgotten the rule: “You have only one chance to play Erebos.” It can’t be over this soon, no way. 

			 The troll is plodding toward him—Sarius circles him lightning fast. He has to hit a sensitive spot, and quickly. He aims for the tendons on the lizard-like legs. Strikes.

			 The troll bellows again, this time in pain. Dark red blood, thick as syrup, wells up out of a wound. Stunned, Sarius stares at the broad trickle and notices too late that his opponent’s morningstar is spinning above him. He sees it whistling down and instinctively dives to the side. 

			 The spiky ball scrapes his shoulder. An ear-splitting squealing rings out, stabbing his brain like a red-hot poker.

			 He falls. The troll is looming above, looking down at him with stone-gray eyes. Raising his weapon again. Sarius thinks he hears the sound of thunder through the painful buzzing and squealing. The troll staggers, revealing the larger of the two barbarians, who has appeared from nowhere and is trying to smash the troll’s backbone with his cudgel.

			 The blow hits home, and Sarius’s monstrous opponent rears up. Another blow and the troll sinks to his knees. He isn’t bellowing anymore, just moaning. One last blow to the back of his neck and he lies still. 

			 Sarius wants to sit up, but with every attempt the horrible droning in his head grows louder. It’s better if he moves slowly. He glances down and sees that his belt is still about one-quarter red. Will it recover if he stays still? He lies flat on the grass. What he’s seen is enough to reassure him for now. The battle is almost over. Two trolls are already lying on the ground, defeated. A third has fled. The fourth is still upright, but the two barbarians are really laying into him, and now everyone who can still walk is joining in the bloodbath. The troll stands no chance against these numbers. He sways, lashes out again, and falls toward the ground, a dwarf ax buried deep between his shoulder blades. 

			 “Victory,” breathes a disembodied voice.

			 The next moment, the messenger with yellow eyes appears at the forest’s edge and reins in his horse.

			 “You have conquered the oval,” he says, and touches the shimmering blue disk still hovering above the battlefield with his bony fingers. “You shall be rewarded. BloodWork!”

			 BloodWork? Sarius doesn’t get it, until the large barbarian steps forward and bows before the messenger.

			 “You made the most valuable contribution in the battle. Your reward is a helmet with a strength of twenty-seven. It will protect you against poison, lightning strikes, and fever spells.”

			 The messenger hands BloodWork a golden helmet with rams’ horns. 

			 The barbarian hurriedly removes his simple steel cap from his head and pulls on the gleaming head armor, which makes him look even bigger.

			 “Keskorian,” the messenger continues, and the somewhat shorter barbarian steps forward. 

			 “You gave your best, but you hesitate too often. Nevertheless you have earned your reward. Take BloodWork’s old helmet—it is better than yours.”

			 Keskorian does what is asked of him.

			 “Sarius!” the messenger calls.

			 Already? This astonishes him. After all, he had joined the battle late, and hadn’t exactly covered himself in glory. It’s an incredible effort to get to his feet. Every movement makes the excruciating hum louder. His shoulder is bleeding again, and he sees that a tiny bit more of his belt is turning black.

			 “It was your first battle, and you showed courage instead of contenting yourself with the role of observer. I value courage. Therefore you will receive what you need most: healing. Take this potion. It will restore your health and increase your resistance. To your health, friend.”

			 Sarius sees the glowing sunshine-yellow bottle floating before him. He reaches for it and opens it. Drinks.

			 The traces of blood on his shoulder dissolve into nothing; his belt gleams with fresh new red. And what a relief: the buzzing that started when he was injured disappears, replaced by the music he had heard in the tower. The melody promises everything. Everything he has ever wanted.

			 “Sapujapu, you held out until the end for the first time. For you I have a new ax.”

			 The dwarf steps forward, takes the ax, and quickly withdraws. There’s a pause. The messenger eyes them, one after the other, as if he needs to think. 

			 “Golor!” He calls up a vampire and rewards him with twenty-five minutes of invisibility. The second vampire—LaCor—is granted fifty gold coins. 

			 Nurax, the werewolf, receives praise and a breastplate; the cat-woman, Samira, receives a twice-hardened sword. The messenger dispenses gifts, small and large, to all: a shield with rune spells to the second dwarf; a poison dagger to Vulcanos, the dark elf. Another dark elf and the wounded vampire lying in the grass next to Sarius are the only ones remaining. 

			 “Lelant, you stayed on the sidelines. You were cowardly, and only struck three ineffectual blows with your sword. You will receive no reward. I am considering depriving you of a level.” Lelant, the dark elf with the black hair, is standing on the edge of the clearing, half concealed by the trees among which he took refuge during the battle. 

			 Sarius feels a curious satisfaction. He wasn’t especially good, he knows that, but someone else was worse. 

			 “I caution you, Lelant. Fear does not pay. In the next battle I will expect your resolution, your strength, your whole heart.”

			 Finally, the messenger turns to the vampire woman. “Jaquina. You are as good as dead. If I leave you here, you will die in a few moments. If that is what you want, lie down to die. If not, follow me.”

			 The vampire struggles to her knees. The blood flowing from her wounds is black. She crawls toward the messenger. As soon as she’s near enough, he lifts her onto his horse.

			 “You have permission to light a fire,” he says, then pulls his mount around hard and gallops away into the darkness.

			 Sapujapu is the quickest. All it takes is three pieces of wood and a red spark that shoots from his fingers, and a campfire is blazing in the middle of the clearing. Everyone immediately gathers around it.

			 “What do you think he wants from Jaquina?” Nurax asks. 

			 “The usual,” Keskorian says. “Who cares? When she comes back, she’ll be Level Four.”

			 “If she comes back,” Sapujapu replies. 

			 One after another they sit down. Sarius feels out of place, uncomfortable, even though it’s quite possible that he knows some of the people here, maybe all of them.

			 “We’ve got a newbie. Sarius,” Samira declares.

			 “Yeah, another stupid dark elf,” jeers BloodWork, who’s been silent till now. “They’re like flies.”

			 “At least they’re better-looking than barbarians,” Lelant chimes in.

			 “Just shut your mouth, loser,” BloodWork growls. Lelant really does stop talking, and BloodWork turns his attention back to Sarius. 

			 “Why a dark elf? Didn’t they tell you we’ve already got too many?”

			 “What’s it to you anyway?”

			 “I bet you’re a scout as well.” The barbarian keeps griping at him. “Like your whole clan.”

			 “I’m a knight. Do you mind if I call you Bloody?”

			 The vampire LaCor finds that marvelously funny. “A knight! You’re going to bite the dust faster than you can blink. Especially if you come up with nicknames for BloodWork.”

			What’s wrong with a knight? Sarius would like to ask, but doesn’t want to show himself up any further. Maybe the gnome would have told him, if Sarius had been able to bring himself to ask his advice.

			 “Where is the messenger taking Jaquina?” he inquires instead.

			 “You’ll find that out yourself later.” Sapujapu gives him the brush-off.

			 “Why don’t you just tell me?”

			 “Not allowed. You’re Level One.”

			 Level One—of course. He’s only just started and the others must be dying to see him fall flat on his face. Or bite the dust, as LaCor put it with such relish. He takes a closer look at Sapujapu and Samira, but can’t find any indication of their levels. How does everyone know that he’s a beginner?

			 Meanwhile, another topic is being discussed. “Does anyone know where Drizzel is today?”

			 “No idea. Perhaps he’s running with another group.”

			 “Or he’s got a solo quest.”

			 “I think he has to do stuff outside right now.”

			 Interest in Sarius has evaporated. He’s pleased about that, wonders who Drizzel is, and what it means to have stuff to do “outside.” Even if he doesn’t understand everything people are talking about, he is gradually sinking into the embrace of the beguiling music, which flows languorously through him like honey. It makes him heavy and contented, as if the next victorious battle already lay behind him. 

			 Even in this state, he notices that Samira has been standing near him the whole time. He keeps getting the impression that she wants to talk to him, but doesn’t know how to go about it. 

			 “Blood’s old helmet is crap,” Keskorian gripes. “I would have preferred a decent sword.”

			 “Well, you should have really gone for it just now then,” Nurax says.

			 “Yeah, yeah. Great, go ahead and enjoy your breastplate. But I’m telling you, it’s crap too. How many defense points does it have? Fourteen? You might as well just fold yourself a paper one.”

			 “As if,” Nurax splutters. “Fourteen is definitely going to repel orc arrows—which nearly cost me all my life energy yesterday!”

			 Sarius is keeping out of the discussion. He’s just realized that his doublet might be a problem. Only five points of defense. Hopefully there aren’t any orcs nearby.

			 “Take a look at Blood’s harness! How many points of strength does it have?”

			 BloodWork takes his time to answer.

			 “Fifty-two.”

			 “I really don’t want to know what he had to do for that,” Sapujapu says.

			 “And it’s none of your bloody business,” declares the giant barbarian. 

			 “Careful! The messenger already cautioned someone about swearing. A dwarf. I was there.”

			 As Nurax speaks, a new figure comes up to the fire—a dark she-elf with a longbow hanging over her shoulder. The black, tightly woven plait reminds Sarius of Emily. He calls up her name: Arwen’s Child.

			 “Hi, AC,” Nurax greets her. “Wow, you’re a Three now! Congratulations!”

			 “Thanks. It wasn’t a big deal. No battle today?”

			 “We’re just finished,” Keskorian informs her. “Four trolls—it was no joke. Do you know everyone here? You know BloodWork at any rate, don’t you?”

			 “Yes, we searched for a stone changeling together. Hi, Blood.”

			 The barbarian doesn’t answer, just stands unmoving, staring into the fire.

			 “But I don’t know LaCor—or Sapujapu or Samira or Sarius either. Are names starting with ‘Sa’ in right now?”

			 “Better than being nicked from Lord of the Rings,” Sarius responds and earns applause from Samira.

			 Arwen’s Child takes a few steps toward Sarius. “You’re a One,” she states.

			 “Yes.”

			 “Any more Ones here?”

			 “I’ve already seen four of them today,” Lelant says. Sarius has almost forgotten about the quiet dark elf, possibly due to the fact that Lelant has taken the “dark” bit very literally. His clothing is all black, and his hair as well. His face is the color of coffee with hardly any milk. Nick can’t help wondering whether Colin might be concealed behind the figure. 

			 “There are more and more Ones. Including Sarius, there have been two dark elves, a werewolf, and a human today.”

			 “Humans are totally rare,” Sapujapu states. 

			 “And unnecessary,” BloodWork adds.

			 Sarius would really like to ask a few questions during the ensuing lull in the conversation. Like whether the spinning oval stone above them is a wish crystal. And what he should do in order to survive the next battle without any decent equipment. Or how he can get to the next level quickly. Because by the look of it, he’s nothing as a One. 

			 “Have you got any good tips you can give me?” he finally asks.

			 “Yes. Try to stay alive,” Nurax says. “It’s best to stay close to a very strong character while you’re still so weak yourself.”

			 “But keep away from me,” BloodWork says. “Bloody elves.”

			 “How come you’re giving the newbie tips?” Keskorian grumbles. “We’re opponents, remember? Do you want to get the final reward yourself, or have him get it? For all I care, all the newbies can snuff it. There’s too many of us already anyway.”

			 “That’s right,” says BloodWork.

			 “Too many for what?” Sarius enquires.

			 Nurax stays silent following such a sharp reprimand, but Sapujapu ignores the barbarian’s objections.

			 “Too many for the last fight—the big battle against Ortolan. Only five or six people can be in on it, and then they’re going to win ... a sort of jackpot. You wouldn’t believe how keen BloodWork is to do it.”

			 The barbarian in question swings his fist and knocks Sapujapu to the ground with one blow. Part of the dwarf’s belt goes black.

			 “Shut your faces, you idiots. You haven’t got a clue.”

			 With this, BloodWork moves away from the fire. He goes and stands at the forest’s edge, and Keskorian follows him the way a dog follows its master. 

			 “Can he do that? Is that allowed?” Nurax asks agitatedly as Sapujapu struggles to his feet again.

			 “Apparently. Otherwise one of the messenger’s gnomes would have turned up long since and cautioned him. They’re always here straightaway if there’s the teensiest breach of the rules,” Arwen’s Child declares.

			 At exactly that moment something hops out of the bushes. A gnome with orange-colored skin. Apart from that, he looks just like the one from the tower. 

			 Ah, Sarius thinks. Trouble for the muscleman.

			 But the gnome doesn’t say a word about BloodWork’s roughness.

			 “A message from your master. Grave robbers are looting the sacred sites. Kill them and their loot is yours. Get started! Separate, spread out, speed up!”

			 He extinguishes the fire with a wave of his hand and disappears into the bushes.

			 What do we do now? Sarius wants to ask, but now the fire is gone, and with it the opportunity to converse. Do the others know where the sacred sites are located? Obviously not, since they are running in various directions. BloodWork is bashing his way through the thicket to the left with Keskorian following close behind. LaCor and Arwen’s Child run to the right; Nurax, Golor, and Lelant have also dashed off after the barbarians.

			 Sarius sticks by Sapujapu’s side so he won’t be left behind on his own. The dwarf is not exactly nimble, and at least speed is one of the attributes Sarius chose for himself. The way ahead leads into the forest, where they are greeted by darkness and threatening noises. Sarius manages to stay close to Sapujapu, but his stamina is dwindling with every step. Is it because he’s a One? Sapujapu is trotting along slowly but steadily. If Sarius needs to rest, the dwarf won’t wait. Why would he?

			 The stamina bar is getting shorter and shorter. Sarius is gasping, breathing fast, and beginning to stumble. If he could just take a quick breather ... but Sapujapu is pulling away from him like a steam engine, and Sarius doesn’t want to stay behind by himself. So he runs, always keeping an eye on the blue bar. Then there’s a climb—it’s not long or steep, but it’s too much. He simply falls to the ground. His chest rises and falls in rapid, desperate breaths as Sapujapu disappears through the undergrowth. 

			 The sound of fighting can already be heard some distance away. Well, well—BloodWork had been on the right track, and now he was probably living up to his name. Sarius gets slowly to his feet. He’s swaying, and weary to the bone. At least he knows the direction now, and he can follow the battle sounds. If some grave robbers are left for him, that’s fine. If not, it can’t be helped. 

			 Sarius continues on cautiously, bent on conserving his energy. It’s not long before the black wall appears on his left again. He stops for a rest and taps around on the shiny stones with his sword, hoping to once again uncover a bit of text that will help him along.

			 The black crumbles, but behind it there’s just more black. Sarius follows the wall a short distance into the forest and tries again. Black stone, nothing more. In frustration he hacks away at a tree for a change, whereupon something flies up out of the treetop and takes off with a muffled beat of its wings. 

			 The bird is evidently not the only creature he has startled. Something’s rustling in the thick bushes only a few paces away. And sparkling. 

			 Sarius still has his sword in his hand. He runs up to the thicket and strikes at it blindly. There’s a scream and a tinkling sound, and the next minute, a goblin-like creature jumps out, with skin as yellow and creased as parchment. He’s bleeding heavily from his shoulder, but still won’t let go of the sparkling things clutched tightly in his arms. It’s a grave robber, for sure. The knowledge spurs Sarius on. He runs after the creature, lunges at it with the sword, but misses. The goblin loses something that looks like a silver bowl, and runs on. With the next thrust of his sword Sarius inflicts a deep wound in the grave robber’s leg. He cries out and falls, without letting go of his loot. Sarius doesn’t hesitate. Twice he thrusts at the goblin, until he’s not—

			 “Nick?”

			 —moving anymore. His arms slide to his side, a helmet rolls to the ground, a short dagger, an—

			 “Nick? What’s that you’re playing?”

			 “Tell you later.”

			 —an amulet, and something that looks like leg armor. Hurriedly, Sarius gathers up everything, but there was something else too, there was—

			 “Is it new? Where did you get it?”

			 “Hang on, okay? Give me another minute!”

			 Exactly. The bowl that the robber lost. Where’s it gone? Rolled away. Blast it. It has to be somewhere. He pokes around in the bushes. 

			 “Have you eaten already?”

			 “Can’t you just leave me in peace for just one minute, for god’s sake?”

			 There’s the bowl. It’s rolled against a tree trunk. A sudden noise behind him is shockingly loud. He spins around.

			 But it was just his mother slamming the door. 

		

	




End of sample
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