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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 
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 “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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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.
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 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 
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 “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.”




