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Prologue

	 

	We find ourselves looking down on the city below us. The name of the city is irrelevant. In stark contrast to the events we are about to witness.

	To us, it appears to be an ordinary, uneventful morning. A day like any other, seemingly.

	We are just in time to see the sunrise, to witness the sunlight slowly but surely fighting its way through the morning mist and creating the most beautiful play of colors. 

	In the distance, we can hear a familiar potpourri of noises, including the ubiquitous sound of car engines mixed with the voices and footsteps of passers-by. All those people, on their way to work, are either on their cell phones or hurrying to catch the next subway train.

	Our attention, however, is being directed to a small, inconspicuous alley located in one of the central districts of the city. An alley lined with rows of old, five-story red brick buildings, now obviously well past their prime.

	Now that we are focusing on this alley, we notice the small, rusty street sign. In this moment, the buildings to the left and right of Denoue Street are starting to light up with the orange-red glow of the rising sun. One of the windows on the fourth floor in the building to our left is partially open, and we can hear a piano being played. The somber tune of Gary Jules’ "Mad World" echoes off the walls of the buildings, sent back and forth like a tennis ball in an invisible tennis match. In the distance, we can hear the ringing of a school bell, carried to our ears by the wind, followed almost instantly by the cheerful voices of children.

	Unfortunately, this apparently calm and serene setting has one disturbing flaw: in the middle of the alley, unnoticed by the many people on the busy street, we see a person lying on the cobblestone pavement. With every second in which the sun rises, with every inch the light drives back the darkness and its loyal shadows, we are able to see more of the dreadful details.

	What might have been mistaken for a puddle of water in the nocturnal gloom is now revealed to be a trail of blood. At its end, the person in front of us, dressed in a dark brown coat, seems to be trying to drag himself toward the nearby main street. Judging by his physique, we can tell it's a man, tall, perhaps in his thirties, now uncontrollably shivering and coughing. His coat covers most of his body and its edges greedily soak up all the blood within its reach. We can tell that he's trying to say something, but the words are instantly choked off by his own blood.

	To us, it is obvious that this man would never have reached the end of the alley. The urgently needed help will not be granted to him. Too severe are his injuries and the loss of blood. We realize that we are doomed to be the sole witnesses to the last moments of this person's life. We are bound to watch him die without being able to help in any way.

	Our sorrowful gaze, currently focused on the man in the alley, is suddenly diverted by a series of ear-piercing explosions that cause not only the buildings in this alley but surely all the buildings in the city to tremble. It feels as if the explosions are so powerful that they could tear apart the very fabric of time and space. For a fraction of a second, the sounds of the city - people, cars, children, everything - cease. Silence reigns. Only to be eclipsed by reality again in a heartbeat, like an old cassette tape being fast forwarded. Despite the lack of a physical presence, we can still somehow feel the shock waves forcing their way through the streets, alleys and subway tunnels like an unstoppable tsunami.

	In confusion, we look down again, remembering the injured man. He is still alive, still lying in the alley. But now, in what looks like slow-motion, he lifts his quivering head. With the last bit of his strength, he looks up at the sky. To our surprise, we notice a peaceful smile on his face and follow his gaze.

	Where, just a few moments ago, a beautiful orange light show created by the rising sun filled the morning sky, blue bolts of lightning streak toward the earth.

	If fate had decided to intervene and allow someone from the main street to pass by at that moment, he or she might have heard this man's very last message. 

	But there is only us.

	Barely escaping his trembling lips, we hear him speak these six words: "So this... is how it ends..."

	As soon as the words have left his mouth, his lifeless head hits the blood-stained cobblestone pavement. No one hears or sees this. No one, except for us.

	Shakespeare stated that all the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players. Players who have their exits, and their entrances. But from now on, the world's a stage with one player less to perform on it. As this one just took his exit right in front of us.


Camera Obscura

	 

	Some stories and classic dramas start with a blow. Ruthless, abrupt, in the middle of despair or within a hopeless scenario. Others, however, begin rather innocently. Like a venom slowly creeping its way toward the heart.

	It all began with a nondescript parcel that was delivered to me last year on a cold and rainy October morning. It contained my cousin Jan’s legacy. He died unexpectedly last spring at the age of forty-one in Seoul while doing research for a new book. At least that was the official version. Either way, fate had forcefully taken the life of the last living relative I had in this world.

	Jan worked as a foreign correspondent and traveled a lot. He was rarely at his house, and even that was located all the way across the country. When I was a kid, he sometimes dropped by and showed me one of his card tricks. I clearly remember that sunny day in September when he took me to a zoo and I won my first camera in a prize drawing. My passion for photography started that day. So in a way, it's due to him that I ended up becoming a photographer. He was a good guy, one of those people who could never do anything bad to anyone else.

	After a few months, his landlord had finally cleared his small apartment and sent me his few belongings. There were a variety of books, some travel guides (one of which he had even written himself), some hand-written manuscripts held together with red string, an old celluloid film reel, a bunch of clothes (which I wasn’t even sure would fit me, as he was much shorter than I was), and an old camera. The camera.

	Working as a freelance photographer, I knew a lot about digital cameras. But this one was different. It was an obsolete relic, one of those old analog cameras produced by the German company Zeiss-Ikon in the '40s or '50s, yet it appeared to be in mint condition. I was instantly stunned by its quality. A massive brick of solid steel held together by tiny screws, the product of skilled manual labor. I opened the cover and released the lens on the front of the black bellows. I noticed the crackling noise of the leather as it opened, and was amazed to find that the mechanism still worked perfectly after all those decades. 

	Also in the box, I found a red glass filter in a leather case no bigger than a matchbox. I knew that in the analog days, such filters were used to level adverse light conditions or to create certain moods, especially for black-and-white film. Nowadays, it only takes a few keystrokes and a photo editing program to do such things, but back then, it was much more of an art. 

	On the side of the camera, I found the model number stamped into the thin leather: 518/16. I tried to find more information about it on the internet, but many cameras of this type were being produced until the 1950s in Germany. I wanted to try it out right away, but finally decided to wait for my next foreign photo shoot assignment. In the meantime, I would try to find some matching roll films for it. Until then, I put it into one of the glass cabinets in which I usually kept all of my camera equipment.

	After briefly having a look at the rest of Jan's belongings, I decided to leave them in the moving box until I had some time to properly sort them out. I was glad to have a few of his things, and intended to use some of it, especially the camera, in the near future.

	Unfortunately, fate had other plans. The death of my beloved wife Jenny, and shortly after, of my best friend Mark, caused my life to derail, so that I forgot Jan's heritage for some time, including the camera. I was unable to work, and months would pass before I could leave the farm we'd bought just two years ago without instantly suffering from massive panic attacks. Thankfully, I had some money saved and I was able to live off of that until I got back on my feet.

	In hindsight, I wished on several occasions that I had never received that box. I told myself it would have been for the best if it had just gotten lost. Thousands of parcels disappear every year, so why not this one, too? But by that time, it was too late, as the fate of mankind was already inextricably linked with mine.

	The camera, the cat, the final battle… it was all an endless row of dominoes destined to fall, one after another… right in my direction.


Festivo

	 

	The heat embraced me without a trace of mercy. Even breathing was exhausting, and thanks to the high humidity, it felt like I was breathing water. My white shirt was already stuck to my upper body, and I hadn't even left the train tracks yet. I looked up, gazing with weary eyes at the passenger information display. Final destination. Track 3, Utsunomiya, 11am. The other passengers, many of them wearing white, short-sleeved business shirts and matching ties, rushed around me toward the exit. To my left, the white Shinkansen train, with its aerodynamic front that looked a bit like a dolphin's nose, released the last passengers.

	The Japanese summer had a tight grip on the country. Between July and September each year, it turns Japan into a greenhouse right after the rainy season. It had taken a long time until I, as a foreigner, had been able to cope with the extreme weather conditions, and it was still a miserable experience, even after years of visiting this country. 

	At the end of the platform, I spotted several vending machines, offering all kinds of cold drinks, like an oasis in the desert. During my time in Asia, I always carried some coins in my pocket, so I could buy some water at one of the countless vending machines scattered all throughout Japan. These days, most people used the same magnetic cards that could also be used to pay for bus or train tickets, but I preferred using coins. Like inserting a token into one of those old arcade machines, it felt somewhat retro, and I didn’t want to miss out on that. I put my backpack with my digital camera equipment next to me on the floor, inserted the three coins and chose a bottle of ice-cold mineral water. As I opened it, I took a look around me. The platform was now empty.

	I had intended to be on a sacred mountain at Yamadera in less than two hours, but now found myself stranded at this small, rural station. A 5.9 magnitude earthquake had apparently damaged the tracks, so the trains had been redirected until they could be repaired. In Japan, there are over a thousand earthquakes of varying strength every year. Even the recurring typhoons in spring and fall would prevent many trains from reaching their destinations, thus those forces of nature always had to be taken into account. I only wished I was still in Tokyo and not stuck in a small town with very little to see. 

	The conductor told me there would be another train back to Tokyo departing in two hours and five minutes. I had a look at my cell phone, as the prospect of sitting on this sweltering platform for another two hours was less than appealing. My seat neighbor, a backpacker from the US named Michael who was on his way to Hokkaido, had told me about a shrine he’d visited in this city a couple of years ago and recommended it to me.

	I finally found a note on the internet describing the shrine. It didn’t seem to be far from the station, perhaps five or ten minutes by foot. At least I could make use of the time left until the train back to Tokyo departed. Even if I couldn’t take pictures of the sacred temple at Yamadera, I might be lucky enough to get some nice shots of that shrine. I had asked Michael if he wanted to go there with me but he just shook his head. 

	"Nah, it's too hot for me, man. I don't do well outside in all this heat," he said with a smile and tossed his brown hair aside. He looked a bit like a surfer dude, with his red and white floral shirt and the round sunglasses he wore even inside the train. I shrugged my shoulders and we said goodbye.

	I had gotten used to the fact that chance tends to interfere with my plans. Usually for the better, like when I once took a picture of a weathered Torii in the golden evening sunlight, deep in the mountains near Kyoto, just when a raven flew by. Or the shot of a monk praying in front of the Buddha statue at Kamakura. Both shots were awarded on several occasions. Some people might be flattered by this, but I was never after fame or awards. To me, the point was always to depict the world as I perceived it, and to capture its beauty and serenity for others to enjoy. I tended to see things, details, that most people wouldn't even notice.

	But since Jenny's accident, everything was different. My life felt muted and dull. I was nothing but a hollow, empty shell, trapped in a self-made purgatory where trivial things such as money or fame had already lost all of their appeal. Especially in a world that was now on the brink of self-destruction.

	The news was filled with natural disasters caused by man-made climate change and reports of armed conflicts spreading around the world like a plague. Outbursts of violence and rage on the streets had become a daily occurrence, and in many countries, the police were ordered to fight against their own citizens. Most of the global economy was now controlled by huge corporations that exploited their employees and cared about nothing but profit.

	People felt desperate and hopeless. After the pandemic, mass unemployment had destroyed lives, separated friends and families, and triggered countless personal tragedies. Many sought refuge in alcohol or drugs, anything that would silence the demons in their heads, if only temporarily. Everyone was so good at pretending to be okay that hardly anyone realized how bad things really were, until it was already completely out of control. The world in the 21st century was unrecognizable, and the future far worse than we had ever imagined.

	I remembered all the dystopian movies and books I'd watched and read as a kid and realized that reality had far eclipsed them all. Gladly, Japan was still somewhat safe compared to most Western countries, but no one could tell how long this would last.

	An announcement about other delayed trains coming from the speakers mounted to the ceiling dragged me out of my thoughts. I picked up my backpack and headed for the exit. On my way downstairs I put on my headphones, pushed the play button on my old, blue MD player and listened to the resumed lyrics and tune of Robert Tepper’s "Angel of the City." I passed a small shop selling snacks, and as I was beginning to feel a bit hungry, I went inside and chose one of the wrapped tuna sandwiches from the chilled showcase, intending to eat it as soon as I arrived at the shrine. Another stairway later I finally reached the ground floor and the station exit.

	I stepped outdoors, taking a deep breath. There was only a little more wind, and the air still felt like water, not much better than on the train tracks. In front of the station, there were several yellow and green cabs lined up, but if possible, I always preferred to travel by foot. You missed a lot of the world if you always took cabs, buses or trams.

	While most of my jobs centered around Japan or Asian motifs in general, I'd had other assignments all over the world. Whether walking the narrow streets packed with tiny cafes on Montmartre in Paris, the hilly streets of San Francisco or the labyrinthine alleys of the Chan-el-chalili bazaar in Cairo, it's impossible to truly experience a city if you aren't willing to take the plunge and discover it on your own.

	So I passed by the parking lot and crossed the empty street. By the time I reached the other side of the road, I could already feel drops of sweat running down my forehead. I took off my headphones, wiped my forehead with a handkerchief and put on my sunglasses. Their small, round lenses at least made the blinding midday sun a little more bearable.

	The virtual compass on my cell phone pointed to the west. As I crossed the intersection, I felt Jan’s old camera hanging from the belt of my cargo pants, swinging in time with my footsteps. While sitting on the train, I had started to carefully clean its case and lenses and loaded it with a 120 roll film, which I had bought at a large electronics store in downtown Tokyo. Even in the 21st century, now firmly ruled by digital cameras and cell phones, there were still plenty of enthusiasts and lovers of analog photography out there, which ensured that such niche products did not entirely disappear from the shelves. I had intended to take the first shots with this camera in the area of the Ryūshaku temple in Yamadera, but this wouldn't be possible now. When the train stopped at Utsunomiya station, I decided to take a few test pictures with it on the grounds of the Utsunomiya Futaarayamajinja instead.

	It proved to be only a short walk, past the rows of shops, drugstores, hair salons, and bank buildings. The streets were virtually deserted. That wasn’t much of a surprise, though. Who would voluntarily walk around outside in such unbearable heat when they didn’t have to?

	I caught a glimpse of my battered, lonely reflection in one of the shop windows, and found the answer to my question. In a fruitless attempt at encouragement, I tried to smile, and gave myself a halfhearted thumbs up.

	Even though only a few cars were on the streets at that time of day, I patiently waited in front of one of the pedestrian traffic lights until it turned green. I was just about to start crossing the road when I heard a "meow" right next to me. In surprise, I looked down and saw a Siamese cat sitting on one of the knee-high, gray concrete pillars that were set up next to the traffic light on the sidewalk. The cat had beautiful eyes. With its well-groomed fur, it definitely did not look like a stray. Following an impulse, I tried to pet its head, but the cat avoided my touch and just stared at me. I followed its unwavering eyes and realized that it was looking at the tuna sandwich, which I had stuffed into one of my backpack's outer mesh compartments.

	"Hello there! Are you hungry?" I asked, but got neither a "meow" nor any affirmative reaction in return. The cat's eyes focused on the tuna, then it gazed at me with an adorable look on its face. I sighed, took the sandwich out and unwrapped it, then took out a piece of tuna and held it in front of the cat's face.

	With a swift movement, its head held high, it grabbed the tuna out of my hand, jumped off the concrete pillar and disappeared into a narrow gap between two buildings. 

	"You’re welcome!" I called after it. I turned around just in time to see the traffic light change to red again. "Well, that’s just perfect," I muttered, then decided to eat the rest of the sandwich as I walked.

	When I finally crossed that last intersection, the area of the shrine to my right was easily recognizable, as it turned out to be drastically different from the surrounding area. Located across from some sort of department store, it looked like a misplaced relic from a bygone era. A wooden torii gate marked its entrance, through which a visitor reached a forecourt with paving stones. At the end of that, a long, steep stone staircase led to a higher area, with the shrine building located on a hill at the top. I certainly didn’t feel like climbing that many stairs right now. And yet, the Yamadera Temple, with its one thousand steps, would have been much more difficult to reach.

	I considered for a second just going back to that air-conditioned food booth and having something else to eat before taking the next Shinkansen back to Tokyo. But now that I was already here, it would have been foolish not to at least have a look at the shrine and take some pictures.

	As I started to climb the steps, strange noises were carried to my ears by the wind, namely an interesting mix of chants and drum beats, originating from the top of the hill.

	I frowned. Was there a festival taking place at the shrine today? If so, where were all the people? I turned around. The forecourt below me was deserted. In the background, behind it, only a few cars passed by on the street in front of the torii gate. There was no one out there. Except for me.

	I shrugged, curious, already looking forward to seeing what awaited me on top of the platform. With each step I took, the drum beats and chants became gradually louder. Of course, festivals in Japan were not uncommon. Especially during the hot summer months, the Hanabi and Obon festivities were events that young and old always looked forward to, but the ones I’d been to before were so well attended that you could barely move due to all the masses of visitors crowding the streets, no matter if it was day or night.

	As I climbed the last few stone steps, I could slowly see the tips of colored flags appearing in front of me, emerging over the stairs and blowing in the wind. In fact, with each step I took, I could feel the wind getting stronger. It started to tug on my shirt and veiled me in a comforting layer of pleasant, cooling air. I took the sunglasses off as I reached the last step. About twenty yards in front of me, framed by the colorful, waving flags, dozens of monks and priests dressed in black and white robes had gathered. Some had their hands folded in prayer as they knelt on the ground in front of the wooden main building; others were rhythmically beating old taiko drums, while another group of them had gathered in a circle directly in front of the shrine building.

	As strange as this appeared to be, it was something else that caused me to freeze: as soon as I set foot on the shrine grounds, all the singing and drum beating stopped from one second to the next.

	There was something wrong here. Something enigmatic, something I was unable to comprehend. I felt like an outlaw who had just set foot in a saloon. Worst of all were the expressions on the faces of the priests when they spotted me.

	As a foreigner visiting Japan, I was used to the fact that the Japanese people, especially the ones living in the countryside, would at times stare at me, more or less openly. I had always tried to blend in and to respect the Japanese customs, so it had never been a problem of any kind.

	This, however, was different. Completely different. These faces reflected nothing but confusion, disbelief and surprise.

	According to Wikipedia, this shrine was open to the public to visit. Had I just unknowingly disturbed a sacred ceremony? Or even desecrated the forecourt? I was tempted to just turn around and go back down the steps again, but something prevented me from doing so. Besides, I admit I was curious about what exactly was going on.

	The priests and monks were frozen in place. It seemed they didn't know what was happening either, and had no idea what to do now. I could tell from the look in their eyes that something was wrong. To them, my appearance had come as a huge shock. But why?

	After what seemed like an eternity, a murmur went through the crowd, piercing the silence. It was as if they had finally broken free of their shock, and now all begun talking at once in a wild and chaotic babble of voices. None of them would let me out of their sight. As they talked, they continued to stare at me, a sweating foreigner standing there at the top of the staircase. It made me feel very uncomfortable. I’ve always hated to be in the limelight, especially in such a surreal situation over which I had zero control.

	To my left, I noticed a small, rectangular fountain basin with a bronze dragon’s head mounted on it. As part of the traditional cleansing ritual, these fountains were commonly found at shrines and temples. I slowly walked over to it, took the wooden dipper and poured water over my hands. I hoped this cleansing ritual would at least underline my good and respectful intentions. But the murmuring just got louder. I wished so much that I could have understood what they were whispering to each other. Unfortunately, my Japanese was, despite countless stays in Japan, not too good. I decided to stay at the water basin for now, raised my left hand, waved at them and hesitantly said, "Konnichiwa."

	One of the priests, dressed in a black robe and wearing wooden sandals, suddenly broke away from the crowd and walked toward me. To my eyes, he still had no idea what to say to me. He just furrowed his brow. But to my surprise, he walked past me, went to the top of the stairs, looked down at the empty forecourt near the torii and then turned around again. The others in the group now looked at him, but he just shook his head. Then all heads turned back in my direction again.

	The black-clad priest finally spoke to me in a trembling voice, heavy with meaning.

	But I could not understand him. My Japanese was very poor, but since he was waiting for my answer, I decided, in the midst of bowing, to at least try and introduce myself.

	He instantly interrupted me by calling someone in the crowd behind him. One of the younger monks hastily hurried into one of the wooden main buildings.

	"Come," said the priest in Japanese. At least I was able to understand that much. He signaled me to follow him. To my surprise, the other monks let me pass, but kept a polite distance from me when I passed by. We walked to an adjacent building, which, like the shrine building, was built entirely out of wood. The same building the young monk had run into moments ago.

	What on earth was going on here? I really hoped they would not call the police. Maybe I had indeed disturbed some kind of sacred ceremony, but I'd never heard or read of such a thing. Like Buddhism, I always considered Shintoism to be exceedingly tolerant of other religions.

	When we arrived in front of the white sliding door that marked the entrance of the building, out of habit I intended to take my shoes off, but much to my surprise, a voice called out to me in English. "Leave them on."

	A very old man, dressed in a black robe with long sleeves, sat in the middle of the room, with his legs crossed on the sand-colored tatami floor. He must have been at least eighty or ninety years old and looked like the kind of person you'd want to help cross the street, and who would then thank you with a grateful smile for doing so. I realized that he must have been the gūji, some sort of chief priest. He glanced at me and made a gesture with his hand, which I interpreted as an invitation to sit down in front of him. To my surprise, the old man spoke understandable English.

	"You are not Japanese."

	It sounded more like a statement than a question. And yet, he had chosen his words carefully. In embarrassment, I looked down and cleared my throat.

	"Listen, I'm very sorry if I unwittingly disrupted your ceremony. I didn’t know there was a festival or whatever it is going on out there today."

	The old man laughed, then looked at me with a sudden, serious facial expression.

	"You mean to say," he replied, "you do not know what you are?"

	"What do you mean?" The question confused me. Perhaps his English was not as good as I had thought? I assumed he was simply expecting a formal introduction. "Oh, I'm sorry, I didn’t introduce myself," I quickly added. I reached into my pocket, pulled one of my business cards out of my wallet and handed it to him with both hands. He glanced at the business card, which showed my name in cursive font above a picture of the Tokyo Tower at night, blinked several times, then looked at me again. "My name is Thomas. Thomas Knight. I’m a photographer and..."

	But that was as far as I got.

	"Yes, I understand. My name is Kaeru." He bowed too deep and long for my taste. In Japan, this was a gesture of respect for age or status, and should have been reversed in this situation.

	In my confusion, I didn't quite know what he expected me to say. "I'm sorry, but I don't understand any of this. Were you expecting someone? Maybe they just got caught up somewhere, and will still drop by. There was an earthquake, and the Shinkansen I intended to take to Yamadera had to stop here. The only reason I came to this place is because I wanted to take some pictures of the shrine grounds."

	He stared at me in silence for a few moments before he spoke again.

	"You are right about one thing. We were expecting someone indeed, just..." After a short pause, as if he seemed embarrassed now, he added, "...not a foreigner." He suddenly turned toward the door and called out, "Akira!" in a surprisingly loud voice. After a few seconds, one of the monks stormed into the room. As he hastily pushed the sliding door aside, I could see that the other priests and monks had all gathered in front of the building.

	There was a quick, agitated exchange of Japanese with the priest, a middle-aged man dressed in a brown and white robe. Kaeru never took his eyes off me, even while he talked to Akira. I almost felt a bit of relief because of the mix-up, as apparently I wasn't the person they were waiting for. However, the relief still fought an ongoing battle with a rising curiosity.

	At some point, Akira bowed and quickly left the room again, only to return less than a minute later, carrying a box in his hands. When he handed it to Kaeru, I could see that it was an old, wooden chest, perhaps the size of a shoebox. Its tarnished copper fittings made it look like a small, vintage treasure chest. It was covered with shiny, black lacquer. I had seen this kind of finish before, the Japanese called it "shikki." Even such a small box must have been worth quite some money.

	Kaeru carefully and slowly opened it, as if it was either very fragile or very valuable. Inside, buried in a velvet blanket, there lay a paper scroll, which made crackling noises when the monk slowly spread it. It looked as if it had been rolled out and rolled up again countless times over the decades or centuries. The priest put on his glasses, looked at the Chinese characters artfully painted on it in black ink, then at me.

	"The thing is," he continued slowly and, I noticed, with deliberate wording, "we were expecting a descendant of the Tsubasa clan today." He looked at me over the top of his small glasses, then took them off again with a sigh.

	I'd heard of the Tsubasa clan before. Tsubasa, translated into "wings," was an old Japanese dynasty originating in the Edo period.

	"But instead," he said as he rolled up the paper again, "you show up here." He broke into an unexpected, hearty laugh, which took me by surprise. "It seems that we all had it completely wrong the whole time. Can you imagine that?" Once more, laughter followed his words, before he added, "That's at least... interesting," in an amiable tone that caused me to relax a bit again.

	After another long and uncomfortable pause, Kaeru once more called the priest, who was still waiting in front of the sliding door. When he stepped in, an excited exchange of words followed, just like before. But this time, the old man in front of me got upset. He insistently repeated the same sentence over and over again, and each time he got angrier. Finally, as if unsure what to do, Akira nodded and left the room with a horrified face.

	"We send our apologies for you to take." Kaeru had turned his head in my direction again. "I am so very, deeply sorry for you. Please believe me." His tone had changed again, and now it radiated calmness and honesty. "You take pictures with that?" He pointed at the old camera that was attached to my belt with the snap hook.

	I followed his gaze. "Oh yes." I cleared my throat. "Well, I usually use a professional digital camera for my work." I pointed to the backpack next to me.

	The sliding door was opened again. Out of breath, Akira entered the room, this time holding something wrapped in a thin, black blanket. He was reluctant to give it to the gūji at first, but Kaeru looked at him with a solemn, penetrating gaze, then held out his hand, demanding it to be given to him. Finally, Kaeru gently took it and revealed its contents to me. What had at first looked like a staff or stick to me, turned out to be a long, slightly curved, black wooden saya, containing a Samurai sword. It had to be really old. I had seen similar historical swords in various Japanese castles before, which usually kept and exhibited such relics on the floors that served as a museum.

	It was obvious that this was definitely not one of those cheap replicas that were often sold to tourists.

	The abbot carefully grasped the wooden saya with a cloth, held it up, and shook it. At the other end, this caused the sword to slide out by half its length.

	Why was the gūji so anxious not to touch the sword? I found that, as well as the whole situation, to be disturbingly surreal.

	I looked at the katana, which was indeed a fascinating piece of art. Its blade was folded several times, and broke the light in all its spectrum. It shone as if it had never been used before. The handle had white, wooden intarsia, bestrewn with Japanese characters. It was strikingly beautiful. The abbot seemed to notice my admiration for the sword and grinned broadly.

	"This is for you." He shook the saya again so that the blade disappeared back into the wooden sheath as he bowed to me. My eyes looked from the sword to the smiling abbot in disbelief and surprise. It had to be worth a small fortune. Perhaps even a large fortune. But what would I do with a sword? And why me? After all, no one would just hand a valuable, ancient sword to some random visitor, and certainly not to a foreigner. I didn't even want to think about the cost and formalities that would be required to take it through customs. And yet, I so wanted to hold it in my hands at least once. It felt as if it were calling my name. I'd never had the chance to actually touch such a sword, as you would never be allowed to do that in a museum.

	I reached out my hands to take it from him, but the abbot, as if thinking better of it, suddenly pulled the sword back.

	"However," he added, "I would like to ask for a comparatively tiny favor in return. If you don’t mind, that is."

	He put the scroll back into the wooden chest and slowly closed its lid before placing it and the sword carefully on the ground next to us and standing up.

	He interpreted my silence, which was actually a result of total confusion, as my agreeing to whatever he intended to ask of me. 

	"Would you please take a picture of me with your old camera? You see, I... I have such fond memories of those devices." Then he quickly added, "After taking the picture, you are free to leave with the sword, as a gift for your trouble." His face showed the same broad smile as before. I nodded in relief, still wondering into what kind of spectacle I had gotten myself. At this point, my only wish was to leave that place and get back to Tokyo as fast as possible.

	I stood up, took the camera from the snap hook, and pressed the small silver button on the top, so that the black leather bellows with the lens on the front ejected with its typical rustling sound. The abbot walked over and positioned himself in front of one of the doors, which were adorned with white rice paper, then bowed and smiled slightly as he took up his stance. I looked at the old man, changed the aperture to a lower number, set the distance ring to four meters and looked up again.

	I still remember hearing him say, "It was an honor," but since by that time I had already cocked and pushed the camera’s trigger, it was too late to question it. The light fell through the lens, exposing the roll film within the blink of an eye.

	In an instant, darkness swallowed me, and from one moment to the next, everything around me ceased to exist.


Hiraeth

	 

	The next feeling I perceived after the darkness released its grip on me again was warmth. A comforting, pleasant feeling of warmth that surrounded all of my body. I heard birds chirping, listened to the rustling of leaves in the treetops, felt sunbeams caressing my hands and face. But at the same time, a terrible headache pierced my brain and reached out to every single cell of my body.

	When I finally managed to open my eyes, I was instantly blinded by the bright sunshine. Out of instinct, I raised my hand to shield my eyes from the light in order to see just where exactly I was.

	At first I thought I might have fainted for some reason, and that the monks had carried me to some open space or garden behind the shrine buildings. It took what seemed like an eternity until the blurred outlines changed into identifiable forms, and for me to accept the fact that these were definitely not the shrine grounds anymore. Instead, I found myself lying in an incredibly large, open meadow. I could feel the warm blades of grass under the palms of my hands. And yet, the rest of my body was still laying on the very same tatami mats that were in the gūji's house. It looked as if someone had cut out the floor of the room and randomly placed it somewhere. But where?

	A few hundred yards from my location, I noticed a crescent-shaped forest spreading out in front of me. In the opposite direction, behind me, a mountain range with snow covered peaks adorned the horizon. What had just happened to me? And where was I? This couldn't possibly be Japan. Where did the shrine and all the monks go? The humidity and all of its drawbacks, the problems with breathing the humid air, all of this was no longer an issue. On the contrary. The air was unusually clean and... different. Clear. Pure. Not polluted in any way. My lungs instantly and greedily filled with oxygen, and with each breath I felt better and more energized.

	It was warm, but pleasantly warm, not muggy or hot. I tried to sit upright, which I managed to do only with difficulty. Next to me, I saw my backpack and the sword lying next to it on the tatami mat, along with the box holding the paper scroll. How did I get here? And with all those things? I hadn't had a blackout for over a decade, and at least back then I knew it was from drinking too much. Now, in this state of utter confusion, I couldn't remember how I'd gotten here. I reached for the backpack, dragged it closer to me and opened its zipper. The digital camera, the lenses and everything else was stowed in the dedicated compartments. Even my passport was still in the left side pocket. The old Zeiss-Ikon camera lay at my feet, on the tatami. I bent down and put the camera back on its hook on the black belt of my cargo pants, then fumbled for the cell phone in my pocket and pulled it out with shaking hands.

	No reception. And no GPS, either. I put the phone back in my pocket and tried unsuccessfully to get up. I was still far too dizzy. Only then did I notice the cat.

	The feline was sitting to the left of me on top of an old, weathered tree stump, and watching me with big, blue eyes. I inevitably flinched in surprise, which once more nullified all of my efforts to get up.

	It was a Siamese cat with beige-brown and black fur, very similar to the one I had seen on my way to the shrine. Except that this one was wearing a black collar with a diamond-shaped pendant that had the numeral "IV" engraved in its center. The pendant glistened and sparkled in the sun so that it almost blinded me. I had to squint my eyes for a moment.

	The cat seemed to be less impressed by my presence, as it tilted its head and examined me several times from top to bottom. My next attempt to get up was much more successful than the first few. I took another deep breath, which was a blessing, although I still felt a bit shaky standing on my feet again. I grabbed my backpack and picked up the sword. I didn't really know what to do with it, but I finally attached it to the backpack with the two velcro straps that normally held my tripod in place. I then slung it over my right shoulder and slowly picked up the old scroll from the ground.

	But what now? Where should I go? Where on earth was I? This all made no sense whatsoever. I rubbed my temples.

	The cat kept watching me, while I indecisively let my eyes run back and forth from the forest to the mountain range.

	"I assume you don’t know how I ended up here, do you?" I said to the cat. But the cat, much to my disappointment, just blinked and tilted its head again. I sighed and finally decided to head in the direction of the mountains. Maybe I could get some reception up there, or I would pass a village or a town on my way. In any case, the chances of finding someone who could actually tell me where I was seemed to be best in that direction. I really believed this to be a good idea, but I didn’t get far. After only three steps, I heard a voice behind me.

	"I would not go in that direction if I were you."

	I stopped. The voice sounded strangely distorted, like nothing I had ever heard before. I could easily understand the words, but they were spoken in a high, indefinable tone.

	I slowly turned around, but there was nobody there.

	Except for the cat, that is, who still looked at me with its head tilted. I turned around again and again, moving in a circle, but the cat proved to be the only creature I could see, far or near. I stopped right in front of it.

	"Did... did you just say that?" I felt so stupid asking this. I might as well have asked a daffodil how its day was going so far.

	"No, the mushroom over there." The cat pointed with its paw to the left. My eyes instantly looked in the direction it was pointing. But again, there was nothing. Except for grass and meadowland.

	I turned back to the cat, who was now rolling its eyes. Which I realized looks rather scary when a cat does it.

	"You can..." I stuttered as I stared at the cat in disbelief.

	"Wonderful. Hello, Mr. Einstein. You do know that with every word that comes out of your mouth, you lose more of your prestige?" Once more, the cat looked at me askance, which I now perceived as disdain.

	"Am I..." I hesitated to finish that sentence. "...dead?"

	"That depends..." replied the cat slowly, as if it had to think about what I just asked, then raised its paw again and pointed to the mountains.

	"If you go that way, you will certainly be dead very soon."

	I had never seen a cat smiling before. I felt insulted. By a cat. The headache building up in my head didn’t make it any better.

	"Then where should I go? And why should I believe a talking cat?"

	The cat let out a short growl. I instantly realized that this remark must have deeply upset it. Gladly, this lasted for only a brief moment. What on earth was going on here? Did I have an accident and this was some kind of comatose dream? On the other hand, I had imagined heaven - or hell - to be completely different.

	"First of all, my name is Phoenix."

	I nodded briefly. Before I could stop myself, out of pure habit, a "Nice to meet you," escaped my lips. The cat however, received it with satisfaction. I sighed. "My name is Knight, Thomas Knight." I now successfully refrained from shaking the cat's paw. And without waiting for a response, I added, "How is it that you can talk?"

	"Why is that so strange? So can you. Although regrettably with much less eloquence than I had hoped for."

	Was I being repeatedly insulted by a talking cat? I tried to ignore the echoing screams spreading from all corners of my mind. I realized that this was apparently what madness must feel like.

	Finally, I pointed my finger toward the mountain range behind us.

	"What’s up there?" I asked.

	"You don’t want to know that," the cat replied.

	"And how about this way?" I pointed at the forest.

	"If I told you that, I am afraid you wouldn’t believe me."

	For some odd reason, one of Tenniel’s etchings from Carrol’s "Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland" came to my mind.

	"So in which direction should I go, then?" I asked.

	"Just follow me," Phoenix said, and then added, "If you want to live, that is."

	With a swift and graceful movement, the cat jumped down from the tree stump and headed for the forest. I followed. Hesitantly. But what other choice did I have? 

	A talking cat. Something inside of me told me to run away screaming, but with my luck, this would have ended in some sort of bottomless pit or bear trap. I still had the sword, so at least I wasn’t entirely unarmed, but on the other hand, the cat didn’t really look like much of a threat.

	Instead, my own mind was threatening me now.

	"Are you aware that you’re following a talking cat? Congratulations, that’s it. You’re completely nuts. You’ll soon wake up straitjacketed." These thoughts didn't make it any better.

	"Could you at least tell me where I am?" I said, as I tried to keep pace.

	"Verðld." Once more I noticed an extremely annoyed undertone in its voice.

	I couldn’t remember hearing that name before. "Verðld? Is that a prefecture? Where is that?"

	The cat paused, only to change its mind and continue walking.

	"You know, you’re just about to slip into the negative on my rating of human intelligence. You do not seriously believe that this is Earth, right? Please tell me you are not that stupid. Please!?" 

	I decided that for now, no matter what the cat said, I would keep my thoughts and questions to myself. Maybe I was in fact in a coma and my brain was, at this very second, happily frying itself. I wondered if one could "feel" when you were in a dream or coma? When I thought about all the dreams I’d had so far, it didn’t seem as if I had ever experienced anything like this before. 

	I wasn't able to hold out for long, though.

	"I don't want to ask too many annoying questions," I said, in another likely fruitless attempt to hold a conversation with the cat, "but where are you taking me?"

	"Fàilte. It's something like the capitol here." And with a sorrowful undertone, Phoenix added, "The last one left."

	I had never heard of Fàilte, either.

	"What happened to the other cities?"

	Phoenix didn't reply at first, but after a while just said, "We are the last."

	"The last? Of what?" I asked. But either the cat didn’t want to talk to me or I simply didn’t understand the vague hints. By this time we had already reached the forest. The trees were huge and, judging by their size, must have been hundreds of years old. The forest floor was densely overgrown with all kinds of moss and ferns, but I couldn’t sense anything threatening or eerie. Quite the contrary: tiny, colorful, iridescent birds that looked like hummingbirds flew from branch to branch. Sunbeams worked their way through the branches and leaves, forming cones of light on the mossy ground. Directly in front of us, a meandering path snaked along.

	"No matter what happens, do yourself a favor and stay on the path. Don’t make any sudden movements. I don’t want anything to happen to you here. Because then it will be my fault, and I don’t want to be blamed if you don't even make it to Fàilte," said the cat, without bothering to turn around or even look at me. After a few minutes of walking, I began to have the strange feeling that I was being watched. I looked around. It felt as if I saw groups of people standing behind me. But every time I turned around, there was nothing to be seen but the peaceful forest.

	To my right, the crumbled remains of something that might once have been a beautiful pagoda made out of white marble greeted me from another time long gone.

	"I don’t think we’re alone here," I finally whispered to the cat. 

	"I know. Stay on the path, and nothing will happen to you. These are the Gæta. Guardians, if you like. All that is left of the fallen warriors. They have decided to stay, and now they are the last bastion that protects Fàilte. If they fall, so does our kingdom. Don’t worry. They will do you no harm. As long as you don’t do anything stupid, that is."

	I failed to comprehend what the cat had just told me, or whether I was being tricked and lied to. Instead, I tried to focus on the cat and on the path in front of us, winding through the forest. With every step we went deeper into the woods, the movements that I perceived around me increased. I couldn't hear anything abnormal; everything looked as idyllic as before.

	Still, the shapes I could see out of the corners of my eyes became more and more numerous.

	What had I gotten myself into here? I so badly just wanted to go home to my farm, sit down on my sofa and watch a movie or take some pictures anywhere but here.

	The path finally made a small bend, and now I could already see it getting brighter again at the end. We were approaching another vast grassland. It must have been a mile or so, because at its end, little by little, far beyond the forest, I could descry an incredibly large stone wall. For several miles in length, it was lined with towers and observation decks at intervals of several hundred yards.

	As we approached it, I noticed soldiers on watch, standing in each of its recesses. They were wearing shiny gold, silver and iridescent armor which glittered in the sun like precious jewels. Some held longbows, others halberds. As soon as they spotted us coming in their direction, one of them gave a signal which spread from tower to tower. From behind the wall, I heard bells frantically being rung.

	We continued toward the city wall, until I spotted a gate in front of us. It was perhaps twenty-five feet in height, made of solid wood, with heavy iron fittings holding it in place. I had been to Cairo before, and I was deeply impressed by the Pyramids of Gizeh and their enormous size. But this was beyond compare.

	With a loud rattle, the city gate was slowly pulled open by half a dozen guards. Behind them stood a second row of soldiers with drawn swords, which they sheathed immediately when they saw us approaching. As we got closer and closer, they formed an alley with military precision. Their armor looked vaguely like a medieval knight's armor, but whatever it was made of molded flexibly to each soldier's physique, and looked as if it weighed almost nothing.

	Behind the ranks of soldiers I could see countless houses alongside the road. It actually looked like a late medieval city. Or at least the way I would have imagined such a town to look. With one significant difference: it all looked clean. Nor did it smell bad in any way. Nothing like that. On the contrary, it felt like an open-air museum with exhibits that were all well maintained and cared for. Paved roads that led from all sides of the city went up a hill, and on its top a white castle stood majestically, high above the city. On each of its five pointed towers were huge red flags with a circled, white diamond on its upper half. Inside the diamond there was a vertical line with two shorter lines slanting upwards from the right side. The flags slowly and gracefully waved in the wind. 

	By the time we passed the gate, the guards had already formed up to the left and right of it. The front row dropped to their knee, and the back row assumed posture, with the sparkling swords held in front of their bodies. Ordinary men and women of all ages, from the very young to the very old, lined up to the left and right of us, which surprised me. Unfortunately, I had no time to take a closer look or stop walking, as I was trying not to lose the cat that was still walking in front of me, out of sight.

	Besides, there were simply too many impressions raining down on me, and life inside the city walls was unfolding right before my disbelieving eyes. People stopped and stared at me in astonishment. They wore beautiful, old fashioned clothes. Some were made out of leather, others out of colorful linen cloth ornately sewn together in traditional costumes of all kinds. The majority of them fell to their knees, their heads bowed. They had good-natured faces in which I could read no trace of anger, suspicion or contempt. However, I don't know if I imagined it, but I felt something like a deep-seated fear that seemed to hide behind the eyes of those people.

	As we continued walking through the city, more and more people gathered and instantly fell to their knees as soon as we came near them, while lowering their heads.

	Why would they do that? It was endlessly bizarre. I found this to be so unpleasant that I wanted to ask everyone to get up again or even lift them up myself. But would they even understand me? Phoenix could speak and understand my language, but did that apply to the people here as well? There was no way to tell.

	The houses looked so beautiful. Built of dark brown wood and adorned with different types of intarsia, they also all had thatched, wooden roofs. There were several larger buildings, probably administrative or assembly buildings whose roofs were covered in shiny, red shingles. Most houses had only one or two floors and were rather small. They even had shutters on the windows that could be opened and closed depending on the time of day. Some of the shutters had little hearts or symbols cut out near the top.

	We finally turned off onto an unpaved side street, and after a few more yards, the cat stopped in front of a building with a blackboard set up in front of it. On a huge wooden board, suspended from two chains above the front door, the word "Tavern" was written in white paint.

	"The innkeeper is alright. He will answer your questions. I will announce your arrival at the castle," Phoenix called to me, and then quickly ran off before I was able to ask anything.

	So here I was, standing in front of a massive oak door, surrounded by people who wouldn't stop staring at me, and questioning my sanity. I wanted to get out of the street and inside that inn or whatever it was as quickly as possible. Should I just enter? The door had a round arch at the top. An iron ring was attached to a fitting in the middle. Unsure about what to do and how to do it, I glanced to the left. "Happy Hors d'oeuvres from 5-10pm" was written on the blackboard in cursive, with light blue chalk and a white outline. I decided to knock first and banged the iron ring three times against the door. With every strike, the hollow sound of the iron ring echoed inside the building. After the third knock, I heard a voice.

	"Come on in. It's open."


Déjà-vu

	 

	The furniture of the tavern was made entirely out of wood. About a dozen wooden tables and chairs were scattered around the main room, which was much bigger than it first appeared. Thick tree trunks were used as struts and a wooden staircase in the back led to a second floor where even more tables and chairs were arranged. To my right, the bar filled that entire side of the room. Several stools stood in front of it, as an invitation to any weary traveler to sit down and relax. Colorful glass windows made the room look surprisingly friendly and pleasant. Everything looked so clean and cozy. This was definitely not a flophouse. However, I also noticed that there were half-filled glasses, chalices and jars resting on some of the wooden tables as well as on the bar counter. It seemed as if everyone had left the place in a hurry, leaving their drinks behind, so that now there was no one there. Except for the barkeeper and me.

	The man behind the counter was busy washing glasses, jars, bowls, chalices and pitchers of all kinds and drying them with a white towel. When I entered, he briefly looked up at me, nodded, swung the towel over his left shoulder and held out his hand.

	I don't know why exactly, but I liked him at first glance. With his thinning hairline, good-natured blue eyes and slightly strong physique, he reminded me of a Hollywood actor, one of those whose name wouldn't come to your mind at first, but whom everyone has seen before, either in a TV production or a miniseries. After a few seconds, I realized that he looked a bit like Bruce McGill.

	"Welcome to Cera’s tavern," he said in a kind voice, still holding out his hand. I slowly approached him and shook his hand. He had a firm grip.

	"I’m Cera," he added with an honest smile, and I felt myself slowly relaxing. Perhaps because, compared to all that I’d seen in the last hour, this was the closest to what I considered normal.

	"Knight, Thomas Knight," I replied. He looked me up and down, then gestured for me to sit down at the bar.

	"I believe you have many questions."

	I put my backpack next to the stool. The wood creaked a little bit when I sat down on it. 

	"Well, yes... you could say that... I don’t even know where to start."

	"Something to drink?" He pointed at a series of gray carafes that stood on a shelf behind him, underneath a huge mirror that covered the entire wall, from one end of the bar to the other.

	"Yes, thank you. Water, please."

	He nodded. That must have been one of the drinks that were rarely requested in this place. Since what had happened to Jenny, I hadn't touched any alcohol and didn't intend to in the future. Especially in these situations, I valued having a clear mind, even if everything told me that I had already lost it.

	He removed a used, red chalice from the counter. "I think I have to disappoint you," he said, putting a new glass in front of me and filling it with a decanter of water. "As much as I would like to, unfortunately, I won’t be able to answer all of your questions at this point in time. I’m just a barkeeper." He winked at me.

	His voice and expression surprised me. Unexpectedly, with his way of talking and an emphasis on the first syllable of each word, he emanated calmness and grandeur.

	"Talking animals, medieval kingdoms... am I dead? Is this real? I just want to know the truth," I asked him directly.

	He laughed. "We all want that. So let me ask you: do you feel dead?" he asked in return.

	"Well, no. I feel alive." I replied.

	"Good. As from my point of view, if you feel, then you are alive." He smiled and handed me my water.

	"Where am I, anyway?" I asked as I took the glass. The cold water felt wonderful. His answer came promptly.

	"Verðld. Respectively Fàilte. One of the..." He hesitated for a second before correcting himself. "The last of the four Verðldian kingdoms." And as if he could read my mind, he quickly added, "No, that's not on your Earth. But I think you've already figured that out on your own."

	I hesitantly nodded.

	"I’m afraid, boy, you’ve been drawn into something very, very bad. At the worst possible point in time. You see, this city, Fàilte, is the last remaining kingdom on Verðld. Dugr, Skið-Garðr and Machair have already fallen. And if we cease to exist," he put the glass that he had just been drying upside down on the counter, "your Earth will be next."

	I closed my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. When I opened them again, I was still in the tavern. Apparently, I had not gone crazy, nor was I in a coma somewhere. 

	"Who... or what...?" I started to ask. The bartender looked at me with sad, sorrowful eyes and sighed.

	"The dark army. We don't know much about them. There were hardly any survivors. Rumors speak unanimously of man-sized creatures with razor-sharp teeth and claws. We call them Myrkr. To us, it was nothing but stories passed from generation to generation, something you would tell your kids at a campfire. It all actually sprang from our legends and folklore."

	"Can't they be stopped?" I asked.

	Cera laughed out loud, then he shook his head.

	"Dugr. Fifteen thousand men. The best trained army on Verðld. Machair had over ten thousand soldiers. Skið-Garðr had a legendary elite guard with seven thousand soldiers who could have conquered the other kingdoms with the snap of a finger if they had ever wanted to." He looked at me piercingly.

	"Our armies didn't stand a chance. They were all erased overnight. Without mercy. Without warning. Men, women, children, even their pets were not spared. There were just six survivors, and they only made it out alive because they were hiding in basements or other places the Myrkr could not find them. They waited for days until they dared to leave their hideouts." He slowly shook his head.

	"And here in Fàilte we have an army of three thousand soldiers, excellently trained I must say. But what do you think our chances are of surviving what the other kingdoms couldn't?"

	I looked down at the ramified pattern in the wood of the bar.

	"And I'm afraid this is unlikely to be the end," he continued without waiting for an answer. "You see, our world is connected to yours. Picture it like a wall. If we, the last stronghold, are erased, you will soon share our fate." He snapped his fingers. "With all your weapons of mass destruction, you will probably do more harm to them than we can. But stopping them?" He shook his head. "Honestly, I have my doubts. You will more likely erase your own kind from your planet."

	In my mind's eye, I saw the capitols of the world burst into flames and turn to rubble while supernatural creatures chopped people to pieces and feasted on their blood.

	I felt nauseous. There was no one left who was close to me in any way, and yet something inside of me whispered that reality, in this case, could far outweigh my nebulous notions of cruelty. Something arose from the depths of my mind, something that told me to be cautious. Assuming this was true, as crazy as it all sounded, why would this man just openly tell me about it? And how did he know I was not from Verðld but from Earth?

	"I don't understand what my part is in all of this. I just want to go home," I finally said.

	Cera smiled, and then said, "You’re the camera bearer, son," pointing to the camera still hanging from the snap hook. In confusion, I first looked at the camera, then back at the barkeeper. "And judging by the look on your face, you have no idea what that means."

	I quickly set the camera on the counter. "Here, take it. It's all yours."

	He shook his head and handed it back to me. "Unfortunately, it doesn't work like that. Tell me, what’s the last thing you remember before you arrived here on Verðld?" he asked.

	I thought of that shrine, the monk, me pressing the shutter button.

	The meadow. The cat. Me entering the city. It was all a series of pictures, a sequence of events being connected.

	"But how is such a thing possible?" I asked, half to myself.

	But the bartender shrugged. "Does that matter? Sometimes there are events around us that we are powerless to escape. Once a stone gets rolling it’s hard to stop it. If you are skilled, however, you can still influence its path, and that can make all the difference in the world."

	It certainly mattered to me. I just wanted to go back to Earth. To Japan or anywhere. Even the Arctic seemed a better choice than this.

	"Listen, I would like to ask you something." He hesitated, then said, "Do you have a scroll in your possession?"

	I frowned. How could he possibly know about the scroll? As if he could read my mind, he instantly added, "Oh, please don't worry. I'd just like to have a quick look at it. And only if you will allow it."

	I took the box with the scroll out of my backpack and handed it to him. "Unless you can read kanji," I said, "it won't mean much to you, I'm afraid."

	Cera smiled mischievously, put a pair of small, round glasses on his nose, and slowly opened the box. He untied the string of red thread holding the two wooden ends together, and as he slowly and carefully spread the roll on the counter, I once again heard the familiar crackle of its paper.

	"This world," he said as he studied the characters, "is full of surprises. Do yourself a favor and take nothing for granted." He rummaged around under the bar, then finally pulled out a single sheet of paper and began writing on it with a quill. "I think you should read what’s written here." I watched in fascination as he quickly painted the letters in calligraphy, word by word, like a piece of art, in black ink onto the paper. When he came to the end of the text, he paused. He frowned, but after some seconds finally set the pen aside. At this moment, we both looked up as we heard the fanfares from outside.

	"You must go to the castle. They're expecting you," Cera said. He folded the paper in the middle and held it out to me. I was just about to take it when he said, "Anyway, I hope this will at least help you a bit." I took it and unfolded it, skimming the text. It made no sense to me at all.

	Again, the fanfares sounded, as he handed the scroll back to me. I slipped the note into the pocket of my cargo pants and put the box with the scroll back into my backpack.

	"You can come back to Cera's Tavern any time you like. Consider yourself always welcome here. I just wish I could help you more." He took the small glasses off his nose and stowed them under the bar counter.

	"Thanks, I do have a lot more questions, as you can imagine," I said as I got up and shouldered my backpack. I took a few steps toward the door when I heard him clear his throat.

	"Oh, and one more thing. I have something... else for you." He reached back under the bar and placed two bundles, wrapped in thick blue fabric, on the counter. Timidly and with his fingertips, as if the contents were of great value, he opened the brown leather cords with which the bundles were held together. The first bundle turned out to contain a small dagger with a polished silver blade and a white handle, sheathed in brown leather. In the second bundle, there was a shiny, golden ball. The surface of the sphere consisted of several segments, each decorated with overlapping lines and circles. It reminded me of one of those old Rubik’s cubes, whose elements you could arbitrarily move in every possible direction.

	I looked at Cera. He smiled sheepishly. "Take them; they belong to you. Consider this a modest token of welcome," he said, gesturing toward the dagger and the ball.

	"What are these things?" I asked curiously. "Or do I even want to know?"

	"You'll know when the time is right. Even I am subject to certain... restrictions. Besides, that would be very... counterproductive." 

	Counterproductive? I already had a backpack full of things that I neither wanted nor whose purpose I even remotely understood.

	"A word of advice, though. I wouldn't show those to anyone else until you know more about their purpose." He looked at me with a serious face, just to emphasize his words, but then instantly showed me his kind smile again.

	I nodded as I tied the dagger and the ball back together. Their weights astonished me. The dagger felt unusually light, and the ball, not much bigger than an ordinary tennis ball, proved to be much heavier than it looked. I stashed them in my backpack and walked to the door.

	"Thank you," I said and added I guess to that in my thoughts as I turned around one last time.

	"No cause, boy. Just do me a favor and take care of your-self."

	That was obviously meant sincerely. Genuine sorrow had crept into his voice.

	"Don't worry. I have no intention of dying yet." I tried to smile, but didn't succeed.

	When I opened the door, I realized that I had forgotten all the people on the street. In the meantime, many more had gathered in front of the tavern. When they saw me coming out the door, the chattering crowd instantly fell silent. Hundreds of people lined up in the alley, which had been almost empty before, and craned their necks to stare at me.

	"So this is how movie stars must feel," I mumbled to myself. I pitied all the stars who were besieged by reporters daily, unable to go anywhere without being bothered or stalked by crazy fans. I felt so infinitely uncomfortable being the center of everyone's attention that my heart was beating wildly. I didn't even know why they were all so interested in me. I had to calm down somehow. I quickly pulled the headphones out of my pants' pocket and put them in my ears, pressed the shuffle button on the MD player, and started off through the crowd. I tried to head back toward the main street, feeling highly embarrassed by all those people staring at me. Fittingly, the player played the first few beats of Steve Jablonsky's "Arrival To Earth."

	I tried to smile as I felt the cobblestones of the main street under my feet again. The road that now lay to the right of me wound steeply up to the foot of the castle. Along the crowded street, to my right and left, several carts and wagons filled with hay and grain lined the streets. Here and there, horses of different breeds were tethered to wooden drinking troughs.

	My arrival had already gotten around. Thousands were on the streets. Others were looking out of their windows, whispering, but stopped as soon as I walked near them. I decided it would be best to go to the castle as quickly as possible.

	I felt on display, like some exhibit in a museum that everyone wanted to catch a glimpse of. On top of that, my thoughts would not let me rest. I never wanted to be a part of this. Could I trust the bartender? He'd acted strangely, but my intuition told me he could be trusted. At least he looked and sounded honest. And what about the cat? The people here? I had no clue about any of this. And I was alone, isolated. A stranger in a strange land.

	Fàilte, Dugr, Skið-Garðr and Machair? My mind was reeling from all of this. I'd always considered Tokyo to be incomparable, with all the neon signs and barkers in front of the shops and bars in Shibuya, Roppongi or around Shinjuku. But this was so different and much more intense. I still didn’t want to believe what everyone here was telling me. The only thing I knew for sure was that I had to go up to that castle in order to get some answers.


Hail to the King

	 

	Apparently, I was a bit out of shape. The ascent to the castle turned out to be far more exhausting than it seemed at first. I suddenly noticed that I was breathing faster and heavier. Only then did I realize that I was almost running up the steep road. Some of the people on the side of the street nodded to me, and children occasionally pointed a finger at me, but not without being immediately scolded by very nervous and obviously embarrassed parents. I did my utmost to smile and nod back at them, and here and there I mumbled a shy, "Hello."

	Someone else might even have enjoyed this. When does an average guy like me ever get the chance to be in the limelight and be the center of everyone's attention? But that wasn't who I was.

	Verðld. A different world. I wondered if there were others. Other worlds, other people like me who were stranded there against their will. And what did the camera have to do with it? Was it really the camera that had taken me here? Jan... had he used it? Had he been here, too? I suddenly had so many questions, I felt they would crush me if I couldn't get at least some of them answered soon.

	Near the top of the hill, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and looked at it. No signal. What did I expect?

	When I finally approached the massive iron gate that marked the entrance to the castle grounds, I was awestruck. The castle reminded me a bit of the Hohenzollern castle. Still, it was much bigger and made entirely out of shiny, white marble. Its true proportions could only be guessed. The gate automatically rose with a loud creak as I stood in front of it. I could now see the inside of the adjacent castle square, with a small army of soldiers standing there in perfectly aligned rows. 

	They unsheathed their swords and came to attention as soon as they spotted me. Again, I was deeply impressed seeing all those men and women with their armor and swords sparkling in the early evening sun. They wore the same armor as the soldiers we had passed at the city gate. On the other side of the vast square, a long, wide stone stairway led up to the main building.

	I slowly walked past the soldiers and approached the steps. They were made out of a marble-like material, glittering and reflecting the light so that it looked as if one were walking on thousands of small stars trapped in the surface of each stone.

	Bit by bit, while climbing the stairs, I got a glimpse of the dimensions of this city. It was huge. There were several public squares to the east, a more extensive park to the west, and to the south I could see the city gate through which we had entered the city. The castle perched on the highest point above the town.

	I suddenly thought about my digital camera, which was still stored in my backpack. I took off the backpack and pulled out the camera. I quickly took a picture of each side of the city, the soldiers below me and the castle towers. The click of the shutter calmed me down a bit. Another well known sound which exuded normality. It felt like an island in a sea of madness. I had just let the camera disappear into my backpack again, when right in front of me, I noticed two women with long, curly black hair, dressed in white tunics, standing on each side of the door and holding it open. The women both had the same tattoo on the right side of their neck: a crow holding one arrow in each claw. They were beautiful, but didn't say a word, just silently shut the door behind me and positioned themselves in front of it as soon as I had entered the hall. It felt a bit as if they didn't intend to let me out again. When I turned around to them, they bowed and signaled me to walk on.

	The hall was also gigantic; it looked like a cathedral of never before seen proportions. By contrast, St. Peter's Basilica or Notre Dame looked small and provincial. I walked on a large, red carpet, looking at all the tapestries with rectangular symbols and woven pictures of crowned kings and queens lined up to the left and right of the hallway.

	There were massive columns supporting the hall’s structure. Dozens of metal sconces held torches that lit up the hall and bathed it in a glowing, orange light. I looked up. The ceiling had to be over 150 feet high. At its top, there was a dome made of glass. Bits of the afternoon sunlight fell through the glass dome, causing the throne underneath the dome to be illuminated in a beam of light.

	The throne itself seemed to consist of polished gold. On it sat a man, perhaps in his fifties, with kind green eyes, dressed in a sleeveless purple robe. Beside him stood a younger man, who looked visibly nervous, carrying a slate in his hand.

	Suddenly, I had the impression of being trapped in one of Al Lowe’s games. What was I even expected to say? Or how should I behave? Talk to king. Click. Save kingdom. Click. Go home. Click?

	But unfortunately, this was not a game. And this decision was soon taken away from me when the boy holding the slate, in an excited tone, started to recite his text with a trembling voice.

	"The noble King welcomes the traveler to our kingdom."

	They both looked at me. I hoped they would not put me in jail for either being disrespectful or a lack of etiquette. I decided that it was the right time to introduce myself. I cleared my throat.

	"Me? Oh! Well... uhm, your majesty... I'm Thomas Knight."

	The king nodded benignly. There was something very trustworthy about him, but apart from his clothes, he did not seem very royal to me. On the contrary, he looked more like someone you would talk to in the supermarket checkout line while waiting. Even the bartender had displayed more elegance. But for my own good, I decided to keep that to myself.

	"We've been waiting for you," he said, in a surprisingly gentle and friendly voice.

	"Forgive me, uhm, dear King, but I have a lot of questions, and with every second, more occur to me. I don't even know why I'm standing before you, how exactly I got here or what I'm supposed to do," I said, far too quickly. I should have bitten my tongue. But it was uncontrollably bubbling out of me. The king did not seem to mind, however.

	"I can understand that, and I know that all of this must be very overwhelming for you. But unfortunately, time is a luxury we do not have." He rose from his throne. "Everything you see here, every stone, every citizen, every blade of grass, could soon be snatched from its very existence." He looked at me somberly. "Machair fell first. Less than a month ago. Two weeks later, Dugr fell. And five days ago, they erased Skið-Garðr from the map."

	"It’s accelerating," I said, more to myself, but the king heard my words.

	"Yes. This means we only have a couple of days left. At best."

	"I’m sorry... I mean, your majesty," I cleared my throat, "but I really don’t know what I can do. I’m nothing more than a broken man who got involved in things I never asked to be a part of. Look at me, I'm not a fighter. You need an army, not a photographer."

	I startled. It happened so quickly, I couldn’t even move. To the left of the throne, out of a dark corner, a shadow came loose. In the blink of an eye, I saw it rushing toward me as if it were a bullet. I held my breath, and it felt like my heart skipped a few beats when I felt a knife blade pressed against my throat. I froze.

	"Ylja!" I heard the king scream in an angry voice.

	The dagger was held by a woman. It was she who had run several yards at me within a fraction of a second and who now stared at me with hostile eyes.

	"Ylja! Thou shalt let him go! Immediately!"

	Reluctantly, she removed the dagger from my throat and finally stuck it in one of the three belts attached to her left thigh. I rubbed my neck. She had to be around my age. She was around five and a half feet tall, and her body was covered with white leather gear, except for the exposed arms and legs. Her short, white hair in combination with her blue eyes gave her a very exotic look. From the corners of her eyes, thin black tattooed lines ran down her neck, shoulders and legs.

	"This?" she furiously yelled at the king as she pointed her finger at me. "This is what we've been waiting for all these years? This?! You can't be serious!"

	"Sorry, but I didn't ask for..." I didn't get any further. She had already pulled out her dagger again before I could finish my sentence.

	"Don't you dare!" she screamed at me, despite standing right in front of me. At least she was actually looking at me now. "Don't you dare say another word!" 

	"You must excuse her." The king turned his eyes back to me. "These are desperate times. We’re facing an enemy who will devour anything and everything in its path. An enemy completely lacking conscience, regret or fear."

	To Ylja, he said in a much more serious tone, "Restrain yourself! Or do you strive to oppose the word of the king?"

	She glared at him, noticeably trying very hard to hold herself back, but did not reply. Nor move. She just let the dagger spin in her hands as if unsure what to do.

	Then, another shadow broke from the right side of the throne. It, too, moved faster than my eyes were able to comprehend. In front of me suddenly stood a young man, probably in his early twenties, with shoulder-length, curly black hair and brown eyes, dressed in black leather gear and wearing a cape. It was black on the outside and dark red on the inside. He started slowly clapping his hands, and what he said next caught me completely off guard.

	"In 1972, a crack commando unit was sent to prison," he started, "by a military court, for a crime they didn’t commit. These men promptly escaped from a maximum security stockade to the Los Angeles underground. Today, still wanted by the government, they survive as soldiers of fortune. If you have a problem... if no one else can help... and if you can find them..." He stopped and looked at me expectantly.

	In confusion, I looked at the king, but he had buried his face in his hands. The girl looked as if she was considering killing him before me.

	"Maybe... you can hire the A-team?" I said, confused.

	His face instantly lit up with a huge smile. He laughed.

	"See? See? That’s my man!" He hugged me heartily, only to then shake my hand wildly and hold up his fist in expectation. I pressed mine against it.

	"Kabooyah! Fist bump, dude!" 

	I looked at the king helplessly.

	"Meet Sæla," the king said with a deep sigh. "As you can see, he has spent far too much time in your world." Sæla just shrugged and grinned.

	"Nah, don't listen to the Danny Kaye wannabe on the throne." He put his arm around my shoulders and addressed Ylja: "Don't cry, little sister. This is our Michael Knight. Foundation for Law and Government! So treat him with a bit of respect, please!" he said, scoldingly.

	"I'm sorry, my name is Thomas Knight, not Michael Knight. That's someone else, I'm afraid." As a precaution, I took a step back as I said it.

	Sæla laughed and shrugged. "Nobody's perfect." He pointed at Ylja. "Don't worry, our female Grinch here actually has a soft core. She just has some minor problems controlling her violent and aggressive side."

	Ylja was simmering with rage. She could obviously barely control herself; her eyes had a fiery, red shine to them. 

	"Both of you, be quiet! You should know how serious the situation is." The king looked at me. "You must go. You must be in Skið-Garðr by Dimàirt, three days from now."

	"I’m sorry, but didn’t you say it has fallen?" I replied.

	He nodded. "The fact that we have to rely on an old legend shows the desperate nature of this endeavor. You see, it is said that the darkness, the Myrkr, can only be stopped by going to Skið-Garðr. In the palace of Crystal City."

	"Great!" Sæla was pleased. "A road trip! Sounds awesome! So exciting!"

	The king turned to him. "Ylja will be going with you as well." This caused pretty much the same reaction in Sæla and me: pure horror. I certainly wasn't eager to even breathe the same air as this impulsive, dagger-wielding fury. In fact, I already pictured myself lying in some ditch with my body pierced by several daggers.

	"You can’t do that!" said Sæla, and apparently he was deeply insulted. Ylja bristled. It was clear she wasn't fond of this idea, either.

	Then suddenly a thought occurred to me, and I addressed the king.

	"Could I take the cat with me instead? The one that brought me here?" I asked him.

	The king looked at me in surprise. "The cat?"

	"Phoenix," I quickly said.

	"You prefer the presence of a cat over my companionship? You can’t be serious!?" Ylja yelled at me. "Do you know how many men would die just to be in the same room with me?"

	It now and then happens that, especially in the most inappropriate situations, my tongue tends to move a bit faster than my brain. And unfortunately, this situation was no different. I turned toward her and said without thinking, "No offense, but I'm sure being in the same room with you is something very few men would survive anyway."

	Her eyes narrowed. Sæla gaped at me for a moment, and then burst out in peals of laughter that echoed from the walls of the throne room. She suddenly leapt at me, like a predator. But Sæla was faster. He pulled me away so quickly that for a moment everything around me blurred. The shapes of everything seemed to be in a state of drift until Sæla stopped again and it all went back to normal. I was still trying to clear my head, when I heard a dagger being rammed into the stone pillar next to me, where I had been standing less than a second earlier.

	"Dude, you have to be careful. She lost her marbles some time ago." Sæla made circular movements with his finger on his temple. The king hurried toward us.

	"Ylja! Control yourself!" he shouted at the woman. "There is too much at stake! And the two of you should be well aware of the situation we are in! Thou shalt all go to Skið-Garðr. You will follow your king’s orders. Immediately. Do not waste any more time, as time is the last thing we have to spare."

	He sighed and put his arm around my shoulders. In a noticeably friendlier tone he said, "Please accept my apologies. Go with them. They will take care of you and will do you no harm. You have my word on it." He gave Ylja and Sæla a serious, stern look.

	Ylja turned away without a word and disappeared from one moment to the next. My eyes barely caught the swift motion of a shadow that quickly left through the front door. She did not even wait for the two women dressed in tunics to open the door but simply kicked it open with a loud, clanking noise.

	The king shook his head. "Please forgive her. She is not usually like that." Then added, "Not quite, at least." He turned and left the throne room with the young man, still nervously clutching his slate.

	Sæla turned to me again. "Yay! Road trip, here we come! We'll be waiting for you outside the city walls," he said, before he disappeared as well.

	And there I stood, feeling infinitely helpless, completely lost, and totally out of place in the vast, empty throne room, right in the middle of the colorful beam of light that fell through the glass dome.


Commando

	 

	I descended the stairs a couple of minutes later. I was so absorbed in my thoughts that I almost didn’t notice the cat, waiting for me at the bottom of the castle stairs. I recognized Phoenix right away, thanks to the glittering pendant with the engraved "IV" on it.

	"Do not think that I am particularly eager to go to Skið-Garðr with you," Phoenix said, obviously upset.

	"Hey, I’m glad to see you, too," I said with a smile. "Honestly, despite your sarcasm and slightly insulting tone, you seem to be the better alternative."

	"Alternative?" Phoenix looked at me inquiringly as we passed the soldiers and walked through the castle gate.

	"What can you tell me about a woman named Ylja?" I asked, and then added, "Very aggressive? Pointy ears, short white hair, bristling with daggers?"

	"Oh, that’s the Captain of the Royal Guard. The king’s daughter and heir to the Fáiltan throne."

	"Oh great. Someone like her on the throne? Very bright prospects."

	Phoenix hissed at me. "Watch who you insult, human! For such a remark, you could easily be thrown into the dungeon!"

	I laughed and spread my arms. "Please, do it! Arrest me! That’s certainly safer than being surrounded by monsters or in the presence of a bloodthirsty Valkyrie!" In my current situation, a quiet niche in the dungeon indeed seemed very tempting and far less stressful. Perhaps then the time until someone woke me up from this nightmare would pass more quickly.

	I leaned down to the cat. "Listen, cat..."

	"Phoenix!" the cat growled. "My name is Phoenix. That shouldn't be so hard to remember, should it?"

	I sighed. "Sorry, Phoenix, I'm not used to talking to a cat, nor to waking up on different worlds or whatever this is. I don't want to insult anyone, believe me. Still, contrary to all the rules of logic, I have a feeling the person I can trust most at the moment is not a person at all, but a cat."

	The cat just looked at me, squinted its eyes, then nodded grudgingly while mumbling something that sounded like, "Humans..." and then walked on again.

	There were still countless people lining the streets. The very same awkward scene as before. People knelt down, lowered their heads, and stopped talking to each other as soon as I walked past them. When we finally arrived at the city gate, I saw Sæla already standing in front of the city wall, bearing a silver sword on his belt. There was no trace of Ylja, which instantly gave me a pervasive feeling of relief.

	"Where’s Ylja? Has she changed her mind?" I asked him, in a tone which even to me sounded a bit too hopeful.

	"Oh no, no worries, she's coming. It’s the king’s will. But she prefers not to linger in your vicinity. I think she’s still somewhat tempted to harm you." He laughed and pointed along the city wall. "She left already. If you ask me, right now she’s desperately looking for an opponent she can send to the Underworld."

	Then he spotted the cat next to me, and his face instantly lit up in surprise. He grinned widely. "Phoenix! Hey fur-ball, haven’t seen you for a while! Finished catching mice for today?"

	The cat ignored him.

	"Oh, aren’t you a cute kitty?!" Sæla chuckled. But when he tried to pet the cat’s head, Phoenix bit his finger.

	"Ouch! Was that really necessary?" Sæla rubbed his hand and looked at me. "Our Shere Khan here would get along splendidly with Ylja, don’t you think?" The cat only made a deep hum while sticking its tongue out at Sæla. Apparently, Phoenix didn’t like him very much.

	We walked along the city wall to the north. Outside the city grounds there were only a few farmhouses, barns and smaller settlements, which looked somewhat abandoned.

	"Almost no one lives here anymore," Sæla said as we passed a group of thatched-roof houses, as if he could read my mind. "They sought shelter inside the city walls, coming back just a few minutes per day with the guards to take care of their animals and their crops." By this time it was late evening, and on the distant horizon, just above the mountains, two moons were about to set.

	We stopped at a small hut with a straw roof. The handpainted sign that hung crookedly over the entrance said in yellow letters, "Will's Paw & Shop" and had a huge, black paw print painted next to it for a logo.

	"I always buy stuff from this merchant here, mainly old, discarded daggers and swords, then sell them to some geeks and LARPs on Earth. Earns me some money to afford cinema tickets and Netflix passes," remarked Sæla. That actually made sense.

	Turning to Phoenix, he said, "I think it might be better if you just stayed outside." Phoenix didn’t reply, just wordlessly laid down on a wooden bench next to the front door under a small, round window which was tinted so dark I couldn’t even see the inside of the shop. When we opened the door, a bell mounted above it rang. The inside of the shop was dark and a bit shabby for my taste. Dust particles danced in the sparse rays of moonlight falling through the cracks in the wood. To the left, there was a small counter with several candles burning and something sitting behind it wearing glasses and reading a book. I could hardly believe my eyes, but it looked as though whatever sat there resembled a wolf.

	"Hey Will, what's up?" Sæla reached out and shook its paw. The thing behind the counter had gray-brown fur, a huge nose, big furry ears and large eyes. I leaned slightly toward the counter and noticed that it also had a fluffy, wagging tail. The red book now lying on the desk was called "Jack's Guide to Hunting With Explosives. Third Revised Edition."

	"Sæla! Hey, buddy, what can I offer you today? Or do you want to sell something?" Then he noticed me. "Oh! Who is this? Should I accept him in payment?" He looked at me with wide eyes. I startled. Did that thing just start drooling?

	"Nah, that’s my friend from the Foundation." Sæla winked at me. 

	Will’s face instantly brightened up. "Ah, I see, I see. Well, well, well, Mr. Foundation, what can I offer you today? Sæla’s friends are my friends! I’ll make you a special price. Very special price. Best price in all of Fàilte! Most trusted seller in Fàilte, too. And I don’t just say that because I’m the only merchant left outside the city! Yes, yes, just tell your friend Will what you need!" And then, without waiting for an answer, he quickly continued, "No, don't say anything!" He rubbed his jaw, closed his eyes for a moment, and suddenly snapped his fingers... or rather his paws. "One look at you and it's obvious you're a man of the world." He rummaged around in a huge chest on the floor behind the black, wooden counter. "Here, just came in today!" he proudly declared, and put a red canister on the counter. "How about a Jerry can? Great if you've got a chainsaw but ran out of petrol during your quest!" He continued to rummage. "Or here, a feather, so you can escape any whale if one should ever swallow you. Very helpful. Or no, don't say anything, I can already tell you're the life of every party. Here, "Real Estate vs. Accountants – The Fantasy Role-Playing Board Game."

	"Oh cool! I always wanted to have that one. I'll take the game!" Sæla said with joy, and then continued, "But actually we intended to buy some outdoor lighting accessories and some armor for my friend here."

	The shopkeeper pricked up his ears. "Of course, of course," he said, walking over to another shelf. I couldn't help noticing that he did so on his hind legs.

	The shelf was filled with strange-looking items and potions in oversized glass containers and phials of different colors and shapes. He placed two of the containers on the counter. The jars contained hundreds of yellow sticks, each about two inches long. He took some of them out, put a rubber band around them, and then did the same with the ones he shook out of the other jar.

	"What are those?" I asked, fascinated. 

	Will looked at me, blinked rapidly, and then turned to Sæla. "Where's he from again?"

	Sæla chuckled. "Just show him."

	The wolf shrugged his furry shoulders, then picked one of the sticks out of each bundle with his paw and placed them on the counter a few inches away from each other.

	Suddenly, both started to move, as if they were magnetically attracted. The moment they touched, they magically twisted and began to glow. First very weak, then suddenly so brightly that I had to raise my hand to cover my eyes.

	"Ta-da! Matches!" said Sæla.

	"They match, they light up. Kinda cute, isn’t it?" said Will as he placed an old can over them. He tossed the two bundles to me. "Just don’t keep those two together, otherwise you may be blinded by the light."

	Sæla nodded. "Yeah, even if that’s where the fun is, never look into the eyes of the sun."

	I stared at the matches in my hands, astounded, as I slowly realized that this was indeed... magic. No cheap mind tricks, no magnets or invisible threads, I was actually holding real magical items in my hands. I felt as though I was in a trance, until I finally broke free and stashed them in different pockets of my backpack.

	"What about the armor?" Sæla turned back to Will.

	"Ah, yes yes, I have it here, mint condition, just came in today!"

	He pulled some odd-looking discs covered with thick layers of dust from a crooked wooden shelf on the wall behind the counter. He blew off the dust and then coughed heavily. The discs were about the size of a CD. One was of silver, one of gold, and one of an iridescent color. "Which one do you need?" Will asked me and blinked.

	How was I supposed to know that?

	"He’ll take the iridescent one." Sæla grinned again.

	"Hand!" said Will.

	"Hand!" said Sæla, and grabbed my hand, holding it out to the merchant. He reached out and quickly scratched my palm with one of his sharp nails before I could pull my hand away.

	"Ouch!" I yelped, rather more from surprise than pain. The pain, however, instantly gave way to sheer astonishment when a drop of my blood hit the plate. It started to shine, weakly at first, and then began to move, springing onto my body in an instant. With a clinking sound, the plate folded itself out into multiple pieces that covered most of my upper body and legs. 

	Now, wearing this armor, I immediately felt the difference. It was amazing. Every movement I made was now agile and swift. I gazed at myself in fascination, and then did something I hadn’t done in a long while. I smiled wholeheartedly.

	"Ah, there you go, buddy! Mr. Knight in shining armor. Perfect!" said Sæla, and gave me a thumbs up.

	"How is this possible?" I asked, as I tested the movement of my arms.

	"Magic," said Sæla and Will simultaneously, in a tone that implied I had asked an overly obvious question.

	"He ain’t all that bright, is he? Sure you don’t want to sell him?" Will asked Sæla in a low voice, shielding his mouth with his paw. Sæla just laughed.

	"You can encode it. Just think about it or think of a code word, and it will unfold whenever you need it. It’s pretty cool." Sæla tapped one of the plates with his knuckle. It really felt light as a feather.

	The moment I thought about taking them off, the pieces instantly transformed back into a multi-layered disc which I then put in my backpack.

	"That makes five seashells, including the game." Will grinned, and I noticed he had started to drool on the counter, with his long tongue hanging from his mouth.

	Sæla reached for his belt, and out of a small leather bag, gave the merchant five small, white seashells.

	"You pay with shells?" I asked him.

	Sæla shrugged. "Why not?"

	"He doesn’t even know about the seashells?" Will asked, obviously trying his best not to laugh. But when he saw Sæla’s face, they both burst into laughter.

	I didn’t mind. The armor was great. I wanted to try it out the next day in the sunlight. I was curious about how it would affect my physique and movements.

	The sun was just setting when we came out of the shop. Phoenix stood up and jumped down from the bench, then walked next to me. 

	We continued our journey through seemingly endless fields for another half hour or so, until it had gotten too dark to go much further.

	"We should look for a place to rest for the night," Sæla said. He pointed toward a tree-lined area a few hundred yards away. 

	"Do you even know what we have to do once we arrive at Skið-Garðr?" I asked him.

	"Oh yeah, don't worry. There's a magic artifact we get there and BOOM! You save the day!" I could hear the excitement in his voice. Did I really want to know the details?

	"What kind of artifact are we talking about?" I asked.

	This time, Phoenix answered my question.

	"We call it the 'Marglóðttr.' It's the emblem of Skið-Garðr and the source and symbol of its power."

	I had a terrible feeling about this, but kept that thought to myself.


The Seventh Path

	 

	When they attacked us, it was already darkest night, and they caught us completely unprepared.

	Phoenix had settled down next to me in front of the fire and begun staring into the night, broken only by the occasional glance in my direction.

	Earlier in the evening, we’d met back up with Ylja, who had been impatiently waiting for us at the meadow. Sæla and Ylja had agreed to take the watches at opposite ends of the forest glade while I slept.

	At first I was not at all comfortable with the idea of giving in to sleep and leaving myself defenseless. But eventually I accepted that Phoenix and Sæla would not allow me to wake up in the middle of the night with a knife to my throat. Besides, it had been a very long day, with far too much to take in. I was exhausted, at the end of my rope and in desperate need of at least a couple hours of sleep. There was even a part of me that hoped I might finally wake up from this dream or coma or whatever it was when I opened my eyes again. Thus, my thoughts quickly wandered.

	Sæla seemed like a nice guy. Although I had no idea to what degree I could trust him, his naive obsession with Earth and its pop culture turned out to be refreshing. Ylja, on the other hand, was harder to figure out. She definitely wasn't friendly, for whatever reason. It was a considerable understatement to say that she obviously didn't like me, and the feeling was more than mutual.

	A little while after Sæla and Ylja had taken up their watches, Phoenix had returned to camp with a proudly raised head, carrying some kind of trout, and proclaimed, "Dinner!"

	I was lying near the fire with the MD player resting on my chest, listening to some music. It calmed me down a bit to hear those familiar tunes. I took off my headphones and looked at the fish in surprise.

	The cat licked it and continued, "Or don’t you eat anything you didn’t kill with your own hands?"

	I was indeed feeling hungry and instantly realized that I had not eaten anything since I finished the tuna sandwich, which already felt like a lifetime ago. We finally agreed to grill the fish over the fire and split it equally, but Phoenix still somehow managed to end up with most of it.

	"Tell me," I asked while we ate the fish, "It wasn’t by any chance you I met at that intersection in Utsunomiya?"

	I could have sworn the cat grinned up at me.

	"Maybe yes. Maybe no. I can’t be everywhere, but I try to be wherever my curiosity leads me, or it’s worth my while to be."

	None of what the cat said was ever helpful in any way. I sighed, and we ate in silence for a few minutes before I tried again.

	"I've been wondering about something. Evidently, in this world, magic does exist. I've seen it in Will's shop. And after all, I am having a conversation with a cat right now."

	Phoenix blinked at me. "So?"

	"Can't you just cast some magic spells and defeat the darkness yourselves?" I asked.

	"Oh, no." The cat shook its head as if I had once again asked something incredibly stupid. "It doesn't work like that. Magic may be a part of Verðld, but it's very subtle and elusive. It's nothing more than the remains of a god's whisper trapped in ancient artifacts or gemstones. Yes, it may be helpful in one way or another. For example, there are some plants whose roots grow so deep into the center of Verðld that they produce all kinds of useful and not-so-useful side effects, like turning your skin purple, or changing the color of your eyes. Other items are slightly more powerful. The Steinn of Kunnigr is the artifact that enables some animals to communicate with humans, and our blacksmiths forge their armor out of sær crystals, but none of these things could ever be used in the way you are thinking. There are no powerful magic spells, no magicians who need only to fidget with their wands to cast fireballs or deadly ice rain. Sorry to disappoint you. Although, I have to add, your naivety amuses me."

	Why had I even bothered to ask? The cat finished the fish in a few bites, meticulously cleaned itself, and then asked, "So what's your story? Were you traveling alone? No female by your side? Or haven't you caught one yet?"

	There it was again. That infinitely deep, numbing pain. People kept saying that time heals all wounds, but what if it wasn’t wounds, but a heart of glass that had shattered into a million pieces? I stared at the ground.

	"Jenny... my wife," I continued, "was killed in a car accident last year."

	Thousands of images instantly went through my head like an old film reel being played in an endless loop. Our first meeting when I literally bumped into her at the skating rink, our wedding three years later, the farm we bought in Southwestern Germany with our savings, a place where we had planned to build our personal garden of Eden.

	I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to force my mind to stop the flood of images and memories.

	"The streets were icy, her car slid off the road. When the paramedics got there, she was already dead," I mumbled.

	Phoenix looked at me and blinked. "I’m sorry." It sounded sincere. Which was a bit unusual, because the cat usually spoke to me with a rather snippy, ironic tone in its voice.

	I took my cell phone out of my pocket, opened the image gallery and showed the cat one of Jenny’s pictures. It was the two of us on our farm, wearing cowboy hats, blue jeans and summer shirts. 

	"Looks... looks pretty," Phoenix said with narrowed eyes, and then quickly added, "For a human."

	"Oh yes, she was," I sighed. "She was really smart, too. She spoke three languages and worked as an interpreter. But at the same time, she was so humble and caring. I never understood what she saw in me, but we really and truly loved each other. I know it sounds cheesy, but it was love at first sight. And that never wore off. We still had so many plans. I guess some things just aren't meant to be," I said, trying to hide the pain this caused me. "Pretty much everything in life ends up as a tragedy sooner or later."

	"That’s not a very positive attitude towards life," Phoenix said, looking at me with sad eyes.

	I winked at the cat, patted its head, and said, "Don’t worry, I promise I won’t let anything happen to you." At least I wasn’t bitten for it.

	"As if I needed the help of a human," the cat grumbled.

	"You know, I had a Siamese cat when I was a kid. It was a very loyal companion. You remind me a bit of her. Very fond childhood memories."

	Sæla suddenly materialized next to us. I flinched. I just could not get used to that. The two of them had the ability to move so fast that I perceived them in that state only as fleeting shadows, if at all.

	"At least you could have left something for me," Sæla said disappointedly. Phoenix puked out a hairball and pointed a paw at it.

	"No thanks, I’ll pass," Sæla said in disgust.

	I reached into my backpack and tossed him the last of the energy bars I always carried with me when traveling.

	"Oh cool, a Wega 4000!" He sat down and ate the bar with relish.

	Then I remembered the note that the bartender had given me. The transcript of the scroll from the shrine. I had almost forgotten it in all the events of the day.

	"Tell me," I asked, handing Sæla the note, "Have you ever seen something like this? Or perhaps you know something about it?"

	Sæla took the note and looked at it, while Phoenix peeked at it from the side. I noticed that the cat’s pupils widened.

	"Oh yes," said Sæla instantly. "Of course. Everyone does. This is an ancient Verðldian nursery rhyme. It’s called "Elfin’s Tale." Everyone knows about it." He grinned widely. "You know this is all about you, don’t you?"

	"Me?" I said in surprise and laughed out loud. "No way. I am, you will probably have noticed by now, no warrior. And not that old."

	The cat looked at me piercingly. "I have to agree with that," said Phoenix. "He can’t even catch his own food."

	"Well, thank you very much," I said to the cat, "Could you maybe just once be nice for a change?"

	Phoenix looked at me again, thought about it for a moment and then simply said, "No."

	"Don’t listen to this fur-ball," Sæla said. "You have a sword," and pointing his finger at the camera on my belt, "And the camera." I looked down at the camera and then at the sword that was still lashed to my backpack. When I looked back at him, Sæla had turned the page over and was staring at the blank back side of the paper. "Where’s the rest?" he asked.

	"The rest? What do you mean?"

	"The last part is missing."

	Before he could explain further, Phoenix suddenly looked up.

	"Oh no! Not now!" the cat exclaimed.

	At the same time, I heard strange, whizzing sounds all around us. A moment later I realized what was making them: we were under attack. Heavy attack.

	Out of the dark, hundreds of arrows rained down upon us. In a deadly rain, they drilled into the forest floor. It had been a huge mistake to build a fire. We might just as well have set up a huge neon sign with a flashing arrow pointing at our camp.

	"Get Ylja!" I yelled at Sæla, but he was already a shadow again.

	"Quick, use your sword!" screamed Phoenix.

	I was not a swordsman. Never once had I held a gun or weapon of any kind. So what could I possibly do with a Samurai sword? Especially against arrows fired at us by an army that hid in the darkness of the forest? In panic, I crouched back on my hands and knees, as if I could dodge the arrows that struck the forest floor all around us.

	"Damn it, human, use your sword! Hurry! Do it now!" snarled the cat as the arrows continued to rain mercilessly down on us. Phoenix was trying to dodge the arrows with smooth zig-zag movements.

	I desperately needed Sæla and Ylja. I could only hope they would get here quickly. I shouted their names as loudly as I could, while I reached for the sword and tore it off the backpack’s Velcro straps. 

	In that instant, so many things happened simultaneously that it felt as though it was all moving in slow-motion.

	As I reached for the sword, the MD player fell to the ground. From the corner of my eye I noticed how the small red disc began to spin and the display announced the fourth track to be played. U2: Where The Streets Have No Name.

	By then, I was already pulling the sword out of its lacquered, wooden scabbard. The moment my hand gripped it, everything around me ceased to exist. I found myself in a dark void, hearing only a voice speaking to me. All the chaos around me was, at least for the moment, silenced.

	There was only me, the sword, the darkness and that voice. It was a clear, deep voice that seemed to have no origin but instead came from everywhere at once.

	"To serve the one I was forged for, in Himinioðurr’s solitude, for he must pay the price. Body and mind. Alpha to Omega. So be it."

	As if the devil's clock had struck midnight, the darkness released its grip on me and suddenly, I was back in the forest again. In shock and disbelief, I blinked at the arrows that still fell around us like rain, then slowly looked down at the sword I held in my left hand. I felt no pain, but saw blood running down that hand. The drops of blood started to drip toward the forest floor, but stopped just before they hit the ground. As if defying gravity and all the laws of physics, it suddenly began flowing back to my hand.

	I felt like a puppet, nothing more than a marionette that’s been robbed of its own will. The sword had taken control of my body. Any effort to control it or move it in another direction was pointless. The mere attempt made me feel like my arm was breaking. The sword’s hilt began to glow a bright blue color, then suddenly sent a burst of light up through the canopy of leaves. Like a Bengali fire, it immersed the sky in a shimmering, pale blue sea of colors which under other circumstances might have been considered a beautiful aurora.

	Immediately, I could see the surrounding area much better.

	"Behind me!" I yelled at the cat. Phoenix glared at me, but did as I said. Just in time, as with the help of the katana, I managed to fend off half a dozen arrows barely an inch before they would have pierced the cat’s body.

	However, as I did so, one of the countless other arrows pierced my right shoulder and I screamed in pain. It burned like fire. Only then did I remember the armor we had bought. I should have worn it. Why didn't I wear it, for god's sake? But there was no time to think about that now. The backpack was too far away. The sword granted me no rest, splitting and tearing apart the arrows that came down on us with absolute speed and precision, in a way my eyes were almost unable to follow.

	The forest floor now looked like a pincushion. But as suddenly as it began, so abruptly the deadly rain of arrows ended again. I gritted my teeth and tore the arrow from my shoulder. I felt the stream of blood running down my chest. I looked up. Terrible, barbarous screams echoed from the depths of the forest, mixed with the clanking of steel.

	"They’re coming!" screamed Phoenix from behind me.

	"Who’s coming?" I was already out of breath. It felt like all the energy was slowly but surely draining from my body.

	Then I saw them. Dark, soulless creatures with glowing red eyes and unnaturally long claws. They must have been over seven feet tall and their heads looked like a horse’s head with a wolf’s muzzle. Armed with rusty, medieval-looking swords, they stormed toward us, simultaneously coming at us from all directions. Their wild, demonic faces disfigured into hate-filled grimaces. There were far more than I could possibly count. Hundreds, maybe thousands. Even worse, I couldn’t see any end to the masses of creatures streaming toward us.

	If I was supposed to die now, everything would have come to an end. In some godforsaken forest in a realm beyond earth. Why did that not surprise me? And why did I accept it as an immutable fact? I looked up to the sky. Through the thickets of branches and leaves that rustled in the wind, I saw the stars shining brightly beyond the aurora created by the sword. Maybe scientists were right and the human soul was accelerated to the speed of light at the moment of death. Even the slightest bit of hope that I might be reunited with Jenny again in another place or another plane of existence, even as absurd and theatrical as it might sound, brought me an unexpected peace. Although I would never have imagined such a death. Life, after all, is a succession of lessons, which must be lived to be understood.

	Yet, at the same time, I felt something else arising from the deepest depths of my soul. A feeling as rare to me as a well-cut and skillfully polished diamond: anger.

	All those people in Fàilte seemed so innocent. They were scared to the bone. I could sense that. Sæla and even Ylja only came here because of me, because they mistook me for whatever or whoever they thought I was. Those creatures wouldn't even spare that poor, defenseless cat that had only tried to help me. So if I was about to die, I wanted to take as many of them with me as possible. I wouldn't give up that easily. My hands clasped the katana's hilt as tightly as possible. They had sowed the wind and would have to reap the whirlwind now.

	The creatures came closer. Less than fifty yards between us.

	As they rushed toward me, the sword instantly began to direct my movements. Like an acrobat, I avoided the first sword strokes coming from the right and left. The blade of my sword cut surprisingly smoothly through the creatures that flowed toward me. I tried to position myself in front of a tree, to offer Phoenix at least some protection. But I had the impression that for every creature I killed, two others appeared in front of me. I guided the blade as swiftly as I could - or rather the blade guided me - but the sheer number of monsters running toward us was too large. When two of the creatures tried to attack me at the same time, I hit the first one with the hilt of the sword so that it fell backward and dragged the two attackers next to it to the ground.

	I used the few seconds I gained by this to grab a surprised Phoenix by the neck and hurl the cat with all my strength onto the tree behind me. I heard claws digging into tree bark as the cat climbed up and disappeared toward its top. But in doing this, I made the foolish mistake of letting my guard down, even if only for a short moment.

	The katana parried another two attacks coming from in front of me, but just as I released Phoenix, one of the creatures managed to land a sword blow on my left shoulder. I could immediately feel the burning yet cold sensation of the wound. I moved to the left and beheaded the attacker with one swift motion but I knew well that I wouldn't be able to hold out much longer.

	The sword was heavier than it looked, and not only the wounds but also the sword itself seemed to be draining me.

	Then, directly in front of me, the ranks of attackers split with a thunderous screaming and I saw a shadow fighting its way to me. Sæla materialized to my left, and a few seconds later, I saw Ylja exit her shadow mode behind me.

	Sæla had a cut on his cheek, and green blood trickled down from it. He fought so fiercely that I might have mistaken him for someone else if the circumstances had been different. I realized that despite his friendly and lighthearted nature, he was not to be underestimated.

	Ylja seemed far angrier than I had ever imagined she could be. Her eyes literally glowed red, in an eerie contrast to the night sky, which was still shimmering a light blue. She held one of her daggers in each hand. Her body was covered with black blood. I suddenly noticed Sæla staring at me, open-mouthed. His left eye twitched, and he whistled sharply.

	"Ylja, look at him!" he shouted.

	"Not now! I’m a little busy, in case you hadn’t noticed!" she shouted back at him, as she beheaded three of the creatures in one, swift motion. I tried my best to ignore the sound of the heads hitting the ground with a wet thump.

	"Damn it, Ylja, look at him, for god’s sake!"

	This finally caught her attention. Evidently, she was not used to hearing Sæla talk like that. She turned her head and looked at me, apparently seeing the wounds in my shoulder. The gleaming light in her eyes instantly disappeared.

	"It's just a scratch!" I gasped, not even sure if that was true or not. I still felt the blood running down both sides of my upper body. Ylja didn't move. She only continued to stare at me. Then she stumbled against the tree behind me.

	"Sæla!" I shouted, "Something’s wrong with her!" She bit her lower lip so hard that I could see a trickle of green blood running down her chin. Her eyes had widened in a mix of dismay and surprise.

	One of the creatures behind her raised its sword, aiming for her head, which was still turned toward me. With my last ounce of strength, I pushed away from the ground, leapt forward, and caught the attacker’s blade barely an inch from Ylja’s head. My katana cut through the other sword as if it was made of plastic, then continued down to split the creature’s body in one smooth motion. I had no idea why I had done this, but there was no time to think about it now.

	"Oh, she’s not looking at the wound." Sæla’s laughter was a mix of euphoric joy and relief, as out of place as a birthday cake served at a funeral.

	"I told you, this is our Highwayman!" He took a step forward and pushed back some of the attacking monsters with his sword, and by doing so, granted me a moment to breathe.

	I realized that I was at the end of my tether. I was shivering all over, and no longer able to stand. I slammed the blade of the katana into the ground and propped myself up on the hilt. I knelt on the forest floor, breathing heavily as I watched the drops of sweat dripping from my forehead in slow-motion. Sæla finally tore me out of my thoughts. "I’m sorry to say it, buddy, but I’m afraid we’re not going to last much longer."

	Chaos reigned all around us.

	"Damned weakling!" yelled Ylja as she rammed her daggers into two more of the creatures, but I didn’t know whom she meant. On the other hand, this was the last thing I needed to worry about now. At least she had apparently recovered herself again. Without a doubt, she was a deadly, well-trained warrior. But even her abilities had their limits, and there seemed no foreseeable end to the attacking hoards. I felt the ground tremble as the creatures streamed toward us.

	My gaze inevitably slid to my right shoulder. The wound was bleeding heavily, but apparently wasn’t too deep. Under the circumstances, I was lucky to still be able to move my arm reasonably well. It hurt like hell though.

	Only then did I see what Sæla had meant by his remark, and what had caused Ylja to stare at me in astonishment. Through the torn, white T-shirt, the leather necklace that I wore around my neck dangled in front of me. A talisman I had received from Jenny as a Christmas gift a few years ago: two small, separate wings made out of silver.

	Separate wings... broken wings… I remembered the words of the rhyme. In disbelief, I stared at the wings. Could this really be? If that was true... if that was really true...

	Benevolent eyes of friendly strangers... it echoed back and forth in my head ...then send him on a quest of danger.

	I reached for the camera, yanked it off the snap hook and pressed the button on the front. "Get next to me! Hurry up!" I shouted at them.

	The optics slowly extended together with the black leather bellows.

	Touched by grasping hands of doom...

	With bloody hands, I clamped the lock on the lens until it clicked into place. I closed my eyes and with trembling fingers, pressed the trigger.

	...the warrior prevails against the gloom.

	The next thing I knew, the welcome darkness that embraced me was pierced by voices coming from afar.

	In confusion, I dragged myself out of the comforting dream world, forced myself to open my eyes... and found myself staring at the ceiling. I was lying on a couch. My couch! In my own living room! I blinked several times as I tried to sort out all the emotions and images that flooded my memories. At first, my eyes turned to the left, staring at the armrest where my head was lying. I must have fallen asleep. My eyes slowly moved to the right, looking at the TV, on which a converted McLaren M6GT had just started a car chase. David Morgan's "Drive" marked the intro of Hardcastle & McCormick. I took a deep breath, then looked at the ceiling again.

	It was a bright, sunny day. The living room was flooded by bright daylight. I could hear the familiar sound of chirping birds coming from outside. Through the big, rectangular window to the right of the TV, I saw the branches of my magnolia tree gracefully swaying in the wind. It was comfortably warm, and the scent of flowers filled the air.

	I almost had to laugh. That was undoubtedly the craziest and most intense dream I’d ever had in my entire life.

	With immeasurable relief, I took another deep breath and started to rub my eyes.

	Only then did I notice the stabbing pain in the upper part of my body. In confusion, I looked down at myself. A white bandage covered both of my shoulders.

	"Hey Prince Adam, are you awake? Dude, we've been sooo worried about you!"

	I slowly turned my head. On the chair next to my sofa, in front of the TV, sat a man in a red, floral Hawaiian shirt. He was wearing an Oakland Athletics Baseball Cap and holding a bag of popcorn in his hands, waving at me and smiling widely.

	Sæla.


 

	When darkness falls and swallows light

	Three lonesome shadows in the night

	To grounds so sacred fate then brings

	The awaited Warrior With Broken Wings

	 

	When two moons azure share the skies

	At Grund’s great halls the answer lies

	The holy men shall do this favor

	For him in turn to be their savior

	 

	His fateful journey perilous

	Begins with verse mysterious

	Benevolent eyes of friendly strangers

	Then send him on a quest of danger

	 

	 


 

	Touched by grasping hands of doom

	The warrior prevails against the gloom

	And urging voices from the past

	Reach from the netherworld at last

	 

	Three's company shall then unite

	And flee grave danger in the night

	With sword and pistol by his side

	He seeks revenge for those who died

	 

	In darkest hour the knight shall find

	In deepest places all but blind

	A long lost friendly guiding light

	That once had vowed to make it right

	 


Flynn

	 

	All the things that had happened to me, all those things I had prayed were just part of some crazy dream, they were all real. I finally had to accept that it wasn't a dream. And apparently, I wasn't lying in a coma somewhere either.

	I dropped my head back onto the leather armrest, closed my eyes, and slowly inhaled and exhaled several times to calm myself down before I tried to sit up. My upper body ached as if I had been run over several times. Not just by a car, but by Grave Digger.

	Slowly, the memory of the events in the forest came back to me and then kept looping in front of my mind’s eye.

	"How long have we been here?" I finally asked.

	"Not that long, just a few hours," Sæla said, still looking at the television.

	"You got a nice home, by the way." And pointing toward the stack of DVDs in front of the TV, he added, "Great collection, this is so awesome!"

	I was still feeling a bit dizzy, and I felt a strange mix of panic and disappointment raging inside of me. A part of me had apparently been hoping for everything to be some kind of dream or nightmare. But if this wasn’t a dream...

	"Ylja, he’s awake!" Sæla shouted toward the hallway. 
I frowned. The living room door to the right of the sofa opened, and suddenly I was staring at Ylja. She was wearing one of Jenny’s shirts over her outfit and holding a green bowl in her hand. She must have found the shirt in Jenny’s wardrobe. The daggers were still held in place by the belts on her thigh, as I noticed with discomfort.

	"Eat!" she said in a snippy voice.

	With a helpless and questioning look on my face, I turned to Sæla.

	"Nah, no worries, pal, it’s not poisoned." Sæla grinned and took a handful of popcorn out of the bag. 

	Ylja rudely slammed the bowl onto the small, wooden table in front of me, spilling some of its contents, and then disappeared silently into the hallway. At the sight of the soup, I realized how terribly hungry I was. I picked up the ceramic bowl and began eating. It didn’t taste half bad, contrary to what I had expected. And most importantly, it really wasn’t poisoned.

	Afterward, I felt much better. But in my head, the voices now screamed even louder, demanding an explanation.

	"What happened?" I asked Sæla.

	"You brought us here with the camera." He raised his hands and shook his head. "Don’t ask me how, but we were suddenly here on your farm. I can tell you, that was so very close." He grabbed himself some more popcorn. "Want some?" I nodded and he handed me the bag without ever taking his eyes off the TV.

	I had to find out exactly what the camera was and what this was all about. But how? I had far more questions than there could possibly be answers for. And the longer I thought about it, the more clueless and lost I felt. The only thing that seemed certain was that this all revolved around the camera. Jan's camera. I stood up and tried my best to ignore the pain pulsing through my upper body. Still a bit unsteady, I managed to walk into the kitchen with the empty soup bowl in my hand. Ylja was sitting at the small, white table in the corner of the room, staring at a filled soup bowl in front of her. Her eyes narrowed when she saw me enter.

	"Thanks, that was really good," I said, trying to sound as friendly as possible.

	Jenny's red and black plaid shirt suited her well, and I had to admit, she looked pretty good in it. I wished that I had taken her clothes to the donation center, as I had intended to do for a long time. However, Ylja couldn't possibly walk around half-naked. At least not in this world. Nevertheless, I would have preferred that she had taken one of my shirts instead.

	As I went back to the hallway, I noticed her reflection in the glass door looking after me as I left the kitchen. I couldn’t quite interpret the look on her face, but at least it wasn’t overtly hostile.

	In the adjoining room, I opened my closet, took out a shirt and somehow managed to put it on. My body was aching and I felt utterly drained. It wasn’t just the wounds, either. I felt as if I’d been beaten up by an entire motorcycle gang.

	In the living room, Sæla was still sitting in front of the TV, watching the rest of that Hardcastle & McCormick episode.

	"I think we’re making progress! She hasn’t tried to kill me recently," I remarked jokingly and pointed at the kitchen.

	Sæla grinned. "Well, you see, this just turned out to be very interesting. Not only yabba but also dabba-doo if you know what I mean."

	I didn’t. But he continued before I could reply.

	"You, my friend, managed to save my sister’s life. Which is more of an achievement than you may be able to comprehend at this point. On top of that, you are the guy the prophecy told us about. To sum it up, you don’t have to worry about her killing you anymore. Rather the contrary."

	"On the contrary? Like having a tiger by its tail, huh?" I said.

	"Oh, you have no idea how right you are!" he replied somewhat cryptically, then laughed out loud about the private joke.

	Saving her had been nothing more than a reflex. The scenes in the forest went through my head again like bolts of lightning. None of us deserved to die that way.

	"I suppose those creatures in the forest, the ones that attacked us, were the Myrkr?" I asked. He paused the DVD, leaving a laughing Brian Keith gazing at me from the TV screen.

	"Yes," Sæla sighed. "That kinda fits the vague descriptions we got."

	"Why did they attack us?"

	"I’d like to know that myself. I don’t even know where they came from. We weren’t that far away from Fàilte. The whole thing makes no sense whatsoever."

	I had to find answers. I got up and shuffled down the hall to my study. When the light came on and I saw the room, I immediately wished I'd cleaned up a bit before I left for Japan. It was rather messy. The place was packed with showcases, photo accessories, tripods, light boxes and backdrops, as well as books and magazines on photography techniques and picture editing. In the left corner, amid the chaos, stood my desk. In contrast to the rest of the room, I always tried to keep my desk tidy, which made it look like an out of place foreign object.

	I turned on the computer and watched the lights of the little black box flashing merrily as they booted up the computer's operating system. The tiny Mini PC reliably performed even complex tasks such as image or video editing. At the same time, it was small enough that it would easily fit in a shoulder bag for when I had to stay in some foreign country for a couple of weeks.

	I opened the browser and performed an internet search for "Fàilte." Apparently, it was an old Gaelic word that meant "Welcome." But as interesting as that was, it still didn’t help me a bit. No clues about other worlds, dimensions, kingdoms or monsters. Nowhere on the internet.

	I finally tried to search for my cousin by putting his name into the search field. Jan Bruehl. Again, I only found references to people with the same name, the usual social media comments and some mentions of his travel guidebook. No useful or revealing tracks. What had I hoped to find? I scanned the search results. One link, on the fifth page, finally caught my attention.

	"Jan Bruehl – An Obituary." He had actually written his own obituary? The domain was a foreign, free subdomain for webspace. When I hesitantly clicked on it, the link brought me to his page. A black and white picture of my cousin smiled at me from a black background. Just as I remembered him. Full beard, good-natured eyes, sympathetic smile. Other than that, the page appeared to be empty. I scrolled up and down several times without any result.

	I furrowed my brow. Even clicking the picture did not help. I moved the cursor across the page, but there were no links on the page. In one last, desperate attempt, I right-clicked and chose "mark all." It would mark everything found on that page.

	Suddenly, small letters stood out against the background. The text was written on the black background in black letters that now lit up in white.

	"Great. Another puzzle, just what I needed." I shook my head. What was this all about? At least I knew the text. Very well, actually. The Boys of Summer. 1984. The song, performed by Eagles frontman and drummer Don Henley, was an '80s classic. Personally, I had always considered it to be equally as beautiful as it was sad. Henley had been very successful when he went solo in the '80s and wrote the song together with Mike Campbell, whose guitar solo could be heard at the beginning. The song was about the past and disillusion, broken dreams and hopes. My thoughts circled around the music video filmed in black and white.

	Suddenly, it all fell into place. Why hadn't I thought of it earlier? Under normal circumstances, I would have paid much more attention to it. I simply ignored it at first and then forgot about it when all hell broke loose with Jenny and my best friend Mark passing away. I couldn't possibly have known what I held in my hands. And even so, I never would have believed it, assuming it to be some crazy story, the product of a troubled mind. But now, after the events of the last few days, after everything I had seen with my own eyes... it felt as if the laws of logic and reason had ceased to exist. This caused the walls of my inner self to tumble.

	All of a sudden, I discovered that everything I believed to be real was actually built on quicksand. And I was sitting in the upper part of an hourglass at the moment, watching the grains of sand slowly disappear, one after another.

	I got up from my chair, went to the hallway and headed for the adjoining stair railing that led straight down to the basement.

	Everything was exactly as it was when I left it two weeks ago. The fluorescent tube mounted to the small room’s ceiling flickered on. I went to the heavy-duty rack and pulled out the brown moving box with Jan’s belongings, then went into the living room, put it on the table in front of the sofa and opened it.

	At first glance, there was nothing unusual or extraordinary among all the things in the box. But I was searching for something very specific: the small, black film reel. I took the end of the celluloid film strip in between my fingers and held it up to the light.

	"Sæla, turn off the TV and pull the shades!" I said excitedly.

	"Oh man, just when it was getting exciting!" he complained.
"Ylja, would you please join us?" I called in the direction of the corridor.

	"What’s going on?" Sæla looked questioningly at me as he set the popcorn bag aside and turned off the TV. He got up to pull the shades and then sat back down.

	"I think I’ve found something that will hopefully answer a few of our questions," I said, still gazing at the film reel.

	The small, palm-sized black reel I held in my hand contained an old Super 8 celluloid film. These were quite common until the mid to late 1980s. Whole movies existed on Super 8, even though the bigger film reels only carried around four hundred feet of film material, which equaled eighteen minutes of play time. The smaller reels that were used for taping home videos had only a play time of around four minutes. Even nowadays it was still used by a few art lovers as a niche product or art object. Its development, if not carried out in a darkroom by oneself, was only offered by one last company based in the US. I hurried to my study, and on my way I met Ylja coming down the hallway.

	"I’ll be right back, just have to get something," I told her. She said nothing and silently went to join Sæla in the living room.

	Arriving in my room, I opened one of my showcases and took out a heavy, black box, which had been resting unused in the bottom compartment for several years now. I went back into the living room with it. Sæla and Ylja already sat on the couch and looked at me expectantly as I entered the room again.

	"This film," I explained, pointing to the plastic reel lying on the table, "is an old Super 8 celluloid film."

	Sæla took it and held the end of the film up to the light. "Wow, that’s awesome, ancient home video technology!" He now sounded just as excited as I was.

	"Could someone please translate that?" asked Ylja in an annoyed tone.

	I turned to her. "You see, these are old movies on 8mm celluloid strips. At first it used to be 8mm, later commonly called Super 8. This one is a self-recorded film, only about fifteen meters long, equaling only a couple of minutes of playing time at up to twenty-four frames per second. It’s not much, but decades ago, at least on Earth, it was the only way to capture and preserve memories or personal experiences on film." I opened the suitcase and put a black projector on the table. "And this is how we’ll be able to watch it."

	"Cool! Retro-Netflix! That thing still works?" Sæla asked excitedly. He grabbed his popcorn bag again.

	"Sure," I said. "These projectors are solid and were built with great precision, so they still work well. Oh, and I even have some old films here on celluloid." I took one of the rectangular plastic cases out of the suitcase and tossed it to Sæla.

	"Oh my goodness! This Island Earth! I want to see that one!"

	Ylja just rolled her eyes.

	I laughed. "Maybe later. First of all, I want to see what’s on this reel here. It’s part of my cousin’s belongings, which I received after he passed away. At first I didn’t pay any attention to it, which apparently was a grave mistake."

	Ylja handed me the film reel. I clipped it to the front bobbin holder while threading the filmstrip through the projector onto an empty reel and pointing it at the white wall behind the couch. I flipped the light switch and it went dark in the room. We all stared at the white wall in expectation. Then I fumbled for the switch on the projector, which started the familiar clacking to spin the coils and pull the celluloid through the holders. I focused the picture... and there was my cousin, waving into the camera.


The 4th Guest

	 

	Jan looked ragged, and his slim face was covered with several cuts and abrasions. Nevertheless, he still carried his good-natured look and his kind and honest smile. He rubbed his beard nervously and looked into the camera.

	"Hi, Thomas." The speakers of the projector crackled.

	"If you see this, well, I guess I’m... dead."

	He laughed, tormented, and winked into the camera.

	"Don’t worry, I can assure you that it was worth it."

	He tried to smile but then started to cough. He sat in a black chair in front of a blue wall, wearing a white smoking jacket with a black bow tie, and looked straight into the camera.

	"My God, Thomas, I’ve seen things you cannot imagine. Unfortunately, every light falls dark someday. The light that burns twice as bright burns half as long. And I was infinitely lucky to have burned so very brightly for some time."

	"I like that guy," Sæla said. "Very simpatico."

	"Shh!" I said.

	Jan continued, "I only have a few minutes. These film rolls aren't very long. Can you believe this? It's so ironic. We're living in the 21st century where everyone is using highspeed internet and cell phones but I'm sitting here taping myself on an obsolete video system. But it will be the only way to send you a message. I know they monitor my internet connection. After they have finally killed me, they will take my computer and anything else they might consider to be of value. I have set several wrong tracks and dead ends, and I can only hope I will be able to buy you some extra time."

	Time for what? I suddenly felt deeply sad and depressed, as I realized that these were the last words of my cousin, his audiovisual last will, addressed to me. I had to pull myself together.

	"Listen, I got drawn into something terrible by... well, let’s call it an unfortunate incident. God, how I envy you. No one on Earth has a clue what's really going on." He stared into the camera. "Thomas, there are fantastic worlds out there, and forces at work beyond imagination. Yes, you heard me right. Other worlds besides Earth. But now I'm afraid it's all balanced on a razor's edge. I... I tried so hard to help..." He looked down with sad eyes and sighed. "But it was not enough. Hreggsál, one of those worlds, was just obliterated."

	Ylja pressed her lips together as she stared at the screen, tears filling her eyes.

	Hreggsál? I had to ask them about it afterward.

	"That means they will gather their forces, and then Verðld will be ambushed next. And after that, I am afraid, they won’t stop, but go straight for Earth." Jan shook his head. Tears were running down his cheeks.

	"I couldn’t stop it," he sobbed. "I’m so sorry, so terribly, terribly sorry." Nervously, he quickly ran his hands through his black hair and then took something out of his pocket. He held it up to the camera with a tormented smile, still in tears.

	"I failed, but at least I was able to save this. This tiny sphere is what they were after. I'm not sure why, but they were willing to kill millions just to get their hands on it."

	"Whoa! The Eye of Hreggsál!" Sæla shouted in surprise.

	The small, pea-sized sphere he held up was shimmering with a glaring red light. "I’ll deactivate it, put it into the Zeiss-Ikon camera and pray that they don’t consider it to be of importance. I know you will eventually use it, you’re a photographer after all, and that’s what you do. It has the ability to make you jump." He shrugged his shoulders.

	"It’s all old legends and folklore." He held up the sphere and waved it back and forth, then pulled a yellow note with burnt edges from his pocket. "And not even from Earth. But theoretically, you jump from here to there." He moved his hand frantically from right to left and ran his hands through his hair again. He was shaking. "God, so much to explain and no time... no more time." Jan paused, shook his head, sniffed, and then forced himself to continue. "But this little bit of time is all we have left. Apart from hope that is. So please listen carefully. This," he held the red sphere in front of the camera lens, "is also some kind of universal transmitter and receiver. I guess that’s why they want it so badly. It won’t activate again until you use the camera for the first time. So whether or not you believe me or can make sense of anything I’ve said, please be ready. As soon as you push that camera trigger, all hell will break loose." He looked into the camera intently.

	His lips quivered. "Please do whatever you can to stop it. If you cannot prevent it from happening, Earth and whatever is left of Verðld will be completely wiped out."

	He leaned back in his chair.

	"They will be after you very soon. Someone extremely powerful and influential is spinning an enormous spider’s web." He took a deep breath before he continued. "You won't believe it, but this all leads back to Chade. You know me, Thomas, I'm the last person to buy into conspiracy theories, but believe me, this has been meticulously planned for many, many years. And they are definitely not afraid of anyone. They're above the law. Any law. The godless creatures that destroyed Hreggsál only act upon orders. They are good fighters, yes, but soulless and lacking a free will. They can only enter Earth after Verðld has fallen. And whoever is behind Chade will do everything they can to find you and kill you once they realize it is you who is using the sphere. Trust no one. If you must use the internet, do it only with a VPN. Only use your phone in an emergency, otherwise keep it turned off. Cover your tracks as best you can. They must not find you, and they must not get the camera. You cannot imagine how important this is."

	Panic suddenly began to spread inside me as I realized that I had just been doing exactly that – searching the internet without a VPN or any measure of precaution. Had I already drawn their attention to us? I had to force myself to focus and listen to what Jan was saying.

	He leaned forward again and said softly, "I wish I could help you, Thomas. I really do. And please believe me, I am sorry, so very sorry. We all have to make a sacrifice..." He raised his left hand and waved at the camera. "Good luck. You’ll need it."

	The projector pulled the end of the celluloid strip through the guiding rail. Jan's image on the living room wall instantly disappeared. The end of the film strip began to rhythmically beat against the projector with each spin of the rear spool, leaving an empty, white window of light projected on the wall.

	After a few seconds, I broke free of my mental prison and flipped the projector’s main switch. The clacking of the celluloid slowed down and the two reels stopped spinning. As if in a trance, I went over to the light switch and turned it on again.

	"Hreggsál?" I asked.

	Sæla and Ylja exchanged ambiguous looks. It was Sæla who spoke first.

	"That’s... the other dimension with access to ours." He stared at the floor. "Ylja has been there a few times," he added bashfully.

	Ylja cleared her throat, then explained, "Our planets didn't communicate much. There was almost no contact between our royal houses in the last few cycles. When we got word about what had happened, it was already too late. But we never suspected it might have been deliberate." Her eyes lit up as she said this, and I knew it was the look of vengeance.

	"Did either of you know my cousin?" I asked to change the subject.

	Both were shaking their heads. I removed the rear reel from the projector and took it to the open fireplace in the back left corner of the living room. On the mantel, there was always a box of matches and a package of priming cubes which I used for making a fire on particularly cold winter days. I emptied the box of priming cubes over the film reel and set it on fire. With a flickering, yellow flame the celluloid lit up and slowly started to melt.

	"Farewell," I said softly. I really wanted to keep the film, but if our situation was that serious, I just could not take the risk, as much as I would have liked to.

	"So tell me, either of you, what is the Eye of Hreggsál?" I asked as I turned around again to face the two of them.

	Ylja answered first. "Hreggsál’s artifact and source of their royal power. It is very... powerful... as you have experienced for yourself. Normally, crossing the dimensions is only possible for members of the royal family. We can create a portal that will take us to either the next or the previous world in line. So from Verðld, we could go to either Hreggsál or Earth. But it takes a lot of energy."

	"Personally, I never jump more than once within 24 hours. Otherwise the jump gets completely unreliable, and you can't be sure you'll end up where you mean to," Sæla remarked.

	"I've done it twice in the same day on several occasions," Ylja said.

	Sæla rolled his eyes and concluded, "That also means it was the Eye of Hreggsál that's been making you jump."

	Ylja looked at me questioningly. "Who is Chade?" she asked.

	I shook my head. I still could hardly believe it. "It's not a "who" but a "what." The Chade corporation started as a tech company over a decade ago. They became wildly popular, both with the press and with investors, by providing inexpensive servers and software solutions to the big global players. Over the years, they grew larger and more influential, and began buying TV stations, media companies and newspapers. Even the 5G cellular networks are operated by them these days." I shrugged my shoulders. "There were even some rumors about them buying their way into politics, but no one could tell if that was true or not."

	I desperately tried to connect the dots. But why would a tech company be after the Eye of Hreggsál? How did they even know about it in the first place? They already had nearly unlimited power and resources. What were they after now?

	It was only then that I realized I no longer had the camera with me. My hands groped at the place it had been hanging, on the hook clipped to my cargo pants.

	"Where is the camera?"

	"Don’t worry, it’s safe. It's lying in the yard with your other things," Sæla said.

	I ran down the hall and opened the door. The sun was shining, and everything looked the same as always. So ordinary and familiar. I knew that at least for me, from now on the world would seem like nothing more than a fragile facade. People were going to work, traveling and taking well-earned vacations. All without knowing anything about the imminent dangers that were just waiting to plunge everything into chaos and destruction. Even worse, I couldn’t tell if that knowledge was a blessing or a curse.

	Outside the door, the main house and the barn formed a U-shape. The only access to the courtyard was blocked by a wooden gate. I had covered the ground of the courtyard with white gravel last spring. I planted three lemon trees in the middle, framed by larger granite stones and decorated with red gravel. It looked idyllic, a bit like one of those Italian holiday resorts where people went to have some rest and slow-paced recreation.

	Except that in the middle of the courtyard there was now a grassy area with a diameter of about three yards. It was part of the forest where we were attacked. The camera had brought not only us but also a part of the scenery back to my home. It seemed like a misplaced foreign object on the white gravel. There were even some arrows still stuck in the ground.

	I frowned and slowly walked up to it, hearing the gravel crunch beneath my feet. The backpack with the sword was resting underneath one of the lemon trees. To my relief, the camera sat on top of it.

	Suddenly, a jolt of panic gripped me. "Where is Phoenix?" I shouted into the house. Ylja and Sæla came out of the entrance. Ylja just shrugged and shook her head.

	"Must still be back on Verðld. But don't worry, I'm sure that rascal has plenty of lives left," Sæla said reassuringly.

	My attention then fell on the sword. It had seemed to have a mind and will of its own. It felt incredibly disturbing when it took control of my body and my actions. I had still been able to move, but it was as if my entire self was running on autopilot. I bent down to pick it up. Then I suddenly felt a hand on my wrist.

	"Don’t do that."

	I startled. I had not heard or seen Ylja getting close to me and looked up at her in confusion. She was staring at the ground, and avoided looking me in the eyes. She slowly shook her head.

	"Don’t do that," she repeated, a warning tone in her voice. I pulled the hand she was now holding away from the sword and straightened up again.

	"Why not? What is it with this sword, anyway?" I asked her. But it was Sæla who answered, coming over to me from the front door.

	"It's an omega soul sword. Neither of us has ever seen one or would touch one, but since you drew it, we can feel its presence clearly. It's powerful, oh yes. I mean, you used it, you must know what it's capable of. But it demands a very high price for its services."

	I remembered the strange words I had heard in the dark.

	To serve the one I was forged for, in Himinioðurr’s solitude, for he must pay the price. Body and mind. Alpha to Omega. So be it.

	"What price are we talking about here?" I asked.

	Ylja still kept looking at the ground with sad eyes.

	"Life," she said, after a few seconds.

	Life? What did she mean by that?

	"It converts life energy, channels it and uses it against your enemies," Sæla said.

	"And burns it at breathtaking speed," Ylja added. She finally let go of my hand.

	"Each time you use it, the sword burns about a year of your life. It feeds on your energy. Some kind of symbiotic hardcore Grayskull sword, if you want to put it that way. With very, very nasty side effects." Sæla pointed at the sword. "What I’m telling you is, don’t use it. It will kill you slowly but surely. If you must use it, only use it in a dire emergency, if you have no other choice left. But then be aware of the price you’ll have to pay."

	So that's why I suddenly felt so exhausted in the forest. It wasn't just my imagination. The sword had actually drained me. Nevertheless, I couldn't move as fast as Ylja or Sæla, and if I hadn't had the sword, I would surely be dead now, anyway. And so would Ylja.

	The camera was still resting on top of my backpack. I picked up both and carried them back to the house. Ylja and Sæla followed me.

	"What are we going to do now?" I asked without turning around. "Do either of you have a plan?" Neither of them answered me. Once I arrived in the living room, I put the backpack with the sword onto the couch. I felt angry. I had been drawn into something I could neither understand nor control. People had died, and everything seemed to be resting on my shoulders without my consent. I felt like I was the last person on earth anyone should bet their money on.

	"Think of something, and make it quick. In the meantime, I'm going to take a shower," I said, and left the living room again without looking back at them.

	On my way to the bathroom, I passed Jenny’s hobby room. She had always painted in there. In addition to the white easel and a two-door cupboard filled with painting supplies, a brown sofa to the right and a wardrobe to the left of the door filled the room. Some of her paintings, mainly showing the farm or the surrounding area, hung on the walls. Above the sofa, she had framed the signed Manowar tour poster we'd gotten at their concert, right after we started dating. It was there that I'd kissed her for the first time. All those memories rained down on me every time I set foot in this room. I just couldn't bear it, so at some point after her death I'd shut the door, and hadn’t had the heart to go back into the room since.

	Now, the door stood wide open. It seemed that Ylja had used the room and slept on the sofa. A brown blanket and a pillow were lying on it.

	"She was beautiful," I heard a voice say behind me. I closed my eyes in annoyance. Her sudden and silent appearances still startled me. I turned around. Ylja tilted her head and pointed at a photo in a black wooden frame standing on the dresser next to the easel.

	"Nothing lasts forever," I said to her in a sorrowful voice.

	"Who is that next to you?" she asked. The picture showed me standing in the middle with Jenny on my left, and my friend Mark on my right. His Christmas tree and then his apartment had caught fire just a few days after Christmas. The firefighters were only able to retrieve his remains. Within a few weeks, I had lost the two people who meant the most to me. I felt as if I was trapped in a neverending nightmare. There was only me left now, and I had already stopped feeling alive. I was racing down an empty highway and bit by bit felt all the bitter illusions and lies being blown off my back by the storm raging all around me. The worst thing about all of it was that there was no salvation in sight. But in the end, I knew that tears only aggravate restless thoughts.

	"Those are only shadows of the past, I’m afraid." I sighed.

	I didn't wait for an answer or another question and walked past her to the bathroom. I knew it was rude, but all I cared about right then was a shower.

	In front of the oval bathroom mirror, I carefully took off the bandage that covered the upper part of my chest. Whoever had dressed the wound knew what they were doing. The arrow wound had been treated with a clotting spray and skin closure strips, and the sword wound, about three inches long, had been neatly sutured. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror and instantly averted my eyes. All I saw was a young old man with only lost dreams.

	I looked awful, and frankly felt just as bad as I looked. For months, I had been all alone, and suddenly I was part of a group that had been assigned the task of saving the world. No, not even just one world, as if that wasn't enough already, but two worlds for the price of one. I now managed to find myself standing in the center of this hurricane while death and destruction raged all around me. Why me? They needed a battle-scarred elite soldier, not a disenchanted photographer who had already lost everything worth fighting for.

	Fate seemed like an unpredictable bitch who had fun pushing people into hopeless situations and then even further, when they were already at the end of their limits.

	I got in the shower. The water felt so incredibly good on my skin. I did my best to organize my thoughts and wash away the events I had experienced in the last couple of days. Although I wasn’t successful, at least I felt somewhat refreshed after the shower. I put on a fresh pair of beige cargo pants, a white T-shirt, a dark blue over shirt and black sneakers. The dressing turned out to be a bit difficult with my injuries, but anything was better than lying dead on the forest floor in a realm beyond earth. Which then led to a rather dismal thought. I realized that I would never be able to survive this. Not with my lack of luck. We were on a suicide mission, doomed to fail sooner or later. I suddenly had a very dark, ominous premonition. The only question was how it would end and where. On a field, in a medieval city, in a fight or someplace else? Whatever I did, there was no right or wrong anymore. Death himself awaited me with sharpened scythe, no matter which path I chose.

	I went to one of the showcases in my studio. As a rule, I kept all the regularly used pieces of my photography equipment there. In one of the lower compartments, I rummaged in a box of photo bags. Finally, I found what I was looking for: a small, dark brown rectangular leather bag on a long strap, in which I could carry the Zeiss-Ikon across my shoulder. It had a small, circular lock on the front. With the push of a button, it would open and I could access the camera without worrying about losing it. Just as I thought, it fit perfectly into the leather case. I pushed the top of the bag onto the lock ring, and it latched with a soft click.

	With the bag in my hand, I went back into the living room, where Ylja and Sæla sat on the sofa. They stopped talking to each other when I entered the room.

	"Have you come up with a plan?" I asked them.

	They shook their heads. I sighed.

	"Can’t you just take me to Verðld?"

	"No, unfortunately. We can open a portal for us to go through, but that’s only for us and inanimate objects. I’m afraid you would need to use the camera," Sæla said.

	Ylja added, "But if you did, we have no idea where it would take you."

	Was she worried about me? That was hard to imagine. Whatever we chose to do would be risky. And just sitting here wasn't only dangerous, but wouldn't help us in any way, either. I thought of that rhyme. What did it say next? Three's company shall then unite? But we were already together. That made no sense. And grave danger? I looked out the living room window at the majestic magnolia tree, hoping for it to impart some insight and wisdom to me. The glow of the setting sun dipped the green leaves into an orange-red sea of color.

	"Jan, what did you get yourself into?" I mumbled. The urging voices from the past was definitely Jan's message, but it still made no sense. How could an ancient prophecy be about me? And why was it written in a way that no one understood anything about it until it actually happened?

	Suddenly, Ylja and Sæla startled at the same time and dragged me out of my thoughts.

	"What’s wrong with you?" I asked.

	"Can you feel that?" Ylja looked at Sæla, anxious and confused. He also seemed to be highly agitated.

	"That’s impossible," said Sæla. The tone of his voice instantly put me on high alert, as it resonated with panic and horror.

	At that moment, the decision on how to proceed was taken away from us by force, when the main gate to my courtyard was destroyed by a deafening explosion.


Trinity

	 

	The explosion not only shook the walls of the living room, but caused the whole building to tremble. In the adjoining study room, I heard a smaller crash, probably caused by one of the shelves falling off the wall. I rushed into the kitchen, followed by Ylja and Sæla, as the kitchen window to the right of the room looked out on the courtyard.

	I saw the remains of what had once been my beautiful wooden gate scattered all throughout the courtyard. Smoke veiled the driveway, and some of the debris was still smoking or had caught fire.

	Suddenly, the clouds of smoke parted and a convoy of black BMW limousines with tinted windows drove quickly into the courtyard, surrounded by smoke and drifting dust particles. They all carried the Chade Corporation logo on their doors, a flaming arrow with "Chade" above it and "Corp" below it. So Jan was right. Not that I had doubted him, but it was still just so bizarre to imagine that they had anything to do with all this.

	As I watched the limousines enter the courtyard, I realized that my earlier fears had been well founded. For a company like Chade that controlled nearly all the internet servers, routers and access points, it would be easy to monitor the internet for certain search terms and then track the IP address. I had led them right to us.

	The cars looked menacing, as if hell had just released some of its deadliest hunters. Hunters who were now set on killing us.

	"Quick, we have to get out of here!" I shouted, breaking free of my guilt and panic. If someone chooses to blow up your entire front door instead of ringing the doorbell, it’s best not to be at home.

	"Is there a back door?" Sæla asked.

	"Follow me!" I ran into the living room, grabbed the backpack with the sword and put it on as I ran down the hallway. At the end of the corridor there was a gray metal door. Next to the door, there was a key rack made from an oval glass mirror with the words "Objects In The Rear View Mirror May Appear Closer Than They Are" printed on it. A series of magnets underneath it held two sets of keys. I grabbed both sets as I opened the door. Without looking at it, I slammed my fist against the round, red main switch button to my left. The inside of the former barn, now wired for electricity, instantly came to life. The cold white fluorescent tubes flickered. Sitting on one of the shelves was an old silver cassette radio that I had bought at a flea market a few years ago. When the power came on, the green digits of its clock flashed 0:00, and the cassette in it started playing. The second stanza of Ultravox's "Hymn" softly filled the room. Sæla and Ylja hurried past me into the barn, while I used the first key to lock the steel door behind us.

	In the middle of the barn, covered by a gray tarp, stood a car. My car. I had discovered it during one of my photoshoots in a farm's stable and had immediately been fascinated by it. If that car had been a person, I would have called it "love at first sight." I bought it from the farmer for a price that seemed too low, but its condition was almost beyond repair. Jenny had laughed her head off when she saw me towing what she called a "rust bucket" into the yard. A year later however, thanks to countless rather expensive parts and long hours of internet research I had brought it to life again. Now, the car looked almost new and was in perfect condition.

	"Can you drive a stick shift? Can you even drive a car?" I called to Sæla as I ran to the car.

	"Sure thing, Captain. I’ve pretty much driven everything before."
Ylja interrupted him. "That’s true, but only in the arcades of Akihabara."

	Outside, I heard the doors of the limousines being opened and slammed shut again.

	"Don’t you dare get so much as a scratch on it!" I said in a serious tone as I tossed the keys to Sæla. They were attached to a keychain in the shape of three golden triangles. With a flourish, I pulled the tarp off the car.

	"Whoa!" Sæla exclaimed. He whistled enthusiastically. "I can’t believe it! That’s... a Shelby!" he exclaimed with obvious delight.

	I smiled. "Yeah. A '67 Shelby. Equipped with a 7-liter V8 engine. Say hello to the GT500."

	The fluorescent light was reflected by the car's glossy red paint. Two white stripes stretched from the front of the hood to the back of the trunk. Sæla let his hands glide over it.

	I quickly took a headset as well as one of two helmets off a shelf mounted to one of the wooden beams to the left of the car and handed the headset to Sæla. "Bluetooth, limited range, but better than nothing."

	He took it and put it on his left ear. Suddenly, whoever had been in the cars now opened fire without warning. I heard volleys of machine gun rounds piercing the masonry. Windows shattered.

	I ran to the back of the garage and slowly pushed open the opposite door. From here, an unpaved dirt road led to a connecting country road.

	"Aren’t you coming with us?" Ylja yelled over the din.

	"I'll take this one," I said, and pulled aside another gray tarp. I hadn't ridden it for over a year, but it was like riding a bicycle, something you didn't forget that easily.

	The machine wasn't exactly a classic, but it was fast. A blue and white Suzuki GSX-R 600, a street-legal racing motorcycle with full-body fairing and 115 hp.

	"We’ll take two vehicles. Our chances will be better like this. Try to keep up with me," I said as I hurried to the bike. "If we get separated, we’ll meet at the building center outside Annweiler. You can find it in the navigation system," I quickly said.

	I had equipped the Shelby with modern tech and audio systems.

	"That’s a good ten miles from here." I pulled on my black helmet and flipped the visor up. "If anything goes wrong, I’ll use the camera." I grabbed the leather camera bag hanging from my shoulder, as if I wanted to make sure that it was still there.

	Sæla opened the car's door and got into the Shelby. I really hoped he knew how to drive such a car.

	Outside, I suddenly heard them kicking in the front door. Instantly, more gunfire echoed through the building. That’s when I remembered my armor. I was carrying the backpack, so it should be possible... but as soon as I thought about it, I felt something leaning against the inside of the bag. I took it off, unzipped it and the armor disc leapt out. It started to unfold over my torso, and its iridescent surface shimmered in the light. Immediately, I felt how easily I could move and breathe. I had no idea if the armor was able to withstand bullets, but it was better than no protection at all.

	Again, deafening gunfire and shotgun blasts rang through the house. Since I had no neighbors in close proximity, there was no way the police could have gotten here so quickly. If anyone had even heard the gunfire, which was very unlikely. And even so, the nearest police station was at least twenty minutes away from my farm. There was no help to expect. We had to get away, and we had to do it now.

	Ylja was still standing in front of the car indecisively.

	"Go! Get in! I'm faster with the bike; I'll catch up to you, don't worry!" I said as I put the backpack on again.

	"I’m coming with you," she said and then ran to me, taking the second black helmet from the shelf and coming to sit behind me on the pillion seat without waiting for an answer. I intended to argue with her, but at that moment the hail of bullets stopped and a male voice called out, "Search the barn, they have to be here somewhere!"

	"Hold on tight!" I called to her as I put the key in the ignition lock. I felt her hands wrap around my upper body and tried to stifle all the flashbacks this caused. The headlight of the motorcycle lit up, and the onboard computer performed a system check and confirmed the OK with a muted beep. I hoped the battery still had enough juice for a start. After all, it had been some time since I rode the bike the last time. Holding my breath, I pushed the ignition button on the right handlebar grip. To my surprise, my worries were unfounded as the bike immediately roared to life, in perfect sync with the Shelby’s engine.

	Sæla hit the gas. The tires of the car spun, swirling up dust to dance in the shine of the fluorescent lights. I disengaged the clutch and hit the throttle of the motorcycle, just as the cassette player was hit by a bullet and flew off the shelf, hitting the ground and bursting into several pieces. Bullets whizzed around us into the ground and the wooden pillars of the barn. The motorcycle engine revved up and we drove out into the open.

	I leaned the bike to the left onto the dirt road. The Shelby was already well ahead of us and with screeching tires, drifted right onto the empty country road. I pressed the button on the underside of my helmet. "Connected," a computerized female voice informed me. The Bluetooth connection was established.

	"You really know how to drive a car!" I said appreciatively into the helmet’s mic.

	"Oh, hell yeah, pedal to the metal, baby! This is way better than any simulator, I can tell you! This is the real Paradise City!" Sæla laughed joyfully.

	"Ylja, can you hear me?" I repeatedly pointed to the bottom of the helmet where the Bluetooth button had to be pushed.

	"Participant connected," said the computer voice after a few seconds.

	"What was going on with you two? It looked like you knew we were being attacked."

	Ylja answered first. "It was... weird," she said reluctantly. "I could feel something... something..." She paused.

	"Old," Sæla added thoughtfully. "Ylja, I have never had a feeling like that before," he continued.

	"What the hell came through that gate?" I asked.

	But Ylja didn't answer.

	At this time of day, especially on weekdays, there was not much traffic on those country roads. I couldn't drive fast yet, the terrain was too rough and unpaved. We had helmets on, but it was the first time that I had ever sat on a motorcycle without any protective gear. Usually, I never got on the bike without at least wearing a leather suit, gloves and racing boots. For now, protective armor forged in another world would have to do. In the movies, such chases always went well, but what looked cool and exciting in a movie was almost always impossible to perform in real life.

	The wind pulled at me as I turned onto the highway. Dirt flew on the asphalt as I forcefully pressed the rear brake with my right foot and drifted the bike onto the road. Ylja clung tightly to me. I looked to the right, in the direction of the farm. At that moment, the convoy of black cars burst from the barn and came racing down the dirt road behind us at what seemed to be full throttle, bouncing up and down on the ruts and potholes.

	"They're coming!" I heard Ylja say. The road went straight ahead for three miles before winding through the mountains. Maybe we would be able to lose our pursuers, or at least get a little distance between them and us.

	Who the hell were these people? I knew it had something to do with what Jan had said. In any case, I wasn’t eager to get to know the kind of people who shoot first and ask questions later.

	I pushed the motorcycle to its limits. The 600cc engine howled wildly. I felt Ylja clinging tighter and tighter to my body. Was she afraid? Difficult to imagine her being fearful, but even if she was, I couldn't afford to drive any slower. Fortunately, the route that led through the forest was not yet very curvy here, and I knew it well. Besides, the bike was much faster and more agile than the Shelby.

	The pain in my upper body returned when I leaned down behind the windshield to offer as little wind resistance as possible. Within less than twenty seconds, I had caught up with my car and finally overtook Sæla. The car looked damn good on the road, but it felt strange to see it being driven by someone else.

	Sæla looked over at us and gave me an exuberant thumbs up. He laughed. "How many rusty swords do you want for the car? I’ll buy it from you!"

	We passed through the entrance of a tunnel that led directly through one of the mountains. The fluorescent lights mounted on its ceiling were mirrored in the white tile of the walls and welcomed us with cold indifference.

	I shook my head. "No way! Will would never be able to deliver that many!" I called into the microphone. The brown and white sign we had just passed had "Barbarossa Tunnel" written on it. There was almost no oncoming traffic. The mountains around us mainly consisted of orange-red sandstone that was covered by forests. But now and then, the remains of the last ice age, when the Rhine valley used to be a sea, majestically peeked through the trees. As we left the tunnel, which had only been a half mile long, my gaze fell on one of the mountains to the left. I suddenly came up with an idea.

	"Sæla, do you see the castle on that mountain to the left?"

	"Yeah, it’s hard to miss."

	In fact, the medieval castle on the top of the mountain was illuminated by several large floodlights. We entered another tunnel. "Lionheart Tunnel," the sign said. This one was just slightly longer than the last one. I constantly looked in the mirrors, but it was too curvy to see how close those guys in their BMWs were.

	"Listen Sæla, let’s split up. Ylja and I will try to entrench ourselves at the top of that castle, and you keep going straight on this road. After you get rid of our pursuers, just wait for us at the building center. If we don’t meet you within the next two hours, head back to Fàilte. I’ll make use of the camera in case of emergency."

	"Roger that," Sæla answered through the mic.

	"Please take care of yourself. And take care of my car, too!"

	"10-4, buddy."

	I secretly hoped that I wouldn’t have to use the camera. Mainly because I had no clue where it would take us the next time.

	One minute later, I hit the brakes and turned left. The Shelby accelerated past us and drove straight on with its engine roaring like a tiger. I watched as the red taillights vanished in the darkness.

	After Ylja and I turned left, we were driving through a valley below the castle. The small community at the foot of the mountain actually looked quite idyllic. Like in one of those old paintings, tiny houses with red tile roofs lined the street, surrounded by mountains and nature. Passing a bridge, the road led past a few more houses before it started to wind up around the hill. The sandstone castle perched on the mountain top had been deliberately built in a strategic location close to the nearby French border. That was one of the reasons it could never be conquered during the Middle Ages. I remembered visiting there a couple of times a few years ago. The castle offered a phenomenal 360-degree view of the entire surrounding area, the valley, the villages and the mountains.

	The road to the castle twisted around the mountain in serpentine curves. On the extremely narrow road, I was able to maneuver much better than would have been possible with a car. Definitely an advantage for the motorcycle.

	I drove as fast as I could, hitting the brakes sharply just before the turns and instantly accelerating again at the end of them. The engine howled like a roaring beast that was constantly tamed and then unleashed again.

	"Are you alright?" I asked over the radio.

	"Yes." The answer was brief. She was still clinging to me. I’d be lying if I claimed I was uncomfortable with it. I could feel her helmet on the back of my neck, as her head rested on the backpack.

	"We’ll be right there," I said, as I saw the parking lot approaching at the end of two more winding curves above us. The beams of the headlights bathed the trees along the road in an almost supernatural shine. From up here it went steeply downhill again. I tried to focus on the road and just kept going. After another bend we finally arrived at the small parking lot, which offered parking for perhaps eighty cars during the day, but now lay empty in front of us. Not much of a surprise, after dark no one came up to the mountain top anymore.

	On the left stood a half-timbered house that now served as a restaurant, but of course there was no one there either. I drove across the parking lot and finally stopped at its end with screeching tires, immediately turned off the motorcycle and watched trails of heat and steam rising from its engine. I looked around.

	Right here where we stood, at the foot of the castle, Henry VI gathered his army in 1194 to set out for Italy, from whence he was to return victorious one year later. Hopefully a good omen. I took off my helmet and set it on the seat of the motorbike. The moonlight and the white LEDs of the six iron street lamps veiled the parking lot in an eerie, unreal glow.

	"We have to get up there." I pointed to the castle, which sat about three hundred feet above the parking lot on the over sixteen hundred foot tall Sonnenberg. Typically, the remaining ascent from the parking lot on foot took around ten to fifteen minutes. Wearing the armor, I already knew I would be much faster. I just wished I could have tested it under better circumstances.

	Ylja took off her helmet, put it next to mine and rubbed her ears. Apparently, the manufacturers had never taken pointy ears into consideration when they designed those helmets.

	"What is that?" she asked, looking up at the castle.

	"One of our old castles. Actually, it’s three castles on three mountain peaks." I pointed to the left and right. "Anebos, Scharfenberg and this one. That’s why it’s called 'Trifels,'" I explained.

	Of course, we were exposed there, but the castle was infamous during the Middle Ages for being impregnable, thanks to its unique location. It wasn’t a coincidence that the imperial insignia, the signs of royal power, were kept safe here for many years. And if it got dicey, the camera should be able to get us away. At least that gave me some confidence and hope. However, Ylja destroyed those feelings immediately.

	"That’s... not good," she said, absorbed in her thoughts, still staring at the illuminated castle above us.

	"What do you mean?" I asked, irritated.

	"Don’t you remember? "'Three’s company shall then unite.'" That’s this place here. It's about the Trifels Castle. We’ll get into serious trouble."

	Could it really be about the castle? I hoped that she was wrong, but suddenly I was overcome by a feeling of helplessness and utter fear. I felt cold sweat running down my back. Still, what choice did we have? I looked across the parking lot. There was only this one narrow road leading up and down the mountain. We had to get up to the castle as quickly as possible. Below us, at the foot of the mountain, I spotted several cones of light inexorably driving up the serpentine road at high speed. Tires squealed at irregular intervals.

	"Quick, we have to get up there!" I pointed at the forest path that led from the parking lot up the hill to the castle and started running.

	Ylja should have been able to cover the distance in less than a minute, but as I began to run up the forest path, I realized that she was keeping pace with me. I secretly wondered why. At our first meeting, she had tried to pin me to a stone pillar with her daggers. Sæla had said something about her being in my debt for saving her life, but I could sense that there was more to it than that. Still, it certainly didn’t matter at the moment. I was just glad that she had stopped trying to kill me. As if being hunted down by monsters and trigger-happy men in suits wasn’t enough. At this point, all I wanted was to survive, and then to put my thoughts in order and plan our next move. I just needed some time to breathe. This was unlike anything I had ever experienced. And for god’s sake, I was a photographer, not a character from ancient myth and folklore! And yet, here I was wearing magic armor and running up a hill to a medieval castle. A castle I could only hope would protect us from whoever was following us.


NeMeSiS

	 

	We ran up the path. To our right, massive orange sandstone formations rose into the night and towered above the spruce and fir trees. Every so often, markings in red or yellow paint had been sprayed on the rocks, next to small hooks that were now gleaming in the moonlight. It was a favorite of local hobby climbers. When passing this area, I had often noticed men and women climbing the sandstone cliffs, especially on the weekends. Personally, I had never been interested in it. Not with my fear of heights.

	Above us, the layers of sandstone stacked up, making it look unusually wild for such a woodland area. After all, this wasn’t the Rocky Mountains. At one point, a tree had even managed to grow out of the stone.

	The silhouette of the castle, illuminated with sets of yellow and orange spotlights, rose from the darkness. The moonlight illuminated the rectangular glass windows, decorated with round arches and cutouts in the orange sandstone facade.

	The path curved one last time before we finally reached the sixty foot high stone archway that marked the entrance to the upper castle area. I turned right and hurried up a small stone staircase. A grid blocked access to the entrance beyond the stairs. Wearing the armor, I had no problems getting past it, and simply heaved myself over the gate. I wasn't even out of breath.

	Another stone staircase led from there through a hallway right into the main hall, but a massive, locked wooden door denied entry. A couple of solid kicks, however, and it flew open with a crash. The two brass hinges dangled from the left side of the door. Even in this situation, I realized that this was actually the first time in my life that I had broken into someplace. I had never been in conflict with the law before, apart from one or two speeding tickets. And yet, here I was, breaking into a medieval castle because heavily armed men in black suits were after me. 

	I hurried past showcases displaying miniature scale models of the original castle, shields, old coats of arms, and several copies of historical documents adorning the walls of the hallway. A narrow, steep spiral staircase led to the throne room, or rather a reconstruction of the throne room, which, in contrast to its counterpart in Fàilte, looked like a broom cupboard. On one side of the room, another, slightly larger and wider staircase led to the next floor, where a hallway lined with two dozen archways encircled the throne room. On the lower floor, there were five pairs of windows, three to the right and two directly in front of us at the end of the room. On the upper floor were several more windows from which moonlight fell into the room, bathing it in a ghostly light.

	I could only imagine how many kings and knights had passed through this room during the Middle Ages, and wondered how many battle plans were made and alliances forged, just to be broken again. It was almost as if I could see King Richard walking down the small stairs as a prisoner and being escorted to the throne room. A giant chandelier consisting of three iron rings placed one above the other, and decorated with over a dozen yellow candles, hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room. On the throne room's floor, dozens of wooden folding chairs were placed in rows. I remembered that they advertised the throne room to be rented out for weddings and festivities of all kinds. But now we were the only ones on these grounds.

	"Could you give me a hand, please?" I said to Ylja as I grabbed as many of the wooden chairs as I could carry and began throwing them down the narrow staircase we had just run up. The noise of the chairs falling down the stairs echoed through the castle corridors and bounced off the throne room’s walls. Within a couple of minutes, the staircase was full of chairs jammed together. Of course, this was not a very effective barricade, but if someone wanted to get to us up here, the chairs had to be cleared out of the way first. And then we would definitely hear them coming.

	I looked around and ran up the stairs at the end of the room. Ylja followed me without saying a word.

	Another stairway took us outside. A pleasantly warm wind enveloped us. I took a deep breath and threw back my head. I could smell the sea. Sometimes, the west wind would carry the scent of the Atlantic ocean all the way across France to this part of the country.

	We were now on top of the castle, at its highest point. On the right, far away in the distance, there were small, peaceful points of light in the valley that marked all the villages of this region. The mountains rose around the castle like a fortress.

	I ran to the right and took care to hide behind one of the battlements so I could peer into the parking lot. Just in time to see five cars pull up and stop in the middle of the parking lot. Twenty men in total, each of them dressed in a black suit, got out of the cars. I took my backpack off and felt for my digital camera. With the zoom lens, I tried to catch as many details as possible. I pressed the trigger, and the ultrasonic motor focused the lens in a fraction of a second. Fringed by the street lamps, the group could almost have been mistaken for some corporate managers on a business trip. The well-tailored suits fitted them perfectly. Under their jackets, they wore white shirts and black ties. As if they were a part of some bizarre choreography, they simultaneously pulled silver guns from holsters worn underneath their suits. I took as many pictures as I could. Who were these people? Unfortunately, I couldn’t see the license plates on any of the cars from that angle.

	I had an idea. I pulled out my cell phone and turned it on. It would take a while for the police to arrive, but perhaps the trigger-happy mob in the parking lot could still be kept at bay. I dialed 112, but at first all I heard was a shrill, distorted noise. Then, all of a sudden, the call was picked up by a man with a dark, eerie sounding voice.

	"Yes?"
"This is an emergency! Please send someone to Trifels castle, there is a shootout!" I whispered into the phone.

	"Surrender. You cannot escape the Chade Corporation," the man on the other end of the line said, without any trace of emotion.

	I felt like I had been struck by lightning. I stared at the phone for a few seconds before forcefully smashing it against the stony ground. But really, what had I expected? Jan had warned me, after all. It finally began to dawn on me what I was dealing with. Apparently, they even had control over cell phones, possibly over all technology. But how was that possible? And why? They already had more money and power than anyone else on the planet.

	I looked down over the castle's merlon again. The men in the parking lot had gathered around the motorcycle, when suddenly the rear door of the last car opened behind them. I turned to say something to Ylja and found her cowering a few feet away from me, leaning against the stone parapet. I hurried over to her.

	"Ylja, are you ok?" I asked, putting my hand on her shoulder. She flinched. Seeing her in this condition worried me much more than the men in suits.

	"Something’s wrong," she said.

	"What do you mean?" I asked, confused.

	"I don’t know. I feel something, but I am unable to... classify it."

	I turned around and looked down again through my camera’s viewfinder. The man who had just stepped out of the car looked up at the castle. Did he see me? Perhaps, but I couldn’t say for sure. Up here, except for the glow of the moonlight, it was completely dark. I had another look through the camera’s viewfinder. The man reached into the left inside pocket of his suit and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He put one in his mouth and lit it with a match which he then threw away carelessly. I pressed the trigger. The man did not look kind, and that was an understatement. He was tall, at least six ft, and had dark eyes, black, slicked-back hair, and almost diabolical facial features that reminded me of a series of villains played by Willem Dafoe and Joaquin Phoenix.

	He slowly walked toward the other men and calmly said something to them which I couldn’t hear at that distance. I knelt beside Ylja on the stone floor and held the camera in front of her to show her the picture I had just taken.

	"Do you know this guy?"

	With wide eyes, she stared at the screen.

	"No, but..."

	Suddenly, she leapt up. I was so surprised that I nearly fell over backward. She grabbed my shoulder and shook me roughly.

	"Use the camera!"

	I just looked at her.

	"Use the camera, we have to leave immediately, do you hear me? Use the damn camera!" she screamed. I wondered what had happened to her all of a sudden. She was out of her mind.

	"Please lower your voice," I whispered. "They're not here yet. We still have enough time. I promise you won't die here." I tried to calm her down. She was scared, I could see that. But why? She was shivering all over, even her voice broke. What could scare her so much? Or rather, who?

	"Mr. Knight, would you mind granting me a moment of your time?"

	The voice was deep and arrogant, the voice of a man accustomed to wealth and power. He spoke slowly, emphasizing every word.

	I turned around and carefully peered over the castle's battlements. There was no sign of the Suits anymore, but their boss was standing right below us at the foot of the castle, waving up at me. How had he gotten there so fast?

	"Surely we can talk like civilized men, can’t we?" He blew a cloud of smoke into the night.

	"Civilized men ring the doorbell first, instead of blowing up the front gate!" I called down to him in a loud voice.

	A deep, sinister laugh filled the night.

	"Who are you ?" I shouted. "And what do you want from me?" I added, while putting the digital camera back into my backpack. I had a feeling that this would be getting dicey very soon. I did not intend to wait until the Suits with their guns got to us. I still had the sword as an option, but wasting another year of my life just didn’t seem worth it. The only reason I was still there was because I wanted and needed some answers. Once I had them, we would leave in an instant.

	"I am... the CEO of the Chade Corporation. But if you are looking for a name, why don’t you ask your alluring companion?"

	I looked over my shoulder. Ylja slowly walked to my side.

	"Refr?" she asked questioningly.

	"Are you kidding me?" yelled the man in anger, furiously throwing his cigarette on the ground. The facade of his artificial courtesy was gone in an instant. I looked at Ylja. She took a few steps back, as if she were in a trance.

	"Taka..." she mumbled. Quietly, barely more than a whisper, but apparently, it was still loud enough for him to hear it.

	"Ah, that’s more like it. So, now that we’ve given that royal bitch the shock of a lifetime, we can continue our conversation. You can shorten this whole ordeal. Give me the Eye of Hreggsál and I promise I will kill you quickly. Neither of you needs to suffer."

	I turned my head. From the stairway below, the noises grew louder. They would soon reach the throne room. There wasn’t much time left. 

	"Why is it so important to you, anyway?" I asked.

	Taka shrugged his shoulders. "Let’s just say it's the final piece in my plan for this world."

	Ylja whispered to me, "Use the camera, please! I’ll explain later, but we have to leave right now!"

	I fumbled for the leather bag still hanging across my shoulders. The leather strap was under the armor, and the camera lay against the right side of my hip. I pressed the metal ring and opened the top.

	"Oh, Mr. Knight, I almost forgot. Look, I have a message for you."

	There was something in his voice that made me nervous. Something that set off all the warning bells in my brain.

	"Leave it on my voicemail!" I yelled.

	Once more his eerie, shrill and utterly evil laugh filled the night.

	"Well, I thought you might want to hear this in person..."

	With a swift movement, he pulled a cell phone out of his right jacket pocket, pressed some buttons and then held it over his head while he lit another cigarette. It had to be a video, as I could see faint movement on the screen. I squinted my eyes, but was unable to make out any details. I didn’t need to see it, though. I knew the voice on the video as well as my own.

	Jenny.


The Lion’s Heart

	 

	She was screaming for help.

	I was paralyzed. Her desperate screams pierced my heart and shook my soul to the core.

	"Where did you get that?" My voice failed me.

	"Ah, I see. So now you want to talk to me again?" His evil laughter once again filled the night. "You should have seen her, trapped in her car, begging like a puppy for us to get her out. She seriously thought we were there to help her!"

	It wasn’t an accident? They only told me that she had not survived the crash. But what if it hadn’t been an accident? What if it had been cold-blooded murder? I felt tears running down my cheeks. Ylja tried to pull me away, but I broke loose from her grip so violently that she staggered backward.

	"What did you do to her?" I shouted. I felt as if I was about to lose my mind. I felt myself being dragged down into a dark, bottomless void.

	"You should be grateful, Mr. Knight, that I freed you from that pathetic obligation to others which you call love."

	He paused and glanced down the hill to where the men in suits were swiftly making their way up the trail from the parking lot, coming closer with every passing second. Then he looked back up at me and continued, "Your cousin was a smart man, I'll give him that. He was very difficult to track down. You see, I needed to thin out the circle of people who might have been in possession of the Eye of Hreggsál. Unfortunately, inactive, it's untraceable, but once activated, it begins emitting the energy of a star, compressed into something as unimpressive as an ordinary glass sphere."

	He took a deep breath of the cold night air, then nodded at the first man who passed him, pointing at the path which led to the entrance of the castle. The men never said a word, but simply continued up the path.

	Taka put his hands into his pants pockets and shrugged his shoulders. "All I did was remove another chess piece that might have been able to interfere in my plans." He grinned before he went on. "But if it comforts you, I did not let her suffer. At least not for long. Say, would you like to watch?" He held up his phone again. "Just wait a few seconds. This is my favorite part coming up; you can actually hear her neck breaking."

	I hardly noticed the faint sounds of wooden clatter that now began to echo from the blocked staircase below.

	My mind reeled. It wasn’t an accident. No accident. Murder. No accident. Murder.

	I heard Ylja frantically scream "No!!" but this time I was faster than she was. Before she could stop me, I had already pulled the sword out of its wooden scabbard. The blade shone in the moonlight.

	Just like in the forest, from one moment to the next, I was thrown into darkness. The voice I had heard before now spoke to me again.

	"To serve the one I was forged for, in Himinioðurr's solitude..."

	"Can you understand me?" I shouted into the darkness.

	There was only silence for a moment.

	"Yes," the voice from the darkness replied curtly.

	"Can you kill a Taka?" I asked.

	Silence.

	"Can you kill a Taka?!" I impatiently shouted into the darkness.

	"Yes, I can kill him," the voice echoed out of the darkness. "But..."
"No ‘but’! Bring me back, now!"

	Within a second, I was standing on top of the castle again, watching as the blood began to run down the hilt and then flow back before it could hit the ground. But this time, the beam of light sent to the night sky was no longer light blue, but red.

	"What have you done?" Ylja backed away and shook her head. Tears ran down her cheeks. "You stupid, stupid human."

	"I didn’t upset you, did I? If so, I’m so very sorry. I like the light show, though! Quite pretty!" He said in an amused voice from below and slowly clapped his hands.

	"You bastard! You’ll pay for what you did! I swear I’ll make you pay!" I was furious and utterly out of control.

	"You can’t kill him!" said Ylja pleadingly.

	"Then I’ll die trying! Get out of my way!" I yelled at her.

	I felt as if I was moving through a dream. Filled with mindless rage, I ran to the staircase and took the steps a few at a time down to the upper gallery above the throne room. I rushed in just in time to see the first armed Suits enter the throne room from below. There were over a dozen of them. They looked like clones, with their well-tailored, expensive suits and shaved heads.

	They immediately opened fire when they saw me. I didn't stop, but ran past the stone arches and pillars to the staircase that led down to the throne room. Thanks to the armor, I was able to move much faster. Around me, countless bullets hit the sandstone walls, throwing small clouds of sand into the air. The sword had taken control of my hand and split several bullets just before they hit my body, similar to the arrows in the forest. Some of the projectile halves grazed my armor and bounced off with a metallic thrum. Three of the men in suits started up the stairs and immediately began to fire at me when they reached the landing. The sword caused the bullets to ricochet back toward the men. Two of them were immediately struck down, and the third I hit with the sword with such strength that it literally tore him apart. Mid run, I slid to the floor, picked up his gun and then was running again, all in one smooth motion.

	The print on the barrel read "Pietro Beretta Gardone. Mod 92 FS." It was a heavy, silver 9mm pistol with a black grip. To my surprise, my hands moved of their own accord, and as my left hand, the one holding the sword, struck down two Suits that came at me from the foot of the stairs, my right hand aimed and began to pull the trigger. Four more Suits had just arrived in the throne room, and with absolute precision, I hit each of them in the head. Then, as I jumped over their slumped bodies, I hit two more with the Beretta before the magazine went dry. I looked up. In front of me, four more attackers blocked the door leading out of the throne room, and grinned as they pointed their guns at me.

	That's when I suddenly saw a shadow slip past me. Ylja rammed her daggers into the two men standing on the left before they even knew what hit them, and I moved to the right, fending off four bullets with my sword. At the same time, a fifth hit my armor and ricocheted off. The Omega sword hit both men with such force that their lifeless bodies were thrown against the walls. One was impaled by an iron candelabra in the corner of the room.

	I dropped the empty Beretta and took the weapon of the impaled man. A sudden silence now reigned in the blood-soaked throne room. A feeling of guilt and shame emerged from the depths of my consciousness. I had desecrated an ancient place that had managed to withstand the tides of time and been mercifully free of bloodshed for the last few hundred years. Even worse, for the first time in my life I had killed people with my own hands. Those feelings quickly faded, however, eclipsed by an overpowering rage and thirst for revenge. It felt like I was in a tunnel and the only way out was through it, no matter the consequences.

	Ylja stood in the middle of the room, gazing at me sadly.

	"Don't do it. Don't be so stubborn; you can't kill him. I beg you, please use the camera. Now, before it's too late."

	"I don’t give a damn who or what he is! He took what meant the most to me in this world and he will pay for that!"

	Without waiting for an answer, I stormed out of the room. In the long corridor with the showcases, two more men had entrenched themselves. One stood in the spiral stairwell that bore a sign reading "Imperial Insignia / Tower" and led up to the room where they kept replicas of the Imperial Crown, Orb and the Holy Lance. The other man stood to his left, next to a display case. Both instantly opened fire when they saw me. I could see the muzzle flashes, like beacons, calling my name.

	With a cry, I rushed forward, cutting the showcases in half with the sword. Shattered glass flew all around me. Two bullets hit my armor. I shot into the stairway, hearing the first Suit hit the ground dead even as I rammed the sword into the other attacker’s upper body.

	Without wasting any time, I continued to run, storming out of the castle into the open. In the red glow created by the sword, the outlines of the trees and castle walls seemed to be bathed in fire and blood.

	Once more, shots pierced the stillness of the night as I ran down the outside stairs. In front of me, on top of the giant stone arch, I saw another man standing. He emptied the magazine of his gun at me. The sword parried the bullets, but one grazed my ear. Hardly even registering the pain, I ran on, not even pausing as I aimed at the man and pulled the trigger. Behind me, I heard the dull thud of the Suit hitting the sandy ground as I ran through the archway.

	Then I finally saw him face to face. He stood about ten yards ahead of me on the graveled path that wound down through the forest to the parking lot. Still diabolically grinning and obviously unimpressed, he looked like the devil himself in the eerie, red glow of the aurora caused by the sword.

	"Mr. Knight, would you please just give me the Eye of Hreggsál? Or do I have to take it by force? I should tell you that this suit," he lifted the ends of his jacket, "cost me a fortune, and it would be a terrible pity if it got stained by your blood," he said, and calmly took another drag from his cigarette.

	"You killed her!" I screamed, as if out of my mind.

	"So what? You all have to die some day, when doesn’t really matter, does it?" He paused, considering. "You really have no clue what you have in your possession or what it is capable of, do you?" He grinned and slowly shook his head without waiting for an answer. "Of course you don't. I wrongly assumed the death of your wife would speed things up a bit, but eventually I realized that you simply hadn't found it yet. So after far too many setbacks, I decided to wait until you activated it and then snatch it from your cold, dead fingers." He reached back into his jacket and pulled out his cell phone again. "I see you are eager to join your wife. Would you like to see how I broke her neck? But I warn you, it’s not really a pretty sight." Again, that evil laugh sounded through the night.

	I finally broke free of the state of shock I was in. I raised the pistol and pulled the trigger as I walked toward him. There were only three rounds left in the clip, but I pulled the trigger at least ten times.

	Yet I did not hit him. The bullets fell silently to the forest floor right in front of him. He stroked his black jacket.

	"Careful, you almost ruined my suit," he said, winking at me. At that moment, I saw Ylja, or rather her shadow, streak past me. In a surprisingly swift movement, he suddenly lunged forward and grabbed her right out of her shadow mode. He had to be incredibly strong, as he held her at least a foot above the ground, his hand clenched tightly around her neck. Her feet helplessly dangled in the air.

	"Ah, who have we here?" His face twisted into an angry, demonic grimace. Spittle sprayed from his lips as he spoke.

	"You pointed-eared little rat, who do you think you are?" And before I could move or speak, he had tossed her over the treetops toward the parking lot as if she weighed nothing.

	"Ylja!" I screamed. I heard her body hit the parking lot a couple of seconds later. She must have landed on one of the cars, as I heard the distant sound of crunching metal and shattering glass.

	I ran at him, already swinging the sword. But I never got to use it. Just before I reached him, he sighed, shook his head and snapped his fingers. I was seized by something inexorable, and just like Ylja, was tossed through the air as if an invisible explosion had detonated at my feet. I was totally unprepared for that. I felt like a puppet being carelessly thrown across a room. Suddenly, my body hit the upper part of the sandstone rock formation. The impact of my back on the rock was so intense that part of it broke off and fell into the darkness with me. I was unable to breathe and lost my grip on the sword. Two spruces slowed my fall on the way down, and I felt the branches whipping at my face and arms. As I fell, I desperately tried to grab one of the larger branches, but to no avail.

	On the contrary, the effort only served to worsen the wounds on my upper body, and I felt the blood flowing down my chest again, soaking my shirt. Everything spun around me, until, after seemingly endless seconds, my body finally hit the forest floor and I began to roll down the bank. I forced myself to open my eyes and found that I had fallen all the way down the hill to the edge of the parking lot. In panic, I tried to take a breath, but my lungs still refused to fill with air. It took several attempts before I could breathe again.

	I turned my head. In the ominous glow of the red light blazing above the castle, I saw that Ylja had hit the roof of one of the BMWs parked there. The black limousine's roof was crushed entirely and all the windows were shattered from the impact. Worst of all, she did not appear to be moving.

	I had to get up. I called up the last bit of strength in my tormented body and forced myself to my feet. I was about to head toward Ylja and the car when I noticed the Omega sword sticking out of the forest floor a few yards away. With trembling, blood-soaked hands, I pulled it out and put it back in the scabbard that still hung from my backpack. The red light that had filled the night sky instantly disappeared. I limped in the direction of the car as fast as I could, feeling utterly drained and dizzy.

	That bastard had Jenny on his conscience, and I would have my revenge. Not here and now, right now I just had to survive. We both had to survive, no matter what. But I swore to myself that next time, it would end differently.

	My upper body burned like fire and my forearm, where the armor plates ended, had a long flesh wound caused by my impact on the rocks. Blood ran down my body and dripped from my arm, leaving a trail of blood behind me. I bit my lip. I would not let it end like this. Not today, and not here. I had to live.

	I looked up and saw three men making their way back down to the parking lot. I didn’t have much time left.

	It is utterly strange how time seems to stretch out forever in some situations, and be gone in a flash under different circumstances.

	My eyes slid back to Ylja. I would have to trust the camera. There was nothing left but to have faith in that cursed device. It would take us away from here. It didn’t matter where, as long as we escaped this trap I’d gotten us into. Gasping, I reached what was left of the car.

	"Ylja, wake up!" I unsuccessfully tried to rouse her. She had injuries all over her body. Green blood ran from her wounds, collecting in what remained of the roof, and immersing the sides of the car in green rivulets of blood. The impact had driven a jagged piece of the car into her hip. I leaned over her, carefully pulled her down, and put my hand on her hip, trying to keep pressure on the wound as best I could.

	I quickly reached for the camera bag and was infinitely relieved to see that the old camera had survived the fall. I pulled it out of the brown leather bag, pressed the button which unfolded the leather bellows, and cocked the trigger.

	"Let’s stop all of this. Can’t you see that it’s pointless to fight me? Just give me the Eye. It’s far too powerful for someone like you, anyway." He had arrived at the parking lot now, flanked by the last two of the Suits. "Go to hell!" I exclaimed in pain. He gave a signal with his hand and the suit-wearers instantly pointed their guns at us and opened fire.

	"I swear we will meet again!" I screamed over the roar of gunfire. He just smiled, unperturbed, as he touched his temple with two fingers and then pointed them in my direction.

	It had just become personal. As if it wasn't enough that my cousin had apparently been killed by these people, they also had Jenny on their conscience. Twice I had foolishly underestimated the situation. The attack in the forest and the encounter at the castle, two times I was only able to react. Next time, I would be prepared for whatever they threw at me. If they wanted a war then I would give them one. Nothing is more dangerous than facing someone who has nothing to lose. Pushing an animal into a corner is the most reckless thing a hunter can do. We would meet again, and I swore to god that next time, only one of us would make it out alive. I kept my eyes locked on him as I pressed the trigger.


Riven

	 

	When I slowly opened my eyes again, I didn't feel any better. On the contrary. I was in what appeared to be a cave. Stalactites hung from its ceiling, which was perhaps only twenty feet tall. To the left, I heard the sound of ocean waves crashing against the shore. I raised my head, feeling infinitely exhausted and tormented. Unprecedented anger filled every cell of my body. I leaned on my elbow and looked around. Drops of sweat ran down my face and slowly dripped onto the ground. I lay on a section of the parking lot, surrounded by a bed of pebbles which marked the entrance to the cave. From outside, the faint glow of sunlight penetrated my surroundings.

	Beyond the entrance, I could see the glimmer of the sea, and smell the sweet and calming scent of the water. I couldn't even tell whether we were on Earth or Verðld. It looked like a place on one of those idyllic postcards that tourists in Thailand, the Maldives or the Caribbean would send home to their family and friends. But this was definitely not a vacation. At best, it was only a temporary refuge. That or a permanent grave. I didn't even need to look down at my torso to know that I was bleeding heavily. Ylja lay next to me. She was still unconscious, and her upper body was covered with green blood. Panic tightened my throat. I was unable to speak, but I finally managed to pull myself close to her. I prayed she still had a pulse. I placed two fingers on her throat, and to my relief, I could feel it. Weak, but it was there. She was still alive for now, but I knew that I had to help her, and quickly. I looked behind us, toward the back of the cave, which disappeared around a corner to the right.

	Just like before, the camera had not only brought us but also a part of the scenery back to this place. One of the black street lamps lay on the floor of the cave, the cables on the underside severed, the glass top around the bulb shattered. Beside us, on a piece of asphalt about three yards across, stood the remains of the car that Ylja had fallen on.

	The front part of the black BMW was missing entirely, including the hood and the motor. Other than that it had all been sent to the cave with us.

	Suddenly, an idea came to me. I pulled myself up with unsteady, blood-stained hands and pushed the trunk release, praying that the trunk would not be locked.

	With a squeal, the trunk lid opened about an inch. With the last bits of my strength, I managed to push it all the way up, where it came to rest with a loud creaking noise.

	Next to two red sports bags, I found what I was looking for: the green first aid kit that all cars were required by law to have. I fell back to the ground, seeing the blood dripping from my body, and started to curse. He wouldn't get me. Not like this, not now, not yet. I wouldn't allow some megalomaniac to take my life. In 2014, I had been one of only twelve people who survived a plane crash. Flight XE1290 to Beijing. I was fortunate to make it out of that alive. It didn't make me afraid of flying, but since then I had the feeling that for whatever reason, god didn't have me on his list quite yet. So I certainly wouldn't go down now. Not without a fight.

	Holding the first aid kit in one hand, I turned to Ylja. I had worked as a first responder for several years during my studies. Still, all my training had obviously applied only to humans. I had no clue whether her physiology was similar to mine. Not only that, but such a wound as Ylja's needed to be treated by a real doctor as quickly as possible. I would just have to do my best. As far as I could tell, there was no doctor, or any other help within reach. There was only me, and I wasn't in the best condition myself.

	First I moved her off the chunk of asphalt that surrounded the car and onto the comparatively softer pebbles that covered the floor of the cave. Now and then, my eyes blurred, and I had to fight not to lose consciousness. Then I opened the first aid kit and emptied the clear bag with all its contents on the ground. I took out the sealed compresses, cut them with the pair of scissors, and tried as well as I could to close the fist-sized wound on her hip that went down to the bone. Her forehead was dripping with sweat. I removed my backpack and took out the digital camera and lens. Both were damaged, likely due to the collision of my body with the rock. The magnesium body of the camera was broken in several places. As for the lens, several of its inner lenses had fallen out of place and were rattling around inside the black housing. I threw both of them angrily at the cave wall to my left, and then rested Ylja's head on the backpack. I had far more important things to worry about than some replaceable items. Some things in life are priceless, and people usually tend to realize far too late how little money means when it comes to a matter of life or death.

	I forced myself to concentrate. Everything was spinning around me. I gritted my teeth. That folklore rhyme had several more stanzas. I just hoped that meant the cave would not be my grave. But I was far more concerned about Ylja. I promised her she wouldn't die up there, and now all of this was my fault. She must have known how futile it was to fight this man. And yet she had tried it anyway. Who was he? Or rather, what was he? Except for a megalomaniac murderer. Taka... I needed more answers. And I needed them as soon as possible. I had to change my approach to all of this. 

	I wouldn’t underestimate any situation, and certainly not behave like an ignorant fool anymore. But to do that, I had to stay alive. We had to stay alive.

	I looked down at myself. The wound on my arm was bleeding heavily, and I couldn’t feel much of my arm anymore. There was just a pulsing, numb feeling that filled my upper body and right arm. At least the wound on my ear had stopped bleeding. I took one of the white compresses from the first-aid kit, pressed it against the wound on my arm, and taped the compress around it as tightly as I could. It wouldn’t last long. I could already see it starting to bleed through the bandage. I just hoped that it would at least slow the bleeding until I could take care of it properly.

	I thought about Sæla. Five or six limousines had followed us in total. If anything, perhaps one or two cars had followed him. But he had no idea where we were. On the other hand, I didn’t know that either.

	I looked in the direction of the shore. I wanted to go out, perhaps there was a settlement or a city where I could find help for Ylja. But first I had to make sure that I was able to leave the cave and not collapse on my way out.

	I could have slapped myself. What had I been thinking? My behavior had been incredibly stupid and irresponsible. I could have lived with that if I had been on my own, but I had also risked Ylja's life and perhaps the life of everyone else I had contact with. She hadn't been particularly kind to me, but still, she had tried to fight him because of me.

	The last thing I wanted was to have people dying because of me or my stupid, egotistical mistakes. A familiar voice inside my head kept blaming me and my stubbornness for everything that had happened. "Do you remember the time when you were in love? When you were happy? Do you remember the time when you were laughing? What happened to those days? What happened to those nights? You messed it all up." I felt so desperate and lost. I shook my head to silence my demons. Tears caused by a pain far beyond physical ache mixed with my blood and fell to the ground where I knelt.

	I focused on the armor. The plates slowly unfolded. Almost immediately, blood streamed over my upper body. The plates had apparently acted like a compress. My T-shirt was soaked with blood.

	After I got rid of the T-shirt and overshirt, I threw them in the corner where they landed next to my digital camera. I used all the supplies I could find in the first aid kit. Several layers of dressings and a triangular bandage held the arrow wound together, and I wrapped the last gauze bandage over my shoulder and under my armpit to treat the sword wound that had also opened up again. I hardly felt anything anymore. I was shivering uncontrollably by now, leaning against the door of the wrecked car. I cursed myself for being so foolish and unprepared for anything. I glanced at Ylja again.

	"I should have listened to you, damn it."

	I hadn't had the slightest idea of what I was dealing with. Other worlds, magical eyes, artifacts, talking cats, wolves who wanted to sell you things, all of that was completely crazy. And I honestly thought that I could just walk around like a kid in a candy store and somehow survive the Armageddon? I laughed softly.

	Without realizing it, I fainted.


Endgame

	 

	I stepped out of the evergreen forest and saw the city of Fàilte below me. The sun was soon to be swallowed by heavy rain clouds that approached from the distant horizon like a fleet of warships. The last rays of sunlight illuminated the mighty castle which perched high above the city, and its white marble walls shone in the fading afternoon glow like a lighthouse of hope.

	I knew this place well. A few days ago, exactly at this point, Phoenix and I had come out of the forest. Only now there was nothing left of the previously idyllic scenery that had captivated me when I visited here for the first time. Now, bells were hastily rung within the city walls, their wild clanging echoing from one end of the city to the other. Heavily armed soldiers carrying bows, swords and halberds took their places on the battlements. Their armor sparkled like diamonds adorning the city walls.

	This wasn’t right. What was going on here?

	I suddenly noticed movement high above the city and raised my hand to shield my eyes from the light. I almost couldn’t believe what I saw. Creatures that looked like huge birds circled high above the city. A dozen of them. Every one of the creatures had to be at least twice as long as a school bus. They were completely covered in scales, some red, some blue or black, the heads at the end of their long necks topped with a series of curved horns, their yellow eyes shining like amber in the sun. Their heads had something like long probes that fluttered in the wind up to their hind legs, their wings three or four times as large as their bodies and covered with translucent black skin. The tail was just as long as the body and had what looked like a sharp end on it, like an arrow that could be aimed at their prey.

	"Dragons!" I muttered, staring at the animals with wide eyes as if spellbound. Never before had I seen such elegance and wildness in an animal. They only occasionally flapped their wings as they sailed in wide circles on the updraft high above the city.

	To my astonishment, they did not attack Fàilte, but circled silently and majestically over it. Until one of them, which had been hiding behind the tallest of the castle towers, let out a bloodcurdling scream. It was the only one whose body was of a beautiful turquoise color. Its claws dug into the marble of the tower as it heaved itself up with admirable ease until it reached the top. Then the creature spread its wings and pushed its huge body away. Parts of the masonry crumbled under the force of its leap into the air.

	The other dragons instantly formed a line and began to dive down, one after another, right in my direction. At that moment, the city gate opened, and a stream of guardsmen with sparkling armor and drawn swords started toward me. From inside the city, countless volleys of arrows were shot into the sky. It seemed like it was all happening in slow motion, but then I realized that the arrows, once they reached their peak, would fly straight toward me. I had just turned to run, when at that moment, the green grass all around me suddenly turned black, and the forest drowned in a blaze of fire and fury. Trees, grass, everything, all of the forest burned brightly, while dark, dense smoke filled the sky. Thousands of Myrkr rushed through the blazing fire and then past me toward the city, their faces showing nothing but unbounded bloodlust, voicing inhuman screams that pierced my ears. Some held tarnished swords in their claws, but I already knew that these monsters needed no weapons to kill.

	They ignored me, almost as if I did not exist for them. I turned my head to follow them and saw the soldiers taking positions in the middle of the large meadow in front of the city walls. The city gate behind them was hurriedly closed again by two old men.

	Hadn’t Phoenix told me about guardians waiting for the Myrkr in the woods? What did the cat call them? Gæta? Why didn’t they stop or attack the creatures? Had they failed in fulfilling their final task? I was unable to see anything apart from chaos and destruction raining down on the grounds that had been such a peaceful and tranquil forest only days ago.

	I felt the flames and heat coming from the forest, smelled the smoke that nearly took my breath away. I tried to run, but the fire was burning all around me and the heat and smoke blocked my way. No sign of the guardians or any presence that would oppose the Myrkr. The Gæta were not here anymore, and I somehow felt that even if they had been, they would not have been able to stop this deadly stampede. Too large was the number of those beasts, as the forest was now filled with thousands of them, running through the fire as if it caused them no harm at all. The creatures moved toward the city like a force of nature.

	What on earth had happened here? Once more, I was utterly confused.

	The sound of screams drew my attention. As I watched, the dragons lunged at the Myrkr, tore them apart in coordinated waves, hurled them back into the forest, then rose again steeply into the sky, reversing and attacking them over and over again.

	The soldiers of Fàilte had formed a long line behind the brave bastion of dragons; a protective human barrier in front of the city gate. But they were too few. From all directions, the creatures streamed toward the city walls, starting to climb them in several places. From the towers and the top of the walls, soldiers desperately tried to stop the attackers, some with bows and arrows, others with halberds and swords. Several dozen of the creatures fell back down the wall, hit either by arrows or blades. But those behind them only used their lifeless bodies to climb even further up. By doing so, they gradually came closer and closer to the top of the wall. Another scream made me look to the right. One of the red dragons was falling from the sky, flailing desperately with its huge wings. Many Myrkr clung to it, cutting through the leathery black skin of its wings as if it was made of paper. The turquoise dragon came to its rescue and grabbed the clinging creatures with its claws, throwing them with a scream of rage in a high arc back into the forest, where their bodies were impaled by the smoking remains of the tree tops. I hung my head in dismay.

	The line of soldiers, consisting mainly of the palace guards, was also under heavy attack from all sides.

	It was obvious that they knew this was a battle they couldn't possibly win. And yet, they continued to resist the onrushing creatures with determined bravery.

	The bells from within the city walls suddenly fell silent. Apparently, every single inhabitant of Fàilte was needed in the fight - or else the creatures had already stormed the bell towers. Dreadful battle cries could be heard from within the city when the first Myrkr made it over the wall.

	One last time, the gate opened. A horseman rode out, dressed in golden armor and seated on a black horse covered with a red blanket that carried Fàilte’s coat of arms. The rider drew a shining golden sword, let out a resounding battle cry, and galloped toward the creatures attacking the soldiers. When the soldiers caught sight of the rider, they broke off and formed a new line behind their king, striking at the oncoming Myrkr regardless of the inevitable outcome.

	By now, there were no more soldiers to be seen on the wall or on the towers. The Myrkr swarmed over the wall by the hundreds. The wind carried horrible, panicked screams to my ears.

	I pressed my hands against my ears to silence those haunting, bloodcurdling voices.

	I realized that the city of Fàilte, and with it Verðld's last remaining kingdom and hope, was about to fall.


Immersion

	 

	I woke up. My head was throbbing, sweat ran down my forehead and my upper body ached and pulsed to the rhythm of my heartbeat. What sort of dream was that? Or had that really just happened? There it was again: the familiar feeling of helpless panic, relentlessly spreading through me like a deadly poison.

	I exhaled slowly, still lying on the floor of the cave, feeling the cool, comforting stones against my back. I stared at Ylja, her head resting on the backpack. She too was bathed in sweat. I noted with infinite relief that she was still breathing. I crawled to her and put my hand on her forehead. She obviously had a fever now.

	In despair, I looked around me. It was still bright outside. I needed to know where we were, no matter the cost. It took a while for me to get to my feet, but as soon as I was able to stand and walk, I stumbled out into the open. It was warm outside and the sunshine felt so good on my skin. As I had seen from the cave, the camera had obviously taken us to a beach. But the excitement instantly gave way to disappointment and frustration.

	Apart from the sea and the rock formations behind me, I could see nothing that resembled a city, village or any sign of civilization. At this point, I would have been happy to know whether we were still on Earth or not. If the Eye of Hreggsál had made us jump, we should have been somewhere on Verðld again. Theoretically at least, but neither the sea, nor the white, sandy beach gave any indication.

	I stumbled to the water, dropped to my knees and washed my bloodstained hands and face, watching the bloody water drip back into the sea. Several fish swam lazily off shore. I let my eyes wander along the horizon. In the distance I could see nothing but puffy clouds.

	I thought about the rhyme again. A guiding light... I had to make a fire. Will’s matches were still in my backpack. I desperately hoped they were alright and not broken. At that moment, I suddenly remembered the dagger and the golden ball the bartender had given me. I had completely forgotten about them. I should have been better prepared. But how, if at all, should one prepare for such things? I got up and slowly dragged myself back into the cave.

	On my way, I stopped to collect as much driftwood as I could carry to make a fire. Maybe I could find something useful in the car as well. I had to regain my strength and, above all, I had to keep Ylja alive. Whatever it took, I didn’t want her to die because of my foolishness.

	When I got back to the cave, I stacked the wood next to Ylja and opened the two side pockets of my backpack. To my relief, most of the matches were still intact. I took one in each hand, put one in the middle of the pile of wood and let the other match fall next to it. As soon as it reached the ground, it slowly moved toward the other match. Just like in Will’s shop, both matches twisted together and lit up brighter and brighter. I blew against them as hard as I could, and the matches began to burn hotter and stronger.

	A minute later, the wood was already burning. I knew that I would need to go get more, but for now it would be enough. The smoke gathered on the ceiling of the cave and escaped to the outside. Again, I felt her forehead. She was still feverish. I could have slapped myself. Too many people had already died because of me. I sat down and leaned against the car door again. It felt like the events in Japan had happened ages ago.

	I thought of Phoenix, Sæla and all the other inhabitants of Fàilte and could only hope and pray that they were still alive.

	My eyes slid to the back of the cave. I wondered absently where it led to. I considered going to find out, but I would need to be stronger first. We also needed something to eat and drink. The trunk of the BMW still stood open. Apart from the first aid kit, there were two red sports bags and a six pack of mineral water in it. I pulled myself up again, tore off the plastic wrap and greedily emptied half a bottle at once. I don't think I had ever truly appreciated water until that moment. My body was way beyond its limits, and I had to be severely dehydrated, not to mention the loss of blood.

	While I forced myself to drink the rest of the water more slowly, my gaze went to the two bags. When I opened the first one, I almost laughed aloud. There were several new, wrapped garments in it, including shirts and black two-piece suits, just like those the men at the castle had been wearing. The second bag was noticeably heavier. When I opened it, I was surprised to find it contained several Berettas, with matching magazines and ammo. I took both bags out of the trunk and put them on the ground. I closed my eyes for a moment, then took the jackets out and put one next to Ylja. I carefully pulled her body onto it, trying my best to move her as little and as gently as possible. The second jacket replaced my backpack, as it made a much softer pillow. Another jacket I laid over her, and the last one I put over my own shoulders. I put one of the water bottles next to her, and put two more into my backpack.

	Hesitantly, I looked at the bag of Berettas. Finally I took one out, along with four of the magazines and one of the red and white boxes of ammunition. It took me a while to figure out how to load the magazines correctly. I put three of the magazines in my pants pockets, and the last I snapped into the pistol, which also required two attempts. I might have had many hobbies in my life, but this was something I had absolutely no experience with. In the video games, this was all done automatically. How I wished I was only playing a game. But as crazy as it seemed, this was all very real. And I felt like I was about to lose the only life I had left.

	I put another box of cartridges into my backpack. Just before going outside again, I grabbed one of the shirts, pulled it out of the packaging, and took it with me. Outside the cave, I was instantly embraced by the warm sunbeams, and a pleasant breeze ruffled my hair. I inhaled as deeply as my wounds would allow, and slowly walked the eighty yards or so to the shore. The water felt cold. I took a few steps into the water until it reached my knees. Not far from me, several fish that looked a bit like redfish swam in the clear water. I aimed as well as I could and emptied the entire magazine at them. Luckily, one of the bullets hit its target. I saw threads of blood and then spotted the fish, floating motionless on the surface of the sea. I grabbed it, wrapped it in the shirt and went back into the cave, picking up a few more pieces of driftwood on the way. I could only hope that the fish was edible. But in such a situation I certainly couldn’t afford to be picky. I built up the fire a bit, and roasted the fish over the crackling wood.

	It tasted surprisingly good, but at that point I would have said the same of almost anything. I saved half of it to give to Ylja when she woke up. Almost immediately, I felt a bit better. At least the world wasn’t spinning around me anymore.

	"You should have just let me die. That would have been easier," Ylja suddenly said. Lost in my thoughts, I hadn't noticed that she had opened her eyes. It's hard to say what I felt in that moment. There was a mixture of guilt, relief and anger raging inside of me. Anger because I would never have left her to die. How could she even say something like that? I had to pull myself together.

	"Don’t talk like that, I won’t let you die," I finally said, trying to smile. I took her half of the fish and slowly fed her bite-sized pieces, then had her drink a few sips of water. She didn’t move her body, but I was glad that she was at least eating and drinking something. Doing so obviously hurt, but she said nothing.

	"I'm sorry, Ylja. I should have listened to you. I'm so sorry." My voice failed me.

	Ylja mumbled something in a low tone which I couldn’t understand. I knelt down beside her and leaned over to hear what she was saying, and all of a sudden she said, much louder, "Don’t let this go to your head, human!" And with a surprisingly swift movement, her arms shot out and pulled my head down as she pressed her lips to mine. I was so shocked that I almost lost my balance. But she held me so tightly that I was unable to move.

	Almost immediately, I could feel her sharp canine teeth piercing my lips and tongue. I tried to free myself from her grip, but even in this condition she was much stronger than I thought. I tasted blood, which then ran down my lips and filled my mouth.


Loom

	 

	Thousands upon thousands of bright spots danced around me like fireflies in a hurricane. I stood in the midst of a bewitching sea of lights. They surrounded my body like little mythological creatures with a mind of their own. They then began to move away at high speed, only to end up as distant, sparkling points of light in the darkness. It now looked as if I was standing in the center of the universe. I turned around in astonishment.

	Next to me, Ylja appeared.

	"What was that?" I asked. "And... where are we?"

	She ignored my questions. Her body had no signs of injury. I looked down at myself and saw that my wounds had disappeared, and even the bandages were not where I had put them. Yet I could still feel the pain in my upper body and arm. How could that be?

	"You need not worry, as we are not really here. I wanted to show you something. You need to see this." And she reached out her hand, pointing at the darkness. In front of us, amid the sea of lights, seven dimly lit dots rose from the gloom and came closer. They lined up in a row in front of us. The planets were a milky white color, and began to spin slowly around their axes.

	"At the beginning of time, the creator forged the universe as a playground for the gods. One second of eternity passed before the goddess Rhea blessed the god Ævi with seven children: Cranus, Bedaius, Arawn, Hecate, Hel, Refr and Taka. Ævi, in boundless joy, decided to give a gift to each of them at birth. He formed seven planets out of stardust and embedded them in seven separate realities. Seven planets for his seven children to shape and rule as they pleased, including continents, vegetation, animals... and finally, human beings. For the brothers and sisters to be able to see each other, he gave each planet at least one access to the next and the previous reality." Ylja pointed at the first planet. Above it, a green-tinted aura appeared.

	"Hel was given the first planet and called it Helheim." The planet grew larger, the aura merged with it, and it now glowed green.

	"Bedaius was assigned the second planet, and called it Shinrin."
A blue aura materialized over the planet and enveloped it.

	"The the third planet, Marglóð, was given to Cranus." It was now dipped in a golden glow.

	"Refr was given Lukand," Ylja continued. The aura of the planet now shone with a yellow light.

	"Hecate was given Hreggsál."

	I saw the planet begin to light up with a purple color.

	Ylja paused briefly.

	"And Arawn, for he was given Verðld." A red sphere enveloped Verðld.

	The planets lined up again.

	"But the last of them, Taka, wanted more than just a planet. He was not satisfied with the one assigned to him, the planet you call Earth. Unquenchable was his thirst for power, his immeasurable anger, and his envy of his father. Corroded by jealousy and hate, he longed for the powers that his father denied them: the ability to forge and destroy realities at will. He tried to tempt his brother Refr and his sister Hel into banding together and assassinating Ævi, so that his powers would be passed to the three of them. Refr agreed, but Hel only pretended to, and warned her father at the last minute, bringing him to safety in another realm. She then went to try and oppose Taka and Refr on Lukand. The legends don't explain exactly what happened on Lukand, but in the end, the planet and its reality were completely wiped out."

	As I watched, the third planet darkened and disappeared. The six remaining planets moved closer together and formed a line again.

	"It is said that Taka and Refr were punished and exiled for treason. They have never been seen again. Hel returned to Helheim, and she and her remaining siblings set out to shape their planets to their liking."

	The planets gradually lost their colored glow. On Helheim, the first planet, volcanoes dominated, surrounded by giant rivers on three continents. Shinrin was almost entirely covered with water, with only one exception: a small, round island covered with some kind of primeval forest. Marglóð, the third planet, was the opposite: a desert planet with only one body of water, an ocean sized oasis surrounded by two huge, crescent shaped areas of lush vegetation. Hreggsál had four continents resembling the vegetation of the four seasons. From icy landscapes in the North and sparsely forested areas in the East, to a green continent in the West and a desert in the South.

	My gaze turned eagerly to Verðld. So this was what it looked like! The landmasses ran all around the planet in three meandering stripes that touched each other now and then. In between there were oceans, while the poles to the north and south were covered with ice.

	Ylja continued. "But they soon realized that the human beings living on these planets were missing something very essential. So the siblings decided to split their own souls as a final sacrifice, given to humans as a gift."

	Above each planet, a sphere appeared and then burst into millions and millions of small, bright shooting stars falling over the planet.

	"They decided to sacrifice themselves. One last, selfless deed for the good of others. Hence they passed their souls to all living things on their planets. Two parts of their being, however, were held back and given to those who came to fame by doing wise and noble deeds. These were the first royalty of their kind. And finally, they sealed away the last part of their souls in magic artifacts, entrusted to only the most kind-hearted royal families. One artifact for each world. By doing so, they became immortal, forever merged with the living things on their planets." Ylja paused.

	I looked at her. "What about Earth?" I asked her.

	"Earth..." she hesitated before continuing, "I am afraid was abandoned. As far as we know, your kind were on your own. There was no guidance or enlightenment."

	"And that means that man in the parking lot..." I started.

	"Yes. I felt it. Only I could not make sense of it at first. I had never felt anything like this. The infinite hatred..." She trailed off, lost in her thoughts.

	This actually explained a lot. Taka wanted to take back his world and destroy the others. But if he was a god, how did you kill him? Could you even kill a god?

	"How...?" I started.

	"This I do not know," Ylja answered, as if she had read my mind. Sæla had mentioned a magical artifact, something we had to fetch in Skið-Garðr.

	"What about the Marglóðttr?" I asked her. And before she could answer, I quickly added, "Can we use it to kill him?"

	"I doubt so," she sighed. "Legend has it that the Marglóðttr artifact would drive the coming darkness away. But Taka... I’m afraid he’s much more powerful than any existing artifact."

	I still had a question I wanted to ask. Something that I couldn’t get out of my mind. That feverish dream from earlier still haunted me. Was it real or not? I had to know. It had just looked and felt too real to be only a dream. On the other hand, I didn’t want to worry Ylja.

	"Ylja, are there any dragons on Verðld?"

	The question seemed to make her very sad. "I'm afraid not," she said. "The era of dragons is long gone. The last dragons were killed hundreds of years ago."

	Suddenly, everything around us, the planets, the space, the lights and the universe began to fade. From one moment to the next, I found myself lying next to Ylja in the cave again. Blood ran from my mouth. I spat several times to clear it. She had bitten me. As if I didn’t already have enough injuries. I turned my head toward her, but she was no longer conscious.

	The fire was still burning and had warmed the cave walls by then, so that it was comfortably warm inside. I closed my eyes and instantly fell into a deep, dreamless and soothing sleep.


Môrforwyn

	 

	I woke up with a start, confused and unsure where I was or for how long I had slept. My mouth was dry and the taste of blood caused me to gag. It took a few seconds to recall the events that had brought us here, but my wounds were an unpleasant reminder of all that had happened.

	Ylja was still asleep. I held my breath, waiting until I saw that she was breathing. Relieved, I tried to sit up. My arm was burning and the pain in my chest had not diminished. But I was alive. We both were alive, and that was all that mattered at the moment.

	The fire had almost burned down. I tossed some more of the driftwood onto the fire and as if in a trance, watched it being consumed by the embers.

	At least I finally had some answers. I needed as much information as possible to make it through all of this. Nevertheless, I still felt like a small child who, for the first time in his life, could finally reach the front door knob. With rapturous eyes, I carelessly walked through into the outside world. A kid with no idea of the many dangers and no clue how things were handled out there. I was easy prey for all the shadows and dark forces, which were already waiting for their chance to strike.

	I slowly got up, took another of the white shirts from the sports bag, tore the packaging open, and put it on. That gave me an idea. I went to my backpack and opened the bottom zipper. Inside, still wrapped in the blue cloth, lay the dagger and the golden ball Cera had given me in the tavern. What purpose did they have? I was eager to find out. I turned the ball over in my hand, back and forth. As I had noticed when I first saw it, the curved, golden pieces that covered its surface could be moved, like a Rubik's cube, to form new patterns and interlaced circles. Still, nothing I did had any effect on it, and nothing happened. I slid the parts around until two small indentations became visible: a tiny, round one on one side and a slim, rectangular one on the opposite side. I tried to push both expectantly, but to no avail.

	The dagger, too, seemed to be just an ordinary weapon. I had to ask Ylja about it. Whom could I trust if not her?

	I stowed the sphere back in my backpack, picked up the Beretta and put it in my waistband. I decided to take the dagger along as well. I had no clue what awaited me, but it was always better to carry some kind of insurance.

	My eyes came to rest on my digital camera and lens, which still lay broken at the foot of the cave wall, just where they had landed when I threw them.

	I picked up the lens and struck the back end, which was typically attached to the camera, with all my strength against the cave wall, so that the rear lens housing came off. I removed it and threw two more of the matches into it. After a few seconds, they began to light up, shining through the 77mm lens on the other end. I now had an exceptionally bright, homemade flashlight. I just hoped that it wouldn't get too hot, but as long as I didn't blow on it like I did before, it hopefully would be alright. I pointed it at the back of the cave and started walking toward it. There was some sort of passageway there, just tall enough that I could barely stand and walk in it. The walls as well as the ceiling of the pathway were overgrown and covered by something that looked and felt as soft as moss. When the beam of light hit it, it instantly started to glow. It dipped the passage in a shimmering, green light, just like one of those luminous strips that stored daylight and would glow at night to keep someone from stumbling over stairs or obstacles.

	The tunnel made several turns to the left and right that led me deeper and deeper into the cave. I don’t remember how long I walked like this, always anxious not to hit my bandaged arm on the black walls.

	After dozens of bends, the path finally ended in a large cave, at least twice the size of an average movie theater, from what I could see with my makeshift light. Its floor was almost entirely covered by water.

	I stood at the edge of an underground lake! Countless stalactites hung from the ceiling, from which occasional drops of water dripped down to hit the surface of the lake, creating slowly spreading concentric circles. The echoing sound of dripping water pierced the silence and filled the cave. Was this some sort of influx from the nearby sea? I bent down, dipped my fingertips in the ice-cold water and tasted it. It turned out I was right, this was clearly seawater.

	Still, I was so disappointed. I had at least expected to find something here: people, monsters, even an ambush or the like. Anything would have been better than... nothing. The prophecy mentioned a light, but I couldn't be sure about what it really meant, whether it referred to my makeshift flashlight or something completely different. That silly rhyme wasn't helpful at all.

	In one last attempt, I shone the light on the clear water in front of me. The water had to be very deep. The beam of light coming from the lens didn't reach to its bottom. I took a few steps to the left, then angled the beam in another direction, but without spotting anything of interest. There was only water and jagged rocks to be seen.

	Discouraged, I had finally turned around to go back to Ylja when I suddenly heard a voice coming from my left.

	"Tell me, what is your desire?"

	The soft, melodious and obviously female voice came from inside the cave. In surprise, I dropped the lens into the water, where it hit the surface with a splash and immediately went out. Darkness surrounded me again. I put my hand on the Beretta, but decided not to pull it yet. The question didn’t sound aggressive or even hostile, but rather seemed to be an expression of honest curiosity. Only I didn’t even know to whom I was speaking.

	"My... my name is Thomas, Thomas Knight," I started.

	"I know who you are. I have been waiting for you. But know that I do not care about names. Names... are of no interest to me. Names come, names go. I have seen thousands of names until I grew tired of it. I wish to know what you are looking for. So tell me, why did you come here?" asked the voice insistently.

	My answer seemed to surprise her.

	"Help," I replied.

	She laughed and I heard the sound of splashing water in front of me.

	"And for help, ye noble knight, you dare to come to this godforsaken place?"

	"I’m afraid I am not of noble blood," I replied in confusion.

	"That is not your concern, noble knight. I see past your wounded, mortal flesh. Beyond the doubt, beyond the fear. I have seen but few people of your kind, but never did they shine as brightly as you."

	"I don't know what you see in me. I am nothing more than a broken man that got involved in things I never asked to be a part of."

	"And yet, you decided to come here and ask for help?"

	I suddenly had the feeling that I should choose my words carefully.

	"I came here, to what you call a godforsaken place, in time of despair, in a humble search for help, as this seems to be the only place left to ask for it."

	Silence once more cloaked the cave, only interrupted by the sound of water dripping from the stalactites.

	"Go on," she finally said. There was a short pause, during which I heard more splashing. Was there someone or something floating on the water? Her voice sounded so close now. I felt a cold breeze on my face and suddenly didn’t dare to move.

	"If we are on Verðld, I am the bearer of bad news," I started. The sound of my voice echoed through the cave. "A powerful force is coming. We have already tried to fight it and failed, and my companion is severely injured. She needs help. Please. We all need help."

	"Bad news interests me as little as the concerns of man. I tell you now, it does not matter who represents power or sovereignty. The powerful, the dynasties, they all pass away. People are born, people die. Be it of old age or by the hand of others. It will be the like 'til the end of time. Faces change over the centuries and millennia, but history only tends to repeat itself over and over again."

	"That might be true," I countered, "but what if that force was so dangerous that it now threatened to destroy all of Verðld?"

	I heard a bright, amused laugh.

	"That power, let it be said, has no man."

	I felt anger rising inside of me. How could someone possibly be so nonchalant about something that was about to swallow all life on this planet?

	"Not a man, no. But what about a god? A god who has already brought fire and destruction to all but the last kingdom of this world?"

	Silence.

	I was thinking of Ylja, Phoenix, Sæla, Cera, Will and all the other innocent inhabitants of Fàilte. I now realized that I was worried sick about them. They were all so kind to me and treated me so well. Even Ylja had tried to protect me, although she must have known her decision to attack Taka might kill her.

	"I have no clue who you are," I shouted, "but if you can help me, you must! Not only for me, but for every living thing on this planet! Everyone, including you, will be dead soon if you refuse my request!" My voice grew louder and louder. I heard an ominous growl emanating from right in front of me, but I ignored it. I just couldn’t help myself. I didn’t care anymore, and I knew I was out of time. Overwhelmed with anger and despair, I went on shouting into the darkness.

	"And don’t tell me you don't care about any of this! Countless good and upright people are about to die. Not to mention all the thousands who already lost their lives in the other kingdoms. Taka is back, and if you won’t help me, may god have mercy on us all!"

	Water suddenly splashed against the cave walls, accompanied by a deep, roaring rumble which endlessly echoed throughout the cave. I backed away until I hit the rock wall and could go no further. I pulled the Beretta and then instantly dropped it again when two huge, amber-colored eyes opened in front of me and pierced the darkness like the beacons of a lighthouse.


Of Sparrows & Nightingales

	 

	The eyes in front of me stared directly into my soul. At the same time the eyes opened, I heard her voice again.

	"So tell me, Knight, are you a sparrow or a nightingale?" asked the voice hauntingly.

	"What? What does that mean?" I asked. My body hurt so much I could barely stand, and on top of that, I was utterly confused and filled with fear. Not the best time to deal with a question like that.

	Those huge, eerie eyes, which were still staring fixedly at me, hung suspended in front of me, at about the height of a human being. But they were definitely not human.

	"Tell me..."

	Slowly, the eyes began to move closer to my face. I had already pressed my aching body as far back against the cave wall as possible. There was nowhere else to go.

	"...do you know how it will end?" Her voice was so loud it felt as if the walls were about to crumble. "Do you yet know the end of Elfin’s Tale?"

	Was she talking about that folklore rhyme? Didn’t Sæla mention something about other stanzas just before we were attacked in the forest? I remembered Cera, back in Fàilte. It now seemed ages and not merely days ago when I innocently set foot in his tavern. He had written the words down, copying them from the Japanese scroll, and then suddenly stopped for a moment as if he'd had second thoughts and hesitated to finish it.

	I now realized, far too late, that there must be so much more to it than I had first thought. Once more, I cursed myself for not paying attention to this seemingly unimportant detail earlier.

	"I’m... I’m afraid I only know the first part of it," I slowly admitted. I had no intention of lying, which might have turned out to be extremely foolish in this situation anyway. Sticking to the truth seemed like the only logical option.

	The voice was nothing more than an arcane whisper as she recited the words I wasn’t meant to hear:

	"The quest then ends upon yon hill. Him standing proud and standing still. He draws his sword both loud and shrill. Then one last time he bids it kill. The last and final sacrifice, the warrior pays with his own life. Mourned by the cherished royal sun, the Warriors of the Light begun."

	Just as the echoes of the last words died away, her melodic but stern voice once more emanated from the darkness.

	"So tell me, Knight. Are you willing to pay the debt with your life?"

	And in that moment, I finally realized that I had been right all along. I now had the proof that confirmed all the foreshadowing and that distinctive, strange and ominous feeling I'd had ever since I was drawn into this nightmare. After all, it had not deceived me. I chuckled and shook my head in disbelief. I was in the middle of a suicide mission. That's why Cera had hesitated for a moment when he was writing down the rhyme. He knew that he was looking at a dead man walking. And he must have known that I would figure it out sooner or later, but apparently he didn't want to be the one to tell me. No one did. For which I couldn't blame them.

	Doctors must have a routine for breaking bad news to patients or their loved ones. And yet, in most cases, they are not personally involved, so it must rather feel like reciting a poem over and over, occasionally throwing in bits of relevant sympathy. But this... was different. They all needed me, perhaps that's what made them so uneasy.

	And me? I suddenly felt so utterly odd. For some reason, knowing that I wouldn't survive this quest didn't bother me nearly as much as it should have. I know it might be hard to relate to. I mean, I should have been upset, angry or devastated, but deep inside, I had already known there was no possible scenario that would allow me to get out of this alive. In the end, it all came down to one logical calculation: trade the life of a single person for those of billions.

	But me? The idea of me deciding the fate of this world was such a bizarre thought that I couldn’t even wrap my head around it.

	I took a deep breath and then slowly nodded, not even sure if that made any difference to the creature in front of me or not. My voice almost failed me.

	"If that’s what’s going to happen... if that’s what’s supposed to happen..." I cleared my throat, "...and if I can stop all of this misery and destruction by sacrificing my own life, then this is a price I am willing to pay. So the answer is yes," I said.

	In reply, the eyes tilted slightly to the left, then to the right, and for the first time, very slowly blinked before the voice spoke to me again.

	"Very well then. And so... it shall be," said the voice in a completely different tone, now filled with obvious joy, which in my present state of mind, I found rather irritating. All the sternness and neutrality had disappeared in an instant.

	Suddenly, an intense rumbling began in the cave, growing steadily louder and louder.

	I was terrified. Those amber-colored eyes still stared at me, while more and more water splashed against the walls of the cave and incessantly rained down from it. The stalactites slowly began to crumble from the cave ceiling, falling one after the other into the water. The noise was deafening. I felt like my head might explode. Finally, even parts of the ceiling began to plunge into the water, allowing bright beams of sunlight to penetrate the darkness from above.

	I was already pressing my body against the cave wall as much as I could. By some miracle, I managed to avoid being hit by one of the falling chunks of rock.

	I looked up and saw bits of the clear blue sky showing through the roof of the cave, and the beams of light that shone down began to light up the inside of the cave like powerful stage lights.

	My eyes hesitantly followed the cones of light, in which dust intertwined with fine sprayed water and danced like fireflies on a moonlit summer night. I held my breath. I knew that the eyes that held me in their gaze were huge. But now I was able to see why and to whom they belonged.

	Between the eyes, I now recognized shapes, the first being a huge head, which was covered with turquoise scales, with three curving, offset, dark blue horns. The scales reflected and broke the light in all its spectrum, painting colorful waves onto the wet cave walls. Underneath it, I could make out a pointed snout studded with gigantic teeth. Each one had to be at least a foot long. They ran in two rows on the upper and lower jaw. The black pupil was nothing more than a thin slit in the center of the amber iris.

	The beams of light grew and spread as the ceiling opened above us. Bit by bit, the light revealed more and more details of the being that stood in front of me: it was a dragon! And not just any dragon, it was the very dragon I had seen in my fever dream. Thick, shiny turquoise scales covered not only its head, but also all of its massive body, which was only partially visible above the surface of the lake. The other, much larger part still had to be under water. Two long probes hung down from the sides of its head, reaching into the water.

	"You still bear the dagger?" There it was again, the voice, that beautiful female voice. But the dragon’s mouth never moved, it just continued staring at me with those huge, shining, amber eyes. Unable to move, my eyes glanced to the left and right. But apart from myself and the creature, no one else was in the cave with us. That was when I realized that I hadn’t really been hearing the voice at all. It was a mental projection aimed directly at my mind. 

	"You still bear the dagger?" the voice asked again, impatiently. It took several attempts before I could answer.

	"I... I do not intend to kill you," I said, my voice breaking. I raised my left hand into the air. With my right hand, using my thumb and forefinger, I slowly pulled the dagger out of the back waistband of my pants, then held it as far away from my body as possible.

	The voice laughed, and then said, amused, "I can see that."

	Was she relieved? The sternness had vanished, and she no longer sounded menacing... just... friendly. But how did she know about the dagger? I couldn’t think clearly. She must have seen it when I entered the cave.

	Suddenly, the dragon’s head shot upward and struck what was left of the cave ceiling, causing it to collapse. The pieces of rock thundered down, some hitting the dragon’s neck and bouncing off before disappearing with a splash into the depths of the lake. Slowly, she pulled herself out of the water, using the giant rocks under the water's surface as stepping stones. With a surprisingly swift and graceful movement I would never have expected from such a giant creature, she spread her enormous wings and leapt through the opening she had made in the roof of the cave, soaring up into the air. As if under a spell, I stared after her with my mouth hanging open, and what was probably a very stupid expression on my face, watching her rise into the evening sky. I didn’t even notice that I was still holding the dagger out at arm’s length.

	The dragon continued to climb for a moment, and then suddenly turned tail and began to dive back down toward the cave. Just before she reached the surface of the lake, I was grasped by one of her claws. It embraced me so tightly that I could neither move nor breathe. I tried to scream, but I was unable to make any sound.

	I hit the icy water with a shock. Immediately, my blood began to color the water around me red. The coldness of the water was numbing, but my wounds instantly started to burn in the salty sea water. The dragon dove down, plunging deeper into the water and relentlessly pushing me farther into the abyss, leaving a translucent trail of blood behind us.

	I almost lost consciousness, and in panic I desperately tried to get back to the surface, flailing my arms wildly. But to no avail. I didn’t even know where "up" was anymore. Instead, I felt the inevitable darkness closing in.

	That’s when I heard her voice echoing in my head.

	"If you want to live, use the dagger."

	I realized that I still held the dagger in my right hand. Following an impulse, I used the last bit of strength I had left, rolled over and thrust it into the body of the dragon.

	To my surprise, I had no trouble penetrating the hard, dinner plate-sized turquoise scales. The dagger pierced them without any resistance, cutting through the scales and underlying skin as if they were made of jelly. Instantly, blood began to flow out of the wound, enveloping me and turning the water into a clouded, red brew that made it almost impossible to see anything.

	Then, within a heartbeat, something extraordinary happened. Something I never would have expected. My wounds began to close. I could feel my injuries, inside and outside my body, starting to heal within a second or two. The burning was instantly gone and I no longer felt any pain. I didn't even feel the cold or lack of oxygen anymore. I used the scales to push myself up, and slowly made my way along the dragon's body in the direction of the water's surface.

	Meanwhile, the dragon rested motionless in the water. Had I killed her? When my head rose above the water, I greedily sucked in as much air as I could, and then quickly pulled off my shirt and tore the bandages from my arm and shoulder.

	I had been right. The wounds were gone. All of them. Incredulous, I stared at my arm, completely forgetting the dragon that was still somewhere in the water below me. However, at the same moment, I realized that there was no way I could have killed the creature with the comparably tiny dagger, or even severely injured her. It was like someone attacking an elephant with a toothpick.

	The water quickly took on a light red color that spread in circles around me. I felt incredibly energetic. With my hand, I touched my chest and the areas that had just healed. There weren't even any scars. Then I suddenly felt something that hadn't been there before. I turned my head and looked at my left arm. Just below my shoulder, on the outside of my upper arm, a flame with four spikes was branded onto my skin. I ran my fingers over it. It looked and felt as if it was alive, or at least it moved beneath my skin.

	The three-dimensional, skin-toned image was just a bit smaller than a cell phone. I could pinch and move it with my fingers. It didn't cause any pain, but felt incredibly odd, as if there was a constant blood flow directly underneath the skin that kept it moving like an animated icon. The middle of the flames was split by a spear of lightning, which also moved and looked like it had just struck the flames. What had just happened to me? Or rather to my body? As I stared at the pulsing mark on my arm, I didn't even notice the dragon below me had started swimming toward the surface again. When she shot out of the water, it took me by surprise. Just like before, she grabbed me with her claws as she broke free of the cave, and flew skyward with me in a tight grip.

	"What are you doing to me?" I shouted in confusion.

	"The two of us, we have a deal. And by the way, I just healed your physical wounds. You are very welcome," she said. I noticed with confusion that she spoke in a calm, gentle and comforting voice with a cheerful undertone.

	"And now, let us take care of your soul, shall we?"

	Before I could even blink, I was catapulted high into the clouds. Below me I could see the sea, the shore, and the cave we had just escaped from. It was just a small, dark dot that looked so unreal, like a part of a well-built and artistically painted diorama.

	The wind embraced my naked torso, and I closed my eyes as my body spun around, so that I once again lost my orientation when I dove into the clouds. I was reflexively holding my breath, and I felt like I was sitting on a roller coaster that was about to plummet down.

	But to my surprise, the fall never came. All of a sudden, the rush of the wind was gone, and I was neither rising nor falling. Instead, I felt myself standing on solid ground. I opened my eyes in incredulous surprise and the white mist around me slowly began to fade.

	Was I standing on a cloud? I knew I hadn’t fallen all the way down again, she had only thrown me upwards. But if not, where was I? I took a few cautious steps forward, out of the mist that surrounded me. My hair and body were still soaking wet, and drops of water instantly began to hit the ground.

	I must have looked as out of place as I felt. There was no dragon or ocean to be seen anywhere. Instead, I stood next to an endless sunflower field. The sunflowers were blooming; their bright, yellow blossoms looked so beautiful, a wonderful and enchanting contrast to the blue sky.

	The field was huge, there was no end to be seen, so that it seemed to merge with the horizon in the distance. The air was filled with the sweet smell of summer. Colorful butterflies flew along the adjacent meadows to the right of me, flitting up and down on the countless colorful flowers.

	Breathless, confused and still struggling for air, I quickly turned around in a panicked circle until I felt dizzy. I had no idea what had happened in the last few minutes. Everything was moving far too fast for me to cope with.

	I looked at my arm in disbelief, and felt my upper body. The wounds were all gone, it was as if I had never been hurt. The flame symbol with the bolt of lightning in the middle was still pulsing as if it was alive. It was such a strange sensation, as I had never even had any tattoos before. I felt utterly relaxed, and so much stronger than I had in a long time.

	My thoughts were racing. The blood of a dragon... had I just bathed in dragon's blood? Bits of the medieval Nibelungen legend shot through my head... Siegfried, he had also bathed in a dragon's blood... but that was as far as my mind got.

	"Thomas," I heard a voice behind me say. A voice that I knew all too well. I squeezed my eyes shut, turned around, and only hesitantly opened them again, fearing that what I had heard was only the delusion of a troubled mind. But that wasn’t the case.

	Jenny stood in front of me wearing a white, linen summer dress. I just stared at her with wide eyes, unable to say a single word. My voice failed me. My lips were moving, but no sound would come out. Even if I could have spoken, I would not have been able to articulate what I felt right then. I felt the tears running down my face.

	And Jenny, she just stood there, right in front of me, smiling at me with that kind and lovely expression on her face that had been burnt into my heart and soul every single time she had smiled at me before. She lifted her hand and wiped the tears from my face.

	"I have so rarely seen you cry," she said sympathetically. I noticed that there were tears in her eyes, too.

	"I... it... I’m so sorry," I stammered. I managed to break out of my paralysis and hugged her as tightly as I could. I felt her, as I had so often before, and yet it had never made me this happy. If you are separated from the person that means life to you, you feel not only incomplete, but as if you are walking around in a sunken dream.

	I never wanted to let her go. I felt her arms, her body, her hair, her scent, every part that I had missed so much in the nightmare my life had become since that stormy night a year ago.

	"Please don't worry, Thomas, it was not your fault." I forced myself with a heavy heart to let her go, and touched her face with my hands, felt her skin and her lips under my fingers. She smiled again. "Look around. I'm fine here."

	She held up something she had carried with her, a white T-shirt, which she handed to me. "Wear this, you must be cold."

	I took the shirt as if in trance. It felt so unreal, but in a wonderful way. Like a dream you would never ever want to end.

	I quickly put on the shirt. "Am I dead?" I asked her. She laughed heartily. How I missed that laugh... it was so contagious that I had to join in, even through my tears.

	"No, luckily not. You can thank Fafnera here for that." She pointed her finger at something behind me, and then waved. With a heavy heart, I turned around hesitantly, afraid that she might disappear if I let her out of my sight.

	Behind me, the dragon sat in the middle of the sunflower field. The turquoise scales shone and sparkled in the sunlight. She tilted her head and then lowered it. Jenny walked past me toward the dragon. I wanted to say something, but again I was unable to speak. Jenny went to her and ran her hands along the dragon’s head.

	"Please do me a favor and take care of him for a bit, will you?" she said to Fafnera. "He can be weird and stubborn sometimes." And as she said this, she winked at me.

	"No I’m not. That’s... not true," I stuttered.

	The dragon raised her head again. Jenny came up to me, took my hand and said, "Please don’t worry. I’m so sorry that I cannot be with you anymore. I wish it could be different, as you have such a heavy cross to bear... it seems that my Thomas has to save the world. You always stood apart from all the rest. I always knew you were special." She smiled.

	"I don’t care about that, I only need you. I need you by my side."

	"You’ll have someone by your side, someone who gives you a reason to fight."

	"What? No, I only need you. Can’t I just stay here with you? Please?" I asked pleadingly.

	"I’m afraid that’s not such a good idea," said a voice from behind me.

	I turned around and saw my cousin standing next to me. Just like in the Super 8 video, he wore the white tuxedo with the black bow tie.

	"Jan?" I asked in astonishment.

	"The honorable one, in person and very much at your service." He bowed slightly and smiled widely as he did so. I didn't say anything, just went to him and hugged him.

	"I’m so sorry to have put you in this dire situation," he said, putting his hand on the back of his head and bashfully rubbing it.

	"I would have preferred you had chosen an elite mercenary instead of a photographer to battle a god," I said with a smile. I wasn’t angry with him, though. On the contrary, I could not have been happier at this moment.

	"Even a battle-tested soldier would fail at a task that requires something much more important than martial arts," he replied with a wink. And then added, "Who knows, perhaps what it takes to save the world is not a fighter, but an artist."

	A soft breeze arose. The sunflowers swayed slightly in the wind. It was pleasantly warm, and in the truest sense of the word, heavenly. Was this heaven?

	"One of its tropics, yes," said the female voice that I had heard in the cave. I turned to the dragon.

	"Are you in my thoughts?" I asked her.

	"Under different circumstances, I would have tried to be a bit more subtle. But I am afraid I am somewhat out of practice," she admitted. Her mouth never moved an inch, but I heard her voice so clearly, as if a human being standing next to me had said it. Apparently, she could decide who heard her and who didn’t.

	Turning to Jenny, she replied, "Do not worry, I will take care of him."

	"Hey, I never rode on a dragon before!" Jan said enthusiastically.

	I laughed. "Those are ancient beings. In all the legends and mythology, dragons are portrayed as not only wise, but also powerful. I don’t believe that a human is meant to ride a dragon," I remarked reproachfully. He just shrugged his shoulders, grinned and reached out to run his hands along the dragon’s neck.

	"This is true. But sometimes, in a few extremely rare cases... we are entitled to make an exception," I heard her say.

	She spread her wings, which were so huge that they blocked the sun, casting a shadow on the three of us. And then, with two swift and graceful strokes, she rose high into the air. The breeze this caused hit us so that I blinked rapidly and for a moment had to raise my arm to shield my eyes.

	"I am afraid we have to go, Thomas. I cannot keep the portal open any longer," the voice told me in a gentle, warning tone.

	I didn’t want to go. Just another second, another minute, hour, whatever. I just wanted to stay. Forever.

	"Please don’t do this to me," I said. "We aren’t meant to be apart."

	"You have to go back," said Jenny. "You have to prevent everything from falling into chaos. This is so much more important than us."

	"Nothing is more important than us. And honestly, I don’t even know how I would ever be able to prevent the fall of two worlds. All by myself? That’s crazy! I never wanted to be in the spotlight, you know me. I never had any ambitions to be like this, I just wanted to be happy. With you." My heart grew so incredibly heavy again, it felt as if it would tear me apart from the inside.

	"Stop thinking that way. Sometimes we cannot choose the path we walk, no matter how hard we try. You have to stick to it now, because a lot of people depend on you and your actions. Besides, you have more friends down there than you realize by now. I know you can do this, Thomas. You are so much stronger than you think you are. Please trust in yourself," she said, and gave me another long hug.

	I suddenly felt infinitely sad from one second to the next. The roller coaster I was on was about to dive into a bottomless pit, and there I sat, terrified, with no way to get off.

	"Not only that, but I want you to enjoy your life down there, no matter how long it is. There are people who like you and count on you. Do not disappoint them. Do you hear me? Promise me that."

	I slowly and hesitantly nodded against my will, while forcefully pressing my lips together.

	"I love you," I silently whispered in despair.

	Jenny smiled widely again. The sunlight veiled her silhouette in an unearthly glow.

	"I love you too," she replied, and gave me a kiss that felt so incredibly good, bringing back a series of memories played like a flipbook before my mind’s eye.

	"But promise me not to let your heart be clouded by it. Love is a wonderful thing, and the last thing I want is for you to suffer because of what happened to me." She took my face in her hands again. I closed my eyes.

	"I..." I didn’t even know what to say.

	Once more, the dragon beat her gigantic black wings, grabbing me in a single, swift movement with her right hind leg and pulling me with her at breathtaking speed into the blue sky. Caught by my watering eyes, everything happened so fast, as I looked down at the sunflower field with Jenny and Jan standing side by side waving at me. A promise, a voice and a heart. Stitched into the fabric of my soul.

	"Now you know how Bastian must have felt!" Jan shouted after me.

	Just like before, I was flung through the air, unable to breathe in the face of the acceleration forces. This time, I kept my hands at my sides to make myself more aerodynamic. I shot through the wall of mist like a rocket sled on rails, until suddenly I felt solid ground under my feet again. I looked down at myself as the wind whipped past my body, and I realized that I was not on solid ground at all, but standing on the back of the dragon! I desperately fought to keep my balance as she tilted forward and tried to cling precariously to the scales. The clouds rushed past me, sweeping me around and making the white T-shirt flap against my body.

	"Thanks," I said.

	The dragon let out a scream. I assumed this meant something like: "You’re welcome."

	"Not quite," I heard the voice in my head say, amused. "Try to balance."

	"I’m trying, I’m trying!" I shouted against the wind, doing my best not to fall off.

	"Close to my neck, the turbulence should be less intense."

	I pulled myself forward a few feet, propping myself up against the bulky scales with my feet. She was right, here I was apparently in the slipstream. The wind blew past me on either side, and I didn’t feel as much like I might fall off at any second.

	"Try to wedge your feet in between my scales and then tell me when you are ready."

	I pushed first the left and then the right shoe into the space between four bordering scales. The scales were a bit flexible and sank in a few inches. It took a bit of effort but in the end I wedged my feet tightly under them and straightened my upper body as the clouds enveloped us.

	"Ready?" she asked me.

	"For what?" I replied in confusion.

	"This!"

	The dragon plummeted into the depths, and we emerged from the clouds. Below us lay nothing but the deserted, coastal landscape and the sea. A few yards above the ground, she made an incredibly quick turn and we raced along the beach.

	Was I flying a dragon?

	"It is more like the dragon flies you, but if you prefer to think of it the other way around..." I heard her say.

	I leaned against the dragon’s neck, spread my arms, and felt the wind blow through my fingers and all around me. I closed my eyes, only to open them again immediately. I was flying a dragon! I laughed out loud at the thought. She rose again steeply and flew a series of loops. She was so incredibly agile, I have no words for it, it was like she weighed nothing at all.

	We hovered for a moment, which felt almost like floating in zero gravity. Then she plunged into the clouds again, dragging parts of them behind us and drawing magical lines in the evening sky.

	"Your name is Fafnera?" I shouted against the wind.

	She flew a barrel roll.

	"I am impressed, you even pronounce it right."

	"Thank you, Fafnera. For all of this," I said. And never had I meant it as sincerely as I did in that moment.

	"You deserved this," she said.

	"I certainly haven’t done anything to deserve this," I replied.

	"Ah, modesty. Why am I not surprised? Well then..."

	She flew several rolls in a row until I felt dizzy and everything spun around me.

	"Alright, alright, stop!" I called out. She laughed heartily.

	It had only been a short time since we had emerged from the cave, but the last few minutes were such a roller coaster ride that I hadn’t had time to process it all and to realize what had just happened to me. Suddenly, I thought of Ylja, and a panic arose in me. We had to help her!

	"Do not worry, she will be fine," said Fafnera in a calm voice. "I can hear her heartbeat."

	The dragon was now flying along the coast again.

	"May I ask you about something?"

	"Go ahead."

	"I noticed that there’s something on my arm, some sort of moving tattoo..."

	"Draconis Interfector. It is the mark of the dragon slayer. You should cover it. These days, it may be outlawed."

	"Does that mean I’m invincible now?" I asked hopefully.

	Fafnera chuckled.

	"No, unfortunately. I fear that the effects are far less impressive. For example, you might be less sensitive to hot or cold temperatures, but not much more than that. The bath in my blood was able to reset your cells to a previous state, but this process only works once. You are on your own from now on. So try to take care of yourself, please."

	"Heir today, gone tomorrow," I said, smiling widely. It had at least been worth a try. "How about fire? Can you breathe fire?" I asked.

	"Fire?" She was laughing heartily. "I am sorry to disappoint you, but no dragon ever had the ability to breathe fire. Where did you get that idea?"

	"There are and were no dragons on earth, there are just some old legends and fairy tales. In most of them, dragons could breathe fire, ice or sonic rays of some kind," I explained.

	"How bizarre," she remarked.

	"Oh, yes, definitely! I’m standing on a flying dragon and the dragon tells me that breathing fire sounds bizarre!"

	I spread out my hands again.

	"Try to shift your weight to either your right or left foot. I will fly in that direction then."

	I did as she said. It was like balancing on a surfboard... it took me a few tries until I got the hang of it, but basically it felt like tilting a game controller to either side in order to control the player. It was so much fun that for a short time, I forgot all the pain and sorrows that had led to this moment.

	I looked down. Rocks and stretches of beach alternated rapidly until I could make out a familiar rock formation in the distance. It wasn’t long before I could see the path of pebbles that led into the cave. When we reached the beach where we had set off, Fafnera pulled up, spread out her wings, and slowed until her feet touched the ground beneath us. We had landed right in front of the cave entrance.

	I pulled my feet loose from the scales and climbed down the dragon’s body. The scales turned out to be great step stones, too. I still could hardly believe what I had just done.

	I ran into the cave, the pebbles crunching under my feet. When I got inside, everything looked just as I had left it. To the left was the wreckage of the BMW resting on the ripped out piece of black asphalt, and next to it was the overturned light pole with the splintered glass. To the right, Ylja was lying. She was still asleep, covered with the black jacket. The fire was down to embers already. A thin column of smoke arose from the ashes and collected on the cave ceiling. At least the cave walls still radiated some of the stored heat.

	I went to her, slowly bent down and cautiously lifted her up. Then I swiftly headed toward the tunnel at the back of the cave. She wasn’t heavy at all, so I had no trouble carrying her through the passageway that led to the lake.

	The green, luminescent shine of the moss that covered the walls of the stony corridor was still bright enough to guide me.

	When I entered this part of the cave again, I got goosebumps all over my body. I could only hope it would still work for Ylja as it had for me.

	The last bits of daylight shone through the collapsed ceiling of the cave. I looked at the surface of the water, which still shimmered red. Less intense than before, but still noticeably red. I took a deep breath, tensed my muscles and jumped into the lake with her in my arms. The water was as cold as I expected, but I didn’t mind it now. It didn't feel uncomfortable at all. I kicked hard and pulled her down with me into the depths.

	It took a bit longer for her than it had for me, long seconds in which I prayed to god that I was still in time to save her.

	Suddenly, she opened her eyes wide in surprise and started to panic. I wrapped my body around hers, turned her to face me, and did my best to look at her through the cold, red-tinged water with a broad smile. Her face reflected pure confusion. Air bubbles rose from our mouths. I looked down at her body and tore the bandages off her hip. As we both watched, the wounds slowly closed. Incredulous, she raised her head and looked at me questioningly. I winked at her and pulled her toward the surface of the water. As our heads emerged from the water, we both took a deep breath. I swam over to the rocky edge of the lake, pulled myself up, and climbed out of the water.

	Ylja still floated in the middle of the lake, looking down at her body in disbelief.

	"What did you do to me?" she exclaimed, as if in shock.

	"Oh, look who’s talking! I could ask you the same thing, Miss 'I’ll-show-you-something-so-let-me-bite-your-tongue!'"

	She just stared at me. "How is this possible?"

	I held out my hand to help her out of the water.

	"Does the comely Princess want to leave the bathtub or should I come back sometime later?" I asked, smiling at her.

	Her eyes narrowed for a moment, but then she swam to the edge of the lake and grabbed my hand. I pulled her out of the water with a jerk. Water splashed around us and she instantly began to run her hands through her short white hair to brush the water out of it. She hadn’t noticed it yet, but I could see that she now bore the very same animated, three-dimensional mark on her upper left arm that I did.

	"Can you please tell me what just happened?"

	I shrugged. "Your world, not mine," I said, and then added, "Come on, I have to show you something!" She looked at me strangely, as if I had lost my mind.

	I didn’t hesitate, but instantly took her hand and pulled her back toward the passage to the cave.

	"Careful, it's a bit narrow here," I called to her without turning around. I was curious about what she would say to Fafnera - a creature whose existence she wasn't even aware of.

	"The camera brought us back to Verðld. I'm not sure exactly where we are, but I think you'll be able to tell me that at some point," I told her as I pulled her through the corridor. 

	Something buried in the depths of my subconscious made note of the fact that she had made no attempt to let go of my hand.

	As we stepped out of the tunnel, Ylja stopped and looked at the car and the sports bag full of guns lying on the floor of the cave. Hesitantly, she then went to the place where I had treated her wounds, bent down and looked at the remains of bandages soaked in green blood scattered on the ground.

	I took a deep breath. "Listen, I am truly sorry about what happened at the castle," I said, full of guilt. I still felt so ashamed of it. After all, thanks to my stubbornness and lack of self-control, I almost had her death on my conscience. In the end, we had barely made it out alive. Next time, we might not be so lucky. That’s why I had to make sure I had myself under control.

	"I should have listened to you. I just "blew a fuse," as we say on Earth."

	"Thank you," she said shortly.

	I didn’t know if that was intended as a response to my apology or the fact that I had dressed her wounds. Maybe both, at least I hoped so.

	I went to the wreck of the BMW, picked up my backpack and the camera bag, put the latter over my shoulder and then turned back to Ylja, who was still staring at her improvised bed, lost in her thoughts.

	I held out my hand again, then smiled and winked at her. She didn’t speak, just stared first at my hand and then at me.

	"Someone is waiting outside I'd like to introduce you to."

	She hesitantly took my hand and I stepped outside with her. In front of us, the sea and the beach spread out for seemingly endless miles, decorated with scattered clouds that floated on the distant horizon. The sun was now setting and veiled everything in an incredibly beautiful orange-red glow. When we stepped out of the cave, I looked to the left and right, confused.

	"Behind you, above the cave entrance," Fafnera’s voice spoke in my mind. I nodded, though she probably couldn’t see it, and slowly turned Ylja around.

	"Ylja, say hello to Fafnera," I said with a big grin. The dragon had perched on the rock above the cave entrance and now let out a piercing cry. Her turquoise scales shone like a skillfully ground topaz in the light of the setting sun.

	Ylja's eyes opened wide, her right eye began to twitch and her mouth fell open. She almost fell backward, but I was just fast enough to catch her. I could never have imagined seeing her so stunned.

	"That’s a..." Now it was her turn to be speechless. Tears had started to run down her cheeks.

	"Dragon," I said with a wide smile. "And a very beautiful one, too."

	Fafnera opened her wings, launched herself into the sky and glided down to us, Ylja’s eyes never leaving her.

	When, with a deep rumble, she touched down on the beach, Ylja instantly ran to her and clung to her neck.

	"Where have you been? Where have you been all these years?" she asked in a husky voice. She cried so heartily that I myself was deeply touched by it. There had to be more to that story.

	"Much more," I heard Fafnera’s voice in my head again.

	I walked over to Ylja. "She healed us, or rather her blood did," I explained.

	Ylja looked at me, questioningly. "A dragon's blood..." she repeated slowly.

	I took off the white shirt I had gotten from Jenny and showed her my upper left arm, pointing at the animated flame and lightning symbol.

	"You have one, too," I said. She looked at her arm, absorbed in her thoughts as she let her right hand slowly run over the symbol.

	"He bears a Gram," said Fafnera. Ylja must have heard it as well, because the expression on her face became even stranger. She frowned.

	"Where did you get a Gram?" she asked me.

	"Gram? You mean the dagger?" I pulled it from my waistband and handed it to her. She took the small weapon with the shiny, silver blade and white leather hilt and turned it over in her hands, whereupon it immediately began to glow with a dim, somewhat greenish light.

	"It... didn’t do that when I held it," I remarked in amazement.

	"Where did you get the dagger?" Ylja asked again.

	"Cera gave it to me," I answered truthfully.

	"Cera?"

	"The innkeeper in Fàilte."

	"That’s impossible," she said, shaking her head.

	"I suppose so, but he gave it to me anyway."

	Ylja looked at Fafnera for some seconds, then turned back to me.

	"You want to tell me that he just handed you this dagger?"

	"Exactly. That was when I arrived in Fàilte with Phoenix. What’s wrong with that?" I asked her, beginning to get slightly annoyed.

	"Dragons cannot be easily injured, their only weak point is their wings. The scales, however, resist any blade or arrow - unless it is a specially forged, magical dragon blade. And this here," she held up the dagger, "was not supposed to exist on Verðld anymore. All weapons that are able to cause harm to a dragon were outlawed and destroyed centuries ago, after the war. In any case, I have never seen such a weapon before. Father told us many stories about it when we were little. And even he only heard the tales his grandfather passed to his father." In disgust, she added, "This weapon is outlawed by Fàilte law. No one in Fàilte dares to possess something like this."
Fafnera spoke up. "The dagger is one of the ancient Verðldian Grams."
"How do you know that?" Ylja asked.

	"I felt it when Thomas pierced me with it."

	Ylja’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment she looked as if she wanted to knock me out. I raised my hands defensively.

	"Sorry, I was not only severely wounded and about to drown, but I didn’t even know exactly what I was doing."

	"It is not his fault, I made him do it. Just know that I am deeply indebted to him," agreed Fafnera.

	"I’ve never done anything to have a dragon indebted to me," I replied in surprise.

	"That is correct," she replied, amused.

	Ylja still kept turning the dagger over and over in her hands.

	"How could you obtain a dragon blade? I know for certain that Cera wouldn’t be in possession of such a blade. That makes no sense." Ylja turned to me.

	"At the risk of confusing you even more, let me show you something else." I pulled off the backpack, opened the lower zipper and pulled out the golden ball that was still wrapped in cloth. Carefully, as if it were a priceless and fragile work of art, I handed it to Ylja, who unwrapped the cloth to reveal the dazzling ball. Her eyes widened as she stared at the sphere in disbelief.

	"You know what that is?" I asked her.

	"Of course I do! It’s the Marglóðttr, the artifact we were supposed to get at Skið-Garðr!"






	 

	 

	While on an odyssey nocturnal

	A tinted window leads to vernal

	Destined for a long-gone lore

	To tell the tale of coming war

	 

	When through the window shines the day

	The warrior finally sees his way

	All paths have led him to this moment

	When he shall face his grim opponent

	 

	As shadows strike on every side

	His hallowed men oppose the tide

	With spirits that have felt no fear

	They strive to face the deadly spear

	 


 

	The quest then ends upon yon hill

	Him standing proud and standing still

	He draws his sword both loud and shrill

	Then one last time he bids it kill

	 

	The last and final sacrifice

	The warrior pays with his own life

	Mourned by the cherished royal sun

	The Warriors of the Light begun


Separate Ways

	 

	"Cera was the one who gave me both that sphere and the dagger," I tried to explain.

	"That’s impossible. He can’t be in possession of the Marglóðttr, the Marglóðttr still has to be at Skið-Garðr. That makes no sense whatsoever!" Ylja retorted.

	"Well, if I may make a deduction, there are only two possibilities. Either this one is a forgery or it somehow made its way to Fàilte."

	"There may be another option you have not considered yet," Fafnera remarked cryptically.

	"What do you mean?" I asked, but received no answer.

	Ylja turned and slid the ornamental plates of the shiny, golden sphere into each other until the two notches that I had already uncovered in the cave became visible.

	"It doesn't appear to be fake," she remarked, lost in her thoughts. "...and I can’t think why someone would forge a copy of the Marglóðttr anyway."

	"How can we use it? Wasn’t it said that it can stop the Myrkr?"

	"Yes, but there was no mention of Taka. His return isn’t mentioned anywhere, not in the prophecy nor in any of the countless tales. Even if we activate the Marglóðttr and defeat the Myrkr with it, I have no idea how we could ever stop him. This is far worse than we thought."

	"First things first. How fast can you get us to Skið-Garðr?" I asked Fafnera.

	Ylja startled. "Dragons are no means of transportation for humans!" she objected.

	"You should have told him this earlier, as he has already been doing quite well as a dragon rider," said Fafnera, turning to face her.

	If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn I saw a smile on Fafnera’s face. Whereas Ylja’s face changed from pale white to a dark red.

	"I’m quite sure she will make an exception for the two of us. In these extremely rare circumstances, at least," I added with a friendly smile.

	"The estimated flight time is one to two hours, perhaps a little less. I am a bit out of practice, but it will not take long. We are already on one of the northern axes on the outskirts of the kingdom."

	I turned to Ylja again. "So... does the Princess prefer to walk, or would she consider joining us on a two-hour ride to Skið-Garðr?" I asked with a grin, reaching out my hand to her as an invitation.

	She lifted her left eyebrow. "What on Verðld happened to you while I was lying in that cave?" she asked meekly.

	"Not too much for a Monday." I shrugged.

	Judging by the look she gave me, she must have thought I had finally gone over the edge.

	I winked at her and took the Marglóðttr back, stowed it away with the dagger, and put the backpack on again. Fafnera lay flat on the ground, with part of her body sticking out into the sea. Her tail ran from the beach into the sea, then made a turn. I ran up the tail and across her back, careful not to slip on the scales. When I arrived near her neck, I shoved my feet back under two of the scales and made sure they were secure. Ylja was still standing on the beach and looking up at me in an unmistakable mix of disbelief and shock.

	"Oh come on, she won't bite. Besides, when the going gets tough, I'm sure dragons always act in favor of the Princess," I called down to her.

	Reluctantly, Ylja walked up the tail of the dragon onto her back and shuffled up beside me carefully. In the last few feet I offered her my hand and pulled her close to me.

	"Either cling to me or anchor your boots between the scales, just as I did," I explained, and pointed at my feet while moving my sneakers between the plates.

	The dragon had already spread her wings again and started to push off from the beach. The sudden movement hit Ylja unprepared. I quickly put my arm around her waist and pulled her to me as Fafnera shot steeply into the evening sky. The two of us automatically leaned forward to keep our balance.

	Most of the sun had already disappeared, with only a small sickle of orange light remaining at the horizon. The sun was about to take the last bits of the day’s light with it and plunge the land into darkness.

	I enjoyed this view and the wind that pulled at us so much. I closed my eyes and just felt it all around me. Fafnera banked to the left and flew over seemingly endless meadows, fields and forested areas that were uninhabited.

	It was one of those rare moments when I actually had some time to reflect. It was time to take the reins. So far, I had only been able to react to the events that had mercilessly unfolded around me at breathtaking speed. That had to end, before my friends or I came to harm. I urgently had to come to a decision on how to proceed. Plans had to be made. In addition, the fever dream wouldn't let my mind rest. The whole dream was disconcerting, especially as there was no doubt that the blue dragon that I had seen in it was Fafnera. The amber eyes, the shiny turquoise scales that covered her body, the horns on her head, and the probes: it was her. She was defending the city. But if that was real, then it meant that I had not succeeded. If these things would actually happen as I had seen them, I must have failed at some point during my quest. Or was that only one possible version of the future?

	Additionally, there was something else I could not piece together. One particular part of the dream made no sense to me.

	I tried to focus my thoughts on Fafnera.

	"Can you hear me?" I thought.

	"Yes."

	"How many of your kind... how many dragons are there left?" I asked her.

	"Not enough," the voice in my head answered sadly. "Maybe a dozen. Maybe less. And that is already an optimistic guess."

	"Will they help us?"

	She was silent for a few seconds, during which I began to wonder if she would answer at all.

	"I... assume so..." replied Fafnera finally. It seemed as though she wasn’t too sure about it herself.

	"I would, in all humbleness, ask you to talk to them and then head to Fàilte with as many of them as are willing to help defend the city. You must protect the city at all costs. The city must not fall. I don’t know anything about your history and the war against your kind, but if Fàilte falls, the age of dragons, as well as the age of man, are over for good. At this point, the fate of the dragons and of the surviving Verðldians are inextricably intertwined."

	"It is a very difficult subject." Her tone of voice hinted that I should not hold out much hope for this plan to work.

	"Whatever happened in the past must be put to rest, at least for now. I came as a stranger to their city and I have not met a single hostile person there. If my instincts are correct, I would swear that the people there are friendly and mean no harm."

	She did not say anything more.

	The sun had now set. To our left, the two moons were rising, and painted the passing landscape below us in a sparse, pale light. One of them was about the size of Earth’s moon, the other one more than twice as large, and both were marked with craters and gave off a comforting white light. Only then did I notice that I still had my arm around Ylja’s waist, and realized how good it felt.

	There are very few perfect moments in life, especially when everything around you is dissolving like sand in an hourglass. But that moment was almost magical. I was standing on the back of that majestic dragon, the rising moons to my left and Ylja next to me while the warm wind rushed over our bodies. I never wanted it to end.

	I had no clue why she was like this all of a sudden but I didn’t mind. On the contrary. We were on the brink of destruction, and the only things that could prevent it now were the best parts of human nature: courage, loyalty, and the most powerful feeling of all: love.

	"Thank you for saving me," Ylja finally said, dragging me out of my reverie. Her head rested on my shoulder, and I noticed how she moved her lips close to my neck and took a deep breath, as if she was trying to inhale my scent. I pulled her closer to me, and it just felt so incredibly right and comfortable.

	"It was all my fault, and I still feel guilty. You tried to protect me even though you knew there was no chance we could defeat him."

	I looked her in the eyes. She exposed her canine teeth and smiled at me.

	"You shouldn’t worry so much about the things you can no longer change," she said softly.

	I felt a shiver run down my spine. Those were the very same words Jenny had always told me. I realized that my brain must be at the point where it was unable to cope with all the emotions and events of the last few days. I wanted to say something, but my mind was completely blank. That was okay, though. Everything that needed to be said had been said, and it was time to just relax and live in the moment. Wordlessly, we enjoyed just being close to each other for the rest of the flight. She pressed her body against mine, and I embraced her, as if it was the most natural and comforting thing. We both knew that it would come to an end much sooner than we wanted.

	And we were right. After a little over an hour, we crossed the border into Skið-Garðr.

	The extent of the incomprehensible destruction was visible long before we reached the city limits. As soon as we spotted the reflection of what was left of Crystal City in the light of the moons, it left me not only speechless but also deeply terrified.

	Even seeing it in ruins like this, there was no doubt that Skið-Garðr was once a beautiful and flourishing city. But now... I realized we would be setting foot on an enormous graveyard, as the first witnesses to what the darkness was capable of.

	Ylja stared at the scenery below us for several seconds, then slowly turned back toward me, closed her eyes, and buried her face against my chest.

	I didn’t know what to say, so I just held her. I knew what was going through her head at that moment. This would happen to Fàilte if we weren’t successful. If I wasn't successful. Thousands of soldiers lay dead on the barren plains surrounding the city, and what remained of their armor glimmered like votive candles in the night, a tribute to their sacrifice. Their torn bodies were carelessly scattered as far as the eye could see. The majority were missing limbs, severed heads lay on the ground near the bodies, and there was an oppressive smell of death and decay in the air.

	"Like toy soldiers," I mumbled in dismay. I was in shock. Never had I seen such a level of haphazard destruction and murderous frenzy. The ground was studded with spears, arrows and swords. Torn blue flags fluttered in the wind.

	As we continued to approach the city, it only got worse. Rarely was one stone left standing on another. The buildings were no longer recognizable. I could see right away that the city was several times larger than Fàilte, but besides that, they were quite similar. Cobbled streets crisscrossed the city, and a castle was perched on a hill above it... or had been. Now it was nothing but a hollow shell of debris and dust. Major sections of its former towers had been torn off, as if made of paper, and brutally thrown down, coming to rest at the foot of the mountain on the houses now buried beneath them. Almost every house in the city had been destroyed or burned beyond recognition. Rubble and scree covered the streets like a shroud.

	As Fafnera flew over the ruins of the city, dust and ashes silently sifted down from the remains of rooftops onto the deserted streets. I felt deeply uneasy, a feeling I hadn’t had since I set foot in Hiroshima for a photo shoot a couple of years ago. It was as if you could almost feel the souls of the deceased mourning in vain.

	The city had a remarkably symmetrical outline. Seven main streets arranged in the shape of a star led from all sides of the city up to the hill with the castle on top. We also passed a large, open marketplace on our way. The castle must have had a large number of towers, but all that was left now were huge holes in the ground, silent witnesses of a time that was gone forever. The remains of three of the front towers lay on the castle’s forecourt.

	When we approached the front of the castle, Fafnera gently landed on the large forecourt, which was slightly larger than a football field. Clouds of dust and ashes whirled up, but settled down again in an instant. I released my feet from the scales and wordlessly climbed down with Ylja, who was right behind me. There was an eerie silence, and no animal or any other sound could be heard. It was as if every bit of life had been expelled from this place. Even our footsteps sounded hollow and dull. It didn’t just feel like a nightmare, it was one that had come to life for the poor people that had tried in vain to seek refuge in this city.

	"What on earth happened here?" I finally said. I privately prayed for the victims of this massacre. I didn’t want to know what cruel and inhumane events had unfolded within these city walls.

	I could see that Ylja was visibly moved, too.

	"Don’t worry, I will not let this happen to Fàilte," I said firmly, hoping that I was right. She bent down, took a handful of ashes, and absentmindedly let it trickle through her fingers.

	At the same time, I heard the soft voice of the dragon in my head.

	"Thank you... and good luck, knight." Fafnera slowly opened her wings and then launched herself into the now partly overcast night sky.

	"I just hope I am strong enough to prevent this from happening to Fàilte," I thought.

	"Have faith in yourself," she said. "You have people here that trust in you and what you are capable of. But a word of advice: if you are ever unsure of your path, consider that a solitary deed may be what is needed to move forward."

	Before I could ask what she meant, she had disappeared into the darkness.

	Ylja startled. "Where is she going?" she asked in a concerned tone.

	"I sent her on a mission. She can’t help us right now anyway," I replied as I gazed into the night sky. The flapping of her wings had enveloped us in a cloud of drifting ashes, through which the pale light of the two moons rising side by side turned our surroundings into a scene that may as well have been a misty night in Victorian London. The contours of the collapsed buildings blurred for a moment, until the mourning shroud of ashes began to settle again. I brushed my clothes off, whereupon small rivulets of ashes silently trickled onto the pavement. I looked at the crumbled ruin in front of us and could only guess how beautiful and amazing this palace must once have been. Parts of the facade had been made of crystal glass, and everywhere in the forecourt of the ruined palace, broken stones lay scattered around the walls. Many of them were polished and opaque, others as translucent as if they were arctic polar ice.

	There wasn’t much left of the palace itself; in the front, above the half-collapsed entrance portal, hung a shredded blue flag on a single chain link, one of the last witnesses to all the terror that must have occurred in this sad place not long ago. The flag was missing its right half, and just two long rags hung down to the stairs, which led in two sweeping turns up to the entrance of what was left of the palace's main building. The railing of the staircase had collapsed and lay in large pieces on the right and left side of the palace square. The heavy, ten foot high wooden portal had been torn from its hinges and was lying in splinters on the right side below the stairs. Countless windows with colorful mosaics must once have graced the front facade. Almost all of the forecourt was littered with colorful shards of glass, now dirty, covered with ashes and spotted with dried blood. The ghostly silence and the absence of any natural sounds made me shiver.

	"Where do we have to go?" I finally asked Ylja. She just pointed at the entrance.

	"It should be kept in the treasure chamber, which is typically situated on the lower basement floor." And then added, "But I’m absolutely sure that what you carry with you is the Marglóðttr. We won’t find anything down there, believe me."

	"If so, even better. But we can’t afford to make any mistakes. It seems we already used up all the luck we had left, and this is far too important to rely on assumptions. We have to be absolutely sure about what we’re doing from now on. For the sake of both our worlds," I replied.

	She nodded briefly. "You’re right. Okay, so let’s get in, have a look and get out again as quickly as possible. I have a weird feeling about this place and I don’t want to stay here any longer than absolutely necessary."

	I strongly agreed with that. I headed for the entrance, and almost slipped on the mix of ash and dried blood that covered the remains of the crystal stairs. I wondered what had happened to the bodies of the guards and soldiers that had fought a hopeless battle here. A fierce fight had to have taken place on these grounds, but there were no corpses anywhere. I got chills at the thought of it.

	"Do you honestly believe you can stop something that thousands of trained soldiers failed to defeat?" the voice of my subconscious asked, torturing me. I shook my head. I mustn’t allow such thoughts. For now at least. I turned around and looked down at the forecourt beneath me. The staircase first turned left, then right, as it wound up to the imposing entrance. The remains of two life-sized, human-looking statues adorned the entrance, made of a material that looked like crystal or some transparent gemstone. One of the statues was missing all of its upper body, leaving only the feet, which appeared to be wearing something that resembled sneakers.

	"At least they had some modern fashion sense," I said to Ylja, pointing toward the remains of the statue. She just frowned and then entered what was left of the main hall.

	Our footsteps echoed through the night, creating eerie crunching sounds as we walked across the rubble and debris. 

	"Where are the bodies?" I asked Ylja. I just wanted to fill that damned uncomfortable silence.

	"I don’t know... but be careful. This sacred place has turned into a mausoleum," Ylja said reverently.

	I did not intend to use the Omega sword again. Although it would probably make no difference. How long did I have left to live? One day, two? A week? By now, my life had little value to me anymore. I would do whatever it took to protect Ylja and everyone else and to kill that madman.

	Nevertheless, I preferred to avoid the fireworks that accompanied the drawing of the sword as long as possible, so as not to attract even more attention. In addition, I still had the Berettas, and in case of emergency, the camera. I still had no clue about the meaning of the next stanzas, but perhaps the prophecy wasn't designed for me to know.

	Ylja herself replaced half a battalion of soldiers. I had seen her fight in the woods. She was even superior to her brother. Which caused my thoughts to drift toward Sæla again. I really hoped he was ok. But for once, it had been the right decision for us to part ways. It had been all I could do to get myself and Ylja out of the parking lot after facing that demon.

	"Damn it!"

	I withdrew from my thoughts and looked at Ylja. She pointed toward the rear of the hall, to where the throne room must once have stood. Now, all that was left was debris. The floor was littered with crystal shards of all shapes and colors. It looked as if a bomb had detonated in here. Or rather a series of bombs. The roof of the hall was missing entirely, and in the glow of the moonlight it resembled ancient Mayan ruins. I scuffed my foot and freed part of the floor from ashes and dust. It revealed a shiny, polished tile.

	"It must have been so beautiful and majestic in here," I said in a sad tone.

	"Skið-Garðr was literally a gem. It did not deserve to end like this. None of them did," Ylja said in anger. I could see her biting her lower lip. I could imagine how hard it was for her to see this.

	"How do we get to the lower levels?" I asked her.

	She turned her head to the right. At the end of the impressively long hall, which could easily have held a 747, a ten foot wide, rectangular section of the rear masonry was missing, through which I could see out into the open. In front of the opening, a spiral staircase led down. She headed for the stairs, which in the moonlight were no more than a darker spot on the floor. I quickly followed her. Our lonely footsteps echoed through the palace, sounding utterly out of place.

	The staircase was made of a granite-like material and was still in good shape, at least compared to the rest of the palace. I pulled off my backpack and took out two of the matches, placing them both on a palm-sized crystal shard that I found among the rubble. Immediately, the matches moved toward each other, entwined, and began to light up. With the crystal shard in my hand, I went down into the darkness.

	The staircase wound in five turns down into a huge vault, but here too, everything was covered with debris and ashes. On the walls hung life-sized, skillfully woven and pompously decorated rugs, which obviously represented the past rulers of Skið-Garðr. At the bottom of the tapestries, their names were woven with gold thread on red, velvet-like material: Druh I-II, Moudrý I-V, Lstivě I-II, Bezesni I, Sberatel I, a seemingly endless series of kings immortalized on cloth, now nothing more than obsolete relics of a lost culture and witnesses of the destruction that now ruled this place instead.

	The kings' images on the cloths wore no crowns, but they all sat on the same throne, an impressive crystal chair of which there was nothing left in the palace hall. It occurred to me that I was probably holding a piece of the throne in my hands and instantly felt as if I had unwittingly defiled a sacred relic.

	When we left the stairs, we suddenly found ourselves standing in a hallway whose walls consisted of beige-colored stones. The ceiling curved in a semicircle, interrupted by golden lines that ended in golden pillars set to the left and right of the hall. Three arched doors were embedded in the middle of each wall. Again, it looked as if there had been some heavy fighting here. Dried blood adorned the walls, and trails of blood covered larger parts of not only the floor but also the ceiling.

	The smell was almost unbearable. Ylja went past me to the door at the end of the vault. It was a massive door of opaque, milky crystal or gemstone, equipped with a single, golden ring. I helped Ylja to push the heavy door open. With a loud groan, it swung open and we were able to enter the room behind it. When I walked in, holding the matches on the crystal shard, the inside of the room instantly lit up.

	"Wow!" was all I could say. We were standing in the royal treasure chamber, which was as big as a theater and packed with diamonds, gemstones, and coins of all sizes and materials. And yet, it was worth nothing, as there was no one left to spend it.

	The floor was made of reflective, crystal glass tiles, as were the walls, which created the illusion of infinity. Our silhouettes were mirrored from all sides. In the middle of the room, on top of a three foot high thorn shaped pedestal made of transparent crystal that seemed to grow out of the chamber floor, the Marglóðttr stood out, the most precious jewel of them all. It was lit from below by an undefinable light source, and was slowly spinning on top of the pedestal’s tip as if it were a globe.

	Ylja shook her head, as if unsure what to do, then slowly walked across the coins and jewels that crunched underneath her feet, lifted the Marglóðttr and held it with both hands. Ylja and I looked at it in disbelief.

	"How is that possible? This just can’t be," she said in confusion. I put the shard with the matches on it down on the floor, took off my backpack, then pulled out the sphere and unwrapped the fabric. Incredulous, we looked at the two identical artifacts.

	"Are you sure there aren’t two such spheres existing?" I asked Ylja.

	She shook her head. "Absolutely not. The Marglóðttr is unique. According to the legends, it is part of Arawn’s soul and powers. There can’t be two of them." She turned the golden sphere in her hands. The light emitted by the matches bathed the entire room in a beautiful, almost supernatural sea of colors that was further enhanced by the reflecting tiles.

	"As a member of the royal family, you are legally entitled to the Marglóðttr," I said as I held out the sphere Cera had given to me. She just stared at me.

	"That’s... correct... but I am not destined to be the one to use it." She handed both spheres back to me. "The darkness will be repelled with the Marglóðttr. That’s what the legends say, and so far everything has turned out to be just as it was foretold. So these are for you."

	Reluctantly, I took the golden spheres and looked at them closely. They were indeed absolutely identical, from the weight to the expertly crafted ornaments on their surface. I sighed, stowed them back in the lower pocket of the backpack and started toward the door.

	"I know how it ends," I finally said as I walked through the crystal archway and put my backpack back on. Then I quickly added, "And I don’t want you, your brother, your father, Phoenix or anyone else to blame yourselves for that. I didn’t want to get involved in all of this, but the way it looks, I’m the only chance we have. I’m sorry if I don’t succeed." I laughed in despair. "I’m just a normal guy with some issues, and I wish there was someone available who was more skilled than I am." I stopped, still not looking back at Ylja standing behind me. "I know you don’t know me well enough to believe this, but I promise I will not let this guy and his horde do to Fàilte what he did to Skið-Garðr."

	I turned around. Ylja was still standing in the royal treasury, surrounded by jewels, gems, crystals, and the value of a whole kingdom. And yet, in that moment, she looked utterly fragile and miserable. She stared down at the floor. Was she crying? I sighed softly and started to walk back toward her, but just before I reached her, she pushed me aside without a word and quickly ran through the darkness in the direction of the spiral staircase.

	On Earth, I’d never been good with women, never been a ladies man, not even in high school and college. I’d only had one girlfriend before I met Jenny. And she was one in a billion. So when it came to women, I wasn’t very confident or skilled, which was apparently still the case in other worlds, too.

	I ran after her. "I’m sorry if I hurt you," I said in a quiet voice. But she was already on her way up. From the middle of the staircase, she stopped and looked down at me, bathed in the faint moonlight falling into the throne room.

	"As smart as you are, you can be so incredibly obtuse sometimes," she said, obviously upset. She sobbed once, then hurried up the stairs. I followed her in resignation. I just couldn’t figure her out. Just when I thought I was starting to understand her, she behaved unpredictably. Or else I unconsciously muddled it. Probably the latter.

	As I took the last turn of the staircase, she was already standing in the middle of the hall, her back to me, spinning one of her daggers in her hand. I frowned.

	"What’s going on?" I asked.

	"We are not alone anymore," she whispered sharply. I crept over to her as quietly as I could, careful not to step on the rubble and crystal fragments that were scattered everywhere on the floor. When I caught up with her, I followed her gaze through the opening in the wall. In the pale glow of the moonlight, I could make out diffuse movement on top of the ruins of the houses beyond the palace. Dark shadows swept from wall to wall, moving slowly but steadily up the streets, getting closer and closer to the castle.

	"Myrkr!" I exclaimed. There were not hundreds or thousands, but certainly several dozen of them on their way up to the palace courtyard. Perhaps they were the ones who had carried the bodies away, or maybe Taka had deliberately left them behind, in case we or someone else dared to show up at Skið-Garðr. They looked exactly like the creatures that had attacked us in the forest and the ones in my dream. These carried no swords with them, but I knew that made them no less dangerous. 

	"Don’t you dare use the sword!" Ylja hissed at me in a tone that not only embodied absolute authority, but also implied that the sword wouldn’t be the only thing taking years off my life if I chose to use it again. I had no problem imagining her commanding the palace guard in that tone. However, I wasn’t part of the guard and certainly owed her no allegiance.

	I grabbed the two Berettas, and prayed the Myrkr were not resistant to bullets. These weren’t made of silver, but they could still do some harm. If necessary, I could always use the camera. If only the seventh stanza made any sense to me! Not being able to figure it out drove me crazy. While on an odyssey nocturnal, a tinted window leads to vernal. What did that even mean? It was night, yes, but that was the only clue I could associate with that part of the tale. Was the "tinted window" referring to one of the shattered mosaics in the throne room? There were no answers to be expected in such a place.

	One thought was all it took for the armor to jump out of the backpack's pocket and unfold over my torso.

	"Best for us to stay together," I whispered. The first creatures were about to reach the palace square. "When things get tight, I’ll use the cam..." But that was as far as I got.

	Before I could finish the sentence, she quickly turned around and kissed me. I was too surprised to say or do anything. I just felt her soft lips pressed against mine, then she lowered her head. When she looked up at me again, the red glow of her eyes was reflected by the crystal fragments in the throne room.

	All of a sudden, I felt the palm of her hand forcefully shoved against my chest. As a result, I was thrown to the opposite end of the room. Even as I flew through the air and the distance between us grew, Ylja went into her shadow mode and phased out into the open. She didn’t even bother to take the stairs, but leapt straight down onto the square with her daggers in her hands. When I finally hit the ground, the pain of the impact forced me to close my eyes for a moment. My clothes were covered with dust. From above, small pieces of debris rained down on me.

	"Damn it, Princess, don't you ever accuse me of being stubborn!" I cursed quietly. I certainly would not hesitate to use the sword if I had to. As a precaution, I took the camera out of the leather case, opened the front lid, cocked the shutter, and closed the lid again. That would save some time in case of emergency.

	I stood up, brushed the dust off my clothes and immediately ran outside, down the stairs and into the forecourt of the castle. Ylja stood at the front end of the square with drawn daggers. The first Myrkr were preparing to attack her not only from the front, but also from the right and left ruins of the palace walls.

	As I entered the square, the deadly force jumped down from the ruins and started toward her. Their eerie, inhuman screams shattered the stillness of the night.

	Ylja launched herself forward. It reminded me of one of those documentaries where a wounded panther attempted to prevail against a whole pack of superior predators. Although I will admit I underestimated Ylja. In mid-leap, she hit the creature to the left of her with such force that she beheaded it, then used its body to push herself off, lunging at the beast to her right and cutting its head off as well, all in one swift movement. Both heads bounced off the ground and began rolling down the hill before Ylja's feet even touched the ground again. She landed on all fours like a cat, already crouched for the next leap like a runner on the starting line. She glanced at me for an instant, and her eyes were still glowing that deep red color. Then she was gone again, springing forward in a single, fluid motion toward four Myrkr that were about to leap at her. I hurried after her, aiming at the creatures, and fired two rounds which hit the Myrkr on the left. I noticed with relief that they were not immune to bullets, and watched as they fell backward and remained lying on the ground. Ylja ran toward the other two Myrkr, thrust one of her daggers into the Myrkr's head, then used it as a foothold, pushing herself away from it and into the other creature. This one she beheaded with the dagger in her right hand even as she retrieved the dagger from the other Myrkr with her left. I had never seen anyone fight like this, not even in the movies.

	More and more of the creatures began to crawl over the ruins of the houses toward us. It had to be well over fifty and rising. I decided it was time to get us out of there. After all, we had what we’d come there for. Not only that, but we were now in possession of two Marglóðttrs, and two heads are always better than one.

	I quickly pulled the camera out of the leather bag as I ran toward Ylja, and when I was about three feet from her, I pressed the trigger.

	What followed was something that I had never expected or taken into consideration: namely, nothing at all.


A Fall Guy

	 

	I looked at the camera, dazed, while Ylja furiously killed one onrushing Myrkr after another.

	From the corner of my eye, I saw her hit the creature in front of her so hard that it fell backward and took the one behind it down with it. Frantically, I cocked the camera again and pulled the trigger for a second time. But apart from the familiar "click," nothing happened. Either I had overlooked something or the camera wasn't working for some reason. Was it too early? Was it not the right time? Whatever the reason, I didn't have time to think about it now. I quickly folded the camera back together and let it disappear into its leather case. Only then did I notice the shadow that pulled me down from behind with such force that my backpack flew to the left and came to rest several feet away on the ash-covered ground. I kicked and thrashed against the cobblestones as I tried with all my might to keep the monster's fangs from tearing out my throat, and with my other hand, I reached for the Beretta, which lay beside me on the dusty ground. My fingers brushed the butt of the gun, pulling it an inch closer to me, just enough to close my hand around the grip. I brought the gun up and shot the creature in the head. Unfortunately, this only resulted in it collapsing lifelessly on top of me. I tried to push the massive, hairy body off of me, but it was too heavy. I could barely breathe, let alone move. A short distance away, I could see Ylja, still fighting fiercely. Another four Myrkr fell to the ground with a heavy thud. When she noticed me lying on the ground with the creature's massive body covering mine, the red glow in her eyes flickered for a moment. Ylja turned and ran toward me, grabbing the dead Myrkr around the neck and tossing it easily toward the nearby staircase. She was much more powerful than I could have ever imagined. The monster hit the stairs in a cloud of dust and ashes. Ylja held out her hand to me. The red light in her eyes gave her a demonic appearance, and the moonlight only added to that. Yet I never hesitated to take her hand. With a powerful jerk, she pulled me up. Just in time for me to fire the gun at another creature preparing to attack her from behind.

	We now stood back to back and turned slowly in a circle as they surrounded us. I aimed the Beretta at four of the creatures that streamed toward us and pulled the trigger, hitting each of them in the head. They instantly dropped dead, whirling up ashes as they hit the ground.

	"You’re not that bad for a human after all!" she shouted at me.

	"Together we stand, together we fall!" I shouted back. I pressed my back against hers and laughed. "Not sure if you know this or not, Princess, but I still have a lot of things ahead of me. Getting killed by one of these monsters is not part of the plan."

	Suddenly, both of us turned our heads, as strange noises began to mingle with the Myrkr battle cries. I frowned. Why on earth did that sound so familiar?

	"What in Arawn’s name is that?" Ylja asked in surprise. It came from the lower part of the city and sounded like a rhythmic snapping occasionally interrupted by explosions.

	"I’m not sure," I said, "but I know I’ve heard that before." In fact, there was something oddly reassuring about it that gradually surfaced from the deepest depths of my memory.

	The two of us were still standing back-to-back, as I continued firing both Berettas to keep the creatures at a distance. Then suddenly there were only clicks instead of gunshots. I ejected the empty clips, and with a clatter, they fell to the ground. I ran to where my backpack lay on the ground and quickly pulled out two new clips, slamming them into the guns. I racked the slide on each and turned around just in time to fire two more bullets at a couple of Myrkr that were rushing in our direction from the rear of the castle. One fell to the ground wounded, the other I missed entirely, so I pulled the trigger again. This time, my luck was better, and it stumbled across the forecourt before coming to rest motionless next to the stairs. In the meantime, I had made my way back to Ylja, who was fighting off five of the creatures at once. She gave one such a powerful kick that it flew backward, hit the cobblestones with its head, and ceased to move, either dead or out cold.

	Still, the sounds kept coming closer, so we walked a few steps toward the main road leading up to the palace, to see where the sound was coming from.

	Below the castle, on one of the roads that led directly up to the forecourt, two bright pairs of piercing lights lit up the darkness, quickly coming closer. The Myrkr coming from the other parts of the city noticed this and now began to run furiously toward the source of the noise and light. Seconds later, the bloodcurdling cries of the monsters pierced the night, interrupted by rhythmic explosions. I squinted my eyes. As the lights continued up the hill, I finally recognized the sounds at the same time I figured out what the lights were. What was approaching us was not a mythical Verðldian creature, but a vehicle from Earth, specifically a pickup truck with the usual headlights on the front end and a second pair of spotlights mounted above the cab. What had sounded so indefinable at first was Lee Major’s "Unknown Stuntman," blasting in an endless loop from the truck’s speakers.

	The truck skidded to a stop in front of us with screeching tires, hitting two more of the Myrkr in the process, and throwing them through the air to be impaled on the serrated remains of the crystal pillars enclosing the palace square.

	It was a dark brown GMC Sierra Grande with tan stripes on the sides. In the bed of the truck was a huge, shiny copper kettle with pipes coming out of it, which sent clouds of steam into the air every few seconds. So that was where the explosions came from! In astonishment, I stared at the truck. The windows were rolled down and the driver waved at us before removing the black welding goggles he wore.

	"Sæla!" I shouted exuberantly.

	"Did you call for a cab?" He gestured with his hand toward the pickup’s bed. Behind the boiler, Will craned his head out to the side and waved a paw at us.

	"Hey, Foundation, still alive, eh? I knew a man of your format has to be really tough!" He was wearing silver armor and something that looked like a metal soup bowl on his head. He had cut out two holes in the bottom of it for his large ears. In his paws he held an oversized, wooden crossbow. Over a dozen arrows were lined up on it, which Will proceeded to fire, one after another, at the already decimated pack of Myrkr. Each time he fired, the recoil pushed his body back against the whistling and steaming boiler.

	"Ouch, that's hot!" he exclaimed, then lifted his nose, sniffed and said, "Weird. Something smells burnt here."

	Sæla opened the driver’s door, jumped down, then nonchalantly turned around and used the Beretta he was holding to shoot two more Myrkr that were running up the street to the palace. They instantly dropped dead. With the last shot, he had emptied the clip, but rather than bother reloading, he simply looked at the pistol disappointedly and threw it away, shrugging his shoulders and pulling another Beretta from the hooded black coat he was wearing.

	"Jeez, those things are worse than rats!" he remarked, gesturing toward the dead creatures lying in the forecourt.

	Sæla then went over to the truck bed and held out his hand, snapping his fingers in the rhythm of the Unknown Stuntman song. Will sighed, then reached into his armor and threw something that looked like a small diamond at Sæla, who was grinning widely.

	"I knew you’d still be alive, but our merchant friend here wasn’t too sure about that," said Sæla, slipping the diamond into one of the pockets of his coat.

	"It's damn good to see you," I said in relief. "And thanks for betting on me." Ylja hugged him wordlessly, then it was my turn. "That’s not my GT," I said reproachfully as I gave him a hug.

	"Ain’t she an awesome truck?" Sæla cheerfully replied with a wide grin and patted the driver’s door. "Found this gem at a car dealer after I took care of those wannabe 47's in their suits. I modified it a bit with the help of our Lupus, and now it’s powered by nothing but eco-friendly steam."

	"Sorry to disturb the reunion, but I’d like to clarify that the wolf is actually a coyote," Will interjected.

	Sæla shrugged and then added, "In any case, it’s in excellent shape. I decided to name it 'Steamhunk I'. Oh, and don’t worry, your GT is just fine, I parked it in the building center’s parking lot and left a Fàiltan diamond in the car dealer’s night safe for the Sierra Grande. He can go on a very long vacation now." He reached into one of the side pockets of his coat and threw my car keys at me.

	Suddenly he stopped and went still. He leaned closer and sniffed my neck, then quickly spun around to look at Ylja.

	"Ohhhh... you bit him!?" he said, laughing heartily. "Already? Sis, I can’t even leave you alone for a minute and you..."

	Her head jerked up and her eyes immediately began to glow red again. Sæla stopped in the middle of the sentence, and sheepishly stuttered, "Uhm... anyway, aren’t you cold? It’s almost freezing. Here, take this." He opened the Sierra’s door and pulled another coat out of the truck. It was a long, dark-brown leather coat.

	I took it. "Thanks... now what was that about her biting me?" I said quickly before he got too far off the subject. But Sæla acted as if he hadn’t heard my question and jumped into the truck bed with Will.

	"Do you still have any arrows left?" he asked him.

	"Out of arrows. But look, now I’m using bundled spaghetti, that works well, too."

	Turning to me, he said, "Ah, Mister Foundation, I see you’ve been able to make good use of that armor!"

	"Not just the armor," I said, shaking his paw.

	"Those monsters ruined my flourishing business," he said contemptuously. "I was just sorting out my bean collection when that light show started. At first I thought it was just some Elmo's fire elves dropping by for some of my arresters, but no, it was those mutants with their razor fangs!" He shook his head and his ears drooped, making him look utterly miserable. "I managed to escape out the back, but they completely destroyed my shop."

	Sæla put his hand on Will's shoulder. "Don't worry, pal, I told you, we'll help you rebuild it as soon as all this is over. You'll be back in business in no time, I promise."

	"And you certainly have me as a regular customer now," I replied as I tried on the leather coat. It fit perfectly.

	Will's ears came up, and he nodded excitedly. "I’ll give you a discount of fifteen percent on all your future purchases!" he said, rubbing his paws together.

	"Hey, I only get ten percent!" Sæla scolded him.

	"We should be getting out of here," Ylja suggested. And then added, "As soon as possible."

	I had to agree, this place had a very dark aura to it, and we weren't safe here.

	"Alright, just get in the truck, we’ll head to the outskirts of the city and then continue the drive back at first light."

	I let Ylja climb into the cab and then followed her.

	"Nice teamwork," she finally said to me as Sæla started the truck again and turned around to drive back down the road he had just come up. I could tell it wasn’t easy for her to say this, and I smiled at her.

	"Great teamwork indeed," I replied.

	Sæla must have thought we were talking about him, as he added, "Yeah, for sure!" and raised his fist, pointing it in my direction. I chuckled and bumped my fist against his while Ylja just rolled her eyes.

	"Kabooyah!" he exclaimed happily.

	When we set up our camp a few miles outside the city, it was still deepest night. Although Ylja had repeatedly expressed her concern that the Myrkr could still attack us again, it seemed as if the last monsters in the city were all dead now. Thanks to Sæla and Will's intervention, that hadn’t been much of a problem. We would take the fastest route to Fàilte at sunrise. Until then, we had parked the Sierra Grande near one of the smaller frontier walls. Will had made a fire and fried us something reminiscent of chicken which he called "meaɓus". I only realized how hungry I was when the smell of grilled meat spread through the campsite. My stomach instantly began to growl. I couldn't remember ever being this hungry before.

	While we ate, the four of us sat around the fire. Will sat across from me, with Sæla to my left and Ylja to my right. I told them everything that had happened to us since we parted ways at the Trifels castle, deliberately omitting the part about my fever dream and later also the encounter with Jenny. When I mentioned Taka, Sæla instantly went pale, and at least for a few moments, the ever present cheerful and carefree expression disappeared from his face.

	"Taka, then..." he murmured. "That makes sense at least."

	"He was infinitely strong," I said. "And I have no idea how I or anyone else would ever be able to stop him. We were incredibly lucky to survive the encounter. It was so very, very close."

	At first he didn’t want to believe what I told him about Fafnera. "There are no more dragons on Verðld," he said, looking at us as if we had made it all up.

	"I once bought a dragon skull for three thousand shillings, but it turned out that it was just a gurgler skull. Very unfortunate losing deal. Now I'm using it as an umbrella holder," Will remarked and continued nibbling on his bone. It was strange how normal a talking coyote seemed to me now.

	Ylja agreed with me. "It’s true what he says. In the end, a dragon flew us here."

	Sæla looked even more skeptical, turned back to me, then cupped his hand around his mouth and whispered, "Listen, I don’t know what you two did in that cave, but you have to hold back a bit, I think her brain has suffered."

	I blushed. Of course Ylja had heard that, she was sitting right next to me. She flashed him a "you have three seconds to live" look, but apparently decided to just let it go and instead let her armor unfold. The plates covering her upper body retracted, uncovering a garment similar to a black sports bra. On her left arm, the animated flames parted by the bolt of lightning were easily visible. Will started to cough and Sæla’s eyes grew wide.

	"What the... that's... for Arawn’s sake..." He covered his mouth with his hand as if in shock. "You killed the dragon? Are you out of your mind?"

	"No!" I said emphatically. "The dragon just let me and Ylja bathe in her blood. She’s fine. Her name is Fafnera." Sæla and Will stared blankly at the mark on Ylja’s upper arm. Ylja continued to eat without paying any attention to them.

	"No dragon would ever willingly let a human bathe in its blood. That doesn’t make any sense at all!" he remarked in confusion.

	"Oh, thank you, welcome to my world! Now you’re getting a taste of how I feel all the time," I said, almost laughing. "But I swear she did it voluntarily, for whatever reason. I know there's a lot of history between you. Can you tell me what happened to the dragons back then?"

	Sæla stared into the crackling fire with sad eyes.

	"A long, long time ago... there was a bloody war. Both sides, the four kingdoms on one and the dragons on the other, suffered heavy losses. The war raged for almost four generations, but at some point the dragons eventually lost. We haven’t seen any dragons in ages, everyone on Verðld thought they were all gone. Over the centuries, they have become part of our legends and folklore. If we had only known that there were dragons left somewhere..." Sæla replied absentmindedly. "Where is the dragon now?" he asked curiously.

	"I sent her to Fàilte," I said.

	"You did what?!" all three shouted at once.

	I tried to explain it to them and said with a serious tone in my voice, "Listen, you know how everything is on the edge right now. I know you're all counting on me, but be realistic. Those are nothing but old, probably unreliable tales, and I still don't have a single clue how all of this is related or how I can stop not only the Myrkr, but also Taka. Something three kingdom's armies couldn't stop. We need any help we can possibly get. And I imagine that one angry dragon can take on a damn lot of these monsters." I sighed. "Besides, without Fafnera, neither Ylja nor I would be sitting here right now."

	Only the crackling of the fire interrupted the peaceful silence of the night.

	"There will be quite some excitement in Fàilte when a dragon marches through the city gate," Sæla said, putting on his mischievous grin again.

	"She’s too big for the city gate," I said. "But I trust her. We not only fight for the same cause, but also for our very existence. What comes after the war, should there be any 'after,' will all be resting in your hands again." I avoided discussing my own destiny in this story.

	When everyone was asleep, I got up as quietly as possible. Will had made himself comfortable in the back of the Sierra Grande and Ylja slept in the front seat. Sæla slept opposite me by the campfire. I silently took my backpack and walked with it along the stone wall, which was just a bit taller than me. On the horizon, thin bright stripes were already showing as proof of the imminent sunrise. It took a while before I found a bend in the wall to be out of sight of our camp. The landscape here resembled the tundra on Earth. Everything was barren, but overgrown with green and red-colored mosses, lichens and sour grasses. 

	In the distance, two small lakes sparkled at the foot of the mountainside in the light of the moons. And it was obviously cold. The dragon’s blood did indeed seem to have an effect on my metabolism. I could see my breath condensing when I exhaled, but I still felt comfortably warm. I looked up at the stars. Things are always hardest when you are forced to go through them alone. I took several deep breaths and finally closed my eyes. I couldn’t possibly have told them what I had in mind, especially Ylja. She would have stopped me at all costs. But I had questions. And to survive, I and everyone relying on me needed answers more urgently than ever before, no matter the cost. Ignorance endangered the lives of the people I cared about. 

	I set the backpack next to the wall on the barren ground and then pulled the Omega sword out of its scabbard.


Paradox

	 

	When I returned to the campfire, it seemed as if everyone was still asleep. On my way back, I did my best to walk slowly and behave as normally as possible. If anyone had woken up in the meantime and noticed my absence, I would have claimed that I had taken a short walk to clear my head.

	Inside, however, every cell of my body vibrated as I desperately tried in vain to calm myself down. I was shaking from head to toe. On top of that, there were moments when my brain screamed at me, "You’ve set up camp with a talking coyote, a prince and a princess! Not to mention the dragon and visiting the afterlife." I tried my best not to think about it. Once you crossed a certain threshold, even the most absurd things started to look and feel completely normal. It was fascinating and almost frightening how quickly one could get used to certain things and move on.

	I put my backpack quietly in front of the fire again, stretching out my hands and enjoying the comforting warmth on my skin. Sæla, lying across from me covered with several gray and white skins, slowly opened his eyes.

	"Already awake?" he said sleepily and sat up, rubbing his eyes and stretching.

	"Yes, I couldn’t sleep," I replied, which wasn’t a lie. Even if I didn’t like what I had just found out, at least I’d gotten the answers I was looking for.

	"I wouldn’t be able to sleep like that, either," Sæla said, pointing at my T-shirt underneath the leather coat.

	"Take a bath in dragon blood," I said, trying to smile. "Has some minor advantages that come along with it."

	"Thanks, but I think I’ll have to decline. If you own a Ferrari, you don’t put a bumper sticker on it, if you know what I mean," he said, and grinned.

	"What?" I didn’t get it at first.

	He just laughed and pointed at his upper arm. I joined in the laughter. "Hey, I didn’t ask for that mark, although I have to admit it’s definitely unique." And then added, "Speaking of which, what's with Ylja's tattoos?"

	"Oh, those." Sæla laughed out loud. "They signify her rank."

	"Her rank? As in military rank?" I asked, surprised.

	"Yeah, but that's only for the female members of the guard. If they decide to go down that path, it starts with a test at eighteen years of age, where they must go on a quest and hunt down a foraðormr. On their own. Nasty creatures." He shook his head in disgust. "Something like a mix between a bear and a snake. And believe me, you don't want to know what that looks like."

	He lowered his voice. "So listen to this: one night, my sister snuck out of the castle, and by sunrise, two foraðormr heads were laid out to the left and right of the forecourt wall. She was only fifteen by then. Fifteen! Can you believe that?! Dad got really upset about it. But what could he do? She said she was tired of waiting."

	I realized that Ylja must have already been difficult to handle, even as a teenager. "So that's where she got the lines from?" I asked.

	"Only the first line, we call it 'fyrsta.' It's the one that starts at her left eye. She got the others during her later quests and for winning some of the battle tournaments between the kingdom's elite guards. She only stopped when she had the full set, what we call 'foringi.'"

	"Impressive," I mumbled. I could barely imagine what she had put herself through.

	"You can say that again." He smiled widely, and I could tell that he was quite proud of her. "There are girls twice her age who never managed to have half of her rank lines. The hrafn..." he pointed at his neck, "...that's the girls with the raven tattoos, are the only ones allowed to tattoo those lines, with coal taken from the deepest mines in the Northern hemisphere. The tattooing process is said to be quite painful, and honestly, I'm glad I'm a guy. My body is still in mint condition."

	We sat there for a minute, and I thought about Ylja. The lines actually looked quite good on her.

	"Perhaps you can also tell me what’s up with her eyes?"

	"Beautiful, aren’t they? She’s got our father’s eyes. I got them, too." He smirked and batted his eyelashes at me.

	"I didn’t mean that. I’m talking about that demonic, red glow."

	"Oh, that. Well, she’s slightly hot-blooded."

	"No kidding. Slightly?"

	He shrugged.

	"That’s... supposed to be normal?"

	"Not for everyone. She can go into some kind of overdrive mode; the females of our family inherited it. And when that happens, you wouldn't want to be near her."

	I thought back to the times we had fought together, both in the forest and earlier that day in the Crystal City. She fought like a predator, but I knew her rage wasn’t aimed at me.

	"I don't mind, I know she won’t do me any harm now. For some reason it doesn’t even scare me."

	Sæla just raised his left eyebrow skeptically.

	Thinking about the battle in the forest reminded me of another question.

	"How is Phoenix, by the way? Have you seen that rascal? I hope all is well," I asked.

	"Ah, don’t worry, Phoenix is fine. Thanks to you, that is."

	I felt a rush of relief. I had been afraid that the cat hadn’t survived the ambush. It made me sad to imagine it sitting in that tree all alone, wondering what had happened to us after we suddenly disappeared.

	"How come you ended up as a photographer?" Sæla asked curiously, pulling me out of my thoughts.

	I laughed softly. "Well, I studied history and English literature, but I always loved photography. During my studies, a magazine stumbled across some photographs I had taken on my trips, and before I knew it, I was being hired by all kinds of companies that basically paid me to travel and take pictures for them." I shrugged my shoulders. "I've been to so many countries and seen so many places, but honestly, I never thought I would someday end up in another world."

	Sæla smiled widely. "That's how the gears of fate work."

	"I guess so," I said. "But fate sure has a twisted sense of humor. I mean, my parents passed away when I was a teenager. My father was an American diplomat working for the US embassy. He died of a heart attack and my mother drank herself to death, so at the age of seventeen, I was basically on my own. I had to figure out pretty quick how to make it through life alone."

	Sæla put his hand on my shoulder. "You have friends now," he said. I smiled at him. I was just afraid I didn't have much time left to enjoy any of this.

	"How about your mother?" I asked. "I haven't heard anyone mention her."

	Sæla's face suddenly grew uncharacteristically serious. He looked up at the stars, then sighed. "She... died. When we were kids. There was a war raging between the humans and the þurs, which the alliance of the kingdoms eventually won in the end. But mom..." He hesitated for a second, "...didn't make it."

	"I'm sorry," I said, instantly wishing I hadn't asked. We both stared into the fire for a bit.

	"So how come you're so into the '80s and '90s?" I asked, in a lousy attempt to change the subject. Sæla's face instantly lit up again.

	"Are you serious? It's the best era ever!" He furrowed his brow and then declared with lifted finger, "Since canned bread, that is. And I'm so glad I was born early enough to experience it."

	I laughed out loud. "Welcome to the club. So I guess we lived through the same era then?"

	"Yes. Our planets may be in different dimensions, but the timelines are synchronized. One year on Earth equals one year on Verðld. So I was super excited when I secretly visited Earth for the first time. I found myself in the New York of the '80s and basically spent my teenage years jumping back and forth, waiting for movies and albums to be released, just like you all did. I couldn't get enough of it. But dude, seriously, what happened to music? Or movies? Just think about all the great movies and TV series they had back then, the list seems endless. Compared with that, this modern stuff is just crap." He made a face as if he had just bitten into a lemon and wildly shook his head. "Same for all the soulless, assembly line songs released these days."

	"Oh, I totally agree with that," I said. "In the end, good movies are still carried by the script and not CGI effects."

	"Exactly! Hey, we should watch some movies together sometime."

	"Yeah, that would be great," I answered. 

	As we talked, I had taken out the camera and was examining it closely.

	"I don’t know why it didn’t work," I finally said. I couldn’t find a single thing wrong with it. Even the buttons all pressed smoothly and I was able to extract the bellows without a problem.

	"The way I see it, it only works at a certain time in a certain place," Sæla remarked.

	I nodded absently, lost in my thoughts. "But it makes no sense to understand the meaning of a prophecy only after it’s already been fulfilled," I said. "While on an odyssey nocturnal, a tinted window leads to vernal. What’s that supposed to mean, anyway?" I stared at the campfire with the camera in my hand and watched the flames sending sparks into the night sky. It felt like they were moving in slow motion. The red sparks slowly floating into the night sky. The red sparks...

	I suddenly had a flash of inspiration. I hastily grabbed my backpack and unzipped one of the small side pockets. Inside was the filter from Jan’s package. I had put it in there at my house, and then forgotten it thanks to the sudden assault of the Suits.

	I took the small, red glass conversion filter out of the leather case, held it against the shine of the crackling fire and put it on the camera lens.

	"I could be wrong, but it just makes sense!" I said excitedly to Sæla.

	"Wait, I’ll wake up Ylja and Will," he said in a cheerful tone.

	"No," I quickly replied, "I have to do this alone." I remembered what Fafnera had said. I wasn't sure if this was what she had meant, but I was convinced I was right.

	"A solitary deed to move forward and a tinted window on an odyssey nocturnal," I mumbled, hoping I was right about my gut feeling. I knew that a single wrong decision could be fatal for all of us. Perhaps the camera just hadn't worked because I didn't use the filter, and not because I was with Ylja, but I wasn't taking any chances at this point.

	"Sæla, do me a favor. Get back to Fàilte as quickly as you can. The camera will take me there again." I wasn’t sure about that, but it felt right. It had to be right. I grabbed my backpack and walked a few yards away from the campfire. Sæla got up and started toward me but I motioned for him to stop.

	"Oh man, Ylja’s going to kill me!" he said, burying his face in his hands as if he couldn’t bear to watch.

	"I doubt that," I said, and pressed the camera’s trigger.

	And this time... it finally worked. Just not the way I had imagined.

	This was to be another lesson on unfulfilled expectations, as in spite of having accepted the existence of dragons, talking animals and fantasy realms, I was still completely unprepared for what awaited me on the other side.


Prophecy

	 

	After the first jump, which brought me from Japan to Verðld, I was slowly getting used to the satisfying click of the trigger and the accompanying change of location. I had always felt a bit dizzy right after the previous jumps. But that only lasted for a few moments, and then I had quickly come to my senses and regained control of my body again.

	This time however, it was completely different. I felt utterly miserable, as if I had just been beaten up by a street gang. The first feeling I perceived was cold, barren stone beneath my fingertips. It was the part of my surroundings that had come to the new place with me, like the asphalt of the parking lot and the forest floor before. I couldn’t even open my eyes at first and desperately fought to keep from vomiting.

	I crawled forward and collapsed against a wall, feeling the texture of its stone blocks under my fingertips. In confusion, I forced myself to open my eyes, but all I could see was the fact that it was already daylight here. All the outlines were out of focus, the colors of lines and contours broken into fractals and rainbows. I had only seen something like this with camera lenses. The technical term for this kind of unwanted effect is "chromatic aberrations".

	I tried to get up, but immediately fell back to the ground. My feet just wouldn’t listen to my brain. I instantly knew something had happened that was completely different from the previous jumps. Was it because of the red filter? Initially, the red sparks had given me the idea. Perhaps I had made a mistake? But if so, why had the camera worked this time? No, I instinctively knew I had done the right thing. But then what had happened to me? I lay on the ground, doing my best not to throw up or lose consciousness.

	Under my hands I felt the blades of grass between the stones. I took a deep breath, struggled to get to my feet, and pushed myself off the ground by force. This time, I was successful.

	Although I was still unsteady on my feet and breathing as if I had just run a marathon, the outlines of the shapes in front of me slowly grew sharper. My brain did its best to interpret the signals it got from my eyes. It took a few long seconds for my mind to classify what I saw in front of me and come to the right conclusions.

	An enormous city spread out at the end of the steppe. A city surrounded by a wall and with an ostentatious palace high on a hill, like a magnificent jewel with its crystal towers reaching hundreds of feet into the sky.

	Sweat broke out on my forehead as I realized where I was. No, that wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t about where I was. I hadn’t moved at all, I was still in the same place, a few feet from where the campfire had been burning only seconds ago. Without a doubt, the city in front of me was Skið-Garðr. But it was not destroyed. On the contrary, in the distance, Crystal City now arose in all its splendor and beauty.

	This jump had not taken me to another place. It had taken me to another time.

	As enlightening as this conclusion may have been, in the end, it only raised an infinite series of new questions. I knew where I was, yes, but not when I was, and that fact only caused me to feel even more desperate and helpless. I didn’t know anyone here – and vice versa. What was I supposed to do here? I looked at the camera.

	"Are you serious?" I yelled at it. "You can’t possibly expect me to save this city, too! Are you nuts?"

	It was much more likely that I would end up in Skið-Garðr’s dungeon. I grabbed the backpack and opened its lower zipper. To my relief, I saw that the two spheres were still there. But that presented its own problem: if anyone found the spheres in my possession, how would I ever explain myself? So what should I do? Standing around out here surely wouldn’t help, but I was reluctant to head for the city. What should I tell them? "Hi, my name’s Thomas, I come from the future! How’s it going? Oh, and I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you’re all going to die." Some crazy guy babbling about being the one to fulfill some ancient prophecy? No, I was in deep, deep trouble, or would be very soon. Now I wished I had at least taken Sæla with me. Once more I was a stranger in a strange land, and knew nothing about its customs or the time the camera had taken me back to.

	Reluctantly, I put on my backpack and started off toward the city. I passed through a gateless archway to the area between the border wall and the city wall. There were maybe two or three miles to walk to the city gate. An hour’s walk and an hour’s time to come up with a story that would plausibly explain my presence here.

	At first I seriously considered telling them that I was a traveler from Fàilte, but I didn’t know if the people from Skið-Garðr were okay with Fàilte, nor did I even know who was king there at this point in time. One question and they would know I was lying. Or had the camera just taken me back a month or two in time? I had to find out when I was. The prophecy mentioned a "long gone lore," but what qualified as "long gone"? Besides, I didn’t know if time would keep moving at the same pace for Ylja and the others, or if I would come back to exactly the same moment I had left. Just when I had started to get some answers, something like this had to happen. I felt so discouraged. And lost. Lost in time and out of place.

	Even from a distance, the city was breathtakingly beautiful. A radiant jewel in the high midday sun. The glass towers of the palace sparkled in the sunlight. They were taller than any building I had ever seen before. Even the Eiffel Tower looked like a toy compared to that masterpiece.

	While looking at it, I thought about the rhyme again. To tell the tale of coming war. If only I knew what to say. Was I supposed to warn them about the war with Taka? That seemed to be the easiest part, but convincing them that I was telling the truth and not someone they should just put on a stake would be very difficult. And I could hardly impersonate Houdini and pull one or both of the Marglóðttrs out of my backpack and say, "But wait, there's more: look, I've got not just one, but two of your sacred items!"

	Before I could come to any conclusions, the city was already approaching in front of me and I finally decided to just trust my gut and improvise if necessary, just as I’d often had to do when taking pictures. In college, I once got an A- on an oral exam of a book review, even though I’d never actually read the book.

	I hated being unprepared, but how could I ever prepare for such a thing? As the city gate drew nearer, I tied my coat together and straightened my backpack, hoping they wouldn’t pay too much attention to it, despite the sword dangling from it. To rely on the camera was probably pointless, otherwise it wouldn’t have brought me here.

	The city wall was not as tall or as fancy as Fàilte’s. It was also made of stones, in a much simpler style. It hadn’t even been professionally grouted. I noticed that there were no watchtowers, but there was a small gate of opaque white crystal or gemstone. Behind it there was some sort of bridge construction, as I saw several guards go up and down on it. They were dressed in some kind of chain mail, without a helmet or plate armor, and carried only small wooden crossbows on their shoulders.

	It slowly dawned on me that the camera might have taken me back much further than I thought at first. Everything apart from the castle looked very basic. I could already see from a distance that the houses beyond the city gate were built very simply, too. Most of them seemed to be made of brown and white stones, with thatched, brushwood or straw-covered roofs. Occasionally they had openings in the roof through which smoke rose into the blue sky. It looked, overall, very idyllic and not hostile at all. However, sometimes, as I was already aware, danger is often hidden not in a physical place, but embedded in the minds of people. I had to be extremely careful. There was no one to help me if I messed it up. I was on my own. Again, as so often before.

	I admit that wasn't all, I also felt a bit curious as well. Curious about what would await me behind the city gate.

	I looked around. I was the only one on his way to the city, and I hadn’t passed a single soul headed away from it.

	The two guards had certainly spotted me long ago. When I was still fifty yards from the gate, the one on the left, a younger man perhaps in his twenties, raised his voice.

	"What do you want?" he asked in an annoyed tone.

	"I... am a traveler seeking refuge in your city for the night," I lied.

	"Get out! We have no room for rabble here." Laughter accompanied his words from the other side of the gate.

	Rabble? I tried to smile disarmingly and made another attempt.

	"My name is Thomas Knight, and I assure you that I am neither rabble, nor do I have any dishonest intentions. I only humbly ask for you to be so kind as to let me spend a single night in your city."

	The guard standing to the right, an older man with a long, white beard, perhaps in his late fifties, nodded at the left guard, who then descended a staircase built behind the gate. I could hear his footsteps creaking on the wooden boards as he slowly walked down. After a few seconds, the gate began to move and swung inward. I was about to go through, when the younger guard walked out, pointing his crossbow at me.

	"I told you to get out of here! We have no room here for you!" he said, and spit in front of me onto the ground. I instinctively raised my hands.

	"Listen, I didn’t mean to be rude," I said, trying to defend myself.

	The guard, who I could see now was much taller and more muscular than I was, grabbed my coat collar and shoved me with his elbow so that I fell backwards onto the stony ground. It took me by surprise, and as I fell, the left half of my coat slipped down.

	"Alright, alright," I said, as I brushed the dust and dirt off my pants and pulled my coat up again. But the guard just stared at me openmouthed.

	"Dragon-slayer!" he suddenly screamed at the top of his lungs.

	I startled. He must have seen the mark on my arm for a second or two. I instantly imagined an angry mob, armed with torches and pitchforks and carrying a barrel of hot tar, running through the gate and trying to tar and feather me. But to my infinite surprise, the opposite turned out to be the case. The guard, who just a few moments ago was pointing his crossbow at me, now shook all over. Drops of sweat ran down his forehead, and he looked as if he just wanted to die. He bowed to me so many times that he got dizzy and fell over, mumbling in embarrassment and without taking a breath.

	"Why-didn't-you-just-tell-me? I... I-did-not-know! I... please-forgive-me, in-Arawn's-name!" he said, over and over again. He stood up, almost fell down again, and then helped me to my feet and quickly tried to help brush the dust off my coat. I was utterly confused about the sudden change from shoving me to catering to me.

	"I-beg-you-don’t-tell-anyone-about-this!" he whispered to me without even taking a breath between the words.

	"I was just searching for a place to sleep," I said disappointedly.

	"Whatever you want! Of course, of course!"

	At this point, the second guard came running out of the gate and glared at the younger guard. "Please, sir, excuse Zelenáč, he's just an idiot," the older guard said, and then punched Zelenáč in the face. Zelenáč fell backward, shaking his head, and then slowly got to his feet again.

	"He did not know who you were. Please enter our city and stay as long as you desire." The older guard made a welcoming gesture with his hand. And addressing Zelenáč, he hissed, "Go and tell the Magistrate, if you don’t want to end up in the dungeon!"

	Zelenáč tried to salute, but in doing so, accidentally hit the crossbow’s trigger and shot himself in the foot. The small, wooden bolt stuck firmly in his light brown boot. He screamed and reached to pull it out, but the older guard grabbed his wrist.

	"Your fault, you don’t deserve any better! Go to the Magistrate, now! Afterward you can take care of that."

	I felt like I was watching a live-action slapstick performance.

	Zelenáč rushed wordlessly into the city, limping and holding his leg with his hands. The other guard smiled artificially.

	"You must excuse us, sir, you know these are hard times, but of course a dragon slayer is always quite welcome in our city."

	He slowly walked through the gate with me. I had a bad feeling about all of this. The whole aura was completely different from Fàilte. The fact that they were so kind to someone who had supposedly killed a dragon deeply disturbed me, as it answered several questions at once. It confirmed that the camera had taken me not just a month or a year into the past, but much farther back. According to Sæla and Ylja, the Dragon Wars had been over for hundreds of years.

	"My name is Průzkumník," the older guard said proudly.

	"Thomas Knight," I mumbled absently.

	"That’s an extraordinary name for an extraordinary person," he said.

	"Gesundheit," I replied.

	"You too, sir, you too."

	I rolled my eyes and cursed the camera, not for the first time. But this time I badly wanted to vigorously shake it as well.

	Průzkumník led me through the city. The roads we walked on were not paved, but simply rutted dirt. In some places, puddles of rainwater collected on the side streets and I had to avoid stepping in them. The wooden houses with their thatched roofs were indeed very simple. Most didn’t even have windows. We passed countless houses made of what looked like limestone. Others resembled the log cabins people on Earth like to escape to on the weekends. It all looked so completely different from Fàilte.

	The men on the streets wore frayed white linen shirts with belts of all colors. The women wore small white hoods on their heads and long, multi-layered dresses. Some carried baskets full of fruits or vegetables. Something that looked like hay or wheat was pulled through the streets by either men or horses, on carts whose wooden slats were held together with flax. From afar, I suddenly heard bells being rung, and the people began passing us, heading toward the sound of the bells.

	After walking through the city for what seemed like miles, Průzkumník finally stopped in front of a huge, rectangular structure completely different from the other buildings. It looked so magnificent that it stood out from the rest of the city, with opaque crystal and marble stones adorning the walls of the two-story building. In addition, it had a total of twelve glass windows artistically integrated into its white facade and a bell tower on its top. It looked like a foreign object compared to the other houses, and seemed much more valuable, just like the palace on the hill, towering high above the city with its sparkling crystal towers. The front door, made of thick, dark brown lacquered wood, already stood open. As we approached the building from the street, a small, chubby man was already rushing to meet us with outstretched hands. His head was shiny and bald, and he had so many gold chains around his neck that he glittered in the sunlight like a disco ball. The look was completed by a long red coat, onto which gold plates and crystal discs had been sewn. He was almost too bright to look at.

	"Welcome to our tranquil city," he said to me, earnestly shaking my hand. "I am Pochybný, the city Magistrate. I am very pleased to meet you!"

	"Thomas Knight," I replied shortly.

	"Of course, if we had known that such an honorable visit was imminent, we could at least have given you a decent reception."

	"That’s alright," I said, "I prefer to travel inconspicuously anyway."

	"Ah, a man of integrity, I value that! Please, please come into my humble home, come please," he said, and waddled ahead of me to the entrance.

	I immediately disliked him. He had something of a weasel about him, and his look was calculating. I'd met such people before. The first thing they did was to size you up, to decide how best to use you to their advantage. I knew I had to be on guard.

	The interior of the house was comparatively stylish. The entrance hall was especially impressive, purposefully built to convey this image to anyone entering the house. A large wooden staircase with polished handrails and steps adorned the entrance hall, as well as a large bookshelf, several sideboards, and half a dozen life-size statues of translucent crystal, two of which were set at the foot of the stairs, and two on the second floor. From above, I heard the wild clanging of a bell. When I entered the main hall, at the top of the stairs I saw a boy peering down at me between two twisted wooden pillars of the balustrade. When our eyes met, he instantly ducked behind one of the pillars.

	"Follow me please, I’m sure you’ll enjoy this!"

	The Magistrate hurried up the stairs, which led to a corridor from which another stairway led further upwards. As I followed him up to the third floor, the sound of the bells grew louder, and now I could also hear the distant voices of a crowd. I wondered what that meant, but I supposed I would find out soon enough.

	When we arrived on the third floor, I noticed that the corridor was adorned with half a dozen paintings showing the magistrate in various poses. We turned right and headed toward another large wooden door, which Pochybný boldly kicked open with his foot. I followed him outside, blinking in the unexpected light. Brightness enveloped me. The door opened onto a balcony at the rear of the building. The four pillars that held up the balcony were partly made of polished white marble and partly of transparent crystal. Directly in front of us was a huge marketplace, encircled by another stone wall and full of cheering people. There had to be hundreds already, and many more were joining them every minute, coming from all parts of the city, called by the bells. The Magistrate threw up his arms, and the cheering and applause rose to a deafening level.

	What had I gotten myself into now? This couldn’t be happening. What I would have given to be back on my farm right then. Or at least back with Ylja and Sæla.

	"Dear fellow citizens!" shouted the Magistrate into the crowd. The applause erupted again, and he first had to give reassuring hand signals, so that the crowd quieted and the applause died.

	"Dear fellow citizens. As you all know, the one who frees the town from the direful dragon will be rewarded with one hundred gold coins, held for safe keeping here at the Magistrate’s office. I am now thrilled to announce that someone has rushed to our fair city after hearing our plea for help! It is my honor to present to you: Draconis Interfector, Thomas Knight!" He pointed at me with both thumbs and then wildly applauded. The thunderous applause of the crowd instantly erupted again, now mingled with whistles and shouts of joy.

	This wasn’t good. One hundred thalers at the Magistrate’s office? That certainly hadn’t ended well in my world. Besides, I was no dragon slayer and I surely had no ambitions to become one. 

	I felt awkward, confused and embarrassed. As if I had just been announced as the main contestant in a wrestling match.

	The crowd, however, was ecstatic.

	"Dra-gon slay-er! Dra-gon slay-er!" they shouted rhythmically, their fists raised in the air.

	"Oh god, no, please no," I mumbled to myself and buried my face in my hands. All I wanted was to escape to a quiet corner and shake the camera for a little while.

	The Magistrate, still smiling widely, suddenly raised his left hand. On it, a golden ring with an overly large red gemstone now sparkled in the sun. He made some circular movements with his index finger. At this sign, a dozen guards marched to the rear of the marketplace and began opening a wooden gate covering a stone tunnel in the rear marketplace wall. From this tunnel, a huge cart was slowly rolled out, which consisted of two layers of full size tree trunks laid across each other in order to carry something huge and heavy. The crowd immediately began booing and gave way, and I soon saw what lay on the cart. A dragon was tightly chained to the wooden construction with dozens of thick iron chains. It lacked the horns or probes on its head, but like Fafnera, its body was covered with beautiful, iridescent turquoise scales.

	The dragon was about two thirds of Fafnera’s size, but still had to be over sixty feet long. It would have looked dead if it wasn’t for the yellow eyes, which were wide open. It couldn’t move an inch, the chains were so tightly lashed around its body, pressing its neck and wings forcefully down onto the tree trunks so that no movement was possible.

	I felt so incredibly sorry for it, I could barely look at the pitiful creature. It was obvious that the dragon was not only in pain, but also terrified. The people standing around it cursed and spit on it until the cart came to a stop in the middle of the marketplace.

	Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the Magistrate pull something out of his robe and lift it over his head, whereupon the crowd applauded wildly again. I turned toward him and realized that it must be a dragon blade. If I had felt uncomfortable before, I was now nearly frantic, and had the sudden urge to vigorously shake the Magistrate instead of the camera. 

	He theatrically presented me with the dagger, and I saw that it looked exactly like the one I already carried with me. I looked questioningly at Pochybný.

	"Do not be so modest, dragon slayer. Just take it," he said with a broad, fake smile, and when I didn’t react to that, he simply put the Gram into my hand. He then raised his arms in the air once more and began working the crowd, cupping his ear with one hand and urging them on with the other, so that the applause grew even louder and culminated in a deafening roar of cheers and jubilation.

	As for myself, I just stood there, looking from the Magistrate to the crowd and back again.

	One thing I knew for certain: whatever happened, I would not be killing any dragon. However, I decided to keep that to myself and just play along. For now.

	I put the dagger in my waistband and without saying a word, went back through the door into the hallway. Pochybný hurried after me.

	"Wait! Aren't you going to kill the dragon?" he asked impatiently.
"What day is it tomorrow?" I asked, trying not to show any emotion.

	"Pátek," replied the Magistrate.

	"What a coincidence. It must be done on a Pátek, when the sun is at its zenith."

	The Magistrate clapped his hands happily.

	"Excellent, excellent!" he shouted cheerfully.

	"Just out of curiosity," I asked as we walked down the hallway toward the stairs, "Why haven't you killed it yourself, or let one of your guards do it, if you already possessed a dragon blade?"

	The Magistrate’s face went pale for a moment, and then he burst out laughing.

	"You are joking, of course you are! Everyone knows that dragons can steal and devour your soul if an ordinary man tries to kill them. No, no, no, we leave that to a professional."

	"Relatable," I said.

	A young maid with long, blonde hair and wearing some sort of white uniform dress directed me to a room which, according to her, was kept free exclusively for guests of honor. It included an ornate wooden cabinet, a polished crystal vanity, a large bed, and a bedside table with a red oil lamp resting on it. On the cabinet, there was a wooden basket with a selection of fruits and what looked like dark bread.

	I laid down on the fur-lined bed. Why was I here? Certainly not to kill a dragon.

	I needed a plan, and I needed it now.
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	The light of the moons shone brightly when I secretly left my room late that night to pay the dragon a visit. Luckily, the room was on the ground floor and the window was easily opened. I pushed up a golden bar on the edge of the frame, and the window opened to the outside. After a short jump down, I found myself out in the open and crept along in the shadow of the wall at the back of the house until the marketplace appeared in front of me. There, I found the dragon still bound to the cart, but now surrounded by half a dozen members of the night watch. When they spotted me, one of them raised a lantern and yelled, "Who goes there?"

	"The dragon slayer." I raised my hands and said it as calmly as I could, while putting my hands in my pockets again. As a result, the guard visibly relaxed. Except for us, there was no one else out on the streets or in the marketplace at this time of the night.

	"Ah! You want to make sure he’s still alive, eh?" He laughed and stabbed his lance at the animal’s exposed neck. He was unable to pierce the scales, but it obviously still hurt, as the dragon’s mouth opened slightly in a weak, tortured cry.

	I so badly wanted to punch the guard in the face, then do to him what he had just done to the dragon and ask him whether it was still funny. Instead, I pulled myself together and forced a painful smile.

	"Give me a few minutes alone so I can see for myself, okay?"

	"Certainly. We are all looking forward to tomorrow!" he said happily, and then joined the others a few yards away to start a lively conversation about how he had just talked to the dragon slayer.

	I went to the dragon’s head, which, thanks to the chains, was pressed all the way down onto the logs. I slowly knelt down in front of it.

	"I know you can hear me," I thought.

	"How many of my kind do you have on your conscience, human?" answered a barely perceptible, weak and exhausted voice in my head. The dragon was at the end of its powers. And yet there was still contempt and boundless rage resonating in every single word. I completely ignored the hostility, however, as there was something else that caught my attention: I knew that voice!

	"Fafnera?" I asked in surprise.

	"How... how could you possibly know my name?"

	It was her! But how? Then it suddenly occurred to me that this must have been her younger self. Of course she wasn’t fully grown back then, and that would explain the missing probes and horns and her being smaller. I suddenly felt so incredibly happy. I smiled at her and put my hand on her neck.

	"Don’t worry, the last thing I want is to kill you. On the contrary."

	"Who are you?" Understandably, she sounded confused.

	I couldn’t stop smiling.

	"Thomas Knight, at your service." I bowed to her.

	"I do not understand..."

	I knelt down in front of her again, carefully watching the guards.

	"Listen, Fafnera, I don’t have much time. I know you’re confused, but I am anything but a dragon slayer."

	"You are not like the others," she said. It wasn’t a question.

	"No. The mark I carry on my body is from your blood, but the last time I saw you, you were in perfect health. I come from a distant time when you saved my life - or rather will save it. And now I’m glad to be able to return that favor somehow. I don’t belong to this time, I’m not even from Verðld. Although the time I’m from is no less dark. Skið-Garðr no longer exists there, it was swallowed up by the darkness, and the whole world is at its end. Dragons exist only in mythology. Well, except for you and a few of your kind who have withdrawn into exile. I don’t know what’s going on here or why, but I am deeply in your debt and I promise I will get you out of here, whatever the cost."

	I looked down at the forged chains that ran so many times around her body, held together by three cast-iron locks.

	"However, I must ask you for one favor," I thought.

	Silence.

	"When I free you, you immediately fly away from here. I don’t want to be responsible for people dying, however narrow-minded they may be. I’ve seen what you’re capable of, and I don’t want the blood of these people on my hands. I can imagine how furious you are, but please promise me not to do them any harm after I free you."

	"I am not accountable to you, nor do I owe loyalty to anyone, especially not to a human!" hissed the voice in my head. She sounded as stubborn and irrational as a wayward teenager.

	I know the Fafnera you will become one day. That’s enough for me to seal this deal."

	Without waiting for a reply, I went over to the night watch. The conversation stopped immediately when they saw me coming. One of the men took off his fur cap, two others just stood staring.

	"Who has the key to these locks?" I asked. And then quickly added, "So I can make sure that the chains cannot be opened without authorization." The guards laughed out loud.

	"Who on Verðld would free a dragon? No, sir, rest assured, the Magistrate has the key in a safe place. You need not worry about it."

	I nodded at the men, who thanked me profusely for my visit, and then went back to my room without looking back at Fafnera.

	"Tomorrow you’ll be free," I thought. I just hoped I was right.

	Lying on the bed back in my room, I thought of Fafnera. Strange how the tables of fate had turned. Was that the reason the camera had brought me here? To free Fafnera, so that she could heal me in the future? Was that why she was helping me? Or was there more behind it? As I puzzled over it, I must at some point have fallen asleep.

	When I woke again, it was still night. I was wondering what had awakened me, when I felt a cold blade against my neck. In fear, I opened my eyes and held my breath. My heart leapt to my throat. In the pale light of the two moons, I saw a figure bending over my bed. It was the boy I had seen at the top of the stairs when I arrived at the Magistrate’s house. He was perhaps only ten or twelve years old, a slender boy with brown hair and brown eyes, but old enough to press a sharp knife to my throat. He was wearing one of those flat, round hats and his clothes resembled those of paperboys in the 1920s, selling newspapers on the street for five cents.

	"If you scream, I’ll kill you," he whispered to me. And then said, "You will not kill the dragon, do you hear me?"

	"I... I do not intend to..." I said slowly, being careful not to move. The boy looked at me, surprised. I took advantage of his momentary lapse in focus, and with a quick movement of my right arm, grabbed his hand and snatched the knife from him.

	"I’m not a dragon slayer," I said quickly. "And I surely don’t intend to kill her. Her name is Fafnera."

	"She has talked to you?" he asked in surprise, even forgetting that I had grabbed him by the hand. I let him go and sighed.

	"I know her. Well, actually I will know her a few hundred years from now, a time when she saved my own life. That’s why I carry the mark." I pointed toward my arm.

	The boy’s eyes grew wide as he looked at the vaguely shifting symbol on my skin and then back at me.

	"You come from the future?!"

	I hesitated but finally nodded. After all, who would believe a child? 

	"What’s the future like? And how did you get here?" he asked excitedly.

	I chuckled. "Not so fast, I need to know a few things first." I wasn’t sure how much I should tell him. "Why are you trying to save the dragon?" I asked. "Everyone else seems to want her dead."

	"Because it’s wrong. She’s so beautiful, and she’s clearly in pain." Tears filled his eyes.

	"Perhaps you can tell me why they all hate her so much?"

	"Lhář claims the dragon poisoned his wells and killed his sheep."

	I laughed out loud.

	"Dragons poison wells? How is that even supposed to work?"

	"It’s not true, neither! I was playing upstairs one night when I heard Lhář talking to my father. Lhář spent the king’s money on buying himself into the city council instead of protecting his land with it. The sheep were torn to pieces by fior wolves, only that he could not admit that as a lot of townspeople had invested their money in his farm, and father then suggested he just blame it on the dragon."

	"Great. Some things will never change, no matter what time or what planet," I exclaimed. "Did you try to tell someone?" I asked.

	"Yes, but they only laughed at me."

	I could easily see how that had gone.

	"Where is the king?"

	"He and his advisors are on the way to Machair for a meeting with the king there. Until he comes back, he left my father to watch over the city."

	"What an unfortunate and fateful decision." I shook my head. "By the way, my name is Thomas, Thomas Knight, nice to meet you." I introduced myself and shook his hand.

	"Yes, I know, the whole city is talking about you."

	"And what’s your name?" I asked curiously.

	"Sorry Mister, I’m Moudrý!" he replied, and shook my hand.

	"Moudrý? Like the king?" I remembered seeing several tapestries in the palace with kings of that name.

	He laughed.

	"No, sir, I’m sorry, that would hardly be fitting for me."

	"Well, I’m the guy from the rhyme," I said.

	"What rhyme?" He looked confused.

	"That old Verðldian folklore rhyme, don’t you know it?" He shook his head vigorously and sat down on the other end of the bed.

	I told him my story as briefly as possible, just sparing him some cruel parts of the tale which he was too young to understand. He listened to every word with wide eyes until I finished by reciting the rhyme. At the end, his eyes filled with tears.

	"That means... you... you are going to die?" he asked compassionately. I tried to cheer him up.

	"The rhyme is very old, who knows where and how it ends. But I promise I’ll do my best not to die." Then I smiled at him with as much confidence as I could muster.

	I would have my revenge. Soon. But I had to be careful not to fail somewhere on my way to the last chapter.

	"The people I've been involved with on Verðld have all been peaceful. I have to do whatever I can to prevent more misery from occurring, and the same for my world. But now, I'm suddenly stranded here in the past, and I don't even know exactly why."

	"You have to save her," Moudrý said imploringly.

	"Yes, but I must have already done that if Fafnera is still alive in the future. I can’t shake the feeling that I missed something essential."

	Moudrý paced around the room, putting his hand to his chin as adults sometimes do when they’re thinking about something important.

	"Do you know where your father keeps the key for the locks?" I finally said.

	"Yes, he keeps it in his study, although he will notice if the keys are gone, you won’t be able to open the locks unnoticed," he remarked skeptically.

	"I don’t intend to do that either," I said with a grin. I could only hope that the plan that came to my mind’s eye would be successful.

	"Why are you working against your own father?" I asked him. He looked at me indignantly, as if I had asked why the sky was blue.

	"Because he does the wrong thing. And the dragon out there suffers so much," he said with sorrow in his eyes.

	And so it was that a little boy was more reasonable than all the adults in Crystal City. I almost had to laugh. The two of us plotting against the rest of the city, how ironic was that? I had never been good with kids, so I only hoped Jenny could see this. She surely would have found it quite amusing. She had been unable to have children, but I had known that from the start, and it had never been an issue. But now here we were, a young boy and a stranger from another time and place, trying to set things right.

	Half an hour later, the night was slowly coming to an end, when I once more went to the market square, this time taking Moudrý along. The marketplace was still empty, except for the guards, who were thrilled when they spotted me walking around the corner again.

	"Ah, the honorable dragon slayer must be so excited that he cannot find sleep, eh?" asked the man with the lantern.

	Moudrý did not answer but visibly pressed his lips together with all his strength. I pushed past him and put my hand on the shoulder of the guard, guiding him back toward the others, who were standing next to the wall that framed the marketplace.

	"Listen... uhm... have you heard about the glorious battle of Hill Valley?" I asked in an overly friendly tone.

	The guards were all shaking their heads in excitement. And so I theatrically told them of how I fought side by side with Godzilla, Lord Helmet and Skeletor against the evil Hill Valley dragons and how we defeated them in an epic Hoverboard battle. The guards were so caught up in my story that they paid no attention to Moudrý sneaking up behind me and opening the locks. I had instructed him to open them and then arrange them in a way that they still appeared locked.

	At first I worried that he might not be able to manage it. The locks and chains were quite heavy. But after a few minutes, he came back over to me and winked. I quickly said goodbye to the guards, who sighed in disappointment at not getting to hear the rest of my story. I leaned down to the boy as we walked back.

	"Did you open the locks?" I asked him.

	"Sure. Piece of moučník, Mister!" he said proudly, with a mischievous smile on his face.

	"Don’t call me 'Mister,' tot," I replied. He just stuck out his tongue.

	"Why are you doing this?" Fafnera’s voice emerged in my head. She sounded so terribly weak, it almost broke my heart. I stopped, but didn't turn around.

	"Because it’s the right thing to do. The right thing may not outweigh injustice, but it helps to prevent even worse things from happening. Besides, I am a stranger to this world, its customs and its history, but as far as I can see, everyone and everything in it is connected to each other, even beyond the borders of time." I sighed, then turned around and looked her straight in the eye. "I come from a time that may be the end of days, and without the dragons, I’m afraid we are doomed. We may not have much hope of surviving, but if you won't help us, the darkness will surely consume not only your world, but mine as well."

	"I don’t care about you or your world!" she hissed.

	"That's okay. The way I see it, I'm your only chance. I can understand that you're reluctant to accept help from a human, but that's just the way it is. Some people are easy to delude, especially simple-minded ones. That doesn't mean they're evil. There are still humans willing to stand up for the rights of others. And the two of us seem to be the only ones in the entire city that are willing to help you."

	Moudrý put his hand on the dragon’s snout. I almost wanted to pull him away, but Fafnera just growled. She was so weak, I could only hope that she still had enough strength for the finale that would happen at noon.

	"Just do me that favor I asked you for," I thought. "And we have a deal. I will set you free and you will leave without harming anyone."

	She didn’t reply to that. I could only pray that I was doing the right thing and that I wasn’t about to unleash something that would bring death and destruction upon the city much sooner than it was destined to happen.

	We climbed back through the window of my room. I was glad no one else had seen us on our stroll back to the Magistrate’s home. After giving Moudrý a few more instructions, it was time to say goodbye.

	"I don’t think we’ll have time to talk again," I said softly.

	"Do not worry, Mister, you can count on me."

	I nodded and smiled. That boy was more reasonable and honorable than anyone else in this city. Unfortunately, I had nothing to spare to give him as a token of my appreciation. Except maybe... I saw my reflection in the mirror and took the pendant with the two wings from my neck and handed him the leather necklace.

	"Here, take this. It was a gift from my deceased wife, she certainly won’t mind if I give it to you. I wish I could give you more, but this actually means a lot to me. Please take it, you deserve it."

	Moudrý stared at it open-mouthed.

	"That’s for me?" he said, visibly surprised and thrilled.

	I laughed. "A gift from the Warrior With Broken Wings."

	"Thanks Mister... I mean, Thomas." He looked at it briefly and then instantly put it around his neck.

	"It was an honor." I saluted him and he returned it. Then he quietly opened the chamber door, looked to the right and then to the left, and finally snuck away to the left. I quietly closed the door behind him and then stared into the mirror over the vanity.

	"I just hope everything goes well. All hell will be breaking loose in a few hours," I said to myself as I washed my face. The cold water felt good. I watched the drops of water dripping off my face and into the crystal bowl. Had I done the right thing? In my mind’s eye, I could already see an outraged dragon razing the city to the ground. Had I perhaps started a war? Had I started the war? I wasn’t even sure if my actions would have any effect on the present, or if it all happened as it did because the camera had brought me back in some sort of infinite, historical loop. Just like quantum physics, it all depends on where you look at it and at which point in time. I knew that I would never find the answers to these questions, at least not until the camera took me back to my own timeline again.

	I didn't feel hungry, but I realized that I hadn't eaten anything for some time, so I grabbed two round, yellow fruits the size of oranges out of the basket. They tasted like a weird mix of bananas and tomatoes, but were actually pretty good. I ended up eating the dark bread as well, and then went over to the bed to lay down on the black fur. I didn’t expect that I would be able to sleep, but at some point, as the first rays of sunlight made their way through the window, I was finally granted a bit of rest.


High Noon

	 

	I was awakened with a start by a knock on my door, dragging me out of a dreamless sleep.

	"Helloooo... are you awake already?" called the Magistrate's whiny voice from the other side of the heavy door. I blinked. There is a short, blissful time right when you wake up in the morning, when you have no memory of what happened the day before, and in which all your troubles and worries have not clouded your soul yet. It only lasts a few precious seconds before your brain retakes control, dragging the memories of the past up to the surface. Thus, the events of the previous night came back to me faster than I would have liked. So this was the day that would decide between success or failure.

	I closed my eyes again.

	"I’ll be right there," I called toward the door, adding, you rat, in my head. I sat up on the bed and rubbed my face. If only everything went well. I washed my face with the cold water from the pitcher, rested my hands on the polished, dark wood that surrounded the crystal bowl and stared at my face. How high were my chances of success? Thirty percent? Twenty? Less?

	I dried my face with the cloth that lay next to the sideboard. Would Fafnera play along? Once again, I had an equation full of unknowns in front of me. And fate, as life's strictest and most unreasonable teacher, was already on its way, demanding a solution.

	I took the leather case with the camera from the bed, hung it over my shoulder and took the camera out of it. I would most likely be pressed for time again. I let the camera bellows move out of the frame and cocked the trigger before folding it back in and stowing it in the case. I hesitated a moment about leaving the filter on the lens, but then decided to leave it on, as the prophecy so far had been absolutely right about this. I was curious about how this story would turn out. I didn't even know if I was doing the right thing. There's sometimes only a thin line between right and wrong. Maybe there was no right or wrong at all. It was too late anyway. Things were already in motion and couldn't be stopped now.

	I put on my coat and tightened the backpack. The dragon blade I put into my rear waistband, as well as one of the Berettas.

	When I opened the door, the Magistrate was impatiently waiting outside in the hallway.

	"There you are! We were beginning to wonder if you were coming!" he said with a broad but fake smile on his chubby, round face.

	"I had to... prepare for the things to come," I curtly said.

	"Of course, of course. Today is a great day to slay a dragon!"

	He walked ahead of me toward a smaller and less imposing but still beautifully crafted door to the opposite of the main entrance. It was adorned with a detailed carving of Skið-Garðr.

	"The whole city is on its feet to attend the festival," he rejoiced while opening the door, which now flooded the hall with bright, warming sunlight.

	"This is not a party," I hissed angrily. He paused, confused, and then apologized.

	"Of course not, but these are simple people, you must know that this is a momentous occasion for our city."

	"Yes." But in my mind I added, because you poisoned the minds of these simple people with your lies.

	"One more thing," I turned to him before we walked through the door, "it may look a bit theatrical and dramatic, but believe me, it’s all part of..." I hesitated before finishing the phrase, "the show."

	"Sure, sure, people will love that, oh they'll love that!" he said gleefully before waddling through the door.

	"I dare say," I mumbled to myself as I followed him outside.

	The sun was already high over the city. The towers of the palace sparkled in the sunlight, providing a beautiful contrast to the blue of the sky in the background. The moment I stepped outside, the crowd began to cheer. The entire marketplace was full of people. They pushed from all the streets to the marketplace, which could not even hold them all.

	They had already formed a path for us to walk to the middle of the market square. The Magistrate stepped forward and let the crowd celebrate him. He would soon get a very nasty surprise.

	I looked at Fafnera. "Do we have a deal?" I asked in my mind as I slowly walked toward her, but didn't get an answer. Her eyes were closed, and for a moment I feared she was dead. But then I noticed how her left eye opened just a tiny bit, which I took as an affirmation. I nodded to her and took a deep breath as her eye closed again. The show was about to start.

	The crowd was still cheering loudly. The whole city was on its feet: men, women and children, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of us. I motioned for them to be quiet, but it was not until the third attempt that the applause and the cheering ebbed away so that I could raise my voice to speak to them and be heard. I felt incredibly uncomfortable. Images of a theater performance in elementary school flashed past my inner eye. At that time I had only one sentence to say in a performance of the "Freeshooter" by Carl Maria von Weber, but that was more than enough for me to have stage fright.

	I climbed from the first tree trunk to the second and ran up Fafnera's tail onto her back, stopping near her neck, and raised my voice so that as many people as possible could hear what I had to say. I hadn’t really prepared a speech, so I would just have to rely on my improvisational skills.

	"Esteemed citizens of Skið-Garðr! I'm here with you today to kill the dragon!"

	The crowd roared. Theatrically, I balanced on the dragon's back and raised both hands in the air, trying to distract the crowd as I worked my way around to the locks. I took out the dagger and held it high in the air. Its blade sparkled in the midday sun. "This city, and with it, every one of you, are in grave danger!" Waving the dagger around like a sorcerer's wand, I made my way around the dragon as I spoke and hit the first lock with my foot as I ended the sentence to thunderous applause. It fell to the hard packed ground and I could only hope that everyone would assume this was just part of the show.

	"This danger is looming over your heads like a sword hanging by a single thread, bound to fall at any moment!" I kicked off the second lock, and much to my relief, it appeared to work, as they all seemed to have eyes only for me and the dagger. No one tried to stop me.

	"Wells were poisoned and sheep were killed, and behind it all was evil in its purest form!" The third lock fell to the ground and swirled up a small cloud of dust. Now, all the locks were removed, and I quickly walked back up to the dragon's neck. One thought was all it took to make my armor jump out of the already open backpack to the surprised murmurs of the crowd. The plates instantly unfolded and covered my body. Judging by their amazed looks, they had never seen such armor before.

	In the meantime, the Magistrate had joined the crowd on the marketplace. He stood in front of the dragon and happily rubbed his hands together. He didn't even seem to notice that the locks no longer held the chains in place.

	Showtime, I thought to myself. I could only hope that what followed now would take them by surprise in such a way that I actually had an advantage to end this without bloodshed.

	"Hear me well! The evil I speak of is not the dragon! She is innocent!"

	The applause ended abruptly. The crowd seemed confused, and the fake smile froze on the Magistrate’s face. I shouted the words as loudly as I could.

	"Dragons do not poison wells! Only if wickedness and lies have already poisoned your minds could it have been a dragon." Murmurs and shaking of heads spread in the audience.

	The face of the Magistrate had turned into an evil, malicious grimace. He screamed at me, "That dragon killed Lhář’s sheep!" and signaled the city guard, of which there were several dozen present. They forced their way through the crowd toward me. I didn’t have much time, but I wasn't finished yet.

	"There you see the true face of your Magistrate!" I yelled and pointed at him with the tip of the dagger. "They tried to deceive you and took you for fools! The sheep were torn by fior wolves, because Lhář spent your beloved king’s money on buying himself into the city council!"

	"Lies! All lies! He’s with the beast! Do not listen to him, he has sold his soul to the dragon!" shouted the Magistrate into the crowd, spraying saliva in his fervor, and then to the city guard, "Shoot him, shoot him dead!"

	I saw several guards raising their crossbows. This was madness, they couldn’t possibly hit me. They were more likely to kill their own people trying – and then would blame me for their deaths.

	I pulled the Beretta out of my waistband and fired a shot into the air. The guards paused, and the people fell silent immediately, not sure what had just happened. They stared at the gun and the trickle of smoke arising from its barrel.

	The shot had also been the signal for Moudrý, who had barricaded himself in the council house’s bell tower and now began wildly ringing the bell. The heads of everyone in the marketplace, including the Magistrate, turned to the tower.

	I felt Fafnera gather herself beneath me. I just hoped she would still have the strength to free herself from the chains.

	In horror, the crowd turned back toward me and the dragon and then began trying to flee from the center of the marketplace in panic.

	"Shoot him, kill him! Arrest him!" Pochybný shouted, and then attempted to run away himself, but stumbled over a guard and fell to the ground. I heard the heavy rattling of the chains below me.

	Three of the guards tried to climb up Fafnera from her tail. I could see the fear in their eyes, they were obviously terrified, but to their credit, they did what they had been trained to do: follow the orders of the Magistrate, who was still screaming his lungs out.

	The first one shot his crossbow at me, but unfortunately, they had no idea who they were dealing with. I quickly raised my arms to cover my head and felt the arrow bounce off my upper torso without leaving a mark. I quickly ran down the dragon's back and rushed at the guard. With one kick, he fell backward, taking the other guards with him. They hit the ground hard, and seemed reluctant to get up. At the same time, at least two of the other guards took aim at me.

	"Now!" I thought to Fafnera. 

	Apparently, I had underestimated her. Her eyes opened in an instant, and she leapt upward, the chains falling off with a clatter and whirling up another cloud of dust. The guards fired their crossbows at her, but the arrows bounced off her scales as if they were made of rubber.

	Her head shot up, and she braced her legs against the tree trunks. With a mighty thrust, she curled her tail and knocked six of the guards off their feet before pushing away and spreading her wings, all within the blink of an eye. With two quick strokes and a deafening scream, she catapulted us into the sky. I was surprised by her agility, as she seemed even more nimble than at our first meeting. But of course that made sense, she must have been very young at this point in time.

	Nevertheless, I was deeply impressed, and had to hold on to one of her scales so as not to fall off. She flapped her wings once more, and then plummeted down toward the market square. My heart raced.

	"We had an agreement!" I called out to her desperately.

	"I agreed to nothing," answered the voice in my head. She let out a bloodcurdling cry that made my ears ring. On the ground, people were frantically trying to escape the marketplace, but the streets were clogged. Screams of terror filled the air, and many of them trampled each other in their desperation to get away.

	Clinging to the dragon’s back, I was just as terrified. There would be a massacre, and it was all my fault.

	Fafnera rushed toward the ground, but at the last moment, she stopped short, spreading her wings and clawing at the trodden floor of the marketplace. Dust whirled up and enveloped the whole square for a few seconds.

	"The agreement... stands," said Fafnera grudgingly.

	I was immensely relieved and let my held breath out in a rush.

	Originally, I had intended to use the camera as soon as I had freed Fafnera - if I ever got that far. But now, another vague idea had suddenly formed in my head.

	"Can you do me one more favor?" I thought. She didn’t answer, so I could only assume it was okay to continue. "Can you put me on the balcony of the council house?" Again, she said nothing, but simply stretched her head out, so I could carefully walk across her neck to the balcony. By that time, the cloud of dust had largely subsided. The people stared at Fafnera in disbelief, looking uncertainly back and forth between me and the dragon, unsure what to do or what to make of it. Some eyes were filled with fear, others simply utter confusion.

	"Citizens of Skið-Garðr!" I yelled into the crowd below me. "You have no reason to trust me, but I ask you to reflect on the things that have happened here today. This dragon could have killed all of you if she wanted to. After how you all treated her, I wouldn’t even blame her for doing that. It took thousands of you to make this creature suffer, but it only took a single child to bring the truth to light!"

	The door behind me opened and Moudrý came up to me on the balcony. Fafnera leaned toward him and let the boy stroke her head, which the crowd watched with horrified "Oooo’s" and "Ahhh’s." Some women in the audience fainted. From below, the Magistrate screeched and yelled at the guards to go into the house and get me off the balcony. Half a dozen guards followed the order and stormed around the building to the entrance, with their chain mail rattling in time with their footsteps.

	"I locked all the doors, they will not get up here anytime soon."

	Moudrý smiled at me and saluted.

	"You good-for-nothing, you’re behind all this?" exclaimed the Magistrate, sputtering and cursing from below.

	"He was smarter and more compassionate than anyone else in this city!" I yelled into the crowd.

	"Elfin, get down here right now, or I swear to you, I'll come up there and drag you down myself!" the Magistrate screamed, beside himself with rage.

	I looked at the boy in surprise. "Elfin? I thought your name was Moudrý?"

	"Yeah..." he said, a bit embarrassed, "But most people call me Elfin because of the way my ears stick out."

	My thoughts were racing. Elfin’s Tale. Elfin. Here was the revered prophet, and I had handed him the rhyme myself! It was me all along! A self-fulfilling prophecy, and this was where it had all started! I couldn’t believe it. I myself was the source of the rhyme that had somehow even made it to Japan.

	"I’ll lock you up til the end of your rotten, worthless life! You meddling little brat!" shouted the Magistrate from below. That was too much even for the dragon. Fafnera quickly lowered her head, stopping with her mouth just inches from the Magistrate’s face, then let out a deafening scream. The Magistrate instantly stopped shouting and fainted. He fell backward and was quickly carried away by two members of the city guard.

	I struggled to focus and to sort out my thoughts, which took several seconds, and then I turned to the crowd again.

	"I come from a distant future, far away, from a dark time when your magnificent city is nothing more than rubble and debris."

	A murmur went through the crowd. At least I had to try.

	"A darkness threatens not only your world but also mine. Unfortunately, the war is almost lost. There are only a few brave soldiers left at Fàilte. Those men and women are fighting against a superior being that wants to see everything on this planet destroyed. At first I didn’t know why the Eye of Hreggsál sent me to this place at this point in time, but now I feel all of you here may be able to save not only your own city, but the entire planet by your actions in the here and now. This dragon..." I pointed at Fafnera and the stunned faces of the people followed my finger, turning to the dragon, "...did nothing of which she was falsely accused. But one thing I can tell you for certain: your future is intertwined with that of the dragons. In the version of the future from which I come, a war between humans and dragons that raged for generations ended with a Pyrrhic victory for the humans. That victory exacted a devastating toll in the end, as the absence of the dragons has ensured your own downfall and that of the other kingdoms as well. So now, at the other end of time, there is only myself, Fafnera and some few brave men and women left to fight." My voice failed me. "And we won’t succeed."

	I knew it was time to leave. If only I could have shown them what their city would look like in the future. I felt desperate. And yet I had said much more than I intended to, and achieved more than I had dared to hope. I looked out at the people on the market square. Not a single sound was to be heard. They all just stared at me and the dragon. I cleared my throat.

	"One last thing. It is up to you what you make of your future. What you pass on to your children, including your values and ethics. I have seen your city, it was in ruins in my time, but even in that state it was obvious that it must have been a jewel. I hope it was not all in vain. In the end, each of you must decide whether you want to be sparrows or nightingales." I pulled the camera out of its leather case.

	"And you, boy, please go to the other end of the balcony. I’m afraid I have to go now."

	Tears were running down his cheeks.

	"Can’t you just stay for a while?" he said pleadingly.

	"I’m afraid that’s not possible. I have to go back and finish this."

	He ran to me, hugged me and sniffed loudly.

	"Fafnera here will take care of you," I told him.

	"She certainly will not!" Fafnera’s voice echoed defiantly in my head. I let the camera unfold and put my finger on the trigger.

	"The kid may well become king someday, so he needs all the help he can get," I thought at her. "Or would you prefer the Magistrate remain in charge? Besides, we’ll meet again, and perhaps you can tell me the whole story sometime." I tried my best to smile. From below, only a rumble reached our ears. I moved to the opposite corner from the boy.

	"I’m sorry about the balcony!" I shouted, and pressed the trigger.

	My mind was spinning. The puzzle had come together in a way I had never thought possible. Elfin’s Tale, the rhyme, Fafnera... had I really made a difference, or was everything simply inevitable? There was no way to know, so I just tried to prepare for whatever was in store for me.

	The fifth jump would be the second one with the red filter. I should have known what awaited me on the other side, it was so perfectly logical. As if you had almost completed a puzzle, except for one last piece, and you kept looking for a place to put it, only to find that the last space had been in the middle all the time.


Converge

	 

	The jump itself was more than just uncomfortable, and it didn't get better from there. On the contrary, it was even worse than the one that had taken me to Skið-Garðr. This time, I actually did vomit right after the jump. The first sensation I felt was a pervasive nausea, along with massive vision and motor control problems. The chromatic aberrations were much worse than before. Everything around me looked blurry and all shapes and lines were offset. It took several minutes for the lines and colors to merge into identifiable forms and patterns again. Until then, I had to rely on my other senses. I found myself in a forest, hearing the leaves of the trees around me rustling in the wind, mixing with the soothing chirping of various birds, and the smell of moss and leaves.

	I lay on the collapsed and crumbled part of the balcony on which I had been standing in Skið-Garðr just a few moments ago. Eventually, I managed to get up, and was able to make out a path in front of me. I stumbled along it for some time. My feet just wouldn't listen to my brain's orders. I felt like a marionette, controlled by my own thoughts, but wired incorrectly. In spite of the support of the armor, I felt as if I had just learned to walk. When I could finally see clearly again, I had already left the forest behind me and stepped out onto a meadow. And in that one moment, all the pieces of the puzzle finally clicked together, revealing the picture I was too close to see before. Not only did I know where I was, but I knew exactly why the camera had taken me to this place. All of a sudden, everything made sense.

	"How could I have been so stupid not to see this coming?" I mumbled to myself. I started to run, and went on running, as fast as I could. I stopped only when I stood in front of Fàilte’s city gate.

	"What is your desire?" one of the soldiers called down from the watchtower.

	My desire? That was indeed a bit difficult to put into words. I decided on the most direct method, considering the urgency. Breathless from running, I took off my backpack, unzipped the lower part, took out one of the Marglóðttrs and held it up in the air.

	"The Warrior With Broken Wings brings you Skið-Garðr’s Marglóðttr!" I said, as loudly as I could without sounding too dramatic. Now that’s a weird combination of words I never would have dreamt of saying, I thought to myself. It did, however, have an instant effect. One result was a frantic shouting originating on the other side of the wall. Another result set in only seconds later, when the city gate was quickly opened. The soldiers stared at me, more than surprised.

	I nodded and smiled, then hurried past them into the city as fast as my feet and the armor would carry me, with the Marglóðttr in my hand. I knew I had to get to the king as fast as I could, and ran through the busy streets until I was completely out of breath, despite the help and support of the armor.

	Flashbacks accompanied me with every single step. Fragments of conversations kept popping up in front of my mind’s eye. "She has our father’s eyes," Sæla had said at the campfire. Then, scenes I had seen in my fever dream took turns with the pictures of Ylja and Sæla and of me waking up in the meadow with Phoenix sitting next to me, right after my first jump. There had always been something so wrong about all of this, and I finally realized what had bothered me so much. I had just found the missing part of the puzzle.

	I arrived at my destination, and it took me a few seconds to catch my breath again, as I didn’t want to breathlessly stutter in front of the king.

	When I entered the room, it immediately got quiet inside. All the conversations died in an instant. Everyone turned their heads to look at me, and four guards with their halberds in their hands stood up and rushed in my direction. The king, however, motioned them to stop. He raised his hand and spoke.

	"Who are you?" his words echoed to me from the side of the room.

	I bowed. "Sire, my name is Thomas Knight. You don’t know me. Not yet, that is. Unfortunately, I don’t have much time, but in a few hours, I will come through this door and it is vitally important that you give me these." I held the Marglóðttr in one hand and pulled the dragon blade out of my waistband and put both items in front of him. I looked him in the eye. "But first, if you will, you must explain to me why the king of Fàilte is working as a bartender in a tavern."

	Cera looked at me in surprise for a few seconds, and then, with a smile, motioned for me to sit down at the counter. Everyone in the tavern stared at me in disbelief. I could hear some of them mumbling, "The Warrior With Broken Wings..."

	Without saying a word, Cera looked earnestly at the guards and the other guests behind me sitting at the wooden tables, and then glanced meaningfully toward the door. This proved to be enough for them to stop whatever they were doing and leave the tavern immediately.

	In a minute or two, Cera and I were the only people left in the tavern.

	Cera put on his little round glasses and studied the Marglóðttr intently, before placing it carefully on the counter again, as if it were fragile. When he touched the dragon blade, it started to glow with a pale, green light, as was the case when Ylja had touched it.

	Cera took a deep breath, gave me a long look over the top of his glasses, then finally removed them from his nose again and reached out to shake my hand.

	"Welcome to Fàilte, Thomas. To be honest, for a very long time, we were wondering if you would ever show up," he finally said.

	I laughed and shook his hand.

	"Believe me, sir, I’m as surprised as you are. I mean, I’ve been here before, or will be in a couple of hours. So it’s vitally important for you to give me these two items, but by no means mention this visit."

	I gestured at the camera in its leather case.

	"This camera harbors the Eye of Hreggsál, which has not only made me jump from Earth to Verðld, but also through time." My words didn’t seem to surprise the king as much as I had expected. Either that or he hid his surprise well. He merely raised his left eyebrow.

	"What can I serve you?" he asked in his usual, good-natured voice. When I looked at him in confusion, he pointed to the glasses, chalices and beer mugs that were lined up on the shelves behind him.

	"Oh, right. Yes, water please, thank you."

	He nodded and poured some water from a jug into a red chalice.

	"First and foremost, to answer your question, I have always preferred to be as close to my people as possible. I ask you, where better to hear the worries and needs of the people than in a tavern?" he said as he pushed the chalice over to me. I took it in both hands. It felt pleasantly cold.

	"Do people know that you’re the king?" I asked him as I put the glass to my lips. Thanks to all the running, I was extremely thirsty.

	He laughed wholeheartedly.

	"Of course! People quickly got used to it. Besides, I offer the best and freshest beverages in Fàilte, and the hors d'oeuvres Skartr makes are excellent and well known, even beyond the city limits. It’s just that Ylja insisted that I always have a few guardsmen as guests so they can handle things in case there’s a problem. But so far there hasn’t been anything I couldn’t handle myself." He shrugged and rolled his eyes.

	I laughed. "Why am I not surprised?"

	"So you’ve already met her?" he asked. I only smiled as widely as I could. He raised both his hands and said, "Of course you have. I could have saved myself the question."

	"So who is the man on the throne? When I arrived at the tavern a few days ago, you sent me to the castle for an audience with someone I at first assumed to be the king."

	Cera nodded. "That’s Cranfo, he was originally the bard, but he does his job of impersonating me so well that I use him as my substitute, as he has that certain... superficial, diplomatic skill. Besides, receptions and official occasions suit me not."

	That explained a lot. I remembered Sæla’s remark in the throne room. He had called him a "Danny Kaye wannabe." I almost laughed out loud. I’d fallen for a court jester? I took another sip of water from the chalice, which I noticed had the image of the Fàiltan palace engraved on it.

	"The thing is," I began, "you must give me these two things. I’ll step through that door soon, for the first time, looking and feeling utterly lost and confused. To me, I mean, to the person sitting in front of you now, that happened a few days ago, but in that time so much has happened, I don’t even know where to start."

	It wasn’t only that. The rhyme still haunted my thoughts. If Elfin got it from me, and I arrived in Skið-Garðr at this point on the timeline, then the end of the rhyme and the final events could not have been foreseeable. Or could they? How was that even possible? Did I unwittingly create some kind of time paradox? It gave me a headache just trying to unravel the timelines and the events I had triggered. The conclusion I drew from it all, however, was that the future was still unwritten and that I could, and perhaps must, change it.

	I looked at the Marglóðttr and the Gram. Did I even want to change it? What would have happened if we had not gone to Skið-Garðr? I would never have gone back in time and met the younger Fafnera. Another chain reaction with an open end. No, it had to happen exactly as it had. I shook my head, as if that would scare those troublesome thoughts away.

	"I know how it... how I’ll end up," I finally said, as I avoided looking at Cera. I turned the chalice a few times in my hands.

	"It has already cost too many lives," he said in a voice full of sadness and regret.

	"And that’s exactly why I have to stop it. He has already taken my wife from me, and I will not allow him to destroy the last kingdom in this world. If I can, I’ll take him with me to the grave," I said with conviction, now meeting Cera’s gaze.

	He looked at me questioningly. "He? Who is ‘he’?"

	"Right. I'm sorry, please forgive me, I'm still confused about what happened at which point in time. By "him," I mean Taka. Taka is behind all of this; he is on some sort of crusade. He wants to reclaim Earth and intends to pave his way with the bodies of the dead."

	Cera had definitely not expected this. His face went pale.

	"Taka? Are you absolutely sure about that?"

	"I’m afraid so. We barely survived the first encounter with him. Next time, however, I’ll be prepared," I said with confidence, and then quickly added, "Don't worry, Ylja and Sæla are fine." Relief was reflected in Cera's face. He put both of his hands on the counter.

	"Taka... this is much worse than we thought. That’s way beyond our abilities and comprehension. He was never mentioned in the prophecy," he said worriedly.

	I tried not to laugh. "The prophecy..." I rolled my eyes. "I was the one who gave it to Elfin! Can you believe that? And I’m afraid that’s where its reliability ends," I said sarcastically. Cera just looked at me.

	"You traveled that far back in time?"

	I nodded.

	"Anyway, it doesn’t change what I have to do. Please do me a favor and send Phoenix to the grove in the forest outside the city. My time twin should appear there soon."

	"Phoenix?" He wrinkled his brow.

	"Yes, the cat was with me when I woke up and led me to you before reporting to the king... I mean Cranfo."

	"Consider it done," he said, though he still seemed slightly confused.

	"You must advise me. Remember that when I step through this door, I will know absolutely nothing about where I am or what I’m supposed to do here. Just write down the translation of the rhyme from a scroll I will be carrying with me... except for the last stanzas, that is." I laughed sarcastically. "I’ll find that out soon enough."

	"Are you absolutely sure about this?"

	"No, but that’s the way it happened, and I figure it was for the best at that point in time." I took another sip of water and he immediately refilled the chalice.

	"You told me Fàilte has three thousand soldiers?" I asked him.

	"That’s true. At the moment, we have exactly 2980 soldiers in four guard units. Well trained, but I’m afraid it won’t be nearly enough."

	"It has to be. And it will be," I said, resolutely. "As I’ve added a rather significant factor, about which you know nothing yet."

	"The other kingdoms are no more," he said sadly.

	"I have seen Skið-Garðr. I won’t lie to you, the destruction was beyond comprehension. I promise you I will do whatever I can to prevent that from happening to your city as well. But that’s not what I was talking about. I..." I paused to consider how best to phrase it. "I accidentally awoke something that had slept for a very long time. Something you never expected to see in Fàilte again. Something Taka and the Myrkr could not possibly foresee." I smiled at him. Somehow it felt good to know something others in this world didn’t. So far, it had only been the other way around.

	Without saying anything further, I took off my coat, put it on the stool next to me and rolled up the sleeve of my white linen shirt, so that he could see the branding. Cera stared blankly at the moving pictogram on my upper arm.
"You... you killed a dragon? Boy, what have you done?" In disbelief, he slowly reached over the counter and ran his fingers over the restlessly moving mark.

	I waved him off. "I didn’t kill a dragon. On the contrary. In a way, we managed to, on different timelines, save each other’s lives. The dragon allowed me to bathe in her blood after I saved her from an angry mob. And that’s why, a few days from now, you may get a rather... unusual visitation. I’m not sure how many are left, but prepare for at least a dozen dragons to show up at Fàilte. Dragons who will vow to defend the city side by side with your soldiers."

	"You’re serious about this, aren’t you? There are still dragons left on Verðld? How...?" Now it was his turn to be speechless. I smiled.

	"That’s a long story. I’m afraid there just isn’t time to explain everything..." I sighed and drank some more water.

	Cera still looked shocked, but I didn’t pay much attention. My mind was racing. Had I thought of everything? Taken everything into account? I had to prepare for my own arrival here... Phoenix had met me, I was brought to this tavern, then went up the hill to the castle and... yes, of course! Ylja and Sæla!

	"You had Cranfo order Ylja and Sæla to accompany me to Skið-Garðr, and that we had to acquire the Marglóðttr within three days. After that, the story should take its course the way it happened," I finally said.

	He looked at the Marglóðttr in confusion. "But we already have it."

	I shook my head. "Yes, but that’s only because you will send me to Skið-Garðr in the future. Otherwise, events would never have developed like this. It is vitally important that we set out for Skið-Garðr. Your city will be safe in the meantime, trust me. The encounter with Taka got a little bit tense, yes, but thanks to Ylja we’ll get away with just a black eye. In a fight, she’s like a predator, worth more than a battalion of soldiers."

	Cera smiled in agreement. "Now why am I not surprised?" he said proudly. Then he suddenly looked at me intently, before asking a question that caught me entirely off guard.

	"She bit you, didn’t she?"

	I instantly felt all the blood in my body rush directly to my head. I could feel myself blushing, and had no idea what to say.

	"Oh great," I mumbled to myself. Was that written all over my face? Apparently, carrying an animated brand on my arm wasn’t enough. And based on the way everyone tried to avoid the subject, I certainly didn’t want to talk to her father about it, especially as he was also a king. I made up my mind that when I got back, I would force Sæla to tell me what this was all about.

	Cera must have noticed my embarrassment, as he didn’t press the subject, just grinned and winked at me before turning around to put some glasses away behind the counter.

	I tried to say something, but I couldn’t. I suddenly felt very strange, as if my insides were slowly being turned inside out.

	"It is vitally important that we set out for Skið-Garðr... it is vitally important..."

	Everything around me blurred before my eyes. I was completely paralyzed, unable to move, no matter how hard I tried. My lips were the only thing that still worked.

	"I’m afraid there just isn’t time to explain everything..." I repeated again without being able to stop myself. Everything started to spin around me, and I fell backward, dropping to the oak floor like a sack of potatoes. Cera hurried around the counter.

	"What’s wrong?" he said, worried, and tried to help me up.

	I would have liked to know the answer to that myself. I felt panic rising inside of me.

	"Please do me a favor and send Phoenix to the grove in the forest outside the city."

	It was as if every single cell in my body was vibrating. I could feel sweat running down my forehead. The vibrations finally stopped, but now it felt as if I was being hit by invisible waves that went right through my body, as if I was standing in the ocean with the surf crashing against me.

	"I know how it... how I’ll end up," I said again, unable to control it. The waves hit my body again and again, and it was an extremely unpleasant feeling. It wasn’t so much a physical pain, but a malaise. I looked at the backpack on the floor in front of me, and my hands automatically reached out for it, trembling slightly as they opened the zipper at the bottom and pulled out the second Marglóðttr.

	Cera’s eyes went even wider when he saw what I held in my hands. "Two Marglóðttrs?" he exclaimed.

	"No," I said, and was eternally relieved to find that I had regained control over my body and mouth. "There's really only one. But this is the one you've already given me in the future."

	The Marglóðttr slowly turned in my hand. Its golden plates had started moving on their own and the sphere began to emit rhythmic waves that enveloped all of my body. The air around me started to flicker.

	"What is that?" Cera reached into the waves with his left hand, but it seemed to have no effect on him or on the waves. They passed right through his hand and hit my body, which seemed to absorb them like a sponge. It didn’t hurt, but I could feel myself being penetrated by it.

	"I don't know," I gasped. It was almost like being next to one of the huge speakers at a concert and feeling the hammering bass through my body. I wondered if I had been in the past for too long? I had stayed in Skið-Garðr for quite some time, much longer than I had been here in Fàilte. Was I even finished here? Cera helped me back to my feet again.

	The Marglóðttr continued emanating waves.

	"Ah, Thomas, are you honoring us with your presence today?"

	I turned around and was shocked by what I saw. Or rather who I saw.

	In front of me stood a middle-aged man, perhaps in his early fifties, with a thinning hairline, short-cropped gray beard, and black horn-rimmed glasses, wearing a white shirt, red bow tie, and red suspenders. He had a pointer in his hand. My eyes narrowed, and I felt panic mixed with disbelief growing inside of me.

	"Professor... Jones?" I asked incredulously.

	He smiled jovially. "There you go."

	"What's wrong with you?" asked Cera with an anxious look on his face. With trembling hands, I pointed at the professor.

	"Can’t you see him?"

	Cera’s expression darkened. "Who? There’s no one here except the two of us."

	"I am afraid he cannot," said the professor in his calm, patient voice. Then quickly added, "I'm sorry, Thomas, I really am, but this part may... hurt... a little."

	With that, a blinding flash of pain dragged me down into unconsciousness.

	And that was how, on my second visit to the tavern, the inconspicuous golden sphere finally chose to activate itself and teach me a comprehensive lesson about what it was capable of.


Lecture

	 

	Professor Jones had been one of my history teachers at university. He was preeminent in his field, an expert on the ancient world, respectively Greece, and assigned head of the institute for classical and ancient studies. I had attended several of his seminars during my studies. I had always liked him, especially his teaching style, as he always made sure he knew what he was talking about, perhaps like no other teacher at the time, and often passionately engaged in in-depth discussions about various historical topics.

	And now, after all these years, he was suddenly standing in front of me again. Not just on Earth, but on a completely different planet. I was baffled. How did he get to Fàilte, and what was he doing here? I was too surprised to even question his existence.

	He didn’t seem to have aged at all, he looked just as I remembered him. I was unable to think clearly, my head hurt too much. It felt as if a thousand nails had been hammered into my skull at the same time.

	The pain I felt was beyond words. I just wanted it to stop. Instinctively, I closed my eyes and screamed in pain. And then, as suddenly as it had come, the pain disappeared again. For a moment, I could hear myself screaming with all my might, half in panic, half in pain, and then I fell silent.

	When I finally managed to open my eyes, I realized that I was no longer in the tavern. Cera and the professor were both gone. Instead, I now stood alone on a staircase with no railing, leading down to an unknown end. All around me, the darkness had devoured everything. There was only the staircase. I looked at my feet. The staircase consisted of steps covered with a glossy white coating. At the edge of each step was an LED light strip that glowed faintly red. I couldn’t see where the stairs led, only that the staircase kept spiraling down.

	"Hello?" I called into the darkness. But all I got in reply was my own echo thrown back at me by unseen walls.

	"Professor Jones?" Again, the only answer I received was the cold echo of my own words. I tentatively took one step down to the next tread of the staircase. Suddenly, the lights at the edges of the steps all began to shine brighter. They began pulsing, their glow intensifying until it was so bright that it was almost blinding, and I had to squint my eyes. From an invisible structure above me, hundreds of spotlights lit up simultaneously, piercing the darkness and illuminating the space to the right and left of the staircase. To my surprise, there were soldiers in uniforms lined up on both sides of every step, emerging from the darkness next to the stairway. It looked as if they were floating motionless or as if they were standing on invisible podiums. What made it so unbelievably bizarre was the fact that their faces were blurred, and instead of facial features, there was only a blazing white mass. The same with their hands. The soldiers to my left were wearing Confederate uniforms, Eastern Theater uniform jackets in cadet gray, with matching pants and Kepis. To the right, they were wearing Union uniforms in Prussian blue, and sky blue pants with yellow stripes on them. Every soldier had rack toms hanging from straps around their bodies. In their hands, they held drumsticks and began to beat the snare drums in time with the pulsing lights.

	It didn’t look or feel menacing at all. The way I perceived it, it felt as though I was the guest of honor at some strange ceremony, and everyone expected me to walk down to the stage, where I would be welcomed with military honors. I felt the hair on my neck standing on end.

	All of the soldiers' movements were coordinated and synchronized like clockwork. It almost sounded hypnotic. There must have been hundreds of them. Hundreds of drummers, playing incessantly in perfect time, as long as they had to, until I had reached the end of the staircase. But where did the staircase end? I couldn’t go back, and there was only one other way to go, which led down to an unknown destination.

	In a daze, I put one foot in front of the other, in the rhythm of the drumbeats. I successfully managed to take perhaps a dozen steps, when all of a sudden, more spotlights lit up the spaces surrounding the staircase, and so illuminated a second row of soldiers, this time dressed in white US Navy dress uniforms. Again, they were standing to the left and right of the staircase, just a few feet behind the drummers, on platforms above them. They were wearing white gloves and holding golden trumpets that were polished and shining in the bright light emitted by the spotlights. They put the trumpets to their non-existent lips as I continued down the stairs.

	In tune with the drummers and the pulsing light, the composition of a theme came to life.

	I was utterly confused, once again thrown off guard, with no clue what was happening to me. The only thing I could do was to force myself to go on. Step by step. One after another. I felt my body trembling and told myself to calm down and focus.

	"Just concentrate on the stairs," I mumbled to myself and looked down at my feet. Right foot, left foot. Step by step. Right foot, left foot. After perhaps another two dozen steps, more spots of light suddenly pierced the darkness. I jumped, and stopped. A third row, located just behind the Navy trumpeters, emerged out of the darkness from one moment to the next, lit up from above by another set of invisible spotlights. This time, whatever it was that was standing there, they were wearing dark blue uniforms with dark brown leather appliques on the front of the jackets, reaching down to the brown leather belt. They all held violins, which they then put to their unseen chins. My eyes widened.

	"What in heaven's name is going on here?" I shouted into the darkness. Just as I feared, I didn't get an answer. My words were drowned by the tune they were playing together in perfect harmony. Not only that, but it was obvious they expected me to go down even further. Northern and Southern states? Navy uniforms? And those blue uniforms... I suddenly remembered where I'd seen those before, they were officer uniforms from the fictitious Babylon station. My brain felt like pudding. I stopped and stared at the drummers, who were continually beating their drums, then glanced over at the trumpeters. I was endlessly fascinated on the one hand and eternally confused on the other. As if in a trance, I put my left foot on the next step. The violinists in the Babylon uniforms took this as a sign to join in. I started walking faster.

	The stairs curved down into the darkness. I had no idea how long I’d been going down them, in this place I felt that all the laws of logic, physics, and especially time had ceased to exist. I knew I was in a very special place that existed someplace apart from time and space.

	The orchestra in the uniforms continued to play the sad but glorious theme over and over again. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking down one of those staircases in the old prime time game shows, from which the host entered. It all looked rather noble and posh, even the uniforms and instruments looked new and clean, all of it carefully polished and reflecting the light from the spotlights above.

	After what felt like an eternity, I could finally make out a vague cone of light at the end of the stairs.

	I felt so relieved, and at the same time a bit afraid of what awaited me down there. But I had no choice. No matter how slowly I walked, at some point I had to reach the end of the stairs. So I continued down into the darkness below.

	Just as I had expected, someone was waiting for me there. I just couldn't tell who it was yet.

	"Professor Jones?" I called into the darkness.

	There was no reply. I walked faster, still accompanied by the faceless orchestra, until I reached the bottom of the stairs. They ended in a circle of light. The moment I left the stairs and touched the circle of light with both feet, the staircase and the orchestra suddenly disappeared. All the spotlights went out in an instant, leaving only the music. Even that gradually grew softer, as if someone had turned down the volume on an old stereo.

	Outside the circle of light, there was only darkness.

	Then, I heard footsteps approaching me.

	"Say the magic words!" I heard a male voice say from the darkness. I couldn’t remember having heard that voice before, but it was definitely not the voice of Professor Jones. Still, it radiated authority and benevolence.

	"What... magic words?" I called back into the darkness.

	"No idea, kid. This is your playground, not mine." I waited, but nothing happened. Magic words... I cleared my throat.

	"Let there be light?" I shouted into the darkness. I heard clapping originating from the person in front of me. He was wearing gloves. I knew that sound very well from my own motorcycle gloves.

	"A good start, boy. It takes courage, no matter the outcome, to get things into motion." Then the man came closer, still accompanied by the orchestra that had lined the stairs. He was a middle-aged man, dressed in a dark blue tactical uniform, including a tactical vest, such as special forces wear. There were ammunition pouches on his vest and a holster with a 9mm pistol on his right hip. He had a stubble beard and a dark blue band tied around his forehead, the ends of which fluttered behind him, though I couldn’t feel a draft. I was more than amazed. My mouth hung open. His serious facial features, which were underlined by a scar on his cheek, indicated a slight smile. I finally recognized the tune the orchestra was playing. How could I have forgotten? It was the Metal Gear Solid theme, brought to life by Rich Douglas.

	"Let there be light!" the man called out, just as I had. But now, in the same breath, the cone of light under which I stood disappeared and the whole room was lit up. I was alone again, but I realized that I was standing on a stage. I quickly turned in a circle, and looked out over hundreds of empty, red-upholstered, gilded chairs, empty galleries and lodges with broad gold frescoes. On the ceiling, in bright colors, angels, doves, and people were painted. Marc Chagall’s work. I knew this place. I was in the Opera Garnier in Paris. The very opera from Leroux’s book "The Phantom of the Opera." A beautiful gem in the heart of Paris, near the Place de la Concorde, where even in our modern age, time seemed to stand still. How had I gotten to the opera? I hadn't even used the camera.

	"Oh, you’re not really here, of course," I heard a voice say behind me. I turned around with a start and saw Professor Jones standing in front of me again.

	"Professor? What’s going on here?" I asked, almost pleadingly. The professor smiled, slowly removed his black-rimmed glasses, and slipped them into the pocket of his shirt.

	"You should know that, Thomas."

	"Know? Why? How? What’s going on here? Where am I?"

	"Unfortunately, that is not the right question to ask. Besides, you should be able to answer that for yourself."

	I looked around in confusion. This was the opera. Or was it?

	"You know it, it’s just that your conditioned, rational brain doesn’t want to believe it. That’s a crucial, but admittedly subtle difference." As I still looked utterly confused, he sighed and then continued.

	"I am not Professor Jones," he finally said, and it caused my hair to stand on end.

	"Who... who... or what... are you, then?" I took a step back.

	"I am..." he paused for a moment, then looked at me intently and disappeared. In his place appeared a woman with frizzy hair, perhaps in her early fifties.

	"Mrs. Boucher?" I asked in amazement. Boucher had been my literature lecturer at university.

	"No," she said with a distorted voice. "We are..."

	She disappeared. This time, a bald man appeared out of nowhere, about thirty years old, with a short-cropped, black beard. He finished the sentence in her stead.

	"...the Brotherhood." He then instantly disappeared again, only to be replaced by a man wearing a tactical vest with three black metal stars on the right side.

	"What is this all about? I don’t understand!" I yelled through the empty hall. I felt dangerously close to madness.

	A woman, perhaps in her mid-twenties with long brown hair, and a man of the same age, appeared in front of me. Both of them wore blue military uniforms with broad, red stripes running down the front of the jacket and the pants, tall, heavy boots and black gloves. The girl wore a red hood, he a blue military cap.

	I stared at them with wide eyes.

	Both saluted and smiled warmheartedly, then simultaneously bowed. In a gentle and good-natured voice, she said, "We are..." and the man finished the sentence, "...Arawn."

	Both disappeared. In their place, a man who looked to be in his thirties turned to face me. He wore a black-and-white checked shirt and blue jeans. In his left hand, he held a flashlight. "We are the Marglóðttr," he said, nodded and disappeared, leaving me alone on the stage again.

	"Please... I don’t understand..." I stammered.

	Professor Jones’ voice arose from behind me. In shock, I quickly turned around. I could feel cold sweat on my head and running down my back.

	He smiled. "Alright. You see, the question to ask yourself is, what is it that distinguishes a fighter from an ordinary person, let's say a civilian? There are some distinctive features and characteristics you must take into account." He looked at me for a second, then continued, "First of all, the soldier in the classical sense is trained and conditioned to follow orders. Of course he can fight, he's strong, at least in his physique, and yes, he can handle weapons, and so on, and so forth. But a soldier alone, a single soldier, no, he cannot stand against a superior force. He needs an intact and working command structure, tactical instructions and orders, and more of his kind, more soldiers who will also only act under orders. Alone, the best special forces Marine is more or less useless if he or she has to prevail against a superior force. His motivation is usually grounded in absolute, conditioned obedience. He does not think, he just reacts." He pointed at me.

	"What? ...yes, that sounds plausible... but why...?"

	"In our case here, we need something completely different from a fighter. Thomas, can you still remember our lesson on power and superiority?" he asked with a kind, expectant smile. Without waiting for an answer, he gestured to my side. I followed his pointer. A white desk had appeared next to me, as well as a chair, the same type we had back at university in our seminar rooms.

	"Would you please sit down for a moment? We’ll help you remember it."

	Feeling dizzy and on the edge of madness, I was eternally grateful for the chair, and the chance to sit down and lean against the desk. I took a deep breath and sat.

	And suddenly, I remembered. With another sharp pain in my head, everything, every single word, as if it had just been said, emerged from the deepest depths of my memory.

	"You... you asked us... for the best defense strategy in the event of an attack by a superior force," I stuttered.

	Professor Jones smiled. "Ah, excellent! And what did you propose?"

	"I... I suggested a phalanx," I replied. I felt like a student again, caught up in an uneven question-and-answer game.

	"Right! And what did I say? Come on, you know this, it’s in there!" He came up to me and tapped his finger against my forehead. "It’s all still in there!"

	"I..." I remembered everything. Alexander the Great... Phillip II... I shook my head, but the scraps of memory hit me incessantly and with full force. Drawings and schemes, all written on the blackboard in chalk, emerged from all corners of my brain.

	"Psiloi. Hetairoi. Thessalians," I stuttered.

	The professor was visibly delighted. "Excellent! Oh, I knew you hadn’t forgotten that!" He turned away and in front of him appeared a blackboard on which he began to write with chalk, a series of lines and squares, just as he had done back then. When he turned around, he had changed back into Mrs. Boucher. She had been one of my favorite lecturers at the university. I always enjoyed the translations and book reviews. Her seminars were not only entertaining and funny, but also extremely informative. Those seminars were the best example of how a lecturer can make a difference and inspire students. She had rarely said "no." She was one of those people who knew how to guide you toward the right path by saying things like, "Try another approach," or "Try to look at it from another perspective." And now, she smiled at me again as I sat, endlessly confused, on a chair in the middle of the stage in the empty Opera Garnier.

	"Thomas, don’t you want to tell us about your favorite part?" she asked me, nodding, with a big smile on her dainty face.

	"Favorite part? What do you mean?" I asked her.

	She pointed at my desk.

	"Come on, Thomas, don’t keep us in suspense, we want to hear your thoughts on it. Just read it to us and let us know what you think."

	I looked down at the desk, where my little yellow booklet lay on its back, with several colored post-its peeking out from its side. I turned it around with shaky fingers, already knowing what it was. Yes, I did remember it.

	"Agincourt..." I mumbled.

	The words and sentences slowly rose from the book in three-dimensional, black letters that lined up in front of me, floated in the air for a moment, and then shot into my head.

	In pain, and also partly in surprise, I closed my eyes, as if that could stop the words. But that was not the case, and each letter was branded onto my mind. When I opened my eyes again, I looked up at Mrs. Boucher, but she was gone. The desk had disappeared as well. I stood in the middle of the empty stage. A man with long, curly black hair and wearing a sleeveless leather shirt came on stage.

	He raised his hands. "Verðld doesn’t need a battle-scarred elite fighter. Hell no! Verðld needs... you. You’re like a skilled blacksmith, capable of forging the ultimate weapon, unequaled by anything else made by gods or men. The only problem is that you aren’t aware of it. All the time, you’ve been assuming an absolutely false premise. Namely that you aren’t a warrior, that you aren’t the right person to do this. But what if that’s not true? What if the opposite is true? What if there is only one person capable of doing this, in whom the stars align just right? To stand and to fight beneath the battle sky? Believe it or not, that’s you!" He looked at me and winked. "Ah, enlightening, isn’t it?" He disappeared, and Mrs. Boucher reappeared in front of me.

	"The moment of enlightenment. I envy you, so very much. This has only been granted to few people, mainly in ancient dramas. This moment of catharsis must be very liberating." With a smile, she disappeared again. In her stead, a man with scarred face appeared behind the desk wearing a torn blue shirt and a steel hand, the other hand resting a shotgun on his shoulder.

	"Come on now..." 

	I stared at him for a moment, then I finally got it. All of this… the songs I’d listened to, the movies I’d watched, the games I’d played… all those protagonists had to prevail against evil, against a superior force… and against all odds, they’d done it. Whether because of luck or because of some modern technology they’d managed to use against their attackers, they had all succeeded. 

	I laughed out loud.

	"There you go! I remember you weren’t that slow on the uptake back at university," Professor Jones said, suddenly standing behind me again. "The tides of time, I assume?" 

	"Oh please, under the circumstances, you can’t possibly hold that against me," I said reproachfully.

	From one moment to the next, I found myself back at the tavern. The Marglóðttr had stopped emitting its waves, and I was lying on the wooden floor, looking up into the concerned face of the Fàiltan king. My fingers still grasped the Marglóðttr, which now, being inactive, looked completely normal again. As for myself, I was out of breath and drenched in sweat. My shirt clung to my body.

	"How long... how long was I out?" I asked Cera.

	"Just a few seconds," he said. He looked so concerned.

	"Seconds?" I could hardly believe that. To me, it felt like hours.

	"Please help me up," I said in a shaky voice. 

	He immediately grabbed my arm and pulled me up with a powerful jerk. I leaned on him and we went back to the counter, where he helped me sit down on one of the stools.

	"How many blacksmiths are there in Fàilte?" I asked breathlessly.

	He looked at me for a second or two, as if he was unsure if he should answer or wait for me to recover first. Finally, he replied, "The forge guild has a total of twenty blacksmiths, including the royal blacksmiths, who are also responsible for our armor. Why do you ask?"

	"I need paper. Please." My head was still hurting. I could barely think clearly. "Please give me some paper and something to write with." I had to force myself to pronounce the words intelligibly.

	He reached under the counter and gave me a sheet of paper as well as the quill pen he had been using when I first entered the tavern. I almost had to laugh at the fact that I was now using it as well. My thoughts still felt like I was taking a ride on a high-speed train whose brakes had failed.

	Taka and his lethal creatures had messed with the wrong person. They would soon experience a nasty surprise beyond any expectations. I didn’t know to which point in time the camera intended to send me back, but I was absolutely sure it would be sometime before the Myrkr attacked the city. Everything now pointed toward the end, and no one here would be going down without a fight. An almost boundless rage spread inside of me. I cleared my throat.

	"Listen to me. I promise you, we’ll send these creatures back to where they came from," I said. "Straight back to hell. And we’ll make sure the gates of the Underworld are standing wide open to swallow them whole."

	I tore the note in half. "Please give this to your blacksmiths guild. They must prepare this." I pushed the first half of the paper over the counter. "They may have to work in shifts. Ask for volunteers among the citizens, I'm sure there will be some willing to help them. It is vital that they start working on this, as it may well decide between victory and defeat." I paused briefly, then handed him the second piece of paper. "A few days from now, Sæla will show up here with a brown pickup truck he brought to Verðld from my world. Give him this note, and he will know what to do. This project is just as vital. With all of this, and all the luck we have left, we might actually have a chance against what is supposed to be coming at us."

	Cera picked up the notes, put his glasses back on, and looked at me over the rims. "I'd be lying if I said that I understand any of this, and honestly it is forbidden to bring things to Verðld from other worlds. We left behind what you might call modern technology a long time ago. And in hindsight, especially considering the current state of your world, it was for the better. But given the circumstances..."

	I smiled at him. "Thank you. And please don’t tell Ylja or Sæla any of this before they return to Fàilte with the truck. None of this has happened yet, and I don’t want to interfere with this timeline."

	Cera nodded, but still looked concerned.

	I picked up the backpack, opened one of the small front pockets and put a small, square golden item on the counter, on top of the second note I had left for Sæla.

	"Once he reads the note, he will know what to do with that. I just hope the blacksmiths can get this done in such a short time," I said.

	"We have the best blacksmiths on Verðld. Our armor is legendary," Cera said proudly. I agreed, the armor was indeed a work of art with considerable skills.

	"One more thing: is there any way to evacuate the city? I’m not talking about to the forest, but perhaps to the castle or another safe place beyond the city walls?"

	The images from my fever dream would not let me go. Even though I wasn’t sure anymore if all of it would happen as I had seen it. Everything seemed to be in flux, and I had a suspicion that I had already changed too many things for this version of the future to be likely to happen.

	Cera considered. "The castle is not large enough for all our citizens, in Fàilte there are currently over fifty thousand people with everyone from the surrounding communities."

	I let out a sigh.

	"But there might be a chance to get people into the caves below Fàilte. I can’t tell for how many of them there will be space down there, though."

	"You have to try. It won’t take long for the Myrkr to try to storm the city after the dragons arrive. Make sure that as many people as possible are brought to safety below the city. Those who are able and willing to do so should stay within the walls and fight by our side."

	He looked at me questioningly.

	"What do you know about the attack?"

	I shook my head. "Not enough, and I’m not even sure if all of this will happen. I may have done something in the past that eventually prevents the fall of the city. I can’t possibly say if that’s the case or not, but we have this one small advantage, and it would be foolish not to make the best of it. And now, thanks to the Marglóðttr, I finally know how we can oppose the army marching upon us."

	I got up. I knew I had to leave. It wouldn’t be long until my former self would be walking through that tavern door, utterly confused and still believing I was in a coma or suffering some brain injury. I almost had to laugh. How fast life could change. I would have liked to see myself coming through that door. In my mind’s eye, I imagined myself sitting at one of the wooden tables and raising my chalice to say, "Hey, et tu Brute? It’s about time you showed up here!" But two of my kind in the same timeline was probably too much of a good thing to bear without causing the whole universe to implode.

	I picked up the backpack with the sword, put on my coat, and shook hands with Cera.

	"I have to go, I’d better avoid meeting myself." One more sentence I would never have expected to hear myself say.

	"Let me tell you, boy, I am deeply impressed by your courage and the fact that you’re helping us. After all, we are strangers to you."

	"Thank you, sir, but I’m afraid courage doesn’t have much to do with it. The right thing to do exists apart from courage or heroism. I also have personal and egotistic reasons for my actions. And no, you’re not strangers to me. Not anymore."

	"Revenge is a double-edged sword. It is an excellent motivator, but at the same time, it holds the power to destroy its bearer."

	I remained silent.

	"However, Fàilte will be in your debt forever," he added, and nodded at me with a look that underlined the importance of his words.

	I forced myself to smile. "I hope so... at least that would mean that I had been successful."

	"We all have faith in you - and in the prophecy." I nodded and looked down at the wooden floor. What was that worth? That silly rhyme I had given to the boy myself, which had never been fulfilled at the point when it was written down. But I didn’t want to take away the only hope the citizens of Fàilte had left. If they believed that the rhyme was a prophecy bound to come true, then I didn’t want to be the one to take that last shred of hope away from them.

	For me, it just meant that I would sooner or later get the chance I was waiting for. So in any case, the next meeting between me and Taka was just a matter of time. In the meantime, there was only an army of monsters standing between me and that final encounter.

	"I do have one last question," I said, just remembering that I had intended to ask him or anyone I spoke with about it. "Who or what are the warriors of the light that are mentioned in the last line of the prophecy?"

	Cera shook his head. "I’m sorry, boy, I can’t help you there. I would like to know that myself. We’ve never had an army or warriors of the light in Fàilte or on Verðld, at least as far as I know. We always assumed the warriors would come with you, or that you would know who they were."

	"Hmm..." I had figured as much. So this mystery would have to remain unsolved a bit longer then. I sighed and went to the door.

	"You know, we always wondered who the Warrior With Broken Wings would be, and there are countless songs, poems, and stories about you. But believe me, never could I have imagined that the choice would be this perfect."

	I turned around and stared at Cera. Looking into his eyes, I could tell he was serious and not making a joke. In the end, that feeling I'd had during my first visit hadn't been wrong. Although he wasn't dressed like a king, Cera still radiated a grandeur and dignity that gave him an exceptional and unique aura. I suddenly got chills and bowed.

	"Thank you. And if I may say so, this city could not ask for a better king," I said, as I opened the door of the tavern.

	When I stepped outside, I was greeted not only by the midday sun and the accompanying warmth, but also by a crowd of people. I had completely forgotten about that. That's why the people had behaved so strangely when I first came through the city gate with Phoenix! Of course, that made perfect sense. At that point in time, they already knew who I was and why I was there. At least they had not started falling to their knees yet. Still, I felt very uncomfortable with this much attention. Some of the people hurried back to the tavern, including the guardsmen carrying their halberds. They were probably eager to find out more about my visit. I walked down the side street, nodding and smiling as best I could at the people standing in front of the houses to the left and right and staring at me. Some folded their hands in prayer or made signs and gestures with their hands.

	I secretly wondered what type of religion they believed in and how it shaped their perception of this world. I also thought of the camera. I had to go back. To the future. But when? Should I use the camera in the city? I finally decided against it, as I still had some time, and didn't want to add to the excitement by disappearing all of a sudden, if it could be avoided. That had to have been quite a show in Skið-Garðr. I would have loved to see the citizens' faces when I disappeared right in front of them, along with part of the balcony.

	I headed to the city gate again. Two soldiers ran past me, then hastily turned right toward the city center. I could see that one of them held one of my papers in his hand. I only hoped the blacksmiths could manage to have it all ready in time.

	I made my way through the crowds and once again tried to radiate as much optimism as possible. Some of the passing pedestrians patted me on the shoulder. A small child stepped out of the crowd that lined the street and shyly handed me a yellow flower. I took it and put it in the upper left buttonhole of my coat, then bent down in front of the boy, who was only perhaps five or six years old and dressed in blue dungarees.

	"Thank you," I said to him and smiled.

	"Will you save us from those creatures?" he asked with big eyes.

	I tried my best to put as much confidence into my voice as I could. "That’s why I’m here. So don’t worry, Fàilte will be saved." He smiled instantly. Behind him, a blonde woman in her twenties, most likely his mother, put her arms around him and smiled at me with tears running down her cheeks. I nodded at her and then continued on my way to the gate.

	Now and then, mainly because I felt so embarrassed and didn’t know what else to do, I raised my hand and waved at the people, nodding occasionally and saying, "Hi there," and "How are you?"

	I finally turned onto one of the main streets which led down to the city gate. Here there were even more people who had stopped whatever they were doing to stare at me.

	A dozen soldiers had already gathered at the city gate and immediately stood at attention when they saw me. I felt so miserable. I didn't want even one of them to die, especially not because of something I did or didn't do. The problem was, if I did nothing, every single one of them was doomed. The scenes of my fever dream wouldn't let me go, like a boogeyman looming in the dark, just waiting for me to make one mistake so it could still happen that way. That version of the future clearly led to extinction. I sincerely hoped that the timelines were so flexible and non-linear that I would be able to bend it far enough for it to be changed. 2980 men and women against a mighty army of darkness weren't great odds. However, I now had an advantage. I knew what would happen, and how it would happen.

	The professor... I absentmindedly shook my head... the Marglóðttr had selectively uncovered so many memories I thought I had forgotten. It felt like I had experienced everything just yesterday. All the books, the movies, the games, the studies, each a single piece of the puzzle. I still had a hard time believing all of this. I’d had the key to defending a kingdom in me the whole time without even knowing it? This one little ray of hope gave me so much courage. Besides, the Myrkr had very little intelligence; they behaved like wild animals, without a mind of their own. If they wanted to overrun the city, then at least we would give them a proper reception. Perhaps, with every bit of luck this world had left, the professor, or rather the Marglóðttr, would turn out to be right. I knew that I had finally crossed the line and was now in a position to pull the strings myself.

	The time of action had come. I had to get back, as quickly as possible, and I could only pray that the camera would take me back to a point in time before the Myrkr attacked the city, when there was still some time left to prepare everything.
I signaled the soldiers to let me out. They instantly pulled the gate open for me and I hurried toward the forest. When I arrived there, I found that everything looked just as idyllic as it had during my previous visits. Sunbeams dipped the forest floor in a sea of light. Birds were happily chirping, and the sweet smell of moss, leaves and fresh air surrounded me.

	I looked up at the treetops. Judging by the position of the sun, there wasn't much time before I would be appearing in the nearby meadow. Perhaps an hour at most. I also had to be careful not to run into Phoenix. Time seemed to be the key to all of this, and unfortunately, it was about to run out.

	I suddenly had intense flashbacks of my dream. When the city had fallen, the forest had been completely on fire. Phoenix had told me that the Gæta had decided to stay and protect the city. Either this bulwark had proved to be ineffective or the Gæta were no longer in the forest at the time of the attack. I didn’t even know if they could understand me. At best, they were merely shadows. I walked a short distance into the trees where I couldn't be seen from the path, climbed onto a fallen tree trunk, and shouted into the forest, a performance for an invisible audience.

	"I don’t know if you can hear or understand me, but I implore you, in all humbleness, to head to Fàilte as soon as the dragons appear there a few days from now! We need each and every one of you to help defend the city! Together, we might just have a chance!"

	The words slowly faded into the forest. I couldn’t make out any shadows or other movements this time, but I had to try.

	"The darkness will destroy the forest, I have seen it! I beg you, you must come to us, come to the city and help us! We must oppose the darkness together!"

	There was no reaction whatsoever. Nothing. Did I really expect them to show up? I looked around me, turning several times, but except for butterflies and hummingbirds, I was unable to see anything that might have heard or understood my plea.

	I gave up, sighed, and once more pulled the camera out of its leather case, extracting the lens mounted on the bellows and taking off the red filter. I held it in my hand, turning it over several times, then put it back in my pocket before finally pressing the trigger.


The End of Days

	 

	The jump back was, just as expected, much more pleasant than the last two that had led me into the past. I was certainly glad not to be using the red filter anymore. This time, there were no annoying chromatic aberrations, no vision problems, no feeling of nausea or any of the other uncomfortable side effects that had gone along with the previous jumps.

	After perhaps only a second or two, I was able to shake off the confusion and disorientation associated with the jump and stood up. I looked around me. My surroundings hadn't changed at all, I was still standing in the very same spot where I had just left the past. There was no clue as to which point in time the camera had taken me. It all looked so ordinary, inconspicuous and peaceful.

	I had just started to walk back toward the path that led out of the forest when I heard rustling leaves behind me. I turned around and to my surprise I saw Phoenix quickly running toward me.

	"Hey, Phoenix!" I exclaimed happily. The daft cat didn't even slow down, but instead jumped on me at full speed, so that I lost my balance and fell backward. A moment later, I found myself lying on the moss-covered forest floor with a purring cat on my chest.

	"Now that’s what I call a warm welcome!" I said, laughing and petting the cat's head.

	"I snuck out of the city. I knew you would appear somewhere sooner or later!" Phoenix said in a noticeably happy and relieved tone, squinting contentedly as I ruffled the Siamese cat’s beige-brown fur. The pendant with the engraved "IV" sparkled in a beam of sunlight coming from above like a precious jewel.

	"I’m happy to see you, too!" I said.

	I really was. I know it sounds odd, but to know that someone actually missed me or was waiting for me here made me exceedingly happy. A feeling I hadn’t had for a long time.

	"I was really worried about you, all alone in that tree, surrounded by Myrkr! I could only hope that you were safe up there after we vanished. I’m sorry we left so suddenly, at that time I didn’t even know what the camera was capable of."

	"Never mind, thank you for helping me to safety. Apparently you are not quite as stupid as I thought you were. And no worries, I still have some of my nine lives left," purred Phoenix.

	"I don’t really want to complain and interrupt the reunion, but somehow it feels as if you just insulted me again... and do you think I could at least get back up?"

	The cat opened its left eye and looked at me, then closed it again and simply said "No," while continuing to purr.

	I sighed, then slowly stood up, struggling to keep my balance and hold Phoenix on my arm at the same time.

	"Are Ylja and Sæla back yet?" I asked. And then added, "The camera made me jump to the past and then back to the present, which now feels to me like the future for some reason, and I have no clue to which point in time it has brought me now."

	Phoenix's head shot up. "Past? Seriously? But yes, certainly, the two of them are preparing for your arrival. The city has been turned into a high-security zone. The king himself ordered that no one be allowed to leave the city. I had to jump out of a window."

	I could see the edge of the forest nearby and started walking in that direction.

	"I heard the two of you had quite an adventure on your way to Skið-Garðr," said the cat.

	"Oh yes, indeed," I replied. It seemed like an eternity ago, perhaps also because of the different timelines, but I felt as if I had been on Verðld for a very long time.

	"Did you two get close?" asked Phoenix innocently. And I swore I could see a broad smile on the cat’s face.

	"Close? Who?" I stopped and looked questioningly at Phoenix.

	"You and Ylja, of course!"

	"Did she say something?" I asked. The cat just shook its head and smiled again.

	"It was obvious that something must have happened. I could see it in her eyes."

	"Her eyes are indeed beautiful," I replied, my mind wandering.

	Phoenix blinked rapidly. The cat was obviously the jealous type. Why didn’t that surprise me?

	"I’m sorry, your eyes are also quite beautiful," I quickly added, much to the satisfaction of the cat. "But even the glowing red eyes she has during combat are fascinating," I said, still lost in thought.

	"You are weird, human. And most likely the only living thing that thinks so." Phoenix shuddered in disgust. "Red eyes, that is so bizarre!"

	"I suppose, but in her case it’s extremely helpful. I’ve never seen anyone fight like her, not even in the movies." I laughed. "We saved each other’s lives. Several times. That tends to create a bond. A rather strong one, actually."

	The cat looked up at me. "So there really is something going on between you two?" and then added, "Half of Fàilte is gossiping about it already."

	I laughed out loud. "I’m sorry to disappoint you, cat, but unfortunately we didn’t have time for anything like that. You know, we were focusing on trying to stay alive and other such trivial matters."

	The cat blinked.

	"Unfortunately?"

	"Unfortunately what?" I asked, confused.

	"You said ‘unfortunately’."

	"No I didn't!"

	"Yes you did!"

	"Listen feline, I just got back from some very intense time traveling, I've got some timeline-related jet lag and my brain has not yet reached its operational temperature. So the last thing I feel like doing is quarreling with a stubborn, talking cat. Just drop it, okay? She's a princess and I'm not of noble blood, nor am I even from this world. So can we please change the subject? Thanks."

	The cat just shook its head and said, "Humans!"

	This from a creature that preferred to be carried through the forest on my arm rather than walking on its own four paws.

	"Cats!" I said in return, also shaking my head, as I stepped out of the forest.

	"I didn’t even know that cats were that much into gossiping," I remarked chidingly.

	Instead of giving me an answer, the cat just stuck out its tongue.

	I stopped. In the distance stood Fàilte, just as I remembered it. I had only left it a couple of minutes ago, and yet several days had passed between those two visits. I felt endlessly relieved to see the city like this. Giant red flags hung from the castle towers on the hill above the city. It almost seemed as if they were celebrating a festival. And on each of the watchtowers, there now sat a dragon, like majestic gargoyles brought to life to fulfill one final task before sunrise, and then inevitably turn to stone again. Fafnera had really done it! She had been able to convince the dragons to come to Fàilte with her! What a sight that was. I felt myself grinning widely. Suddenly it seemed as if there was finally some light at the end of the tunnel.

	I continued toward the city gate with Phoenix on my arm. I almost wished it was a longer walk. It all looked so peaceful, but I knew it wasn’t meant to last. This field I was walking on would soon be drenched in blood, a battlefield where only pain, violence and death ruled. I forced myself not to think about that, and to just enjoy those last few minutes until we finally reached the gate.

	Phoenix looked content as well, eyes closed and purring.

	"What will you do when it’s all over?" the cat suddenly asked me.

	"When it's over? Don't you know the rhyme?" I replied sadly. Phoenix bit my hand. Surprised by the sudden pain, I dropped the cat.

	"Hey! That hurt!" I exclaimed. Phoenix just hissed at me.

	"You’re talking rubbish, human! No one knows how it will end, it’s nothing but old legends."

	The cat had a good point. No one had ever gotten that far forward in time, and I was still trying to figure out how that rhyme could even have been completed. Still, I knew something no one else did: I knew what I had to do to defeat Taka. Because of this, I knew for sure that at least the last part of the rhyme had to be accurate.

	I bent down to Phoenix, who was stubbornly refusing to look at me.

	"I’m sorry. You’re right, I promise to do everything in my power not to kick the bucket."

	Phoenix still didn’t turn around. "You should watch your words, human. You hurt others like that."

	I sighed. Just like before, the two of us were about to approach the city, when two guards in the towers to the left and right of the city gate spotted us from afar. A frantic calling from within the walls followed, and only a few seconds after that, the gate was opened and Sæla ran out to meet us with open arms. He wore silver armor with a billowing, red/black cape.

	"It’s about time our guest of honor made his entrance! We had already started to worry a bit. Well, not me, I knew you’d be fine. But Ylja is already yelling at everyone unfortunate enough to cross her path."

	Then he noticed the Siamese cat behind me.

	"Hey now, wow, that’s a surprise! What are you doing here? Catching fleas? Shouldn’t you be within the city walls?" And turning to me, he added, "According to the king’s decree, no one is allowed to leave the city."

	I could swear I saw the cat mimicking Sæla as he spoke. Which looks odd enough when a human does it, never mind when it’s a cat. Sæla didn’t care, though, and just smiled widely.

	"Ah, kitty, I reckon you just missed our hero too much, didn’t you? Who knew? I guess you do have a heart, after all."

	"I’m by no means a hero yet," I said, and hugged him. He clapped me on the shoulder.

	"It’s nice to have you back with us again, bro. Where have you been, anyway?"

	"That’s a long story. Do you want the short version or the long version?" I asked him as we entered the city together.

	"The short version will have to do for now," he said with his usual impish smile.

	"I went to Skið-Garðr, an earlier version of the city that is, freed Fafnera, and unwittingly gave Elfin that rhyme in person. Then I went back to Fàilte, gave your father the lists, got a lesson on the power of the Marglóðttr, and now I’m finally back in my designated timeline."

	Sæla’s right eye began to twitch.

	 "Whoa... come to think of it, I think I’d rather hear the long version."

	I just smiled at him.

	"Seriously, you met Elfin?"

	"Well, yes. Although at the time I met him, he was still a young boy, and I had no idea who he was," I replied. 

	Sæla shook his head. "Rad! That’s so intense. You should have seen our faces when father told us that you’d already been to the city twice."

	"I can imagine. So tell me, did you get all the items from the list?"

	"Oh, you have no idea! The preparations are proceeding at full speed. You have to see it for yourself! This will be the show of the century!"

	I could only hope that he was right.

	Suddenly, he struck a pose and put his hand on his chin.

	"Hey Thomas, would you say I’m Hannibal or Face?"

	I shook my head. "Sorry, I always rather thought of you as Murdock." Phoenix started laughing as Sæla’s eye began to twitch again and his expression changed from euphoric to crestfallen within a second.

	"Are you kidding me? Howling Mad Murdock? But... but he was completely gaga!" he exclaimed, visibly shocked.

	I shrugged. "Not old enough for Hannibal, not muscular enough for B.A... and for Face... well, let’s not talk about that. Again, I’m sorry to say it, but Murdock suits you perfectly."

	"Get outta here! Oh well, doesn’t matter. At least Murdock was a pilot."

	We passed through the giant gate. There were hardly any guards to be seen, and the ones I spotted on the road leading into the city were about to unload a set of huge black boxes and half a dozen red diesel generators from two wooden wagons pulled by six black horses each.

	"Hey, you really got them!" I said appreciatively.

	"Of course I got ‘em!" Sæla replied proudly. "Two Fàiltan diamonds was all it took, and they were so happy they even threw in the electronics and generators, too!"

	"I'm so glad to hear that," I said, relieved. I watched the guards carrying the first box up the gallery to the city gate’s upper floor. The streets were completely empty otherwise.

	"Did you evacuate the city?" I asked.

	It was Phoenix who answered my question this time.

	"We brought most of the citizens to the caves and catacombs beneath the city. It’s dark, damp and not very comfortable, especially for that many people, but they are safe for now, and that’s most important."

	"How many volunteered to fight with the guards?" I asked as we walked up the main road.

	"We’ve got our four-fold army, plus around six thousand volunteers."

	Finally some good news! I almost felt a bit euphoric, as this meant we now had an army of nine thousand men and women to fight. The volunteers were most likely not trained to fight, but on the other hand, I of all people knew that there were more important things than fighting skills. Whenever a mind is set free, and backed up by an unyielding will, nothing seems impossible. Not only that, but those volunteers were not only fighting for themselves. We weren't talking about hired mercenaries that only went into battle because they were being paid to do so. No, these people would fight for their children, their wives, their parents, their city and also for their king. I wouldn't want to guess what they were capable of. They would be scared to the bone, but I realized more and more that the professor was right. I remembered watching a documentary once where they successfully taught ordinary citizens how to fight with ancient weapons within just a day. And those people were not even as motivated.

	"Where’s Ylja?" I asked Sæla. "I urgently need to talk to her and her soldiers."

	Once more, Sæla grinned widely.

	"Missing her already? Hey, just between the two of us..." he lowered his voice, despite the fact that there was no one else on the streets who could possibly have heard my answer, "...is there anything going on between the two of you? The whole city put bets on..." but he didn’t get to finish the sentence, as Phoenix lifted a paw, claws out, and swatted Sæla’s calf, ripping his leather pants and leaving four red stripes on his leg.

	"Ouch! Are you crazy? You rabid fur-ball, what was that for?"

	"Gossiping," Phoenix replied dryly. "Aren’t there more important things to do right now than to spread gossip? So uncivilized."

	"Says a rabid cat," replied Sæla, rubbing his leg. "Go and make yourself useful, get the commanders and bring them to the marketplace at the foot of the castle!" he hissed at the cat.

	"Yes, yes, you don’t have to yell at me, I have better ears than you do," Phoenix replied and ran toward one of the main paths that led up to the majestic castle.

	"So... now that the flea-bitten fur-ball is gone, just between you and me, can you tell me what you and my sis' got going on?"

	I shook my head and looked up to the sky.

	"Why does everyone keep asking me that? First of all, we were severely wounded. And besides, you won’t even tell me what that bite was all about!"

	"Well, about that... uhm..."

	"See?! Do me a favor and stop asking me those questions! Please?"

	Sæla once more just smiled widely.

	"Dude, no answer is an answer."

	I shot him a look.

	When we entered the marketplace, I was surprised by how huge it was. It must have been at least as big as its counterpart at Skið-Garðr, and many times more palatial. Located in the shadow of the castle, its floor consisted of cobblestones made of sparkling white marble. In the middle stood a fountain with a diamond-shaped basin made of red marble, and from its corners water flowed through spirals into the lower part. Several wagons, some empty, some filled with hay, stood at the back of the square.

	I looked up at the castle. From its left tower, Fafnera took off, flying high into the sky, then turned and rushed down on us.

	Just before she reached the ground, she spread her wings and landed safely on the marble pavement in front of us.

	"Oh man, what a sight. You can’t imagine what it means for us to actually have dragons in the city again," Sæla said in a reverent voice, visibly touched. I nodded.

	"Welcome to the club," I said.

	"Word is that the Warrior With Broken Wings has returned to the city," I heard her voice echoing in my head.

	I smiled. "That’s correct, I’m finally back. The last time I saw you was on the market square of Skið-Garðr," I replied. And indeed, she looked much older, larger and even more majestic now.

	"I could not tell you any sooner. Still, after all these years, I am deeply in your debt, Thomas."

	I went to her. "If anyone is in debt, it’s me. You did more for me than I ever dared to dream. And what I did in Skið-Garðr was only a fraction of what I feel in gratitude." She held out her head to me. I stroked the shimmering blue scales of her neck and pressed my head against them. "Thank you, Fafnera."

	"Actually, you have changed some things. I can sense that the two timelines that lead to this point are much different, and the one we are in now is filled with hope instead of despair. Whatever you did, whatever you changed, over the centuries it must have led to a chain reaction affecting this version of the present."

	"I just hope it will be enough," I replied, still hugging her neck. "Perhaps at some point we might have time for you to tell me what happened after I left, especially with Elfin." I let her go with a heavy heart.

	"Yes." Her soft, melodic voice echoed in my head. But I could tell we both knew that this day would likely never come.

	"There is one thing I would like to know now," I asked her. "That boy, did he become king one day?"

	She laughed. "Oh yes, he did."

	I pumped my fist. "I knew it!" It made me happy to know that at least his story apparently had a happy ending.

	"I have brought the other dragons with me. It was not easy, but they will fight alongside us."

	"For this, I also have to thank you," I replied.

	"We are monitoring the surrounding area. We will warn you before they reach the outskirts of the kingdom. If you need me, you know where to find me." I nodded and Fafnera pushed herself up into the sky again, then flew toward the palace tower. Sæla gazed after her with open mouth. "She’s beautiful," he said, lost in his own thoughts.

	"Yes, indeed," I replied proudly.

	Suddenly, I noticed movement on my left. The next thing I knew, Ylja had materialized in front of me and put her arms around me. I was so surprised and happy to see her that I needed a second to hug her back. She was wearing her white leather gear, and around her hips and legs, several belts were buckled that held polished and skillfully engraved silver daggers.

	"It’s great to see you again!" I exclaimed happily. Ylja was about to say something, but then noticed Sæla’s head slowly tilting toward us from the side. Ylja’s hand darted toward him and before he could move or react, she held him by the throat, strangling him. Her eyes had that red shine again.

	"If you spoil this moment I’ll make sure you can only eat with a spoon from now on!"

	Sæla was only able to groan something neither of us understood, so Ylja released her grip a bit.

	"I think... it’s time... to pay the blacksmiths... a visit... to supervise... their progress..." he croaked, and Ylja let go of him. Sæla instantly disappeared. Ylja’s eyes went back to bright blue as she turned to me again.

	"Sneaking away at night without telling me! I should still be so mad at you for doing that!" she said chidingly.

	"I missed you too!" I said, and smiled back at her. Before either of us was able to say anything more, I could hear the sound of approaching footsteps. Ylja cleared her throat, squinted her eyes and only reluctantly let me go.

	"Ylja, listen. I know I’m not commander of the guard, but I have a plan backed up by the Marglóðttr, a plan that should enable us to oppose the Myrkr. I only hope there’s enough time left, but if this plan works out as intended, we’ll have the best possible chance."

	A group of people I had never seen before entered the marketplace and hurried toward us. 

	"Ætt!" Ylja shouted at them. Instantly, the two men and two women stood to attention. She introduced at each of them in turn. 

	"This is Megin, commander of the Alpha guard." 

	Megin was a muscular man, perhaps in his thirties, with a full beard. He somewhat resembled an MMA fighter. One with cold steel eyes. I nodded at him as he stood there with his hands clasped behind his back. Next to him stood a woman, maybe around forty years old. 

	"This is Frami, commander of the Epsilon guard."

	Like Ylja, the bald woman had tattooed lines from the corners of her eyes, going down her neck, and splitting into dozens of thin lines that encircled her arms and ended at her fingertips. She had green eyes, and in contrast to Megin, she was very slim and of athletic built. On her neck, she had another tattoo of a crow holding an arrow in its claw, just like I had seen before on the two women guarding the doors of the throne room when I visited the palace for the first time.

	Frami reached out her hand, shook mine and smiled at me.

	"It is an honor to meet the Warrior With Broken Wings." She had a sincere and gentle voice that somehow didn't match her rather martial appearance.

	She noticed Ylja giving her a warning look and her face became serious again in an instant.

	"Vægher is the commander of the Omega guard."

	Vægher looked quite young, perhaps in his early twenties, at least six foot three and not as muscular as Megin, yet he looked well trained, too.

	"Also for me, it is a great honor, sir," he said with a smile.

	I laughed. "Call me Thomas, please. I’m not part of your hierarchy, so that will do, I guess."

	"And Veðra here is the commander of the Sigma guard."

	The black-haired woman was dressed in black leather and just as athletic as Frami but younger, and the black eyes and black hair gave her a somewhat gloomy and unfriendly look. She had white lines where the others had black. She stared at me with cold, hostile eyes and refrained from shaking my hand.

	Ylja raised her voice. I was surprised at the change in her tone, but she was speaking as their commander now and her voice left no doubt who was in charge.

	"I want you to follow his orders as if they were mine," she said. Megin, Frami and Vægher turned in my direction and snapped to attention.

	"I didn’t mean it like that," I whispered to Ylja.

	I had the feeling that those commanders would go to their deaths for Ylja. Her father had been right when he said they were excellently trained. Only Veðra was unhappy with what she’d just heard.

	"With all due respect, you expect me to follow his orders, just like that? You can’t be serious!"

	Without warning, Ylja pushed me aside and rushed to Veðra, materializing less than an inch in front of her face. Veðra seemed less than impressed, however, and never even blinked.

	"I trust him with my life, that should be enough for you! That was not a request, it was an order, do you understand me?!" Ylja yelled in her face.

	Veðra just pressed her lips together and gave Ylja a defiant look. I saw Ylja’s eyes light up again, and before anything worse could happen, I quickly went to her and pushed them apart.

	"Listen, I know I’m a foreigner, neither bound to obey your king, nor a trained warrior like you. Please don’t get me wrong, I’m not here to command you, my only motivation is for us to defeat what will soon be upon us. We’re on the same side. And no, I am not trained to fight or experienced in battle, but I did study my world’s history, including the part that deals with wars and battles of the medieval kind. And I can tell you, we’ve had very similar situations in my world. With the help of the Marglóðttr, I now know how we can turn the odds in our favor."

	Veðra just stared at me with her black eyes and didn’t say a word.

	"Besides, you may not believe in me, but this thing surely did." I pulled the Marglóðttr out of my coat and held it in front of her. The golden ball began to rotate in my hand. Her eyes widened, and I thought I could even see a glimmer of fear and respect reflected in them.

	"So if you don't trust me, which I understand, as you’ve only just met me, at least have some faith in Arawn's artifact." I looked at the others. "Indeed, you do not owe me obedience, but I don't even intend to give you orders. Instead, I will give you suggestions and I just kindly ask that you take them into consideration."

	Megin, Frami and Vægher turned to me and spoke one after another.

	"Alpha is at your command."

	"Epsilon is at your command."

	"Omega is at your command."

	After a moment’s pause, Veðra reluctantly turned to me and hissed, "Sigma is at your command," in a tone that didn’t exactly reflect enthusiasm, but at least something resembling respect. It took another moment for me to regain my composure. I took a deep breath.

	"We need a command center. I would like to show you what I'm talking about. I need a map of this area and some sort of blackboard or something I can draw lines on," I said to Ylja.

	"We’ll go up to the castle. The four of you, come with us." They saluted and followed us up the path leading to the palace.

	Vægher walked a bit faster in order to catch up with me and whispered, "No one has ever dared to talk to her like that! I’m deeply impressed." He shook my hand again. "You can be sure of Omega’s complete support."

	"Thank you. I know we can do this if we just stick together," I said to him.

	"The blacksmiths and carpenters have been working day and night with as many volunteers as they were able to find. They have almost completed all of your tasks," Ylja said to me.

	I was glad to hear it. I just hoped there was still enough time.

	When we arrived at the castle grounds, countless soldiers were training men and women in the courtyard on how to use a sword and how to handle the pikes. It must have been thousands. Many of the citizens stopped for a moment when they saw us coming through the arch that marked the entrance to the castle, and the ones that stood closest to us even fell to their knees as soon as they spotted us.

	"Please go on, we don’t have much time left," Ylja called to them and they stood up again.

	When we arrived in the large, light-flooded throne room, it looked the same as it had before. Only this time, the throne was empty. We took a door in the corner to the left of the throne that led down a staircase to some sort of vault. It looked like a tactical room and command center. Fàilte’s colorful armorial flags and banners hung on the walls. In the middle of the room stood a massive, round wooden table with twelve chairs set around it. The inside of the room was brightly lit by at least two dozen red candles in iron holders that also resembled the crest of Fàilte. On the wooden table, a drawn map showing Fàilte in its center had already been placed. Even the forest and the grove where I first arrived were on it. To the left of me, at the end of the room, there were several long sheets of paper hanging from a holder. A charcoal pen lay on another holder next to it. I walked to it, took one of the sheets as well as the charcoal pen and put them on the table.

	"Believe me, we’ve had some very similar situations on my planet before, and history showed that there is a very effective way to deal with the attack of a superior force. I can assure you that this works." I put the paper on the table and began to draw lines on it. Ylja was standing to my right, next to her Vægher and Megin, and on the other side of the table, Frami and Veðra stood with crossed arms and alternately kept looking at me and at the lines I drew on the paper. Veðra still looked less than pleased.

	I cleared my throat and raised my voice. "Without a doubt, we are in a position where defending Fàilte has absolute priority. It's Fàilte they want, and we're the only thing between them and the city. Thus we have to keep them away at all costs. What I am about to show you is an ancient, unstoppable war machine that will allow us to fight them without even letting them come close or do us any harm. It worked well in my world under Philip II and Alexander the Great. In fact, it proved to be highly effective in just such a scenario. I present to you..." I paused, looking around at them. "...the Macedonian phalanx. We can adjust it to our location and situation, of course. I will leave the decision up to you, just let me show you how it works." 

	I leaned down over the table and drew more lines on the paper. "It consists of several teams, that together form a force beyond compare, a tight formation of heavily armed and armored soldiers that is able to march against an enemy and wipe out an army superior both in terms of numbers and combat strength. The core of the defense is called Pezhetairoi, grouped into three taxeis, or brigades." 

	I drew a square field in the middle of the sheet before I continued. "I would recommend using most of the citizens for this as it offers maximum protection for them. Plus, you must group them properly. Your blacksmiths and carpenters have been working hard for the last couple of days to forge sarissas, eighteen foot long pikes which they will hopefully have no problem bearing. Each pike has a counterweight at its end so it can be handled easily. Due to its length, it should hold the attacking Myrkr at a distance. It comes in two parts and can be assembled within seconds directly on location in the war zone. Shields will protect the fighter's body, in addition to your already well-made armor. If there is not enough armor for everyone, equip the front and side rows with it. The concave shields are twenty four inches in diameter and will be held by a leather strap. They can even be worn around your neck so you have both hands free for fighting. Agility is not much of an issue, in contrast to protecting the fighter's body. You can use your swords or daggers or basically any weapon you're used to, just as you normally would."

	I drew two areas to the left and right of the paper. "And this is what we call the Hypaspists, a very agile and mobile core unit of heavy infantry, consisting of Dory and Aspis, shields and smaller spears of eight feet in length, connecting the phalanx to both sides and working with the Hetairoi. They also bear swords for close combat. They're the heavy infantry, protecting the sides to the left and right of the phalanx. They in turn will be guarded by light infantry, the Psiloi.

	I drew a line in front of the others. "These are Psiloi, light infantry, armed with all kinds of weapons, but preferably bow and arrow. They must protect the flanks of the phalanx, as the integrity of the phalanx is vital for this mission." I drew arrows from the side to the middle of the phalanx.

	It was then that Frami spoke up.

	"Perhaps the dragons may be able to help by taking turns attacking the Myrkr while the archers reload."

	I looked around at them. They were listening to my words intently.

	"Yes, very good! The dragons are another major advantage we must make use of." I drew circles above the Psiloi line for the dragons, put the pen next to the paper and looked up again.

	"So basically, to sum it up, we have the core phalanx divided into sub-units, then the agile heavy infantry and the light infantry to the left, right and front. Plus the dragons. I’m not sure about your guard system and ranks, you will have to decide where to stand and fight, but I promise you, if we do this right, with the effective reach of the sarissas and your combat experience and skills, they can attack us all they want, and we will simply take them down one after another."

	I took a deep breath, as I didn’t know how they would react to this. Megin stroked his beard and then finally said calmly, "This is brilliant! We can do this!" He looked at Ylja. "If you allow us, Alpha will join and supervise the phalanx team."

	Ylja nodded and looked at Frami, who then said, "Epsilon will take the Psiloi position. You know our arrows never miss their target."

	Vægher stepped forward and pointed at the Hetairoi positions to the left and right of the phalanx. "That looks like a job for us! We will be there!" he said in a strong and confident voice.

	Everyone turned their heads to look at Veðra. It was obvious she still wasn’t happy with all of this.

	"Hypaspists." She looked at Vægher and said, "We’ll be by your side."

	I felt incredibly relieved. Ylja stretched out her hand, the other guard leaders did the same, and then they all looked at me. It took me a few seconds before I realized that they expected me to join in. I felt very strange. On the one hand, I felt honored that they obviously considered me to be a part of all this, but on the other hand I felt terribly out of place. Had I just suggested an ancient plan of action to order a royal army to march against unholy creatures? I still had trouble believing all of this, it just felt so utterly bizarre.

	Hesitantly, I held out my hand and placed it on top of the others. Ylja said something in a language I couldn’t understand and the others closed their eyes as if they were praying, then they all let go and prepared to leave the room again.

	"Let's pay the blacksmiths a visit, they're quite eager to meet you," Ylja said.

	We went upstairs again. The light that fell from the glass dome illuminated the inside and gave it such a majestic and sacred look that I once more felt like I was standing in a medieval cathedral. Suddenly, Ylja stopped and turned to me.

	"Do not have any doubts about this," she said in a stern voice. Her face was just a few inches from mine, and she slowly ran her fingers through my hair. "You are the Warrior With Broken Wings. If anyone can help us, it’s you. I trust you with my life, so the last person who should have doubts about this is you."

	I didn’t know what to say. It was such a unique and peaceful atmosphere, and I suddenly felt spellbound. We were standing right beneath the glass dome, in the cone of light that fell into the giant hall. As if our faces were magnets, I felt an invisible force pulling our heads slowly closer. I had never felt anything like this before, it seemed as if time stood still. I could see dust particles hovering in the air, lit by the light falling from above. I could smell her; her scent was so enchanting that it created a blank space in my mind where all the troubles and doubts were gone, pushed into forgotten corners of my mind. I was so close to her that I could feel her breath on my lips. I inhaled it, and could almost see the air as she exhaled.

	"Ah, here you are!" a voice called from behind us.

	From one moment to the next, it was as if the spell was broken. It burst like a beautiful, fragile and ethereal bubble. We both rapidly blinked, as if we had just awoken from a dream. Judging by the look on Ylja’s face, she was just as confused as I was. I quickly turned around and cleared my throat.

	It was her father, Cera, who now approached us. He looked so happy to see me again and shook my hand, putting his other hand on my arm.

	"I can finally talk to you again! I still feel the urge to apologize for what you thought was our first encounter in the tavern."

	I smiled. "Please don’t worry about that, sir, I’m just glad I could help." He was still wearing simple, ordinary clothes, but his whole presence radiated nobility.

	Ylja turned to him. "Is everyone alright?" she asked worriedly. His face became more serious, but he nodded.

	"Yes. For now, at least. It is neither comfortable nor convenient to be down in the caves and catacombs below the city, especially not for this many people. However, we managed to carry enough food and supplies for a couple of days down there. We also set up candles everywhere. It's warmer than we expected, so at least it's not too damp."

	"We were just about to visit the blacksmiths."

	The king nodded. "The smiths and carpenters have been working day and night, but it was well worth it."

	"Thomas came up with a very interesting and promising plan," she said to him.

	"It seems our Mr. Knight has made quite an impression on your men."

	She smiled. "Oh yes, certainly."

	I could only smile awkwardly.

	Cera turned to me again. "I cannot thank you enough for having the dragons return to Fàilte. This is like a dream come true for all of us. You should have seen our people when they spotted the dragons approaching the city. It gave us hope for the first time in so many months, and for this, we are all in your debt." Then he added, "Please excuse me, I have to go help get the last barrels of supplies down there," he said, and headed out of the throne room.

	On our way to the blacksmiths, Ylja and I didn’t speak a single word. I was still racking my brain about what had happened in the throne room, not to mention my attempts to make sense of all the things that had taken place in my mind’s version of the Opera Garnier. I now remembered so many details from my past in such a clear and distinctive way that it seemed to have happened yesterday and not many years ago. I figured these things were all important now, otherwise the Marglóðttr would never have dragged them out of the depths of my consciousness.

	We crossed the palace court, where I could see Megin and Frami talking to their soldiers. When Ylja saw all the people still training on the palace forecourt, she stopped suddenly, went over to one of the instructors and returned with two swords. She tossed one to me. It had a shiny silver blade, a golden guard and pommel, and the grip was bound in black leather. It felt very different and somewhat unbalanced compared to the katana.

	"What shall I do with this?" I asked.

	She glared at me. "Attack me!"

	I noticed many of the citizens watching us out of the corner of their eyes.

	"What? I can't possibly..."

	But I didn't get to finish the sentence. She rushed at me within the blink of an eye, and all I had time to do was raise my sword, just in time to hear her blade clash against mine.

	"You shouldn't rely solely on the Omega sword. There might be situations where you're on your own," she hissed at me, still shoving against my blade. Her face was so close to mine, I could feel her breath, and all I could do was stare at her until her voice dragged me back to reality.

	"Learn how to breathe. In for four, hold for four, out for four and hold for four again. Try it." She pushed me away and raised her sword. "Also, no stabbing! Always avoid stabbing movements. And never lift the sword over your head, the only thing you do is expose your body by doing that. Hitting the enemy is pointless if you are also hit." She hauled off and struck my sword with full force, and I barely managed to keep it from flying out of my hand.

	"Read and interpret your opponent. The Myrkr have deadly claws and sharp teeth, but they need to get close to you in order to use them. Keep them at a distance and aim for the head, shoulders or arms. Your sword's long, curved blade will give you an advantage. Try to strike first, you may only get that one chance. Use it."

	What followed was a lesson in offensive and defensive use of a sword. Horizontal and downward swinging cuts alternated with various blocks and the proper positioning of the feet. I tried my best to focus and not look like a complete idiot. Previously, both in the forest and at the castle, the sword had been guiding my movements, so at least I already had some idea of how to use it. And Ylja turned out to be a surprisingly patient instructor. Whenever I fell down, she instantly helped me get back on my feet. She never got angry or belittled anything I did. But by the time we stopped, my arms and shoulders were already aching, and I was glad when she finally let me off the hook. As she passed me to return the swords, she whispered, "You didn't even do too badly," which, coming from her, I took as quite a compliment.

	We went down one of the main roads leading away from the castle. The city looked so peaceful, but at the same time so unusually quiet, as if we were walking around in an abandoned, medieval movie set.

	The blacksmiths had their houses and smiths in one of the outer parts of the city. Most of the houses had open barns and large courts in front of them. There were several signs made out of steel hanging from the pinnacles showing a hammer and an anvil. Dozens of people rushed from one end of the street to the other, carrying as many pikes or shields in their hands as possible. 

	Ylja went to one of the barns, whose doors stood wide open. From inside, we could hear the sound of hammers hitting metal in a rhythmic and melodic composition.

	A muscular man of about fifty years rushed toward us. He wore dirty red pants and a black apron. His fuzzy blonde hair was pulled back into a braid. He was sweating, and his blue eyes were tired, but still sharp. When he approached us, he tried to bow, but Ylja instantly stopped him.

	"Járnsmiðr, in these times, there is no need for this, we are all citizens of this city, please save your energy," Ylja calmly told him.

	His voice was very low, but despite his worn out eyes, it sounded surprisingly clear and strong.

	"Yes, of course, Princess."

	When he looked at me, his face instantly lit up. "Ah, you must be the mastermind behind all of this!" He vigorously shook my hand with a firm grip that almost hurt. He reached behind the barn door, pulled out one of the sarissas, and handed it to me.

	It looked exactly as I had drawn it on the sheet of paper that I had given to Cera. The long, wooden pike was equipped with a sharp, leaf-shaped metal head on one end, and on the other, a counterweight that should enable its bearer to wield it properly and with ease. I was utterly surprised by how light it was. 

	"The carpenters used Mikillviðr, the strongest, most durable and lightweight wood you can find," Járnsmiðr said with obvious pride. 

	I recalled that the Macedonian version had weighed perhaps twelve to fourteen pounds, at least according to the professor, but this one was only half of that, at most. I balanced it in my hand and then pressed lightly on the back end, which instantly caused the tip to rise. 

	"Wow!" was all I could say.

	Járnsmiðr grinned when he saw how impressed I was.

	"I’m not much of an expert in war strategies, but we were all so thrilled by this new concept, we put not only our workforce, but also our talent and soul into crafting and forging it."

	I handed the pike back to him. "This is definitely a work of art," I said appreciatively.

	"How many did you manage to craft?" Ylja asked him. His face became serious again in an instant.

	"Not as many as we intended to, but perhaps in another day or two..." He didn’t finish the sentence, as if he was thinking the same thing I was. ...if we have that much time, I finished in my head.

	"Make sure you allow yourself and your helpers some rest. Even the best men can make mistakes if their exhausted bodies refuse to follow their mind’s orders."

	He smiled again. "Princess, I can assure you that each and every blade, each and every pike is created with absolute precision. You have my word on it."

	Ylja raised her hand. "I never questioned that, just please make sure you allow yourself some rest now and then."

	More men rushed into the barn and took out as many pikes as they could carry. Járnsmiðr pointed at them.

	"They're already teaching your men and the volunteers how to use them. What I’ve heard so far is that it's not too difficult. They're learning fast."

	Ylja took this as compliment. I could tell how proud it made her to hear that, although she didn’t say anything.

	"Hey, what took you two lovebirds so long?" a voice called out from another barn across from ours. We both turned our heads and saw Sæla waving at us. Járnsmiðr rolled his eyes.

	"Glad he ain’t my business. Excuse me, I have to get back to work. It was great meeting you!" he said, and shook my hand again before hastening back into his barn.

	Sæla was wearing black gloves and had a cigar in his mouth. Ylja was obviously upset about his comment and threw an angry look at him. He raised his hands in mock surrender.

	"Oh sorry sis’, I forgot you don’t really like animals unless they’re dragons, huh?" 

	This just seemed to make her even more upset. I couldn’t figure out what was going on between them, but I assumed it was some sort of sibling rivalry. And whatever Sæla thought was going on between the two of us, he certainly enjoyed teasing Ylja about it.

	"Since when do you smoke?" I asked him. He took the cigar out of his mouth.

	"Nah, just a prop, I thought it’s more authentic like that."

	I laughed. "Well, like I said, I rather saw you as Murdock, but Hannibal is okay too, I guess."

	"Authentic? Like what?" Ylja asked, still in an irritated tone.

	"Look! This man is a genius!" he said, pointing at me. "Genius! Ha!" He opened the doors of the barn out of which he had just come. Inside, a dozen men were working on the Sierra Grande. But it almost wasn’t recognizable as such anymore. Two giant, V-shaped metal plates were welded onto its front. The windows were also covered with reinforced steel plates with small, rectangular openings cut into them so the driver could still see what was going on outside. The truck bed now featured a giant steel cage with several round openings on its side and an opening on its top for the kettle. The sides of the truck also had steel plates welded onto them, and even the wheels were protected by circular, spiked steel plates.

	"What... what in Arawn’s name is this?" Ylja asked in surprise. She was so shocked that she forgot she had been upset just a few seconds ago. Suddenly, a small, furry hand stuck out of a hole in the rear cage and waved at us.

	"Hey, Mister Foundation, how’s it going?" Will said. I shook his paw.

	"Still alive, can't complain," I said.

	"It’s awesome!" Sæla exclaimed. "And all thanks to our mastermind here." He put his hand on my shoulder and said, "If no one else can help, I will definitely hire this guy."

	I laughed. "Thanks. I always loved it when they were trapped somewhere and had to escape, like in that one warehouse episode, have you watched that one?" I asked.

	"Oh yes! When they fought the bad guys with fireworks? Epic, just epic!" Sæla laughed enthusiastically.

	Ylja shook her head and massaged her temples as she muttered, "What a nightmare. Two of a kind, it’s just too much to bear."

	Sæla waved her off. "As always, don’t listen to McGrumpy here. I tell you, this steel-reinforced baby will plow right through the Myrkr lines. We’re almost ready with it. Oh, I just love it when steel welds together."

	Ylja sighed. "Just make sure that your helpers join the other blacksmiths after they’re finished here."

	"Sure thing," he said, as he proudly patted the car’s front steel plate. "I’ll be ready in a few minutes. Then let’s go to Dibang’s!"

	Ylja thought about it for a second and then agreed.

	"What’s Dibang’s?" I asked them.

	Sæla was washing his hands in a wooden bucket filled with water. "Sometimes you want to go someplace to take a break from all your worries, a place where everybody knows your name, and where our troubles are all the same. That’s Dibang’s. You’ll like it, trust me."


Salvation

	 

	I looked at the rectangular wooden sign hanging on three golden chains above the entrance. "Dibang’s" it said in yellow cursive letters.

	The inside, just like Cera’s Tavern, looked very clean and welcoming. It reminded me a bit of one of those places they used to film TV series in, a weird but cozy mix of Central Perk, Cheers and the Titty Twister. It looked very comfortable and relaxing.

	"Welcome to Dibang’s!" Sæla said, spreading his arms and turning to face us as he walked backwards into the bar. "Where everyone is a friend, and things like rank and nobility cease to exist."

	It was a place full of loud chatter and laughter, which was even more remarkable given the current circumstances.

	In the center of the room, there was a long, round wooden counter with stools in front of it. There was a small stage on the right, and a couple dozen tables with three brightly lit candles on each were scattered throughout the room. To the left, a swinging door with a round glass window led to what looked like the kitchen. A big, bald man had just stepped through it holding a tray. He wore a black apron with the words "Dibang’s" printed on it in the same yellow cursive letters as the sign outside.

	"That’s Leppr, he’s the innkeeper, chef and bartender, all in one," said Sæla to me.

	The inside was packed with people. Guards, citizens, even Will was there, waving wildly at us from the back when he saw us come in. He made his way over to us and shook my hand with his furry paw. "Ah, Mr. Foundation, it's a pleasure to see you in my modest little establishment."

	"This... is your place?" I asked in surprise. His eyes narrowed and he smiled cunningly as he whispered, "Not yet, but I'm just about to seal a deal with one of the farmers. One word: fireflies. Nasty little buggers. Set the crops on fire every fall. Instead of drowning them in water, the farmers will pay me to collect them, and I'll sell them to the blacksmiths to keep their fires burning. I'll be rich in no time. I've decided to buy this place and set up a little merchandise corner next to the counter." He rubbed his paws together and pointed at the area in question. "As soon as you save us all, that is. I've already started a new clothing line! Here, do you like it?" He pulled a white T-shirt out of a gray shoulder bag and proudly held it up, waiting expectantly for my reaction. It had "I SURVIVED THE END OF DAYS AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS LOUSY T-SHIRT" handwritten on it with a black pen, followed by his black paw print. According to the price tag, which was tied to a black "Will's 2nd Fur Fabrics" label, he wanted three seashells for it. I couldn't help laughing.

	"I'll definitely buy one!" I said, much to his satisfaction.

	Sæla put his hand on my shoulder. "Come on, let's sit down." And to Will, he said, "Would you like to join us?"

	Will shook his head. "I still have some business to take care of, but I'll join you guys later." He waddled over to the area next to the counter and began taking measurements with a folding yardstick.

	As we made our way through Dibangs, I started to feel strangely comfortable, like I had entered one of those rare refuges where you knew you could forget all your troubles and worries for a while and just talk, listen to music and have a good time with your friends.

	I noticed that the ceiling was colorfully painted, picturing a yellow sun and a crescent moon on a dark blue background. In fact, those two symbols were all over this place. Some of the tables had crescent moons, others had the sun skillfully engraved and painted on them. Even the chairs and the glasses piled up behind the counter carried those symbols.

	"What’s with the sun and moon?" I asked Sæla out of curiosity.

	He just grinned again. "That’s us."

	"What do you mean?" I asked, confused. He winked at me and pulled out his dagger to show it to me. I hadn’t noticed it before because it hadn’t seemed important, but it carried the same crescent moon symbol, engraved on the upper part of the blade.

	"I was born in the year of the crescent moon, Ylja was born in the year of the sun. It's a tradition that the members of the royal family carry their zodiac sign as their crest." He shrugged. "Honestly, it could have been worse. Our grandfather was born in the year of the mudsnail..."

	He went off to the counter to get us some drinks and snacks. Ylja and I sat down at an empty table to the right of the bar, just in front of the stage, behind which a huge, round glass window gave a view of the night sky. I took a seat on a bench next to the wall, and Ylja sat down on a chair across from me. We just looked at each other for a moment, and as I desperately tried to come up with something to say, it suddenly seemed that all the noise and conversation around us slowly faded. Everything around us blurred out, leaving the two of us in a place that existed outside of time and space. It was just us, in a room full of people, yet the only ones there. We were in a place where looking into each other's eyes meant more than a thousand poets obsessed with a thousand dying suns could ever have put into words. It was not only calming, but in a way also healing. And then, just as quickly as this happened, it was gone again when Sæla returned with three huge chalices and a basket, which he put on the table.

	"Food, drinks and friends, that’s all you need in this place," he said. I blinked rapidly, feeling as if I had just awoken from a wonderful dream. I looked at Ylja in confusion and was about to say something, but she slowly shook her head and silently formed the word "don’t" with her lips. I sighed. She was still such a mystery to me. And I had so much trouble finding the right words at the right time.

	"Here, try some!" Sæla said, pointing at the basket. It was filled with some kind of bread halves into which grilled meat and cabbage had been stuffed. He grabbed one and started eating it even before he sat down next to me. "They're absolutely delicious!"

	And then, while enthusiastically biting into his bread, he stopped and looked at me, then at Ylja, and back to me again. His eyes narrowed and he grinned mischievously. Ylja shot him a murderous look.

	"Not saying anything! Just eating my Brauð," he said quickly.

	I took one of the loaves out of the basket and tried it. It was really very good and I was hungry, so it tasted even better.

	"I’m surprised there are this many people here, under the circumstances." I remarked.

	Ylja cleared her throat and said, "Fàiltans are well known for having a carefree nature, no matter what, even if we know we may all die tomorrow. Sitting alone in an empty room and being sad and depressed won’t help at all."

	Sæla nodded. "She’s right, even down in the catacombs, people are together right now, singing and chanting."

	The door of the tavern opened and two of the guard leaders stepped in. It was Megin and Frami, the leaders of the Alpha and Epsilon guard. When they spotted us, they immediately came over to our table and shook my hand.

	"Nice to have you here," Sæla said to them and motioned for them to sit down at our table.

	"Welcome to Dibang’s," Megin said to me.

	"Hope you like it," Frami added.

	I looked around me and suddenly spotted something I never would have expected to find in this place.

	"Oh wow, you even have a jukebox in here?!" I said with appreciation. "But wait, how do you even power that thing?"

	It looked like an old ‘50s jukebox, lined with blue and pink neon lights, but when put to scrutiny, it was obvious it was a reproduction, as it played CDs instead of records.

	Ylja rolled her eyes. "He brought it with him from Earth, in spite of the order from our father."

	Sæla shrugged his shoulders. "So what? Besides, it's solar-powered. I installed a solar panel on the roof."

	Frami winked at me, much to Ylja’s displeasure, I noticed, and said, "Sæla, show him the coin toss!"

	At that, everyone around us suddenly joined in and shouted, "Coin toss, coin toss!"

	"No! Don’t you dare do that again!" Leppr yelled from behind the counter. He rushed toward us, but he was too slow. Sæla had already jumped up on the table, turned his back to the jukebox, then took a silver coin out of his pocket and flipped it backwards, right over his head. Everyone turned their heads to follow the trajectory of the coin, which spun in the air as it arced toward the jukebox. Leppr desperately tried to catch it, but once again he was too slow. The coin was perfectly aimed, and landed on top of the coin slot, spinning one last time before finally falling into it with a clink.

	Everyone in Dibang’s was clapping and cheering as the jukebox lit up and came to life. Sæla smiled widely and turned around, bowing to everyone and repeating, "Thank you, thank you," to the crowd. Leppr unleashed a string of obscenities and threw the dishrag he was carrying over the counter while angrily shaking his head.

	"What’s wrong with the innkeeper?" I asked Frami. She chuckled.

	"When Sæla turned up with that thing one day, he convinced Leppr to make a bet with him. Whenever he manages to throw the coin into it, all drinks that evening have to be on the house."

	Sæla climbed down off the table again.

	"It only took me a year of practice, can you believe that? Piece of cake, ha! Just like Michael Jackson!" He lifted his mug, and everyone else did the same. I had to laugh.

	The jukebox began playing a song.

	"What song is that?" I asked Sæla.

	"McVicar. Their interpretation of the song suits this place so well, I stuffed the whole jukebox with it."

	"So... you’re saying there’s only one song available?"

	"Yup."

	Why didn’t that surprise me? And as McVicar’s soothing cover of Thin Lizzy’s "The Boys Are Back In Town" played, the chattering and laughing arose again from all corners of the bar. 

	To sum it up, that night at Dibang's was unique and healing. Something I hadn't had since my time at university, but on so many levels, better than anything I had ever experienced before. A relaxing night with friends, one of those rare moments of calmness that is capable of mending your soul. It felt like being in the eye of a hurricane, where everything seemed so peaceful, even though chaos and destruction reigned just outside. And without even noticing, I stopped worrying and just enjoyed the conversations. I listened to Frami and Megin talk about things I didn't fully understand, like training routines, old stories and legends, and how Megin by accident fell into a pit and had to fight some sort of raccoon bear until they managed to get him out, all his clothes hanging in ribbons. Will did some kind of step-dance while balancing two mugs on his nose and Leppr cooled down again after I agreed to sign some sort of wooden ornament that he instantly put on the wall behind the counter while whistling the "Schnitzelbank" song. He was so happy about it that he even forgot about the free drinks.

	I learned a lot about Fàilte and its parishes that night. Everyone was so eager to explain their way of life, it was a bit overwhelming, but I utterly enjoyed all of it.

	I already knew that the local society was based on a guild system, but it turned out to be much more complex than I first thought. There were seventy-two guilds, ranging from the postal guild to the plumber's guild, which was one of the artisan sub-guilds. As strange as it sounded, they even had a thieves guild. If a citizen had something stolen, they simply hired a higher ranked thief to steal it back again, which somehow managed to work out well for everyone. It seemed like a weird concept to me, but both Sæla and Frami assured me that the thieves took it very seriously. They were so proud of their skills that most of them were also members of the poet's guild and wrote endless poems about their assignments, which in turn caused people to characterize them as being rather pretentious.

	The postal guild had a snail as their logo, which I found hilarious and confusing until I learned that the Verðldian bregða snail was one of the fastest animals on the planet.

	For all the guilds, a battle event was held in the town forum every winter, on the 14th day of the last full moon of the year, where each guild tried to come up with the ultimate joke about the other guilds. For some reason, the expression "It's all dýrr" had been last years winner, from the merchant's guild, and apparently, had even made it into everyday language. I could hear it now and then amongst the laughter coming from different corners of the bar.

	Naturally, they also had a guild representing the interests of talking animals. It turned out that a lot of animals could talk to humans and interact with them - if they wanted to. But it seemed to be a bit random. That stone Phoenix had told me about was said to work as some sort of relay between animals and humans. As Megin explained, caterpillars were the only insects on Verðld that could talk, but after transitioning into butterflies, they lost the ability again.

	Verðld was full of old legends and myths which reminded me of a mix of Greek, Nordic and Roman mythology. In ancient, dark times, when there were still thousands of dragons roaming the planet, and the kingdoms had not even existed yet, there were tales of an alliance between humans and dragons that had fought a war against chimera-like creatures called Dreyri Blanda. They were said to be as eerie as they were wild, but all of the stories described them differently, so that after all those centuries, no one knew if they had even existed. At some later point in time, the humans had turned against the dragons and hunted them nearly to extinction. No one could say how many of those old tales were just folklore and how many had a core of truth. And yet, the stories and tales had enlivened people's minds for generations, and at least served as moral or ethical warnings.

	It felt so surreal to know that not only was I a part of those Verðldian legends, but that I myself had started that particular legend by passing the rhyme to Elfin. It sent chills down my spine, and I constantly had to remind myself that this was all for real and not part of some fairy tale.

	In the end, I laughed and smiled so much that my face began to hurt after a while. Also, I tried not to stare at Ylja, as I noticed that after a few seconds, whatever it was that connected us instantly set in again and started to blur everything around us. On the other hand, I also avoided looking at Frami for too long. Her detailed raven tattoo was skillfully done and fascinating to look at, but I noticed that Ylja's eyes narrowed whenever my eyes rested for more than a second on Frami. Thus I mainly focused on Sæla and Megin in order to avoid bloodshed before the actual battle had even started.

	What surprised me most was the fact that it was indeed just like Sæla had said: nobility and rank meant absolutely nothing in that place. Everyone treated those around them like friends and teased each other with side blows and ironic remarks which they would never have dared to make in the outside world.

	I tried to ignore my heavy heart and the growing feeling in my gut that warned me to remember that all of this would inevitably come to an end very soon, and that all hell was about to break loose. And yet, that night was special. If I needed any more proof of what we were fighting for, I got it that night. It only confirmed what I already knew and felt. When I finally fell into my assigned bed on the second floor of Dibang’s, I felt more balanced than I had felt in a very long time.


Aurora

	 

	During the few hours I managed to catch some sleep in the guest room above the inn that Leppr had kindly let me use, my mind tortured me with a series of diffuse dreams that only stopped once the sun had risen and shone through the three oval windows opposite my bed. I remember fragments of a nightmare about a giant skeleton hand, reaching out for me to throw me into the darkness while Iron Maiden’s "Fear of the Dark" played in the background. I didn’t need some Austrian psychoanalyst to tell me what that said about my state of mind.

	I’m not sure if it was part of my dreams or if it was real, but I may have woken up at some point when it was still dark outside and seen the silhouette of a cat sitting on the window sill. I wasn’t sure if it was Phoenix, a different cat, or just a figment of my imagination.

	And in the end, the most intense dream episode of that night generously granted me a final illusion of bliss, when Ylja and I found ourselves on my room's bed and gave in to our desires. I remember how she knelt in front of me, naked, gazing at me with those beautiful eyes, filled with nothing but love and unbounded lust.

	Without hesitation, I leaned forward and slowly let my fingers run over each and every line tattooed on her body. Her skin was so soft, and she shuddered slightly at my gentle touches. It felt infinitely electrifying, and with every touch, the magic that unfolded between us grew stronger and stronger. It was as if our souls were being slowly welded together. She touched my face, and I kissed her fingers. Then my mouth, guided by the lines, wandered up her arm to her neck, finally reaching her eager lips. We passionately kissed for what seemed like an eternity, hearing nothing but our heartbeats, and I noticed how her eyes took on a fluctuating, violet color that seemed to embrace my soul. It felt so incredibly good, intimate and natural. As we lost ourselves in each other's eyes, we were taken to a higher sphere where no worries, doubts or fears could ever cloud our souls. I've never had such a deeply spiritual and satisfying dream before. When I woke up, for a moment I searched for Ylja, but then my eyes came to rest on the wooden door and I saw that the black metal key was still resting in the keyhole. I realized with a heavy heart that it was nothing more than a dream, and I lay motionless in the bed for a couple of minutes, unable to move. I wasn't sure what the dream meant, and I briefly thought of Jenny with a hint of guilt. But after all, it was only a dream, and under the circumstances, I doubt she would have minded. "Enjoy your life down there," she had said. That was when I realized for the first time that I actually had feelings for Ylja. We were, in an extraordinary and almost supernatural way, connected. That scared me so much, as there was no possibility of romance under the current circumstances. It was too late. For me, and for us.

	At some point I finally forced myself to get up, intending to walk to the bathroom at the end of the corridor, when I found a basket with two pieces of round bread in front of my door. I picked it up and beneath it lay a new pair of black leather pants and a white belt, carefully folded and tied together with a gray string. I opened the bundle, tried them on, and to my surprise they fit perfectly and were much more comfortable than my worn out cargo pants. The bread was also a welcome treat, and I had just sat down on the bed to enjoy it, when it happened: Fafnera’s voice suddenly spoke up in my head. I closed my eyes.

	"It is starting," she said, in her usual calm and melodic tone.

	In an instant, my muscles stiffened. I took a long, deep breath.

	"Thank you. How long before they get here?" I thought back. Her reply came in an instant.

	"An hour, perhaps less."

	I quickly put on the rest of my clothes, the leather coat and finally the camera bag, checking everything twice, and then stared at my backpack for a moment. I let my fingers touch its cloth. Images of buying it in one of the stores in Ueno and flashbacks of taking it with me to so many places around the globe arose in my mind’s eye. I wouldn’t need it any longer.

	I sighed and loosened the strap that held the Omega sword on its side, hooked it onto the belt of the leather jeans, then took the Marglóðttr out of it, put it in the inner pocket of the coat and did the same with the armor plate.

	One last time I looked around, knowing I was about to leave that one safe place where everything was still calm and quiet to trade it in for chaos and death. I checked the camera and the sword once more, and then hurried down the wooden stairs and out of Dibang’s.

	From afar, I could already hear commands being shouted and the hectic sounds of footsteps. Cera’s voice sounded strong and decisive, although I couldn’t understand what he was saying. High above the city, five of the dragons, three dark blue and two red, flew in wide circles. Chills ran down my spine. It looked exactly like it had in my dream. But I knew that wasn’t right. We now had something very powerful to set against the forthcoming darkness.

	I rushed to the marketplace, where thousands of people had already gathered. Most were carrying the sarissas, others, mainly guard members, were also armed with other weapons: swords of all kinds, shields, daggers, slingshots, halberds and bows. The king and Ylja were already standing on the city wall at the rear of the marketplace. I could see that not only the citizens, but also some of the guards had fearful, anxious eyes that reflected what almost everyone must have been secretly thinking. I made my way through the crowd until I reached the small, stony staircase that led to the top of the city wall. Ylja’s eyes instantly lit up when she saw me. I gave her a long hug. It felt so incredibly good to have her close to me.

	"Where’s Sæla?" I asked her.

	"He’s with the blacksmiths. Hopefully they’ll be ready sooner than later," she replied.

	"Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll be here soon." I just hoped I was right. Again, I looked down at all the people that had gathered on the marketplace. Megin, Frami, Vægher and Veðra were standing with their guards in the middle of the square. They all looked up at us. Then suddenly, it went as silent as a graveyard at midnight, as the king prepared to raise his voice.

	"They're coming. You all know your places. We'll be right by your side. Remember what you're fighting for."

	His words, despite being spoken confidently and powerfully, spread little confidence amongst those who heard them.

	An older man, his hair and beard already gray, hesitantly spoke up.

	"With all due respect, do you really believe we can stand against them when no other kingdom could? The army at Dugr had fifteen thousand elite soldiers, and they fell all the same. Those are fearful odds we’re talking about!"

	Veðra was standing near him with her guard, and added, "Waes is right! If only we had even a thousand of those Dugr soldiers here now!"

	Ylja’s face turned to stone in an instant. The king started to reply, but I interrupted him, hoping that he would forgive me this disrespect.

	"Sir, would you allow me to speak?"

	Cera looked at me, thought about it for a moment, and then slowly and hesitantly nodded.

	I took a deep breath. Mrs. Boucher, this one’s for you, I silently mumbled to myself before raising my voice and speaking as loudly as I could to the crowd below me.

	"So what? If we are marked to die, we are enough to do this last kingdom loss; and if to live, the fewer men, the greater the share of honor! By Arawn’s will, I beg you not to wish for one soldier more!" As I spoke, I descended the stone steps from the wall and walked through the crowd of citizens and guards that had gathered on the field.

	"Believe me, I was never after fame or glory. Such outward things never ranked highly in my desires. But if it be a sin to covet honor and freedom, to fight injustice, then I admit I am the most offending soul alive! By the gods, I would not want to lose so much honor as one man or woman more would share from me, not even if it meant giving up my hope for the forthcoming victory!" I glanced up at the king, standing on the wall. He nodded approvingly at me, so I continued.

	"Guards, soldiers, citizens of Fàilte, I tell you not to wish one more!" I looked at them seriously. "Make this known to every man and woman in this company: whoever has no spirit for this final fight, let them depart with neither displeasure nor trouble! He or she shall be given safe conduct to seek refuge with the other citizens beneath the city. We would not want to die in the company of one that fears the fellowship to die with us! This is the day at the end of days. Those who outlive this day and return safely to their homes and families will live old age and stand tall whenever this day is named, proudly rolling up their sleeves and showing their scars to say, ‘I got these wounds in the final battle, when we came to victory over something that was said to be unstoppable.’" I jumped up on one of the hay carts and lowered my voice, turning around and looking straight into the eyes of everyone gathered around me.

	"People forget, that’s human nature, in my world and surely also in yours, but I promise you, this day will never be forgotten! Your children shall tell their children, as they will tell theirs, filled with pride and with tears in their eyes, how their fathers and mothers fought alongside the dragons, against all odds, defeating the darkness that no one else was able to stop but them!" I pointed at the crowd, and they looked up at me with reverent eyes.

	"Every single one of you is about to become a legend on this day. Songs will be sung, odes will be written, and tales will be told for all eternity about you. This is not about me. It’s about you! As from this day on, you shall all be remembered. However humble your birth, this day will grant you nobility." I jumped down from the cart again and went through the crowd, passing citizens as well as the guard leaders, one after another, with their guards lined up behind them.

	"We few, we happy few, we band of brothers, forged to the mightiest shield and weapon this world has ever seen. We are everything that separates us from those animals." I raised my voice again. "Those unholy creatures, they know nothing of honor! Tell me, what do they know about love, compassion and pride? Nothing!" My voice sounded like thunder thrown back from the stone walls.

	"I tell you, every single one of you to shed blood with me today I will call my brother, my sister, you are of my kind as I am of yours. You... are the hallowed ones! And I promise you, we... will... not... fail!" And with that, I drew the Omega sword and raised it in the air.

	The light show that usually went along with the drawing of the sword was absent this time. But that was part of the deal and I expected nothing less. And yet, it still served to finally break the spell that had clouded the minds of these people. The crowd began to cheer, the guards put their swords, halberds, pikes, spears, whatever weapon they were holding, to the ground rhythmically, and joined in the frantic cheering.

	"We will not fail! We will not fail!"

	Just then, a scream pierced the cheering of the crowd, a young male voice, bringing word from the city gate tower.

	"Sir, we just received word from the dragons! The Myrkr are approaching the forest, they are marching upon us at great speed! They say... there are well over a hundred thousand of the creatures coming toward us!"

	I was in shock. Did he say a hundred thousand? An army of a hundred thousand Myrkr... that was far worse than I had feared. I had been hoping for a five to one ratio at most, but this exceeded a ten to one ratio. I didn't know what to say. I saw the people around me, mainly ordinary citizens, looking at each other in disbelief and utter shock. Most of the guard just stood there, pressing their lips together and trying their best not to show their emotions. I started to open my mouth, but it was someone else who spoke up on my behalf.

	To my surprise, Veðra raised her voice again, shouting from the crowd at me, with her guard lined up behind her.

	"If so, I say it does not matter. Let it be fifty thousand more, and yet it will be an honor for me to take down each and every one of them with you alone by my side!" She drew her sword and raised it in the air, like a beacon of hope sparkling in the midday sun.

	Another voice was raised to my right. I turned my head. It was Frami who now stepped forward and exclaimed, "Make it two hundred thousand, the three of us will hunt them down, one after another! I hereby swear that Epsilon will stand proudly until the last of them has been sent to the underworld by our very own hands." She also drew her sword and raised it in the air.

	Vægher now raised his voice. He and his men were standing in the middle of the crowd. "And I, Vægher, son of Hylia, will personally lock and seal the gates of hell forever, after we send their lifeless bodies back to where they came from! I vow not to rest until we complete this task. I will follow you to hell and back!" Like Frami and Veðra, he also drew his sword. Their men behind them did the same, raising their shields and weapons so their reflections sent beams of light into the sky, forming overlapping circles on the darkening clouds. "We vow to defend the city, to fight side by side with you, no matter what. And if we fall, we will take them with us and keep on fighting on Niflheim’s grounds until we defeat them in the Underworld!"

	Every single person, young and old, man and woman, drew their weapons, held up their shields and joined in the battle cry.

	"We! Will! Not! Fail!"

	I just stared at them, trembling uncontrollably inside and out, and looked at Ylja standing next to her father on top of the city wall. I climbed the stairs up to them again and took her hand. She just stared wordlessly at the cheering crowd and then at me.

	From above, the dragons slowly settled on top of each of the guard towers, facing the inside of the city.

	All of a sudden, I heard each of the dragons’ voices in my head, all at once, speaking in perfect harmony. From the looks on everyone’s faces, they could hear them, too.

	"We, the dragons, have joined the alliance with the last kingdom and vow to protect the city and all of its people. We will not rest until we prevail over the darkness. We. Are. The Dragons. We are by your side."

	The crowd cheered so enthusiastically, even the people hiding beneath the city must have heard and felt it. They must have been scared to the bone by now, sitting in the darkness, waiting to learn if they would live or die. I could feel the ground under my feet tremble, as if each stone resonated and absorbed this positive energy.

	Suddenly, the dragons launched themselves, one after another, into the clouded sky with bloodcurdling screams, circling high above the city and waiting for the order to attack. Fafnera had already taken position on top of the tallest castle tower.

	One last time, I turned to the crowd. "Your king can be proud to have every single one of you behind him. As I am proud to fight alongside every single one of you. We are one. We fight as one. We... will... defeat... the darkness... as one!" I yelled. I was screaming so loudly that I already felt my voice starting to fail.

	Ylja also addressed them. "May Arawn be with us all! Let us send these creatures back to hell where they belong!" she exclaimed. "Open the city gate and take position!"

	The time of doubt was over. In my thoughts, I sent a prayer to Mrs. Boucher and my other teachers. I had no clue what they were doing now, but I was eternally thankful for everything they had taught me. And Jenny... I could only hope she would not have to see me fail.

	I looked up at the sky worriedly, as it seemed as if even nature had decided to turn against us. From behind the castle, dark clouds and wind arose like a menace, already about to swallow the sun. I could see flashes of lightning from afar, coming closer with every passing second.

	Ylja turned to me. With trembling voice, she asked, "Thomas, what have you done?" She stared at the Omega sword. I just looked at her and quickly put it back into its scabbard. "What have you done?" she repeated, and it sounded as if she was about to cry. She looked at me. Her lips kept moving, but no more words came out.

	For god’s sake, I thought to myself, pulled her close to me and kissed her, instantly feeling that magic at work again. The crowd below us, streaming toward the city gate, began to cheer even more frantically. I had almost forgotten about them, and for a moment, I felt slightly embarrassed. But what did any of that matter now? I cleared my throat.

	 "Go, take your men and take position. I will join you in a minute." I had to force myself to let her go. I wondered what might have happened if I had only held on to her or even just looked at her a bit longer. I turned around, intending to run down the stairs, but to my surprise, the king stood in front of me, wearing the same golden scale armor and carrying the same golden sword I had seen in my dream. I frowned. But Cera just smiled.

	"Boy, never dare to claim that you are not of noble blood." He put his hand on my shoulder and held up the shining golden sword, studded with engravings and words in a language I had never seen before. "This hasn’t been used in generations," he said. It had a pulsing, golden shine to it, which almost made it look alive. Cera must have guessed my thoughts. "No, it’s not an Omega. Yet it is very powerful and unique. Although I reckon it was not created to do battle with a hundred thousand bloodthirsty monsters."

	"Sir, with all due respect, you have an army down there that may well defeat even two hundred thousand of those creatures."

	He looked at me intently. "You really think so, don’t you?"

	I shook my head. "No sir, I know so. I know it looks bad, but these men are willing to go through hell and back for you, their families and this city. Those Myrkr are mindless beasts, they won’t have anything to oppose this."

	He smiled benignly at me.

	"I swear to god, as soon as this is over, my first official act is for you to receive Fàiltan knighthood."

	I nodded and tried to smile. When this is over, I’m afraid that only my lifeless bones may receive such a blessing, I thought to myself.

	He turned around and walked down the stairs. One of the guards had brought his horse, a beautiful black stallion with a white mark on its head. I went down the stairs to the horse and stroked its mane.

	"I hope I will soon see you proudly galloping home," I whispered. It pawed at the ground and gave me a determined look, as if to say: Don't worry, I'll bring him home safe again.

	When Cera got on the horse, I walked with him toward the city gate. People still streamed through the gate and began to take position in front of it. I almost expected chaos, but much to my surprise, everyone knew their place. The citizens of Fàilte formed the center of the phalanx. They were preparing to assemble their sarissas, assisted by Megin and his guard. The dark Mikillviðr-wood was indeed incredibly lightweight. Even the untrained citizens had no problem whatsoever handling them.

	Just as I had suggested, Megin had divided the Pezhetairoi-phalanx into three segments, with two rows of his men taking position in between each segment, so they would be there if help was needed to keep the center phalanx up.

	The people in the first eight rows were wearing silver armor and bearing huge shields, while the rows behind them only had to carry their sarissas. Megin's men were all extremely muscular, somewhat resembling Leonidas' Spartan army from the "300" movie. I had the impression that they were no less fierce. To the left and right of the Pezhetairoi, Vægher's Omega guard was about to take their places. They wore long silver swords with golden hilts as well as iridescent armor, and rode on beautiful, black horses. In front of them, Frami's Epsilon guard took position at the top of the phalanx. Most of them carried longbows made of white wood, while some of them bore swords, and others slingshots and daggers. The women of the Epsilon guard were dressed in white leather gear and wore white armor around their slender bodies.

	Veðra’s Sigma guard took position to the left and right of the phalanx, next to Vægher’s mounted guardsmen. The muscular women carried shorter pikes and black shields as well as raven-black armor, which in combination with their black hair and black eyes just intensified their dark and ominous appearance.

	I slowly walked past the rows of the phalanx, until I reached the front line, consisting of the Psiloi with Frami’s soldiers lined up one after another. The king had already taken position on his black stallion. Ylja stood to the left of him, and I took position on his right. We all now stared at the forest.

	In the distance, thin lines of smoke already rose from the tops of the trees. They were setting the forest on fire.

	Before they could reach us, however, something happened much, much closer. All of a sudden, three featureless silhouettes burst out of the ground and lined up in front of us.

	Everyone on the battlefield turned to look, and I could hear a terrified muttering spreading behind me. The two-dimensional silhouettes looked as if someone had cut life-size human shapes out of large sheets of paper. Except for the outlines of head, arms, legs and feet, there were no human features or recognizable details. The air around them shimmered like heatwaves above a fire.

	"Gæta!" Cera exclaimed, and got down off his horse.

	I had completely forgotten about them! But why were there only three of them? Hadn't Phoenix told me they were the fallen warriors of the other kingdoms? There should have been thousands of them, not only three. When we walked through the forest for the first time, I felt as if there were many more of them hiding in the woods. The king took a few steps toward the flaming silhouettes. Ylja and I followed him.

	"The kingdom of Fàilte sends its deference to the fallen warriors," he said, and bowed to them. Ylja and I did the same. The Gæta never moved. I wasn’t even sure in which direction they were looking, or if they had eyes at all.

	"Were you not about to take position in the forest?" Cera asked.

	The three silhouettes said nothing, but instantly and simultaneously turned in my direction, which sent a chill down my spine. The king and Ylja turned to me as well, but we were interrupted before they could ask me about it.

	At that moment, we heard the first, piercing screams of the Myrkr as they ran out of the forest. Just like in my fever vision, it was on fire. High above us, the dragons let out bloodcurdling screams. Cera quickly went back to his horse, and with the help of his armor, got back on it with remarkable ease and drew his sword. Ylja turned around to the soldiers behind us.

	"Brace yourselves!" she yelled. "Stay together, no matter what! Keep them at a distance and away from the city at all costs!"

	The men and women began to lower their pikes and hold their shields out in front of them. I turned my head and saw the Myrkr pouring out of the forest. Thousands of them, screaming wildly.

	My whole body was shaking, and I clutched the Omega sword’s hilt with all my might.

	The Myrkr were still perhaps six hundred yards away from us when the three silhouettes of the Gæta slowly began to advance. At first, they moved unsteadily and awkwardly, as if they had just learned how to walk. Then, their steps became faster and more nimble.

	"What are they doing?" I exclaimed, not really expecting an answer.

	"I have no clue..." Ylja called over to me, "...this has never happened before." But my question was answered soon enough. The Myrkr swarmed out of the forest like a biblical plague of locusts. The Gæta ran faster and faster in their direction. When they were only a few yards away from the first Myrkr, their silhouettes began to divide with countless flashes of light. Three became nine, nine became one hundred, one hundred a thousand. They multiplied exponentially and at vast speed, accompanied by bolts of lightning. It was then that I realized that each of those silhouettes must have represented a fallen kingdom, together with all of its warriors. Each of the Gæta threw themselves at a Myrkr, penetrating the creatures’ bodies and causing them to fall lifelessly to the ground, then ascending with unbridled speed into the cloud-filled sky. They shot through the dense cloud cover, tearing holes in it through which the sunlight fell in round cones onto the battlefield. If the circumstances had not been so serious and life-threatening, all those thousands of flashes of light rising into the sky, creating thousands of beams of hope, would have looked stunningly beautiful. It was just as Phoenix had said: every single fallen warrior of the other kingdoms took the life of a Myrkr on his or her way to heaven. A final, selfless act that, at first, decimated the evil creatures to the point that they left thousands of corpses lying in front of the forest.

	Yet the advancing Myrkr seemed barely slowed by this. Despite their numerous losses, they continued to endlessly swarm out of the forest from all sides. As the lights shooting into the sky diminished and the last of the Gæta had ascended to heaven, nothing stood between us and the onrushing beasts. It was hard to say how many Myrkr had fallen, but it must have been many thousands.

	In the distance, the green of the meadow was no longer visible, obscured by their bodies, but this still didn't prevent the other Myrkr from running over them, tossing their corpses around as if they were garbage. Their hairy hooves recklessly trampled over the lifeless bodies of their fellows, as they screamed in rage. Their razor-sharp white teeth stood out of their horse-shaped heads as if they demanded our blood as toll. There was only a hundred yards between us when I drew my sword and held it above my head.

	This had been the agreed-upon signal for Sæla. The note I had given Cera contained detailed instructions for this setup, as well as a shopping list for some items he should get from Earth. It took perhaps a second before the infernal sound of bells reached our ears.

	I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I could already feel the sound waves hitting my body.

	The black boxes placed on top of the city wall, to each side of the city gate, were 80-inch speakers, each with an output of five thousand watts, manufactured by a German company and, according to their press office, the largest speakers in the world. The sound pressure was incredible, and to my surprise I could feel it all around me, even in the ground beneath my feet.

	The guards and the armed citizens behind me joined in the chanting and slowly but steadily began to push forward. The war machine was about to spring to life, opening up its eager eye. Even if we had not much to put against them, hope carried each one of us forward.

	Sæla had connected the speakers to an MD player which was now about to play the track list of my golden Minidisc. AC/DC's "Hells Bells" called for the gates of hell to be thrown wide by the brave and determined army behind me.


Fatality

	 

	The golden Minidisc mainly contained songs taken from Manowar’s "Hell of Steel" album, plus two songs by AC/DC and one by CCR.

	The moment the distinctive voice of Brian Johnson came to our ears, it pushed the Fàiltan army forward in a burst of incentive, powered by an instinctive will to win.

	Frami shouted something to her soldiers in a language I couldn’t understand, and they drew their bows, sending an unstoppable rain of arrows down on the Myrkr racing toward us.

	To my surprise, I saw that every single arrow hit its target with absolute precision.

	I looked up to the sky where the dragons circled high above the battlefield. "Get them!" I thought, aimed toward the dragons above me.

	The instant I had finished the thought, the dragons dove out of the sky and attacked the Myrkr, tearing them apart in mid-air with their powerful claws and sharp tails. One flew a few feet above the ground and snatched as many as it could before rising steeply into the air again, giving way for another volley of arrows to rain down on the creatures. A red dragon swept half a dozen of them in a high arc back over the burning treetops of the forest with his tail, accompanied by a chorus of thunder and lightning that flashed through the clouds as if it meant to stop us. But to no avail. Behind us, the phalanx was now holding their spears horizontally, slowly closing in on the Myrkr.

	The monsters ran heedlessly into the pikes, and with infernal and inhuman cries, were impaled on them in an instant. From the sides, Vægher and Veðra with their men and women ensured that the phalanx did not drift apart and pushed them back together when they began to fall out of line.

	But the stream of Myrkr seemed endless. Beside me, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the king striking down one after the other, killing those who were wounded by the pikes of the phalanx. Ylja too, moved through the front line like a shadow with raging, red eyes. I was without the guidance of the Omega sword, but Ylja's lesson in sword fighting proved to be extremely helpful, and the razor-sharp blade made it easy for me to take down the creatures almost as effectively as Ylja and her father.

	Two of the Myrkr managed to land blows with their swords, but neither was able to pierce my armor, which covered my body with its shiny plates like a glove.

	The air was filled with the bloodcurdling sounds of fighting and screaming. The creatures ran straight to their deaths, unable to find a single weak spot in the phalanx. The sea of spears and shields was impenetrable.

	A small number of courageous men and women, bound together by their will and an almost supernatural courage, marching against an unstoppable force... and yet, despite all odds... they were successful.

	I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. It had really worked. And why shouldn’t it? It just seemed so unreal, it was as if I had been drawn into a National Geographic documentary. Giorgio Tsoukalos surely would have loved to see this. I could almost hear him commenting on the action and giving two thumbs up, shouting, "Aliens!" at the viewers. But this was so very real, I only wished it was nothing more serious than a documentary.

	When we had reached the middle of the field, the king raised his fist and yelled "Hold position!"

	We had half the area between the city walls and the forest behind us. The dragons still attacked the Myrkr from the sky while Frami’s soldiers reloaded their bows. Even those who were equipped with slingshots hit their targets with perfect precision. The Myrkr were hit between the eyes and instantly dropped dead. Megin yelled some commands at his men behind us, and the front rows of the phalanx changed place, the back rows moving forward and the front ones falling back to recover.

	I turned my head, trying to get an overview of the scene. There were thousands of dead Myrkr lying all around us, already piling up in some places, plus those who were taken down by the Gæta. But how many had it been? Twenty thousand? Thirty thousand? More? Fewer? It was impossible to tell. Chaos reigned on the battlefield. There was still no end in sight, but the phalanx stood, solid as a rock of resistance between the fall of man and an unlikely victory. Much to my surprise, it seemed as if hardly any of our side had been hurt yet. If a row could not keep up or was getting tired, Veðra and Vægher with their men and women were immediately on the spot to compensate for this. And the dragons replaced an entire legion of armed forces, incessantly plunging at the front row of attacking monsters, either tearing them apart or hurling them directly back into hell.

	That was, until Manowar’s "Sleipnir" began to play. It was then that the fateful, dooming rain set in. It didn’t take clairvoyant abilities to foresee that the entire battlefield would soon be drowning in mud. But there was no going back, no retreat possible. The army seemed just as determined as before, empowered by the rewarding sense of being on the verge of a highly improbable victory.

	Frami and her guard took care of those that slipped through the line of dragons, and as soon as the dragons ascended steeply again, they fired their arrows at the next wave of onrushing Myrkr. Their hands reached into the white wooden quivers they carried on their waists much faster than my eyes could follow. From the city, civilians came to replenish the arrows.

	The rest of the Myrkr that were not struck down by the arrows or the dragons ran right into the long, sharp spearheads of the sarissas.

	But the rain soon increased in its intensity, which resulted in drastically decreased visibility. Only the dragons seemed to have no problem dealing with these unfortunate weather conditions. With swift, absolutely precise and graceful movements, they fell from the sky and took out as many Myrkr as they could before ascending again. Frami shouted commands to her soldiers, who then instantly adjusted their shooting strategy. Instead of targeted shots, they now let their arrows rain down in X-shaped patterns on the attacking Myrkr. It still proved quite effective, and at least the number of Myrkr that reached the first rows of the phalanx did not noticeably increase. I managed to kill several dozen of them, too. The blade of the sword cut through them like paper, as if there was no resistance at all. The two times the sword had guided me were quite helpful, as at least now I knew how to use it properly.

	In spite of the rain and their vastly superior numbers, it didn’t seem as if the Myrkr had anything effective to oppose us. They couldn’t find a way to get close to us, no matter how hard they tried. One after another ran into the spikes and was instantly pierced by their razor-sharp tips. Even those equipped with swords fared no better.

	The rainbow in the sky. In that moment, it was so close. So close, so damn close...

	But then, just when "The Crown and the Ring" reached our ears, our fragile luck began to turn.

	The Myrkr suddenly wouldn’t attack us anymore. As if an unknown, supernatural force had taken control of their actions, they paused from one moment to the next and halted, which made it easy for the dragons and Frami’s archers to kill at least the first two or three rows of Myrkr that stood loitering on the battlefield.

	Until they started moving again. Suddenly they all swarmed to the same spot in front of us, as if they were possessed by a hive intelligence that controlled their actions. They climbed and crawled over each other’s bodies. Thousands of them joined together to form a gigantic wave that would soon crash down upon us.

	"Move back!!! Back!" the king yelled in horror. But it was too late. The wave of those unholy creatures quickly rose high above us, and like an ominous black wall made up of thousands of hateful and bloodthirsty eyes, claws, and teeth, threw itself upon us from above. Megin shouted to his men to raise their pikes, but only a few were able to lift the sarissas and shields so quickly. The wave carried a small army of perhaps a thousand Myrkr right into the center of the phalanx, pushing them apart as if they were toys. And just like toy soldiers, the phalanx core broke from one moment to the next.

	Ylja screamed at Vægher and Veðra, who tried their best to attack the Myrkr in the center of the phalanx from the outside, but they were doomed to fail. There were just too many Myrkr washed into the heart of the formation.

	One of the smaller red dragons rose high into the air and then fell from the sky, sweeping dozens of the Myrkr away as he flew just a few feet off the ground. But the Myrkr he didn’t hit instantly clung to his wings and began tearing them apart, so that he was unable to control his flight. He hit the ground with a crash that caused the ground beneath our feet to shake.

	From above, I heard another ear-piercing scream. Fafnera shot out of the sky, grabbed the body of the red dragon, and with a powerful throw, vaulted him back to the area in front of the city gate, before making another turn in mid-air and coming back to attack the Myrkr in the center of the phalanx.

	By the king’s side, I fought my way to the center. The Myrkr that had been swept into our midst were growing fewer, but in horror I saw so many fallen Fàiltans as well as men of the Alpha guard. The center of the phalanx looked like a giant, empty wound. My fingers clenched around the sword’s hilt, and possessed by a boundless fury, I sought to take down every Myrkr within my reach. Through it all, the dreaded rain poured down, adding its share to the unfolding nightmare. Everything seemed to happen in slow-motion around me. Where moments ago, hope had bloomed, blood and destruction now reigned.

	As I heard the first notes of "Defender" being played, a terrified scream tore me out of my thoughts.

	"They’re attacking again!"

	I turned around just in time to see through the curtain of rain that the Myrkr were starting to form another wave.

	"Retreat! Reorder! Close the ranks!" Ylja screamed at the top of her lungs as she dragged several wounded women of the Epsilon guard back toward the city gate.

	Veðra and Vægher tried their best to push the phalanx flanks together again and have them hold up their sarissas and shields, but there just wasn't enough time. I ran to the front line. Frami's soldiers were still busy creating a steady defense line and hastily trying to fill the gap the last attack had torn in their unit. The next wave already reached into the sky again. It seemed even larger and more threatening than the last one. They had found our weak spot, and now were set to exploit it without mercy. The feeling of impending doom mingled with the lyrics of the song.

	Vægher and his men had apparently decided to sacrifice themselves, as they had turned their horses and now came from both sides, heading for the wave of Myrkr to distract them from their deadly goal.

	Suddenly, the sound of a howling engine caused me to turn, just in time to see the armored Sierra Grande shoot out of the city gate at high speed, pulling a trail of steam behind it. Without slowing down, it drifted to the left, only to accelerate again like a rocket sled on rails. A rocket aimed directly at the growing wave in front of us.

	From the truck bed, dozens of projectiles took down the creatures above it. The truck hit the wave at full tilt, crushing those creatures who were on the ground, so that the wave instantly collapsed before it could reach our lines. The dragons aimed for the Myrkr that now tried to run away in all directions.

	"Close the ranks, damn it!" Ylja shouted once more, while still trying to get the wounded soldiers behind the front line. Everyone stared at the scene for a moment as if spellbound, then they began to move.

	Slowly but steadily, the big empty space in the middle of the phalanx closed again. Sæla had turned the pickup truck around and plowed crisscross through the Myrkr as if they were cardboard cut-outs, then overtook Vægher and his men, who stopped their horses and formed another defense line, backed up by Frami’s archers and the dragons. The V-shaped, welded steel plates did their job very well. He made a huge turn and drifted across the battlefield, so the Sierra Grande came to a stop directly in front of me.

	"Sorry, took a bit longer than expected! We had to adjust the boiler pressure a lot, at first it didn’t want to move an inch due to its increased weight," he exclaimed from the inside of the truck.

	"Better late than never!" I said, feeling eternally relieved.

	Then he looked down at the dead Fàiltans, at the men and women scattered on the ground all throughout the area where only minutes before, the center of the phalanx had stood.

	"Oh damn..." he cried out, and for the first time, I saw a white hot rage in his eyes. Before I could say anything, he put the truck into first gear and stepped on the gas, yanking the pickup around and aiming for the Myrkr again.

	"No! Stay here!" I screamed after him, but of course he couldn't hear me anymore. My words, accompanied by lightning, were entirely swallowed by the raging thunder and the unholy tumult of the battle.

	The Myrkr, however, had started to cluster again, and this time they had learned from their previous mistake. They pretended to form another wave, but it was nothing but a trap. The moment Sæla was about to hit the center of the wave, it instantly collapsed over him. The Sierra Grande looked like a toy compared to the giant, black wave that had just consumed it completely. Thousands of Myrkr buried the truck beneath them.

	By the time Manowar’s "Master of the Wind" had started playing, the Sierra Grande had completely disappeared.

	My eyes widened. I screamed at Ylja, who was standing only a couple of yards away from me and had just rammed one of her daggers into one of the creatures. She turned toward me just in time to witness the last of the truck disappearing under the collapsing wave of Myrkr, and with it her brother.

	For an instant, the red glow in her eyes went out, only to reappear again just as quickly. The sound of crushing metal and shattering glass was carried to our ears.

	I looked up to the clouded sky. Fafnera and one of the red dragons were flying above the wave when it collapsed over Sæla's truck, and instantly rushed down to help him. Once more, the Myrkr were only waiting for this. A fraction of a second before the dragons could reach them, another wave formed, a wave that reached up to swallow the two dragons the same way it had done with the pickup, and mercilessly tore them out of the air.

	"Fafnera!" I screamed in despair. She and the other dragon desperately tried to escape the grip of that behemoth, but it was too late. Just like a Venus flytrap that had finally caught its victim, the hive would not release the dragons again. I saw some of the Myrkr catapulted out of the hive as the two dragons fought frantically. I still clung to the hope that they might prevail, until I suddenly heard Fafnera’s calm and melodic voice in my head.

	"It is alright. I ask you not to worry nor to mourn. For us, it is an honor to die in battle. You already saved my life a very long time ago, and I am eternally thankful for your noble and far-reaching deed, to my very last breath. I am convinced that you will make it out of this alive. So one last time, let me thank you again, and say farewell, my dearest knight..." I heard her words slowly fall silent in my head.

	I stared at the hive of Myrkr, unable to sort my thoughts. To make it worse, I noticed a shadow flicker across the field toward the hive.

	"Ylja! No!" I yelled after her. Tears ran down my cheeks and mixed with the rain, silently falling onto the soaked, muddy ground. The rain, that damn rain, which now tasted like the mourning tears of the fallen.

	Ylja leapt into the swarm with drawn daggers, valiantly fighting her way toward her brother and Fafnera. As if in a blood frenzy, she slashed and stabbed at the beasts, killing dozens of them, but there were simply too many, even for her. I watched helplessly as she was finally overwhelmed and disappeared beneath the wave of black claws and teeth.

	Cera, who had witnessed both his son and now his daughter being buried by the swarm, pulled his horse around and galloped toward it as well, screaming in agony and striking at the Myrkr in his path, leaving a trail of corpses behind him.

	To my right, Veðra stared after the king.

	As if in a trance, I tried to take a step forward, but she put her hand on my shoulder, and with a surprisingly firm grip, prevented me from moving. I slowly turned my head to her and then winced. Her hair was full of blood, and she had a slash wound on her left temple from which blood ran down her armor.

	"Their decision, not yours! We need you here!" she screamed at me over the thunder and battle noise. I looked at the decimated phalanx and then back at the hive, which had not only swallowed Sæla and Fafnera, but now Ylja and Cera as well.

	Across the battlefield, the wind clairvoyantly carried the first stanza of "Herz aus Stahl" to our ears.

	"Everyone who means anything to me is in there! They’re dying!" I yelled at her, pointing in despair at the moving hive of Myrkr. She seized me by the neck.

	"Listen to me! And listen carefully, I will only say this once!" She wrenched my head around, so I was forced to look her in the eyes. "It’s too late for them! And when all these men and women see you running to your death as well, we will all be doomed! What do you think happens then? We need you here, otherwise it was all for nothing! Do you hear me? It was all for nothing!"

	I squeezed my eyes shut again, but of course that didn’t stop me from hearing the terrifying screams of the Myrkr, mixed with the haunting sounds of rending metal and gunshots originating from the center of the hive.

	I took a deep breath. My mouth opened, but I was sure Veðra couldn’t hear the single word that passed my lips. After all, it was never meant for her.

	"Omega," I silently whispered.

	And then, from one moment to the next, I was swallowed by that familiar, all-encompassing darkness again.


Omega

	 

	That fateful night. How long ago it seemed already. That night I stood before the gates of Skið-Garðr. Oh, how I wished I could have gone back to that night one last time, with all the knowledge that now felt like an unbearable, heartbreaking burden to me. Why wasn't I granted more time to soak up all the life and hope around me? Just one last time to free the younger Fafnera from her chains, one last time to sit in Dibang's, to listen to all those Fàiltan legends and tales and talk with Sæla and Ylja again... but no, fate in all its cruelty and rigidity would never have granted me this kind of pleasurable interference. Instead, there was only death and destruction awaiting me on the cursed path that stretched before me. Instead, I found myself walking down a one-way street.

	Back then, on that fateful night, I had been desperately searching for answers. And I needed certainty once and for all, whatever the cost. Only I had not taken into account the fact that "whatever the cost" might be taken very literally.

	When I had left our camp behind and walked past the wall that marked the outskirts of the city, I'd had a plan that I hadn't told the others about. I knew Ylja would be furious, and Sæla would have tried to stop me as well. Thus I reluctantly decided it was best not to tell them about my intentions.

	After I made sure I was alone and that no one had followed me or seen me leaving, I drew the Omega sword, witnessed solely by the shadows cast by the two risen moons.

	"To serve the one I was forged for, in Himinioðurr’s solitude, for he must pay the price. Body and mind. Alpha to Omega. So be it."

	That distinctive voice I had heard before in the forest and at the castle once more emerged from the darkness that instantly surrounded me.

	"I am not here to fight, you hear me?!" I said as fast and as loudly as I could, desperately hoping it would prevent the light show that had previously gone along with drawing the sword - and also me from sacrificing another year of my life for no reason.

	"This is... exceptional," called the voice from the seemingly endless depths of the darkness.

	I went on without waiting for another remark.

	"Sword. I beg you to hear me and to answer my question. Before I used your... services the last time, you said that you were able to kill Taka."

	"That is..." another pause before he ended the sentence, "...correct."

	"If so, please tell me why it didn’t work. He was still too powerful, I couldn’t even manage to get close to him when I faced him at the castle."

	It took some seconds before the voice spoke to me again.

	"It wasn’t... enough."

	"I don’t understand. Enough? Enough of what?" I asked, confused. Again, there was only silence for a few seconds before the voice said, "Energy."

	I blinked. "Energy? What do you mean? I... as far as I was told, I’m paying for your guidance with one year of my life each time I draw you."

	"That is... correct."

	"So, that means... you need more years?"

	"Yes."

	The answer was short and crisp, which made it even more disturbing. Now it was my turn to pause before asking my next question. Hesitantly and with a trembling voice, I asked, "About how many years are we talking?"

	 The voice echoed mercilessly through the darkness.

	"All." There was no trace of emotion to be found in his voice.

	"So... you... you’re telling me that if you absorb all of my life energy at once, it will be enough to kill Taka?"

	"Yes."

	It was at that moment when I realized what it was all about. The prophecy, my part in this story and how I would finally be able to take my revenge.

	"The last and final sacrifice, the warrior pays with his own life, huh?" I mumbled.

	Of course, the last part of Elfin’s rhyme, it must be true. I would draw the Omega sword one last time and then kill Taka with it. This part wasn’t about the Myrkr, it was about me and Taka.

	I almost laughed out loud, shaking my head in disbelief. On the other hand, did I really have a choice? The alternative would be to die in agony and put everyone’s life at risk again in the future.

	"Deal," I finally said. "That will be the last time I need you." I guess then we both will have done our duty, I silently whispered.

	"A word of warning: if you should require my services even one more time between now and then, you will not have enough life energy left to defeat Taka in the end."

	I nodded. I just had to manage to get through all of this without the help of the sword from now on. At least until I was standing face to face with Taka. Besides, I still had the camera, too. As a last resort, I could use it to get me out of trouble if I had to.

	"When you need me again, speak the word ‘Omega’ and I will be ready. Until then, I will appear to be nothing more than an ordinary sword."

	After those fateful words had faded away, the sword released me from its dire grip and set me free.

	Instantly, I stood in front of the deserted stone wall again, at the outskirts of the ruined city once known as Skið-Garðr.

	I stared at the sword for a few seconds that seemed an eternity. Its skillfully forged blade reflected the dull shine of the two moons as if it was trying in vain to give solace.

	The spell finally broken, I let it slide back into its scabbard, and with shaky steps and trembling body, slowly walked back to Sæla and the others, still sleeping at our camp.


Exposure

	 

	Much faster than I expected, from one instant to the next, I found myself standing in that double-edged darkness again, surrounded by an infinite nothingness. I stared at the water that slowly dripped down my armor and the already sodden coat beneath it. The hand in which I held the sword was noticeably trembling. My knuckles were white, as I was clenching the sword’s hilt with all my might.

	Every drop of water that fell from me was inevitably swallowed by the darkness. I didn’t bother to look up, but stared into the inexorable abyss.

	"I need your services one more time," I whispered into the darkness. The pause that followed my words almost tore me apart. It was only a second or two, but it tortured me on all possible levels until, with infinite relief, I heard that distinctive voice again.

	"If so, know well that your remaining life energy will not be enough to kill him in the end," said the dark voice in a calm tone, completely free of any perceptible emotion.

	"Yes!" I said through gritted teeth. "I know! I don’t have a choice! Do it! Do it now!"

	"I am bound to oblige, and I will do so, but be warned that you must bear the consequences of your actions."

	A moment later, the familiar phrase echoed in my ears from all sides. "To serve the one I was forged for, in Himinioðurr’s solitude, for he must pay the price. Body and mind. Alpha to Omega. So be it."

	Within the blink of an eye, the sword had sent me back.

	There I stood again, on that cursed battlefield that separated the city of Fàilte and the forest. Manowar’s "Hail and Kill" now thundered from the oversized speakers on top of the city gate. The rain fell incessantly upon us, just as the endless hordes of the Myrkr had. Most of them were still part of that black mountain of death, somewhere inside of which Ylja and Fafnera had to be.

	As if in slow-motion, I saw a drop of blood separate from the hilt of my sword and fall toward the wet, muddy soil, only to stop before it reached the ground and flow back into the hilt, which was instantly immersed in a supernatural red glow.

	Instead of holding the sword upwards as before, I brought it down and pointed it at the hive. The tip of the Omega sword glowed brightly, and the burst of red light it emitted, which usually would have lit up the sky, instead hit the hive dead center, instantly causing it to burst asunder. Hundreds of Myrkr flew off in all directions, as if a powerful bomb had just detonated beneath the swarm. Most of those who hurtled through the air didn’t get up again, but remained lying lifeless on the blood- and rain-soaked ground. Veðra looked at me, thunderstruck, and took a step backward with a terrified and disbelieving expression in her wide eyes.

	I could now see the Sierra Grande in the middle of the hive. But it had been turned upside down and already looked completely demolished.

	I started to run toward the truck. It almost felt as if I was flying, and the sword changed from my left to right hand, leaving a trail of dead creatures behind me. And yet, I was still too slow.

	"Please, I need one of you. Let me help them. Please!" I thought, turning my head to look at the dragons circling above me. They were still tirelessly attacking the Myrkr to keep them away from the phalanx.

	One of them, a smaller dragon with shiny black scales, stopped in mid-air and flew a hard right turn, grabbing me with his right claw and heading toward the Sierra Grande. The Myrkr were just about to gather again to form a new wave, this time several yards behind the truck.

	The pickup truck was in horrible shape. Its wheels were torn from the axles, and everywhere around it, chunks of metal were scattered on the ground.

	"Go! Forward! He needs support!" I heard Veðra’s voice screaming behind me. Apparently, she was trying to push the phalanx forward so they could support us. I couldn’t see Cera or Ylja, or even Fafnera. My body was bathed in sweat. The black dragon released me just in front of the Sierra Grande. The moment my feet touched the ground, I ran to the truck, striking down several Myrkr that headed toward me. One hit my left shoulder with its claws, but I felt nothing, just saw that some of the plates burst off accompanied by the sound of tearing leather. I didn’t slow down, though, quite the contrary. Next to me, the dragon dug his claws into the mud and wiped out a couple of onrushing Myrkr with his tail, buying me precious seconds. I dropped to the ground and slithered over to the passenger side window. The window was shattered, and the door had already been peeled back, as if it was the lid of a tin can.

	"Sæla!" I fearfully called out. It took all my willpower to look into what was left of the cab.

	"That’s not how a plan should come together!" I heard him say in an irritated voice. Relief flooded through me. Sæla was huddled on the floorboards, his armor completely torn from his body. He had some claw wounds on his chest and arms but seemed okay otherwise.

	I reached into the truck. "Quick! We have to go! Give me your hand!"

	He took it and I pulled him out. He was bleeding, but it didn’t look too serious. To the left of the pickup, the black dragon was furiously fighting off as many Myrkr as he could.

	Sæla limped past me, shot two Myrkr with his gun and then threw it at them.

	"The last two bullets. Glad I didn’t have to save the last one for me."

	I shook my head. "That’s never a good thing."

	He rushed to the truck bed. The steel cage welded onto it looked like a crushed beer can, but was still somewhat intact. He struggled to open it, while I took out nine or ten Myrkr that had gotten past the dragon. With a few swift movements, the sword beheaded them all.

	"Will, you alright buddy?" he yelled.

	"I told you, animals do not belong in a cage!" Will called from inside. Sæla just laughed and said, "I promise, no more cages ever!" and dragged him out. He didn’t seem to be injured and instantly supported Sæla. I looked right and then left, where in the meantime, Fafnera had managed to free her head and snapped savagely at the Myrkr that still clung all over her. I ran to her side and slashed wildly at them, determined to free her at any cost.

	I felt some of them tearing more plates off me, but I didn’t care at this point. If there was ever an example that defined the phrase ‘blood rage,’ this was it. In every sense and meaning of the word. The sword guided my hand and movements. I couldn’t see much except for the sword, those wild creatures and blood.

	Behind us, Vægher and the phalanx had gotten closer to the swarm. I noticed some of the Myrkr around me struck down by the white arrows of Frami’s guard and turned back to Fafnera again. Her upper body had fought free of the hive, and I spotted Ylja lying on the dragon’s back. She wasn’t moving. Fafnera instantly spread her wings, which to my horror looked at least partially torn. Dozens of Myrkr clung to them, some of which were tossed back into the burning forest when she spread them.

	"Ylja!" I screamed in panic. Was she dead or alive? I couldn’t tell. Fafnera pushed herself off the ground and into the sky. As she did so, Ylja’s body fell off her back. Fafnera emitted a sharp cry, shook off the last dozen Myrkr that clung to her legs and grabbed Ylja mid-air with her claws, then flew with her into the black clouds. She held something or someone in her other claws, and I could only hope it was the king.

	Close to the city gate, Fafnera emerged from the clouds again and landed heavily behind the rows of the phalanx. Just at that moment, "Highway to Hell" resounded from the giant speakers.

	I was distraught, hoping and praying that the three of them were fine. By now, the phalanx had almost reached us. About a hundred yards away, the dragons guarding Frami’s soldiers came closer. There were only seven dragons left in the sky. Even Frami’s guard was decimated, and I couldn't see Megin at all in the moving maze of lances and shields. Veðra was still with her Sigma guard. She was bleeding heavily and seemed at the end of her strength, but her face was marked by a determination that told me she would keep fighting to the very last breath.

	From Vægher’s mounted Omegas, there were very few men left on horseback. The rest, if not fallen, tried their best to protect the flanks with their swords on foot. I looked at the black dragon that was still bravely fighting the Myrkr.

	How many had we already killed? We wouldn’t be able to stand this much longer. They had all fought their hearts out, but at some point, they would get tired and start making mistakes. Once the flanks fell, the phalanx would be vulnerable, and that would be the end. The last bastion between the city and the downfall of this world was about to crumble.

	I looked in the direction of the forest. The Myrkr, undeterred, still poured out of the forest like replicated insects.

	"We have to get to the others!" I shouted at Sæla, who hobbled with Will toward the rows of Frami’s Psiloi. I was covering their backs when disaster struck. Suddenly, one of the Myrkr attacked me from the left side, and hit me so hard that my left arm was pulled back, spinning me around. As I turned, the sword hit the unholy creature’s body and then flew out of my hand. Accompanied by thunder and lightning from above, it plunged into the wet ground and stuck there. At the same instant, I saw the remaining plates covering my right arm and shoulder struck by the mighty claw of a Myrkr. The plates burst apart in all directions. The coat and the shirt underneath my armor was also torn, and I instantly felt a burning sensation in my shoulder. I was flung to the left as if hit by a cannonball, trying desperately to reach for the sword as I fell, but it was just too far away.

	As if in slow motion, I saw the Myrkr that had attacked me struck between the eyes by a white arrow. My body hit the soaked ground, and I barely managed to roll to the left and avoid being crushed by the dead creature as it fell.

	I looked up. In front of me I saw Sæla pushing Will away in order to rush to my aid, phasing into his shadow form and materializing again in front of me.

	The Myrkr saw him and raced toward him. Three were hit by arrows and crashed into the mud, but the other three continued toward the unarmed and bleeding Sæla.

	But that was far from the worst. In sheer despair and horror, I saw that the Myrkr had started to gather again. A new wave was forming quickly, and this time it was much bigger than the last two. I was still lying on the ground, and could do nothing but stare in disbelief at the towering wave that seemed to reach so unbelievably high that its top had disappeared in the dark rain clouds.

	Sæla had stepped in front of me and bravely raised his fists.

	I realized that it had finally happened. The end... this was all we had left to counter this attack. I felt my own heartbeat in tune with the raindrops hitting my face. After every blink of my eyes, I could see the wave coming closer and closer. It didn’t take much imagination to know that it would soon completely wipe out what was left of Fàilte’s forces, down to the last man. Like a nightmare come to life. What I had secretly feared ever since I witnessed the fall of Fàilte in my fever dream was about to drag itself into reality with an evil grin on its distorted face.

	And yet, as the first notes of AC/DC’s "Thunderstruck" reached our ears from the city gates, it turned out that we had all just rolled 20’s.


Karma

	 

	Dictionaries commonly define the term "miracle" as "an extraordinary event believed to manifest a supernatural work of god." The word derives from the Latin "miraculum," from "mirari," which means "to wonder at." This time, however, it was not the hand of god that intervened, but the hands of time and fate.

	Just when it seemed that all hope was lost, that the tides had ruthlessly turned against us, those who stood on the battleground were witnesses of a true miracle.

	I had to admit that Lennon was wrong. Apparently, Karma sometimes needed some time to unfold its powerful magic.

	The giant wave of Myrkr suddenly burst apart, and it took me a moment to understand what was happening. Then a black dragon emerged from the falling creatures it had just flown through. It was definitely not any of the dragons which had started the battle with us. It was much larger and more fierce, and carried someone or something on its back. The Myrkr were scattered in all directions, and even those about to attack the phalanx on the ground stopped their offense, turned around and let out terrified, animalistic screams as they ran back toward the collapsing hive. At the same moment, every man and woman, every single guard on the battlefield, turned their heads and looked up at the sky in disbelief.

	I was still lying on the ground, and at first I couldn't see what they were looking at. In spite of the pain, I forced myself up off the muddy ground and slowly shuffled over to Sæla. Like the others, I looked up to the sky. Something like a swarm of insects was pouring down from above the clouds. I wiped the dirt and blood off my face and narrowed my eyes.

	"What the heck...?" Sæla shouted out.

	Out of the dark, low lying clouds, a legion of those huge black dragons plunged down upon the Myrkr. It must have been at least a few dozen, and each one carried one of those riders on its back. Just before the dragons reached the battlefield, whatever or whoever they carried jumped off their backs, landing with enough force to shake the ground and scattering the nearest Myrkr. Behind us, the sound of frantic cheers suddenly filled the air. They began shouting, "Thunder!" whenever one of these things hit the ground. Their riderless black dragons instantly turned and began attacking the Myrkr, diving and striking with ruthless precision.

	One of the riders that had just jumped down from a dragon now began fighting its way toward us.

	I stooped down, pulled the Omega sword out of the ground and walked back to Sæla again.

	"What... or who... is that?" I asked him.

	"I... I have no clue." And judging from his tone, he was just as surprised and confused as I was.

	At first glance, I mistook it for some sort of machine, as its body, arms, and legs seemed to be made of shiny metal in a gleaming dark blue. It wielded a two-handed sword as if it were an extension of its body, moving with almost inhuman grace and skill.

	I stood in front of Sæla with the sword in my hand. What was that? Behind it, perhaps three dozen more were still hitting the ground and joining the fight, gradually creating a buffer between us and the Myrkr. These riders had red and yellow reflective bodies, but seemed to fight with no less skill than the one in blue, steadily pushing the creatures back toward the burning forest. Occasionally, one would falter or be overwhelmed, but the others would quickly regroup and push forward again.

	When the blue one was only a few yards away from us, I was finally able to make out more details. It wasn't a robot or a machine, but a man, wearing a kind of armor that had nothing in common with the Fàiltan armor plates or anything else I had ever seen before. It was a reflective battle armor, which encapsulated and protected most of the body. The shoulders, chest and kneecaps were reinforced with metal plates for additional protection. On each side of the chest were embossed golden wings, which reached around the arms and turned from the shoulder blades into real, feathered wings.

	Suddenly, the head pulled back, and I realized it was actually a retractable helmet. The man inside was perhaps forty years old, bald, with a long, black beard, and a scar running from his right eye down to his chin. He stopped just two or three feet in front of me. Behind him, a group of the yellow and red warriors lined up as well.

	Meanwhile, the black dragons continued to dive at the Myrkr, and the rest of the riders valiantly fought to keep them at bay.

	The ones standing in front of us stood perfectly still for a moment, and then suddenly their helmets all pulled back simultaneously, and I recognized men and women of all ages in the heavy battle armor. As if they had been given a signal, they all spread their wings, one after another.

	I looked questioningly at the man in front of me. Instead of speaking, he pulled something out of his armor, which he held out to me with his left hand. At the same time, he and everyone behind him, except those holding back the Myrkr, saluted and then took a knee. When he finally spoke, it was with a deep and reverent voice.

	"Speaking on behalf of all of us, it is an honor. We await your command." I stared in confusion at the man in front of me and what he held in his hand.

	Sæla also stared at him with open mouth, then slowly turned to me.

	"Dude, you have your own private army? Seriously? Why on Verðld didn’t you tell us about this earlier?"

	I just blinked, looked at Sæla, and then back at the man who knelt before me and what he held in his hand.

	I took it from him and looked at it in disbelief.

	What I now held was so unreal, it felt as if my brain couldn’t process it. It was my necklace. The same one I had given Moudrý back at Skið-Garðr, only now it looked old and worn. The leather strap had been replaced by another that was slightly stronger, and the metal was rutted by furrows and scratches, but it was definitely the very same pendant with the two wings attached to it. I stared as if spellbound at what I held in my palm, where rainwater was already accumulating, and then finally turned my eyes back to him.

	"What... does this mean?" I asked, in a trance. The man smiled, which looked odd with his hardened features. Yet, his voice was calm and his tone determined.

	"A very long time ago, King Moudrý I decreed that an order should secretly be brought into being, a unit consisting of fighters that were sworn to pass their knowledge and experience on to the next generation. A unit that combined advanced weaponry, combat techniques and an irreproachable honor codex. We, our fathers, and their fathers before them, hid in the dark, walking unknown amongst the people for centuries. We were restless, always trying to improve our skills and expand our circle as well as our knowledge, all with one single goal: to help the Warrior With Broken Wings to defeat the darkness at the end of days." He spread his arms and bowed to me.

	"We are... The Order of the Wings." I gradually became aware of chanting, and realized that it was coming from the warriors. It sounded religious, like a mix of Latin, Gaelic and English, although the words were completely indecipherable, like a prayer that filled the cursed air.

	Behind him, the others bowed simultaneously. I was stunned.

	He raised his voice again. "We did our best to save as many people as possible during the attacks on Machair, Dugr and Skið-Garðr. Although we could not save everyone, many have been brought to safety in the caves of Foldar Hǫll, Deoir Valley and the mountains of Dreki, just waiting to return and rebuild their cities. We did everything in our power to get here in time, but they struck even earlier than we expected. For this, I beg you to accept my apologies." He turned around and surveyed the battlefield. "I reckon we arrived just in time."

	I slowly nodded, unable to say anything at all. Tears ran down my face and were washed off by the rain in an instant.

	"So the citizens of the other kingdoms are not all dead?" Sæla asked, joy and relief in his voice.

	"No. We managed to save a lot of people. Thousands. Though never enough, I am afraid. They swarmed over the cities like locusts, and we suffered great losses. And yet, what is left of the order is proud to be standing here today." And turning to me again, he repeated, "We await your command," and looked at me questioningly.

	I blinked, looked once more at the necklace in my hand, and then quickly put it over my head to rest around my neck, just as it always had for so long. I turned around to face the men and women of the Fàiltan army, who immediately began cheering loudly.

	"Brace yourselves for one last attack!" I shouted. "Destroy them! Send them back to the darkness they came from, once and for all!" I turned back toward the man in the blue armor, who smiled again and nodded.

	"So be it." His helmet came back down over his head. He turned and called out the words, "Wings 3-9-2!" whereupon his unit stood up. Two rows of fighters in the middle were instantly picked up by dragons diving out of the air. The rest of the Wings on the ground, including those that had shielded us from the Myrkr, now attacked them outright, aided by Frami’s remaining archers, who went at them from the sides. Around me, the men and women of the Fàiltan army charged toward the creatures with drawn swords and a renewed spirit.

	The Myrkr, suddenly in utter panic and completely disoriented, tried to escape in all directions. It was then that I noticed, much to my surprise, that no more of the creatures were pouring out of the forest. The ones on the battlefield had to be all that was left of them! And they now fell so quickly.

	From above, our dragons joined those of the Wings, rushing at the panicking creatures and tearing them apart. They fell faster than my eyes were able to perceive. Incredulously, I watched the events unfolding in front of me. I could hardly believe it. We had... won.

	It took a while for the thought to solidify in my mind, until I got to the point where I realized what that meant. We had actually won. The victory over a superior enemy was ours.

	Only then did I think of Ylja and the king. A shiver ran down my spine. I looked back in panic and ran through the crowd of cheering soldiers, until I reached a small circle of people. I pushed through the crowd and saw with relief that the king was still standing. He had a wound on his neck and his armor was almost gone, but he was alive, leaning heavily on two of Vægher’s men. I noticed that even his horse had somehow managed to escape and stood a few yards away. Ylja was lying on the ground nearby. She appeared to have several shallow wounds on her arms and legs, and her white hair was dyed crimson from a gash on her head. One of Veðra’s fighters knelt beside her.

	"How is she?" I asked the young, black-haired woman from Veðra’s guard. Before she could answer, Ylja opened her eyes, and I felt a huge weight lift from my heart.

	"What happened?" she asked in confusion.

	I smiled at her. "We won," I said, and pointed in the direction of the battlefield, where a few Myrkr were still trying to get away and being struck down by the remaining Wings and guards. The air was filled with cries of joy from the men and women around us.

	"Hey sis, can you believe this? Your guy here has a private army and had the nerve to keep it a secret from us!" Sæla pointed at me while smiling widely at his sister.

	"How is that even possible?" She stared at the battlefield incredulously.

	Suddenly, a murmur went through the crowd. With the last of her strength, Veðra limped and stumbled toward us, carrying someone in her arms.

	"You have to help him!" she screamed. Only then did I realize that it was Megin she carried. "You have to help him!" she shouted again and then collapsed. I was just able to catch her with the help of two of the guardsmen. Megin’s body fell lifelessly on the ground in front of us.

	"Oh no..." Ylja crawled over to the leader of the Alpha guard. His armor was torn entirely from his upper body, and he had a gaping wound in four strokes going from top to bottom, a wound obviously caused by one of the Myrkr's claws. He was heavily bleeding and drenched in his own blood. Veðra screamed as if out of her mind.

	"Help him! Please help him!"

	Ylja pressed her ear to his chest, then took a deep breath and sadly shook her head.

	"He is dead."

	"No, you have to help him! Help him, goddamn it!" Tears ran down her face. She drew her sword and pointed it at Ylja. "Help him!"

	The women of her guard were about to disarm her, but Ylja motioned for them to stop.

	"I’m so sorry, but he is dead. For some time already. He cannot be helped, it is far too late."

	Veðra dropped her sword and collapsed sobbing on the ground.

	I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what to say. Ylja tried to talk to her in a comforting voice, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying. Her voice sounded like distant thunder, as next to me, the professor suddenly appeared again.

	"Didn’t I tell you, Thomas? A Macedonian phalanx, what a beast of a strategic gambit. As effective as it is simple." He looked around him and put his hands in his pockets, then slowly began to walk toward the burning forest, motioning for me to follow him.

	This time, he was wearing a crinkled, beige trenchcoat. "I’m so proud of you, you really did remarkably well."

	I rushed after him, catching up with him in an instant. His remark had made me so angry.

	"Proud?? Look around you! People have died here!" I exclaimed angrily. The professor sighed, then turned to me and put his hand on my shoulder.

	"Thomas, Thomas, Thomas. What do you think would have happened if you had not intervened?" He chidingly shook his head. "Extinction!" he added, and turned to the few fleeing Myrkr, then raised his left hand. "Besides, your fleeting visit to the past has changed quite a few things that are still in motion and affect the present. You know, the separation between past, present and future is only a mere illusion. Although a compelling one, I have to admit. We are all connected by strings, strings that keep us in the present, but stretch into the past as well as the future, and that constantly pull on us. But you, you indeed have changed a lot. All the strings of this last kingdom, as well as this planet, originated from your soul." He looked me straight in the eyes.

	"So in the end, you not only saved all these people here on the battlefield, and those who are now hiding in the catacombs beneath the city, but you also saved thousands in Machair, Skið-Garðr and Dugr. Even I did not see this coming."

	I looked around me, seeing the countless dead Myrkr, the celebrating citizens, the guards treating their wounds, but also the dead Fàiltans that lay on the cold, wet ground.

	"Even so, too many had to die today, and somehow I can’t escape the feeling that this is at least partially my fault. I'm no hero. Never was, never will be. I might have been able to save more somehow..."

	Professor Jones looked at me with a very sad face, then said in a compassionate voice: "You are an honorable man, Thomas, but you should rather think of all those whose lives you just saved."

	Only then did I realize that, in spite of the pouring rain, he and his clothes weren’t getting wet.

	On the muddy, sodden ground around us, the corpses of thousands of Myrkr were lying in the dirt.

	"What now?" I finally asked him. The professor turned around again and put his hands back in his pockets, then shrugged his shoulders.

	"You have one picture left to take," he said, and looked at the camera that still rested in its leather case, hanging from my shoulder.

	"It won’t be enough to defeat him now," I said woefully. "I went beyond the point of no return and now I’m afraid I messed it all up."

	The professor just let out a cryptic, "Hmm..." and motioned with his head for me to follow him.

	"Tell me, Thomas, do you remember Cygnus?"

	I furrowed my brow. "Cygnus? The king of the Ligyes?" I asked, surprised.

	"Exactly!" He raised his hand as he walked across the battlefield with me by his side.

	"Cygnus, son of Sthenelos and king of the Ligyes. According to Greek mythology, he was the lover of Paethon, who one day fell from the skies into the river Eridanus and died. Cygnus witnessed his friend’s death and mourned. It tore his soul apart. The gods, seeing this, had mercy on him and changed him into a swan to relieve him of his misery. However, before he died of grief over his beloved friend’s death, he sang one last song of exceptional beauty and sadness."

	"I don’t understand what that has to do with me. Or the situation I’m in now," I replied, confused.

	The professor stopped, looked up at the sky and pointed toward the low-lying clouds. "Look, I think it’s about to stop raining."

	"Professor, what does that have to do with me?" I asked again, this time perhaps a bit more impatiently than I intended.

	He sighed. "You have to go, kid. Don’t worry, I’ll be with you. And incidentally, this is not the professor speaking. You are correct in thinking that your life energy won’t be sufficient to defeat him, but there is something essential which you didn’t take into account."

	I looked at him. "And what would that be?" I asked curiously.

	"Me."

	"You? I don’t know how you would..." and then I stopped mid-sentence, chills running down my spine, as I remembered again that I was not actually speaking to my old professor, but to an ancient god. With a swift motion, he raised his hand and touched my forehead with the tip of his finger. In that moment, I could literally see and feel what he was talking about. I saw Arawn, the Marglóðttr, the Eye of Hreggsál, and finally, their intended use.

	"Are you... sure about this?" I asked him reverently.

	He nodded. "It’s been so long already, and it eases my mind that I can give what is left of myself to Verðld as my final gift. They are good and honest people, you know."

	"Yes, I noticed that."

	He smiled. "So if a stranger is willing to give his life for them, I should be no less willing. After all, these are my children, the offspring of my creation. I owe them as much protection as I can give them. Especially as this is not a natural force, but my own brother that has taken so many lives."

	"So with your life and mine sacrificed together, we can stop him for good?"

	 "Yes." He looked me straight in the eyes. "Let’s go. We’ve surely done our part here, so let’s finish this last bit together, shall we?" And he took a deep breath, put his hands into his pockets again and looked at me expectantly.

	Indeed, the rain did seem to be lessening. I turned around and could see bits of blue sky showing through the clouded horizon beyond the castle.

	Across the battlefield, Ylja was just walking over to her father. Sæla stood next to him. Will was taping up Sæla’s chest wounds and had just bitten the end off of a roll of tape. I looked at my arm and the wound that the Myrkr had caused. It didn’t matter anymore. I hardly even felt any pain.

	Once more, time seemed to have slowed down to a fraction of its normal speed. It was as if I could see every single raindrop hitting the ground. There were huge puddles of rainwater all across the field in which the corpses of the dead Myrkr were lying.

	I put the sword back in its scabbard, then opened the top of the leather case and took the camera out. From afar, I could see Cera looking at me and pointing in my direction while saying something to Sæla and Ylja. Simultaneously, both of them turned around. I will never forget the shocked expression on Ylja’s face when she realized what I was about to do.

	With a push of the small, round button, the bellows extracted. I held up the camera and cocked the trigger on the outer ring of the lens.

	The distant screams of Ylja mingled with the lasting cheers of the Fàiltan army and Creedence Clearwater Revival’s "Fortunate Son," all reaching my ears together. It was the last song on the golden Minidisc.

	I smiled, slowly raised my right hand and waved at them, then turned and looked at the professor, who nodded and put his hand on my shoulder.

	Standing in the middle of that blood-drenched battlefield, surrounded by death and unexpected victory, I pressed the camera’s trigger one last time.


Swansong

	 

	It occurs to me that time has always had its own set of rules and conditions. Time is relative, thus its only worth depends upon what we do while it is passing. As sometimes, it seems as though a certain period of time will last forever, whereas in other situations it feels as if we never have enough. Unfortunately, it’s often those latter situations in which we enjoy ourselves so much that we never want it to end.

	When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t surprised to find that the camera had taken me to a place I had never been before. I now stood on a storm-wracked plateau. The wind whipped at my leather coat, and even the camera case was blown away from my body by the wind. I raised my hand and leaned into it. The part of the grassy field that had come with me looked out of place against the stony, barren ground.

	I was standing on a path that wound up to a cliff of white limestone. To the left and right, huge, white, moss-covered stones like obelisks rose up to the sky. At the end of the path, the scenery reminded me a bit of the Rosenboden plateau in Switzerland. The plateau itself was covered by green grass and overgrown with moss. The cliff was perhaps half a mile high. At its highest point, the remains of what must once have been a cathedral-like building sat enthroned, like the witness to a long forgotten era.

	"So this is where he's hiding, huh, professor?" I said, and it was more of a statement than a question. But even though the professor was gone, I still got an answer to my question. Just not the one I expected.

	"Professor? Are you out of your mind? How dare you just disappear?!" Ylja yelled at me from the left.

	I startled and turned around to see Ylja and Sæla kneeling on the ground, gasping for air.

	She glared at me with glowing red eyes. The strong wind ruffled her short, white hair, still stained by blood. She was obviously seething with anger and visibly shaking. Her armor was mostly torn off her body, and the few remaining plates fell to the muddy, wet ground when she stood up.

	"That wasn’t a smart move, Django," Sæla said breathlessly, shaking his head. The bandage hung from his upper torso, its end waving in the wind. He temporarily tucked it in again. "I don’t even have a weapon with me."

	I couldn’t believe they had both made it. They must have phased to me just when I turned my head to the professor, and then were taken here with me by the camera.

	"I... I wanted to keep you out of this part of the story," I said in a husky voice. Ylja let out a furious scream and pushed me with all her might against the white rock wall.

	"Who do you think you are?! Who do you think you are?! There is only one way to get through this and that is together! Never try something like that again, do you hear me? We stay together, come what may!" she furiously screamed at me. And this time, for once her glowing eyes actually scared me.

	"I’m... I’m sorry," I stuttered. "I... I just didn’t want to take you with me because I didn’t want something to happen to you. I have no idea what awaits..."

	Ylja cut me off. The glow slowly faded and tears ran from her eyes.

	"You stupid human! You still don’t get it, do you? It was clear from the beginning that at least we two would end up here together!"

	"What are you talking about?" I asked, confused.

	It was Sæla who cleared his throat and spoke on her behalf.

	"At Dibang’s. Remember?" He pointed first at himself, then at Ylja. "Moon. And sun. Sun. And moon."

	I looked at him, then at Ylja. Then at him again. Sometimes I feel so utterly stupid. Why hadn’t I noticed the correlation before? So that was what the prophecy meant. Mourned by the cherished royal sun. That part had been about Ylja all along! I looked at her, aghast.

	"She knew it was you from the beginning, even when you two first met. It was foretold for centuries that it would happen as it did. No matter how hard she tried to keep her distance, I guess her opinion of you must have changed at some point..." Sæla remarked in a low voice, almost drowned out by the wind.

	"For Arawn's sake, Sæla, would you please shut up?" Ylja yelled at him. Tears still filled her eyes when she turned to me again. I felt so miserable. All I wanted was to hug her and tell her it would be okay. But I knew it wouldn’t.

	"Thomas, we can go somewhere together. Let’s just go, maybe the camera can take us back to a safe place. You have an army waiting for you at Fàilte, and everyone there will go to war against Taka if you just say the word. They would follow you anywhere."

	I just looked at her, instantly feeling the same captivating spell that I’d experienced in the bar, and I could feel tears in my eyes as well.

	"Please, I beg you, don't do this. You will die. Let’s just go somewhere, we don’t have to do this!"

	I pulled free of the spell and turned away from her, slowly shaking my head. I couldn’t even stand to look her in the eyes.

	"Ylja, I’m so sorry. So very, very sorry. As much as I would love to, there is only one way to end this. Time and space have to be right, and there won’t be another chance. Otherwise, he’ll just attack Fàilte again and again, and eventually there will be a point when we won’t be able to stop him anymore. I don’t want everyone’s lives on my conscience. They just went to hell and back, and at some point, they will run out of courage, and they will run out of time."

	It tore me apart. Everything in me wanted to take her hand and just escape this place and our predicted fate. But at the same time, I knew it was not meant to be.

	I turned around, looking up at the building at the end of the path. The wind still pulled at my clothes.

	"He's right, you kn..." Sæla started, but Ylja gave him such an angry look that he didn’t even finish the sentence and just silently stared at the ground.

	"Let’s go," I finally said. And let's find out how much of a hero I really am, I thought to myself.

	Of course I was scared to death, but at the same time I just wanted it to be over. If you stare into the abyss long enough, people say it stares back at you, but that was nonsense. Instead, at some point you just get used to the view and over time it loses a lot of its fear. It occurred to me that the real torture lies solely within the time in between, not at the end of the path. I knew what was coming at me, and just prayed I was meant to be successful.

	"I’m not letting you out of my sight again," Ylja said stubbornly. Her eyes were glowing with that distinctive red shine again. I looked at her, then took the camera from its case and smashed it as hard as I could against the rock wall.

	"Are you crazy? Why did you do that?" Ylja asked, in shock.

	I winked at her, then bent down and picked up the camera. Its housing was broken. I tore the metal front lid apart and pulled out a small, glowing red orb.

	"The Eye of Hreggsál!" Sæla exclaimed.

	"Yes. Well, we knew it made the camera jump. But what we didn’t know was..." I pulled the Marglóðttr out of my inner left coat pocket, held it up, and then let it go. It didn’t fall, but instead defied gravity by floating perfectly still in mid-air, in spite of the strong wind. Ylja and Sæla stared at it in surprise. I tried my best to smile. The golden shapes on its surface slowly began to move until they came to rest again. And just like before in the cave, it revealed two small indentations on opposite sides. I put the Eye of Hreggsál into the small, round space on its top. As if it was magnetic, it instantly disappeared inside, and the top of the sphere turned back into a solid, golden surface. I grabbed the floating Marglóðttr out of the air and put it back into my coat pocket.

	"What did you just do?" Ylja asked.

	"What needed to be done. The Marglóðttr is a very powerful artifact in many ways. For example, it activated old memories I thought I had forgotten. But it also serves as an amplifier." I started walking toward the building.

	"Amplifier? For what?" asked Sæla, but I just ignored the question.

	The building in front of us looked as if it had been deserted a long time ago. It was made entirely of huge granite blocks and had an enormous rose window on the front, high above the entrance. It resembled one of those old Gothic churches.

	"You know this place?" I asked the two of them.

	"Well, yeah, kinda," Sæla said.

	"Kinda?" I asked.

	"We call it 'Bennaithe Hills.' It’s where we believe Arawn came to Verðld. The elders first built him a shrine and then later a cathedral on top of the cliff, but at some point it was considered to be sacred ground, and all the kingdoms agreed to give it back to nature, so it would close the circle of life. No one ever comes here anymore."

	That explained why Taka had chosen this place. The building was still standing, but looked very fragile. Moss and ivy covered large parts of its walls. Everywhere lay stones that had fallen out of its facade.

	"We have to take care," I said. "Better not touch anything."

	The entrance consisted of a massive metal door that stood wide open, and above it I could see an iron portcullis raised to give way to the inside of the building.

	I looked at Ylja. "No matter what happens, promise me you won’t attack him unless I tell you to, okay?" Ylja just stared at me. "Promise me you won’t attack him!" I said, louder this time. 

	Surprised by the intensity of my words, she nodded and finally said, "I promise."

	"Okay, let’s stay together," I said, and started into the church.

	The inside was cavernous. Not quite as large as the throne room in Fàilte but still impressive and beautiful. The light fell through the mosaics and bathed the inside in an almost supernatural glow. There were chairs made out of stone, some of which had crumbled over the centuries, others covered by moss. Nature was already about to take this place back. I realized the building had four of those rose windows on each side, just below its high ceiling. A wide staircase at the back of the nave ended at a rectangular altar, while two other sets of stairs led to an upper floor that framed the ceiling. It all looked decayed, as if it wouldn't be able to withstand the tides of time for much longer. To the left of the staircase, a small tree had already grown, soaking up the colored light that fell through the windows above. It would have looked so perfectly picturesque and tranquil, if not for Taka, sitting cross-legged on the stone altar at the back of the building.

	He looked at us with an evil, distorted smile. Just like the last time I had seen him, he wore a well-tailored and likely very expensive black suit.

	"Ah, Mr. Knight, I’ve been waiting for you," he said, and his words echoed from the walls of the church like a curse.

	We stopped. "Tired of hiding in your headquarters on Earth?" I hissed.

	"Well, apparently, what they say is true: if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself,” he replied.

	"To be honest, I was expecting to see you on the battlefield," I said.

	"Oh no, that's not how these things work. Watching that futile charade of virtue and bravery from afar was so highly, highly entertaining. But this is just between you and me. And in the end, I wanted to crush the life out of you personally."

	Then he added, "But I didn’t expect you to have your guard dogs with you, so how about we get rid of them first?"

	And before I could say or do anything, he snapped his fingers, and Ylja and Sæla were forcefully pulled back toward the entrance. I spun around, trying to reach out and grab their hands, but it was too late. First Sæla, then Ylja were dragged backward and thrown out of the church by an invisible force. When they were through the door, the portcullis came down with a crash, followed by a deep rumbling as stones fell from the upper balustrade that adorned the front of the building. The entrance was now completely blocked and I was alone with him. I looked back at Taka, but he just sat there, laughing hysterically. His evil laughter echoed viciously throughout the building.

	I ran to the door, but there was only a tiny part of it that wasn't blocked by the massive stones, through which I could look outside. To my relief, I saw that both Ylja and Sæla were still alive. Ylja ran to the door again.

	"Are you okay?" I shouted.

	"Please, no, not like this!" she screamed. I heard her rattling the portcullis from her side. "No, please, not like this!" she cried out in despair. "Not like this!"

	"Listen, I knew it would end here..." I said in a calm voice.

	"No, you stupid bastard, you don’t understand!" She furiously hit the portcullis with her body. Sæla stumbled to the entrance, but she just glared at him. "Try to stop me and I’ll kill you!" she screamed at him as if she was completely out of her mind. She threw herself against the portcullis in her shadow mode over and over again, which only caused more stones to fall down on my side, but had no effect otherwise.

	"Listen, Ylja, we knew it would end here, one way or the other." I tried to remain as calm as possible.

	"You don’t know anything! We are not meant to be apart, your blood is running in my veins, you obtuse fool!" She sank to her knees and started crying hysterically. Blood was now dripping from her arms, legs and head.

	"What?" I exclaimed.

	"My blood is running in your veins! And yours in mine. I..." she paused for a second. "...I always knew that whoever turned up in Fàilte with the sword and the camera would be the one I was meant to fall in love with. It was foretold for such a long time, I always grew up with this in mind. And in the cave, I bit you so you could see what I knew. Just that, by doing so, I got access to your mind and to all your memories. All! You hear me? I am a part of you now. I know how you feel and even where you are! We are connected on all possible levels!"

	So that was why her behavior had changed all of a sudden after that incident in the cave. I thought it had something to do with Fafnera, but I had been wrong, so terribly wrong.

	I didn’t know what to say. I looked back over my shoulder at Taka, still sitting on his altar, who had started laughing again, gleefully clapping his hands in some sort of perverted joy as he feasted on our misery. 

	I reached out my hand to her, the hole in the wall of debris just large enough for my hand to fit through. I touched her face one last time, trying to wipe the tears away, but she only cried harder as soon as my fingers touched her smooth skin. My heart grew so infinitely heavy at that moment, a mix of despair and unjust loss raging inside of me. Why must fate be so cruel? I had to force myself to let her go. I felt tears running down my cheeks, too. It took me two attempts to say something. Sæla was standing next to her, staring at the ground. "Take care of her, please," I said to him. He went to Ylja and tried to lift her up, but she only hit him as hard as she could, sending him flying back into the open. He instantly got up again without saying a word, rushed back to her as a shadow, and put his arms around her.

	"Let me go!" she yelled, but I noticed that I had somewhat underestimated his strength. In spite of his wounded chest, he was still able to drag her away from the door. "Let me go!" she screamed, over and over again.

	I stood up and turned around to face Taka. In the distance, I heard her screaming her lungs out, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying anymore.

	"Isn’t that just heartbreaking?" Taka said, finally coming down from his altar.

	"You enjoy this so much, don’t you?" I shouted at him. He just shrugged his shoulders and smiled viciously. Descending the stairs from the altar, with the stained glass window behind him, he looked less like a god and more like a devil, just risen from the depths of hell. And now there was only me left to stop this devil for good.

	"What can I say? I feed on your misery. That’s my nature. And your kind is so highly entertaining!"

	"My kind?" I asked.

	"Humans. So endlessly self-centered, egotistic, naive. And, I have to say, refreshingly manipulative. Besides, I still have a score to settle with you." He stopped in the middle of the cathedral, just as he reached the foot of the wide staircase, and spread his hands. "And here’s where the fun starts! Just the slightest nudge, and your fellow humans started turning against each other. It's been there all along, boiling right beneath the surface, and now, I am finally in a position to light the final match. The Chade Corporation controls the world. The media, politicians, even commerce. And once I have the Eye of Hreggsál in my possession, I will open a portal for my hordes to fall on your planet like locusts, and no one will be able to stop me. Earth was mine from the beginning! I will declare myself as their god, and my throne will be built on the skulls of the dead!"

	"You're crazy!" I shouted.

	Taka laughed. "Crazy? Look at your people! They are corroded by envy and hatred! And you presume to call me crazy?"

	"Not everyone is bad! There are still good and upright people left!"

	He only laughed again as if he had just heard the ultimate joke. "You really think so, don’t you? You ignorant fool! It has never been so easy to cause chaos and destruction. Your precious "good people" are on the edge of extinction! Don't you get it? No one cares. First they turn their own planet into a junkyard, then they start plotting against each other!" He pulled his cell phone from his jacket and screamed, "Shall I show you how this works? Do you want to see how fragile your world really is? One post and the city of your choice will be drowned in riots, its streets turned into rivers of blood! One phone call, and the country of your choice will go bankrupt. One email and the stock market will literally implode." He laughed hysterically. "The fun part is, they won't even question if any of it is true or not!" He spat on the ground. "So choose and I will show you how your good and upright people will be instantly silenced by those whose minds I have already poisoned!"

	I said nothing. I wouldn’t participate in his perverted game.

	"It’s too late to be stopped." He shrugged his shoulders. "Congratulations for playing yourselves, fools!" He began clapping his hands in glee, then manically became serious again in an instant. His face now only reflected unbounded hate.

	"I have waited so long to have my revenge! Then, just when I finally decided the time was right to flood your planet with my servants, you and your cousin came along and destroyed everything!"

	In fury, he smashed his phone on the ground, where it burst into dozens of pieces. He rushed toward me, and before I could react he reached out and slammed his hand so hard against my chest that I was tossed across the room, landing with a burst of pain beneath an already crumbled marble statue. I coughed heavily. Blood mixed with my saliva, dripping to the ground. I tried to get back on my feet as fast as I could.

	"I don’t even want to know how you did that! Do you have any idea how long it took to create that army? I forged them, one by one, from wrath and darkness. I will have you suffer for what you did! Who do you think you are, to oppose a god!?"

	And again, he rushed at me, grabbed my coat and tossed me to the other side of the room. I hit the rock wall a few feet above the floor and fell down, hitting the floor hard and gasping for air. I was coughing blood, and it felt like I might have some broken ribs. But in spite of the pain, I smiled. The light that fell through the rose windows bathed the surrounding floor in a serenade of light and shadows.

	"Sorry pal, I can imagine it must be hard for a ‘god’ to be defeated by one of us unworthy humans, eh?"

	His face changed into a grimace, and he rushed at me again, grabbing me once more and throwing me to the middle of the room. I was tossed up the stone staircase, where there was only the altar to stop my fall.

	"What do you think this is? A game?" he yelled at me and gave me a smoldering look before he continued to scream at me. "How about this? I’ll tear the Eye of Hreggsál out of your guts, and then I'll use it to link every single poisoned mind with each other. Before you can blink twice, they will set your precious world on fire. By next week, the whole planet will be burning brightly!"

	I slowly stood up and looked at him, standing at the foot of the staircase.

	"Listen up, you primitive screwhead. The problem here is..." I tried to wipe away the blood that slowly ran down my coat "...that you forgot something essential."

	"And what could that possibly be?"

	"As I said, there are still some good people left, and unfortunately for you, I am one of them. Even if I was the last one, it would not change my point of view. It may be true that a free, unbiased and uncompromised will is rare to find these days, but what are the odds, huh? I assure you, in all your arrogance, you chose the wrong person to mess with. Plus, you really should have listened to that prophecy. That was... well, very unwise. You acted less like a god and more like an ignorant, wayward fool!"

	He started to laugh hysterically again. "You are nothing more than a bug I am about to squash. Tell me, what could you possibly do to oppose me?" He spread his hands and turned in a circle. His laughter sounded so infinitely evil, echoing back from the stone walls.

	In spite of the pain, I slowly began to grin. Which for the first time now, finally started to irritate him. He furrowed his brow. My ribs, my shoulder, everything hurt so much. And yet, I felt great.

	"Actually, I’m so glad you asked...."

	With a swift movement, I reached into my coat, pulled out the Marglóðttr, and threw it high into the air. At the same time, I put my hand on the sword’s hilt and shouted, "Omega!"

	From one instant to the next, the cathedral ceased to exist. The darkness surrounded me like a good friend, granting me a few moments of peace to take a breath.

	"It is time," I called into the dark.

	"Yes," answered the voice.

	"Thank you for your services, without you I would never have gotten this far," I said gratefully.

	And then, much to my surprise, the darkness suddenly parted.

	A small, ancient Asian man stepped out of the darkness and bowed in front of me. He had long, white hair that reached almost to the floor, and sagacious, but also impish, eyes. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he looked like one of the Kung Fu masters in those old Chinese movies.

	"There is no need to thank me for anything. That has always been my purpose, and in the end, the only reason I was brought to life," he said slowly, as he looked me up and down. He pointed at me and winked. "But know that I appreciate your virtue and your honesty, as well as your acknowledgments." He bowed again, and I did the same.

	"That’s not your true form, is it?" I asked, trying my best to smile. I almost felt the urge to give him a high-five for some reason.

	He shook his head. "No."

	"Of course not," I replied. "But honestly, it suits you very well."

	He chuckled, then took a step closer, looking up at me from below, and held out his hand. 

	Without hesitating, I took it. Instantly, I felt utterly strange. I could feel the power of the sword, but more than that, I realized I had been wrong about it the whole time.


Pantheon

	 

	Somehow I had always assumed that the sword would absorb all my life energy, leaving me weakened, as had happened before. But instead, the opposite was the case. For the last and final strike, the sword's energy and powerful abilities were transferred to me. All of it. The sword was about to sacrifice itself and its powers. It merely used me as a vessel.

	That feeling was so unique, I am bound to fail when attempting to describe it. It was as if I could see every single atom, all the molecules and all the gears of time. It was all connected by an endless series of strings that were all in motion. So many red strings were attached to me, and yet it was still only a fraction of the strings that kept everything moving. I saw a giant machinery, complex beyond compare and comprehension. And I felt every cell of my body evolving.

	No wonder I would not survive this. This power was never meant to be embodied by a human being. Our bodies are not capable of containing such a power for long, and it was obvious that I had only a short time before it started to tear me apart. It had already begun to consume me. I was burning so brightly inside. The old man in front of me nodded.

	"I was forged for you, to serve you, in Himinioðurr’s solitude. You have paid the price, for your body and mind to be connected, from Alpha to now." Then, he disappeared.

	Within a single blink, I was back in the cathedral. Taka looked at the Marglóðttr in confusion, but before he could react, I leapt into the air, climbing higher and higher by using the spaces in between the O2-molecules and the strings as stepstones. The laws of physics did not apply to me anymore. I was above all natural forces. I had become a natural force. I rose into the air until I reached the Marglóðttr, which had already opened up again. On its bottom, the rectangular indentation was visible. And that’s where I thrust my sword in. In a beam of light, the Marglóðttr turned into a silver liquid and covered the blade of the sword. I allowed myself to drift slowly down to the ground again. Taka just stared at me.

	"How is this possible?" he exclaimed, taking a step back.

	"Greetings from your brother, asshole!"

	I rushed toward him, pushing myself through various curtains of atoms, and by doing so, went into the same shadow mode Ylja and Sæla were able to enter. Taka tried to run to the left, but the sword hit his shoulder, severely wounding him. Panic was reflected in his eyes. He didn’t bleed, but I could see the tissue I hit with the sword instantly start to decompose.

	He fell to the ground, then pushed himself up again, snapping his fingers and pointing his hand at me. Only this time, it had no effect. I easily dodged the waves I could now see coming at me in slow-motion. Step to the left, step to the right, center again. Like a dance.

	"Listen, I can give you anything you want! You want a country? I’ll give it to you, do whatever you want with it, I don’t care! Take a continent, I don’t need it!"

	"Oh please. That’s all you have to offer?" I could see the sound waves leaving my mouth, hitting the walls, vibrating the atoms and surrounding him.

	He ran at me, full of hate and with hostile, scornful eyes, and tried to hit me. Tried. I rose into the air and he fell into the space where I had been standing. I slowly floated back down again.

	"This can’t be!" he screamed. "What do you want? Want your wife back? I can get her back! Want your cousin back, too? I can bring them both back! Fame, money, power! Whatever you want!"

	"Listen carefully! You took what meant the world to me, and now you even have the nerve to bait me with it? Jenny would never have agreed to such a tainted deal! Who do you think you are? A god? Think again! I am your executioner, and I will make you pay for all the misery you brought upon so many people!" I screamed at him.

	On his face, panic spread. Taka stood up and tried to run for the mosaic window at the rear of the building, but I was faster. I saw him create a rift in space, like a gaping wound opening up in this dimension, and try to flee back to Earth. With a swift movement of my hand, I caused the rift to close itself again.

	Taka, far too late, realized he had created a trap for himself to die in. He turned around, but he was too slow. Before he could run again, I rushed at him with the sword and pushed it right through his chest. In terror, he tried to resist, and it took all my strength to slowly push the sword into his body. It felt like positive and negative matter colliding. My body was surrounded by a bright, yellow light. I could hardly hold the sword straight, it felt as if it would tear us both apart. His body cracked, and black tentacles fought to get a grip on the sword and pull it out again. With the last of my will, I pushed it even further in. And finally, everything exploded.

	I remember seeing the sword dissolve, and there was a massive burst of energy. The powers I had felt were gone in an instant. It had burnt through my body and soul. The cathedral disappeared. The inside of my body felt as if I had been hit by lightning. It hurt. So much. But I didn’t mind. I had won. And that knowledge was above pain and death. I knew that thanks to me, everyone was safe. Ylja, Sæla, Phoenix, Cera, Will, everyone. I had saved them. And not only that. I had made a final request that the Eye of Hreggsál had graciously allowed to be fulfilled. A wish that would hopefully bear the power to turn the tides on earth for the better.


Denoue Street Revisited

	 

	So this is... or rather was... my story. The destruction of the Marglóðttr sent me back to Earth. Back to where I belong. To die.

	I have no clue where I am, and looking back at everything that happened to me, I’m full of regrets about all the things I didn't say or do, but at least I didn't come back empty-handed. I finally realized what life is about, just in time to have it snatched away from me again.

	That wasn’t all I learned, though. I now know the capabilities of the Eye of Hreggsál, its powers and intended use. If Taka had wanted to use it to link the minds of all those with evil intent, I could just as easily use it for the opposite. Which I hereby do.

	I know many people will hate me for what I have just done, and I am well aware that my decision will plunge the Earth into chaos, at least for some time. But as hard as it is, I have to admit that Taka was right about one thing: it couldn't possibly go on like this for much longer. Otherwise, it wouldn't even have needed Taka or an army of darkness. I am absolutely convinced that mankind would have self-destructed at some point in the not too distant future. Surely not tomorrow or the day after tomorrow, but soon. At the height of human evolution, we turned our backs on ourselves, on everything that had enabled us to survive, and for some reason, decided to head downhill again.

	Taka only took what was already growing on our planet and fanned the flames, turning opinions and fears into real wars, riots, and eventually, death and despair.

	Einstein once claimed that he did not know with what weapons World War III would be fought, but he knew well that World War IV would be fought with sticks and stones.

	We were getting closer and closer to that edge. I take full responsibility for what I did. People will call it egotistic, reckless, or fatalistic, but this might be the only chance we have left.

	I am deeply sorry, I truly am, but the world as you know it just ceased to exist. I wish my life didn't have to end in some alley in an unknown city, but I suppose this can't be helped. 

	I know you all hear me, I know you are here with me now, even if I can't see you. The only solace I take from this is that I will not die alone. Each one of you who is here with me right now, every single one of you, was called to this place to hear my story. The very last piece of the prophecy, of Elfin's Tale, is about to be fulfilled. Many who have pondered the prophecy, including myself, struggled with the question of who the Warriors of the Light would be, but never had I imagined the answer to be this, although it is now the final answer I have left to give...

	It is you.

	Every person, every soul down here in this alley with me right now, hear me. The Marglóðttr chose you, the Eye of Hreggsál connected your souls and brought you here. You are now marked as Warriors of the Light. Henceforth you will recognize each other, regardless of age, gender, race, none of that matters anymore. Your souls are linked. As a result, you will instantly know who on this planet is good and who is evil. You will be able to identify the liars and the swindlers, the murderers and rapists and those hiding their evil deeds behind colorful words and gestures. They will be unable to hide their true colors anymore, no matter how loud they scream. Excuses will be made, misunderstandings will be claimed, but to no avail.

	You can make the world a better place. You can finally do something about it. Drag all the lies into the light, expose the liars and the impostors. Their defenses are useless now.

	So go, go out and change the world. Your sword will be your courage and your heart will be your mightiest weapon. Now that the world is at its end, it’s love and hope that I’m sending to you. To all of you that are here with me now.

	This is my gift to mankind, and I only hope that you will use it well.

	I can feel heaven awaiting me.

	So with my last breath of life, I am here and now calling all the Warriors of the Light to rise.

	"So this... is how it ends."


Epilogue

	 

	We.

	 

	Are.

	 

	Back.

	 

	Back in that fateful alley. The red brick buildings are the silent witnesses of what we have just seen, of the story we have just heard, and the events that brought us here. We slowly turn our heads, only to notice... he was right.

	 

	We.

	 

	Are.

	 

	Not.

	 

	Alone.

	 

	There are hundreds of millions of us, millions of souls, projections of minds that were chosen to gather in this place. Our souls were drawn here from all parts of the world, solely to hear his story, a story about the events that brought us here and the fact that we are about to change the world as we know it.

	 

	We are connected.

	 

	We speak with one voice.

	 

	We feel with one heart.

	 

	And yet, we mourn. In despair, we gather around him. We want to help him, want to carry him out of this unworthy place, but we also know that we lack physical presence. We know it is too late. We look up into the sky. The lightning has already stopped, and the transition is finally completed. The rising sun now marks the beginning of a new era. We feel that we will soon be drawn back to our bodies again. Like the last few grains of sand in an hourglass, bound to fall.

	We look down again in deep dismay, waiting for our souls to be brought back. Yet we remain in that unbearable place, and slowly begin to wonder why.

	Then the noise of running feet suddenly draws our attention to the end of the alley. We can see someone running toward us at great speed. It is a woman wearing white leather combat gear, a woman with short white hair and bright, light-blue eyes from which black lines run down her neck to her arms and legs.

	Of course we know who she is. It is her. We have seen the events through his eyes, heard all the words spoken by him.

	When she sees Thomas lying motionless on the pavement, in horror and despair she starts screaming desperately.

	"No!!!!"

	Her terrified cries echo back and forth from the buildings and the alley. She slides the last few feet across the cobblestone pavement to him.

	"Please don’t let it be too late, please!" she begs through her tears. She quickly lifts his body, holds him in her arms.

	"You stupid, stupid man! What did you do? What did you do?" she cries, and forcefully shakes his lifeless body as tears run down her face.

	We want to tell her that we are so endlessly sorry, want to tell her we saw what he saw, that we felt what he felt, but we know she cannot see us or hear us. We, who now offer our heartfelt condolences. 

	With heavy hearts, we watch her put her head on his chest. And then, all of a sudden, a bright, white light surrounds her body. In disbelief, we watch her shrink. No, that is not right.

	It is rather that her human shape slowly shifts.

	At the end of this transition, where there was a woman sitting next to him, much to our surprise, there is now a Siamese cat standing on his chest. The cat wears a black collar with a diamond-shaped pendant and the numerals "IV" engraved on it.

	In utter confusion, we see the pendant begin to light up.

	In the midst of a light-blue glow, the "IV" slowly disappears, to be replaced by "III." 

	We look at Thomas again, who suddenly opens his eyes and coughs up some blood, then rolls over and pushes himself up from the wet ground. In confusion, he looks down at his shaking body and stares at his blood-drenched hands, gasping for breath, then looks at the cat that has just jumped off his chest.

	"Phoenix? What on earth... what just happened?" he asks, in shock.

	"You can be lucky I found you here! Stupid human! It was not a good move to just disappear, everyone in Fàilte is worried sick about you!" the cat scolds him. We can still see the tears in the cat’s light-blue eyes, but he doesn’t seem to notice this, or the change of Roman numerals engraved on the pendant.

	"I was severely wounded!" he exclaims.

	"I don’t know, perhaps there was still enough dragon blood left in your body to heal you for a second time," the cat remarks lightly.

	"No... I mean... that’s impossible... it didn’t heal my wounds on the battlefield... but... I... I can’t go back, the camera and the Eye of Hreggsál are destroyed," he says in despair.

	"Her blood flows in your veins, human. Everyone knows that she bit you. Just stay close to me and I’ll take you back. You wouldn’t want to miss the victory celebrations. Besides, they will kill me if I don’t bring you home with me. The king is eager to talk to you."

	"Is everyone alright? Ylja..." he asks.

	"She’s fine, don’t worry." The cat narrows its eyes. "So you changed your mind about her, did you?"

	"Cat, I know your kind is curious, but sometimes it almost seems as if you’re jealous," he says, and pats the cat’s head. Then he turns around to us. We know he can’t see us, but he knows we are there. He smiles, raises his left hand and waves at us, just before we see him and the cat disappear in a lightning flash.


Afterword

	 

	Congratulations, you have just finished reading The Warrior With Broken Wings. Thank you so much for your purchase! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it!

	 

	As this is my first novel, I would kindly ask you to leave me a review or rating. I'm a new author, so this will help me a lot and would be really appreciated!

	 

	And no, this is not the end. I am happy to announce that the best is yet to come! I wrote this story in 2018, and since completing it, the question of what happens next wouldn't let me rest. So in 2019, I wrote The Retriever, an exciting sequel to the Warrior. It may take some time to go through the editing and publishing process, but it will eventually find its way to you. In the meantime, you might try my second novel, The Palladium, which is now available in paperback and ebook. It's an exciting urban fantasy adventure that includes elements of Greek mythology and Dante's Inferno. It also connects to the Warrior in several ways, so there will be some surprises waiting for you!

	 

	If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to leave me a message on my Facebook page or on Instagram, and keep checking back for more info, release dates, picture galleries, giveaways and raffles.

	 

	Be good.

	Thorsten Brandl
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