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To Malthe and Milas - thank you for always inspiring me to be the best version of myself. I love you to the moon and back.









PROLOGUE


The expectant looks in my grandchildren’s eyes bring tears to my own.


“Tell us a story, Grandpa,” they say. But my story is long and can hardly be finished in a single evening.


Looking back on the day that forever changed the course of my life, I feel a mixture of sadness and joy. Some days the joy out-weighs all other emotions. Other days I am overwhelmed by ancient terrors.


“Okay, kids. This is my story…”
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TAKE OFF


I was a young man. My life had just begun, and the world was at my feet. An adventure awaited me. At that age, everyone feels like they are immortal. It was no different for me – the future was bright, and nothing could touch me.


I was free as a bird. No obligations or responsibilities rested on my shoulders.


The calendar said August 2015 – the year when I would live out all my dreams. How foolish I had been in my youthful arrogance.


The admonitions from my parents had been numerous. I was their only child, and my mother's worries had almost driven me crazy.


A quick hug and a kiss on the cheek to my mother, followed by a firm handshake with my father, was all I left them with.


“It's only for two months, Mom,” I had said in a last-ditch attempt to stop the endless stream of salty tears that were wetting her cheeks.


If I had known then that it would be more than five years before I saw her again, I would have told her how much I loved her and how much she meant to me. I didn't know, no one could have known.
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LIGHTNING STRIKES


The clouds hung dangerously low in the sky as the plane taxied onto the runway. A smile spread across my face at the thought of the tropical skies I was heading for.


Australia had always been a destination I had dreamed of visiting. The wildlife, the nature, and the Aboriginal people fascinated me. I wanted to experience everything that beautiful continent had to offer.


The plane accelerated, and before long I felt the nose tilt upwards.


A faint jolt abruptly pulled me out of the dreamless sleep I had fallen into. I was still strapped into the uncomfortable airplane seat. My back ached, and one of my legs was numb. I tried to shake some life back into it, which resulted in a painful tingling sensation. Another sudden jolt made me forget the pain in my leg. This time it felt more serious. The seatbelt sign turned on with a ding.


Outside the small window, it was dark, even though it was the middle of the day. Large black clouds rushed past. In the middle of the chaotic swirl of clouds, flashes of blue exploded.


Frightened screams from my fellow passengers filled the cabin as we suddenly dropped. For a brief second, I was weightless. We had hit an air pocket. The plane stabilized again, and everyone sighed in relief.


“We hit a bit of turbulence, but in a few minutes we’ll be out of the storm, ladies and gentlemen,” came the captain’s voice over the loudspeaker.


My heart was still beating a little too fast. The shock hadn’t quite subsided yet, but I was relieved that we would soon be out of the storm. Around me, my fellow passengers also began to settle down and returned to their books, sleep, and movies. Children chatted cheerfully, and everything seemed normal.


Outside, it started to get brighter. I had unconsciously stopped breathing, and now I again heaved air into my aching lungs. I closed my eyes and tried to return to sleep. It wouldn’t be long now before I set foot on Australian soil for the first time.


A deafening bang jolted my eyes open. The plane was diving again. People screamed. The oxygen mask dropped from the panel above my seat and dangled in front of me. With effort, I turned my head. Lightning had struck the wing. And the engine was on fire.


Everything was chaos. Suddenly, the plane descended so fast that the only thing keeping me in my seat was the belt still strapped tightly around my waist. The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was blue sky–and a brief glimpse of land. The plane was on a direct collision course with the wide beach below.
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ALONE


The sharp light pierced through my closed eyelids.


It was hot. Something felt wrong. Where was I?


After several failed attempts to open my eyes, I finally managed to crack one open just a sliver. The light blinded me. Was it the sun? That couldn't be right. The light was far too bright. Before I could figure out where the harsh light was coming from, I lost consciousness again.


It was darker when I returned to the world. The air was cooler too. A gentle breeze caressed my bruised skin. My head throbbed, and it took everything I had to open my eyes fully.


Above me hung a dazzling blanket of glowing dots across a velvet-black sky. Where was I?


A stab of pain sliced through my head as I turned it to the side. I was lying on a beach.


My feet were being licked by the water’s edge. It was quiet. With another sharp throb in my head, it all came rushing back - my plane had crashed! Panic sent a fluttering storm of butterflies flying wild in my stomach. Where were all the other passengers? Where was the plane? I couldn’t possibly be the only survivor – could I?


As I slowly turned my head the other way, I could faintly make out debris scattered along the beach. In the deepening darkness, most of it looked like unrecognizable black silhouettes, but not far from where I lay, I clearly saw the outline of the plane’s tail fin.


The airline’s large logo left no doubt – it had really happened.


I considered my next move as I lay on my back, staring up at the sea of stars. After a while, I concluded there was nothing more I could do right now. Everything around me was black. The moon was the only source of light, and it wasn’t enough to see where I was or where to go. Despite the cold gradually creeping up through the sand, I turned onto my side with effort and closed my eyes. Tomorrow, I would find the other survivors. They had to be farther down the beach. There had to be someone. Clutching that hope tightly, I drifted into a restless sleep.
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THIRST


My tongue felt like sandpaper. The thirst tore at my throat, making it impossible to swallow. I tried to moisten my dry, salty lips with my tongue, but there was no moisture to give. My head throbbed rhythmically, and my body felt limp and heavy.


I had to find water. My body screamed for it. I knew I would die if I stayed lying down.


It took several attempts before I finally managed to sit. For a moment, I thought I would faint as the world began to spin dangerously. I lowered my head and closed my eyes until the dizziness passed. When I opened them again, I saw for the first time the surroundings I had been unwillingly thrown into. The beach stretched as far as I could see, and behind me loomed thick, impenetrable forest. Tall palm trees swayed in the gentle breeze, and the peak of a mountain towered above the dense canopy.


I stood carefully, trying to avoid another wave of dizziness. In school, Geography was never my strong suit, but now I wished I’d paid more attention. Where in the world could I be? I knew we’d been near the Australian coast when the plane hit the storm, but I didn’t know how close. What was near Australia? Islands? Countries? I closed my eyes and begged I hadn’t landed on an island – and if I had, I hoped it was inhabited.


“Okay,” I said aloud to myself. “Water first. Then I’ll find the other survivors.”


In my weakened state, talking to myself didn’t even feel strange. On the contrary, it gave me a comforting sense that I wasn’t completely alone.


What did I know about survival? The gears in my brain were in desperate need of oiling. Every thought felt sluggish and strained.


“How do I find water?” Again, I had said the words aloud, and it helped – just slightly – to move my thoughts forward. I had a vague sense that I needed to leave the coast and head into the forest. That would give me the best chance of finding fresh water.


I hadn’t yet checked my body for injuries from the crash–I didn’t have the strength. Right now, the only thing that mattered was finding water. On trembling legs, that threatened to give out with every step, I set a course for the tree line–away from the burning sun and the relative safety of the beach. I had no idea what might be lurking in the dense, jungle-like forest. I didn’t even know what continent I was on. But none of that mattered right now.


Once I had passed the palm trees standing like sentries at the forest’s edge, the vegetation quickly grew denser. It was cooler among the trees, and the slightly dewy air felt amazing. I had no idea which direction to go, but I tried to maintain a course that led deeper into the woods, rather than following the edge and circling back to the beach.


Several times I had to steady myself against a sturdy tree trunk to keep my legs from collapsing beneath me. My body was nearly done– soon I wouldn’t be able to go on. But my will to live forced my body to dig deep and uncover previously undiscovered energy reserves. I wasn’t ready to give up – not yet.


After what felt like days, but was probably only a few hours, I suddenly stopped. I held my breath and listened. Was that running water I could hear? The sound was faint and could just as easily be the treetops rustling softly in the breeze. But… it could be water.


At the thought of water, my stomach turned into an excruciatingly tight pit. I hadn’t had a drop to drink or a single bite to eat since I’d been safely strapped into my airplane seat, thousands of feet above the ground. Back then, a bag of salted peanuts and an ice-cold cola had seemed like the most ordinary thing in the world. How quickly reality can change. In a split second, my world had shifted – from a place where a simple finger snap brought another drink, to one where the search for water could mean the difference between life and death.


No one was coming to help me. No one was asking if I wanted another Coke. No one was asking if I was hungry. I had only myself – and my own will to live.
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THE TASTE OF LIFE


My strength was nearly gone. The only thing my battered body could manage was a pitiful crawl along the forest floor. At least now I had a direction. The sound of trickling water was definitely growing louder.


The light ahead grew brighter. Just beyond the next row of trees, I could make out a clearing. That was where the tempting sound of water came from.


My mind shut off, and my body took over. I didn’t stop until I was fully immersed in the cool water. I paid no attention to my surroundings, and saw nothing but the life-giving liquid.


I drank and drank until my stomach was stretched tight like a drum. I drank even as cramps twisted through my insides. I drank until I couldn’t drink anymore.


When I couldn't hold even another milliliter, I pulled myself back onto the sun-warmed ground. I collapsed onto my back and closed my eyes, allowing myself to savor the feeling of having quenched my thirst.


After dozing for a few minutes in the forest's shade, I opened my eyes and looked around. Surprised to see that I was at the foot of the largest waterfall I had ever laid eyes on, I sat up and tilted my head back to see all the way to the top. How had I not noticed the thunderous roar of the falling water? The sound was deafening.


Above the waterfall’s edge, the cliffs continued upward. It must be the same mountain I had seen rising above the trees back on the beach. It was massive.


What else had I missed in my dehydrated state? I looked around the clearing with fresh curiosity. Only now did I notice the many sounds of the forest – squawking parrots, buzzing insects, and larger creatures moving through the underbrush. That last sound sent a shiver up my spine. What kind of animals were hiding in the shadows of the trees? Since I had no idea where I was, I had not the faintest clue what predators might be lurking, ready for an easy meal.


I need to find shelter, I thought as my eyes darted along the dense undergrowth. Had something already caught my scent?


The cramps in my stomach flared up as I stood. With my head lowered, I waited until they slowly subsided. When I felt steady enough to stand upright without immediately vomiting all the water I’d just poured into my shrunken stomach, I tried to get my bearings. The beach had to lie in a more or less straight line behind me. In front of me, the towering mountain loomed.


Mountains have caves, I thought. I already knew the beach offered no shelter. The mountain was my best option.


I still had to figure out whether I was on an island or the mainland – and whether there were any other survivors from the crash. The task felt overwhelming, but at least slightly more manageable now that I knew where to find fresh water.


“If only I had a water bottle,” I sighed.


I had no idea how far I would have to travel. It would’ve been nice to bring some of that cool lake water with me.


“Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” I said out loud. My mother had recited those same words every time I came to her with a problem I felt was impossible. It was her way of saying: you have a problem – solve it!
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A TRIP TO THE FOREST


Lacking a better idea, I decided to try following the base of the mountain.The vegetation was dense, but not impossible to get through, as long as I stayed close to the rocks.


I didn’t want to venture back into the forest. The thought of any four-legged inhabitants still lingered in the back of my mind, and I kept throwing nervous glances into the dense trees. Now and then I thought I caught a glimpse of something moving in there, but nothing dangerous leapt from the shadows as I continued onward at a steady pace.


The water had done wonders for my energy level, and I was moving relatively easily. The gnawing hunger still twisted in my stomach, but I would have to deal with that later.


I walked and walked. The hours slipped by. The sun’s journey across the sky told me I didn’t have much daylight left. I needed to find shelter soon – or I’d be spending another night under the open sky. That idea was far from appealing now, with the dense jungle right beside me. Back on the open beach, I could almost fool myself into thinking I was relatively safe – not anymore!


Hope had nearly left me. All the creatures of the night would soon be able to track me down and enjoy an easy meal. My feet screamed in pain with every step, and I was soaked in sweat. Thirst clawed at my throat again, and even swallowing hurt.


Defeated, I sank into a sitting position against a small rock face. I buried my face in my hands and cried quietly. No tears came – I was too dehydrated.


“Pull yourself together,” I suddenly said out loud. I was surprised by the strength in my voice. I hadn’t given up yet.The sun would soon disappear behind the horizon. It was now or never.


On aching feet, I rose once more. I would survive. My story wouldn’t end here!


Wasn’t it getting lighter up ahead? I picked up the pace, and suddenly the ground beneath my feet changed from forest floor to soft white sand. I was standing on a beach again.


But I had left the beach behind me.


My heart sank as reality hit: I was on an island!


It had to be a deserted one too, since I hadn’t come across a single sign of civilization on my long journey from one side to the other.


I fell to my knees and let out a desperate cry. Was I doomed?
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SHELTER FOR THE NIGHT


For several long moments, I let hopelessness consume me.


What was the point of finding water and shelter if I was completely alone in the world?


Would anyone come to help me, or would I spend the rest of my life on this desolate, godforsaken place?


It was the image of my mother that pulled me from my catatonic state.


The thought of how devastated she must be – how unbearable it must be for her not to know my fate – was more than I could take. My mother wasn’t going to spend the rest of her life in uncertainty, not if there was anything I could do about it.


Now I’ll find shelter for the night, and tomorrow everything will look brighter, I thought. As if the very thought itself were magic, I immediately felt a flicker of hope return, spreading like a gentle warmth through my chest.


I rose from my kneeling position and looked around. On this side of the island, The base of the mountain continued down to the beach. I decided to follow through with my original idea: mountains have caves.


The sun breathed his last sigh of the day. In the dimming light, it was hard to tell where rock began and shadow ended. I groped my way along the side of the mountain with one hand. Suddenly, the hard surface disappeared beneath my palm, and I stumbled forward into pitch-black darkness. I had found a cave!


A cry of joy escaped my lips before I could stop it. My plan had worked. It was almost too good to be true.


A shrieking sound abruptly cut off my celebration and turned the blood in my veins to ice.


In the darkness, hundreds of glowing yellow eyes opened. All of them were staring directly at me.


The shock pinned me to the cold floor of the cave. What was that, watching me in the dark?


A rushing sound – wings flapping wildly – suddenly filled the cramped space. I threw myself onto the hard floor in a frenzy and covered my head with my arms. In the pitch-black chaos, razor-sharp claws slashed across my exposed skin, drawing blood in thin streams.


Bats, I thought, squeezing my eyes shut and holding my breath. When would this nightmare end?


It felt like an eternity before the last flapping of wings faded into silence. I didn’t dare open my eyes right away – just lay there curled up on the cold ground, trying to hold my breath. Finally, I exhaled and cautiously opened one eye. It was pitch black around me. I more sensed than saw the cave’s massive walls.


Nothing moved in the darkness. It was so quiet, I could almost hear the steady rhythm of my heartbeat, gradually slowing as the panic subsided.


Now that the bats had left the cave, the darkness no longer felt frightening. It felt… safe.


Suddenly, exhaustion overwhelmed me, and my eyelids grew as heavy as lead.


My last thought, before sleep claimed me, was: Tomorrow I’ll be rescued – I just know it!
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A NEW DAY LOOMS


The faint light of early morning filtered through the cave’s opening, causing me to open my eyes. Confusion gripped me. Where was I?
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