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Translated by deepL( free version, but I am going to donate, promise) and the author’s mediocre English abilities. Mistakes are on me.









For Nina, Thalia and Jürgen.


Even if you are never going to read this fine piece of literature.







Prologue


"They're coming."


"Yes."


"Is there a chance?"


"Yes. One."






Part one


Awaria


‘Meditation is a war.‘


He stands threateningly in front of When.


An strongroom made flesh, and When wonders what combination of numbers he needs to put him into rest mode.


‘Forget everything you've ever heard about meditation. Forget that ridiculous term.‘


His eyes bore into those of the young student.


A bodybuilder, but in the robes of the Gelugpas, fresh from a retreat in the Himalayas.


Where they apparently ate children and paid homage to Kali, When surmises, and can't suppress a smile.


‘Did I say something funny, student?‘


When feels his own power. Untamed at first. Then focussed, like a laser.


We can both play this game.


And the boy returns the gaze. Until needles pierce his limbs and he has to look down.


He gasps. He almost suspects that blood is leaking from his nose.


‘Ahhh, the child prodigy. I see.‘


Cremp turns to the blackboard, and the students wonder where he got it from.


‘Forget everything. Meditation. Books on meditation. Sutras, religions, saints, would-be teachers who once patted you on the back approvingly.‘


He turns back to the students, suddenly holding a Zen staff.


‘And above all, forget who you are. Your names, origins, friends, parents.‘


He takes a quick look at When.


‘When you were first blessed, what exams you took, what you achieved, what you tried, what you failed at. What honours you have on your wall, what you do for the environment, what secrets you think you have to keep.‘


His voice becomes a dull roar.


‘Believe me, students. This has all been done before. All of it.‘ The staff shoots out in a flash, striking a girl between the neck and shoulder blades.


When remembers her golden curls, her big eyes, into which tears are now shooting.


‘But don't forget one thing. Your posture.‘


His gaze is palpable on his skin. When's back tightens mechanically. He doesn't even dare look round, but his classmates are certainly tensing up too.


‘Straight spine. Whether you're in the Himalayas or in the heart of Africa. Or in one of your beauty and spa water tanks ... straight spine. The rest is secondary.‘


The wand snaps forward. When it hits Goldilocks again, When almost has to laugh.


If he had known back then how painful something like this would feel, and how often he would have this pleasure ...


He wouldn't have laughed.


---


End of lesson.


You can almost hear the room breathing a sigh of relief.


Then the headmaster enters. ‘This is just the beginning. Too high expectations could destroy everything.’


The veteran looks at him sharply. ‘Too low expectations might as well.’ He looks out of the window into the rain. ‘Time is running out. The more peaceful we become, the greedier and more brutal our neighbours get. It's not the first time I've experienced this.’


The headmaster nods in agreement. ‘So, will they survive? The training?’


Cremp glances at the Zen staff. ‘Physically, yes, if that's what you mean.’ He puts it aside. ‘If you mean the potential of them, I have my doubts. They're all hard-working. Persevering. Calm.’ He glances at the empty chair by the window. ‘Well, yes. Almost all of them.’


The headmaster follows his gaze. ‘You're talking about her brother?’


‘Yes. He's going to be a piece of work. And we have so little time. It's going to be hard.’


‘But...?’ The headmaster sees a flash in his counterpart's eyes.


‘I've challenged him to a duel.’


‘You what? The students are sixteen. And we picked him up off the street, he's got far less experience than anyone.’


The veteran waves it off. ‘Nothing happened to him. He dropped out before I could finish.’


‘And?’ asks the director curiously.


‘And the millisecond before, he nearly knocked me out of my shoes.’


---


The Viktualienmarkt.


No storms today, which has rarely happened since the end of the 2020s.


Noise creeps through the streets, but doesn't reach him. Perhaps because of the statue. It is her, in her final, heroic pose, her hand raised imperiously.


When When was young and on the streets, this had always been the place with his favourite tourists. Who he and his friends loved to relieve, so that the journey home in beer bliss and hung with souvenirs would no longer be quite so arduous.


He looks down at himself. Wearing a uniform, like the policemen, who had tried in vain to follow him through the alleyways. Strange, he thinks to himself.


‘Brother,’ a gentle voice brings him back to the present. I wonder what his masters at the academy would have said about these mental excursions.


‘The tanks are ready.’


He nods and follows his brother up Old Peter. Which is really old, and with the best of views.


---


Meliannenplatz.


A crowd surges back and forth, waiting for their hero.


‘How long now?’


When focuses his gaze, taking in details of individuals.


‘Forty-seven minutes since the first significant groups arrived.’


’Were there any riots?’


‘Yes, but few. You know how he plans it.’


He nods. The waiting, the pressure on the cauldron, before the big show.


‘We used a Sister of the Hand unit to prevent anything worse. But had to pull it off.’


A mischievous smile flies across his brother's face, reminding him that they are only human too.


‘Too many enemies?’ asks When.


Hardly. The months he spent training with them were some of the most painful of his life. Aikido. Defensive fighting style. As if, he thinks.


‘There are limits even to their abilities. Apparently at some point there were so many opponents that they ended up running into each other. Or into their own kicks. It did get a bit bloody.’


When nods in understanding as he continues to watch the crowd down there.


‘He's coming.’


Applause erupts.


When is not in his sensitive mode, but even a stone could feel the rising tidal wave. The anger. The hope. It all rises with him.


The Tribune takes the stage almost humbly, only looking up when he stands at the lectern.


He has become a man of the people. He has swapped his suit for a ‘Will to Resist’ tracksuit, his brown leather shoes have given way to trainers. From country leader to rebel in just a few years.


He is certainly changeable, When thinks.


And when the Tribune raises his arms and gives the crowd a look, When feels his brother's breathing becoming irregular.


---


‘Citizens.’


Everything falls silent.


His voice sounds melodic but firm. Bright, but with an under-lying baritone.


Our brothers of the middle way should study you. At least some aspects of you, my friend.


‘Citizens!’ This time it sounds like an appeal, almost pleading. ‘How I wish I could call you friends, even brothers or sisters. But these words, once so beautiful, so meaningful, have been destroyed.’


Slowly, he raises his hand and, like a cleaver, jerks his finger towards two brothers of the Order who are flanking the crowd at the edge of the square, looking strangely unconcerned. Perhaps because they are hopelessly outnumbered.


’By them.’


Shouts of protest, hands shoot into the air, and When can feel the hatred creeping up. Perhaps there are a few agitators among them, but certainly fewer than expected.


‘Should we start? Before it gets worse?’ His brother beside him has regained his composure.


‘Not yet,’ says When, without averting his gaze.


Let him let off some steam first. Find the culprits, whip up the mob. Shoot your powder first.


‘Look around you, my dear citizens. Look right and left,’ the Tribune demands.


The crowd follows his order uncertainly.


‘What right, what freedom are you allowed to enjoy right now?’


Seconds pass. Questioning looks are exchanged. And When knows exactly what is coming.


‘The right to stand, citizens!’ he shouts. ‘The right to stand!’ he repeats and has the crowd again. ‘And do you know who no longer has this right, my dear citizens?’


When takes a deep breath. Our children.


‘Our children!’ roars the speaker. ‘And why? Because this government obliges our children, obliges them to waste hours of class time doing nothing. Nothing! Just sit. In some pose that a short-legged Indian once used thousands of years ago, sitting lazily under a tree.’


When senses a movement next to him. ‘That's not true! You do...’


‘Quiet, brother,’ he interrupts him. His voice is a whisper.


‘Forgive me. It's just ... I'm sorry.’


When smiles. ‘I know. And the studies prove it. But the best proof that meditation works for children is you.’ He gently takes his hand. Feels the calm return. ‘Yes, brother.’


‘What should we do?’


‘Enjoy the show a bit more.’


His smile shouldn't be there. Deep meditation takes a long time to prepare for, his instructors have always said. No, When knows now. It needs humour.


---


‘But that's just the tip of the iceberg!’ continues the righteous avenger, now really in a rage. ‘They have destroyed our traditions in all areas! Our ways, those of our beloved ancestors. And for what? Not for prosperity, my friends, that's for sure!’


He demonstratively pulls out the inside of his trouser pockets and laughs.


‘They've taken travelling away from us. The opportunity to see other countries, other cultures. And they call that respect! They've taken away our cars, our pride as an economic nation - in the name of environmental protection!’


His voice gets louder and louder and storms inexorably towards the climax.


‘And we're being controlled!’


Suddenly When has the feeling that the Tribune is looking directly in his direction.


‘By the freaks this grotesque system has produced.’ The clamour of the crowd hurts his ears.


‘It's time, brother. Prepare the tanks,’ says When.


Freaks..... He smiles. Glides down. You haven't got a clue, my friend.


---


‘Second step: Tranquillity.’


Later that year.


There are no casualties yet, at least not physically. But some have thrown in the towel and are now serving in other areas, as far away from the living safe as possible; somewhere soft and nice smelling. And well, quiet.


‘What is that, anyway? Tranquillity?’ Cremp shouts as he pushes the volume control on the sound system up again.


Anything but this, thinks When and looks at the tense faces of his sisters and brothers. Goldilocks is still there. So is his friend; and a Japanese guy who is so quiet even now that you feel the urge to wake him up.


Too bad Sras was transferred, he thinks. But at some point her foot slipped. And her hand. When Cremp tried to use the staff again. The whole thing started with a not unsightly brawl and ended in one of the illegal bars, arm in arm, before the brawl continued (only not against each other).


‘Peace,’ comes through a mixture of guitar riff and jetplane take-off on an aircraft carrier, ’is only in you. Only within you can you find it. You think it's dependent on the environment? Then you're wrong. And become a pawn.’


When sweats. And gets upset that he's sweating. And about the fact that he's upset. He used to know what calm was. In another life, far away from the noises, these terrible noises that cut through his head like sabres.


Yet he has made such good progress. He found peace on the tarmac. On the Marienplatz with all the tourists, the impressions. Even when they were downright tortured, with old recordings of the TV garden, the Tagesschau and Bundestag sessions when the Reichstag was still standing, downright attacks on taste, decency and truth, he had found peace. But now?


Where are you? If you are inside me, why don't I feel you? Where have I lost you?


‘There are people who become restless when a door is slammed firmly shut. When they are slowly driven to anger because a child keeps asking.’


‘Others remain calm, even in the face of noise, insults, untruths and threats.’ Cremp pauses for a moment, looks along the walls where some statues of their saints are standing or sitting. ‘Even when their insides are in turmoil, they remain calm. Even when there seems to be nothing else, they remain calm.’


Nothing else seemed to exist. Is there anything else besides this fear, deep fear, coming from the millennia, of the noise, When wonders? Of the twitching of the lightning, the earthquakes, all still misunderstood in the past. And today? The constant monotonous whine of the machines, the background noise of all the opinions, the conversations ...


‘I know it's hard. And it can get harder and harder. If I had found a teacher before the revolution who could calmly answer questions from a bunch of children, I would have given him a medal. If I had found a politician who remained calm, even in the noise of his own self-centredness, I would have made him king of the world.’


Cremp walks between them.


‘I know it's hard,’ he repeats, ’but you, our elite, you have to get through it. Your ego will always find a reason to be restless. Whether it's that annoying neighbour or someone pulling a knife out in front of you. Or this music.’ He turns the knob down.


When relaxes. Goldilocks has toughened up and seems to have found a certain calm. Others breathe a sigh of relief just like When, only the Japanese guy seems to have fallen asleep for good.


‘But just as there will always be a reason to let restlessness control you, there will always be a place within you where you will find your peace and strength. Find that place! Then lose it. Then find it again, familiarise yourself with it. Embrace it until the drop has become a sea.’


A sea of silence.


Suddenly When feels the gentle wind on his skin, the sound of the ocean. He thinks back to the only time they were at the ocean together. The silence.


‘You have to find the silence. Stay calm like a block of ice - even when the world around you is collapsing under the noise. Because restlessness leads to aversion, aversion leads to fear, and fear leads to anger.’ Cremp switches off the noise completely.


When takes a deep breath.


‘And our goal, peace, becomes unattainable.’ Cremp's gaze glides over his pupils. It is unrecognisable what he feels. Maybe confidence. Or disappointment. ‘The test is in a week's time. Anyone who doesn't pass is still welcome, of course.’ Now he smiles encouragingly again, almost as if he regrets his role.


---


The tank.


The older models looked more like something out of an SF film, a failed attempt to build something special with all the poles and oxygen tanks. The good thing was that passers-by only thought it a building site.


The black tube, which is now just out of sight of the mob, is streamlined, something between a torpedo and a ski rack. There are no more oxygen bottles, nor is there a control panel. One because he wants to be on his own. The other because he no longer breathes as much as he used to.


‘Everything is prepared. No immanent threats.’


His brother opens the tank, then hands him a small capsule.


When's body bows. He himself has already submerged and can only hear his voice from a distance. ‘How far to the crowd?’


‘Twenty metres.’


When nods.


Climbing a mountain at five thousand metres is fun, he thinks. Carrying a crate of stones up to the summit is a challenge.


---


‘But the worst thing is their symbol.’


Everything becomes a mist as he slides into the water and puts the capsule in his mouth.


‘Our beloved Melianne!’


Submerges.


‘Perverted, stained with symbols of paganism!’


And sinks.


---


‘Third step: the moment.’


Nearly all of them had quit; within one step. No, not quit. The Japanese man really turned out to be a child prodigy, went back to Japan and now runs a training centre there. Or is head of state. Or the incarnation of Kannon Ji -When's Japanese is a bit rusty.


Sras joined the Sisters of the Hand, which seemed only natural. On her first day there, she beat up two masters so badly that, coincidentally, two battlemaster positions became vacant that day. She accepted one of them.


His mate got bored with the silence and switched to the Observers, a kind of journalist, only without the greed, contempt for humanity and stupidity that has prevailed in ninety-nine per cent of the press over the last decade. At least that's the plan.


And now it's just the two of them.


Goldilocks -or rather Tara -has become so stone-cold quiet since the first few hours that she doesn't even have to go into meditation pose to immerse an entire building in silence. A sinister development, you might think. But then you catch a glimpse of her icy grey eyes, and a gentle smile from her caresses your soul. She will make it. No matter how many more steps and trials there are.


But When? His bonus of being the brother and having a special talent no longer matters. In the highest spheres, it's no longer talent that counts, but training. Perseverance. A goal that is worth it.


Does he have all that? Yes, he decides.


He practised his posture until it seemed unnatural not to sit, walk or stand upright. He has found and lost his peace and found it again, after countless hours in busy, noisy places, while looking for people who didn't leave a good mark on him. And listening to heavy metal and pop songs from the last few decades.


Now nothing stirs in him anymore. A still lake at night. No wind, not even the moon is reflected in the water.


You led me there. Now the only thing that disturbs the silence is the thought deep down that I won't surface again.


‘There is only one time when you can meditate. And that is always now.’ The veteran -calmer, somehow more understanding in recent weeks -shakes his head thoughtfully. ‘Yes, I know. The oft-cited moment. The mysterious now. To be found in every esoteric book or proclamation of salvation. In every religion. Even our beloved Mr. Tolle would have named his firstborn this way if he had had the chance. But this time, and not for the first time, the truth is hiding right behind a banal façade.’


He gazes calmly out into the rain at the walls of Fürstenried Palace.


Has it actually not been raining since I started training? asks When. Or do I always wake up just in time for the next downpour? Is my mind always looking for the weather that suits it best?


‘And how the moment is wasted. There's always a next time: ‘I'll be better prepared tomorrow’. Or: ‘I've achieved enough for today’. Does that sound familiar?’ Without waiting for an answer, he continues: ‘And how the moment has been trivialised. A life of mindfulness, how fruitful. How rich. But take my word for it.’ His gaze wanders over When, then over Tara. ‘The moment is everything. It's our gateway to ultimate wisdom. Our salvation. We just have to give it everything.’


The moment.


The salvation.


Yes. I could live with that goal.


---


‘Immerse yourself in the moment. And stay there until you take your last breath. Or exist no longer.’


‘And if we have to go to the toilet?’ When's friend would have asked. And the veteran would have humourlessly held a catheter in the air, along with one or two disturbing devices. ‘There are no disturbing noises, no thoughts that aren't in the moment. They are the only thing that feels real. Not the visualisations, not the deities or mantras. There is only reality. Observe it. Don't run away. Don't change it. Stay calm.’ Now Cremp sits down and remains silent. ‘Questions?’ comes a low humming from his throat.


‘What if the moment isn't beautiful?’


The veteran takes a deep breath.


Tara has already disappeared into the depths, When can tell by the room temperature.


‘Then, my boy,’ the veteran replies with a smile, ’the moment is not beautiful.’


---


When drops into a cross-legged position next to the speaker. He dries his hair with a handkerchief-sized towel and looks out over the deserted square. Empty beer cups are still lying around. They have also left their sticks and stones behind.


‘They just left. Just like that.’ The Tribune looks incredulous. Even his sound technicians have disappeared, and only a bodyguard has remained. He is frantically holding a pepper spray.


Interesting. You want to fight, but you don't know what against.


‘Brother.’ When presses the radio. ‘Get our big, bald friend a glass of water. Take his spray off, then drive him home.’ He looks in the giant baby's direction again. ‘And watch him. He's got potential.’


---


‘You did this,’ the tracksuit states.


‘Yes.’ replies the half-naked When.


‘Like her back then? Is that how she saved us?’


When smiles weakly. ‘Yes. And no. The goal is the same. But she used real power. I'm just a child against her.’ He stands up and holds out a hand to the Tribune.


‘Where did the people go? How...?’


’Answers. I said goodbye to them a long time ago. Perhaps the people have realised that hatred is the wrong path. Maybe they've remembered that someone is waiting for them at home. That there is someone they need to look after. Grandparents who need to be cared for. Partners who want to be respected.’ He smiles, his hand still open. ‘Children we have to look after. Even if we force them to stay seated.’


‘Even if it's only thirty minutes a week,’ he adds.


The man remembers the words. Maybe because they are his own. ‘No tricks?’


‘No.’


Then the speaker grabs his hand, pulls himself up and looks When deeply in the eye. A tiger that has been cornered.


‘It's not over yet.’


His hand closes tighter. Until for a moment there is balance.


Pressure and counter-pressure. Hardness, softness.


‘It never is.’


He nods, turns round and takes a few steps. Across the posters. Then he pauses, speaks quietly to himself, yet it's impossible for When not to hear. ‘You may have manipulated them with your mumbo-jumbo. Because they are simple. Unconscious.’ He smiles. ’But it didn't even tickle me ... No, wait, I'm lying. And you don't deserve that. You're always so honest.’


He looks at him mockingly.


‘I was quiet for a second. Peaceful. All pink. Like your whole gay organisation.’ His face contorts in disgust. ‘Compassion. Trust.’


He has finally regained his former strength. Is the Tribune of endless political battles. And storms off.


‘One second, Flipper. That's all,’ he echoes.


When is alone. Smiles at the nickname the press gave him because of the tanks. Then he takes a bow.


Sorry to disappoint you, friend. You were too far away, too full of energy. I didn't even include you for a tenth of a second.


The compassion you felt, is entirely your fault.


---


The briefing


‘Friend, you look like you need a ride.’ When dismounts, briefly checks the battery.


A little old man scowls at him. ‘What do you mean? Do I look that old to you?’


When raises his hands apologetically. ‘Quite the opposite.’ He puts the handlebars in the old man´s doddering hands. ‘Go in peace.’


‘If you say so,’ snaps the old man, turning to a passer-by. ‘Hey you, the brother here has one e-bike too many. Interested?’


When smiles, turns and looks up. At her. In deep contemplation. And even then, her eyes radiate an infinite kindness.


He bows deeply, then walks deliberately up the steps to the head office and enters the reception room. Some of those present turn round and cast him appreciative glances. He nods back in a friendly manner.


‘Activation?’ Little Brother vibrates on his wrist.


‘No. I like the human contact.’


‘Mean. You know how I like to network with the central computer.’


Interesting, he thinks. The colder we get, the more emotional the robots become. Hopefully one day there will be a heroic machine to protect them from us humans.


‘Welcome, brother.’


When bows to his sister. What power is at work in this place. And what power she possesses.


‘I hope there was no trouble with our gatekeeper?’ She smiles at him, somewhere from above, because she towers over When by two heads.


‘No. I've known him for a long time. Unfortunately, he always forgets that.’ Or at least he pretends to.


‘Yes. But he's so sweet. And he'll outlive us all.’


‘I'm sure he will.’


Her LB vibrates. She nods imperceptibly. ‘You're already expected. First floor. I'll take you there.’ She looks down at him.


‘If you want to freshen up first, there are bathrooms. And I'm sure there's a uniform in your size.’


He is confused. Then he remembers that his skin hasn't seen water since the tank. Well, and the water in the tank is salty and a bit ... special.


‘No, thank you very much. We'd better not keep him waiting.’


She beams at him. ‘Wise decision, brother.’


He smiles a little sheepishly. ‘Sometimes there's no turning back. Then you can only hope that wisdom wins again at the end of folly.’


Now she laughs out loud. Bright as a bell. ‘One of his quotes. He'll love that!’ She turns round and strides forward.


Yes, his quotes have often been useful.


---


The meeting room.


He hadn't been here for a long time. The last time was when some guardians had to settle a dispute between peasants. Tough fare. Since then, there's only been news for his Little Brother, then straight to the water tank, which hopefully meant a peaceful solution, and he wonders whether peacekeepers themselves will be able to enjoy peace at some point; and why the hall is empty, except for him.


‘Your last mission was a success, I hear? Despite the ... delay?’


That voice.


‘Yes. We were able to calm the crowd. All good people. Got a bit off track.’ When turns round. ‘As for the delay ... There were problems with the tank. The water wasn't the right temperature.’


An obvious lie is sometimes more honest than the truth. And more amusing.


The veteran looks at him doubtfully for a moment, then smiles. He has hardly changed. Maybe more muscle.


‘Greetings, brother. I hope the room temperature here is comfortable for you.’


The strongroom, as tall as he is broad, bows. New robe, sleeveless, custom-made. Full grey hair, despite his ... How old is he? Two hundred?, When thinks.


He returns the greeting. ‘Yes, very pleasant. Teacher.’


‘Please...’ Cremp laughs so heartily that it's infectious. ‘That was a long time ago. But enough of the empty phrases, otherwise you and I will be sitting together for hours counting the grey hairs I got because of your ... creative moments.’


Determined, he strides past When and heads for a desk. There, Cremp pulls Little Brother off his arm. No, little is an understatement, this must be a luxury version. And When didn't even know there were variations.


Carefully positioning it on the table, Cremp whispers a command, then a light flares up.


‘Today, my friend, you will get your first grey hair. Please forgive me in advance.’


---


When takes a deep breath. Lets the images pass by.


I have meditated in the strangest places and found peace. Not always immediately, and not always, but eventually. And it got better over time.


But put me in a classroom, having someone pacing up and down and ranting about a subject, and I'm as quiet as a swarm of bees ...must be karma.... and if he doesn't get to the point soon, I can't resist the urge to secretly shoot him with paper bullets. Not that I'd hit him ...


‘This Confederation of cities includes some, surprisingly, cities, that declared independence during the upheaval. The armed forces of the former German army established a demilitarised zone around the area. Since then, they have tended to keep to themselves. A few visits, a few skirmishes, but not an important factor for us and our goal.’ Cremp looks at him sharply.


‘That's changed now.’


---


Cremp starts a visual recording. Not low-tech, more like a advertisement. High resolution shots that suggest camera equipment and cranes in the background.


Some people, the important ones, cavort around a central figure who seems to be EVEN more important. But the main character is someone else. Or rather: something else.


The crowd divides, revealing a glimpse of something that they are fawning over like sinners once did over the golden calf. But this is colourless. Metallic. Round. Ugly.


‘May I introduce? Nuclear bomb. Older model. Not old enough, unfortunately.’


When is silent for a moment. Memories come back. Of her. Of the Night of the Candles.


‘How did they get it?’


Cremp frowns.


‘We don't know that. Maybe through allies. Perhaps stolen from some secret arsenal. How they got through the blockades is also a mystery to us. Worst case scenario ...’


A disguised aid transport, When finishes the sentence. And in the very worst case, one of ours.


‘What do they want to do with it?’


‘Nothing special at the moment. Boasting, intimidating, calling in a favour or two.’ He pauses. ‘But it won't stop there.’


No. When there's a bomb, there's always someone who will press the button.


Russian crooks who played with the suitcase while drunk on vodka. And who knows how many American presidents and generals who would have loved to kick the nuclear football in-to the end zone.


More images flash up every second. These ugly weapons. Greedy for destruction. Submissive, caressing, just to be used.


The veteran becomes serious. When has never seen him like this before.


‘Others will arm. The former Bundeswehr already had their fighters in the air before the bomb. No telling what's going on in their heads now. The Blokes will try to acquire the thing, elegant as ever, of course. Other clans will probably want it too. So do organisations with far less wise leaders. It's almost lucky she ended up with the Gaffeln. But only almost.’


Cremp calms himself, puts on a fighting face again. For the morale of the troops.


‘If I know Grandad Toupet, he'll unscrew it and feed it into one of his ailing nuclear power plants.’


They both smile.


‘Or put his hair on its head and have her represent him in the Elysee,’ When continues the thought.


‘Yes, what a gain in quality that would be.’


---


‘There will be a meeting.’


A brother comes in and brings them tea.


‘Tempers are still cool enough for a bit of diplomacy. Or rather sabre-rattling. This is our chance.’ Cremp reaches for his cup and takes a sip.


‘And who requested us?’


This time his smile seems a little forced. ‘Yes, that's one of the rather complicated points. Unfortunately, we weren't invited.’


‘I understand. That's...’ When hesitates, ’something new.’


‘Isn't it? And that's what makes the plan so attractive.’


There it is again, the old enthusiasm when he played tricks on the other masters.


‘If my memory serves me right, you and your friend are the only ones who ever made it past the guards to the ceremony.’


When remembers his brothers' resistance. The first time he became inconspicuous. The headache the next day.


‘The door just happened to be open.’


The veteran smiles. ‘Yes, that happens. And our elite guards weren't really on their game that day either.’


Cremp plays lost in thought. ‘Let's not hold that against them.’


Cremp nods. ‘And how was it at Neuschwanstein?’


When wants to answer, but the veteran shakes his head.


‘Please. The international incident was hardly worth mentioning, after all, you're her brother. And you had a reason.’


A reason. Yes. Jet black hair. I saw her then. For the first time.


‘So, what do you think?’


When wakes from his thoughts.


The veteran looks at him questioningly. ‘Ready to mix up another party? This time officially unofficial?’


‘Yes.’


‘Very good. You're accompanying an aid transport. We've negotiated free passage to the zone. A delegation will receive you. Our contact person will be waiting for you in the city. Everything else later.’ Satisfied, his teacher switches off Little Brother. ‘A briefing like this makes you hungrier than morning exercise with Master Ajun, and she does twenty kilometres every morning. Fancy the canteen? It's the turn of our exchange trainees from Nepal. They're serving Dal Bhat.’


---


‘What exactly is my job?’ asks When twenty Danjavaaht and thirty sweats later.


The veteran smiles at a Nepalese woman in a sari. ‘As always: peace. We're supposed to bring the bomb home, dismantle it and shoot it into space where it can't hurt anyone. The second goal? Everyone should fall into each other's arms and love each other.’ He looks around absently. ’A kingdom for a nice beer,’ he murmurs wistfully.


When smiles. You've got a few knaves in your past too, haven't you?


‘And if it all doesn't work out?’


Cremp becomes more serious. Focuses on him like an eagle on a mouse. ‘Then survive. And get home in one piece.’


---


So that's it, it goes through his head. Not a rally. Not a brawl he has to settle, but an emergency. Human lives are at stake.


And not for the first time, he is afraid of the lack of fear in him. Of the calm.


‘Where will the meeting take place?’


‘We don't know. The city has undergone many changes since the takeover. We assume that the conditions ... won't be ideal.’


‘So probably no meditation music, ringing bowls and incense sticks?’


‘Not likely.’ Cremp smiles.


A new environment. People are extremely dismissive -as his other instructors have always jokingly put it. And no water tank. The mountain. The rocks. This time in the death zone.


‘Who will be attending the meeting?’


‘We have confirmation of the Council Chairman and his advisors. Some Englishmen. Also some of the remaining Americans. Quite manageable, actually, but our analyses show a different picture.’ He takes an imperceptible breath, as if he has something to confess. ‘Other possible participants are hostile clans from the east. Allies from the other free cities. Small warlords who want to make themselves important. Perhaps one or two small superpowers who want to have their say. And there will certainly be no shortage of rich and beautiful people on this occasion.’


No smile. Sarcasm doesn't look good on you, brother. The last comment wasn't meant as a joke; it was a warning.


‘It won't be easy, but you've dealt with the Tribune. And with the peasants. What's a councillor and some of the most powerful people on this continent compared to that?’


Silence.


‘Brother, I don't have to tell you ...’


What's at stake ... yes, that's what they used to call it.


‘ ...what the consequences of your mission's success might be.’


No, but something in him wants to hear them anyway, the beautiful consequences. Peace. Friendship. Our path that is carried out into the world.


‘And what happens if the mission fails.’


No. It's been said too often.


Can we actually exist without negative consequences? Or them without us? The apocalyptic horsemen who are not far away, who have always been among us?


Hatred. Enmity. Death. And our path spurned by the world. Useless.


Cremp takes a break.


When was nervous. Before this meeting. And he is now. ‘No. I will fulfil the task,’ he says, his voice firm.


‘We all believe that.’ The veteran rises. ‘So, it's time to report back to our saints. And tell them about your extraordinary willingness and motivation ... They'll be pleased.’


‘I'm glad to hear that.’


‘Any more questions?’


‘Are you coming with me, Master? That sounds like an adventure for you.’


Cremp seems to consider the matter for a millisecond, then laughs. ‘My humble self? No. I'm an instructor, I've done my tours of duty. If the armed forces wave you through, think of me. It was a tough struggle,’ he adds modestly. ‘Besides, I have children. With a wife who doesn't find me quite as annoying as the rest of the world. No, I have my battles to fight here.’


‘I understand. When will I be transferred?’


The veteran looks sharply at the old-fashioned clock on the wall and does the maths. Quite a long time, When thinks, for a former soldier.


Then Cremp nods in satisfaction. ‘That's entirely up to you. Right now or in an hour, if you want to say goodbye first.’ He grins mischievously. ‘But you Guardians so rarely stick to things, I hear.’


‘That's true. An hour would still be ... pleasant.’


‘That's a deal. I'll get everything ready. Quasimodo has been informed and the plane is already waiting for you at the ABF. You'll also meet your team there.’


‘My team?’


‘Brother...’ He looks at When sympathetically. Like a father tending to his son's wound. ‘Do you really think we'd let you go alone? Then you're more arrogant than I thought.’ He smiles.


When bows, then both men shake hands.


‘Master, please don't tell me now that this is exactly what I was trained for.’


‘No, don't worry. No one has ever been trained for this, my dear boy.’


---


U29


He takes a look back. The Fürstenried Castle. Probably the most inconspicuous in the history of Bavaria, between the A95 motorway in the direction of Garmisch, and the Waldfriedhof, where all the candles had first started to burn that night.


When carefully adjusts his uniform and breathes in the fresh morning air. As he passes, he greets the street sweeper, who he knows doesn't even work for the city, which makes When admire his hard work all the more. Then he walks towards Schweizer Platz and enters the underground station on underground line 3.


Orange, he thinks with a smile. If it isn't destiny.


---


Six o'clock in the morning.


It has taken a little longer to let go of his attachments. The train is almost empty, with just one elderly lady sitting crosslegged like him -the seats now support this sitting position. A sister from the Order of the Hand politely gives him a wai.


The underground trains have become silent, the underground drivers friendly robots. Only for tourists have some been programmed into a grumpy mode, for old times' sake. But they are polyglot and he has to smile at the way Forstenrieder Allee sounds in Chinese. And in Hindi.


---


Brudermühlstraße.


A group of elderly ladies and gentlemen enter. Apparently regional tourists visiting the capital. Heavy Bavarian accent, Tegernsee region, he guesses. He stands up politely and offers his seat to a lady who, at probably a hundred years old, looks so delicate and fragile that a breeze could blow her away.


‘Young Mo,’ says the lady, looking at him with eyes that could cut through a tightrope. ‘Do I look like I want to sit down?’


‘Of course not,’ says When apologetically and sits back down to the laughter of her friends.


‘That's right. Always save energy, you don't have that much, you young things!’ Then she gives him a hidden look of gratitude. For knowing how she would react and getting up anyway.


Politeness can sometimes be complicated, he thinks as he marvels at the beauty of these old people.


---


Implerstraße, and When gets on the U29. He is underground and a part of him finds it still weird. But he can feel the power vibrating above him. On the Theresienwiese, the new home of his order. The home of his brothers and sisters.


He remembers the early thirties. Was it her aura that made the air vibrate with compassion and saturated the ground with wisdom so strong that it was unrivalled in the history of mankind? Or was it the soul of this corner of the world, the magic of the mountains? Or, in the end, the hitherto hidden depths of the Bavarian soul? There was much puzzlement around the world, except in Bavaria itself.


Many politicians and business leaders back then voluntarily resigned from office during the time of upheaval, went into seclusion or joined his order. New institutions such as the Council of the Wise were founded and the Research Centre for Peaceful Technology was established. And the country was given a new name: Awaria.


---


New laws were created for peace.


But the strange thing was that their society developed almost entirely without rules. So strong had the dream been, so great her sacrifice, so deep the wisdom given to each person that night, that people realised how precious every moment is. That our universe is at stake whenever you slam the door in someone's face. Or helpfully hold it open.


He only entered the stage later, when much had already been built, set up and established. When he finally realised that it was his sister who had snatched the planet from the jaws of death. At the last moment, he realised his future fate so quickly that he fled, never to be found.


But then came the pleas. The rest of Germany was falling apart at the time, the world was in flames and the young Free State was fighting for its recognition, for its survival. The newly formed academy, with all its capable teachers from all areas of devotion and meditation, with all its noble aims, needed students who would master the spirit. They were to prove that peace is more powerful than all weapons and all anger. So he, the brother of Saint Melianne, became one of them.


---


The U29 -pink like his first meditation cushion and only completed a few years ago -is getting fuller.


The lights are on, mainly for people who don't live in Munich. School classes are now mingling with Friends going about their work and members of his order heading for the various buildings of the Entschweren Akademie. Everyone is laughing, he remarks with a smile, even the accountants. This is despite the fact that they have to recalculate and check the value of many people's money every day since the introduction of the secure money system.


The students are smiling too, probably since the unannounced tests have been abolished and teachers are getting the best possible meditation training. His sisters and brothers smile anyway, which has often earned Awaria the name ‘Land of the Silly Grin’, of course from people who have lost their laughter.


---


Goetheplatz.


When found the old man's literature fascinating, at least from the time he was forced to read it. Sometimes exaggerated like all romantics, he had thought, just like Goethe did think of himself later on.


Then he had fallen in love at the age of eighty( Goethe, that is), and When himself did as well, and so The Sorrows of Young Werther no longer seemed so far-fetched to him.


What a pity that they could never enjoy the gift of meditation, he thinks and takes a moment full of compassion for all those people.


Then suddenly a little boy and a little girl stand in front of him and just stare.


‘You're When, aren't you?’ the girl asks in a bright voice. Esperanto Square. Then the main railway station. A city in itself, underground, now full of small libraries, meditation rooms, archives and clothing shops for those who still value it. And of course there are the ubiquitous bakeries everywhere with their nationally renowned baguettes and sandwiches, all in nine different flavours.
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