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All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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Nuremberg is a town in southern Germany. It is nearly 1000 years old and has seen a lot. Not all of it was as pleasant as the little river near Nuremberg, the Schwarzach.


It flows through fields, between cliffs, washed out caves and arches of rock. It is over a million years old and has seen everything.


A wizard has been born long ago in the village nearby and he has seen, as he says . . . not enough. He still likes to wander around the forests and along the river, because that’s where he really feels at home.


One day, when he was contemplating a rare orchid high on a cliff, he heard someone murmur something, a boy was hasting along the path beside the river. The wizard shook his head and returned his attention to the beauty of the flower. But now he heard the word, “Dragon.”


And then again, “Dragon.”


The wizard stood up curiously and moved along the ridge pretty fast by taking only a few steps. Wizards can do that. The boy was still running down there, as if something was haunting him. He called it jogging. And he said again, “I want a dragon!” The river gurgled approvingly.


And now in the rhythm of his steps, “I—want—a—dra— gon!” Daniel was his name, and he had read a few dragon books and was absolutely certain, with a dragon everything was better and he was referring to some sad facts: in school they sometimes played football with his pencil case, his father hit him every now and then, he had to share the children’s room with his two brothers and everybody was looking down at him, because he always came to school in his jogging suit.


He had just run down to the Karlshöhle, passing the sewage plant, and had slapped the stone with its triangular opening. Now he turned around and instead of running, he walked a while. His brothers bragged about nonstop doing the whole round of about three kilometers. For him, the youngest, one kilometer was enough to be out of breath. Apparently everyone thought he could pick on him, the teacher, his brothers, the janitor, the classmates.


Daniel had seen a film about a boy, who gains acceptance by coming along with a big fire spitting dragon.


The fact that he wanted a dragon so very much, didn’t automatically mean that he could really use one.


Much of that is going round today. Boys wish for big cars or even aero planes, but they can’t drive, nor can they fly an aero plane.


Sometimes they can’t even ride a bike.


The very old man on the ledge above the path did not know, that Daniel needed other things but a dragon: Parental love, some money, a room for himself, respect . . .


Actually he should have some experience in that way, being a magician for 300 years now. But when he saw children with sad faces, he immediately felt sorry for them, and wanted to do something instantly.


It happens quite often that children are sad and the magician always thinks, he has to react to it. Although born under the name of Müller, his name now is Ycxkqyxckq, a funny name they gave him in a completely strange faraway land because they couldn’t pronounce Müller!


Now we cannot pronounce Ycxkqyxckq and he also has this problem, but he likes the name, and he conveniently doesn’t think as Ycxkqyxckq of himself, but as the Supreme Magician of the Three Empires of the Moon, First Magician of the Real & Unreal Worlds, Wizard General of the Lands of Reason (or what they are taking for reason), Grand Seer and Scout in all Dimensions (except for those dimensions, where they don’t eat pizza, for what good are such dimensions anyway), Extraordinary Master of Animal Magnetism . . . well, and so on.


By the way, he also was the owner and three-star chef of a Parisian restaurant, but he didn’t shout that from the rooftops. For that occasion he shaved and put on an enormous chef’s hat of 60 centimeters.


The name Ycxkqyxckq could be shortened to Yks, but don’t you let him hear that!


Ycxkqyxckq still followed Daniel, just above him on the ledge. And he heard him sigh and mutter a few times and thought, “Well, well, so then! Um, Um! Yeah, yeah!”


He rubbed his hands and suddenly disappeared. A hunter, who was sitting on a fallen tree on the other side of the river, had seen the old man through his expensive binoculars, because he was on the lookout for a hobbling buck, which had been reported to him yesterday. But having just focused, he saw an old man dissolve into thin air.
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After the next bend Daniel came past a beech in whose crown a cat was meowing. He put his head back, “How did you get up there?”


The animal responded with a loud pitiful meowing.


“And now you cannot come back down!”


“Miaaaaaaauuuuuu!”


“I think I’ll call the fire department, right?”


He couldn’t get up the smooth trunk anyway, with first branches growing in about two meters height.


Daniel looked around, a little further away some sawed pine trunks piled up in a stack.


Experimentally, he dragged a log of one meter length over to the beech.


“Well, now the others!”


After a few minutes he had piled up a small stack under the tree. As he mounted it, he was able to reach the lowest branch. He climbed up, not looking down.


Soon he reached the kitten. It was a cute black and white little thing.


“Come on,” the little cat did not move. Daniel still had to climb up another branch, so he could grab the animal. He put it in the crook of the left arm, and found that he had trouble climbing down now. He almost slipped. He was also attacked by the cat which clawed at his shirt and his skin.


Ouch! That hurt!


He carefully removed the claws and put the fur ball over his right shoulder, hoping it would not try to tear him to pieces again.


He made the descent without any problems, stood down and took off the cat, “Run home now!”


“Miauu”, and in a flash it disappeared among the trees. And it really disappeared as soon as it had passed the next tree . . .


Daniel marched on, having made half of his personal trail. He liked the Schwarzach and the caves, the river had washed out. It was so mysterious. And he was glad that it was day and the sun was sifting through the trees, playing in golden patches on the rocks and giving an emerald glow to the thick layer of moss on the ancient stones.


He wouldn’t want to walk here at night. He hated darkness. For example, he had problems, when his father wanted him to fetch something like a vacuum cleaner bag from the cellar, where the lights were weak and always went out after a short time. Then you had to feel your way back to the door, if you hadn’t brought a torch along.


But now it was a warm spring afternoon. He had no problems and as always he wondered if Stone Age men had stood right here and touched the stone exactly there to steady themselves.


And what might they have thought? Probably that they needed a dragon, too!


In case of rain, one could take cover here and ponder how often in hundreds of thousands of years Stone Age people had sat there besides an open fire, thankful for the gods granting them this shelter.


When gratitude decreased, but not the rain and when hunger grew, they probably came to ponder, when the first pizza delivery service would be started.


A little further on Daniel heard a rustling. He looked right up the cliff, but he couldn’t see the forest floor up there.


Again the heavy rustling. Daniel was curious, he knew the forest, the little river and the rocks like the back of his hand, he was here quite often, but he had never heard such a frantic rustling.


He climbed onto a small boulder, put his left foot in a crevice, pulled himself up and stood nearly three feet above the path. Before him again the rustling: a rabbit stuck in a trap. Such a swinishness. Who did something like that. Cruelty to animals—that’s what it was!


The rabbit didn’t want to be rescued, it tugged at the horseshoe-shaped metal case and was moving in a circle, because the trap was chained. Daniel finally caught the animal, because he had almost fallen on it, and it took him three tries to open the iron.


Be careful! Don’t cut your own fingers off! As soon as the hind leg got free, the animal darted of like lightning—and vanished.


“But that has to be put in splints. It must be broken!” So they had learned in biology. Daniel shrugged his shoulders and climbed back down to the way beneath.


To the left there came the footbridge over the water to the old smithy. Daniel didn’t realize, that there never had been any blacksmith, nor even a footbridge.


And he was not surprised to hear a moaning from the gate and then someone shouting, “What a bummer! Now I can’t continue, where’s my helper when I need him? Now the iron gets cold, shame, shame! And again I have to make a fire, and the door is not finished. Another day lost.”


Daniel turned back, took the footbridge and peeked into the smithy. A skinny old man looked up. For forging he surely should be built somewhat stronger.


“Ah, my good fellow! Do you want to help?”


Daniel shrugged.


“You’d have to use the bellows, two at a time. Are you able to do that?”


Sure, he had already tried in the museum village on a school trip last year, he knew how it worked and he knew that it got you quite out of breath after a few minutes. But he said, “Will do!”


After a short time Daniel was sweating nicely because of the heat radiated by the forge and his trampling along on the levers of the bellows as if he was running in a competition trying to win a medal!


He didn’t really care for the sweating, because he watched in fascination as the old boy made a frame for the door from solid steel bars and then wove an intricate lattice on the inside.


He was working with an ease, he could be using basket willow instead of iron!


“Done,” cried the old man, barely sweating. “Now I also emboss your name. What is your name? “


“Daniel.”


The old blacksmith took a few dies and carefully hammered letter for letter near the lock.


“Look! It says your name, and if you ever stand at this gate not having a key, you just have to say, ‘Let me in!’”


“What a nonsense,” Daniel thought and said, “Got to go now!”


The old man raised his hand, Daniel nodded and ran out into the bright sunshine, over the river that flowed quietly here, and then on along the path to the cave.





3


He had to go up to the street for a few hundred meters, then the path went back down to the Schwarzach. Again he ran and soon approached the rock arch. He came through and—bounced back. He couldn’t believe his eyes, which was a saying he had always felt a deep mistrust for, because WHY shouldn’t one trust his own eyes in the first place. Perhaps one should wear glasses?


But here no glasses were needed: a big dragon was lying in the cave!


He swallowed, yes, there definitely was a dragon filling the whole cave. Apparently he was sleeping.


Was he dangerous? Where did he come from? What would he eat? Why hadn’t he ever seen a dragon around here previously? Why had he chosen a cave which he didn’t fit in properly.


Somehow, the huge monster looked nice. Towering over Daniel like a sledding hill, it seemed to grin in its sleep.


Well, crocodiles do that, too!


Suddenly, Daniel jumped back: one of the eyes had opened. It was of a bright orange color and looked rather dangerous!


The other eyelid rose, the head lifted, the mouth opened, and Daniel quickly said, “Don’t hurt me, I won’t harm you!”


Cautiously he retreated to the rock arch. The dragon that was completely emerald green, raised his head even more surprised, “Why should I hurt you? Historically, people have slayed more dragons than the other way round,” he said with his rumbling voice. “And who are you anyway?”


“Daniel! Daniel is my name.”


“Daniel! I’m Snatch. You do not accidentally carry something to eat with you, don’t you? I have quite a hunger!”


“What sort of fodder do you need?”


“I don’t need fodder, I dine!” The monster said with dignity.


“Well, what do you dine on then?”


“Little children,” and Snatch raised his head even further, his mouth opened . . . and the dragon laughed. He laughed loudly and somehow barking and stopped all of a sudden, because Daniel was not there any longer.


He was running like a bat out of hell the way back up to the road.


Behind him the voice of the dragon roared, “That was just a joke. Stay here!”


“Yeah!” Daniel thought. “Go and get stuffed! I won’t stand there being an easy prey for you! No way!” He had to make it up to the village, because there were people, there were houses . . .


But that was just wishful thinking.


Behind himself he heard a rushing in the air, as if all ventilating fans in the country had been switched on. Then a crash in the crowns of the trees and the dragon landed smoothly on the way before him.


Panic made Daniel jump on the bank side, he stumbled, fell and rolled into the water. Splash!


Again a splashing, but louder this time, and something caught him behind the collar and lifted him back up to the path.


“A joke!” Snatch said, still sitting in the water. He got up, jumped on dry ground and shook himself like a dog. “I hate water,” he added, bent the long neck and spat fire on his belly and his legs. Steam rose. “You also are quite wet!


Shouldn’t I . . .?”


“No, no, I don’t want to be grilled!”


“Then take off at least the shirt and hold it close to the flame! I can hardly look at you walking around so wet and cold!”


So Daniel held the shirt up to the orange flame produced by Snatch, and soon he could put on his shirt again. It really felt good!


“Bang!” it boomed and a voice shouted, “Run away, boy!”


And again, “Bang!”


“Hihi,” Snatch said. “That tickles.”


And Daniel shouted, “He won’t hurt you, he just wants to play!”


“Run!” Bang, Bang!


Snatch growled, “Doesn’t he know that I am invulnerable?”


No, the hunter didn’t know this and was completely confused now. Old men vanishing, boys standing before dragons. This was just not his day.


“What an unfriendly atmosphere,” Snatch said, shaking his head. “Too much lead in the air! Come! If you sit on, we can dart off and look for friendlier society.”


Bang, a bullet whizzed past Daniel’s head and made his decision easier.


They were in the air with a jump and the dragon transported Daniel with a mighty noise made by the wings over the treetops, over the river and the woods.


Suddenly Snatch hollered, “I’m smelling something to eat, well, yummy!” and he headed across the fields to the neighboring city. Rapidly they got away from Daniel’s home.


“Well, I’m living in Schwarzenbruck!” Daniel shouted into the wind.


“Good,” the Dragon shouted back. “Good! Do you smell that?”


“No, I’m not smelling anything! I was about to say, I have to be back home soon!”


“Good,” said the dragon.


“So what I’m saying . . .”


“Are you always so complicated?”


“What?”


“I asked, if you’re always so awkward. Tell me just what is thy request, what do you want, what can I do for you, I mean, what do you have in mind?”


“Uh, take me home, please!”


“All right, but let’s eat first!”


Daniel groaned.


“Look, there’s something good,” called Snatch and Daniel realized that he was heading for the shopping center of the next town, where a mini-festival was just being held.


Several food vans were to be found there, a fish stall, a chicken barbecue and a chip shop. In addition, a fire truck to fight thirst with beer, and in the evening a group would play folk music. The chip shop had delicious Fränkische Würstchen, Franconian sausages that were charcoalgrilled. Daniel was able to munch at least three of them, of course with mustard.
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Snatch landed in front of the stalls, crushing a shopping cart with his rear. The cart couldn’t be used for shopping any longer, but magnificently for soapbox derbies.


Snatch’s tail that ended in a heart-shaped arrowhead had touched a large billboard and scraped a letter. It had been advertising puncture protected bicycle tires, but now the most important letter was missing from the phrase “Never has to be repaired!”


Daniel got down, still groggy from the flight and the somewhat rough landing. Perhaps one should equip Fire Dragons with upholstered seats or give them gondolas or . . .


People all around were running in all directions and staring back to Daniel and Snatch from a safe distance. Some had got out cameras, some their mobile phones. Some were making phone calls like crazy, some were filming. Others again took their cars and screeched from the parking lot.


Those coming from the mall one after another, all did the same: they looked surprised, screamed and then began to run. About one in two left back their purchases. Daniel couldn’t help laughing and Snatch laughed, too. But when abandoned shopping carts stood before them by the dozen, Daniel and Snatch fell silent.


“Too bad that they all fear you,” commented Daniel.


“Really stupid,” nodded Snatch.


“Couldn’t you do anything?”


“Yeah, I could eat something,” Snatch toddled of to the chip shop. “You know, I’m really hungry. Imagine the vast amount of carbohydrate I got to burn by flying and breathing fire! I need food, otherwise I’ll faint! Well, these look so well!”


He apparently meant the sausages. 20 of them were lying on the grill, but only four of them were roasted.


“They aren’t done yet,” Snatch said to the sales-lady, who was standing behind the counter, grill tongs in one hand and a plastic tray in the other. She was a middle-aged lady, who had thought previously, she’d seen it all.


“Naa,” she said softly in her franconian accent. “I have jusd . . . jusd . . . pud dem on.”


Snatch stuck his head under the roof of the shack and for a few seconds a red-blue flame blazed over the grill.


The saleswoman silently fainted.


“Well,” Snatch said cheerfully. “The sausages are ready.”


He let his big rough tongue dart across the grill twice and then he smacked satisfied.


“One can’t go anywhere with you,” said Daniel.


“What do you mean, I have to live of something!”


“Well, yes, but how are you going to pay for the sausages?”


“Pay . . . No. Don’t say it! We are in such a troglodytic country, where people are PAYING! So you have MONEY!”


“Yes, um, to tell the truth . . . that euro is all I’ve got.”


Interestedly Snatch looked at the coin, Daniel had fished out of his pocket.


“And what services or goods does it buy?”


“Half a sausage?”


“Oh, well, nevertheless, I’m still hungry. May I?” he asked, but the sales-lady was still unconscious and said nothing.


So Snatch put his green reptilian skull under the roof again, sipping empty the deep-fryer. “Yummy!” he said. Then he burped, creating a little yellow flame that danced across the floor and went out five seconds later.


Using his tongue, he took a pack of bread from the shelf, threw it in the air, took a bite up front, then got hold of the plastic wrap with a dexterous slender claw, and, fflupp, the toast bread disappeared just like magic. Snatch carefully opened the disposal bin, put the plastic wrap in and dropped the lid.


“That was the appetizer. What do we do now that we don’t have any money?”


Daniel started to say that Snatch was using the word “we” a little too often, he couldn’t expect a child, a boy like Daniel, to buy a few thousand sausages for him, or whatever Snatch dreamed of. But instead Daniel said, “I’ve got an idea!”


“You see! Thank heaven I’ve not grilled and eaten you!”


Outraged Daniel put his hands on his hips and looked at Snatch, who shrugged his shoulders and said apologetically, “A joke, a joke! You know that! I’m sorry.” And he swayed his large head depressed from left to right.


“You got to work on your sense of humor some time!” said Daniel. “But now let’s get started!”


A few minutes later, the show was already in full swing.


“Unique!” Daniel shouted. “You must have seen that! Firebreathing Dragon grills chicken in the air. Step right up!


Donate to dragons in distress! Come near! You would not want to see this cute little fellow starving.”


The “cute little fellow” juggled with six raw chickens and sent them through the flame he blew into the sky.


Then, as they were brown, they landed, zappzerapp, in his mouth and were gone.


“Gan I also have sucha chiggen? Ah’ll pay double brice,” shouted a spectator out of the small crowd that had gathered.


Shortly thereafter the chicken barbecue man was out of chicken and Snatch turned to the fish stand as sirens sounded nearby.


“The police,” shouted Daniel.


“Good, good,” said Snatch. “They can keep things organized here. Well, the fish smells delicious.”


“We’d better disappear,” Daniel said. “You know—to avoid misunderstandings . . . “


“Misunderstandings? What kind of misunderstandings?”


And so it came that Snatch was juggling eight fish, grilling them simultaneously in the air. The people were cheering and pressing forward more and more.


The smell of fried fish, the hissing of Snatch’s flame! It was a bit like at the fair—until the four police officers showed up. They jostled their way through the crowd, watched the spectacle for two seconds and an officer asked, “What’s going on here?”


Daniel had just collected money enough for at least twelve fish, and he called, “See for yourself, a dragon is dining!”


“Stop, stop, stop, stop, stop! This just isn’t on! Do you have a permission for this performance?”


“Uh . . .”


“Oh, no permission, that will get expensive! How about a trade certificate?”


Daniel had never heard of trade certificates.


Another official, “I doubt that a little boy like you could have a license to walk this animal in the public! Do you have a license?”
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