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    Prologue

    The night was starry, and a warm wind carried the scents of rosemary, spruce branches, damp earth, and moss. Will took a deep breath. It had been a long time since he had consciously noticed the smell of free, untouched nature. And that was despite the fact that it was familiar to him, or rather, had been familiar to him. So many years ago. Wild years, good years. Years of youth, years of friendship, years of struggle. But all that was long gone.

    His gaze wandered up to the stars. He closed his eyes wearily. Almost his entire life, a premonition of impending doom had weighed on him, determining his actions. And that despite the fact that in all those years he had never been sure whether he was chasing a figment of his imagination or whether the world was actually heading for disaster.

    But a few months ago, the nightmares had begun. Extremely vivid dreams. Dreams that woke him from his sleep filled with fear and drenched in sweat. Dreams he couldn't ignore, if only because he had repeatedly had visions of future events that had actually come true.

    He had struggled with himself for a long time before asking his son for a favor. Karl was a professor of astronomy at Harvard University. As part of an ongoing project, he had access to data and images from the Hubble Space Telescope. Will had asked him to monitor a specific region of the solar system, collect the data, and analyze it. It had been his own idea, and he hadn't let up until Karl finally agreed.

    It proved to be tedious work because there were only two of them analyzing the data. Without outside help. Their initial evaluations had not yielded any significant results. That had reassured Will at first. But then, a week ago, they had stumbled upon something strange. The data showed anomalies that could only be explained by an object approaching Earth at an extraordinarily high speed. But what was truly extraordinary and frightening about the results was that the object was slowing down day by day. It was slowing its flight. And no natural object was capable of doing that!

    Will slowly opened his eyes. He looked at the bracelet on his wrist. So the story he had devoted his life to was true. The story of alien beings approaching Earth and, long ago, beginning to attack humanity in preparation for their arrival. With asteroids full of viruses that had been sent ahead in a first wave of attack. Viruses that caused massive genetic changes in those infected. Genetic changes that were passed on to their descendants and turned those affected into slow-witted, will-less, submissive, and emotionally cold people. An attack that was supposed to go unnoticed amid the background noise of natural epidemics and disasters. In this way, the development of intelligence on Earth could be slowed down and social and technological progress nipped in the bud.

    Oh, how many battles he had fought for this cause, how much blood he had shed, how many friends he had lost. All these battles, all his actions and those of his former companions, had been right and had not been in vain. Will closed his eyes again and took a deep breath. A feeling of sadness overwhelmed him.

    "Why now, why now of all times?" he asked himself. Now that, for the first time in his long life, he had a family . A son he loved and a grandson he adored. Now that he was finally able to feel what it was like to have a home and belong. Now that a new millennium was just beginning, the world powers were cooperating in peace, and humanity was looking to the future with hope.

    The collection of data from the Hubble Space Telescope had certainly not gone unnoticed. And the explicit collection of images from a specific region of space had undoubtedly alarmed the other side. He had fought this evil long enough to assume that the aliens' followers already knew about it and were pulling out all the stops, doing everything necessary to suppress the news of an extraterrestrial object for as long as possible.

    And Will knew what that meant: Karl and he were in danger. In great danger. Because during his last encounter with his enemies, he had been careless, underestimating the capabilities of modern technology. That's why the other side had pictures of him, pictures of his younger self. His escape back to the United States during the Roosevelt era had covered his tracks and bought him some time. But the hunt for him was not over.

    The world had changed dramatically since his return to the USA, becoming more open and transparent. He had adapted too late, had been careless for too long, too negligent towards the technical possibilities of this modern world. A world in which a family left clear traces in the virtual world of the internet, especially the pictures of his son's wedding or his wife's funeral. Traces that would lead the hunters to him. Sooner or later. And when they realized that he was behind the analysis of this data, they would strike with terrible brutality. There would be no survivors.

    "Father, I have a blanket and a cold beer here."

    Karl leaned his backpack against a tree and sat down next to him. Will took the beer and toasted Karl. The hike together had been planned for a long time. And Will had been looking forward to it. He was proud of his son and enjoyed spending time with him. In his late thirties, Karl was already a professor, had a beautiful wife in Anne, and a bright teenage boy in Tom. Karl knew a lot about Will, but he knew nothing about Will's life before Karl was born. And Karl also knew nothing about the danger threatening the world.

    Will didn't want to change that. The risk was too great that this knowledge would condemn Karl to a life similar to the one he himself had had to live. And that couldn't happen. He had already drawn Karl too deeply into this story. To protect him and his family, he had to take him out of the game. But how? Karl was so proud of his discoveries and didn't want to miss the chance to rise to the top league of astronomers. Will needed more time to himself to find a solution to this problem.

    "Karl, it's always nice when we spend time together in nature. That's why it's hard for me to tell you what I have to say now." Will cleared his throat and looked at Karl. "I want to climb the mountain alone tomorrow. It's been five years since your mother died there on the mountain. Since then, I've hiked this trail, her last, alone every year on the anniversary of her death. And even though this year marks the fifth anniversary of her death, I don't want to change that. I want to be alone, alone with my thoughts of her."

    Will shook his head slightly and tears welled up in his eyes. "I miss her so much. But when I hike alone in her footsteps, I somehow feel her presence. And that gives me strength, it does me good. All the good things we experienced together come back to me. I have to go alone and I hope you understand."

    Karl looked at his father with concern. His father had always been an exceptionally strong personality. But the death of his wife had changed something in him. It had taken away his lightheartedness, his humor, his joy of life. It had made him more passive. Karl therefore thought it was good that Will was facing his feelings and openly expressing to him what he felt and what was good for him.

    He nodded to his father. "Of course! I'll wait for you here at the camp."

    "No, go home. I'll walk down the other side of the mountain to the village and take the bus home. The time in nature will do me good... but I still have something here for Tom. It's a book I want to give him as a present. Please do me a favor and drop it off at the post office. Then he'll get it in time for his birthday."

    "Wouldn't it be better to give it to him in person?"

    "No, Karl. When I was a child, I always looked forward to the mailman on my birthdays. Because he brought me presents. And I think Tom will feel the same way."

    Will looked at Karl with a smile. He just hoped Karl wouldn't see through his lie. The book was far too important. Neither of them could carry it with them in these dangerous times.

    "Okay, if you say so. It's your money. Then let's do it that way."

    "Cheers!" Karl toasted his father.

    Will nodded, took a sip, and pulled the blanket over his shoulders. Then the two changed the subject and spent the next few hours talking about their discovery and the object. Only when they ran out of beer did they call it a night and go to sleep.

    ***

    The night vision device showed him in greenish color how the two men went to sleep. John took his radio and spoke quietly into it.

    "They've gone to sleep. Should we strike?"

    The answer came immediately. "No. The images haven't been evaluated yet. We don't know for sure if the old man is the person we're looking for. And we haven't decided what to do with the other one yet either."

    ***

    It was dawn when Will awoke. A blackbird in the tree above him had woken him with its song. The morning was cold and the grass was still damp with dew. Will stretched, slipped out of his sleeping bag, and went down to the stream where they had camped. He relieved himself and then brushed his teeth. When he was done, he filled the coffee pot with water and went back to their camp. After lighting the fire, he fried eggs and bacon in a pan. Then he woke Karl.

    "Get up, you old sleepyhead. Breakfast will be ready soon."

    Karl looked at him with sleepy eyes. Then he stretched, got up, and went down to the stream. A few minutes later, he came back wet but much more awake. " " Karl grinned as he said this. Then he sat down next to Will.

    "Father, I wanted to tell you something. I think it's good that you want to hike alone. It reminds me of the old Will. The Will who was full of energy and thirst for action and always ready to tackle things on his own. I've missed that part of you since Mother died."

    Will put his plate aside and looked at Karl thoughtfully. "The unexpected death of your mother almost tore me apart back then. Even today, I still feel as if something had been torn from my body. I still feel the pain, though not as strongly as before. Without you and your family, I probably would have given up. But over the years, a protective scar tissue has formed over my wounded soul. Today, I fondly remember the good days with your mother. We laughed together so often... I'm certainly not the old Will anymore. But you don't have to worry about me. My love for you, Anne, and Tom gives me the energy I need." Will smiled at Karl. Then he got up and went down to the stream to wash the dishes and cutlery.

    Less than an hour later, they had broken camp, loaded the car, and were ready to leave. Will hugged Karl goodbye and then set off. After a few steps, he turned around again: "Don't forget to drop the package off at the post office. I'll come by for Tom's birthday."

    ***

    John picked up the radio.

    "They're splitting up. Now we can take them out together. What are the orders?"

    "Wait. We're still waiting for final confirmation. But it won't be long now. Stay on the old man's trail. A decision has been made regarding the younger one. He's not important. He has neither the influence nor the standing to pose a threat to us."

    ***

    Will had been on the road for hours and felt better than he had in a long time. Despite the cool wind, he was sweating, and the steep mountain path demanded his full attention and strength. But the view of the untouched nature was reward enough for all his efforts. He stopped and let his gaze wander into the distance. An eagle circled in the deep blue sky. From time to time, its cries could be heard. Otherwise, there was nothing but the sound of the wind.

    And that surprised Will. Because he had had an uneasy feeling since yesterday evening. It was like a tingling sensation under his skin. And he knew that feeling all too well. It warned him of impending danger. Almost like that superhero from the comics Tom loved to read. Spiderboy or whatever his name was. Will had to smile. There was probably a predator somewhere near him. Will wasn't afraid of that. He could even handle brown bears.

    He put his hands under the straps of his backpack and continued walking. He kept a close eye on his surroundings, both in front of him and beside him. His ears picked up every sound. And his body was so tense that he could have reacted to any danger in a fraction of a second.

    ***

    "The old man is now walking along the ridge. If we catch him here, no one will find him."

    John looked impatiently at the radio in his hand. He hated clients who didn't know what they wanted. Who constantly hesitated and let the best opportunities pass them by. Well, they weren't putting themselves in danger. They didn't have to take the higher risks.

    He was so lost in thought that he jumped in fright when he received a reply.

    "Go! You have your go. We have clearly identified the old man. He wiped out a whole group of us many years ago. He is extremely dangerous. Don't take any chances, take him out from a distance."

    John grinned. Finally, he could show what he was capable of again. It was just a shame that the old man wouldn't get to see it. He would be dead before the sound of the final shot reached him.

    ***

    Will ran along the ridge of the gorge. Next to him, there was a vertical drop of dozens of meters. It wasn't a sight that frightened him. He wasn't afraid of heights; rather, he enjoyed the need for greater concentration.

    The tingling sensation in his body had not subsided. But he couldn't see anything. No people, no animals, no rotten trees or loose rocks. Nothing. He was overlooking something. But what? He looked up at the sky. The eagle had disappeared, its shrill whistle had fallen silent. But something was up there. Will's body tensed. Wasn't there a sparkle, a reflection? Will looked more closely.

    Sure enough, something was up there. The tingling sensation grew stronger. Suddenly, he realized that danger was lurking up there and that he was unprotected where he stood. He looked around for cover. But just as he was about to take cover, there was a flash in the sky and a violent blow struck him in the chest. The force of the blow was so severe that he was thrown backwards over the edge of the ravine and fell headfirst into the stream bed. He crashed uncontrollably onto a rock, which prevented him from falling into the ice-cold, raging water. Intense pain blazed through his entire body. His right arm was one big wound, he felt that part of his back was missing and that his ribs were piercing his lungs. It was impossible to breathe and the world began to blur before his eyes.

    Will crawled with his last ounce of strength under an overhanging rock. There he collapsed. One thought forced its way into his consciousness: "That's it, there's no cure. I've failed."

    Then suddenly he saw faces before his blind eyes. Faces from the past. Companions, friends, from times long gone. Sadness and melancholy rose up in him, but were increasingly replaced by another thought. The thought of the prophecy: "The last one ready for battle." He whispered the names softly: "Ki, Arn, Urak, Awen." He hadn't thought about his old friends in ages.

    He took a deep breath and images of his son and grandson pushed the old memories aside. Images of Tom listening to him, smiling and focused. Always eager to learn, always attentive. So smart! "Oh, Tom. I wish I could have been there for you longer."

    And then another memory forced its way into his thoughts. Her face, so beautiful, so familiar, so missed. Lena! Will groaned. It felt as if she were close to him . The bubbling melancholy made him forget all physical pain.

    "Oh, how I've missed you!"

    With trembling fingers, Will reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. Blood flowed over his hand as he hastily and shakily wrote a few words on the paper. Important words. Words that could make the difference. The difference between victory and defeat.

    He could no longer see what he had written or whether it was even legible. The fall or the shock had robbed him of his sight. He felt dizzy and found it increasingly difficult to perceive the outside world. Slowly, his mind drifted away. Tears ran from his blind eyes as Lena's dream figure reached out her hand to him. Without hesitation, he took it. As soon as he touched it, all his burdens fell away and his body became light as a feather.

    "Karl, Tom, don't carry my burden too heavily... finally... peace," were his last thoughts. Then darkness surrounded him, eternal darkness.

    ***

    John looked down into the stream bed. The snowmelt had turned the small stream into a raging river. There was no sign of the man's body. It must have been swept away by the raging water.

    There was no doubt that the man was dead. Pieces of flesh and entrails hung from the rock where he had been standing. The bullet must have torn away half of the man's upper body. Such an injury alone was fatal; the fall into the ten-meter-deep, rocky riverbed was just an added bonus that he had gladly given the man.

    John smiled. His drone had been effective again. And the video would convince his clients that he had done his job. Regardless of whether they found the body or not. And John had his doubts about that. This raging water flowed for many kilometers over numerous waterfalls before it finally calmed down and flowed into a lake. There wouldn't be much left of the man's body by the time it reached the lake.

    "Job done. The man is dead. The body has been washed away. The water will destroy the body so that it will be impossible to determine the cause of death. Also because the bullet tore away half of his upper body."

    "Good job, John. Bring the video anyway. Our clients need visual confirmation."

    "Roger that. See you later this afternoon. Over and out."

    John wiped the blood and flesh fragments from the rock with a cloth and then threw it into the raging water below him.

    "John! John, can you hear me?"

    "Yes, what is it?"

    "The clients now want you to take care of the younger one after all. Take him out, but make it look like an accident. Understood?"

    "We could have made this easier for ourselves. We'll take care of it. But it'll cost extra. Tell them that!"

    "Already done. I know you. You'll get ten thousand extra for this job."

    "Okay. But we need some time for that. I won't be able to make it back today. Schedule us for tomorrow."

    ***

  
    The masked man with the book

    Tom was tired and had a headache. The fast food he had for lunch hadn't agreed with him. He knew why. Glutamate—too much of it just didn't agree with him. It usually ended in severe headaches, sometimes even diarrhea. But complaining didn't help; he knew about his allergy, but still couldn't resist the delicious food.

    It was already getting dark outside and the rain was pounding against the windshield like drumbeats. It had been pouring for hours and the road was littered with puddles. The headlights of oncoming traffic reflected in them and blinded Tom. Every time he was blinded, pain pulsed through his head like fine needle pricks.

    There was heavy traffic around him. Considering the speed at which they were traveling, the cars were much too close together. Bumper to bumper, driven by impatient, stressed, and increasingly aggressive drivers. Tom was annoyed by this testosterone-driven behavior, especially the associated honking and the roaring sounds of modified exhaust systems. When he had had enough of the noise, he turned up his radio.

    "Ki-Beer, the best, the healthiest, the most digestible. One sip and you'll want more!" After a short, pleasant break, the jingle for the news sounded. "This is Radio 5 with the news. Once again, attacks on power stations across much of France have crippled the electricity supply. A representative..." Tom wasn't interested in the news. He changed to another station. "A previously unknown terrorist organization has claimed responsibility for the devastating attack on the London Underground yesterday evening." Tom couldn't stand to hear any more . In recent months, such exaggerated, sensationalist, fear-mongering, and negative reports had become more frequent than ever before. He switched to Channel 5, which focused on scientific topics. "News from Myrtilos. According to the latest measurements and calculations, the probability of collision is 25%. The asteroid has therefore been classified as level 5 on the Turin Risk Scale. This is the highest classification ever given. A possible collision could occur in 2030. Spokespeople for the Department of Defense have pointed out that there is no cause for concern at present and that appropriate countermeasures are already being discussed with experts."

    Tom groaned. Now Channel 5 was following the trend of the others with their intrusive fearmongering. A possible collision with an asteroid in the distant future didn't even give Tom goose bumps, let alone fear or anxiety. And anyway, that name. Ridiculous, the name of a treacherous Greek charioteer for a speeding chunk of rock. Who came up with such an idea? Tom shook his head and switched to his streaming service. When the familiar music of his favorite playlist started playing, he instantly felt better.

    Nevertheless, he still felt tired, burned out, listless, melancholic, and somehow dull. Surely these were the lingering effects of the frustrations he had experienced at his last business meeting. Negotiations with his investors had never been easy, but this time they had been more difficult than expected and had taken much longer than planned.

    Negotiations with people who had no idea about his product, the groundbreaking technologies behind it, and the future technical possibilities. When he tried to explain it to them, he saw only stoic disinterest in his arguments and incomprehension in their eyes. Why was he getting so upset? He had always known. This particular type of person was only interested in confirming self-made illusions, captured in business plans created by technical laymen and controlled by arbitrary milestones that were mostly irrelevant to the success of the company.

    Yet his last few months had been very successful. He had had the right instinct, invested in disruptive technologies, and his development teams had achieved fundamental breakthroughs. Two years ago, the team in Los Angeles had developed an electromagnetic propulsion technology for rockets that was ready for testing. During testing, they had achieved a speed 10 times higher than had previously been conceivable or feasible. Only the material used proved to be a weak point and was unable to withstand the forces and stresses of higher speeds.

    His European team then experimented with graphene technologies and new metal alloys and developed a material that was extremely light, temperature-resistant, and resistant to all kinds of mechanical or electromagnetic influences. The new material removed all material-related limitations and enabled speeds beyond anything previously imaginable. This was far more than an innovation; it was a technological revolution.

    Tom had commissioned the construction of two prototypes based on the new material. They were now stored in a secret warehouse, waiting to be used. But this required funding. Funding that he wanted to use to impressively show the world that a new era in propulsion technology and space travel had dawned.

    Unfortunately, his investors did not share this view. Even when he responded to the question of what such technology could be used for by arguing that it could, for example, be used to effortlessly intercept and destroy the asteroid Myrtilos, they were unimpressed. In their opinion, his experimental breakthroughs were far too costly, while commercial use was uncertain and a long way off. For them, both developments meant only additional delays, uncertainties regarding the return on investment, and a further postponement of the IPO planned for this year.

    How had these pseudo-experts so contemptuously summed up the impact of his technological breakthroughs: "For the third quarter in a row, your company has failed to achieve the sales targets set out in the business plan, exceeded the budget threefold, and has yet to present any reliable plans for an initial public offering (IPO)." They had resoundingly rejected his request for further financial support.

    This put his company in a really tight spot. He hadn't quite driven it into the ground yet, but – figuratively speaking – he was heading straight for it at excessive speed and with defective brakes.

    Tom could hardly concentrate on the traffic. His thoughts were spinning around like crazy, and that meeting kept coming back to his mind. He could feel his carotid artery throbbing, a sign that his blood pressure was skyrocketing. Those slick guys in their tailored suits, affectingly presenting their manicured fingers at the meeting, all reeking of the same expensive men's perfume, a smell that now only aroused disgust in him. Sons of rich parents, graduates of elite universities that were so expensive that intelligent people from the lower and middle classes could only study there if they received alms in the form of scholarships. Sons of rich parents who had never achieved anything on their own in their lives. Sons of rich parents whose entire success was based solely on the wealth, influence, and network of their parents and grandparents. Sons who didn't know what real sweat smelled like or what financial worries felt like.

    He couldn't help himself. The pent-up anger had to come out, he had to scream. A primal scream so loud that it echoed in his own ears. His hands clawed so tightly at the steering wheel that his knuckles turned white. He shook the steering wheel in frustration and then ran his hand through his hair. To calm himself down, he took a deep breath in and out and noticed with horror that the distance to the van in front of him was suddenly decreasing rapidly. Obviously, the driver had braked too hard and had skidded due to aquaplaning. Why weren't his brake lights on?

    In a reflex, without thinking, Tom slammed on the brakes and glanced in the rearview mirror at the same time. He was shocked to see a truck racing toward him at high speed without braking. Instinctively, he jerked the steering wheel to the right with all his might. His car swerved but immediately recovered. His action was pure reflex, and Tom was glad that the driver next to him had braked in time, creating a gap for him.

    But his luck was short-lived. The driver of the van seemed to have completely lost control of the vehicle, veered out of his lane, and was racing straight toward him. Tom suddenly had the impression that time was slowing down. Behind him, the truck had also changed lanes, pushing several cars into the embankment, and was now approaching at breakneck speed. Tom's eyes searched for a way out, a gap. He had to get out of here, out of the danger zone. There! To his right, a narrow gap in the traffic through which he could swerve onto the hard shoulder. Without thinking twice, he floored the accelerator, accelerating the car with all his might, steering it into the gap and shooting past the swerving van onto the hard shoulder.

    Wow, he had done it. Everything was clear in front of him, no more danger from the van or the truck! Tom relaxed. He stayed on the hard shoulder until a gap opened up in the normal lane and he could merge back into traffic.

    Only now did Tom realize how close he had come to an accident. He touched his forehead and started to laugh. He banged his right fist on the steering wheel several times. "What a great car," he thought to himself, patting the steering wheel affectionately and shouting loudly, "Wow!"

    His heart was still racing wildly, his head was pounding, and his eyes hurt as if tiny grains of sand were rubbing against them. He felt terrible, but at the same time he was more awake than he had been in a long time. "Man, that was really close, I was a hair's breadth away from getting hit," he thought to himself. He looked to his left at a blue Volkswagen that was just passing him. When the car was level with him, it slowed down and drove alongside Tom. The driver looked at him strangely. This guy was staring as if he had lost his mind. Tom rolled down the side window and yelled at the driver, "What are you staring at? Mind your own business."

    The man abruptly looked away, accelerated, squeezed into a gap in front of him, and made room to pass by flashing his lights and honking wildly. Tom was surprised by the man's sudden aggressive driving. Had he scared the guy? Was he running away from him? Well, in a world where almost everyone carried a weapon, this behavior wasn't so out of the ordinary. He had to calm himself down, get his adrenaline levels back down.

    As he had learned in meditation, Tom consciously took several deep breaths in and out. Slowly, he calmed down. He had nothing against the man; he didn't even know him. The man had just looked at him stupidly at the wrong moment. Just looked at him. Tom shook his head at himself. He knew he tended to react impulsively, and he also knew how sorry he often felt afterwards. Especially when he finally realized what he had done with his uncontrolled, impulsive behavior. Apologies usually didn't help then; the wounds inflicted were simply too deep, too painful.

    His failed marriage was an example of this. He couldn't help thinking about Sophia, his ex-wife. He still loved her, and alongside the pain of their separation, which would probably never fade, a warm feeling came over him. The thought of Sophia seemed to drive the adrenaline out of his blood. His hands had stopped shaking and he was breathing more calmly again.

    A little later, he turned into his street. He shook his head in amazement. He couldn't remember driving past the supermarket or the gas station. He called it unconscious driving. When he was preoccupied with problems, his body seemed to drive the car autonomously. What always amazed him was that his reflexes didn't seem to be affected. As soon as something critical happened, he was immediately back in the game with full consciousness. At least, that had always been the case so far.

    He had calmed down during the drive. There were solutions to his problem. Even if he didn't particularly like them. The private space companies had been pushing him for months to cooperate more closely. They were all in a position to finance him. And, of course, he couldn't forget NASA. With its propulsion and materials technology, NASA would instantly become the top dog in the space industry again. But all these companies would demand a say and deeper technical insights. And he didn't like that, not yet. He muttered under his breath a saying from a war veteran he had recently read:

    "Better to limp on one leg than lie on the ground without a head."

    He was relieved when his villa appeared at the end of the road. The driveway ended at the house, beyond which there was only meadow and forest. He was a little surprised to see a van parked at the end of the road at this time of day. It didn't matter, he shrugged. It was probably just a few nature lovers taking a short evening stroll in the woods to get some fresh air. Actually, that was a good idea, he thought to himself. It wasn't too late yet, it had stopped raining, the air was clear, and his two dogs would love to go for a walk with him.

    Sheila and Blue were two Malinois trained as guard dogs who stayed in the garden and guarded the house while he was away. Years ago, a burglar had tried to take advantage of his absence and climbed over the wall. He hadn't gotten ten meters before they cornered him, using their snouts like a prizefighter's fists, grabbing him by both arms with their teeth and forcing him to the ground. Although armed, he hadn't dared to draw his gun. Later, he told the police that he had lain flat on the ground for five hours without moving a finger. Because every time he moved, the dogs started growling and snapping at him. With that image in his mind, Tom couldn't suppress a smile. Malinois just had a very direct way of persuading people, he thought to himself.

    Tom drove into the garage. He was already looking forward to a cold beer and his two dogs. He had missed them all day . And he was sure that the meeting would have gone differently if they had accompanied him. The two of them couldn't stand it when Tom was attacked by third parties. Whether physically or verbally. Tom smiled. He got out of the car, took his briefcase from the back seat, and locked the car.

    One door of the garage led into the hallway, another through the pantry into the kitchen. Tom was thirsty, so he went straight to the kitchen to get a beer from the refrigerator. The short pop as he opened the beer made his mouth water with anticipation. The drink tasted wonderfully cool and hearty, and he closed his eyes for a moment in pure enjoyment. Then he took a second sip and closed the refrigerator door. And jumped in fright. Standing in front of him was a masked man, about two meters tall, with piercing blue eyes, grinning at him.

    "It's good beer. I've already had two."

    Without another word, the masked man grabbed him and forced him to the ground with a lever hold. The beer bottle slipped out of Tom's hand and shattered on the stone tiles. Tom felt his pants getting soaked with beer as the man turned him onto his stomach to tie his hands behind his back.

    "What about my two dogs?"

    Tom himself was surprised that in this moment of terror, the only thing he could think of was his dogs.

    "Don't worry, they're fine."

    After saying this, the man let out a short whistle and Sheila and Blue jumped into the room, barking happily. They ran to Tom and licked his face.

    "Blue, Sheila, fetch!"

    The man laughed loudly.

    "Dogs love me. No matter how well trained they are, as soon as they see me, they only follow my commands."

    The man playfully patted Tom on the head.

    "Nice try. You two, make room."

    Both dogs lay down on the floor right next to Tom. Blue licked up some of the spilled beer.

    "What do you want from me? I hardly have any money at home. I usually pay cashless!"

    The masked man shook his head.

    "I'm going to put you on the chair now. Don't fight it. I'd be sorry if I had to be a little rough with you."

    With astonishing strength, he grabbed Tom by both arms and helped him up. Then Tom was literally lifted onto a chair and placed there like a package. The man tied him to the chair with a rope and pulled his jacket down over his shoulders. Tom suddenly felt something cold on his back, heard a tearing sound, and realized with horror that the man had cut his shirt.

    Panicked, he tried to turn his head to see what the man was doing. He shouted loudly, "What are you doing?" A sharp, stinging pain in his neck was the answer. It took Tom's breath away for a moment. He hissed as he gasped for air. He felt the man rub something wet on his neck.

    "Don't worry, the pain will be over soon. I had to remove something that didn't belong to you." With these words, the man pushed his hand into Tom's field of vision. In his hand he held a knife with a bloody black object on it. It looked like a flat beetle, almost like a bug.

    "What is that?" Tom carefully shrugged his shoulders, but felt no pain from the wound at all. Nothing, not even a throbbing. The brief, sharp pain seemed to have dispelled his headache as well.

    "This thing here, I call it a parasite, is really nasty. Be glad you got rid of it. What the people who planted this thing on you didn't know is that you are special, different from others. That has allowed you to retain your independence, your individualism, your resilience. Something these people don't like about you at all." Tom felt the man's hand on his neck again. At first, the touch was unpleasant, but then he felt the warmth of the hand and found it almost pleasant. No sooner had he relaxed than a burning pain set in.

    "Oh God, sssccchhh. Ouch! That hurts like hell!" Tom screamed, shook the chair, and tried to free himself. The two Malinois watched him with interest but remained lying quietly. Tom felt helpless, at the mercy of others, and screamed desperately, "Let me go right now. What the hell is this?"

    
      The man stood in front of Tom with the knife in his hand, put it away with a calm movement, and without warning gave Tom a resounding slap across the face. Smiling, he said to Tom, "That was an 'Oscar-worthy slap.' I've always wanted to do that and... say that. But what I really want to say is..." The man paused briefly, bent his head toward Tom with a smile, and then shouted at the top of his lungs
      , "You don't yell around here. If anyone yells around here, it's me." 
      The man raised his hand and wiped some spit from Tom's face. "I'm sorry, but when I yell, it tends to get a little wet. You're wearing something for your protection now. Believe me, the brief pain was worth it."
    

    Then the man turned away, went to the sink, and washed his hands. Tom watched him, turning his head from side to side. Since feeling the brief, burning pain, he felt different, better, somehow clearer. Probably because the headache had disappeared. The man came back and slipped a bracelet over Tom's wrist. It was a beautiful piece, copper-colored, decorated with strange symbols and set with several stones. Somehow, the piece looked familiar to him. Where from?

    Tom thought hard, but suddenly found it difficult to concentrate on the question. Something was wrong, he felt a rising discomfort... something was wrong with him. Tom felt weaker by the second, he became dizzy, he had to swallow dryly, then small colorful dots began to dance before his eyes, restricting his field of vision, everything in the room around him suddenly seemed to emit disturbing vibrations, and it felt to him as if these things wanted to connect with him and were pulling at him like crazy. Panic rose within him. He was scared, scared shitless. And suddenly: darkness, silence, and... absolute numbness.

    Thinking was all Tom could still do. And that was terrible, because he realized that he was trapped inside himself, without any contact with the outside world, without any feeling for his body. He couldn't feel anything anymore, no panic, no anger, he couldn't even feel whether he was still breathing or not. Left alone with himself, locked in a body he could no longer feel. His thoughts were pure chaos, ideas arose and were suppressed before he could even deal with them. It was pure confusion, the best funda ment for madness. Until one thought pushed its way to the forefront, remained persistent, and finally dominated his thinking: "What thoughts do I spend my time with when even a minute feels like an eternity?"

    Somehow, Tom found comfort in the desperate answer he gave himself. He had always been a cerebral person, someone who liked to think, who could spend hours grappling with difficult issues in his mind, who didn't need external stimuli to pass the time, who even hated external distractions. Tom smiled to himself and a weight seemed to lift from him. This relief, this relaxation, tore a small hole in the armor that surrounded him. A spark of light appeared in his field of vision. "Where there is light, there are also eyes!" This strange thought forced itself upon him and he successfully tried to follow the spark on its path, finally feeling his eyes again, relieved to find that the little light was getting bigger and bigger, and noticing with joy that it was accompanied by soft, steady sounds. And just like in the cinema, when the curtain rose and the light from the screen dispelled the darkness, he could suddenly see, hear, and feel again. But it wasn't like before; he felt that he had changed.

    He could see more clearly than ever before. And he heard sounds he had never noticed before. Tom turned his head from side to side and listened. The soft, steady sounds he heard came from the hearts of his dogs. He also heard the flapping of a bird's wings in the garden and the soft humming of a relay in the kitchen. What was strange was that he not only heard these things, he also sensed and felt them. It was as if he were connected to them by an invisible bond. What had the man done to him? He felt more than just renewed, more like an evolution of himself, a Tom 2.0, so to speak.

    Tom looked at the wall clock. And he was startled. Not even a minute had passed since he had become dizzy. He could have sworn that he had been trapped in this disembodied state for at least an hour. Tom looked at the man. He had carefully wrapped the parasite in aluminum foil and then sat down on a chair in front of Tom. He looked calmly into Tom's eyes, rubbed his mouth thoughtfully with his fingers, and took a deep breath. "Since this parasite was planted in you, you must have had frequent headaches. You're special; your immune system and your DNA deviate from the norm. That's why your body was able to fight this thing in the first place. It caused you pain and discomfort, but still. Now that I've removed it, you'll soon feel better. And I don't just mean good, I mean really better. Maybe you already understand what I mean."

    He pulled a magazine out of his jacket pocket. Tom saw that it was an issue of the American Journal of Psychology. "There's an article in the journal about amnesia. The scientists write that memories can return when people are confronted with their past, names, music, habits. So, for example, you play music that the patient used to love, or you tell stories from back then, mention familiar names, and so on and so forth." The man paused and then looked Tom seriously in the eyes. "This is not a robbery!"

    The man shook his head slightly. Then he ran his tongue over his lips. "All I want from you is your undivided and full attention." With these words, he got up, went to the refrigerator, and took out two bottles of beer. He opened both of them and sat down in front of Tom again. He gave Tom a sip from one of the bottles. "Have a drink, you must be thirsty, and it's going to be a long night."

    The man also took a sip from his bottle, wiped his mouth, and began to tell his story. "The story I'm about to read to you sounds unbelievable. But it's true and important for you and your future. I only restrained you so that you wouldn't run away while I was telling the story. If you interrupt me too often, I'll gag you. Do you understand me?"

    Tom's thoughts were racing. He couldn't free himself. And even if he had managed to do so, he wouldn't have stood a chance against this guy. The guy easily weighed over 220 pounds and seemed to be made entirely of muscle. So his only option was to play for time. Besides, for the past few minutes, he had never felt better physically. On the one hand, Tom was afraid, but on the other, he felt a deep curiosity and an urgent desire to listen and learn more. So he nodded.

    The man took a visibly old, rather tattered, leather-bound book out of his jacket pocket. Before he began to read, he gave Tom a brief introduction to the story.

    "The first few pages of the book are missing. So here is a brief summary of the era in which the story takes place. It was a wild and cruel age, and most people did not die of natural causes, but through violence or disease. Years earlier, tribes of horsemen from the east had ravaged the lands, leaving the people with a deep distrust of everything foreign. When the raids by the equestrian tribes ceased, there was a period of peace until the regional prince, whom they called king, was killed and a bloody battle for his throne broke out. The war of succession lasted more than two years and the death toll was so high that the survivors referred to this period as the time of the great war. The social order that had been laboriously rebuilt before the great war was destroyed by the war , and in large parts of the country, only the law of the strongest applied.

    The princely houses, weakened by the war, were only concerned with their own welfare. Marauding gangs took advantage of the lawless situation to oppress and devastate entire regions. The chaos was exacerbated by the bitter dispute between the Pope and the Emperor. There were even rumors that a crusade against the Emperor was to be launched.

    As a result, everyone, whether villagers or townspeople, lived in constant fear of the future and the daily violence on the streets and in the fields. In remote areas that were difficult to access, the situation was different. Bands of robbers rarely ventured into these areas, and news of political strife, violence, crime, and war rarely reached the ears of the inhabitants. Information only reached these settlements when traveling merchants ventured into the valleys or locals returned from markets where they had traded goods.

    Our story begins in such a village. It was the settlement of the Marsen, a tribe too small to be mentioned by historians. And with too few people to survive the centuries as a distinct culture. The Marsen called their village Noppau, and it was located in the Westlands, as people called the region at that time.

    Tom couldn't believe everything that had happened to him that day. First, that crappy meeting with his investors, then the incident on the highway, and now the brazen attack on him. Today seemed to be one of those days when something inconvenient was replaced by something bad, only to be superseded by something really bad.

    And now this catastrophic story of an early medieval village. What kind of strange guy was this? Did have a pathological urge to tell boring stories, and no one listened to him voluntarily? Was he, Tom, a victim who was being mentally raped so that this sick man could live out his urges? Tom was desperate, and a feeling of fear crept up inside him, slowly but steadily replacing his curiosity.

    There was something strange about the story, though. The man's voice had triggered a daydream in him. When the man spoke, he only vaguely perceived the room he was sitting in. He only heard the man talking; no other sounds penetrated his consciousness. He had tried to break free from this strange state, but he had not succeeded. Every sentence the man uttered conjured up new images in Tom's mind's eye. Somehow, they were real, vivid images, much clearer than old memories. It must have been the man's sonorous voice and his vivid descriptions. Maybe the man had put something in his beer, some kind of mind-altering drug. Tom couldn't explain the effect any other way.

    Then the man began to read aloud from the book, and the room around Tom faded away. Instead of walls, he saw lush meadows and green forests in a mountainous landscape.

    ***

    It was a glorious late summer day. The sun shone in a deep blue sky and the first snow lay on the mountain peaks like a white veil. The harvest season was over and the Marsen were preparing their festival of lights. At the end of the harvest season, they commemorated their ancestors and the gods and thanked them for the rich gifts of nature. It was always a lively festival with lots of games, dancing, good food, and plenty to drink. And this year, too, the elders would once again gather around the fire pits in good spirits to tell funny, exciting, or scary stories.

    All the children were excited and full of anticipation for the festival, outdoing each other in telling horror stories and reenacting heroic deeds. As every year, the most popular game was the "Battle of Dragon Mountain." All the children wanted to take part in the game, and the roles of the most important characters were highly sought after. The decision of who would play which role was up to their two leaders, Ki and Urak. For the two of them, casting the individual roles was a lengthy and difficult process, as there were only a few really interesting roles to distribute and they would therefore disappoint most of the children.

    While the children were busy assigning roles, the adults prepared for the festival. Everywhere you looked, you could see men and women bringing wood for the campfires, grilling meat on skewers, baking bread, and making fire boats. A wonderful aroma wafted through the valley. It was noticeable that most of the men in the village were either old or still young. There was only one middle-aged man, Kupa, who went from group to group helping wherever a strong arm was needed.

    Kupa smiled as he looked over at the children. As in the previous two years, Ki and Urak argued about which children would play the most important roles at their side. The two teenagers were the universally recognized leaders of the children's groups, as they were the only children who had been chosen by bear wolf cubs, with whom they had since formed a loyal and close friendship.

    "Arn has to play the role of Osch. There's no one who plays the role with as much feeling as he does."

    "But Arn is playing the role for the third time. We can't always give our friends the best roles. That's not fair to the others!"

    So the argument continued. But Kupa was sure that the boys would soon find a solution. Because they were best friends. And best friends always found a workable compromise.

    Kira stood a little way away from the two boys. She had been listening to Urak and Ki's bickering for a while. Kira was furious. She thought it was unfair that girls weren't allowed to play as warriors in the battle of on Dragon Mountain. Because among the Marsen, there were no gender-specific roles or tasks. Everyone was assigned according to their abilities. Except in this game. It was the exception.

    When they had played the game for the first time, girls had not been allowed to participate at all. The boys had explained that there had been no women among the warriors in the battle. In the second year, one of the girls had objected that there had also been female participants in the battle. As an example, she had mentioned Wolke, Brutobur's dragon. The boys then agreed to a compromise. As a result, girls were allowed to play, but only in the role of animals. Since then, most girls had dressed up as wolves or horses.

    Kira had also gone as a horse last year. However, she quickly regretted this decision, as she had been harnessed to a heavy cart together with another girl and had to pull it. And at the end, the "wounded" had been placed on the cart and had to be carted to the village by the two "horses." She was boiling with rage inside.

    There was hardly a boy who could compete with her. Whether it was climbing, long jump, javelin, tracking, or wrestling, Kira beat most boys her age. She was a head taller, stronger, and smarter than most boys her age. Even Arn, the smartest boy in the village, often asked her for advice.

    Kira had something special planned for this year. She would show everyone that she was a great warrior. She had already started designing and making a dragon costume in the spring. No one had ever played a dragon before. For that reason alone, her role would be something special. But that wasn't enough for Kira. She didn't just want to play the dragon, she also wanted to fly like one. To do this, she had spent months observing birds in flight, carefully examining the wings of dead birds, and applying her findings to the construction of wings made from fibers of the kibip plant.

    An hour before the battle began, Kira went up into the forest. She had hidden her costume there days ago. She was very excited and could hardly wait for the moment when she would intervene in the battle, flying and imitating the dragon's cry.

    ***

    The man had stopped reading, and Tom felt as if he had been suddenly thrust out of a tunnel into bright light. At first, he could only make out his surroundings vaguely through his narrowed eyes. Fear wanted to rise up in him, but it was dampened by an inner feeling of calm. As if everything was fine. But his mind knew that nothing was all right. And that fueled his uncertainty and anger.

    Slowly but steadily, Tom's emotions boiled up, intensified by the knowledge that he was being abused, forced to obey someone else's will. A sick, mentally disturbed guy had broken into his house, tied him to a chair, and finally injured him with a knife. Just so that he could finally tell his story about the villagers and their idiotic games in peace. All of this created pressure within him that increased by the minute. He felt that neither his intrinsic curiosity nor whatever urged him to remain calm could control the pressure for long and prevent the outburst of anger that was so typical of him.

    
      If there was one thing he couldn't stand, it was being abused. That others played their games at his expense. Even as a child, he had defended himself against such behavior, if necessary with a well-aimed punch. The memory of the punch was the last straw, and his anger literally burst out of him. "Did your therapist send you away? Couldn't he stand your boring lectures any longer? It's also a ridiculous story about hillbillies and their village games! I've heard enough, untie me and... 
      get the hell out of here!
      "
    

    He shouted so angrily that saliva dripped from his mouth.

    His outburst seemed to bounce off the man like raindrops on hot stone. The man calmly took a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wiped the saliva from Tom's chin. Then he pushed the handkerchief into his mouth and gagged him with the neckerchief he had been casually wearing around his neck.

    "You need to know one thing, Tom. The Marsen were a long-suffering tribe. The raids by the wild horsemen tribes from the east and the subsequent Great War had claimed countless victims among them. There was no family that did not mourn at least one death. The few hundred survivors had retreated into the impassable wilderness of the mountain forests, partly to escape the danger of extermination.

    For them, death was something familiar, and they knew that dying is neither easy nor graceful nor beautiful. It's not like in the movies. Dying means pain, trembling, fear, piss, shit, and sometimes even vomit. And that's true even for the bravest among them.

    The Marsen were fully aware of this facet of death. That is why they gave their dead a heroic, theatrical death in this game, thereby restoring their dignity. When their descendants later thought of their fallen, they had images of a dignified, honorable death in their memories. Over time, this made it a little easier to bear the loss and grief."

    Tom looked at the man in disbelief. He seemed to have completely internalized this story. He was probably some kind of writer in disguise. "I don't care how anyone died. Just untie me already," Tom wanted to say. But all that came out was, "Mmmmhh mmhhh, mmmmhhhh."

    The man took Tom's beer bottle from the table, pushed his gag aside, and let him take a sip. "Just keep listening!"

    Then the story continued, and the world around him became blurred and hazy again. Other images and impressions pushed their way in, colorful and crystal clear. Tom had been sucked back into the story.

    ***

    As every year, the battle took place on the village meadow at the edge of the forest. The children had agreed to use only hazelnut branches no thicker than a thumb as swords and spears, as well as arrows with rounded tips. Swords and arrows were smeared with red paste. This was to make hits visible. Anyone with one red mark was considered wounded, with two red marks you were considered dead and had to remain lying on the spot.

    Ki was allowed to play Rob, the butcher. As leader of the rebels, he opened the battle with his sword raised high and a loud cry of "Down with the tyrant!" No sooner had the cry faded than the enemy armies rushed wildly at each other. Arrows whistled through the air, hazelnut swords clashed, and now and then loud cries of pain could be heard.

    As recounted from the real battle, the rebel army was quickly pushed back toward the edge of the forest. Ki's warriors formed a protective ring around their leader. Arn, who played the role of Osch as he had done in previous years, stayed particularly close to Ki. A fierce battle raged for minutes, until an enemy warrior broke through the cover and threw his thumb-thick, blunt hazelnut spear at Ki.

    But Arn had been paying attention. With death-defying courage, he threw himself in the path of the spear. The spear bounced off his chest and lay on the ground beside him. The noise of battle around them died down in an instant. No one wanted to miss the heart-wrenching scene that followed.

    Ki threw himself to his knees and took Arn's head in his arms. "Osch, my faithful friend, what have you done? I would rather have died myself than have to endure the pain of losing you."

    Arn groaned and his eyes flickered. He whispered softly, "Rob, you are our hope. If hope dies, all is lost. There would be no joy left in life. Everything would be dreary and gray."

    Ki had tears in his eyes and said, sobbing, "What is victory worth if everything that is important is taken away? What remains then? What is worth living for then?"

    There was dead silence on the battlefield, many felt an oppressive pain in their chests, and quite a few rubbed bitter tears from their sad, glassy eyes in memory of their ancestors. Then it happened.

    A huge creature burst out of the forest with a wild cackling sound. It looked like a giant chicken trying to flap its wings with big jumps. The chicken stumbled down the steep slope, clearly struggling to keep its balance. It stumbled, picking up speed, jumped over a branch lying across the path and... took off.

    With its stubby wings stretched out wide, the chicken flew down the steep slope, barely a meter above the ground. When Ki saw this, he jumped up abruptly and dropped Arn's head. Ignoring his cry of pain, he shouted loudly:

    "That's Thalo, my dragon! He's turning the tide of this battle."

    Kira heard the cry and saw out of the corner of her eye as Ki joined the battle. She laughed proudly and momentarily forgot her fear of not being able to control the flight. The terrain in front of her flattened out and, after a few meters, turned into a slightly ascending slope. Kira realized with horror that she was losing altitude noticeably.

    To avoid crashing, she began to flap her wings wildly. But the frantic movement caused her to lose what little balance she had had so far, and she crashed, directly into a group of fighters who stood there paralyzed. Kira wanted to scream loudly to scare the children away. But only a hoarse shriek came out of her throat. And then it was over.

    She crashed into the group with full force. Her wings and dragon beak were torn off. She collided painfully with a body and rolled across the ground, somersaulting several times. Until she lay there, dazed.

    A gaunt boy, dressed as an enemy soldier, stood over her. He was beside himself with rage and visibly ready to use violence. Kira saw him raise his hazelnut sword, and then countless painful blows followed on her arms and legs.

    "Dragons are tough, you have to hit them more often to keep them down!" The boy shouted the words in anger. With each blow, he shouted out loud which part of her body he was smashing. Until, after a dozen painful blows, he finally said quietly:

    "You're dead now!"

    And even though she was now officially dead, her whole body ached, and the game was over for her, she laughed with all her heart. She had achieved her goal. She was sure to be the topic of conversation that evening, and in the future, girls would finally be taken seriously in the battle at Dragon Mountain.

    ***

    The battle lasted until sunset. When the turmoil of battle finally subsided, only Ki, Urak, and a handful of their most loyal companions remained standing. The rest of the children and some of the wolves who had played along lay scattered across the meadow. Then, finally, Ki spoke the redeeming words: "It is done. The Westlands are freed from the tyrant."

    The "dead" jumped up cheering, wolves leaped for joy, and the adults laughed. At last, the real celebration could begin.

    ***

    Sweaty, hungry, and thirsty, the children crowded around the campfires with the wolves. Two of the children had cuts from the collision with the dragon and needed treatment, another boy had a large bump on his head, and a girl came to the fire with a black eye. But everyone laughed and was in good spirits. A wild chatter began as the children had to tell their parents and friends about their "battle experiences."

    Loud laughter erupted when one child, in a high-pitched, squeaky voice, told his parents about his experience with the dragon chicken. How it had come crashing out of the forest, croaking wildly, and after a few hops had run into his group, cackling as if it had laid an egg. And how he had then struck it down with more than twenty sword blows, since a dragon is tougher than a normal warrior.

    Kira listened to the boy and was bitterly disappointed. Every blow the boy described hurt her soul. For her, it had been completely different. Much more heroic and courageous. She was so devastated she couldn't hold back the tears. Then a hand gently touched her shoulder. "Kira, that was the bravest and most amazing thing I've ever seen."

    It was Ki, and next to him stood Urak. They both smiled at her. "That was the first time a dragon played along. And he could even fly, really fly. That was great. We'll do this every year. Definitely. You have to make a dragon costume again next year. Please, Kira. If you want, we'll help you."

    Her heart was bursting with pride until Urak said, "Just don't make the dragon look like a chicken next time." Kira looked at Urak in bewilderment, and then all three of them laughed heartily. Their laughter was drowned out by the general hubbub of laughter, children's cries, calls for food, and toasts.

    The noise did not subside when the food was served. It only became more indistinct as the children continued to talk with their mouths full, trying to outdo each other. The adults took the noise in stride. The joy in their children's eyes warmed their hearts and dispelled the sadness of losing so many relatives and friends during the great war and before.

    But then a loud clearing of the throat was heard and suddenly there was silence. Old Ulf had stood up to begin telling stories, as was the tradition for the eldest. His eyes were lost in thought as he went back in his memories to his youth.

    You could literally see how images slowly formed in his mind and the faces of those long dead appeared before his inner eye. In a deep, loud voice, he began to tell his favorite story. The story of how Artos became king.

    "It was in the days when King Gallus ruled the Western Lands. He was a kind, respected, and peaceful king, but he had been at war with the Southern Lands for many months. Again and again, farms in the border area had been raided, crops stolen, people killed, and farms burned down. He had therefore sent soldiers to put an end to these attacks. But his army had returned defeated from the campaigns and had paid a heavy toll in blood."

    Ki had heard this story many times before, too many times to still listen with interest and excitement. He signaled to Urak and Kira that he would not be staying and left. Kira glanced briefly at Urak, who seemed completely captivated by the story, and then followed Ki.

    She walked alongside Ki and then hooked her arm through his. "Are you bored by the story of Gallus, Samto, Brutobur, Artos, and Rob?"

    "No, the story itself is exciting. But I don't like Ulf's storytelling style. He always gets lost in side issues that have nothing to do with the actual story."

    Ki paused and listened intently to Ulf's words.

    "Do you hear that? Now he's talking again about the dispute between King Gallus and his advisor Samto over Samto's proposal to sell kibi water as a luxury item to the southern lands. According to Samto, only brisk trade between the two states could create lasting peace, as many princes on both sides would profit from this business. But the king didn't like the proposal because kibi water can be addictive when consumed in large quantities and weak people can easily become dependent on it. Therefore, the king chose the traditional way of the princely houses to make peace, namely to marry his son to the princess of the Southern Lands.

    You see, the introduction to the story can be told in a few sentences. With Ulf, it will certainly take another eternity."

    Kira turned her head slightly to hear Ulf better. And indeed, he was still working his way through the dispute between the king and his advisor. She shook her head. "You're right. He's playing Samto and explaining the advantages of his plan. But where are you going?"

    "I'm going to get something to drink at the tavern. They have delicious blackcurrant juice there. Come with me. Once we've got our drinks and come back, the exciting part of the story should begin."

    From a distance, they both heard Ulf's voice. It sounded high-pitched and croaky:

    "Give your enemies what they don't have and make them dependent on us. Then you can control them as you please. The greed of merchants and the powerful would strengthen the bonds between our countries. No one would allow such lucrative business to be disrupted. Raids on farms, villages, and towns near the border would cease."

    There was a short pause. Then the king's sonorous, deep voice pierced the night.

    "Your words are beautiful, and I wish it were that simple. But you know very well that it is not that simple. Good partnership and fair trade cannot be based on dependence. We will follow the traditional path and marry my son Artos to King Amir's daughter. That will bring us peace."

    Ki had repeated the last two sentences. Kira looked at him in surprise. She had also listened to Ulf last year, but could hardly remember the story, let alone individual sentences. And Ki repeated the sentences word for word. He must have had an extraordinary memory. "Now he's about to tell us something about Brutobur and then about Rob. I'm sure the audience will cheer. They always cheer at this point!"

    Kira smiled. She had no doubt that Ki would be right. And already Ulf's narrative voice boomed through the night.

    "The king had chosen Brutobur to travel to the southern lands and negotiate with King Amir, whom he had known since his youth. However, Brutobur had a request for the king. His nephew Rob was to protect the young Prince Artos during his absence. Rob was the same age as Artos, but already an experienced hunter and had his own wolf, Orf, and a dragon, Thalo."

    And as Ki had predicted, the audience became restless at this point and individual shouts of "Rob, Rob" could be heard. Kira had stopped, but Ki urged her to continue. "Come on, let's go. Now comes all the schmaltz about the wedding of Artos and Sara. I don't need to hear that. But I don't want to miss the end of the story. So let's hurry."

    ***

    After they had drunk, Kira and Ki set off on their way back. And they arrived just in time. When they were close enough to hear Ulf clearly, he began to tell the end of the story.

    "The departure from the southern lands had been somewhat delayed because it had rained heavily in the days before. The procession of over 100 men and women, accompanied by two wolves and two dragons, set off on the first sunny day. Hardly anyone was concerned about safety, as the travelers were still reveling in memories of the peaceful and wonderful holidays.

    But on their journey through the southern lands, King Gallus and Brutobur noticed that in those villages where many war veterans lived, the mood was not joyful, but tense and sad. Samto thought this was probably due to the war experiences, which for many soldiers could be nightmarish and remain very stressful for a long time.

    It took four days before they could see the Lutte River below them in the plain. The descent into the plain would be arduous, but after that they could travel easily and comfortably by boat to the royal castle. The prospect of an early end to their toil lifted the spirits of the caravan.

    Caution and vigilance noticeably waned. But evil never sleeps. And on this day, it was particularly well rested.

    The path was narrow, steep, and still wet and slippery from days of rain. The slope they had to cross was steep, full of huge boulders, and sparsely forested with spruce trees.

    The caravan was just about to pass a serpentine when two huge boulders came loose above them. With lightning speed, Thalo grabbed the two women, Gesi and Sara, with his powerful claws and brought them to safety. Rob, Artos, Brutobur, Samto, and their wolves, who were riding at the head of the caravan, galloped away from the danger zone.

    The rest of the caravan was not so lucky. Some were swept away by the boulders, others were killed by falling trees , and the luckier ones suddenly found themselves facing a horde of wildly screaming men.

    At Samto's request, King Gallus remained in the wagon to study important papers. One of the boulders hit the wagon with full force and hurled it down the slope. Ingrim and Wolke immediately jumped after the wagon. They didn't need Brutobur's command to know that the king had to be protected.

    Brutobur saw the horde and drew his sword. Artos, Rob, and Orf followed him into battle. Samto had fallen from his horse while galloping and lay injured on the ground. The battle was fierce but ended quickly when Thalo intervened.

    It was clear that Ulf was deeply moved by this part of the story. He had been there and had witnessed the atrocities firsthand.

    "No sooner had the enemies been defeated than Artos jumped down the slope to check on his father. Rob and Brutobur followed him. The wagon had fallen many meters down the slope and been completely smashed by the boulder.

    Artos staggered when he reached the wagon. He had to hold on to Ingrim, who was whimpering by the wagon, with one arm. Brutobur looked at him and put a hand on his shoulder.

    "Artos, let Rob and I check on your father."

    Artos nodded, and Rob and Brutobur began searching the wreckage for Gallus. They could only identify what they found as Gallus by the scraps of clothing. The boulder had hit and crushed him.

    Brutobur turned to Artos, knelt down, and cried out in a voice choked with tears:

    "The king is dead, long live the king."

    Artos wept and raised his right arm.

    "The royal crown. My father gave it to me just this morning. He joked that as the future king of , I would have to get used to wearing the royal insignia."

    Ulf looked around with teary eyes. It was clear that he was struggling to hold back his tears.

    "That was the story of King Gallus and his son Artos. The royal circlet was an insignia of power. The elders say that it has been passed down from one worthy person to the next for generations and that it has magical powers. There are several stories about the circlet, including how Rob wore it later, but that is no longer part of my story."

    Kupa stood up and bowed to Ulf.

    "There is no one who tells the story as passionately, in such detail, and as well as you do. Every time I hear you tell the story, I feel like I was there myself. Thank you, Ulf."

    Kupa looked around and caught the children's eyes:

    "Right, children, it's time for you to go to bed now."

    The children rose as a group, grumbling and protesting quietly, but also secretly glad to finally be able to go to sleep.

    ***

  
    Attacks from nowhere

    Tom groaned loudly. When the man stopped reading, Tom's perceptions changed. He felt disoriented for a moment and became dizzy. Tom let his head spin. That helped him to think clearly again.

    The story and the way it was told, at least as he perceived it, fascinated him. It was almost like being at the movies, only much more intense. But he had no time for such pastimes. His company needed him. Why didn't this blockhead understand that this story was distracting him from really important things? And what was the point of this nonsense of a story within a story? Tom shook his head and rolled his eyes. The man smiled at him, but the smile didn't seem to reach his eyes.

    "Tell me, when you think of Kira, what color is her hair, how big are the bear wolves, and what was the kibip plant used for?"

    He pulled the gag out of Tom's mouth.

    Tom was glad to finally be able to breathe freely again. What were these questions all about? It was now clear to Tom that the guy had mental problems. He seemed to live in a fantasy world, was prone to violence, and became quick-tempered and angry when contradicted. He also seemed to have drugged him. It was probably better not to provoke him any further. He closed his eyes briefly and imagined the girl and the wolves. Then he said:

    "Kira has chestnut brown hair, the bear wolves are 1.50 meters tall and weigh easily 250 kilograms or more, and the kibip plant, similar to the hemp plant, was used as medicine, a drug, and a basic material for clothing, armor, and hut construction."

    The man whistled softly. To Tom, it sounded almost appreciative.

    His whistle seemed to be answered by a bird in the garden. Tom found this funny and had to smile. But the man's reaction surprised Tom. He furrowed his eyebrows, turned his head to the left, closed his eyes briefly, and seemed to be listening intently. Tom wanted to ask something, but the man interrupted him with a hissing "Tsssssch."

    Then he quietly got up, reached behind his back, and pulled out a knife. It was different from the one he had used before. To Tom, it looked more like a short sword, as long and wide as it was. As smooth as a cat, the man crept to the porch door and stood behind the curtain. He held his index finger to his mouth to signal Tom to be quiet. Tom held his breath. It couldn't be the police; the attack had come too suddenly for him to have raised the alarm. Tom felt uneasy, even panicky. But this tingling uneasiness wasn't just inside him; he could feel it outside too. And suddenly he knew: something was in the garden. Something dangerous. What was going on here?

    Suddenly, a large body crashed against the porch door with a violent blow from outside. Tom briefly saw a shadow that looked like a very large bird, then blood splattered against the window. Tom screamed in fright. The man jerked open the porch door, jumped outside, and disappeared from Tom's view. Tom saw a bloody, twitching body lying on the porch, then he heard a shrill scream, heavy panting, and a thud, as if something heavy had been thrown onto the wet ground with great force.

    Tom tried to get up, but the restraints held him to the chair. So he hopped inch by inch toward the porch door with the chair. His heart was pounding. His blood pressure seemed to be bursting his head. He screamed in panic and fear and desperately continued to try to free himself. The two Malinois had positioned themselves protectively next to him and, with their ears pricked up, were staring intently at the porch door.

    Then the two dogs visibly relaxed. The man stepped into the doorway, a large black and white bird of prey perched on his arm. Its claws and beak were stained blood red. The man held his mouth close to the bird's head and whispered something softly to it. The bird then jumped off his arm and flew away. Tom was surprised at how silently this happened.

    The man pulled the motionless body down from the porch, carried it further out into the garden, returned to the room shortly afterwards and closed the door. Without a word, he walked past Tom into the kitchen and washed his hands in the sink. Tom saw the man put something in his ear. Then he could no longer hold back. He was bursting with tension. "What's going on here, what just happened?"

    The man looked at him and rubbed his forehead with his hand. "They now know that they can't control you, that you have a mind of your own. That makes you a threat to them. You and your developments. They can control your developments, but they have to eliminate you, the source of unrest."

    
      Somehow, this was too much information for Tom. "Who am I supposed to be dangerous to? I'm a developer and an entrepreneur. And why do 
      you
      , of all people, want to protect me?"
    

    The man walked over to Tom, put his arm around his shoulder, and looked deep into his eyes. "I'm here to protect you . Listen to my story until the end and you'll understand everything. Börd, my bird, keep watch outside so we don't get surprised."

    Tom was shocked by the raw violence he had witnessed. Experiencing something like this in real life was different from seeing it in a movie. His pulse was racing and he was breathing heavily. The man, on the other hand, seemed to be the epitome of calm. He calmly took a sip of beer. Then he smiled mischievously, and Tom could sense that the man wanted to say something profound. "Don't be like those who see blinkered thinking as the ultimate truth and thus block developments and correct conclusions. Only form an opinion once you have all the information."

    To Tom, what he said didn't fit with the brutal events and sounded like something from a fortune cookie. He shook his head in disbelief and then heard the man say in his calm, sonorous voice, "Let me embellish the story a little."

    The man looked up theatrically, raised one arm, and pointed his finger into the air. Tom wanted to say something else, but before he could, his perception changed abruptly and he was immersed once again in this strange story.

    ***

    High above Noppau, an eagle was on the lookout for prey. He watched a boy and a huge wolf, both running along the northern path. The eagle knew from experience that small animals living close to the path would be startled by the noise the two were making. And sure enough! A rabbit jumped out of a bush at the side of the path in fear and ran in zigzag lines across the meadow behind it. However, it didn't get very far. The eagle struck the animal with full force, driving its talons deep into its flesh. For the rabbit, death came out of nowhere. The impact instantly broke its neck and shredded its lungs and liver. The animal didn't even feel the pain; it was dead on the spot.

    Urak, the boy on the path, was unaware of the tragedy that had befallen the little rabbit. He loved to run for his life and never missed an opportunity to do so. No wonder that, despite his young age, he was the fastest and most enduring runner in the village. He was accompanied by Mano, his bear wolf. Mano also loved to run long distances, and Urak enjoyed having him by his side. The wolf was a loyal companion and a powerful protection against the predators living in the forest.

    At the end of the ascent, the path became steep, narrow, and rocky. Urak therefore ran with great concentration, his eyes fixed firmly on the ground. He knew that one wrong step, one loose stone, and he could fall and injure himself. Mano, on the other hand, had his senses wide awake, alert to his surroundings. He had heard the eagle fly in and its talons strike the rabbit. But that had not interested him, as he had been noticing other smells for some time. Smells that did not belong here, that should not be here. It smelled of human sweat and the smoke of spruce wood. And the smells were getting stronger. He knew they were approaching strangers.
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