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    CHAPTER 1

    – A Fateful First Encounter –

    Minu looked toward the east. The cool, green forest with its soft mossy ground was now just a memory. The shelter of the dense tree canopy was forgotten, and the sun burned hot. Yumi placed her hand on her faithful companion’s back and said, “I know you miss our home. You never wanted to leave, but I had no choice. I let everyone down and had to leave. It wouldn’t have worked out anymore. I wish we could have stayed, too. But we’ll manage somehow. Trust me. Now let’s see if we can find something to eat here. Then we’ll feel better.” Sadly, Yumi now also looked toward the Tokka Forest, their home. The unlikely pair had been wandering aimlessly for several weeks. Yumi, a goblin girl barely taller than a human child, and Minu, a mystical cross-fox whose size far exceeded that of a normal fox. His slender legs seemed disproportionately long, emphasized by the dark, curly fur on his body and his large, bushy, black tail. The black-and-red coloring of his fur accentuated his clever, emerald-green eyes. Yumi had little in common with him except for the color of her eyes and hair. Her small, stocky goblin body was covered by a forest-green robe with a long hood. Her long, wild, dark-red hair fell luxuriantly over her shoulders.

    From one of the gentle hills, the two looked out over part of the Plain of Life. In the once-green and bustling grassland, the inhabitants had been waiting in vain for months for the rain to come. They, too, felt the effects of the ongoing drought as they searched for something to eat. After several hours, Yumi, exhausted and discouraged, dropped her bag to the ground and sat down beside it. “It’s just no use. The bushes are dry and bare, and the ground is just too hard! Nothing grows here anymore. If it doesn’t rain soon, we’ll have to figure out a way to get something to eat. Our money won’t last forever!” She reached for her bag and pulled out the last bit of provisions. As she was about to hand Minu some dried meat, she looked at him questioningly: “What’s wrong?” Minu had his pointed ears pricked forward and stood there with a paw raised, gazing into the distance. A faint rumble made her prick up her ears. After another thunderous crack, Yumi stood up, brushed the loose dust off her robe, and looked out over the vast plain. But the high sun in the cloudless sky dashed any hope of rain. There. Another rumble could be heard. Followed by a flash of light. Minu growled. Yumi narrowed her eyes and whispered, “What is that?” In the distance, she could only make out the shimmer of the hot air on the plain. Now the rumbling grew louder and louder, menacingly interrupting the chorus of cicadas. Suddenly, Minu grabbed Yumi’s cloak, yanked at it, and pulled her away. Startled, she said, “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean? Stop it!” and yanked her cloak back. Right at her feet, lightning struck the ground with a thunderous crash. The sudden roar made her flinch. Dark plumes of smoke rose into the sky. Where the lightning had struck, the dry grass immediately caught fire. Acrid smoke filled the air. Through the dark plumes, she could now make out two men fighting each other fiercely. One of them was cloaked in a dark, violet robe, had pale skin and black hair, and was raining down loud, hissing flashes of light on his opponent. The other fighter deftly deflected them with his sword. His leather armor was adorned with silver and blue accents and glistened in the sunlight. Yumi gasped to Minu, “Damn it! Run! We have to get out of here.” Both ran down the hill in front of them. But no matter how hard they tried to avoid the fight, the two combatants kept moving in their direction. Meanwhile, the darkly clad man was unleashing massive shockwaves at the swordsman alongside the flashes of light. These spread like monstrous waves of force through the hilly landscape with roaring thunder. The warrior was caught by one and thrown far back. He held his shield in front of him protectively. After a brief moment, he straightened up again and raced toward the other with a powerful, supernatural sprint. Once again, he was thrown back by a powerful shockwave. This time, it generated such force that it affected large swaths of the surrounding area. Trees snapped like matchsticks, bushes bowed low, and sandy dust swirled into the air. Another blow. This time, Yumi and Minu were also struck from behind as they fled. Like a dull hammer blow, the wave hurled the two of them a few meters forward. Yumi landed roughly in some dried-out brush. The warrior landed next to her, rose groaning, and lunged at his opponent once more. While Yumi was still gasping for breath as she freed herself from the prickly brush, lightning struck again right beside her. Crackling fire spread. The cloud of dust mixed with thick smoke, now completely blocking her view. Coughing, she called out for Minu. But her stifled voice was swallowed up by another deafening rumble. Louder and more piercing than before. The ground burst open before her with a thunderous roar. The parched earth slid down into a massive fissure. The entire slope began to shift. Amid the bushes, rocks, and sandbanks, Yumi, too, was in danger of sliding into the abyss. Kicking wildly, she tried to move away from the precipice, but the earth slipped away beneath her hands. More and more often, she grasped at thin air. Just as she was about to tip forward, something grabbed her arm and yanked her sideways. Yumi spun around to see what it was. Minu! He had rescued her from the landslide, but now he himself was losing his footing and sliding over the edge of the earth. Horrified, she watched as her beloved fox tried to fight his way up through the collapsing earth. Again and again, his paws struck empty air. Yumi stared down, clinging to the edge of the cliff, and screamed his name in despair. His leaps grew smaller and smaller until he vanished between the rocks and masses of earth in the deep crevice. Horrified, Yumi stared at the spot where her fox had been just moments before. The roaring subsided. No rumbling, no thunder, no chirping could be heard. Only deadly silence remained.

    Two days passed, filled with despair, hope, and a relentless search for her companion. By the evening of the second day, hunger forced Yumi to give up. The fruitless search through the scree field had taken its toll. Imprints of her fingers, bloodied from the ditch, and smudged tears painted a picture of despair on her dusty cheeks. Her clothes were covered in dirt from head to toe. Exhausted, she stumbled westward. The low evening sun bathed the surroundings in a deep, heavy orange hue. Only her long shadow accompanied her on the lonely path. After some time, she arrived at the foothills of the plateau mountains. She noticed a path framed by stone pillars. At the end stood a large, black gate. She paused, thought for a moment, and slowly walked toward it. The massive stone pillars loomed down at her. As she approached the heavy gate, it creaked open slowly, as if by magic. Cool air rushed toward her, carrying the mineral scent of damp earth. The looming darkness of the coming night urged her into the torch-lit entrance. Exhausted, she descended the winding path into the depths. The growling of her stomach broke the silence and made her flinch. After walking a little further, sounds drifted out from within. With every step, the cheerful babble of voices and her curiosity grew. When she reached the end of the tunnel, she opened her eyes wide in wonder. Suddenly, a massive grotto opened up before her, housing a breathtakingly beautiful marketplace. A fountain set with radiant gemstones formed the center. She had never seen such an imposing Myteon fountain before. The radiant blue of the Myteon—the pure energy of the gods that sustained the continent and its peoples—illuminated the entire cave. Dozens of colorfully decorated market stalls formed four rings around the fountain. Colorful flags adorned the roofs of the stalls and indicated the goods on offer. There was a bustling atmosphere. Loud music and a chaotic sea of voices filled the entire space. Once again, the loud growling of her stomach snapped her out of her thoughts. Hungry, she immersed herself in the world of the market. A wide variety of smells and scents drifted past her. Amid the heavy, metallic smell of the smithies, the aroma of freshly prepared food made itself known. Driven by hunger, she followed her nose. She passed dwarves who eyed her with a mix of surprise, pity, or disdain. The aroma of freshly baked bread and the scent of grilled meat skewers hung in the air. When she spotted the mountains of food, her spirits were revived. Hastily, Yumi began ordering at the first stall. A young dwarf looked at her uncertainly.

    “Hello, two stuffed mussels, a mushroom skewer, grilled pineapple, and…” She was just thinking about what else to order when she was interrupted.

    “You here? We don’t want strays like you here! Get out of here.”

    Yumi looked to the side in surprise, but turned back to the vendor.

    “…and five heart apples, please,” she finished her sentence.

    “Didn’t you hear me? Get lost! Thieving scum! Who let you in here anyway? You’re so filthy, you probably don’t have any money.” He walked toward her. The buckles on his heavy boots rattled menacingly. “Get—out!” His voice grew louder and more demanding.

    Uncertain, the young vendor at the stand looked back and forth between Yumi and the old dwarf.

    The dwarf turned seriously to the vendor and pointed his finger at Yumi: “You’re not selling her anything, do you hear me? Thieves aren’t welcome here!” Then he growled at Yumi: “And you, get the hell out of here, you gnome!”

    Yumi continued to ignore the old dwarf and smiled at the vendor. “To go, please. Do you still have any sunberry cake left? I’m really hungry!”

    That’s when the old dwarf lost his temper. “Have you ever seen anything like this?! I’ll teach you some manners, you nasty child!” He moved toward her and grabbed her arm.

    Yumi had had enough and turned to face the dwarf. Calmly, she said, “I’m not leaving until I’ve eaten, and now let go of me!” She pulled her wand out of her pocket and pointed it at the old, ranting dwarf. Suddenly, there was silence. The dwarf squirmed and thrashed about, but not a sound came out of his mouth.

    “Well, that’s better. So, everything to go, please.” Yumi smiled cheerfully at the clerk. He stared, mouth agape, at the silently thrashing dwarf and hurriedly packed the bags.

    “Thanks,” Yumi said with a grin as she finally held her food in her hands. She was just looking for a cozy spot when she suddenly felt a firm grip on her shoulder. A deep voice boomed. “No magic allowed! We could lock you up for months just for that wand alone!” Yumi turned around and saw two fully armed guards. Trying to calm them down, she tried to talk her way out of it. “Hey, I was just trying to buy some food when that old grumpy dwarf attacked me. It was pure self-defense! And how was I supposed to know it was forbidden? It’s my first time here. Put up some signs!” The guards pointed to one of the many “No Magic” signs. Then they grabbed Yumi and dragged her toward one of the tunnels. “Really. I didn’t know that. I’ll never do it again. But you’d be better off taking that troublemaker with you instead of me.” Without any reaction, the guards took Yumi’s bag—along with her wand—and shoved her further forward toward the dungeons. The heavy footsteps echoed through the empty, torch-lit corridors. Cold, damp air met them. Yumi could even taste the intense smell of metal. Frustration spread through her. When they reached the cell, the guards opened the metal door with a screech and shoved Yumi roughly inside.

    “You’re staying here for now! Let’s see what we’re going to do with you!” With a loud clang, the door slammed shut. Yumi wrapped both hands around the cold metal bars of the door and snapped at the guards. “Hey! That old gnome deserves nothing less. Now let me out already.” But the guards walked away without a word. Yumi let herself fall back against the wall and slowly slid down it. “What a mess. That’s all I needed right now.” With her eyes closed, she tilted her head back and exhaled heavily. The growling of her stomach snapped her out of her thoughts. Sighing, she pulled the apple she’d quickly grabbed during the commotion from under her robe. Just as she was about to take a bite, she realized she wasn’t alone. In the dim light of the cell, she made out a figure crouching at the far end. Only when her eyes had adjusted somewhat to the darkness could she make out who it was. Anger welled up inside her. Furious, she stood up, stepped in front of the warrior, and shouted, “This can’t be true! You! It’s your fault! Because of you, all this happened!” Her voice cracked. “Do you hear me? I’m talking to you!” But the warrior crouched in the corner, staring into space. “Hey! I’m talking to you! Because of you and that other bastard, …” The words stuck in her throat. Just the thought of Minu stabbed her heart. Furious, she hurled the apple with all her might at the warrior’s head. Yet he remained motionless. “You can wait a long time. He’s been sitting there for two days without making a peep.” Yumi startled and spun around. Suddenly, a little dwarf girl was standing at the door behind her. “They found him like that and locked him up here. I bring him something to eat every day, but he doesn’t move. If you want, you can have it.”

    Yumi stared at the dwarf girl for a long time and then greedily grabbed the plate. “I have to be going now. See you later,” the girl said cheerfully. As Yumi devoured the food and gulped down the water, she glared darkly at the warrior. Furious, she threw the empty cup at him. “You’re not fooling me. I’ll make you answer for this!” Tears of despair streamed down her face.

  
    CHAPTER 2

    – In the Dwarves' Caves –

    When Kiko came home to her cave that evening, it was quiet and peaceful. The candlelight flickered and danced across the large wooden ceiling beams and brick walls. A cozy warmth welcomed her, enveloping the entire cave. The little dwarf girl slipped out of her boots, skillfully tied her long blonde hair back, and made her way to the kitchen. In the hallway, she was eagerly greeted by her cat, who came over for a little cuddle. Kiko’s big green eyes sparkled with delight. Excitedly, she told him about her day: “Hello, Kuro. Well, my dear? Did you behave yourself while I was gone? I’m completely exhausted! So many animals need my help. It’s terrible how many were injured in the landslide or lost their homes. But there’s good news. The little flying squirrel family is doing much better. I think they’ll be able to return to the plains soon. But I’m afraid the grass mice will have to stay for a long time. With the drought, the ground is way too hard for them to dig a new burrow. It’s terrible. Let’s see how things go. With the other animals, too. But as long as I have to, I’ll take care of them.” Kuro wriggled out of her arms and meowed loudly. “Yeah, I get it. You’re my top priority. I’ll make you something to eat right away. I just need to quickly clean up and get dinner ready before Karok comes home. After that, we can play a little too. I promise!” Kiko blew her cat a kiss and scurried into the kitchen. It was small and crammed to the ceiling. On the right side, dozens of plates, cups, pots, and kitchen utensils were lined up on various shelves. In front of the shelf, there was an old wooden table with three matching stools. On the other side was a small hearth with a large pot hanging over it, and next to it was a large stone basin. Kiko turned toward it, reached into her bag, and pulled out a bundle of dirty dishes. She tossed the bag aside and placed the dishes in the stone sink with the rest of the dirty plates. Humming to herself, Kiko set about preparing dinner. Just as she hung the cauldron of firebean stew over the fire, she heard clattering noises in the hallway. A short time later, a broad-shouldered dwarf entered the kitchen. His gleaming Dwarf Guard armor indicated his high rank as commander. His full, dark-brown beard, intricately braided, hung down over it and reached all the way to his belly. An equally magnificent head of hair adorned his head, from which narrow, serious eyes gazed at Kiko. Matching his gaze, Karok spoke sternly: “Just once. Just once, I’d like to come home and not trip over your mess. How many times have I told you to put your stuff away? And here we go again. What is all this stuff?” Karok picked up Kiko’s bag from the floor and let it dangle from his finger. “Please put that away. I have other important things to do!”

    Kiko darted over to him and snatched her bag. “Yes, Dad. Of course. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. I’ll clean it up right away. I cooked for us. Your favorite meal. Stew,” she tried to appease him.

    Karok peered into the pot and replied, “All right, but I don’t have much time. After dinner, I have to go back down to the guards. Things have been chaotic there lately. They caught some little brat today who had nothing better to do than cast spells right in the middle of the market square. Everyone should know by now about the ban since that incident with the wizard. It’s not as if we don’t already have enough to deal with because of the consequences. We don’t need rebellious brats breaking all the rules and then getting cheeky on top of that. I’m going to teach her some manners first. A few days in the cell will do her good.”

    Meanwhile, Kiko hurriedly set the table while Karok sat down and continued to speak, and she listened intently. He was slowly working himself into a mounting rage.

    “It’s still a mystery to me how he managed to get past all the guards, break into the treasury, and steal our artifact. There’s something dark and evil behind this. And then there’s this landslide. The earthworks are still blocking the main access routes. It takes forever to get from the guard post to the cells. And the guards, of course, take advantage of that and stroll through the corridors chatting. As if they had nothing to do. Lazy scum!” he continued angrily. “The guards would rather gossip about someone bringing our prisoners food than do something about it. They found plates, but did nothing. Can you believe that? I can’t. There’s someone out there who’s stupid enough to go to the trouble of cooking for prisoners and even bringing it to them, and my people aren’t even doing anything about it. If I ever get my hands on whoever is doing that.”

    Although Kiko knew better, she broke her silence: “Maybe someone feels sorry for him and that’s why they’re making food. He doesn’t seem to be a monster or an evil soul. Maybe that’s why the guards aren’t doing anything either.”

    Karok glared at Kiko: “Him? How do you know it’s a he? Do you know more about this? Do you have something to do with it?” Karok asked, piercing his daughter with a serious look.

    “Me? No! Absolutely not! What makes you think that? How would I know more about it? I’m just up here taking care of the cave. Besides, I still have to go to school. I wouldn’t have any time to cook for strangers and come down to see you,” Kiko replied, looking at him uncertainly.

    Karok continued to look at her seriously and said sternly, “Well, just so we’re clear. I know you take care of all the animals here, but you don’t visit or feed prisoners! Do we understand each other?”

    Kiko replied quickly, “Yes, I understand. But I promise, I have nothing to do with it!” She raised her right hand and made the Scout’s Oath with it. Her other hand disappeared behind her back with her fingers crossed.

    After Karok and she had finished eating, he packed his things and made his way downstairs to the dwarf guardhouse. As he left, he said again, “I don’t want to see you down there or catch you with food. Do we understand each other? I’ll be late today. Don’t wait up for me.”

    Kiko nodded and then set about cleaning up the kitchen. After all the chores were done, she lay down in her bed, sighing and tired. It wasn’t long before her cat joined her. “Oh, my dear Kuro. That was far too close. Why did I even start saying anything? I really need to be more careful. When I go downstairs tomorrow, I’d better take one of the secret passages.” Kiko glanced at the clock. “Oh dear, it’s gotten late already. Let’s go to sleep.” She snuggled up with Kuro and fell into a restless sleep. A dark dream overtook her.

    Myteas was unrecognizable. The world that had once been so vibrant and peaceful lay in ruins. Destroyed and shattered. It resembled a grim, lifeless replica. All the colorful and joyful life had vanished. Darkness had spread. Peace was a distant memory. Shadows and malice hung in the air. The once-bustling cities lay abandoned in rubble and ashes. Only decaying ruins bore witness to their former existence. A gloomy veil hung over them. The free peoples had been driven away in all directions. Kiko flew silently over the remnants of Myteas, trying to comprehend the extent of the destruction. All the Myteon fountains had dried up or been destroyed. Everything was lost. A dark tower loomed in the distance. A violent thunderstorm raged. On the ground, she saw two motionless bodies lying there. She could only make out their outlines. As she approached, Kiko suddenly felt a gaze fixed upon her. She looked around fearfully. Shadows were closing in on her. She tried to flee from them, but they were faster. A fear of death spread through her. She flew as fast as she could, but she didn’t stand a chance. A silent scream escaped her contorted face as absolute darkness swallowed her. Kiko jolted awake. Breathing heavily, her heart racing. That dream. Again. She sat up on the edge of the bed. Even now, the darkness was still reaching for her. She hurriedly turned on the nightlight to dispel the gloom. Only after a few deep breaths did she slowly calm down. Her damp nightgown clung to her back, sending a chill through her. What on earth did it mean? This dream had been haunting her for several weeks. She knew all too well that she wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep, so she slipped on her slippers, threw on her robe, and went into the kitchen. After a warming cup of tea, the fears of the night faded away. As the sun rose on the horizon, Kiko decided to prepare a hearty breakfast and ran to the pantry to fetch some ingredients. A short time later, the aroma of fried eggs and bacon wafted through the cave and woke its other inhabitants. Her cat prowled around her legs, hoping for a share. “That’s not for you, my dear, but I’ll get you something else,” Kiko said to him and fetched a piece of ham from the pantry.
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