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Amazonia llakta runakunapak, tukuy makanakuymanta pagarachun.

(Kichwa de la Amazonía)
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Prologue
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Captain Pereira da Silva stood in the doorway of the bridge and stared thoughtfully at his ship. Or rather, at the peculiar girl who, once again, was dangling her feet over the railing and seemed to stare into thin air.

She was not allowed to do that, the dangling that is. They had repeatedly tried to make that clear to her in the first days of their journey. But any and all words just seemed to glide off her like water. She didn’t quite look at you whenever you told her something, but rather straight through you.

His crew got the jitters from the girl and he couldn’t blame them. But what could he do? Lock her in her cabin? Throw her off board? Of course not. And so they were stuck with her.

As he stood there Miguel, his first mate, came panting up the stairs. He followed the captain's gaze.

'Oh. João,' he sighed, being the only one on the ship who called the captain by his first name since they had been working together for about a thousand years, 'that girl is trouble.'

A silence ensued. Both men's eyes glanced over the surroundings, looking for a change, a sign of life, but everything around them was grey and dead. Exactly as it had been since the day they’d left port.

Pereira felt an unpleasant contraction in his stomach. Yes, indeed, that girl was trouble. In all his years at sea, and they were many, he had never seen or even heard of such a thing.

Captain Pereira da Silva loved his work. The sea was his one true love and could still, after all these years, fill him with emotion just by looking at her. He loved her breathing; the slow rise and fall of the water's surface on an otherwise seemingly calm ocean. Loved her playfulness as tiny waves seemed to dance in all directions in the wind. And equally, he loved her impressive wrath, the grandeur of her fury as the sky darkened and the waves towered above him. It was at those moments he remembered how insignificant he was and what his place was in this world.

Never had there been the slightest doubt that he would become a sailor, never had anything deterred him from that path. Even as a small boy, he had joined his father into that vast landscape to go fishing.

And later he had been married, to the prettiest girl in the village even. Perhaps she had hoped to make him forget his love. When that failed, she moved on, jealous and resentful, looking for someone for whom she would come first. He had regretted her parting, but had not lingered in his grief. He’d gone out to sea and that was that.

Later still, he had moved to the city, chasing the tourists and their money, offering boat trips along the coast and partying along to the rhythm of other people's holidays. But that was not what he wanted, not who he truly was. That big, wide blue kept pulling at him, calling to his soul, he yearned for the open expanse of the ocean. So he had worked hard and studied a lot to get where he was now.

And he was a good captain, he knew. He could read the sea like an open book. Was eternally vigilant. He had, in his many years at sea, experienced everything: wild storms, tropical rains, pirates. He had seen whales and dolphins, and rays jumping out of the waves.

But never in all this time had Captain Pereira seen this. This calm, silent, almost lifeless sea that harboured a threat that chilled his heart. A sky that was so grey it took away everyone's lust for life – not one measly ray of sunlight had they seen in their many days on this journey.

The captain couldn’t shake the impression they were navigating through one huge bank of fog, such a monotonous, desolate mass was the world around them. There was no horizon, nothing separating the sky from the water. There was no sun rising or setting, just a colourless day that slipped almost imperceptibly into an equally colourless night as the little light it once held was extracted from it.

The strangest of all were the animals. At first there seemed to be dolphins swimming alongside the giant ship all the time, or a whale was to be seen in their proximity. But there had been no joy in their company, as there usually was. Rather, they seemed – chills ran down his spine every time he saw the resemblance – to be to be part of a funeral procession. They had become fewer and fewer, until finally the sea and all the life in her had been swallowed up in a never-ending sadness.

Pereira could not rid himself of the unpleasant impression that they were the ones causing all this gloominess. His ship. That it was not the whole sea that looked so sad, just the bubble around the Pandora. More than that, Captain Pereira da Silva had a nasty feeling that it had something to do with one of his passengers. The girl.

That was nonsense, of course, he knew that. Such a thing was impossible. But still... The pale, silent child seemed to be a perfect reflection of her grey surroundings as she sat there on the deck every day, staring into the distance. She seemed to respond to nothing; never smiled, never spoke to anyone. He knew his crew avoided her, that they talked about her, maybe even feared her.

He himself had tried. Her young age and her obvious sadness had pained his soul, unleashed a paternal feeling in him even, so he had approached her and cautiously tried to strike up a conversation. But the inky darkness he had seen in her eyes when she had looked at him had frightened him more than the most ferocious storm. He had not tried again.

'João, come and see!' It was Miguel's voice coming from the command deck that woke him from his reverie. How long had he been standing there like that? He hadn't even noticed that Miguel had gone inside.

'João!' His first mate was grinning sheepishly at him and the captain knew immediately: they were about to arrive. He had known that, of course. This voyage was his home, the charts and radar spoke to him like old friends. But this time had felt different. Longer. Endless. Because every day had looked the same, at times a cold thought had taken hold of him: what if they were lost in time? But now, much to his relief, they were just hours away from their destination. Never before in his life had Captain Pereira da Silva been in a hurry to leave the sea behind. Confused, he wondered if perhaps he was getting too old for this work and considered – for the first time in his long career – taking a holiday. He looked back at the grey plain in which he could barely recognise his ocean, so familiar and loved.

He could not rid himself of the impression that they had brought something sinister with them on this trip. 

He looked at the strange girl once more. He wished she’d never crossed his path.
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It's your fault.

Luna put her hand against the cool glass. So brittle and fragile had she become that the sunlight seemed to shine right through her.

He is dead because of you.

It had now been many long days and nights since she had stumbled in here, dishevelled and disoriented, shocked by the brawling and sprawling city she had encountered upon her arrival. She had not ventured outside her bleak hotel room since that moment. Her small supply of food had quickly shrunk and then run out, but she just could not manage to go out into the world again. To face her own disappointment and despair. She couldn’t even bring herself to take care of her own body.

You had one friend in the world. If you had been a bit more thoughtful, he might still have been around.

Below her, life churned. Street vendors walked to and fro. Cars and some kind of three-wheeled vehicles tore through the streets. The city never seemed to sleep.

Luna allowed the thoughts to wash over her; there was nothing she could do about it anyway. For days she had been sitting 

only thing left to her was hatred. All this time it had hung around her like a metallic aura, cold and hard. Protective. But lately, she realised, she no longer had energy even for that. She had run out.

Good. This is what you deserve.

When she turned away from the window, her gaze faltered at her ghostly reflection. It was almost the face of a stranger looking at her. In her hollow eyes lay a terrifying darkness that she knew others had also seen. People recoiled from her. That dark depth frightened them. Her skin, which had always been pale yet glowing like the moonlight, had lost its luster and had become dull and sickly. Beneath that skin, her bones became more and more visible. She was languishing. Not slowly and invisibly, but frighteningly fast and horribly unsettling. How strong she had felt that fateful night, so weak she felt now. The power she had felt churning so furiously through her veins seemed to have seeped away completely, as if she had used it all up at once. Since then, she had been an empty shell. An echo of herself.

If only you had paid more attention...

Yes, if she had paid more attention. But she hadn't. All that time she had been so consumed by herself. By her struggles with who she was and what she could do. Why had it taken her so long to accept that she had special gifts? After all, she had known all her life that she had an extraordinary connection with nature. But the thought that she could heal with plants, that she could communicate with animals, that she might even be able to influence the weather – these had all seemed so grand and terrifying to her that she had not been able to deal with them. She had believed she needed a mentor, someone who knew more about it, someone who could guide her. And when her old friend and teacher Tunde had suddenly disappeared without a trace, only Samael remained...

...had paid more heed to the signs...

How could she have been so wrong? All this time she had believed that Samael was a creep; shady and untrustworthy maybe. But never once had it occurred to her that he could be truly dangerous.

If she had been a little less naive, had opened her eyes to the evil he carried within... Maybe then she would have connected the dots, realised that Samael was actually the father of Andrew, of her best friend. And therefore also that same dangerous man Andrew's mother had spoken about.

If so, she would never have gone to him, of course. Would never have allowed herself to be lured by his sneaky promises.

But she’d had eyes only for herself. She had – despite Tundes warnings – put her intuition aside and gone to him. Far too late, she had realised that his intentions were not pure. And then, she’d had to run.

All these maybes. All these ifs. She could have avoided that dramatic night.

...had listened better...

Andrew. Her heart broke at every mere thought of him. She should have listened to him better. She should have paid attention to his demons. He had faithfully stood by her side every step of her difficult path, had always been there for her when she needed him. And when it was his turn to face his fears, Luna had been nowhere to be seen. When he finally realised that Samael was his father, he had run to Luna to warn her. But in the darkness and chaos of their flight, the unthinkable had happened. Samael had hit his son so hard that he had been mortally wounded. And despite all her strength, despite all that she was, she had not been able to save him. Andrew had given everything for her. Everything. And she had been unable to do anything for him in return.

He. Is. Never. Coming. Back.

She had not let the storm of emotions subside, but had immediately fled. To be far away from Samael. To hopefully protect her father. But also, she knew, to avoid her responsibility. To avoid having to face Andrew's mother. To escape the life she’d had, the person she'd been.

It didn't work. What had happened haunted her, every day and every night. Ever since that dramatic blood moon, she woke up each morning on a pillow that was soaked. Her sleep was always troubled and laced with nightmares, memories of that dark night when she had lost everything – her innocence, her best friend, life as she knew it. Luna could hardly remember that the night had once been her friend, that she had felt at home there. It was as if the moon no longer knew her and she no longer knew the moon. She had no idea whether it was full or new moon, let alone what day of the week it was. Even the month she wasn't sure. She was lost. Totally lost.

She had become a Luna who did not care about anything or anyone anymore, including herself. It was as if a shadow had been cast over everything she had ever been, as if the old Luna had turned away from her and fallen into a deep hibernation. A sleep from which she might never wake again. She almost wished it. She didn't deserve to live. For above all the other thoughts she kept hearing that voice in her head. That voice that told her what she really was.

Murderer.
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A new day presented itself like all the previous ones: heavy and sweltering. In the dim darkness of her room, Luna stared at the cracks in the ceiling, the faint patches of mould in the corners. Desperation and anger began to seep through those cracks like they did every day, slowly but inevitably slithering towards her.

'No.' It was strange to hear her own voice. It crackled a little, as if it had not been used for a long time.

'No.' She said it again as she sat upright in the uncomfortably saggy bed. 'Not today.'

She simply could not go through the same day again. She was so terribly tired of wallowing in her own dark, suffocating self-hatred. She had to find a way out. Survive. Surely she had not travelled that whole damn distance only to just lie here languishing? She would not let herself be defeated that easily. She had to pull herself together, get up, move on. Luna clenched her fists and gritted her teeth as she thought of Samael. He had to pay for what he had done to her best friend. That was the only thing, the last thing she could do for Andrew now. Making sure his killer would pay for his crime.

Slow and listless, yet determined, she got up. The room swirled around her. Nauseated, Luna stumbled towards her small and filthy bathroom. She bent over the toilet bowl and felt her insides contract, but nothing came out. Her stomach was empty. Groaning, she turned around to the tiny sink and splashed cold water in her face. She had to eat. That would be a good first step. Trembling, she got moving. Her whole body screamed with exhaustion. Luna could tell from the ghost in the mirror that she would not be able to last much longer without food.

Looking out the dingy window, her eyes wandered over the busy streets of Iquitos. It was clear to her where she would go. Across the street, barely fifty metres from the hotel where she was staying, was a little restaurant.

The mere thought of food made her stomach contract painfully, yet the thought of having to go outside was even worse: it made the ground disappear beneath her feet. Here, she was nobody. She knew nothing. She didn't know the language, the city, the country. She was hopelessly lost and helpless here, with no one to fall back on. Whereas before she’d hated being inside, now she dreaded that great, unknown, outside world. But she had to. She had no other choice.

Reluctantly, Luna opened the door and looked around the corner. The corridor was deserted. Good. She shuffled down the semi-dark hall and further towards the exit. She could just feel the owners' gazes down her back. She could feel their judgement cleaving through the air. There's that weird one. That girl who never leaves her room. They would rather see her leave, she felt sure of that, but Luna always paid on time, so they hadn’t bothered her – yet.

She gulped when she considered that the thick pile of money she had withdrawn on the night she had fled was almost gone. What was she supposed to do? She shouldn’t have thrown her father's credit card away. But she had been mortified to leave any traces, wanted to disappear completely. She pushed aside the thought that Samael would come after her, that he might be able to find her even here, in this remote corner of the world.

Luna made herself as small and inconspicuous as possible as she walked on, keeping her gaze down, her hair like a curtain along her gaunt face. Skittishly, she stood behind the hotel's glass front door, her hand sweating on the latch. Then she took a quick, deep breath and pulled open the door to the outside world.

Whoosh.

The heavy, polluted heat slapped her in the face and took her breath away. It was an almost physical force that practically pushed her back inside, into the air-conditioned coolness. But Luna straightened her back and stepped forward.

The world raced towards her. Two of the three-wheeled mopeds tore past at the same time. A car honked right in front of her. A woman walked by with some kind of mobile food cart. Two children cried loudly across the street. Somewhere, music played and from somewhere else came the unmistakable sounds of a football match. Someone bumped into her. She turned and saw a man looking at her. His eyes slid over her body like slime and he grinned. Luna did not understand what he was saying to her, only heard that his voice was dripping with grease. She felt how soot and smog stuck to her skin like a thick layer, how they crept into her lungs and consumed her body from within. The impressions stormed into her head like a whirlwind.

Don't be ridiculous – there was that little voice again.

Luna closed her eyes and ears as much as possible.

For Andrew, she thought. Then she dove forward into the city, rushed across the street and fled into the small and inconspicuous eatery.

After eating a hot bowl of soup – all the while trying very hard not to notice the chicken claw sticking out of it – Luna hastily returned to her hotel room. Her trip into the outside had made her feel naked and vulnerable, as if the whole world knew what she had done and accusing eyes were lingering on her all the time.

But she had done it nonetheless. Even though it seemed futile, a mere fifty metres away and a good fifteen minutes outside, it was a start.

She watched the city grow dark from her window. At this hour, the heat and noise were still there, but they had become more bearable.  Iquitos, a city in the jungle - it had captured her imagination so much. A city surrounded by the impenetrable, mighty Amazon rainforest. But she had focused only on that one little word: forest. As a result, she had lost sight of where she would really end up: in a city. The only jungle she saw here was one of concrete and traffic.

Luna switched on the torch she had placed next to her bed. There was no night light in this barren room, it was either screaming fluorescent light or nothing at all. Luna fumbled around in her small and light backpack. In her haste to flee, she had grabbed some clothes, some toiletries, a book she had long since finished, and, of course, her mother's old notebook. Also a diary in which she had not yet written a word. After all, what was there to say? Luna had tried, had hoped to write away her demons. But every time she looked at that blank page, she saw Andrew's eyes before her. Those eternally sad looking eyes that always seemed to say so much more than his voice did. And she’d see again how those eyes had suddenly looked past the moon, straight into the heart of the night, beyond eternity. So what could she possibly write? No words would never bring him back. No words could never repair what she had broken.

With a bitter grimace around her mouth, she flipped open the empty booklet and found the crumpled scrap she was looking for. For the umpteenth time, she folded open the tattered photograph. Andrew had it clenched in his fist when he had been searching for her, when they had fled together, when he had been lying lifeless on the ground... That was the reason he had been looking for her: to warn her. The reason why he was no longer alive. And worst of all, Luna had already known what Andrew had wanted to tell her.

In the picture was a beautiful young woman whom Luna had immediately recognised as Clarisse, Andrew's mother. Beside her, none other than the devil himself. Samael. Clarisse clung to him and looked up at him adoringly. He had carelessly put an arm around her shoulder, looking boldly into the lens. Clarisse and Samaël. He was younger, though. More handsome. In the photo, she saw a good-looking, young man with a robust face and green eyes that showed a confident look. He wore a tight-fitting, deep red shirt and on his finger was a ring with a black stone. Luna understood quite well what Clarisse had seen in him. She wondered when the photo had been taken. On the back was scribbled only one word: Sam. It showed an intimacy that seemed incomprehensible to Luna. Was that his real name? Or did she just call him that? In the photo, Clarisse was a girl still, barely older than Luna was now. Had she already been pregnant at that point frozen in time? Had she already made plans to escape from the cult held in a stranglehold by Andrew's father? Luna scanned the old photo with her eyes. She tried to read Clarisse's gaze. Was there only joy in there, teenage love? Or was it fear she saw, that contraction in the stilled smile?

Had Andrew's mother really fallen for him? For this personification of all the evil in the world? Luna understood that Clarisse had been like her: blind and naive. Only, in her blind naivety, Clarisse had given life to a boy, while Luna in turn had taken it from that very same boy.

She sighed, shoving the picture aside. There was no point dwelling on it. Andrew was gone. Dead. And she would never be able to face Clarisse again.

If – when – she ever saw Samael again, there would be only two options: either he would conquer and harvest her powers and she would become as much of a zombie as the others she had seen that night in the chapel in the forest. Or... she would render him harmless. That was her mission. She had to rid the world of this demon – even if it wouldn't bring Andrew back. She didn’t want herself and her father to have to spend their entire lives in fear, as Andrew's mother had done. Luna did not want to have to look over her shoulder every step, distrusting every new face, never knowing if she was free of Samael's curse. No – he had to be defeated, eliminated. What exactly she meant by that she didn’t know, and she did not want to think about it. Should she kill him? Luna didn't know if she was even capable of that. But she had an awful inkling that she wouldn’t really have any other choice. So, she’d have to become hard and insensitive as stone. It was the only option. It had taken a while for her to admit the thought, but ever since the pain for Andrew began to settle and the self-hatred had attached itself to her soul like a black crust, she had known what she had to do: take revenge.

That meant she had to move on. She had come here in search of a place where she could learn and grow strong, but of course that would not happen in this bleak urban chaos. She needed to get out of the crowds, into the forest. Away from this grey tower in this grey city, where she was locked in her own story. There was no energy, no power to be found here. She could not continue to rot in this place. She had to move on.
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Her small victory encouraged Luna to take another step towards her final goal – the jungle – and venture outside once more. Yet again she managed to face her fears, walk the streets and get some food, knowing all the while she had to look further, had to look for a way out of the city. But where on earth was she supposed to start?

Standing outside after her meal, she felt incredibly small and lost, all alone and abandoned. The only Spanish she knew was buenos días, and she realised that would not take her very far. But Luna fought back the tears and gritted her teeth.

'I will not let myself be imprisoned by my own fear,' she mumbled softly to herself.

She fought the instinctive urge to flee to the relative safety of her hotel room and looked around cautiously. Suddenly, her gaze caught something she had not noticed before: there, at the end of the street, was a green cross attached to a facade. A pharmacist. Luna blinked and her face brightened. Maybe she could find her salvation there! She hurried down the street, past the looks and the remarks, and stepped into the cool shop. Luna opened her mouth and then realised like an idiot that she had no idea how to ask for earplugs in Spanish. She looked questioningly at the boy behind the counter and then stuck her fingers in her ears. He looked at her confused for a moment, then burst out laughing. But he slid her a box containing enough earplugs to last her a month. Luna smiled back. She had not felt so hopeful in ages. Still standing in the cool, air-conditioned shop, she put in the earplugs before stepping outside, grinning. She kept her eyes down and hummed softly to herself. It helped! Of course, she couldn't shut out the world completely, but Luna now felt like she had spun a cocoon of safety around herself, a kind of armour against that world that felt so threatening. She walked and walked, ignoring the hustle and bustle around her. Her body felt uncomfortable, almost as if it had forgotten how to move, to use space. She realised people were watching her, this strange, sickly pale girl humming to herself, but this time, she couldn’t care less. She had rediscovered her mission, and survival was at the top of her list.

Luna noticed that the streets she walked through were getting more and more quiet. Despite the shadow that constantly lurked within her, she began to see the splendour of the city. Beautiful 19th-century pastel-coloured houses in a state of disrepair looked down on wide avenues. It had to have once been a rich region, Luna realised. She wondered what had happened. Even while she was pondering the question, her eyes were drawn to the end of the street. There, instead of yet another busy road or yet another row of houses, she saw an open space. Open space and... green! Luscious, wild greenery! She started walking faster, running even. Her weakened body squeezed out everything it had left in it; there was hope, there was a glimpse of nature! The closer she got, the better she saw it: the avenue she was on opened onto a boulevard that offered a view of the widest river she could imagine. And on the banks of that river were majestic trees, hung with lianas and populated by thousands of birds. Luna felt tears of relief stinging her eyes. It had been, she realised, as if her soul had died a little, so devoid of greenery.

The balustrade at the promenade stopped her, she could not get any closer to the trees, but it was okay. She bent as far as she could towards the huge tree in front of her and stared at it enraptured. As she took out her earplugs, she became aware of people around her again. There was still a lot of traffic: the stream of mopeds and noisy three-wheeled taxis was incessant, but it was already much more bearable than a few streets back. Luna let her gaze wander over the boulevard and saw a pedestrian zone further on. Feeling jubilant, she started walking towards it.

Suddenly she noticed something else: her face was not the only white one in the crowd here. There were tourists! Luna laughed at her own naivety; she had never considered that Westerners would come here, that this could be a travel destination. After all, she had come to one of the most remote cities on earth: not a single road led to this city, no car or bus or train could bring you here. After the ship had dropped her in Brazil, she’d snuck on board a small airplane to finally reach Iquitos. The end of the world.

Her heart grew cold as she realised how foolish and predictable she had been. Again. For all she knew, Samael might already have someone here, or might have even spotted her himself. She had thought herself invisible in this remote corner, convinced that no one would ever think of looking for her here. She got nauseous and ducked into the first restaurant she walked past. She found a spot in an obscure corner, a place from where she could observe the outside without being seen herself. As Luna scanned the faces in the room, a friendly girl came to bring her the menu. There were a few couples sitting there, a young family, an older man. A few locals and some tourists. A pleasant mix, were it not for the fact that her senses were suddenly on edge and no one seemed trustworthy to her. She shuddered involuntarily for a moment, but no one was paying attention to her. The friendly waitress lingered by her table, notebook and a pencil in hand. Luna understood that she was expected to order something.

'Oh, uh... Sorry,' she muttered, and quickly looked at the menu. Menu vegetariano it said. She understood that. In her stomach, another huge cavity now appeared to be gaping, as if she had not already eaten recently. She pointed at the menu so enthusiastically that the girl giggled. Luna ordered a fresh fruit juice to go along with her meal, her anxiety now mostly forgotten.

She hardly had to wait. In a huge glass, wet with condensation, was a colourful, thick fruit drink. Luna tasted mango, banana and some exotic flavours she could not quite identify. Her taste buds just about exploded. She could not remember ever having tasted anything so delicious. Even before the soup arrived, she had completely finished her drink. Grinning, she pointed to the empty glass and ordered another. The waitress was clearly enjoying herself. The soup was, if possible, even tastier. No chicken claw this time, but a warm and creamy deliciousness. Luna threw aside her spoon and drank straight from the bowl. In two, three big gulps, she had finished the soup completely.

And all this time I have denied myself this, she thought, shaking her head, as her stomach now growled, snarled, begged for more food.

When Luna had consumed the entire meal in record time, she leaned back satisfied. This outing had worked wonders. The vitamin bombs had recharged her body a little and the weight on her shoulders seemed to have lifted. The world suddenly felt a little less dark and threatening, and more like a place of possibilities. The first thing she would do, she decided, was change hotels. In this neighbourhood, she would undoubtedly feel a lot more comfortable. It was no jungle, but it already felt a step closer, and a lot better than the dark and noisy den she was in now. She decided to get right down to business and find a hotel on or around the boulevard.

She wondered how long her money could keep her alive. True, she had just about stripped her father bare, but she could not live on that money indefinitely. Her father... Despite having just stuffed herself to bursting point, she felt hollow and empty again. Maybe she could give him a call? She hadn't brought her phone, of course, she wouldn't give Samael the opportunity to track her down so easily, but she had seen internet cafes on just about every corner here from which you could make international calls. She decided it was worth the risk. Later, when she was settled in a new hotel, she would give him a call. Just to let him know she was fine. A languid contentment settled over her. This day so far had been better than all the previous ones in this nasty city. If she was honest, now that she had discovered this neighbourhood she found the city a lot more pleasant.

Luna got up to pay. As she waited for her bill, her eyes slid over a wall full of posters and flyers. Clubs. Parties. Lost and founds. Three day jungle trekking. She gasped. This really wás her lucky day. Hastily, her eyes flew over the paper. She had no interest whatsoever in a three-day jungle trekking. But she was interested in a lift to the forest. Once she was there, it could not be difficult to detach herself from the group and disappear. Right? Or she could announce in advance that she wanted to stay a little longer, so no one would worry. A plan began to form in her mind. Yes, she could see it now. Finally, everything began to fall into place. She saw that the trip was organised by a hostel: Selva Magica. And that hostel was located... she could hardly believe it: on the boulevard! Sparks and fireworks were crackling all over her body now. She would be able to escape from the city. She could finally – finally! – dive into the jungle. And everything would work itself out from there. Right? Surely it would. She just had to have some faith.

Practically skipping all the way back, she barely noticed how degraded the houses became the closer she got to her dingy hotel. She did not notice how her throat seemed thick with all the exhaust fumes in the heavy air. She just hurried along, focused on her goal.

She had stopped by the hostel from the poster, Selva Magica, to ask if there were any rooms. No, they were full, but there was a dormitory she could stay in. Whether that was okay too? Yes, she was fine with that. Especially when she heard that the next trek was scheduled for three days from now and that she could definitely still register for it. Besides, she had been pleasantly surprised by the atmosphere in the hostel, which had a patio with plants, and walls in cheerful colours.

Now she could surely call her father and assure him that everything was okay. He would hear from her voice that she was telling the truth. She felt a deep need to reassure him and an even deeper need to hear from him that everything was also okay on his side of the ocean.

Relieved, she stuffed her few possessions into her rucksack, settled with the indifferent hotel manager, and went on her way. Her feet were aching from all the walking, her stomach was already starting to growl again and her head was heavy from all the impressions of this very long day.

It was starting to get dark. But Luna focused on her feet and how they were getting closer to her goal step by step. She closed herself off from the world, her hands tucked deep into her pockets and her ears deafened by the earplugs.

When she looked up hastily in search of the right way to the boulevard, she was startled. Her heart turned cold. Had she walked past here earlier that day? No, she thought not. Nothing on this street evoked any recognition.

Oh no, she thought, I've gone wrong somewhere.

She turned to trace her own footsteps, hurried through the evening, amazed once more at how quickly night fell in this part of the world. She removed the earplugs from her ears, wanting all her senses at her disposal now to find her way.

Suddenly, out of nowhere, she felt an arm around her neck. Her first, absurd thought was she was being hugged. That someone thought they recognised her and now took her in a slightly too enthusiastic grip. Then she felt the tip of the knife pierce her neck and heard the low, hoarse voice in her ear.

'Cállate.'

She didn't know what that meant. She wanted to scream, but her throat was closed. The tip of the knife pricked painfully and broke through her skin.

'Sshhh!'

She nodded, desperate to breathe, and the grip around her neck loosened slightly. She was dragged into the shadow of a portal. A few cars raced past without seeing anything or, Luna thought bitterly, without anyone even caring. She felt two hands tugging at her backpack, which gave way easily.

The low voice said something to the person with the hands, and now she felt those hands on her skin, all over her body, which made her want to scream again, but before she could even make a sound the grip around her neck tightened again. The hands found the flat fanny pack she wore under her clothes and pulled it loose. A new voice now. It went black before Luna's eyes. All her money was in that pouch. All her possessions in her backpack. If only she could explain, they would probably let her keep something. Tears began to run down her cheeks, tears of anger and helplessness, tears for her own childish hope of a happy ending, tears also over the life she felt seeping out of her. The voices seemed to come from further and further away; she had used up her last bit of oxygen. Her legs seemed to disconnect from her body. Suddenly, the grip around her throat loosened and she was flung away. Her head banged against the wall. She gave up.

Everything went black.
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A lantern cast a faint orange light on the street and the sky was completely dark. Luna's head pounded, her tongue stuck to her palate. How long had she been lying here unconscious? How many people had walked by and done nothing?

She tried to sit up straight. Everything hurt. She felt a stickiness on her neck and when she looked down, saw an almost black substance on her fingertips. Blood. A lot of blood. A wave of nausea engulfed her and she put her head down until it passed. Then she reached for her head, looking for the source of the blood. There was a wound in her neck from the tip of the knife, yes, but that was far too small to be it. Her hair was sticking together. As she located the sore on her head, she inhaled sharply between her teeth. She must have hit the wall hard. Again nausea set in, and this time it did not go away. Before she could stop it, Luna was sitting against the wall, vomiting, trembling, miserable. She realised she was in a terrible state: injured, possibly with a concussion and certainly in need of medical attention. But she no longer had a penny, no possessions except the clothes on her body.
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