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Chapter 1

Once upon a time, or rather, not long ago, there was a simple row house in the suburbs. Like all the other houses in the neighborhood, it had a plain tiled roof but was otherwise unremarkable. The small front yard, like most in the world, consisted of a meticulously maintained lawn and a small, slender evergreen tree that had been neatly trimmed. It appeared to be as innocently conventional as the rest of the houses. Nonetheless, a police car pulled up in front of this house - and not for the first time. A man and a woman in uniform walked out with professional, relatively neutral expressions their faces.

The neighbors could clearly see the pistols, radios, and other equipment on the officers' belts through the windows of the neighboring houses, some more, some less hidden behind their curtains. 

The officers approached the front door slowly but steadily, methodically putting on their leather gloves. They had come to apprehend two individuals.

Hansjörg, also known as Hansi, was drawn to the sound of a vehicle parking in front of the house and the subsequent slamming of doors. He watched the police officers approaching his parents' house through the window of his first-floor room. In response, the seventeen-year-old quickly grabbed his backpack and dashed to his younger sister Margarete's room on the other side of the house. "Gretel, hurry up, the cops are coming!" he yelled as he swung open the door. “Grab your belongings, and let's disappear! I really don't want to talk to them."

"What? Again?" she exclaimed. "Man, this is getting really annoying. Don't they have anything more important to do?" She sighed and rolled her eyes. "Did you hide everything so they wouldn't find it? And did you bring enough supplies for the trip?"

Hansi gave a nod. "Of course!"

Gretel quickly strapped her backpack onto her back and opened the window without hesitation. Before the police officers rang the doorbell, the two teenagers had climbed out and stood on the roof of the small extension. 

Gretel sat down at the bottom, turned onto her stomach, and slid down over the edge until her feet landed on the surprisingly sturdy lid of the water barrel next to the downspout. She then jumped to the ground. Her brother soon followed the same path. They'd sneaked out this way so many times at night that they were already in the garden when their parents were about to open the front door to the cops. 

"And where to now?" Gretel looked at her brother inquiringly. 

He glanced back at the house. That path was now blocked. The usual places they hung out would likely be the next targets for the cops. As he contemplated, his gaze fell on the trees in the distance. "What do you think about taking a walk in the woods? They surely won't search for us there."

The two nodded at each other briefly, then sprinted to the back exit of the garden and around the neighboring garage, wanting to be out of sight of their parents' house as quickly as possible. 

Gasping for breath, they slowed their pace after three cross streets to appear as innocent strollers. 

A quarter of an hour later, they reached the hiking parking lot at the edge of the forest and strolled along the wide path. Hansi looked around suspiciously from time to time. "What do you think?" he finally turned to his sister. "Here on the wide path, the cops would probably spot us pretty quickly. Let's turn onto one of the narrow footpaths instead. We don't have to make it easy for them if they're still chasing us." 

Gretel glanced at him briefly and nodded. "I was just thinking the same thing."

A few meters ahead, the siblings turned onto a wild and barely recognizable forest trail. 

However, it didn't take Gretel long to start complaining, "Man, this is a mess. There are trees and bushes everywhere. Even in the middle of the road. If you can call this muddy path a path at all. We should have stayed on the wide road." 

Hansi shook his head, enraged. "Oh, for the love of God, this is unbearable. Stop behaving like a little girl. If you prefer, you can go back and let the cops question you. I'd rather stay in the woods a little longer until things settle down. But if you don't like this route, we can take the turnoff ahead."

His sister sighed. "You're right. It's better to wander around in the woods than have a so-called conversation at the police station. How about we have a smoke? It'll definitely make the walk more relaxed afterward." 

Hansi smiled broadly. "There you go. That sounds more like my little sister. In my backpack, I still have a small bag of pills. We can use those right now and save the rest for later. How about that spot over there?" 

He pointed to a large tree stump just a few meters away from where they stood. The two of them settled comfortably on this improvised seat. Gretel took out a small bottle from her backpack and swallowed one of the pills with a sip of water. Her brother followed suit.

After a short time, a pleasant feeling of contentment spread within them. Alternating between observing the forest and the sky, the two simply sat on the tree stump, blissfully enjoying their existence with a distant gaze. However, after an hour, Gretel started to shift restlessly.

"I don't want to sit anymore; my ass is starting to hurt. Let's walk a bit further," she said.

Hansi rolled his eyes upward in annoyance. "Complaining already, huh? We've only been here for five minutes, and you're already whining. But alright, little princess, let's keep going. These LSD trips seem to be getting shorter anyway. I don't know if we got a second-rate batch. How about a line of cocaine instead?"

Without waiting for a response, he opened his backpack, took out a packet of white powder, opened it, and silently offered it to his sister. 

A smile flickered across her previously discontented face. "Oh, you really know how to spoil a woman. You'll definitely make the perfect husband. I'm already jealous of your future wife," she said.

With practiced hand movements, the two spread some of the powder on the back of their hands and joyfully snorted it through their noses. With white-tipped noses and giggling laughter, they stood up.

Hansi spun around on his own axis before stopping and randomly pointing in a direction. "That way, princess," he said.

He theatrically extended his hand to her. Gretel chuckled in a feigned manner, then theatrically curtsied and took his offered hand. "Hehehe. Thank you kindly, dear sir."

They looked at each other and laughed heartily for a good five minutes before actually walking hand in hand in the direction Hansi had indicated earlier.

Some time and several changes of direction later, Gretel suddenly stopped. "Hey, did you actually mark the way?" Hansi looked at her in confusion. "Nah, I'm not wasting our dope on that. I'd rather enjoy it myself instead of scattering it around here. Otherwise, some dumb critter might come by and snort up all the dust!"

His sister stared at him intently, and took a deliberate deep breath. "So, how do we find our way back home now, Mr. Smarty Pants? Do you remember the way, or do you think a colorful rainbow will magically appear for us to follow? Asgard Gateway or something?"

Hansi grinned. "What? Asgard Gateway? What's gotten into you? Nah, forget it, wouldn't help us now anyway. Cool down, sis, I'll just ask that tree over there for directions. And if it doesn't know, then the next one will. No big deal."

With a carefree stride, he approached a beech tree and casually leaned his forearm against the trunk. "Hey, you, tell me, where do we need to go to get out of here?"

He made a grimace as he strained to listen. "Aha, oh yeah, thanks. That way," he reported to his sister, pointing to the left. She looked at him skeptically. "Since when can you talk to trees?"

He waved it off. "Anyone can do that. Understanding the answer is the art. But what can I say, a little cocaine works true wonders."

So, the two turned left. At the next fork in the path, Hansi approached another tree, this time a spruce, and after a short ‘conversation’, he pointed slightly to the left. 

Two hours later, they were still wandering through the forest. In the meantime, it had become dark and cold.

"I'm freezing," Gretel grumbled for the umpteenth time and sniffled audibly. "I don't believe those stupid trees are showing us the right way. How could they? They're always standing in the same spot, they can't possibly know."

Hansi looked at his sister thoughtfully. "There's only one correct response to that: Fancy a little dust?"

The one addressed sighed. "I don't think it will help us find the way out any faster, but maybe I won't be so cold anymore. I also have a partially opened packet in my backpack."

Standing there, the two of them indulged in some more cocaine. They didn't even notice that they spilled some of the powder in their trembling state.

"I've got it!" Hansi exclaimed as they were about to set off again.

"What do you have?" his sister asked suspiciously.

"All right, here's the solution to our problem. This stuff really stimulates brain cells for better thinking," he replied, a silly grin on his face. "You should give it a shot as well." 

She looked at her brother, puzzled, for a moment, then shook her head. She was growing impatient. "Well, then, spit out your brilliant idea already, and don't make me drag every word out of you."

"It's quite simple," he began patronizingly, leaning on her shoulder and gesturing with his other hand in front of her face to explain. "The forest isn't infinitely large. So if we just keep going straight, we'll eventually reach its edge. There are surely houses there from where we can catch a bus."

Gretel's eyes widened. "Wow, that's just brilliant. You're clearly the epitome of excellence. But which way should we go?"

They decided to continue going in the same direction they had been going. Still shivering but in good spirits, the two set off to finally get out of this forest.

They had yet to get very far when several people with flashlights approached them from a path to their left.

"Hey, look, there are some people. We can ask them. Maybe they know a faster way home than just going straight," Gretel said, looking at her brother expectantly, who nodded in agreement. They waited at the junction for the approaching individuals. It wasn't until it was too late for an escape that they realized, in the darkness and amidst their excitement, that these were four police officers. The two teenagers had their backpacks taken away and were handcuffed. While Hansi cursed like a sailor, Gretel only perceived the situation as if from outside herself, completely bewildered. After everyone started moving, it finally occurred to her what was so confusing about the situation.

"Huh? You guys are cops! But how did you find us? We don't even know where we are ourselves. And I don't see any bloodhounds," she asked, perplexed.

The officer leading her along the forest path looked at her with surprise before bursting into laughter. "Wait - so you guys really got lost?"

Indignant, the girl glared at the still-laughing law enforcement officer. "What's so funny about that, man? It can happen to anyone. Every tree looks the same here. How are you supposed to find your way around?"

The other officers couldn't suppress a chuckle either. Eventually, one of them took pity on them. "Kids, your mobile phones were on the whole time. You could have simply opened a navigation app and easily found your way out of the forest. It worked in our favor that you didn't turn off your phones, so we were able to locate them and find you quite easily."

The siblings looked at each other in horror. GPS! It couldn't be true! They hadn't even considered that. Oh, damn, it could have been so easy! Damn, damn, damn! Now Gretel cursed too, using words so strong that even a pirate would blush. The officers shook their heads, surprised that such a young woman knew so many of those words, but said nothing as they escorted the detainees to a nearby forest parking lot where two patrol cars were parked.

Chapter 2

Upon arriving at the police station, their phones and valuables were taken from them. A police officer escorted them to the sobering cell. "In here. You'll stay here until tomorrow morning. After that, others will decide what happens next to you."

He pushed them gently into the cell and shut the door behind them. Gretel turned to her brother, concerned, as soon as the Officer was out of sight. "What do you think is going to happen now? They can't just lock us up, can they?" 

Hansi tried to put on a confident face, but it only worked partially. He hoped that his efforts would be sufficient to calm his sister. So he tried to speak in a soothing, unaffected tone, which didn't quite work but was better than he had hoped. "What could possibly go wrong? We only had personal items with us. Nothing will happen as long as they don't find our stash at home and realize we're dealing. If they can prove a theft or two, we'll have to do some more community service. We'll make it. You know our motto: always be well-behaved and proper, use somewhat refined language, and we'll be the goody-goodies who can do no wrong and will be forgiven by everyone. You'll see; Mom and Dad will come to pick us up tomorrow morning. Dad will give us his usual lecture, Mom will cry, and that will be the end of it. Now you can relax and sleep. When we're well-rested, we can bear this theater better." 

Hansi shrugged his shoulders again, then walked over to one of the cell's cots and lay down. Gretel remained undecided for a few minutes longer before following her brother's lead and lying down on the other sleeping spot. 

Although both of them were quite restless, the long walk and drug consumption took their toll, and they fell asleep faster than they had expected.

In the early hours of the next day, there was a brief commotion as a heavily intoxicated and rowdy cellmate was brought in. However, soon the only sound coming from him was a narcotic snoring. And even that ceased after a while.

The rest of the night passed without incident. A police officer arrived around eight o'clock in the morning and brought each of them a buttered roll and a glass of milk. Hansi objected to the ridiculous kiddie drink and demanded coffee, but his complaint fell on deaf ears, so he grumbled and eventually drank the milk. The cellmate had slept off his intoxication by this point and was taken out of the section. No one, however, came to the door of Hansi and Gretel's cell to open it.
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