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The road

to darkness





Wayne-Zeno

sniffed. It smelled like rotten eggs. Was this another dream or not? His back

ached.




Those

damn savages, what had they done to him? The uncomfortable way he had spent

last night was apparently still hanging over him. There was nothing like a real

bed.




It

seemed to be still gloomy and it smelled even stronger of rotten eggs now.




He

instinctively felt next to him, that's where his girlfriend should be. But she

was not lying there. Irritated, he sat up.




Only

now did Zeno notice that he was naked and that he was apparently lying in the

damp grass. Far and wide there were none of the natives to be seen, and in

general this was not the place he could remember.




His

head began to buzz and severe pain overtook his clear thinking.




"Damn,

what was going on here?"




Cautiously,

he stood up and now slowly looked around him. A gloomy twilight enveloped him

and the immediate surroundings. Again and again, he heard gurgling noises and

it stank terribly.




Sweat

formed on his naked body. It seemed to be muggy.




So

very different from what he was used to last night. Why was he here and where being

this anyway? And where was Marah?




"Damn

and damn again, if it weren't for this headache."




Zeno

took a few steps forward and slid up to his thighs in a dark, boggy broth.

Quickly he threw himself back with his upper body. It stank terribly now.




"A

bog, or something like it," he thought, and he pulled himself backward,

crawling out of the swamp.




Breathing

heavily, he remained lying there.




"Marah,

where are you? Come in. Marah ", he called out, suppressing the rising

panic.




His

voice resounded across the swamp and was answered by a loud, aggressive scream.




Suddenly

many other animals joined in the roar and in an instant, he heard a variety of

animal sounds unlike anything you would find even in a large zoo enclosure.

Ruben listened for several minutes, first in amazement, then more fearfully.




Where

had he gotten himself into all this?  Was this all supposed to be a joke

by Marah and the crew of the SORROW?




Maybe

they were using an audio recording to play these voices back at him to get a

rise out of him; was he perhaps now on the SORROW's holodeck?




"Bullshit,"

he scolded himself. "Such a fuss over nothing." Somehow, he was

missing the memories of the last few hours.




The

volume of the animal voices reduced somewhat, but continued to be present.




In

any case, this was not the meadow with the quarry pond from yesterday. He

looked down at himself, startled.




Why

was he naked at all? Normally, and so yesterday, he didn't sleep naked, but at

least had his shorts and a sweatshirt on.




"The

stench is killing me." Zeno was now walking slowly in the exact opposite

direction to this stinking cesspool.




After

a few meters, the air was already getting better and the dense fog began to

clear.




Also,

the first rays of sunlight slowly penetrated through the fog and one could

already see more than twenty meters away.




Astonished,

Zeno turned around once and looked up at the sky. The trees he saw were

immensely large and equally tall.




His

gaze roamed over the low flora and he noticed that even the smallest bushes

were still growing at least four to five meters in height.




The

grass, which now spread out in front of him, also went up to his belly button.




He

felt like Gulliver with the giants. Startled he flinched, as again a terribly

loud roar was to be heard.




What

kind of animals were they that produced such sounds? This could not be true at

all. Two insects the size of human heads flew through his field of vision. He

looked after them with his mouth open.




You

could see exactly their two compound eyes, which shimmered in different hues,

as well as the long antennae. Zeno suddenly felt very miserable. The sun's rays

were beating down on him more and more and it was now getting even warmer.




Even

though he was naked and not moving, he began to perspire. He had to find some

shelter first, some cover from where he could get his bearings and where he had

at least a little more protection.




Who

knows what else was flying around or living here. About two kilometers east of

where he was now, the ground rose and there the first rock formations appeared.




He

could just make that out through the tall trees and bushes.




Cautiously

and looking around in all directions, Zeno set off. Especially through the

dense grass he felt more and more uncomfortable. You couldn't really tell what

was on the ground.




Since

he was walking barefoot, it was only understandable that every step could be a

danger for him.




The

ground was still very slippery. Twice he had already slipped.




His

body had meanwhile many blue but also green spots. The legs were littered with

small cuts.




Again,

a terribly loud roar resounded. Zeno was still not clear what had happened at

all. His thoughts were still moving around the previous evening.




He

saw Marah snuggling into her blanket.




He

was standing in front of her, dressed only in his boxers, and he had taken the

fall. But in the end, it had been his own fault.




If

he hadn't opened the bottle of sparkling wine, she wouldn't have been drunk so

quickly.




But

after all, he couldn't have expected her to drink almost the whole bottle by

herself. Zeno was so lost in thought that he didn't notice at all when a dark

shadow loomed over him.




It

was only when the loud cawing enticed him to look up that he looked directly

into the angular face of a monster.




The

beast was almost entirely black, had a huge wingspan and an even larger,

pointed beak.




With

its small, deviously glowing eyes, it watched him, already making its third

pass over Zeno.




The

moment he now consciously caught sight of it, the flying lizard ended its

probing flight and went into a dive. It took him two seconds of comprehension.




Then

he tried to dodge to the side and tripped over a branch or something similar. A

whooshing sound from the ground caused him to jump further. He rolled over

several times and continued to roll for several meters until he finally came to

rest behind a thorny bush.




Loud

screams came from the place where he had just been.




The

flying lizard stabbed the giant snake on the ground again and again with its

long, pointed beak.




The

snake had its head with its open mouth darting towards the attacker in rapid

succession, trying to bite him with its huge poisonous fangs.




At

the same time, it had its hind part coiled around one wing of the lizard now on

the ground.




In

rapid succession, the snake now rolled over and rolled with its huge body

several times over the lizard, which apparently no longer had any chance at

all.




Zeno

watched spellbound as the five-meter-tall flying lizard was slammed to the

ground again and again by the rotational movements of the snake's body.




Then

with a jerk it stopped and the thirty-centimeter-long venomous fangs penetrated

deep into the neck region of the now helpless lying lizard.




The

snake's angry hiss hung triumphantly in the air as the croaking cries of the

flying lizard finally and forever ceased.




As

Zeno carefully stood up, he stepped on a branch lying on the ground.

Immediately, the snake's upper body jerked away from its prey in his direction.




A

long tongue flickered from its mouth and two small, circular eyes looked at him

treacherously.




Zeno

didn't think twice and took to his heels. He ran as fast as he could in the

opposite direction.




The

reed grass tore more wounds in his legs and his feet were already bleeding

heavily.




He

didn't notice. Just away from here. What kind of world was this anyway that he

was in.




The

grass around him grew taller. Briefly, he stopped to get his bearings, but

visibility was now severely limited. The sun was blazing down from an otherwise

bright blue sky.




Normally

a beautiful day to enjoy nature.




From

all sides, the strangest sounds drifted to him.




From

the left side, he thought he briefly heard a rustling. The grass bent in his

direction as a breeze came towards him.




Then

the grass began to rustle softly. A fresh wind came up and blew in his

face.  The turf was now up to over his head.




With

both hands he parted the elephant grass as Zeno continued to move forward. A

pungent smell suddenly came to his nose.




He

sniffed. It somehow smelled strongly of iron and animal. He stopped for a

moment.




Except

for the wind, no other sound could be heard. Zeno looked behind him for a

moment, and then when he looked forward again, bending the blades of grass

aside, he was standing not ten feet from the remains of a killed animal.




A

wild snarl reached him as the feline predator next to him also noticed him

immediately.




It

bared its upper lip and Ruben could very clearly see the blood-stained

incisors.




He

froze in his movements in shock and didn't even dare to breathe.




Then

something grazed his left temple and sent him into the realm of dreams. His

body slumped and he fell over.




  




Ul'f

kept running, although his leg still hurt. Many moons had passed since the

fight with the Zarah'n cat, yet the wound had not healed properly.




He

looked over at Ara'k, he too was still limping a bit. They had picked up the

scent again.




This

time they would succeed.




One

of them would get Tarja as a companion. The one who was bravest and defeated

the Zarah'n cat with his own hands.




Ul'f

looked again briefly at his hunting companions, who, like him, were now hiding

behind thick bushes and tall grass.




Besides

Ara'k, Zeh'ltak and Fer'me were also on the hunt. The chief had promised them

that whoever brought the two fangs of the predatory cat would get Tarja.




Ul'f

was determined not to be so careless this time. He had to defeat the beast.




The

spirits of the night were already not letting him rest. They tormented him with

the irrepressible desire for Tarja. He had to possess her at all costs. His

loins were already aching just thinking about her.




A

loud and continuous roar made him flinch and take cover a little further.




The

group of men had picked up the trail of the Zarah'n cat at dawn. She was

nearby, he could not only feel that, but smell it.




A

second scream shattered the previous silence. It had been a death cry, Ul'f

could tell.




The

Zarah'n cat had killed its prey. She was distracted now. This was the time to

get closer to her.




His

hunting companions had already jumped up and were creeping toward the suspected

location of the cry, armed with spear and stone knife.




He

had to hurry to avoid falling behind. After all, it was he who was to secure

the trophy.




He

caught up with Ara'k. They had both been surprised by the cat during the last

hunt.




Not

her fangs were the most dangerous weapon she possessed, but her claws. On each

of her paws, the beast had five pointed claws if one of her hands.




With

them, she could slash any animal across the entire side of its body in one blow

without much effort.




Ara'k

and he had merely been lightly grazed by the cat by mistake.




Ara'k

grunted softly to him and together they crept on.




Holding

both spears outstretched in front of them with a firm grip and repeatedly

inhaling air through their large nostrils, they came closer and closer to the

place where the Zarah'n cat was breaking open its prey.




Ul'f

had already caught the scent of blood and stopped. Ara'k looked at him in

irritation but didn't dare say anything. They had already gotten too close to

the predator.




Now

they could both see the cat. She was busy tearing open the body of the slain

fawn.




To

do this, she struck the flesh of the dead animal several times with the claws

of her front paws. Whole shreds of flesh were torn out and gallons of blood

were distributed.




Ul'f

remembered with increasing discomfort how he himself had been hit back then,

almost a year ago.




The

thought of it now came at the most inopportune time and made him wince briefly.




Ara'k

looked at him. Had he perhaps noticed his hesitation?




The

wind was favorable, coming from ahead. The big cat could not smell it. He heard

the loud smacking and contented growling. They should wait with the attack

until she had eaten her fill.




Then

she was sluggish and tired.




Ul'f

was about to give Ara'k the signal to wait still, when he already heard the

whimpering of the bita rat clearly. It was the agreed signal. Zeh'ltak and

Fer'me were ready to attack.




He

had to answer. Ara'k, however, beat him to it.




The

latter repeated the beep, which meant agreement. Ul'f became angry.




They

should have waited. But now it was too late.




The

companions crept further and even closer. In the next few minutes, they would

attack with their spears.




Ul'f

and Ara'k would also have to join them from the second direction. Ul'f took the

shaft of the spear more firmly in his hand and rushed forward with Ara'k.




There

was not ten meters left as the crow flies between them and the Zarah'n cat.




As

Ara'k balanced his spear in his hand and prepared to throw, he saw Zeh'ltak and

Fer'me emerge from the elephant grass directly behind the predatory cat. They,

too, were about to throw.




The

cat, however, did not seem to recognize them as enemies, for her attention was

directed elsewhere entirely.




She

looked farther to the right from where they were now.




Ul'f

followed her gaze. There, not two meters slightly to the side in front of them,

another figure appeared at that very moment as Ara'k threw his spear.




Zeh'ltak

and Fer'me had also thrown their weapons at the cat with all their might.




However,

Ara'k's spear was put down by the emerging stranger and did not reach the

predator.




Instead,

the spears of the others struck the flank of the beast and sent it snarling.




Ara'k

seemed only momentarily irritated by the stranger's appearance and then lunged

at the cat, screaming wildly, and armed with the stone knife.




Zeh'ltak

and Fer'me did the same. Ul'f followed them with a little more deliberation and

far more caution.
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