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Dimly aware, she felt herself being dragged across the sand by her arm. She knew she needed to open her half-lidded eyes, to snap herself awake, but the blow she’d taken left her dazed, struggling to surface from the fog. When she was finally dropped like a discarded object, her head struck the ground, and a groan escaped her lips. Despite the voices echoing around her, she lay motionless for a while, sprawled in the sand. The punch, though not as brutal as she'd imagined (like being hit by a truck), was still quite forceful for a featherweight teenage girl like her. Her entire face throbbed, her jaw and cheekbones pulsing with pain. The sudden, uncontrolled twist of her head from the blow had pinched a nerve at the base of her neck, sending an unbearable ache radiating through her skull. As if that weren't enough, the people looming over her were shouting in a language – a clamor she’d describe as a tinny racket- adding to her already pounding headache.

Lying there, she slowly brought a hand to her neck and rubbed it. After a while, as she regained some awareness, she forced her reluctant eyes fully open despite their resistance, then tried to sit up. Propping herself up a bit, she massaged her temples and gradually parted her eyelids. At that moment, someone hugged her, making her flinch in fear. But then she recognized the scent and the frame – it was Alicia. The teenage girl relaxed and let herself collapse into her friend’s embrace. "You're alive," Alicia had said. She wanted to cling to her tightly, to cry, and bombard her with questions starting with "What's going on?" But a man's voice, barking words in an unfamiliar language – likely an interruption, she guessed -forced Alicia to pull away. Unable to do more, she had to settle for the comfort of knowing Alicia was nearby.

She managed to open her eyes a little more and look around. Her clothes were covered in sand. She wanted to shake it off, but her head was throbbing so much that she struggled to resist lying back down. Through the narrow slit of her eyelids, in the twilight of the setting sun on the horizon and the distant streetlights of the city but more distinctly by the headlights of a foreign car, she made out the rough silhouettes of two burly men standing before her. One of them was holding something in his hand, but her muddled mind couldn't make out what it was, even as she squinted to focus. Despite the pain in her neck protesting, she reflexively turned her head and looked at the person talking nonstop beside her. She saw Alicia, who was caressing the hair and face of someone lying on the ground, tears streaming down her face and occasionally shouting words at the men. As she leaned closer to see the person Alicia was leaning over, she spotted Daniel lying motionless. "He must have taken a pretty hard hit if he's still not awake," she thought. She wanted to go over and support the couple, but her body wouldn't cooperate, so she stayed put. She rested her head on her knees for a few minutes, then lifted it and fully opened her eyes. The first thing she did was scan her surroundings and piece together a situation report.

They were sitting on the sand by the seaside, a little distance from Walvis Bay, on the ocean side of Alicia and Daniel's car. The place was deserted, both because it was off-season and because they were a bit out of town, which further increased the young girl's panic. As her eyes adjusted to the light, she saw that the people in front of her were two large Africans, one dressed normally, the other wearing a suit covered in what appeared to be bottle caps. She had initially thought it was bottle caps, but upon closer inspection, she realized it was a shiny fabric of the suit. Looking at the hand of the one in formal attire, at the thing she had vaguely seen earlier, she realized that he was holding a phone, not a gun as she had imagined.

Why? Who was he talking to? The police? Why? They hadn't done anything wrong... No, no, calling the police was a good idea; they were the only ones who could sort out this mess.

She churned out one idea after another about what she landed in. None of them made sense. It was such a bizarre situation that if someone showed her a snapshot of the moment and said, "Look at this picture, make up a story," she wouldn't be able to come up with a single coherent or logical narrative. Even forcing her mind to think this much had worsened her headache. She raised her hands and rubbed her temples and forehead, struggling to keep her eyes open. Why wasn't Daniel getting up? Maybe he could get them out of this mess...

Just then, her gaze dropped to her feet. Her shoes were gone. She turned her head, scanning the area to see where she might have lost them, but the part illuminated by the headlights revealed nothing. She didn't have another pair; she hadn't brought spares. What would she wear on the way back once she got out of this situation? She had spent all her money on this trip, leaving her with no money to buy new shoes. "I need to find my shoes," she said to herself.

The absence of her shoes was the final straw for her already rattled psyche. With a strong urge to cry, she screwed up her face. Just as the first tears started to fall, she heard Alicia's voice, which distracted her. "They must be around here somewhere, I'll look for them later," she told herself, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand and turning her attention to Alicia.

Alicia was gesturing towards Daniel, desperately trying to explain something with a helpless expression on her face. Her voice was almost hoarse... The men were giving short replies to what she was saying in her raspy voice, harshly and threateningly preventing the woman's attempts to get up. The teenage girl couldn't decide what to do. If she tried to stand and run, she was sure that she wouldn't be able to escape in this dazed, disoriented state, which she couldn’t reach even when she was in her best condition. Maybe she should speak up too, back Alicia up. What could they want? She was just a simple student with no money. If they were looking for someone or something, she had to explain that she definitely had nothing to do with it. What else could it be? Could they be organ traffickers, like in the urban legends she'd read online? No way, they couldn't be... Such things wouldn't happen to people like her.

The throbbing in her jaw made it hard to even open her mouth. Still, she wanted to manage a few words to tell them she had nothing to give. But now, a fierce headache kept her from gathering her thoughts. Her mind had turned into a jar shaken violently by the punch she’d taken—shelves she’d carefully built while learning had come crashing down. She struggled to find the right words among the scattered mess in her head. Not that it mattered much... Alicia was fluently speaking in what sounded like German but it wasn’t as though the men were truly listening to her.

She knew she had to do something - go check on Daniel, see how he was, and back Alicia up somehow. But she couldn’t shake the catatonic stance her mind had conjured as a shield against the trauma. So there she sat, doubled over in pain, waiting for whatever would happen next.

Just then, a loud noise followed by the appearance of new headlights stirred her from where she crouched, snapping her awake. She slowly turned her head to look in that direction. Alicia had fallen silent too, her ears perked up like the teenage girl’s, straining to hear more. The men had turned that way as well, clearly expectant.

No matter how curious she was, the glare of the new headlights blinded her even more, leaving her unable to make out who was approaching. But she could tell the car had stopped nearby, and she heard the sound of just one door opening and closing. Hurried footsteps were drawing closer, heading straight toward them. Was the person muttering something under their breath as they came?

They didn’t have to wait long to find out who it was. He appeared abruptly before them, revealing himself - Canary. Because the moment he emerged from the darkness into their line of sight, a blurry image of Tweety, the cartoon canary, popped into the girl's foggy mind -a spectacled, rather unlovable version of him. She likened the blond man standing before her, dressed in golf attire with glasses slipping off the sides of his face, to that animated bird. The blond man, who she guessed was of European descent since he greeted the others in German, was unusually short for a European. Or perhaps he only seemed so short next to the two hulking men beside him. Or maybe it was just the girl, with her malfunctioning brain, seeing him as if through a distorted lens. Canary's head, too, seemed oddly small for a normal body.

At the sight of the figure, she first smiled. Then came the giggles. Laughter was next in line. But just as she was about to burst out laughing, she suddenly hiccuped and brought her hands to her face. Then she began to cry softly.

She knew this state of hers wasn't normal. She was aware she needed to pull herself together, to do something to break free from the misunderstanding she’d stumbled into. But no matter how desperately she wanted it, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't manage it. All she craved was to lie down right there, get some sleep, and escape this gnawing pain. When she opened her eyes, she wanted nothing more than to find it had all been a bad dream – to wake up back home, safe, far away from this nonsense. She didn't want to see even a single stranger anymore: her soul yearned for familiar faces. If the genie of the lamp appeared right now, that would be her only wish. Why wouldn’t Daniel wake up?

As she wiped her nose on her shirt sleeve, her eyes caught on those around her. Despite her brain operating at half capacity, she managed to pay attention and noticed that the man she’d likened to a canary didn’t seem particularly pleased to be there. If she’d known German, she was certain she’d have detected sarcasm in the first sentence that came out of the man’s mouth after he strode over and loomed over them.

It was obvious that the African duo was working for him. While they talked, the teenage girl, hunched in her spot, kept studying the blond man with unbroken stares. His cold expression, the way he tapped the golf club in his hand slowly against the ground, the way he brushed off the sand clinging to his shoe... Meanwhile, in fleeting moments when the ever-present pain gave her a break, she tried to piece together the fragments of the story she hadn’t been able to shape earlier. She realized that Alicia’s endless chatter with the Africans, wearing out her voice, was pointless. The real one to convince was Canary. Alicia must have figured this out too, because while she stroked Daniel’s head in her lap, she was simultaneously trying to explain something to Canary—something the girl guessed was along the lines of “We need to take Daniel to the hospital,” since Daniel’s name came up. But Alicia hadn’t managed to capture the Canary’s attention; his eyes were trained on the guy in the red jacket who’d just walk off after receiving his orders.

The red-jacketed African, as expected from his athletic build, easily climbed into the back of Daniel's car. After rummaging around for a short while among the clutter of items, he hopped back down just as quickly. Then, under the curious stares of everyone -including the teenage girl and Alicia,who were trying to figure out what was happening- he dropped something heavy at Canary's feet. A hush fell over the seen, the only sound now the faint rustle of waves lapping in the distance.

“Was that what this was all about?” the thought flashed through her mind. Astonishment spilled across her face. She turned quickly to Alicia, but instead of shared surprise, she saw fear etched into her features. The teenage girl flinched. As her gaze darted back to the chest, that same fear now crept into her own expression. What was going on here? Had she been wrong to think this was all some misunderstanding, a mix-up? What were they after—the chest itself, or something inside it? And if it was something inside, which one?

The pain in her head throbbed with the strain of her thoughts, but she continued to ponder. She tried to recall the stories Alicia had told about the stones. Where had they gotten them, while passing through the southern lands? What was in those lands, anyway? Frowning, she racked her brain, trying to remember if she had read anything about it online. At the same time, she couldn’t help but dwell on how bizarrely this whole ordeal had unfolded. “Look at a picture and make up a story”—even in a game like that, a scenario this wild wouldn’t have crossed the remotest corner of her mind.

Canary crouched down and began inspecting the assortment of stones and rock fragments in the bag, his gloved hands sifting through them, large and small alike. Meanwhile, the burly African man, dressed in a garish suit, held his phone’s light over his hands, supplementing the illumination from the car’s headlights as if it weren’t enough. Canary picked up one stone, set it aside, then took another, examining each with care. From the satisfied look on his face, it was clear he’d found whatever it was he was searching for. But then, suddenly, his expression soured. He hurled the last stone he’d been holding into the chest with a sharp flick of his wrist and barked something at the other man standing nearby. At that, the second African man joined his companion, crouching beside him. He began pulling stones from the chest one by one, holding them up for Canary to see. When Canary nodded—a curt signal of approval—he placed the stone back in the chest and presented the next.

After examining every
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