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This book is dedicated to the legend of Đavolja Varoš (Devil’s Town), which for centuries has inspired both the local people and countless writers and lovers of nature.

This geological wonder, carved by the very hand of nature, stands as a symbol of forbidden love and the obstacles that accompany it.

The mysterious and slightly unsettling sight of the stone pillars carries within it a philosophical message about eternity and transience.

This unique legend conveys a lesson of divine punishment, temptation, and pride and reminds us of the importance of choosing true values, which are equally relevant both in the past and today.

Alongside this remarkable legend, I also dedicate this novel to the majestic creatures that once roamed our planet—the dinosaurs.

This book is for all those who admire the splendor of nature, who have a passion for discovering the past, and who learn from every footprint preserved in stone.

To the dinosaurs, whose reign ended 65 million years ago, yet who still ignite our imagination, we owe gratitude for offering us a glimpse into extraordinary forms of life.

May this book be a bridge between past and present and inspire future generations to continue exploring the mysteries and secrets that our Earth still jealously guards.
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The Fateful News
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The blazing Mexican sun burned mercilessly over the Coahuila Desert. As in the past two months, temperatures hovered almost constantly above forty degrees, and the gentle desert wind offered no relief. The hills of dry, jagged rock stretched to the horizon, giving the impression that the landscape belonged to another planet. A group of paleontologists from the University of Heidelberg cleared away the accumulated debris and dust from the exposed bones.

“Look, Sofia, this one is a full twelve meters long!” Professor Wolf Steinbeck called out to the young woman, who was bent over a fully uncovered dinosaur skeleton.

“This is spectacular! I’m overjoyed to have the chance to work at the largest Cretaceous site. So far, we’ve found fourteen specimens, and I’d wager there are many more,” the man continued, visibly excited. The young woman lifted her large black eyes toward the glaring sun, raised her right arm in its broad work glove, and wiped the sweat from her forehead.

“So many hours of hard work have gone into this project under the scorching sun, and yet I must admit—I have not regretted a single moment. Every second at this excavation has been worth it,” the man went on.

“It is truly rare to make such a discovery,” the young woman agreed.

“Ladies and gentlemen, students—break! Let’s get out of the sun for a few hours, and then we’ll continue the work outdoors before sunset,” he called, gathering the scattered group of young men and women with a wave of his hand.

The students withdrew into the shade of an improvised tent that had long since lost its white color under layers of dust and blended into the gray desert landscape. The research team consisted of students from all over the world, though the majority came from Mexico. They all gathered in the shade, hungrily and thirstily unpacking their lunches. Clutching the folder of excavation reports in both arms, the professor cast a glance over the desert, covered in dry brush and cacti, and then toward several excavated pits where the skeletons of tyrannosaurs still lay. The persistent desert wind, which blew without pause, constantly drove sand back onto the fossilized bones. It seemed as though nature itself defied them, unwilling to let anything be taken away. Yet each of them was accustomed to the harsh working conditions, and giving up was never an option. This was a job one either loved or hated.

“Never before have so many dinosaur remains been found in such a small area. Just a few kilometers from here, there are about fifteen more specimens, including fossils of turtles and smaller crocodiles from the Cretaceous period. This is the moment, ladies and gentlemen—students and colleagues from the Mexican museum in Saltillo—to raise a good glass of wine and celebrate this spectacular discovery, which will make a significant contribution to the further study of evolution on Earth,” he said, lifting his glass in a toast.

“Salud!” he called enthusiastically, and everyone raised their glasses and echoed in unison, “Salud!”

“Professor, what do you think might have caused their sudden extinction?” one of the students asked.

“Hmm?” he stroked his goatee. 

“A meteorite impact is possible, but in my personal opinion, a volcanic eruption may have been responsible. Just look at how well everything is preserved. Ideal conditions must have prevailed for everything to be conserved so faithfully. The right climate and the right humidity—a combination of many factors—and all of it must have happened within a relatively short time. It would not be the first time in history that a volcano drastically altered the climate. Just think, ladies and gentlemen, of a volcanic eruption in the Middle Ages. Although the volcano erupted far away in Asia, the climate across the entire Asian continent—and even in Europe—was disrupted for more than twenty years. There were periods of drought, dry summers, and, in contrast, icy, wet winters. All harvests failed, and people suffered and died from plague and hunger. Something similar may have happened here as well. But not to prolong what you already know from your lectures—enjoy every moment of this expedition, for it is unique, and you are part of a historic discovery. That is why all our scientific work here has meaning. Many researchers would gladly trade places with you, and most of them never had the chance to be part of history. No one can take that from you. Your work will enter the annals of history. After the discovery of the pyramids, this is one of the most spectacular sites,” he said, stepping into the large fossilized footprint of a dinosaur.

“Isn’t that right, Rexi?” he added, running his hand over the indentation.

As the sun burned relentlessly, the only work that could be done at the excavation site was sorting and cataloging the discovered bones, and only at dusk could work resume. Two students poured plaster over the bones and then covered them with dry sand to ensure their safe transport to the Natural History Museum in Germany. On the large wooden crates, written in black letters, were the words: “State Museum of Natural History Karlsruhe.” 

Once Sofia had entered the descriptions and data into the catalog, she returned to the excavation site in pit number twelve. With her soot-darkened hand, she unrolled a gray cloth filled with brushes, tweezers, and tools that resembled a mix of dental and painter’s instruments, and selected a suitable brush with which she began removing the sand from a fossil. A thick golden braid slipped down from her head, further heating her sunburned neck. Although it was already dark, the air remained dry and hot, flowing like heat from a blazing furnace. Sofia wore a necklace with a pendant shaped like a dinosaur tooth, attached to a simple leather cord. As she bent over the bones and brushed away the dust, she tried to push a few stubborn strands of hair from her face with the back of her hand. But in doing so, sand flew into her eyes.

“Ouch!” she cried, dropping the brush and rubbing her eyes. A wave of dizziness overcame her, and for a moment she felt as though she might faint. Suddenly, before her eyes, there appeared the image of a living dinosaur, staring at her with fiery eyes. Its green, scaly tail coiled around her neck, and flames burst from its gaping jaws. The creature hissed and rose into the sky, where it merged with the light of the constellation Draco.  

[image: ]“It must have been the sun,” she murmured to herself. “I must have gotten sunstroke. Just what I need—to fall ill after waiting so long for this expedition.”

Suddenly, she heard a voice: “Señora Sofia, someone’s on the phone for you!” her colleague Gonzales called from the tent, holding out a mobile phone.

Sofia stood up, put her straw hat back on, gathered her strength, and staggered toward the tent.

“Hello, this is Sofia Drako speaking,” she said, holding the phone in one hand while absentmindedly playing with her pendant with the other.

“Good day, Ms. Drako. This is Maria Berger from the University Hospital in Heidelberg. I’m sorry to disturb you, but I regret to inform you that your mother is in our intensive care unit. You are the only contact person we have to notify.”

Sofia froze. Her gaze drifted to the star-filled night sky, where she saw a glowing shooting star racing toward her. The shooting star transformed into a radiant white dragon, spiraling upon itself before exploding into a thousand shimmering sparks that lit up her head and face like fireworks. Her dinosaur-tooth pendant began to vibrate, lifting slightly from the ground as if defying gravity. Everything around her spun, faded into darkness, and Sofia collapsed onto the worn sandy path.
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“Sofia, Sofia, can you hear me?” Professor Steinbeck tried to bring her back to consciousness by gently tapping her cheeks. Sofia regained consciousness only after more than half an hour. The entire group had gathered around her in concern, all of them sitting exhausted around a campfire. The flames cast yellowish shadows on their faces as the dry desert branches crackled and glowing red sparks shot into the air. As Sofia carefully sipped small amounts of tea, the professor tried to find out what had happened.  “I don’t know,” she said quietly, without lifting her gaze from the tin cup. 

“They called me from the hospital, saying I should come immediately because of my mother. I don’t know what could have happened. When I left for Mexico, she was completely healthy.”

Then she added thoughtfully, “Just before the call, I suddenly felt weak. It was as if lightning had struck me out of a clear sky.”

The professor studied her closely. “Perhaps you suffered from sunstroke. And as for the light in the sky—it was only Halley’s Comet. The sky in Mexico is clear, and its magnificent tail was easy to see,” he said reassuringly.

“Get some rest, gather your strength. We have booked a flight for you tomorrow from Torreón to Stuttgart.”

Sofia sighed with relief, grateful for the support.
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Sofia practically rushed into the hospital building, then hurried up the stairs, too impatient to wait for the elevator. She had no sense of how long she wandered through the corridors until she finally reached a desk with a sign above it reading “Emergency.”

Behind the counter stood a doctor, who was just giving instructions to the nursing staff. When she introduced herself, he raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Good day, I’m Dr. Fischer. You’ve arrived at the last moment—your mother is still waiting for you. Hurry!” he said, striding ahead of her toward the hospital room.

“Under normal circumstances, visitors are not allowed on this ward, but in this case, I think we can make an exception.”

Sofia followed him as if hypnotized. His words were anything but reassuring—on the contrary, they hinted at the worst. Trembling, she pushed the door open and stepped into the cool room. On the bed lay a figure with gray hair. Even from the doorway, she knew it was her mother, though throughout the entire journey she had desperately hoped it was a mistake. How small and helpless she looked, wrapped in the white hospital sheet. Her hands lay still, almost lifeless, beside her body. The silence of the room was broken only by her heavy breathing, as if she were fighting for her life with every breath, with the last of her strength. High, piercing beeps revealed the rhythm of her heart.

“Mom...” Sofia whispered, running to the bed. Like a desperate child, she laid her head in her mother’s lap.

The woman felt that Sofia had finally come, gathered her last strength, and stroked her tangled hair with her wrinkled, trembling hand.

“You came. I knew you would come,” the old woman said in a tired voice, her lips curling into a faint smile. Her gaze, fixed somewhere far away—on a path with no return—rested for a moment on her child’s head.

“Sofia, my time has come to say goodbye. Now it is your turn to take care of everything,” she said, barely audible. “I have guarded our family’s secret for so long. Too long. It has exhausted me completely. I am tired of it all. It is not easy to be a guardian. The time has come for you to make up for all the mistakes of the past. You must resolve everything that was left unfinished. You are the twenty-third. It is your time.”

The old woman paused to catch her breath, then continued in a weary voice: “In my room, in the wardrobe, you will find a box. In it, you will find all the answers. Be brave and fear nothing. I will always be with you. You will face impossible things, but be courageous. Never lose faith in yourself. Whatever you do—listen to your heart!”

With her last strength, she lifted her head and whispered into Sofia’s ear: “Ordo equestris draconis,” then her head fell back onto the pillow.

Sofia squeezed her mother’s hand, just as she was about to ask what it meant—but the old woman breathed her last. The beeping of the heart monitor turned into a long, dull, monotonous tone. Sofia shook her mother’s lifeless hand in desperation. She was not ready to let her go, but when she realized it was in vain, sobs and cries filled the room. Her mother had left so suddenly, leaving her behind with countless questions. What she had told her in her final words was something Sofia could not even begin to comprehend.
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The lock clicked as the key turned, and Sofia was overcome by grief and dread at the same time. As soon as she stepped into the small apartment in the center of Heidelberg, she began looking around, trying to orient herself. With swollen, tear-filled eyes, she gazed at the dimly lit room. Everything reminded her of her mother — every picture, every vase, her plants in the flowerpots and on the balcony. Everything was still exactly as she had left it, and yet she was no longer there. Stiff lace covers, which her mother had brought long ago from Serbia, lay draped over the old-fashioned yellow armchairs. A forgotten sweater rested on the dresser, as if waiting for her mother to walk through the door and put it on. Sofia picked it up and breathed in the familiar scent — lily-of-the-valley perfume, her mother’s favorite fragrance. Every time she hugged her, that scent lingered on her skin and in her hair. It reminded her so much of her childhood. But now she was alone in the world, with no one left for her.

Suddenly, she jumped up and flung open the balcony door wide. It felt as though the room were suffocating her, as if there were no oxygen left. Even though she had no strength for it, she had to prepare everything for the funeral in Serbia. Who could think clearly about formalities in such a state? She had no idea where to begin or what she was supposed to do. Running her fingers through her hair and scratching her head anxiously, she suddenly remembered that she should have called her boyfriend long ago.

“Hello, Jonas! It’s me,” she said quietly.

“Yes, I arrived yesterday. Do you have a little time for me? I need your help. Okay, good. I’m at Mom’s apartment — please come as quickly as possible.”

When the tall blond young man entered the apartment, Sofia threw herself desperately into his arms and burst into tears.

“Sofia, I’m so sorry. Calm down, everything will be alright,” he tried to comfort her, resting his chin gently on top of her head.

“What actually happened?” he asked, looking into her face with his cornflower-blue eyes.

“The doctors say she had a heart attack. The neighbor, Mrs. Simon, found her and called the ambulance. She held on just long enough for me to come back, so she could see me one last time,” Sofia sobbed while thick tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Now I have to prepare everything and organize the funeral in Serbia.”

“So you really are going to bury her there?” Jonas asked in surprise.

“That was always her wish. A funeral in Germany was never an option for her. She was born in a small village in the south, in Djake, and that’s where she wants to be buried. I just don’t know how I’m supposed to manage it.”

“If you need money, I’ll help you. Don’t worry about that. Money should be the last thing on your mind right now,” the young man offered.

“Oh no, thank you! I’ll somehow manage. But I truly appreciate your offer.”

“You could maybe sell one of her paintings — that should be enough. Her paintings are quite sought after here in the city. I could ask some of our regular clients at the gallery,” Jonas suggested, glancing at the stacked oil paintings leaning against the wall.

Sofia walked over to the pile of large canvases and began flipping through them like pages of a book.

“Mom and her knights and dragons. Would anyone really buy this?” she said with the first smile she had shown in two days.

“She was simply fascinated by medieval themes. I have no idea why, but she painted nothing except battlefields, knights, and dragons. There are only a few portraits, and even those depict the Middle Ages. Sometimes I feel like there’s something missing in our family history. I dream about dragons and dark whirlwinds, and she painted them.”

“That’s not strange at all. You are a paleontologist, after all...” he said.

“A soon-to-be paleontologist,” she corrected him.

“Alright then, a soon-to-be paleontologist,” he replied with a smile. “You only have your dissertation left. The fact that you share similar interests only proves that you’re blood relatives. She expressed it artistically, while you love being out in nature, discovering and improving the world — with a shovel and a brush in your hands,” Jonas said, repeating her own words from several years ago.

Even though they had broken up a year earlier, they were still close friends, and Jonas secretly hoped that something between them might change one day.

“Do you still have those nightmares about dragons?” he asked her.

She merely nodded, wanting to change the subject, and suggested they search every corner of the apartment for the necessary documents.

While rummaging through the cabinets, Sofia remembered her mother’s final words.

“Shortly before she died, Mom mentioned a family secret.”

Jonas stopped and looked at her curiously.

“She spoke very unclearly, so I couldn’t fully understand what she meant. She said that we were guardians, and that now it was my turn to take care of everything. And that I had to make up for the mistakes of the past.”

Jonas was equally astonished. Although Sofia’s mother had worked in a gallery for many years, she had always been a rather reserved and quiet person. He knew her as an older woman who was hardworking and extraordinarily talented, but he knew very little about her private life. Sofia and Jonas usually met at either his apartment or hers, but he had never visited her mother’s home before. As a painter and artist, he admired her works, yet he had never questioned the subjects she painted.

After a long and persistent search, Sofia finally discovered a small black box decorated with a golden dragon. The dragon’s tail was wrapped around its own neck, its back split open down the middle, while blood flowed from its body, forming a red cross. At that very moment, Sofia became certain that she had found what her mother had been talking about.

She sank onto the nearest ottoman and slowly opened the lid of the wooden box with trembling hands. Jonas, sensing that this must be something of great importance, sat down beside her. He, too, could not take his eyes off the little box that Dorothea herself had painted.

Inside the box there was nothing except a single ring.

Sofia stared at it in astonishment. She had expected to find so much more — answers to the countless questions tormenting her. But there was nothing except this one ring. Carefully, almost fearfully, she took it out of the box and examined it from every angle. The ring appeared to be made of silver, simple in design, bearing the same dragon emblem as the box itself. Sofia was surprised, but at the same time deeply disappointed.

“Could it be that Mom made it herself?” she asked Jonas without taking her eyes off the ring.

“Or maybe one of the artists crafted it based on her design?”

Jonas took the ring into his hands and examined it closely as well.

“This is a medieval ring, solid-cast, with a flat surface, probably from the fourteenth or fifteenth century. I’m not sure whether it’s pure silver or an alloy, but I can say with absolute certainty that this piece was not made recently,” he explained with the confidence of an art historian.
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“If you want, I can have it appraised. Then we’ll know more,” he offered, hoping it might bring them closer to solving Dorothea’s mystery.

“No! I don’t know... maybe later,” she answered hesitantly.
“But is this supposed to be the answer to everything? She told me I would find all the answers to our family secret here. What am I supposed to do with this ring now? It tells me nothing!” she cried in frustration.
She returned to the wardrobe and continued searching. In a bundle like the kind painters use for their brushes, Sofia came across an old, yellowed scroll.

Annoyed, she unrolled it and read: “Ordo equestris draconis, anno Domini 1408. Ordo equestris draconis! Ordo equestris draconis!” she repeated like an echo, jumped to her feet, and began pacing nervously around the room.

“Those were her last words.”

“What could that mean?” she asked Jonas, and the two of them leaned curiously over the yellowed, torn scroll like two eager children.

“Ordo means something like order or organization! And draconis definitely means dragon. But equestris, equestris... What could that mean? Oh, now I remember—eques means knight!” he said, tapping the paper with his fingers.

“So we have the words knight, dragon, and order? Let’s see what that could mean. Yes, of course—how could I forget? It’s the Order of the Dragon, a knightly order!” Jonas exclaimed excitedly.

“But what does such an order have to do with your mother? I can’t answer that. And what it has to do with you, I know even less. Are you sure Dorothea really said it like that?” he asked, while Sofia studied the parchment again carefully.

“What nonsense with secret societies! Why didn’t Mom just tell me directly what she was involved in? That would make everything so much easier. At least I would have some certainty. Now I have to wonder what else is coming my way,” she thought.

“Could she have been part of a secret society?” she said aloud, though her voice was uncertain.

Jonas and Sofia looked at each other and said at the same time, “No, that can’t be.”

“Mom wasn’t that type. But honestly, until now I didn’t even know she had a secret—let alone a family secret! And since she claimed that I’m involved as well, that theory can’t be right, can it?” she asked, confused, unsure of what to believe.

As they were troubled by all these questions, someone rang the doorbell. Sofia went to open it and let in an older, slightly stout woman with short gray hair.

“Hello, Mrs. Simon.”

“Hello, dear. My condolences. How are you?” the neighbor asked with concern.

“I don’t even know myself. Tell me, did Mom have any health problems recently? In the two months I was in Mexico, she didn’t complain about anything at all,” Sofia asked, hoping her neighbor might have answers to some of her many questions.

Mrs. Simon shook her head. “Dora was in excellent health. She was happy that you were able to join the expedition and kept telling stories about what you were doing there. She was also preparing for her exhibition in Berlin, but there was nothing unusual to report.”

“Only on her last day there was something strange... but no, that’s nonsense. Nothing important,” the older woman said, waving it off.

“What was it? Please tell me! Maybe it is important,” Sofia pleaded, folding her hands together.

“The day before... it happened, we were sitting outside on the terrace. It was late afternoon, a beautiful day, and the sky was unusually clear. While we were drinking tea, she smiled and said, as she looked out onto the street, something that struck me as very strange: ‘The time has come.’ But she didn’t look ill or worried—more excited, actually. And then she said something even stranger: ‘Today, the star will decide everything.’ It seemed odd to me, but unfortunately I didn’t dare ask her what she meant. And now I regret it. Sofia, I’m so sorry!” the neighbor said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

“I’m convinced Dora knew she was going to die. Her words and the look in her eyes were unmistakable. There was something unusual about it—I just can’t explain it,” she continued.

“I only went briefly to my apartment to get the phone, and when I came back, I found her on the floor. I immediately called the emergency services, who arrived quickly. You know the rest.”

“By the way, I wanted to return the key to her apartment. You know, we always watered each other’s flowers when one of us wasn’t home. She had a key to my place, and I had one to hers,” Mrs. Simon said, rummaging through her key ring.

Sofia searched her own key ring as well, and once she found the right key, she removed it and handed it to the neighbor.

With a deep sigh, Mrs. Simon took the key and thanked her once more for always being there for Dorothea. As Sofia closed the door behind her, she noticed that she was holding more than one key. Besides the apartment key, there was also a long, narrow, strangely shaped key.

“Mrs. Simon, there’s another key on this ring,” she called, about to remove it, when the neighbor interrupted her.

“Oh no, that’s not my key. Dora gave me the entire key ring like that and asked me to pass this key on to you one day. I can’t tell you what it’s for. If you need anything, Sofia, just call me—any time. Take care of yourself, my child,” Mrs. Simon said, patting her hand before leaving.

Sofia sank onto the sofa, exhausted, holding the unusual key in front of her.

“What do you think this key might belong to?” she asked Jonas, hoping he might have an idea.

“I don’t know, but it reminds me of a key for a safety deposit box—a safe or something like that.”
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“Yes, why didn’t I think of that right away? Tomorrow I’ll go to Deutsche Bank. She was a client there. Maybe she rented a safety deposit box? If she had secrets, that would be the safest place to hide them. Will you come with me tomorrow? Please! I don’t have the strength to go alone,” she asked Jonas, unconsciously placing her hand on his knee.

He looked at her, so fragile and lost, and for a moment, a quiet hope stirred within him that perhaps something between them might begin again. He took her into his arms and said gently, “Of course I’ll come. For you, I would do anything.”
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As soon as the bank opened its doors in the morning, Sofia practically rushed inside, pulling Jonas along behind her.

“Slow down! We have more than enough time—they’ve only just opened.”

But Sofia didn’t listen to his words. Instead, she pushed past a few pensioners straight to the counter.

“Good morning! I would like to collect the items stored in the safety deposit box under this number,” she said, handing the clerk her mother’s card along with the contract for the box.

The woman lowered her glasses to read the lines on the paper, then began tapping on the keyboard with one finger.

Sofia had already started drumming her fingers impatiently when the woman shot her a reproachful look over the rim of her glasses and said, “I see you’re in a great hurry, but your nervousness won’t speed anything up. The account is still in your mother’s name. She must appear in person, or you must provide authorization.”

Irritated, Sofia reached into her bag and pulled out the card for the same account, which her mother had long ago given her so she could access it if something like this ever happened. “Here. My mother has passed away, and I hope this will be sufficient.”

The woman slowly typed the card number into the computer, as if she were truly bored with her job, and checked the data.

“Please show me your ID,” the clerk said.

“Ah!” Sofia muttered, pulling her ID from her bag.

“Can I access the safety deposit box now?” she asked impatiently, without a trace of understanding.

“Only if you have the key. Otherwise, there’s nothing to retrieve,” the employee replied.

“Of course I have the key—here it is,” she said, pulling the small key from her pocket and holding it right in front of the woman’s nose.

The woman sighed, rolled her eyes, and walked down the corridor. “Follow me,” she ordered, barely turning her head.

“Incredible. Did you see how lethargic she is? She’s completely overworked,” Sofia whispered to Jonas.

Jonas and Sofia entered a section separated by metal bars, and their eyes fell on the monitors mounted above the doors, showing them walking down the empty hallway. The employee showed her the compartment and told her to inform her when she was finished. She left them alone in a windowless room filled with metal lockers, each marked with numbers above the locks.

“802! Do you see that number anywhere?” she asked, scanning the rows herself.

As soon as she spotted it, she stopped in front of it, visibly excited. Her heart was beating so fast and hard she thought Jonas could hear every beat. Suddenly, she exhaled loudly, like a runner before a race, and inserted the key into the lock. Jonas hurried to help her, and together they pulled out a long metal box that was quite heavy. They went into one of the booths and placed the metal case on the table. Sofia lifted the lid, opened her eyes wide, and stood there completely stunned for a moment. Jonas pulled his head back in astonishment, but out of consideration for her, he said nothing. Sofia sank onto the nearest chair in shock.

“How much gold and money is in here? Where did Mom get all of this?” she asked, trying to recover from the shock.

“I didn’t know you were this wealthy,” Jonas said optimistically.

“You didn’t know? Apparently, you’re not the only one. I didn’t know either,” she replied, shrugging her shoulders.

“Where did she get so much money? What was she involved in? We never had financial problems, but we always lived modestly. Why, if we had this much?” she asked, completely bewildered.

“Did you ever suspect any of this existed?” he asked, pointing at the box.

Sofia shook her head.

“Do you think I’d be driving a fifteen-year-old Volkswagen?” she replied firmly.

“Maybe she was just keeping this money for someone else?” he suggested.

Sofia thought for a moment and said, “Who knows? But for whom? And why didn’t she ever tell me a single word about it? What do you think all of this is worth?” she asked, unable to take her eyes off the unimaginable wealth.

He began counting the banknotes and calculating.

“If we look only at the cash, it’s at least around four million euros. And as for the gold and diamonds, I can only estimate their value once we know the details of each piece. But it’s a lot—a very great deal, probably tens of thousands or even more.”

Sofia wiped her sweaty forehead with her hand. What did all of this mean? The two of them had lived in a modest two-room apartment, never in abundance—yet she had all of this set aside? How was she supposed to understand that? Why? If it all belonged to her, why had she never used a single cent of it? Millions of questions tormented her in that moment, but her mother was no longer there to give her any answers.

“I think it would be better if you leave this here for now. You don’t know where this money came from. First, you should find out whether it even belongs to you—or if she was really just keeping it for someone else,” Jonas suggested.

She gave him a reproachful look. What did he mean, that it might belong to someone else? But considering the recent unexplainable events, it seemed to her that he was probably right. It would be best to wait for the inheritance proceedings. Perhaps someone would appear there who knew the whole truth—or at least could provide answers to the unanswered questions.

Sofia took some money from the box—only as much as she thought she would need for the trip to Serbia and for the funeral. As for the rest, Jonas was right. What would happen with it, she would decide when the time came.
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The Cursed Village
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As soon as the plane landed at Niš Airport, Sofia was greeted by the hot, humid air of the Nišava region. With quick steps, she entered the car rental office, and fifteen minutes later set off in the rented car toward Kuršumlija, to the village of Djake.

Since her earliest childhood, Sofia had often heard stories about Serbia. Her mother used to tell her tales from southern Serbia before bedtime—most often the story of the girl who outwitted the dragon and the knights, preventing bloodshed through her wisdom and beauty. She also spoke frequently of her own childhood, of the houses and the people in the village. Sofia felt as though she knew everyone there personally, having listened to those stories so many times. She had always wished to see with her own eyes where her mother came from, but she had never imagined that her first visit would take place under such sad circumstances. Her mother had always said firmly: “It is not yet time, Sofia. The day will come when you will go there, but for now, the time is not right.”

No sooner had she passed Prokuplje than a brief summer rain surprised her near Potočići. She pulled over to wait for the dark clouds to pass, stretched out across the back seat to get a little rest, and continued her journey an hour later.

Before entering the village of Djake, she stopped by the roadside to take a short break and gaze at the green hills. How majestic nature was here! Lush green grass covered the earthy, fiery red soil. She could not get enough of this beauty and regretted even more that her mother had not brought her here long ago. She could not shake the feeling that she had returned home, even though she had never set foot here before. Something about the entire landscape felt so close and familiar. For a moment, she felt a sense of peace and calm after days of grief and suffering.

As soon as she stepped away from the car to take a better look, she heard a creaking sound behind her. She turned around and noticed that the car was moving uphill on its own. At first, she thought someone had secretly slipped inside and was driving in reverse, but there was no one in the vehicle, and she could not hear the engine. Sofia opened her mouth in astonishment and began running after it in panic. She called out in vain—there was no one nearby to help her. The car had already moved several hundred meters up the hill before she finally caught up with it, jumped skillfully into the seat, and pulled the handbrake. Breathless, she gripped the steering wheel with both hands, her rapid breathing revealing just how shaken she was.

“What the hell is going on here? Is there no gravity here?” she wondered, unsure whether this had really happened or whether grief had made her lose her mind.

Unable to find any rational explanation for what had just occurred, Sofia resolutely turned the key in the ignition. The engine growled, and the car rolled back down toward the village.

No sooner had she reached the first houses than a dense fog suddenly descended—the likes of which she had never seen in her life. She could not even see her hand in front of her face and pressed her face against the window. It felt as though she were driving through a cloud, floating in a weightless world without ground or sky. If another vehicle approached, she would have no chance of avoiding it. She had no idea where she was, as she could see nothing—only her navigation system guided her, telling her where to drive and when to turn. It was an unfortunate situation; she had driven in fog before, but this was beyond comparison. This was not even fog—it was like heavenly clouds on earth. She could not imagine that such a place even existed.

“Turn left. In one hundred meters, your destination will be on the right,” said the voice of the navigation system.

Sofia slowly steered the car, and after only a few meters, the vehicle struck something and came to a stop. Frustrated, she hit the steering wheel with her hand, and the engine died. When she stepped out of the car, she tried to make out where she was in the fog and saw that she had driven into a small wooden post.

“Phew, nothing serious—just a small scratch on the bumper. Lucky I wasn’t going fast,” she said with relief.

She took her faded backpack from the trunk, opened a small wooden gate, and slowly made her way along the concrete path.

She stopped in front of the door of a small hut whose walls were made entirely of wooden planks. Standing on her tiptoes, she ran her hand along the doorframe. A sharp metallic sound rang out, and relieved, she picked up the key from the ground and uncertainly inserted it into the lock.

“I hope this is the key to this door,” she thought uneasily, knowing she had no idea where she would find another place to stay in this weather.

The lock clicked, and the door creaked open. Sofia felt a wave of relief. “At least I know where I’ll sleep tonight.”

“The key is exactly where Mom left it. It’s been lying here for years, and no one has touched it. A miracle that no one has entered the hut,” she thought.

She felt along the wall for the light switch, and a dim light illuminated the interior.

“Thank God, there’s at least electricity,” she said aloud, as if speaking to someone, and began to look around.

The house was built from ordinary planks, so old that each of them was marked by deep cracks. Aside from a few simple pieces of furniture and an open fireplace, there was nothing else. The room she stood in was probably the central room of her family and served as both kitchen and living room. In the corner next to the fireplace, she noticed a small door. Hesitantly, she grasped the handle and carefully opened it.

“Looks like this is the bathroom too. At least it’s in better condition,” she thought, remembering how Dora had hired craftsmen a few years earlier to modernize the hut a little.

“Thank God I’m used to places like this from various expeditions,” she murmured and dropped onto the couch, whose springs creaked beneath her.

Just like the house in Germany, nothing here suggested luxury or the fact that Dorothea had possessed such great wealth. One might even say it was far too modest—almost ascetic.

“Why did Mom never bring me here? We had a vacation house that we never used,” she thought, tossing her backpack behind the couch before collapsing onto it in complete exhaustion.
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The Nightmare
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During the night, the earth trembled, and hot magma roared deep within the Radan mountain. For a moment, the sofa on which Sofia slept lifted slightly, yet from sheer exhaustion she did not wake. Still, in her subconscious she felt the unrest and agitation rising from the very heart of the earth’s crust.

Through the dark corridors of the cave, a dreadful beast slithered. Its glowing eyes shimmered as it carefully observed everything around it. From its jaws, lined with hundreds of sharp teeth, fire burst forth, striking against the damp rock. Through the shadowy passages of its lair, the terrifying creature moved, its blazing eyes fixed on its surroundings. From its maw, armed with countless razor-sharp teeth, it spewed fire that shattered against the wet stone. Beneath its massive, clawed feet, glowing rocks rolled and cracked. With every step it took, a trail of embers remained behind, flaring up the moment they touched the air. Its heavy body, covered in grimy golden scales, twisted slowly and skillfully like a monstrous asp.

Sofia felt the foul and unbearable stench from the beast’s breath upon her face. Her eyes were still closed—she lacked the strength to lift her eyelids. In that moment, she had only one desire: to open her eyes, to see the apparition before her, and to confront the serpent-like pupils of the monster that had haunted her almost every night. Though she feared the knowledge it would bring, her longing had grown so strong that it had turned into an obsession. Even within her suppressed subconscious, this urge was so powerful that her body stiffened in a spasm, nearly numb with pain. Sweat covered her forehead, her cheeks, and her bare shoulders. They had not yet faced each other, and yet she could describe the creature in perfect detail. Through her closed eyelids, she felt its outline, every line of its face and body. She did not know how, but she could see through her shut eyes its serpent-red gaze and the layered crown of scales around its head, like frozen feathers. Through every pore, she felt the vibration of its shadow above her and its piercing stare, which held her as if bound to the bed, lulling her into a deep sleep from which she could not awaken.

Though the creature did not open its mouth, Sofia heard its hoarse voice whispering to her, calling her: “At last, you have come... it was long overdue. I have waited for you for so long...”
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In the Enemy’s Nest
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Sofija springs out of sleep, drenched in sweat. With her hands she clutches the bed sheets while pushing herself against the bed with her feet, as if trying to flee from someone. Her damp hair clings to her back and neck, and her agitated eyes try to make sure that no one is chasing her. The grip of her hands loosens, and she begins to gasp for air as if she has been submerged underwater for a long time. Broken, she lets her feet sink onto the cold wooden floor and drags herself to her backpack to fetch clean clothes.

While changing, she cannot stop muttering about the nightmare that has haunted her for as long as she can remember. Every time, she wakes in the middle of the night completely exhausted and shattered. For a moment, she glances out of the window. Outside, it is still pitch-dark night, so she returns to bed to rest a little longer until morning breaks, and hopefully fall asleep again out of sheer exhaustion.

The roosters of the village woke her, stirred by the first glow of dawn. She was still exhausted from the journey and from the many stresses she had endured over the past days. Her head hung off the bed, as did her right leg, and a ray of sunlight tried to push its way through her tangled strands of hair toward her eye. The girl felt the cold on her skin, got goosebumps, and with a sudden movement pulled the handwoven blanket toward herself.

She knew she could not sleep anymore, so in her short two-piece pajamas she went to the cooking area and reached for the metal boxes. She stuck her nose into one to smell whether the coffee was fresh. Even though it had probably been left over from Dorothea’s last visit, she decided to use it anyway. While waiting for the water to boil, she went to the window to see where she was.

On the other side of the road, not too close to the house, boards lay scattered that resembled these, and behind the green meadows rose the barren red mountains. She rubbed her shoulders with her hands because of the cold and wrapped the woolen blanket around herself. With her cold palms she clasped the cup of hot coffee and stepped out onto the veranda.

Sofija sank into an old wooden chair and looked around while sipping the hot coffee. Beside jugs and pots lay many scattered things: a metal tub, a kettle, the large frame of an iron wheel, a wooden shovel for taking bread out of the oven. It was obvious that no one had lived here for years.

Barefoot across the damp grass, she walked to the water source embedded in the rocks of the surrounding hills to rinse her cup. As she walked, her bare feet brushed over the cold, wet leaves of the nasturtiums. She closed her eyes and breathed in the fresh air deeply. How wonderful it smelled—the mountain freshness and the intoxicating scent of southern flowers. She had never experienced this air before, neither in her homeland nor anywhere else in the world.

Deep in her soul, she felt that she was primitively connected to this place, that every breath penetrated her to the bone. This cool current of air from the red slopes flowed through her veins; here was her destiny, her past, and her future. She could not explain to herself where she knew this from, but something within her told her she was not mistaken. With every part of her body she belonged here—she felt it deeply within herself, although she had never been here before. The feeling she carried in her soul told her that this was not an ordinary journey, but that after a long time she had finally returned home.

While she thought about it, she tried to resist and find some reasonable explanation. “What am I thinking about? Am I normal? It’s stupid that I feel this way even though I’ve never been here.”

But the more she fought against this feeling that seemed to paralyze her mind, the more she lost the battle against herself. Her gaze fell on the car that had been leaning against the hedge since last night. She reached for the key to move it, and barely had she moved away from the hedge when two clay pots fell from the wooden slats and shattered into pieces. “Great, now I have to clean up as well,” she muttered to herself tiredly.

While she was sweeping, a group of villagers walked toward the fields with pitchforks, rakes, and some strange wooden tools she had never seen before. “Nothing has changed here for a long time,” she thought. Everything seemed to have always been this way. The wooden houses, the pottery, the woodworking tools— even the people still wore traditional clothing made of linen and hemp.

The women wore linen blouses embroidered with red roses, and over them they tied woven aprons. Their full breasts were accentuated by tight traditional vests embroidered with golden thread, emphasizing their sensuality. As everywhere, the men were dressed more simply, in white shirts of plain cut. The wide sleeves allowed every movement in the field and during haymaking. Sometimes a girl wore a red rose behind her ear in her thick braid.

It reminded her a little of the people in Mexico, whom she had liked very much, so she smiled and waved to them in a wish to be friendly. 

“Good morning!” she called out to the unfamiliar people, lifting her gaze from the shovel and the broom.

The passersby merely eyed her grimly, without taking their eyes off her, as they walked past. They looked at her in a strange, curious way, but said nothing. In such a small community, it was more than unusual for people to be so closed-off and unfriendly.

Only one of them muttered gruffly and quietly: “Morning!”

“They’re in a bad mood. It seems I’m not the only one who’s in a bad state,” she thought. “It would be better if I set off to see what I need for the funeral,” and so she went back into the house with the shards.

At the town hall, in a small, dilapidated light-blue building, she finished everything faster than she had expected. The clerk at the counter did not ask many questions, but she could not shake the impression that the woman knew her and had been expecting her arrival. The atmosphere was strange and tense, even though she had never seen this woman or anyone from the village before. She could not rid herself of the feeling that the woman was watching her oddly from behind large glasses.

After that, she set off on foot toward the village parish and the church, which surely could not hold more than a hundred people, but was one of the few buildings in the village built of solid brick. It seemed almost in excellent condition compared to the town hall and the other buildings. Wherever she went, it seemed as if time in this village had stood still for centuries.

The village priest was a tall man, and the black cap on his head made him appear even taller. He was one of the few who seemed warm toward her, unlike the others she had met in the village. With his beard reaching down to his chest and the black coat that almost touched the ground, he appeared somehow dignified and calm.

„Ah, at last you have arrived, Sofija,“ he said, addressing her only by her first name, without mentioning the surname Drako. „I had expected you at least a day earlier, but well, this is fine too,“ he said and invited her into his parish.

Sofija was astonished. How did the priest know that she was supposed to come? She had informed no one about her arrival. Are there no secrets in this village? Does everyone here know everything before anything is said, and even before she herself knows what she will do next? After a short and friendly conversation, the funeral was set for five in the afternoon. She paid the costs for the upcoming burial and the service and made her way back to her hut.
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The Nameless Graves
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Unexpectedly, to Sofija’s surprise, almost the entire village appeared at the funeral. Since she knew of no living relatives, she had expected that, apart from the priest, she would be the only person at the funeral, but she had been very mistaken. There were at least three hundred souls present. The funeral procession moved out of the chapel between rows of towering cypresses. The priest held a candle in one hand and the holy book in the other, from which he read the ninetieth psalm: „He who dwells in the help of the Most High shall live.“

Sofija herself did not know why, but every moment was frightening to her, and not only because of her mother’s coffin, behind which she walked, broken, toward her eternal home. All eyes were fixed on her, but they reflected no compassion or support; instead, their gazes were filled with suppressed and inexplicable hatred. Sofija felt uneasy, and a strange heaviness weighed upon her heart. She had expected that these unfamiliar people would at least offer her some support in these difficult times; why else had they come? No matter how hard she tried, she could not understand what was going on in their minds. A chill ran down her spine from so much hatred, so she lowered her gaze to the coffin to avoid the threatening stares.

It seemed to her as if their dark looks penetrated into the deepest corners of her soul and tried to destroy and crush what little was left. There was something hostile and repellent in them, and she could not understand why. She had never been here before and knew none of them; why had she deserved so much hatred? Did strangers never come to this village? It seemed as if they had hardly any contact with anyone except among themselves. While the priest spoke „So duhi pravednih skončavšihsja,“ a shiver ran down her spine. She felt so strange, as if she were an unwelcome guest who had suddenly appeared, and no one would openly tell her that she was not welcome.

When the dismissal blessing followed, the priest sang „Vječnaja pamjat,“ and she felt a sense of relief. At the moment when it was time to say goodbye to her mother forever, all the grief and despair that had accumulated in her soul over the days burst out of her, and she wept as never before. She forgot everything around her—the people and the place, the fact that she had been left completely alone, and that every single person here hated her.

All those present approached the open coffin and each threw in a flower, murmuring monotonously: „May God forgive her sins.“

„Don’t they say ‘may she rest in peace’?“ she thought, and at the same moment she felt an accusation rather than forgiveness in their voices. It took a while until everyone had lined up, and each time she heard that dreadful sentence, it felt as if a knife were being driven straight into her heart.

More and more she had the impression that they had not come to bid farewell from the heart and express their condolences, but to see for themselves. To make sure that she was no longer there. If only she had known that a few days earlier, she would have explicitly forbidden anyone from coming to the funeral, but now it was already too late to do anything.

She had never heard of anyone attending a funeral of someone they despised. But her mother had warned her during her lifetime that here in the south of Serbia everything was very different and that she would not understand many things. If only she had listened to her.

Just as it seemed that everyone who wanted to come had already arrived, a slender, gaunt woman in strange linen clothes suddenly appeared. With a pale face, she bent down, placed a bouquet of flowers on the ground, and attached something small to it. No one from the crowd spoke a word to her; they only watched her curiously out of the corners of their eyes and whispered something to one another. Sofija immediately understood that she did not belong to them and that they regarded her with the same aversion.

Yet it seemed that the woman did not care about them, but searched for Sofija with her curious gaze. Her dark eyes fixed directly on her and tried to read from her face what was going through her mind.

As soon as their eyes met, Sofija felt that she had seen this woman somewhere before. There was something familiar and known in her gaze, but it made her uneasy, so she lowered her eyes to the ground: „Ridiculous! What foolish thoughts are coming into my mind? I have never been here, and I doubt that she has ever been to Germany. But why can I not free myself from the thought that I have seen her somewhere before? I feel as if I have known her all my life, but I cannot remember where from. What nonsense? I do not know whether my grief is slowly driving me mad or whether this cursed place is doing it,“ she thought as she stood bent over her mother’s grave.

All those present came like mysterious shadows to the cemetery and disappeared just as quickly once the ceremony was over. She could not shake the impression that they had come out of sheer curiosity and not out of compassion. The sound of earth falling onto the coffin echoed in Sofija’s heart and wailed like thunder wandering in a cave without finding a way out.

She bent down to adjust the ribbon on the wreath and picked up the small note that the gaunt woman had attached earlier. On it was written only the number 22. Twenty-two and nothing more. What could that mean? Only that? Not a single word of farewell or mourning for the deceased. Although she had partly expected that everything here in the south of Serbia would be different, she had to admit to herself that she was in complete shock.

„What is this supposed to mean?“ she asked herself and crumpled the note to throw it angrily aside.

As she left the village cemetery with the priest, they passed a row of crosses painted green. On each of them there was only a number, without a name or surname. Number 21, 20, and so on down to number one.

She stopped in confusion and asked the priest: „Father, what do these numbers mean? Why are there no names written on the crosses? Is this not the custom here?“ Sofija asked in astonishment, for she had never heard of such a custom anywhere in the world before. Wherever she had traveled on expeditions, every culture and civilization had in some way marked the final resting place of the deceased with a symbol or sign indicating who lay there. But these signs were designations or symbols of that person’s name, never a number. She did not know what to make of these numbers. What were they supposed to mean?

The priest, surprised, paused for a moment and ran his hand confusedly over his forehead. It seemed as if it was his unpleasant duty to explain certain things to her.

„These are, Sofija, members of your family. Here lies the entire female line of the last five hundred years. All from the twenty-first generation. And now, with Dorothea, the twenty-second. Did your mother not tell you anything about it?“ he asked with astonished eyes.

„No, she told me nothing. I know almost nothing about my family and our roots. I grew up in Heidelberg; my father died when I was still very young,“ she replied to him.

Father Zacharija nodded. Only now did he realize that Sofija was not informed at all about her family’s secrets.

„Sofija, your family has a long tradition. Everyone in the village knows every generation of you, the entire line since the time of Despot Stefan Lazarević. And here I speak exclusively of the female line, the line of the heart and the blood. The male line in your family was not long-lived in any generation.“

Sofija was surprised by this statement of Father Zacharija. What was he talking about? Why was the male line not long-lived? Her father had died young, but he had died in a traffic accident. What did the priest mean by that?

„Sofija, I see that you are in the dark, but everything will be told to you. Only slowly. A time will come when things will appear clearer to you,“ he said, taking her by the hands.

„Perhaps it would be useful to turn to our herbal healer Tomanija. She is a trained pharmacist but chose to live here in the village rather than in Belgrade or another city. Her family has always lived in this village. You two have much in common; perhaps she can explain things to you so that you at least partially understand them. Your families have always been connected.“

She looked at him gratefully with her large black eyes and made her way home.

As she walked through the village, a woman stepped out of every house and poured water behind her onto the street. At first she thought the women were doing something in preparation, but soon it became clear to her that it was directly connected to her appearance. She had thought that the fresh air would clear her head, but she had been very mistaken. She had never experienced anything so bizarre. The splashing of water, the reproaches, and the words of salvation directed to God were the sounds that accompanied her all the way to the hut.

How miserable and wretched she felt. No wonder Mama had never wanted to bring her here. She felt the urge to turn around and shout at them: „What have I done to you?“ but the dark faces made it clear to her that that might be too dangerous. So she drew her head into her shoulders and quickened her steps to disappear from their sight as quickly as possible. In that moment, Sofija felt like the sinful women who had once been condemned and then banished from the village. They poured water over them to carry away evil and the devil. In the deep darkness, the wings of the monster beat against the damp rocks. They struck with such force that its golden scales fell at her feet. The creature wailed, roared, and called out impatiently. And she—locked in a wooden cage, a cage on wheels—pulled at the bars, begging for freedom, while the cruel monster only screamed in rage. With her hands, she tried to tear the wooden slats apart, but her hands were full of blisters and blood, helpless to carve a path to freedom. Her bloodstained dress clung to the cage as she dragged her body back toward the light. The monster peered with its serpent-like eye and pulled the cage, bound with chains, into ever-deepening darkness.

„Let me go! Let me into freedom!“ Sofija cried, pleading with the relentless monster.

But the monster, roaring with fury, hurled fire from its throat, setting the few plants on the rocks ablaze, and afterward nothing remained but the smell of burnt wood and soot.

„I have waited an eternity for you. You fled from me without my ever understanding why. Even then I knew that you would return. I will not let you go again! You will remain here with me forever. Your long journey is at an end,“ hissed the vile monster through its wide-open nostrils, wrapping its tail around its massive body. The tail struck the cage, and the bars shattered with a thunderous crash in the dark vaults.
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