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The adventure book A Hero’s Journey Across Europe took shape

through the cooperation of high school students from six countries.

It tells the story of a solitary traveler, Felix, who finds the courage to begin
a journey from his homeland, Romania, to explore not only his own
culture but also the cultures of Slovakia, Lithuania, the Czech Republic,
Italy, and Spain. His journey begins with a deep appreciation of his own
roots, but a thirst for discovery drives him to cross borders and encounter
vivid, surprising characters that guide him through the rich traditions and

values of people across Europe.

His journey is unpredictably challenging—ijust like the story itself. The
narrative shifts between points of view and tenses, reflecting Felix’s
evolving identity and emotional growth as he navigates different cultures.
Each chapter was written without knowledge of the previous or following
chapters, making his path feel like waking up in a new world each time

he crosses a border.

Throughout the story, Felix begins to understand that no matter where
he travels, he becomes richer, more aware, and more engaged with the
issues, values, and beauty of the places he visits. As he draws closer to
understanding his own values, the reader is pulled deeper into the

adventure.

This book is as much a challenge for the reader as the journey is for
Felix. By the end, he finds clarity, a sense of identity, and a peaceful

acceptance of cultural diversity.



With his words,
“And with a calm smile, | walked into the sunlight—ready for whatever

came next,”

Felix shows he is ready to build on his experiences to shape a healthier,

more peaceful future for himself and generations to come.



Chapter 1: In the Depths of the Romanian Forest

Deep in the Hoia-Baciu Forest of Cluj-Napoca, where the campfire’s light
danced in the darkness and the stars shimmered in the clear sky, a group
of children listened excitedly to their guardian’s tale. Everyone paid
attention to the dreadful stories—except for one child, whose interest lay
elsewhere entirely. Felix wasn’t a cunning child who never paid attention
or always got into trouble; he simply wasn't interested in tales without
lessons, but rather in much deeper subjects. The others laughed or
shrieked depending on the tone of the story, but something else held
Felix’s attention. While the other children listened to the crackling fire and
their guardian’s voice, Felix perceived a heart-wrenching, whimpering

sound coming from an isolated part of the camp that led into the forest.

He carefully picked up his backpack and slipped away from the evening
campfire to follow this strange noise. As he walked farther from the
others, the whining grew louder and the light from the fire grew dimmer,
so he took out his flashlight from his all-purpose bag. With trembling
hands—but bravely—he took cautious steps toward the sound. His eyes
darted from one spot to another, his heart nearly leaping from his chest,

when he spotted a red animal at his feet.

“A red panda? But they’re not native to Romania.” Felix thought aloud as
the panda lifted its small head at the sound. The little animal trembled,
unfortunately not only from fear. As our hero observed more closely why
the panda was whimpering, he realized its legs were caught in a snare.
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He tried to approach the little creature, but the panda only got even more

scared at the child’s proximity.

“It's okay... | won’t hurt you,” the boy tried to soothe the animal. “May |

call you Freddy? That was my grandfather’s name...”

The small creature looked at him with wide eyes, its tiny body finally

radiating a bit of relief.

“I'll take that as a yes,” said Felix, crouching beside the panda and
inching closer with small steps. With a careful movement he grabbed the
jaws of the bear trap and, with great effort, pried them apart. The red
panda, Freddy, let out a sigh-like sound and, to Felix’s surprise, curled

itself around the boy’s arm.
“You're very welcome, little Freddy.”

They stayed like that for a while, but then Felix realized he should return
to the campfire. He slowly disentangled
himself from Freddy, who, however,
made a strange sound and pointed with
his tail toward the depths of the forest.
Felix frowned, unsure what to do now,
but the little panda knew the right
answer for him. Freddy took a few

hopping steps toward the depths of the

woods and again signaled with his tail

for Felix to follow. Though Felix was afraid, curiosity



overcame him, and he began to follow the red panda, Freddy, into the

hidden parts of the forest.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked softly, but his guide only hurried
deeper and deeper into the forest, and suddenly the winding path they
were on grew brighter, as fireflies lit their way. That was when Felix

realized how much he still didn’t know about the forest.

After a long wander, the red panda stopped in front of an old tree with
very thick bark and long branches. Unfortunately, this beautiful tree
seemed to be dying, and so weak that, although it was spring, no
blossoms were budded on it. Freddy suddenly climbed onto one of its
branches and growled something at the tree, which struck Felix as a
ridiculous sight. But he couldn’t giggle for long, for suddenly, out of

nowhere, the old-looking tree spoke.

“Step closer, my child,” said the tree, and Felix nearly fell backward in

surprise.

“l knew yesterday’s lunch didn’t agree with me... and behold, now I'm

hallucinating because of it!”
At this, the wise tree laughed, its voice deep and damp.

“You’re not hallucinating, dear; you hear me well. I've long awaited

someone like you.”

“Like me? But what could you want from someone like me? I'm still
almost a child...” answered Felix, and after hearing the tree’s voice, he

felt somewhat reassured as a warmth washed over him.
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“You're no longer a child. | have seen it in your deeds,” the tree

persuaded him.

“What deeds? Wait... did you send Freddy to me?” asked Felix in a quiet,

disappointed tone.

“My little red panda? Yes, | sent him. | hope you didn’t misunderstand; |
only need help, and | knew that the person who would help Freddy would
be someone who would gladly help me as well,” the tree explained, but

Felix interrupted.
“Help? Why would a tree need help?”

“The problem is that everyone sees me only as a tree, but | am much
more, and | am dying... as you can see from my branches, | am
beginning to lose my strength, more precisely, my magical power. | used
to be capable of anything when my powers still functioned, but since
humanity has become as it is, even the slightest thing is difficult. Modern
people have forgotten what tradition-keeping, unity, love—and many

other values—are. It was these that kept me alive.”

“And... what will happen if you lose your power forever?” asked Felix,

trembling and desperate.

“Ah, better not think about it... it would be too painful for me, and
especially for people. But if you only care about what you would lose, |

will tell you...”
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“No!” Felix cut in. “That’s not the only thing that interests me... you seem
like a nice being, and | want to help you. Of course, if you still want that.

Just tell me what to do, and | will do it!”

The magic tree pointed with one of its branches to the owls’ hollow in its
trunk and encouraged Felix not to be afraid and to look inside. When
Felix peered into the hollow, he saw a golden medallion glowing in the
darkness. His hands trembling with excitement and fear, he grasped the

object.
“What is this?” Felix asked impatiently, holding the strange medallion.

“This is the key to my salvation. As you can see, it is divided into four
parts. That means you must travel all around Romania until these four

smooth sections on the medallion become visible.”

“But... how will | know what to look for? What must | do?”

“You will know what to do when the time comes... Go to the Sphinx on

one of the peaks of the Carpathians, and there you will know your task.”

The tree’s voice grew softer and softer, and the light emanating from it

slowly faded.

“Now it is time for me to go; | cannot use any more magic power. Seek
the Sphinx!”

“But... but...” Felix tried to continue, but the tree, as if drifting into sleep,

spoke no more.

Then, like a bolt of lightning, a new voice sounded beside his feet.
12



“Are you ready for the journey, my friend?” asked Freddy, the red panda,

in a warm voice.
“You can talk?” Felix exclaimed in disbelief.

“Of course, | can! | have been speaking to you all along, but only now
can you understand me, silly. The magic tree gave you the power to hear

my voice!”
“Well, | never thought | would speak with a...”

“A red panda?” the animal cut in. “Yes, quite a funny situation, and by

the way, | really like the name Freddy you gave me. It's so cool!”
Felix laughed, and the little creature crawled into the owls’ hollow.

“So, will you help the tree or not? | hope you know you have a choice,”

Freddy said encouragingly.

“Yes, | know, and | want to help—I must do it!”

“Hooray! Then don’t waste time.”

“You are right, little Freddy. A long road lies ahead of me.”

“Go to the Sphinx and from there you will know where to go next... Take

the medallion with you, too! Safe travels!”

After Freddy’s farewell words, Felix set out with renewed strength, not

knowing what lessons the journey ahead would bring him.
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1.1 Height in the Carpathians

In the scorching heat, he had been wandering for hours, when
suddenly he spotted a mountainside. The situation was very hopeless;
he didn’t know which way to go next, so he began to climb upward. The
path was full of excitement. He had unforgettable experiences, as he got
to know the animals living in the Carpathians. As he climbed higher and
higher, he suddenly saw a herd of goats. At first, he was very scared and
tried to find a detour, but no matter which way he tried, the goats blocked
the path. When he saw there was no chance to get past them, he decided
to continue his journey with them. Following in their tracks, he gradually

made it higher and higher.

During his journey, he took many rests, as the smell of fresh grass
tempted the animals. Felix, lost in thought, realized that he had grown
hungry during his long wandering, and it was time to find some food.
Standing on the mountainside, he looked around and spotted a freshly
bloomed wild strawberry bush. He stepped over and, filling his palm,
munched on the juicy fruit. He hadn’t eaten a bite for hours—he had been
too focused on planning his journey. They continued wandering for a
while longer until they finally reached the steep part leading to the
summit. Felix tried to run up with momentum, but his feet slipped, and he
collapsed back to the very bottom of the slope. He couldn’t climb up in
any way. The goats, seeing the boy struggle, gathered around him
bleating, and offered their horns to help him up. Felix grabbed them, and

with combined strength, they climbed up to the summit.
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At the top, the fresh air caressed Felix’s face. Everything was
more beautiful up there. From the barren mountaintop, there was a
stunning view of the landscape. One could see all of Romania. Felix
walked to the edge of the mountain and gazed in wonder at the beautiful
country spread out beneath him. He tried to figure out which direction to
continue his journey, but from such a height, it was even harder to
navigate; he couldn’t figure out exactly where he had come from.

Desperately turning his head, he sat down hopelessly on the ground.

Suddenly, he spotted a huge rock in the center of the summit,
which he hadn’t even noticed

before. He stood in front of it and

shape. It looked exactly like a
human face. He stood there for a E‘ﬁ' !

—

long time, listening to the chirping
of the birds. Suddenly, the birds &8 i AE N
went silent, and the Sphinx spoke in a deep, hoarse voice.

“Why do | see doubt in your eyes?”

Felix jumped back in fright at the surprise and stared dazedly at the large
rock.

“Who are you?”
“Don’t you recognize me? | am the Sphinx.”
“How did you learn to speak?”

“Many tourists have passed through here. | picked up human speech

from them. Why are you sad?”

15



“I've been wandering for hours, but | still can’'t decide which way to go.

I’'m lost.”

“You didn’t make this journey for nothing. You are the chosen one. | will
ask you three questions, and if you answer them, | will help you find your

path.”
“I will do my best.”

“What is always on the move, never gets tired, and everyone has a little
bit of it?”

“Hmm,” Felix thought, “a suitcase,” he replied after a moment.

Seeing the smile on the Sphinx’s face, the boy grew more confident and

knew he had answered correctly.
“What is in every city but only truly valued when the locals explain it?”

“This is hard,” Felix panicked, but seeing the Sphinx wouldn’t ask a new
question, he looked inward and pondered. “The local culture!” he

shouted joyfully.
The Sphinx immediately rattled off the last question:

“What is something many seek to reach, but can never attain, yet it is

always with them?”

The boy furrowed his brow and stared ahead for a long time. He didn’t

know the answer.

“Happiness,” he said in a weak, hesitant voice.
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“Have you never been happy?” the Sphinx smiled, and Felix lowered his

eyes. He knew it wasn’t the right answer.

“Because you're trying so earnestly, I'll give you one more chance—but

think carefully about your answer.”

After long minutes, Felix suddenly remembered that in his grandfather’s

stories there was always something they could never reach.

“The horizon,” he answered, this time with much more certainty than

before.

The Sphinx's eyes suddenly lit up, and its face became
completely still. It was as if it had truly turned to stone. Felix called out to
it in vain—there was no more response. At first, he thought he had been
tricked, but as he got closer, he saw that something else had taken the
place of the eyes. He pulled a brightly glowing object from the rock. It
was a compass. It looked just like the ones he had seen in old movies,
pointing a way out of hopelessness. It was a bit worn, but all the more

valuable. The needle pointed directly south.

Felix stood for a while wondering whether to trust this whole thing
or whether it was all just a deception. He hoped the Sphinx would return
and give him an explanation, but it never came. All he could see now

was the completely petrified, expressionless stone face.

In the end, he decided he had nothing to lose and began following
the compass. He walked until nightfall, across barren lands, until he

finally found a village full of life.
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1.2 Family Unity Comes First

As he wandered wearily through the streets, Felix thought he
ought to find somewhere to sleep, since his legs ached terribly and his
eyelids kept drooping. His eyes scanned the windows of the houses, and
he peeked inside, trying to sense how welcoming the families within
seemed. He wandered until he found a house where he would gladly
knock for lodging, but as he raised his hand to ring the bell, a little girl
ran out of the neighboring house. Felix immediately looked up at the
sound of her shoes tapping and saw that the girl was hurrying toward a
more remote corner of the village. She’s very small, he thought to
himself, and set off after her, worried for the innocent child. He did not
have to follow her long, as within minutes they reached a field where the

girl sat crying on a hay bale.

“Hi... I'm Felix, what’s your name?” The boy approached her cautiously,
his gaze full of sympathy in the moonlight. The little girl sobbed so hard

that Felix could barely make out her name.
“Maria,” the girl sobbed.

“Well, Maria, if you tell me what happened, maybe | can help, or if you
don’'t want to tell me, | can try to guess,” the boy offered as he sat beside

her on the hay bale. The girl nodded in response.

“Let’s see... Did you lose your favorite stuffed animal?”
The girl shook her head, breathing already less shallow.
“Then did you quarrel with a friend?”

Maria shook her head again.
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“Then | know! Instead of chocolate pancakes, your mother served
spinach for lunch!” Felix tried joking, pulling a sour face at the mention of

spinach.

To Felix’s surprise, the little girl laughed, and gradually quieted down.

Sniffling, she continued.

“My mother and father quarreled... because of me.” Her little eyes

avoided Felix’s searching gaze.

“Why do you think they quarreled because of you? You know, | find it
hard to believe that such a sweet little girl would do something so

terrible...”

“Well, | go to a Romanian kindergarten because of my father, but starting
in September, my mother wants to enroll me in a Hungarian school...
and—though | don’t mind which language | learn in—they argue about it

every evening. But | love them both!” the girl explained in despair.

“I completely understand, but how about we go home now, since it's
getting dark and growing colder. Trust me, everything will sort itself out

at home.”

With that, they headed back towards the village’s main street. The little
girl held Felix’s hand as he led her toward her house. After a short while
they arrived, and Felix knocked; a woman with tear-stained eyes

immediately opened the door.

“Maria, sweetheart, where have you been?” said the mother, wrapping

her arms around her daughter and looking relieved.
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“Maria, draga mea, ne-ai speriat rau de tot!” came the father’s voice from
behind the mother.

“l ran away... | thought you were angry with me,” said the girl from her

mother’s, then her father’s arms.

“Of course not, my dear... we're mostly angry at ourselves for quarreling
over such a small thing as which school you'll attend. There’s still time to

decide, and we’ll leave it up to you.”

“Da, scumpa noastra, imi pare rau, ca am uitat, ca familia este cea mai

mare valoare in viata.”

“Yes, family is the most important thing, not which language you continue

your studies in.”

“Thank you! And | don’t care what | choose, because | love both
languages and will learn both!” said Maria, and with that the whole family

embraced.

Felix watched the scene with a smile, and was about to leave when the
little girl called after him, “Don’t go yet! Stay with us tonight.” Then she
turned to her parents. “He was the one who persuaded me to come back

and talk it over.”

Upon hearing this, the parents immediately welcomed him in, and as
they prepared a hot supper for him, Felix noticed that another section of
the medallion was beginning to appear. A symbol emerged, and Felix
saw that it depicted a family. With this, he gained another value: the

importance of family love and unity. Smiling, he set the medallion aside
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as they happily ate the hot supper together,
Yy happily pp g e

and then Felix lay down on the bed in the |’f_w
guest room, which served as his home for ~— i:.f

the night. Before falling asleep, he dreamed . 5,
about the adventures that might await him I 1 =

tomorrow. e

1.3 The Magic of the Traditional Celebration

In the morning, a blinding light drove the sleep from Felix’s eyes. It wasn't
the sun, as it was only just dawn. What could be so important that | have
to wake up this early? he grumbled to himself as he crawled out of bed.
It was the pendant—the magical compass he had received from the

Tree. It was flashing dangerously, as if urging Felix to pick it up.

Interesting, he thought, inspecting the device more closely than ever
before. In its center gleamed a pattern similar to the crest of the Magic
Tree; one tip of the pointer was white, the other blood red—just like the
one his grandfather had once shown him when he was a child. As he
examined the compass, he heard heavy footsteps. The door opened,
and a smiling man entered. Felix remembered hearing that people in
villages rise early, but he had never

imagined it would be this early.

"Good morning! | hope you slept well. I'm
Maria’s uncle. Today is a very special
day—it's Easter Monday," the man said,

his excitement striking Felix, who was
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still half-asleep, as somewhat strange. As he stepped out of the
bedroom, Felix noticed the rest of the family bustling about, preparing for
the traditional water-sprinkling. The little girl, dressed in her best clothes,
waited eagerly for the visitors, while her mother baked bread and drained

the yellow curd cheese.

The family who had hosted him the night before now bid him a tearful

farewell.

"If you can’t stay for the sprinklers, at least take this little pack of food for
your journey," the mother said, bundling up some of the delicious treats
she had made. Felix said goodbye and,
relying on his compass, set off on his

journey.

By midday, nearing the edge of the village,

he grew tired and hungry and sat down on
a grassy patch. He took out the provisions he had received earlier, which
he had been eager to taste. As he sat there eating a meat roll, he
watched with amusement how the villagers celebrated the holiday. He
saw lively teenagers going from house to house, their pockets filled with
colorful eggs. Boys were whistling as they paraded through the village

streets, each carrying a bucket of water.

Curious, Felix stood up and walked closer. As he came within earshot,

the boys were just shouting through the gate of a nearby house.
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Moments later, a girl came rushing out with a smile, and one of the boys
immediately doused her with water from the bucket. Despite the cold, the

girl laughed and hugged the boys one by one, then hurried back inside.

Felix, amazed by what he had seen, went over to the boys to ask why

they had splashed her with water.

"Don't you know? It's Easter Monday! Today, we go around the village
sprinkling the girls in exchange for decorated eggs," one of the boys
explained excitedly. After they explained the tradition, Felix was about to
continue on his journey when he noticed that his compass was flashing

intensely and pointing toward the house.
Strange, it must be broken, he thought, when he suddenly heard a cry.

"The eggs!" the girl screamed as she ran out of the house. "My decorated
eggs! | spent all day working on them, and now they’re gone!" she

lamented, sitting down on the steps, her anger giving way to sadness.
Seeing the opportunity, Felix offered his help.

“I'll help you make new ones!" he exclaimed
happily, pulling some leftover red onions from
his satchel. "We can use these to dye new £

ones!"

"Our hen just laid some eggs!" said one of the

boys. "l can bring a few if that helps."

Wiping her tears and regaining her spirits, the girl agreed to heat the
water for egg dyeing. Once the eggs were boiled, they worked together,

using needles to draw wax designs, "embroidering" patterns onto them.
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Before long, the girl's table was once again full of beautifully decorated

eggs.

"Thank you! | don’t even know how to repay you!" the girl said joyfully.

"Wait, | know! Here, take this egg!"

"Thank you," Felix said, gratefully accepting the gift. As he was about to
place it in his satchel, he noticed a circle gleaming on his pendant—
inside it, a painted egg symbolizing the virtue of preserving traditions.

Smiling, Felix waved goodbye and happily continued on his journey.

1.4 Plastic Danger

As Felix left the family house, the compass began to flash in color again.
He took the gadget out of his pocket and started walking in the direction
the compass advised. His path was accompanied by crowded pine
forests, wandering along winding trails throughout the Carpathians,
admiring the Romanian landscape. Suddenly, he heard sheep bleating
from afar. At first, he thought it was just his imagination playing tricks, but
later he heard the sound again, stronger and more frequent. He decided
not to intervene and continued straight ahead. However, as he moved

further from the strange sound, his compass started to whistle wildly.

Felix was momentarily startled by the unexpected phenomenon, then, as
he examined the shouting compass in his hand, he noticed it was
pointing in the opposite direction. He thought it was strange for a moment
but obeyed the object. As soon as he turned onto the correct path, the
object in his hand calmed down, and Felix, looking ahead, hurried

towards the direction of the sheep bleating.
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Later, he spotted a flock in the distance with an old shepherd. He
quickened his pace, realizing that the compass was pointing directly at
the animals. He approached but hesitated when he noticed the despair
on the shepherd's face. Gathering his courage, he went up to the sad

shepherd.
"Good day, sir," Felix said politely. "May | ask what the problem is?"

"Oh, my son, my problem is great! Look at this poor creature!" he pointed

to the lamb lying on the ground, which Felix hadn't noticed before.

Upon closer inspection, he noticed the animal was choking. He was

greatly surprised.
"Do you see it suffering?"
"What happened to it?" the boy inquired.

"There is a mountain of waste here, people don't appreciate nature's
treasures, they throw away trash, they don't take care of Mother Nature,"
said the shepherd sadly. "This poor animal fell victim to such an ugliness.
It ate a plastic bottle, the innocent creature didn't know what it was,
thought it was a delicacy from nature, but it was wrong. Now the PET
bottle is stuck in its throat, it's choking, and there's not much time left,"

the kind-hearted shepherd explained tearfully.

Felix stood still in amazement, looking ahead, unable to accept that
humanity could be so heartless. "What should | do now?" he wondered
and thought hard about how he could help the dying lamb. Thousands of
thoughts ran through his head, and he was determined to save the

animal.

25



"I know! There's that method... What's it called? Ah, the Heimlich

maneuver!" he exclaimed.

"What? What kind of method, what are you talking about?" the shepherd

asked in confusion.

"There's a method used for people when someone is choking. It's called
the Heimlich maneuver," Felix explained. "We hug the choking person
from behind, then, using our fist, we squeeze to help the food stuck in

the windpipe come out smoothly."

"But this isn't food, it's a dirty plastic! A PET bottle! It didn't notice, and
while grazing peacefully, it ate the bottle. But now it can't spit it out, it's

been choking for long minutes," the shepherd complained.

"Il help it! I'll go, hug it, squeeze, and hopefully, its windpipe will be

freed."

Felix didn't waste time, jumped beside the lamb, and began practicing
the method on it. At first, it didn't work, then on the second, third, and
fourth attempts, he couldn't get the plastic out. Felix began to worry,
doubted the method's effectiveness, and was starting to believe it
wouldn't work, and the lamb would suffocate in his hands. His forehead
was already sweaty, feeling like all his strength had left him when, on the

umpteenth try, the PET bottle fell to the ground from the animal's mouth.

His face lit up, relieved to see that his plan had succeeded, and he had
been able to help the unfortunate animal. He let go of the lamb and
waited for it to recover. The woolly creature bleated joyfully, looking

gratefully at its savior.
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"I never thought you'd be able to help the animal! I'm terribly grateful to
you, my son! You're a hero!" the old man thanked him. "Thank you!
Really, thank you for not letting my poor lamb die!" he looked happily at

the animal.

"You're very welcome! I'm glad | could help! It's truly sad that Mother
Nature is so neglected. People can't appreciate this beautiful landscape
either! Trash piles up, and innocent animals are put in danger because
of people's irresponsibility,” Felix lamented, looking around. He saw that
there was serious trouble, with so much plastic and waste thrown
around. "How can people do this to the world we live in? This is our

home."

"l know, | know, but you see, others don't notice," said the shepherd.
"This is my homeland, | grew up here, I've spent my whole life here, but
the youth don't care. They scatter trash around and don't realize how
much harm they're causing. They don't use recycling opportunities. Yet
today, there are so many things that can help protect our environment.

Still, this is what they deal with the least," the old man complained.
"That's unfortunate."

"Indeed, it is. But there are other problems too. For example, climate
change, which is a real issue in our country. Just like the spread of
hunting and poaching, and the danger of drought," the shepherd
enlightened the boy.

"Yet, how beautiful nature is, the country, the Carpathians. What could

we do for it?"
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"Oh, just by sorting waste, using recycled items, and avoiding plastics,
we can greatly help reduce our ecological footprint," the shepherd
suggested. "Even small things can make a big difference, like not
throwing our trash around, or changing our daily habits, like using a cloth

bag instead of a plastic one, or avoiding plastic straws."

"Of course, I'll promote this among my young peers, and I'll pay attention
to my environment too, maybe together we can create a better world,"

Felix promised.

"I'm glad to hear that! Oh, and | almost forgot... to thank you for saving
my lamb, | give you my hat!" and he took off his traditional small hat. "It's
part of our folk costume; even if you don't wear it, it serves as a souvenir,"

he smiled.
"Oh, thank you very much!" Felix accepted the unusual but valuable gift.

"At least you'll remember that you were here with us in the Carpathians
and saved an innocent creature! My eternal gratitude!" said the old man,

then extended his hand for a handshake.

"l was very happy to meet you, but now | must say goodbye," said Felix,
as he saw that his magic compass was leading him in another direction.
"Goodbye!"

"God be with you!"

Felix left the Carpathians with greater confidence because he knew that
his helping hand had saved a life... As he glanced at the token resting in
his hand, he proudly noticed a new virtue had appeared on it:
helpfulness. The smile couldn't be wiped off his face, happiness filled

him.
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1.5 Journey to the Wide World

After Felix saved the lamb from drowning, he received a sign from the
tree. He didn’t quite understand what he was supposed to do, and he
had a hard time finding the right path. He tried heading in several
directions but did not arrive at the right path. He tried from the direction
of the forest but ended up at the entrance of a very dark cave. He walked
back to where he had started and tried another way. He wandered a lot
through the natural places of the country until he finally found the right

trail, and he felt: this is the one he must follow.

Trudging through the mud, he thought about the events of the past days.
He was very happy and grateful to have experienced all this, but he felt
it wasn’'t over yet. He was sure that he would need perseverance,
curiosity, courage, and ingenuity—all the virtues he had gained,

experienced, and lived through.

Now that he had found the right path, he didn’t have to walk long before
he reached a small clearing. In front of him stood the old tree that had
sent him on his journey. It still looked sick and tired, but there was a

sincere smile on its face when it saw adventurous Felix.
“So here you are!” said Felix joyfully. “I knew | would see you again!”

“Of course! Did you think | wouldn’t even thank you for what you did for
me?” asked the tree. “It seems your mission in this country has come
to an end. You have acquired the virtues, followed the compass’s

instructions, and fulfilled your tasks at every stop.”

“It felt good to help others, but | feel like | still haven’t helped you. You

still look sick...”
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“‘Don’t worry about that! My last request to you is to put the token into
the hollow. The whole image has appeared on it, thanks to you. The final

step is to return it to me.”

Felix didn’t understand how this would heal the old tree, but, just as he
had from the beginning, he obeyed. No sooner had he placed the
carefully guarded token into the hollow than a bright light flooded the

forest.

The magical tree immediately started shedding its withered, worn leaves
and began blooming with colorful, fragrant flowers. Its fresh green leaves
sparkled, and its bark rejuvenated. Tears of joy hid in the tree’s eyes as

it felt its strength returning.

“See, Felix? | have regained my magic. All my strength has returned
because you fulfilled my request,” said the renewed tree gratefully. “You
accepted the challenge, the adventure, and your hard work has paid off.

Thank you, truly!”
“I am the happiest that | could help you!”

“You must know | will never forget you, but now | must send you on your
way. You must move on because a kind-hearted person like you is
needed elsewhere too! If | may have one last request: become a world

traveler and help everyone who needs you!”

“l don’t want to leave you, but | will listen to you. | will go now. You cannot
move from here, so | will go to see the world. | will discover other
countries, cultures, and | will tell you all about everything | have ever
seen or experienced,” promised Felix, then waved to his friend and set
off.
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He decided to find someone who could help him navigate, who
could give him advice on how to become a world traveler, how to cross

the border, and what he must definitely take with him.

He set out on another long journey, but he was not afraid. He was
determined; he knew what he wanted, and he purposefully walked

through the forest searching for the way out.

The sky was already getting dark when he reached a road. He

stopped and looked around. Not far away he saw a gas station.

He started walking toward the illuminated building, hoping that there he
would get some directions. After just a few minutes of walking, he

reached his destination.
Entering the building, he confidently stood in front of the cashier:
“Excuse me, sir! Could you help me?”

“l don’t know what you want, son. How did you even get here? Where

are your parents?” asked the graying man in his fifties.

“Please don’t worry, sir. I'm not lost. | am a world traveler, and | would
like to learn more about the Romanian government. Where could | meet
a politician, a policeman, or someone who could answer some
questions? | want to travel to another country, but first, | want to
understand how this state works, where I’'m departing from, and | would
like to ask a bit about Romania’s economy to have a basis for
comparison with other countries. Well? Could you help me?” Felix asked,

hopefully scanning the elderly man’s face for some reaction.
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“Well, my dear,” the man scratched his head “the thing is, I... | don’t really
know. | don’t usually ask people what they do or who they are, but Cluj-
Napoca isn’t far from here. Now, if you go into the city center, you'll find
the government office. It'll be simple because it’s labeled in Romanian

too. Go in there, and people will surely help you, I'm certain.”

“Thank you, sir, that was a great help to me. Have a nice evening.

Goodbye!” said Felix, then dashed out of the building.

He headed in the direction the man had pointed out and was
already thinking about how he should ask questions, and from whom.
Should he just stop the first person he sees? Won’t they look at him

strangely?

Finally, he decided that since he hadn’t particularly cared what others

thought of him before, he wouldn’t start worrying now.

He reached the edge of the city, but it was already dark. His watch

showed 9 o’clock.

Would there still be someone in the office at this hour? He didn’t know,
but he thought he could always sleep on the steps and someone would

help him in the morning.

He found the government office. It was 10:08 when he arrived. A

faint light burned in a small room.
He pressed down the door handle and entered the building.

A kind woman was sitting at a desk, typing something.
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“Good evening!” greeted Felix. “Could you help me? I'm Felix. Don’t
panic, | just want to be a world traveler. | came to ask a few questions,

and | hope you can help me.”

“Alright. Come, sit here beside me. What are your questions?” The

woman looked at Felix with curiosity.

“Well, first, | would like to know how border crossing works. | would also
like to inquire about Romania’s economy and what to watch out for when

entering another country.”

“As of January 1, 2025, Romania is part of the Schengen Area, which
means you can cross into Hungary without going through a border check.
This zone has 27 members. It’s like the countries are best friends and
allow each other’s people to cross at any time. From an economic point
of view, Romania is at a medium level, which means there are more
developed and less developed countries than Romania, but in many
areas, our country holds its ground. When you go to another country, it's
important to know its official language and currency. Proper language
use is very important—for example, don’t speak Romanian in Hungary

because they won’t understand you,” answered the woman.

“Thank you. And do you perhaps know someone who could take me to
the border?” asked Felix hopefully, hoping he wouldn’t have to walk for

miles.

“Of course! I'm actually heading that way tonight. I'm going to Slovakia
for a conference, and I'll leave in half an hour. If you want, | can take you

part of the way,” offered the woman he had just met.
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“Oh, wonderful that you are going to Slovakia! May | join you?” Felix

asked. The woman nodded and returned to her work.

They had been traveling for six hours when they reached the

Slovakian border.

As soon as Felix spotted the little line separating the countries, dividing

cultures and people, he became very excited.

He felt that many new adventures awaited him in the other country.
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Chapter 2: In the Heart of Europe- Slovakia

2.1 There’s so much to see and experience!

All of a sudden, Felix finds himself in Slovakia, in KoSice...he has been
told that it is the second largest city in the country. He doesn’t even notice
when he crossed the borders between Hungary and Slovakia, he only
sees post signs in both languages. After a few minutes he comes across
a huge gothic building - the Cathedral of Saint Elizabeth and decides to
enter. He observes the beauty of that amazing place and then, upon
leaving, out of nowhere, a crow sitting on a tree branch in the park next
to the cathedral, starts talking to him. “Caw-Caw! Welcome, my
featherless friend. Want to see the best spots? Come with me if so.” “Oh
hello, “the traveller starts wondering about how come that the crow is
speaking....but decides to follow the curious bird. After a while, they get
to a huge green area. “Welcome to the magical forest of KoSice City
Park! The trees here are not just trees—they stretch their branches wide,
creating the best shady spots for picnics and daydreaming of everyone
who feels like that. Listen! The leaves are whispering secrets about all
the stories they have seen! And they have witnessed a lot .... If you are
lucky, you might find a special tree — a home to a tiny fairy or a wise old

owl”

The boy looks at the crow and raises his brows. “Whispering trees, huh?
| like the idea. Even if they don’t really talk, they do have the power of

making you feel calm—it’s like they know something that we don't.”

The crow continues: “True...amazing...anyway... Now, where shall we
go next? The city’s full of stories, and | know where to find the best

ones!”
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Our young traveller is excited: “Alright, wise bird, lead me! What is the
next secret spot you are going to show me?” “l am going to show you the
most iconic spot - the Main Street with Urban’s Tower, St. Michaels’s
Chappel and many more gems. Welcome to the Heart of KoSice. This
street is older than your great-great-great-grandparents and has seen
kings, knights, and a great load of tourists. But do not worry, you not

going to get lost! (maybe).”

The boy responds: “This place looks amazing! | have heard KoSice has
so much history - did you know St. Elisabeth’s Cathedral is the biggest
church in Slovakia? | was in there an hour ago... | would love to learn

more about the old buildings here. Do you think there is a hidden spot or

a story | should know about?”

The crow smiles in
delight: “Ah, you have
~ got the spirit of a true

traveller! The cathedral
is a must-see but let me
tell you about the real
gem.... can you see that

~~ parrow street over

there? Few tourists
know about it, but if you walk along, you will find a quiet courtyard with a
fountain and old statues that are hundreds of years old. It’s said it was
once the meeting spot for local artists and traders. It is called The

Craftsmen’s Lane...If you are lucky, you might see some local craftsmen
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in the process of creating art! ...and, you know what? We are going to
the Botanical Garden now! Trust me, this place is like a secret world
within the city—a hidden gem full of rare plants, flowers and even some
plants you have probably never seen before! It is the perfect spot if you
love nature but also want to learn how things grow in a way that is almost

magical!”

The boy responds: “Sounds incredible! | did not know KoSice had such

a beautiful garden! | love it! “

The crow then said: “Well, this is where | am leaving you. You have
mountains to explore, lakes to admire and more fresh air to breathe here

in our country. “

Felix says: “Are you sure you do not want to stay a little longer? There
are obviously still so many places to see! And | would appreciate

a company... “

The crow replies: “Oh, | have seen them a thousand times, and | will see
them a thousand more. This is YOUR adventure now. Besides, there are
other curious travellers who need a good guide! “, and flies away. The
traveller watches the crow disappear into the sky, then leaves KoSice

and travels to the High Tatras, as he has been advised.

As he is hiking through the mountains, taking in the fresh mountain air,
and admiring the view of Strbské Pleso, he notices something moving on
the rocks in front of him. It is a chamois, standing fearlessly on the edge
of a steep slope, looking at him. Not surprisingly, the animal speaks to
him. “Hey, traveller! You don’t see many people up here alone. What

brings you to the mountains?”
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Felix, curious enough, answers: “| just want to explore. |'ve heard the

Tatras are amazing, and | want to see them myself.”

The chamois nods. “An incredibly good choice. There are places up here
that most tourists never find—hidden lakes, quiet trails, and the best

views you can imagine.”

The boy’s interest rises. “That sounds awesome! Where is the best place
to go?” The chamois smiles: “It depends—are you ready for a real

adventure? The best views are quite hard to reach.”
Felix hesitates for a second, then says: “I'm in. Lead me, please.”

So, the chamois turns and starts moving up a narrow rocky path,
between the trees. The boy follows, and he is ready to see where this

strange but exciting journey will take him.

Finally, they stop at the entrance of a dark cave. The chamois turns to
him: “Here we are—Belianska jaskyna. It's not just any cave; it's a place
full of old secrets. But | won’t be your guide here. Someone else will be

at your service.”

Before the boy is allowed to ask, the chamois disappears into the trees.
So, he steps carefully inside the cave. It is cool and damp, with amazing
rock formations looking like frozen waterfalls. Then, something flies
down from the ceiling, landing on a nearby stalactite. “Ah, a visitor!” says
a tiny voice. Felix blinks. A bat is hanging upside down, looking at him
with his huge, curious eyes. “Welcome to Belianska jaskyna, young boy!
| am Bartolomej, but you can call me Bart the Bat. You're just in time for

a little tour!”
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Felix smiles. “A talking bat? Again?! That’'s awesome! What'’s so special

about this cave?”

Bart flaps his wings excitedly. “Oh, where shall | begin? This cave has
been here for thousands—no, millions—of years! People have been
coming here for ages. The air inside is so pure that it’s even used to help

people with breathing problems!”

The boy looks around at the shiny stone formations. “And these rocks?

They look like melted candles!”

“Exactly!” Bart nods. “Stalactites and stalagmites—they have been
formed drop by drop over centuries. And if you listen carefully, you will

hear the whispers of ancient explorers who once walked these halls.”
Felix grins. “This place is like a hidden world! Do many people visit?”

Bart smiles: “Oh yes! It's a popular spot for tourists, especially those who
love nature and history. People come to see the beautiful formations,
learn about the past, and feel the cool, mysterious air of the underground.

But not everyone gets a private tour from a bat like me!”

The boy laughs. “Well, | feel lucky, then! What’s the best part of the
cave?” Bart thinks for a moment. “Hmm... my favourite part? The silence.
Here, away from the world, you can hear your own thoughts. It is like

stepping into a different time.”
Felix takes a deep breath, feeling the silence. “That’s really special.”

Bart stretches his wings. “It sure is. Anyway, remember, there are about

7.000 caves in Slovakia, 18 of which are open to public and they are
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amazing.....But | bet you have more places to explore. The land is full of

wonders, and | guess you're a traveller who wants to see them all.”
The boy nods. “You're right. But this? This is a place I'll never forget.”
Bart smiles. “That’s what every great traveller says.”

The traveller turns to leave but he knows that the adventure isn’t over—
there are still more places to go, more stories to discover. And who
knows? Maybe one day, he’'ll return to the cave, where a little bat named

Bart will still be waiting to share its secrets.

2.2 A family-orientated, multicultural society

The traveller is suddenly standing at the bus station back in KoSice,
where he has just got off a bus. He has returned because he has a feeling
there is much more to explore than he did before. The morning is cold,
and he nervously checks his map. He has heard that KoSice is the
second-largest Slovak city, but knows almost nothing about the people,

their lives, and customs.

As he walks towards the Hlavna ulica, suddenly, a white rabbit jumps in

front of him. Fluffy, with a red scarf around its neck.

"Where did this rabbit come from?" Felix wonders, but before he can say

anything, the rabbit speaks.

“Hey there, young man. You must be new here, huh? You look scared.

My name’s Ferdo.”

The boy is shocked “You... you can talk as well?”
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Ferdo laughs: “Welcome to the East. Anything is possible here. And
since you’re here, | can tell you a bit about our people. | can see you're

a bit lost.”

Felix nods and follows the rabbit through the city. He asks: “I've heard

that a lot of foreigners live in Slovakia. Is that true?”

“It sure is, " replies Ferdo, "Slovakia is small, but there is a pretty diverse
population. There are many Hungarians in the south, Ruthenians and
Ukrainians in the east, Roma people, Czechs, Poles... And recently,
many people have come from Ukraine, Serbia, Romania, even Africa and

Asia.”
“But why is that?” Felix asks.

“Slovakia is safe, people can find jobs here, and life’s cheaper than in
the West, * responds the rabbit. "Sure, Slovaks sometimes have
prejudices, but they’re getting used to it. Especially young people are
more open. In cities like KoSice or Bratislava, it's normal to meet

foreigners.”

“And how do the foreigners or immigrants communicate?” wonders our

traveller.

Ferdo replies: “English is mandatory in schools. Most young people can
speak it, and many foreigners, too and they also learn Slovak. But you
know... sometimes even we don’t understand each other. We have
different dialects — eastern, western, central... Sometimes | hear

someone from Orava and don’t get a word.”

They both laugh. As they are walking through the streets of KoSice, they

got to the River Hornad, flowing through the city. On one of its banks, a
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big carp is sitting, reading a newspaper, and sipping coffee from a mug.
Ferdo explains, before Felix has time to ask: “That’s Karol, our carp. A

true expert on Slovak life.”

Our traveller smiles but then asks the carp: “Good morning. May | ask

you something?”
The carp replies: “Sure. | know everything about Slovakia.”

“I'm curious about family life here and people... what are Slovaks like?”,

asks the boy.

Karol thinks a bit and responds: “Slovaks are very family oriented.
Families meet very often — on birthdays, holidays... at Christmas,
Easter, weddings, baptisms... And everyone in the family has their role
during these special events. Someone cooks, someone bakes, someone
makes decorates the house...'| see... the traveller says, “And how about

school? Education?”

“We're quite an educated nation. You know, education is for free here —
elementary, high school, even university. Many foreigners come here to
study because it's cheap for them and still decent quality. In KoSice, we
have medical faculties full of foreign students — Romanians, Ukrainians,

Serbs, even people from other continents...”

“That’'s great! * Our traveller is truly amazed.” And what about the
healthcare?” “Hm... you wouldn’t believe that, but the healthcare is for
free too, if you're insured. Sure, sometimes you wait long to see a doctor,

but is is still for free.”

“"That seems to be a great country to live in’, says Felix. "Anyway, | must

go now.... bye Karol!
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Ferdo and the boy continue their journey until they reach the square,

where a huge Christmas tree is standing. Full of lights and decorations.

“That’s beautiful! ” Felix whispers. Suddenly, the tree leans over and

speaks with a deep voice: “Welcome, stranger. *
“You guys... everything’s magical here,” responds the boy.

The tree explains: “We stick to traditions here, my friend. Christmas is
huge — we decorate the tree, make sauerkraut soup, bake gingerbread

cookies. And Easter? Boys pour water over girls and recite poems.”

Felix is amazed... “That sounds interesting, the special events....and

what about free time? How do people spend it?*

The tree replies: “At the cinema, festivals, museums, galleries mostly...
In summer, there are wine harvest festivals, fairs, concerts. In cities,
there are theatres and operas... And nature, of course — the High

Tatras, lakes, castles.”
“I see “, replies our traveller, “But how about villages?”

“There, traditions are even stronger, “says the tree. “People know and
help each other. And the language? We speak eastern dialects, but in
Bratislava, they say they don’t understand us. Many regions in the

country use various dialects when speaking.”

Felix stands beneath the Christmas tree, and the square feels different
now — not just a place he has come across, but a part of something
deeper. The conversations with the rabbit, carp and tree have opened
his eyes, and he feels more connected to this land and its people than

he expected. As he is looking around, he realizes that Slovakia is a place
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where community matters. He sees families laughing together, children

playing, and elderly people enjoying a warm drink in the city centre.

Thinking about education, he understands now why so many students
are coming to Slovakia. It isn't only about learning; it is about
opportunities, about building a future that is open to everyone, no matter
where they are coming from. He looks once more at the tree. He has
heard of Slovak traditions, but now he feels them in his own heart. It is

no longer just a foreign country; it is a place where he feels welcomed.

He smiles, realizing that he isn’t a stranger here anymore. As he is
leaving the tree, he knows that part of Slovakia will always be with him,

no matter where he will travel.

2.3 History and colourful traditions to explore

So, Felix stops in a village where the sounds of violins and cimbalom are
filling the air. The village square is full of dancers in colourful costumes,
dancing to folk music. Intrigued, he approaches an old lady sitting on a

wooden bench. She is wearing a folk costume, too.

“Come, sit, young boy,” she said, showing the bench beside her. “You

look curious.”

Our traveller gets surprised but sits down. “I've seen folk dances in other

parts of Europe, but this one seems... different.”

The lady nods. “That’s because we are in the south. Here, in the regions
where Slovaks and Hungarians have lived together for centuries, our
traditions have somehow blended. This dance, for example, is
called ¢ardas— it is originally Hungarian, but Slovaks consider it their

own, too.”
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Felix is watching the dancers. “It's so fast! And the music—it feels so

joyful and intense.”

The lady points at the dancers’ costumes. “See the men’s boots? And
the women’s skirts, how bright they are? That style was influenced by
Hungarian history. Also, our embroidery has traces of their patterns,

especially in the south.”
Our traveller truly admires the delicate designs. “It's beautiful!”

The lady nods again. “Our ancestors spoke different languages, but they
shared the same soil. They worked on the land together, celebrated

harvests together, and gradually, their cultures blended.”

Suddenly, a red rooster appears in the middle of the square, puffing out
his chest. “Ahem! Let’s not forget about the food!”

Felix blinks in surprise. “Oh, you can talk as well?”
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The rooster replies, almost offended. “Of course! What kind of story
would this be without a talking rooster?” He clears his throat. “Slovaks
and Hungarians share many dishes. Have you tried halaszlé—the spicy
fish soup? Or gulyas? And we cannot forget lokSe—potato flatbreads

that are eaten with duck or sweet jam.”
Felix suddenly feels hungry immediately. “That all sounds delicious.”

The lady smiles. “Food, music, dance—these are the things that connect

people, no matter where they come from.”

As the dance proceeds, the musicians are playing faster, the dancers are
clapping and cheering, their movements are fuelled by centuries of

shared tradition.

Our traveller realizes that Slovakia’s culture is like its folk music—marked
by various influences, and still, uniquely its own. He takes the bus and

moves further to the north-west.

There, in a small village near the Vah River, he meets an old woodcarver
sitting outside his cottage, creating a wooden rooster. The man’s hands
are rough but skilled, and he smiles as the traveller stops nearby and

starts watching him.
“Hey. Do you like it, young man?” the craftsman asks.

Felix nods. “What does the rooster symbolize? Because it's not the first

time |I've seen one here.”

The old man replies proudly. “The rooster is a symbol of hope and
vigilance. No matter how dark the night is, he always calls in the morning.

We, Slovaks, have always believed in new beginnings.” The boy looks
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around and notices the colourful patterns painted on the wooden objects
in the workshop. “Some of these designs remind me of Hungarian folk

art.” he says.

The craftsman smiles. “That’s because we lived under Hungarian rule for
a thousand years. Many Slovaks, especially in the south, have
Hungarian roots. Their influence is in our food, our music, even our

embroidery. But as time passed, we made it our own.”

As Felix continues walking through the countryside, he passes fields
where wheat is grown, many vineyards, and wooden barns filled with
hay. In one of these fields, he sees a sheep, which immediately notices

him.
“Baaah! Traveller, come closer!” the sheep yells.
Our young traveller steps back in shock. “Have you said something?”

The farmer, a tall man with strong hands, laughs. “Oh, don’t be scared.

Slovak sheep are special. They don’t just give wool, they tell stories.”
Felix hesitates, then comes closer. “Stories?”

The sheep nods. “We have lived here for centuries. Our milk
makes bryndza, the famous Slovak sheep cheese. Our wool keeps
people warm in the cold Tatra winters. Without us, there would be no

traditional Slovak cuisine!”

The farmer touches the sheep’s head. “She’s right. Our land is rich, and
we are enormously proud of our farms. We grow potatoes, fruits,
vegetables, and grains. And have you ever tried our honey? The best in

Europe!”
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The boy smiles. “Oh, really? I'd love to taste it.” So, the farmer gives him
a jar of homemade honey and Felix is amazed by its taste.“ Wow! It's

delicious! ““See, | told you!* laughs the farmer.

Our traveller says goodbye to the farmer and the sheep and takes a train
to the town of Trendin, where he visits the Trendéin Castle, one of
Slovakia’s many medieval fortresses. Inside the castle, a blacksmith is

working on a piece of iron, shaping it into a sword.
“You there!” the blacksmith calls. “Would you like to hear a legend?
Felix nods. “Of course | would.”

The blacksmith points toward the castle tower. “This castle was built in
the medieval times, and it protected our land from invaders. And here,
long ago, a knight named Omar dug a well into the rock with his own

hands.”

“Why did he do that?” the boy asks. "For love,” the blacksmith replies.
“He wanted to free a beautiful woman imprisoned in the castle. The lord
told him, ‘If you dig a well deep enough to find water, | will let her go.’

Omar succeeded, and the well is still there today.”
Our traveller murmurs: “Slovakia has so many castles!”

“Over 200,” the blacksmith responds. “More than almost any other
country in Europe. And each one has a story.” Here, the boy says

goodbye to the blacksmith and moves on.

One evening, in a small café in Bratislava, where he got by bus the day

before, Felix is enjoying warm tea from a beautifully painted ceramic
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mug. To his surprise, the mug suddenly whispers, “I have seen history

change. It was amazing.”
The boy nearly drops it. “Can YOU talk, too? Oh, why am | surprised?”

“Of course,” the mug replies. “I sat on these tables during the Communist
era when people only whispered what they thought. At that time, the
government controlled everything—jobs, farms, newspapers, people’s

thoughts. If you spoke against them, you could disappear.”
Felix shivers. “Oh no! That sounds horrible.”

“It was,” the mug continues. “But in 1989, the people gathered in the
streets, ringing keys to symbolize unlocking the doors to freedom.
Students, workers, artists—they all protested. And finally, the
government fell, without any violence. They call it The Velvet Revolution,”
the mug says proudly. “At that time, we were part of Czechoslovakia. And

in 1993, Slovakia, a small but strong country, became fully independent.”

The following night, Felix finds himself standing on a hill admiring
Bratislava, the capital city, where modern and old medieval architecture
mingles, when the wooden rooster from the craftsman’s shop suddenly
speaks from his backpack. “What have you learnt about our country so

far?”

Our traveller smiles. “Oh, you are here? Hm... well.... | have found out
that Slovakia is a land of history and strong will. It has been ruled by
kings, oppressed by communists, influenced by diverse cultures—but it
has never lost its spirit.” The rooster puffs up his chest. “We are proud.

We may be small, but we are strong. Just like me!”
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The boy laughs. “Yes, just like you.” And as he continues his journey, he
knows that he will always carry a piece of Slovakia in his heart - its past,

its traditions, and its spirit.

2.4 The man-made threats and dangers

Felix is walking through some forests and mountains, tired after a long
day but enchanted by the beauty of them. With every step, he enjoys the
fresh mountain air and the stunning view of the snow-covered peaks. He
feels at peace. He doesn’t know yet but today he is going to experience

something he is not expecting.

As he is walking along a stream, suddenly he notices something strange.
A large pile of trash—plastic bottles, paper wrappers, old cans, and all
kinds of waste that someone has obviously left in the forest. He gets so
disgusted! He stops to look closer, and at that moment, he hears a
sound. As he is approaching the pile, he sees a huge bear digging

through the trash.
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The bear turns around. "Hello," the bear rumbled in a deep voice. "I'm

Peter. And you, what’s your name?"

Felix, a little surprised, laughs. "Hello, I'm ....... Nice to meet you, Peter.
But tell me, what are you looking for in this mess? And why is there so

much trash here?"

The bear looks at the pile of waste around him and says: "Well, for me,
...l actually enjoy it. When | prepare for winter sleep, | don’t have to worry
about hunting. Everything | need is right here, and my stomach is always
full. But... I've been waking up from hibernation increasingly often for the
past years, so something just doesn’t feel right. It seems warmer here

than it used to be. Do you know why is like that? *

The boy thinks for a moment and says nothing for a while. "What you're
saying is actually quite worrying. According to scientific studies, the
global average temperature has been increasing in the last 150 years,
and the sea levels have risen by nearly 30 cm. Many glaciers have
already disappeared in the Alps, Andes, and Himalayas. These changes
affect not only nature but also us, humans. The frequency of extreme
temperatures and rainfall is changing, and now we have floods,

earthquakes, and even tornadoes here. We haven’t had them before!"

The bear’s eyes get filled with sadness. "It’s really sad. People don’t take
care of our planet. We only have one Earth, and yet it seems like no one

cares about it. Why is that? Why don’t they do something to change it?"

Our traveller stays silent for a moment, thinking about how to respond.

"You're right, it doesn’t seem like people care at all. They know
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something is wrong, but they mostly ignore it or don’t have the time to do

something. That’s why there’s so much trash here."

The boy nods and the bear continues, "In our country, Slovakia, waste
sorting isn’t common. People throw everything into one trash bin, which
is easy for them, even though it's damaging the planet. It is because they
don’t have time, or space, or they just don’t want to try. It's easier for

them this way."

Felix doesn’t get it but decides to try to understand more. "But why not

do it the right way? "

The bear looks at him and shrugs his shoulders. "For some people, it’s
not easy because they don’t have enough information, or they think their
small contribution won’t make a difference. But if each of us took small
steps, we could make a huge change. That’s why | want to show you

something important.”

The bear suddenly takes a green plastic bottle lying on the ground. It has
a label that says: *“Throw me in the deposit machine” . The boy asks

curiously: "What does this mean?"

"It's a great thing!" the bear says. "That’s a bottle with a deposit return,
and it helps protect the planet. When people take it to a special bottle
return machine, they get money back for recycling it properly. This way,

we reduce waste, and people are also motivated to protect nature."
Felix smiles. "That's awesome! How much money do they get for it?"

"15 cents for each bottle," the bear replies. "It's a small step, but every

small step helps."
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"Wow, that sounds really interesting!" the boy looks at the bottle in his
hand and notices the label. "How do | know which bottles can be

returned?"

The bear points to the large "Z" on the label. "Can you see that letter? It
means ‘I'm one of those bottles that helps and contributes to make the

planet greener.™

Our traveller nodds and says, "So, if | collect these bottles, | can not only

help the planet but also get money back. It's good for everyone!"

The bear smiles. "Exactly. If more people start using these machines and

collecting plastic bottles, it can help keep our Earth cleaner."

Felix looks around again. "It's sad how only a few people realize what
they can do to protect nature. But now | understand how small steps can
lead to big changes. I'll start sorting my trash and try to teach others how

to do it properly."

The bear patted him on the back with tears in his eyes. "I'm glad you
understand, my boy. Every small step counts. When you start, others

might follow you. And together, we can change the world.".

Our traveller picks up several more bottles he finds around, each one a
small piece of the larger problem. He feels a strange sense of purpose
as he looks at the waste around him, now he feels fully aware of the
bigger picture. He didn’t realize how much plastic waste is littering the
environment. And he feels ashamed. His thoughts are filled with the
bear’s words, and he feels like having to act, to do something that will

make a real difference, no matter how small.
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With the bottles in his hands, Felix begins walking toward the first bottle
return machine he has seen on his way up the mountain. The machine
is located near a small village in the mountains, just a few kilometers
away. It isn’t far, but each step he takes feels like taking responsibility for

the planet.

As he is walking, he cannot help but think about the bear’s words. "Every
small step counts," Felix realized that it isn’t just about putting the bottles
into the return machine; it is about setting an example. It is about showing
others that every little action matters. He thinks about the people he
knows at home—nhis friends, family, neighbours—who might not care as
much about the environment, or who might not realize how easy it can

be to make a difference.

His steps are light, but they carry a heavy significance. He knows that if
he can get just one person to follow his example, it would be a start. And
from here, the chain can get longer and longer. Perhaps others will notice

the trash around them and start acting as well.

2.5 Proud to be part of the united Europe

Our traveller is walking through an old, peaceful park somewhere in the
north of the land. After a while, as he looks around, he notices something
lying on the ground. It is a small, old coin that looks a bit strange. Its

surface is covered with dust, and the year on it is 2004.

He bends down to pick it up. When he holds it in his hands, he has a
feeling that this coin is hiding a sort of secret that he needs to discover.
“Who are you?” He asked, hoping the coin will speak as he has already

met speaking animals and objects in this land before.
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“I'm just an ordinary two-euro coin,” the coin replies.

“I've seen you before, but in another country. How come you're here?”
the boy asks, confused.

“Since 2004, Slovakia has been part of the European Union, and in 2009
we started using euros here,” the coin says, surprised, that the boy
doesn’t know that. “That means that if you’re a citizen of Slovakia and
you travel around Europe, you don’t have to exchange your money
anymore in many countries, they use the same currency — the euro,” the

coin explains.

Felix thinks about it for a moment. “So, that means when | go on vacation,

| don’t have to carry different types of money anymore?”

“Exactly,” the coin replies. “The euro is a strong currency that helps
stabilize the economy. Thanks to it, you can travel and shop easily

without worrying about exchange rates and fees for changing money.”

The boy smiles, enjoyed . “That’'s great! So everything has been
simplified here. It's been quite a change since the Communist regime

before!”
“Oh, yes,” the coin replies.

‘Wait! A few days ago, | came from Hungary to Slovakia, and | didn’t
even notice that | crossed the border. How is that possible?” the boy

asks, surprised by how things have changed.
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“Since 2007, we’ve been member of the Schengen Area. This means
that all countries in Schengen no longer have security checks at borders
between them. You don’t have to stop at every border and show your

passport or ID. Travel is completely simple.”
Felix pauses. “So, no border controls?”

“Exactly,” the coin says. “Thanks to that, you can travel between
countries, live there, work, and feel at home. And that's a huge
advantage. It gives people the freedom to decide where they want to live

and work. Traveling, working, and studying in other countries is easier.”

“And what does that mean for me?” The boy asks, still confused but

excited.

“It means you can decide to go anywhere without worrying that you'll
have to wait for long hours at borders. The freedom of movement is one

of the greatest gifts the EU offers to us,” the coin answers.

“So, the EU gives us freedom, better opportunities, and a chance to

improve our lives?” our traveller asks, now even more excited.
“Exactly,” confirms the coin.

“And is it really all good?” the boy asks, now a bit hesitant. “Isn’t there

anything negative about it?”

“Yes, unfortunately, not everyone is happy. Some people want to return
to the old times when things were simple and they had more control.

Many people are struggling with financial problems because there are
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economic differences in the EU. Not all countries are at the same level,
and some people think the EU is not fair enough. What’s even worse,
many people are looking for better jobs abroad, which causes problems
at home — many families are falling apart because parents are leaving

for work to earn more,” the coin explains.

“That sounds tough...” Felix thinks. “And what about immigrants? Are

there any here?”

“Some people view immigrants as a problem. They think that because of
them, there are problems with jobs or security. And they blame the EU
for it, even though it's not true. The EU is trying to create balance and
help countries that need support. But it's complicated, and not everyone

understands it,” says the coin.

The boy pauses for a moment, thinking about everything he has learned
today. For days, he has felt that the world is just a simple place revolving
around everyday worries. But today, in this park, with the coin in his
hand, new dimensions are opening up. The European Union, Schengen,
the freedom of movement — all these terms now seem not just abstract

but truly relevant to his life.

“Well, this is quite amazing,” Felix thinks. “| don’t have to be limited by
borders anymore, | can travel, discover new countries, new cultures...
And is it really true? That we can all work and live anywhere within the
EU?”

“Yes, young boy. That’s the freedom the EU gives you. But don’t forget,

this freedom needs to be protected. It may not always seem easy, but
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our mutual effort makes us stronger. Without being united and conected,

it wouldn’t work.”

“That makes sense,” The boy replies. “But still, I'm worried about some
things. If so many people are complaining and want to return to the old

days... Do we even have a chance to keep this Union going?”

The coin answers in a little sad voice. “You know, young boy, people
aren’t always ready for change. Not everyone wants to accept new
things, especially when they feel they are losing control. But change is
necessary. Nothing stays the same, the world is going forward. And
things won’t always be perfect, but together, we can make it. Because

we can support each other.”

Felix nods. “So, it's about the fact that even though we have freedom,

we must be responsible for our future, right?”

“Exactly,” the coin confirms. “Responsibility and solidarity go hand in
hand. We are all here together, even though we live in different countries,
we share common values and goals. If someone thinks it's better to live
in isolation, it may seem easier, but it can lead to division and

misunderstanding. Without cooperation, we would never move forward.”

Our traveller thinks about these words. The coin is right. People often
fear change, but unless they open up to new possibilities, they will never
understand the great potential that there is. And at this moment, he
realises that what looked like just a "political agenda" is actually
something bigger — the idea of a shared future, where we support and

enrich each other. He looks at the coin in his hand, smiles, and then puts
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it in his pocket. He feels that from this moment on, he will see the world
around him differently. He feels ready for all the challenges ahead.
Together with others — as part of this journey. And with this thought, he

travels north, heading for Lithuania.
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Chapter 3: Felix enters Lithuania

3.1 Arrival to the village of stories — a journey through

Kulautuva

Felix leaves behind the now familiar streets of Slovakia on an adventure
in Lithuania. Itisn't just a change of location —it's a chance to find himself
through deep experiences in new cultures, landscapes, and stories. His
destination? A small but legendary village named Kulautuva, nestled

along the banks of the majestic Nemunas River.

From the air, Lithuania appears as a mosaic of forests and rivers, dotted
with ancient villages and meandering roads. As his plane descends,
Felix feels something shift inside him — an awakening of curiosity that
has long been dormant. This isn't just another academic trip; it is the

beginning of something deeper.

Upon arrival in Kulautuva, Felix is met with a quiet beauty that leaves
him breathless. The village is framed by towering pines and gentle hills.
The Nemunas flows like a silver ribbon, murmuring secrets only the wind
can understand. A woman with kind eyes introduces herself as Dalia

Siusiené — the village elder and host.

“You are welcome here,” she says. “Kulautuva is a place of nature,

stories, and spirits. But only those who truly listen will hear what it has to

”

say.
Felix smiles, unsure of what she means, but eager to learn.
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His accommodation is a cozy wooden guesthouse behind Dalia's home.
Its windows overlook the river, and on clear nights, he can see the
moonlight dance on the water. Each morning begins with the sound of

birds and the scent of fresh bread from the nearby bakery.

The village school, where Felix will spend part of his Erasmus
experience, welcomes him warmly. He finds the students open and
curious, and the teachers passionate and thoughtful. They speak English
well but always encourage him to learn Lithuanian. His first phrase —

“Labas rytas!” — is met with wide smiles.

Outside school hours, Felix explores. He walks forest trails, sits by the
river, and writes in his journal. He meets artisans who show him how to
carve wood, weave linen, and paint traditional patterns on eggs. One

day, a local potter lets him shape clay into a bowl.

It is not only the shape that matters,” the potter says. “It is the spirit you

place inside it.”

Kulautuva is more than a village; it is a living story.

One evening, Dalia invites Felix to a fireside gathering. Children, parents,
and grandparents sit under the stars as she tells tales of ancient

Lithuania.

“The Nemunas river holds many secrets, the elders would whisper
stories of how the river carried not just water, but souls, echoes of

warriors, lovers, kings, and creatures of myth.”
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Felix believed it, for each time he dipped his fingers in the cool water, it
sang to him. Not in words, but in feelings: sorrow, joy, hope, longing.
When all of a sudden, Felix noticed a strange shape floating in the
current. It was a small wooden box, sealed tight and bound with braided
river reeds. Against reason, she reached into the water and pulled it
ashore. Inside was a letter, yellowed with age but miraculously dry.

Written in old Lithuanian script, it read:

"To the one who hears the river - | am Laumé, the spirit of Nemunas.
Once, | guarded these lands, but | am fading. The river runs slower, its

memory fading with it. Keep the stories alive. Remember us."

Felix listens closely, the flickering flames reflected in his eyes. Dalia

continued:

“Just before the Great War, there once lived an old woman in a small
Lithuanian village by the Nemunas river and she was the last person in
the region who still washed clothes by hand, using a kultuvé. The tool
itself was simple: two wooden rods connected by a leather thong. One
held as a handle, the other swung in great arcs to wash clothes. But in
the womans hands, it was something more. She treated the kultuvé not
just as a tool, but as an instrument of memory. When the old woman
died, the villagers gathered on the bridge to honor her. On the ground,
was laying her kultuvé, carved with small sun symbols and stars - ancient

signs meaning protection.”

Days and nights pass as he explores Kulautuva and its nearby districts.

One night, Felix cannot sleep. He goes to the riverbank, and there —
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shimmering on the surface — are soft lights drifting and swaying like mist.

He holds his breath, unsure if it is magic or imagination.

The seasons begin to change. Autumn brings golden leaves and misty
mornings. Felix helps with the harvest, joins in traditional meals, and
even attends a wedding where guests sing and dance until sunrise. He
joins a storytelling workshop, learning to craft his own tales. He writes
about the river, the trees, and the legends that wrap around him like fog.

His journal becomes his treasure — each page a map of memory.

One rainy day, he visits the Valley of Gods and Goddesses, a sculpture
park carved into the forest. Each wooden statue bears the face of an
ancient deity. Felix walks slowly, laying his palm on each weathered

figure.

“l don't know if you are real,” he whispers. “But | feel something here.”

A breeze rustles the leaves in answer.

He spends time at the village museum, documenting crafts, textiles, and
ancient tools. He volunteers to help digitize records, discovering poems
written by local poets and stories penned during the interwar period.
Among them are writings by Jurgis Kuncinas, who lived in Kulautuva as
a child. Felix feels a strange kinship with the poet — two travelers from

different times, drawn to the same river.

The first snow falls in December. The village turns quiet and white. Felix
walks through the woods, where fox tracks pattern the ground, and

squirrels dart from branch to branch. He sits under a fir tree and watches
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snowflakes land on his glove. Everything feels hushed, special. As winter
deepens, he carves a pendant from oak wood — a spiral wrapped in

leaves and stars.

3.2 A Tourist in the Land of Gods

Felix wakes up in Lithuanian forests, when he suddenly sees smoke
densely lingering above tall pinetrees and voices singing and chanting.
He starts panicking and urgently calls the emergency services (but if You
didn'‘t know, the connection is weak in the forests) and he fails. He slowly
turns around in terror and sees a spine-chilling hag looking straight at his

soul. Then, she suddenly spoke with her raspy voice:

“Are you looking for fern flowers, handsome boy?*

“T-the the what? It doesn‘t matter, look over there! There’s a fire!”

“You're kidding?! It's the midsummer festival! It is a festival celebrated
on the summer solstice, this festival marks the power of the Sun and the
magical connection to nature. The smoke is from the bonfires people
light and jump over them for good luck. They also sing traditional songs.
Oh! It is also believed that the night holds mystical powers and young
women often search for the mythical fern flower, which is said to bring

good fortune. So, go check it out!”

“That’s so cool! | am on my way! Thanks, strange lady!” Felix said, feeling

relieved.
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While strolling along the Nemunas river, all of a sudden, the sky turned
gloomy, the air felt thicker and colder than before. Out of the blue, he felt

something hook and pull at his hood.

“WHAT IN THE WORLD?!” He exclaimed. Then, Felix lost his balance
and was yanked backwards. After a while of being dragged, he finally
slamed in something hard. He looked up and saw an old, hoar, wrinkled

man.
,Nu &ia dabar?“ The old man started cussing.
,ENglish? And what is happening? Why am | hooked up?“

»I thought you were a big fish! A huge herring, to be exact! Pardon me, |

was just catching the 12th dish for our table.*
,You eat 12 dishes everyday? Thats insanity!”

,oon‘t be silly! It's Christmas Eve, the most important celebration of the
year. It involves a twelve dish meal representing the twelve apostles,
during which the family comes together to honor ancestors and seek
blessings for the coming year. If you have no one to celebrate with, come

with me, you can stay as much as you need, it will be merry.”

,Certainly!“ Felix established. The two of them got back and upon

entering a gust of warm air, laughter and tasty food whacked in his face.

~What is this?“ The guy said, pointing to some hay peeking under the
tablecloth.
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»This is hay, it symbolizes the birth of Jesus and after dinner, everyone

picks a hay straw and the longer it is, the longer you live.*

,can | try?”

,Go for it!"

Felix sat down for dinner and pulled out a straw. After a little it was time
to rest. He was sound asleep, when out of nowhere he started hearing
someone whispering. Frightened, he opened the door and peeked

trough.

» 1 his can‘t be! Animals speaking, where has this been seen?” He checks
his smartwatch, sees the time and decides to go back to the kingdom of
sleep. Early in the morning, he thanked the family and continued his

journey.

While Felix was walking down the road next to the forest, he once again
saw smoke penetrating. He didn‘t think much of it, as he thought it was
the midsummer festival. He came over to celebrate, but saw two guys
rolling in dirt, throwing punches at each other, while the audience stood

there, doing nothing. Felix freaked out and tried to single out the guys.

~Why isn‘t anyone doing anything!?” Felix jumped in between them, but

for some reason the public started booing.

»1U par$o koja uzpakaliné!”

.Kad tave dryZi paraliai!”
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+~What is going on?! They are fighting! Do something!*

,Oh, you son of a monkey! Do you even know what day it is today?“

»1oday is the midsummer festival, isn‘t it?*

,It's a Shrove day festival, a vibrant, masked festival with processions
and folk dancing to mark the end of winter and welcome spring.
Participants wear colorful costumes, dance, and engage in playful mock
battles. The goal is to scare away the cold and bring in the warmth of the
new season. What you see there, burning is a Moré, it is a doll made of
straw, old clothes, that often represent the end of winter or evil. By
burning it, people believe that they are freeing themselves from the
winter cold, illnesses, so that they can welcome spring with new energy
and renewal.“ Said the old man, dressed as a goat, holding a pile of

pancakes.

-Why is everyone eating these delicious looking pancakes?*

,Pancakes are rich in fat and filling, making them a great way to fill you

before Lent, when many foods will be restricted.”

Out of nowhere, the sky turned grizzly, all people around disappeared
and it started raining. Felix twiched from the sound of thunder. When by
surprise a bolt struck him and he was left unconscious. He woke up,

surrounded by a strange looking couple. They were bickering.

»,Am | in heaven? Is this the end?“ Said Felix. Then another strange

woman showed up.
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~otop fighting, there is a man who is seeking for help. Are you alright?“

The woman helped him recover.

»,My name is Laima, | am a prominent goddess in Lithuanian mythology,
considered the goddess of fate, fortune, and destiny. | am often seen as
a figure who guides their lives from birth to death.” Said Laima, while

helping the guy.

,The two bickering are Zemyna and Perkiinas. Zemyna is a goddess in
Lithuanian mythology, revered as the personification of the earth and
fertility. She plays an important role in the relationship between humans
and nature. Her name, "Zemyna," is derived from the Lithuanian word for
earth and she is often seen as a maternal figure, nourishing and
sustaining life on Earth. Perktnas, on the other hand is one of the most

powerful and revered deities in Lithuanian mythology, often described as
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the god of thunder, the sky, and storms. He embodies strength, power,

and the forces of nature.”
“So is this a Lithuanian thing to strike lightning into tourists?”

“Sorry man, it was an accident. Zemyna started to shriek at me for bad
weather and apparently it is my fault that the crops are horrible this year!”

Said Perkinas raising his bolt to strike him again.
,=Hey, what are you doing dude?“

,Oh yeah, | forgot to mention, | have to strike you again, so you wouldn't

expose us.“ And the man fell unconscious.

He woke up on the ground, his head pounding as if a hammer had been
taken to it. Disoriented and cold, he wiped the damp earth off his face,
his fingers trembling as he tried to piece together where he was.
Determined to regain his senses, he decided to freshen up in the
Nemunas River. Pulling himself onto his hands and knees, he crawled
through the overgrown grass. The sound of the water grew louder, its
rhythmic flow urging him forward. Suddenly, he froze, his ears catching
an odd, rhythmic gnawing sound. Just as he caught the gnawing, he
looked up with a mix of confusion and dread. Above him, a beaver was
hard at work, munching away like it was attending an all you can chew
buffet. Before the guy could react, the tree came crashing down with all
the grace and bonked him in the head. And down the slope he rolled,
arms flailing, accompanied by an orchestra of snapping twigs and grunts
of indignation. Gravity delivered him to the Nemunas River's edge, where
the water lapped gently.
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3.3 Lost beyond the river

Not long after Felix woke up, he started to walk along the Nemunas river,
surrounded by a field. It was sunny and warm summer day. While Felix
was hiking, he was enjoying the views and sounds of nature. After a while
of exploring the area he got lost and ended up somewhere off track. Even
worse, the weather started to become gloomy and windy. At first he
panicked, but then Felix looked around some more and there it was, ‘I
can still see the river!” he shouted with excitement. Ever since he got lost,
Felix was extremely thirsty, therefore he went closer to the river to drink
some of the water. As the guy got closer to Nemunas river he saw that it
was quite dangerous to drink from it, because the currents were so
strong. He hesitated for a few minutes, but eventually caved in and bent
down to drink from it. As he was drinking the water he suddenly heard a
loud thud. Something fell on him from behind! The guy struggled to get
out of the water, but no matter what he did, the curents were too strong

and pulled him in.

When the currents pushed him underwater he instantly thought it was
the end for him, suddenly a huge pike approached him. The guy got even
more scared thinking that it was going to hurt him, but that was not the

case. The pike started talking to him!

“What are you doing here, since when do humans swim around here?!“
It asked him.

Felix did not reply at first, but then the pike confirmed that he should be

able to breathe here

“l was sabotaged!” The guy answered angrily.
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”| tried drinking the water from the river and something pushed me from
behind®.

“I might have an idea of who you are talking about®. The pike answered.
“Who was it? Can you help me get out of here?* He asked.

“l can not tell you right now, but yes, | will help you. Just remember to not

trust every creature you approach.*
“Thank you so much Pike! How are you going to help me out?*

“I will control the currents to guide you to a location surrounded by a deep
forest. Soon you will find out more about this place and who pushed you

in.“ The Pike answered.

After saying their last goodbyes, the Pike summoned a current which

started guiding him to an unfamilliar location...

Soon Felix lost his consciousness. The river threw him out to the shore
and when he woke up, he started his new journey around this strange
place. Felix looked around and tried to figure out where he was. Then he
found out that he lost all of his belongings, he had no way to check his
location other than finding a map. He realized that he stayed underwater
for the whole night, since the sun just started rising. After a couple
minutes of searching he saw a sign and went to it. The sign read ‘map of
Kulautuva’ . He has never heard of such a place before, but the name
sounded interesting so he continued exploring, as the Pike instructed.
While walking in the woods an orange fur animal came up to him - a fox!
Felix crouched down to pet it and greeted it with a ‘hey little fox’ to know

if it can talk:
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“It's a pleasure meeting you human.“ The fox replied.
“Oh, great you can speak!“ Felix happily said.

“Of course | can, every animal in this forest can. Are you lost?* The fox

asked

“Yes, could you guide me through this forest? | want to learn more about
it."

“Sure thing, follow me I'll show you around.

They both started progressing through the forest. While the fox was
showing the guy around, he always had some sort of questions to ask
the fox about Kulautuva. Felix was very interested in it's nature and

walking around here felt magical and unreal. The fox always answered
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his questions, even though some were very silly, like ‘what trees are
these?’ or ‘are these berries edible? I'm getting hungry’. They have been
walking around here for quite some time and Felix was getting a bit tired.
Even though they ate some of the forests’ plants, he was still out of
energy. Felix was so hungry that h grabbed the first berries he saw and
ate them. Eventually the guy fell to the ground and passed out. The fox
panicked and ran away to find some help. At the same time some ants
were passing by and found him on the ground. The ant colony were

sharing their opinions about what they should do:
“l think we should eat him!“ Said one of them.

“Stop acting silly, we obviously should try to wake him up!“ Said the

queen ant.
“But how can we? He is much larger than all of us!*

“Bring peppermint near him so the smell can wake him up.“ The queen
ant demanded. "After that, we can lead him to a safer place, where he

can eat and rest for the day.”

A group of ants went out to look for the herb, while the others stayed with
the strange guy. While ants were looking for the peppermint the fox found
an owl near the valley of Gods and Godesses. The owl was well known

for being omniscient:
“What troubles you?“ The wise owl asked.

“My human friend was found unconscious. Some ants are trying to find

peppermints to help him.“ Replied the fox.
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“Have you tried anything else? Are you sure he‘s not dead?“ The owl was

getting worried.

“Yes, he was breathing. | came here for your help instantly“. The fox

answered.

They rushed back to see Felix, so did the ants came back from searching
for herbs. The ants gave the peppermint to the owl. The owl tried to wake
him up, but, unfortunately, nothing happened. They discussed about

what they could do next:
“I know what might help, but I'm not familliar with humans.“ The owl said.
“Tell us! ” Said the ants jointly.

“There is a river in which there is a magical pike. It might help. We just

need to carry the guy to the river.

Meanwhile, the fox was thinking how to sabotage Felix. She did not like
humans. The river was not far away so the owl and ants carried the him
there. They finally got near Nemunas river and called out to the Pike. The
pike swam to the top and in an instant the fox grabbed the Pike and
pushed the guy into the water. Everyone started panicking. Felix started
to sink down and flow away from the other animals. The pike started

moving in the foxs’ mouth to slip out into the water, but it was too difficult.
“Why would you do that?!” The owl and ants asked.
“Muahahaha, my plan has worked“ Mischeviously said the fox.

“What is wrong with you??“ All of them asked.

74



‘I needed to get my revenge. | was trying to get rid of the guy all along.”

Replied the fox.
“Why?!?” They asked again.

“Once | had a family which loved me very much, but then, humans came
into our forest, our home and destroyed everything. They burned our
forest down. They ruined our life. The humans killed my family. | had to

live alone in a new place. | decided to get my revenge.”

The ants started biting the fox so much that the fox had to let go of the
pike. The pike jumped back into the water. It was a very rough fight with
the fox, but soon everyone got tired and stopped. They were all breathing
very heavily and kept their eyes on the fox. The fox wanted to strike again
and grab the pike out of the water, but the owl blocked his way. While all
this was happening one of the ants realised that Felix was still

underwater:

“Hey! That guy is still underwater! We need to do something!”
“Don‘t you dare going near the water!” The fox yelled out.

“It's okay, the pike is already saving the man.” The owl stated.

Meanwhile in the water the pike was still searching for Felix. The pike
had to swim through endless currents of the river. Even though she got
tired, she kept looking for him. All of a sudden she noticed a hand sticking
out from under the rock. It was Felix! The pike called her other fish
friends: cat fishes, perches and herrings. All of them came together and
helped to push the rock off the guy. The pike started a ritual with her other
fish friends to wake Felix up. They used her magical powers to make a

bubble around him, which would lift him up. Felix quickly was above
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water and then landed on the ground. The pike also swam up to the top

of the surface.”

Felix and the pike ended up away from the other animals. The pike
popped the bubble and the guy landed on the grass. Right away she
started to use her powers to wake him up. Suddenly Felix opened his
eyes and started gasping for air. He quickly sat up and looked around for
any sign of the other animals. Once he noticed the pike she started

talking to him about what happened:

“It’s nice to see you again.” Felix said

“Do you know what has happened?” The pike asked

“No, | don't, the last thing | remember was eating some berries.

“The berries turned out to be poisonous and you lost consciousness.”

The pike explained to the guy.
“Where is my friend, fox?

“She betrayed you, she did not want to help you, if not for the ants that

saved you, you would have died.
“Oh my! | can’t believe this...
“l told you not to trust every animal you see.

Felix blinked and the pike disappeared without a trace. He remembered
that he had lost all of his belongings. Felix sat down for a while to
revaluate what just happened. Abruptly a beaver came up to him. He was
carrying a big backpack. The guy noticed that it looked familiar, like the

one he had. The beaver took his backpack off and gave it to him. Felix
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gladly took the bag and the beaver ran off. He put his phone to charge
and set up a place to sleep in. Felix finally got comfortable in his sleeping
bag and was looking at the starry night sky. While relaxing and admiring

the stars and nature of the night he quickly fell asleep.

3.4 Beneath the Blue Moon

Asleep, Felix dreamt of an old treasure in Kulautuva and it’s legend about
treasure drowned in the depths of the Nemunas River. He decided to ask

the locals about it:

"Or it might be on the surface - no one knows for sure." The locals said.
Felix knew then that his quest had found him. The next night, Felix
returned to the river. The mist deepened, and a darker figure appeared.
When he reported it, the villagers scoffed. “It's just town myths,” they
dismissed. But Felix wasn’t dissuaded. He returned each night,
undeterred. One midnight, under a blue moon, something extraordinary
happened - a map formed from the spectral lights, leading to a spot

marked by a cross.

Felix dug where the map pointed, and his fingers struck something solid:
a bottle. Inside, another map. “Like a Russian doll,” he mused. Eager, he
showed his friends, but they laughed, dismissing it as a fabrication. One
even tore the map into pieces, mocking him. "Let it go," they said. “These

are just stories.”

What Felix didn’t know was that one of his friends coveted the treasure
for himself. Envious of Felix’s progress, he devised a plan to steal it.
Hiding his resentment, he approached Felix, lifting the torn map. ‘I

believe in you,” he said. “I'll help you.”

77



Felix, trusting the man who had welcomed him to Kulautuva, agreed.
They became partners, but Felix was blind to the betrayal that loomed.
His friend had no intention of sharing the treasure—he planned to either

sabotage Felix or leave him behind and claim it alone.

Still, Felix sensed that the torn map held more secrets. That night, he
returned to the river. At midnight, the spectral lights appeared once more,
this time shifting to reveal a cave entrance. Inside, a frail, bearded old

man sat, eyes heavy with secrets.

“Has one come, guided by the mirages?” the old man asked, taking the
torn map. With a few words, the map reformed, revealing a glowing sigil.

The old man then vanished, leaving Felix alone.
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The river ceased to flow. Something emerged from the depths — not
rising, but as if it had always been there. With all his strength, Felix pulled
it free. An ancient chest, cold to the touch. When he opened it, there were
no jewels or gold, but instead dozens of sheets wrapped in black
leather—manuscripts filled with lost history. The legend was never about
riches—it was about knowledge.As Felix marveled at his discovery, his
friend appeared, a gun raised at his chest. “Good job. Now hand it to
me,” the friend sneered. The betrayal struck Felix deep. He had trusted
this man completely. But before his friend could pull the trigger,
something strange happened. A goddess, like those from the pagan
myths of Kulautuva’s valley, appeared in a flash of light. Neither Felix nor
his friend understood the phenomenon, but the presence seemed to

protect Felix.

Not testing fate, Felix seized the manuscripts and fled. The river resumed
its course, and the earth settled. When Felix reached home, he eagerly
examined the manuscripts. They were written in ancient symbols, far
beyond his time. The treasure wasn’t gold—it was a record of a noble
family’s rise and fall, deeply entwined with the history of Kulautuva. Their

legacy, steeped in both glory and tragedy, had been lost to time.

As dawn broke, Felix considered his next move. He could reveal the
findings to the villagers and perhaps even the country, but he also felt a
protective connection to the manuscripts. They represented his life's
dream: to uncover something unseen. After careful thought, Felix

decided to share his discovery with the elders and village president.

Slowly, the villagers began to believe in the magic Felix spoke of. They

took pride in knowing their long-told myths were true, and the
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manuscripts became an important part of their identity. The village began
to change, embracing its rich history and the stories that had been

forgotten.

Meanwhile, FelixX’s memories of betrayal lingered. He learned a hard
lesson about trust but kept quiet about his friend’s treachery, not wanting
to bring shame to his family. The goddess who had saved him became a
symbol—a new way of living. Felix started to believe Kulautuva was a

blessed place, protected by divine forces.

As time passed, Felix would often walk by the Nemunas River, reflecting
on his journey. The lights that had once appeared as a sign of hidden
treasure now symbolized determination, love, and the deep connection
between the people and nature. He remembered a myth he had heard:
the lights were said to be the souls of Kulautuva’s ancestors, protecting

the village and its most cherished people.

Felix now understood. The lights were not just a sign of treasure; they
were a connection to the past and a symbol of the village’s rich history.

Felix decided to explore Lithuania more.

3.5 The Wind from the Sea: Discovering Lithuania
As he was wandering, he came across a girl.
“Excuse me, who are you?” Felix asked.
“My name is Eglé, | am a local in this country!” the girl said.
“Country? | thought this was just an island.”
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“| see you’re a visitor. What's your name?”

“I'm Felix. | was sailing across the sea, and my boat hit the shore. What

is this country called?”

“This is Lithuania, the most beautiful country in the Baltics! She said as

she was smiling.”

Felix started shivering, so Eglé kindly invited him to her house. They
walked through a dense forest. A thick fog fell, blinding Felix but Eglé
took his hand and led him safely. When they arrived, he was welcomed
by her, parents, sisters, and twelve brothers. Eglé invited Felix to stay for

dinner and gave him warm clothes.

Before dinner, Eglé suggested Felix to join her and her sisters to a swim
to the sea. Felix agreed but said he wouldn’t swim. They danced and
sang, until the sea appeared on the horizon. Felix stood in silently,

admiring the view of the Baltic Sea.

“This sea holds memories, Eglé said. Long ago, here stood Apuolé - a
village of the proud KurSiai region people. They fought bravely against
invaders, even King Olaf. Although the battles were hard, the spirit of

Apuolé remained strong.”

Suddenly while he was daydreaming, Eglé had already dove into the cold
sea’s water until a scream interrupted the whole scene. One of Eglé’s
clothes pieces had a snake in them. Felix started shouting and Eglé and
her sisters came across, standing quietly, speechless like they saw a

ghost.
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“Why are you crying?” Felix asked.

“He asked me to marry him...” she whispered.

“The snake?”

“He said that if | marry him, he will leave my clothes himself.”
“We wanted to beat it away, but Eglé just agreed” the sisters said.

A few days later, the snake arrived to take Eglé. Although her family
wept, she had given her word. Felix went with her to the sea, where a
young, handsome man was waiting. Eglé said goodbye and left, hoping
to see each other again.

Felix stayed with her family, hoping. And one day, Eglé returned, with
her children: three boys — Azuolas, Uosis, and Berzas - and one shy
daughter, Drebulé. But after quite some time, Drebulé went missing. Eglé
panicked but Felix agreed to help her. Luckily, he found her in the forest,

surrounded by Eglé’s brothers.

“Why is Drebulé crying? What's happening?!” Jim asked
“We need to kill the snake” they said.

“She must reveal how to call him.” the brothers replied.

Furious, Jim fought them off and ran with Drebulé. But suddenly he fell
into a hole. Everything blurred. He tumbled into darkness, spinning until

he landed in an unknown world. A mysterious forest. He was walking
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around the thick forest till a hunter on horseback started threatened him.
Jim ran out fiercely and found shelter in an old cabin. That night, a

strange howl woke him up -wolf’'s howl.

He followed the sound to a camp. A sudden, when walking, he stopped
in fear. On a steep hill there was the creature, a wolf, but he looked...
metalic. He ran fastly till he overheard the hunter speaking to a cloaked

man:

‘I saw it, | saw it very clearly! It was an iron wolf!”

83



‘I know you might be scared, but, Grand Duke, these kinds of dreams

have a meaning...” the man replied.

The man was about to finish when Felix stepped on a branch. It cracked,
making a loud sound ton. They heard him. He fled and unexpectedly

jumped into a crevasse.

He landed in a odd, mystical place — the Afterworld. There, the Sun and

the Moon confronted and faced him.

“Do not fear human. This is a world where universes collide. You ruined

the stories,” said the Sun.
“So, | just messed up everything?” Felix said in disbelief.

“The serpent, the Grand Duke... your actions have consequences. But
there’s a way to fix this. You can rewrite the stories using a magic book

hidden in the Forgotten Forest.”

Felix accepts. the Guided by the Sun, he journeyed through the dark
woods. The path started to vanish, and Felix knew he was in the
Forgotten Forest. After a long walk, far away, he saw a shining book on
a stone. Filled with joy, he reached out to grab it and began restoring all
the stories. When he finished, he returned to the Afterworld and handed

the book to the Sun and Moon.

“Thank you”, Sun and the Moon replied.
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In reward they gifted Felix a new built boat. Wished him a good trip and
said goodbye. Felix sailed off, in peace knowing he had repaired what

was broken and maybe, just maybe, he’d return to Lithuania one day.
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Chapter 4: Felix’s big adventure in the Czech Republic

On a sunny Sunday morning, | was woken up by the sunlight that
shone through the cracks between the wood of the walls. |

recognized the sound of a czech cock and smelled a horrible scent.
| asked myself, “What's happening?”

The moment | said those words, | was startled by a loud thud,

followed by the voice of an angry man yelling.
“Hey, are you done already?”
“Done with what?”

“What do you mean by ‘done with what? What do you think this is?

A lounge?”
huh

Then the stranger opened the door so roughly that he broke it off its

hinges and took me out of the latrine.

“What are you doing in my personal latrine?” the man basically

screamed at me.

| collapsed on the green grass. | finally had a view of the garden |
was in. Down the hill, there was a small cottage and a very large dog
playpen that was partly covered with black mold. Next to it was a

henhouse with a few hens running around.

The warm spring sun was suddenly shielded by a tall figure. Only
then could | study the man standing before me. | scrambled on my

feet so | stood face to face with him. He was taller than I, by far fatter
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than me, his beer belly visible showing because of a tight blue t-shirt
sucked behind his black skinny jeans. He had very clear blue eyes.

Very angry eyes, may | add. He stared me down and smirked.
He asked, “Who are you?” curiously.

“Sorry, | didn't introduce myself. | am Felix,” | said, offering my hand

for a handshake.

“I'm traveling through Europe to get to know the countries here,” |

continued.

He firmly shook my hand and introduced himself as JoZo. “So you
are curious about the Czech Republic, huh, or how did you end up

here exactly?”

“Oh, so I'm in the Czech Republic? To be honest, | have no idea, my

last memory is from Lithuania. ”

JoZo laughed at me, then he got serious all of a sudden, “I know
quite a cool place, if you want to get to know the Czech Republic, |
can be your guide.”He was grinning from ear to ear. So | agreed,
and he took me to his humble cottage. Which was actually nicer than
it seems from the outside. Inside, there was a table in the middle of

the room and a small stove with a fire burning brightly inside.

“So let's pack some beers for our long adventure! You will

be amazed.”
“l don't like beer.” JoZzo was surprised by my statement.

“How can you not like beer?!”
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“l don’t know, | just don'’t like it, man.”

“Pf, your loss. So, on a scale of one to ten, how much do you like
shiny things? | have one gigantic shining thing in my basement, if
you are interested. It can help you to know the Czech Repubilic truly
by heart.”

| was surprised by this man's hospitality, and | was curious about
this mysterious thing that can help me get to know this country
better. After all, that was the entire reason for my travels. So even
though | probably shouldn’t completely trust this stranger, there was
something about him, something friendly, and deep down | had a
feeling | could trust him. So when he opened the door to his
basement, | went there. | thought it would be some kind of history
book, but no. There was something. It was huge. It was shining. |

had no idea what this thing was, but JoZo began to explain hurriedly.

»0, tell me, Felix. Have you ever heard about parallel dimensions?
If not, this is a portal to one of them. The timeline is pretty similar to
ours, but this entire world is very different from the one you know. |
myself am very different there. It's the Czech Republic like this one,

but every single myth you know becomes reality there.”

| just stood there and tried to process his words. My mom told me

not to trust weird-looking strangers.

“A portal? Parallel dimension? It must be the beers, surely. | don't

believe you.” | said while standing before his so-called portal.

It sort of looked like something magical. There was a huge circular

door that shone a bright pink colour and was slightly open.
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“You don’t? So let’s go. You will see the magic there with your own

eyes,” Jozo said.

| should have definitely listened to my mom. However, | couldn’t
deny being drawn to the door. Every inch of my body wanted to go
further. This would either be a horrible mistake or the opportunity of

a lifetime. “Alright, show me then...your magic realm?”

JoZo smirked, put his backpack over his shoulders, and headed

towards the door. Despite my doubts, | followed suit behind him.

4.1 New friendship

For a moment, | felt tingling all over my body. All the colours of the
rainbow were flashing before my eyes. Then | felt my knees hit the
cold stone ground. My vision started to clear up. | slowly stood up,
and when | looked around, | was in a similar basement, which
seemed quite similar, just more medieval and clean. Jozo was gone.
| was completely alone in this basement, and after some thinking, |
decided to look for Jozo. | went upstairs and noticed that it wasn’t
just the basement that looked better than Jozo’s normal house.
Everything looked much more antique and expensive. How rich is
he in this dimension... | thought to myself. When | opened the front
door, the garden was the same, but the creatures were different than
the hens | remembered; these looked more like small chicken T-

rexes.

Then, an enormous lion appeared in front of me, but it didn’t look

like a typical lion. His fur was white, he had two tails, and a crown
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on his head. | was so scared that | ran back to the cottage and

quickly slammed the front door behind me.

“Don’t be scared,” said the lion in a deep voice. | thought | was dead.
It looked dangerous and strong, but | recognized his voice and his

clear blue eyes. It reminded me of JoZo.
“Who are you?” My voice cracked from fear as | yelled out.

“I'm Jozo, duh. | told you I'm a bit different here. Open the door,

Felix!”
“No! You'll eat me.”
“Eww, you don’t have enough protein for me.”

| blinked. “l guess you do sound like Jozo. | trust you.” | slowly

opened the door and got closer to JoZo.

“Follow me,” JoZo said. | wasn't completely sure if | wanted to follow
a literal lion, but at the end of the day, he was the only man, well,

only Lion | knew here, so | started walking.

Jozo started explaining while we were walking. He told me more
about life in this nation. | even learned about the times when
someone called purple smurf was the head of this nation. This nation
fell under his reign due to strong inflation and Hungarian raids. After
that, Jozo was selected as the president, and his goal was to reunite
the nation, but so far, he has been unsuccessful. After listening to

him, | couldn’t hide the need to help him.

| understood the similarities between this world and my own. The

problems in society were similar to ours, but every single person
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here was a creature of its own. Even the name of this state was the

same, the Czech Republic.

While he continued explaining, | heard a crunch under my feet as
well as a high shriek. | slowly moved my foot to the side, then | saw

a small creature.

“Hell nah, you just stepped on Borovec. That means bad karma in

these woods.” JoZo said.
“What is Borovec exactly?” | asked while studying the creature.

“One of my loyal servants and protectors of these woods, human.” |

was frightened by the voice of someone who was standing behind

me. | turned around anxiously and saw a tall old man in a green coat

with a wooden cane, smoking a pipe in his hand. "Mr. Krakono$, how
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lovely to see you. Felix, this is RNDr. Mojmir VlaSin, also called

X n

Krakono$,” explained Jozo.

“Who is this naughty young man?” Krakono§ hummed in a deep

voice as he looked down at me.
“My name is Felix,” | gulped.

“Well, Felix, you hurt one of my servants, and for that, | will need

some compensation.”

“Oh! | am so sorry, little guy...” | apologized to the small creature
before turning back to Krakono$. “Mr. Krakono$, | didn’t mean
to... You see, | am new to this world, and | didn’t know small
creatures like these even existed! It interests me a lot, though...
Could you tell me more about nature here? You look like the right
person to ask.” | asked Mr. Krakono$. This world is indeed a marvel.
| tried to be as polite as possible, so | asked him to sit down with me

on a nearby tree stump.

“Yes. | would love to tell you something about it. What do you want

to hear?” Krakonos said.

“So, what’s the nature in here like? Is there anything special

compared to other countries?” | asked with interest.

“The nature here is special because it is incredibly diverse. If you
drive in Sweden, for example, there are many beautiful mountains
and large forests, but if you drive for hours and hours, it's always the
same, even if it's beautiful. Whereas, in our country, you can drive
from the volcanic Bohemian Central Highlands, across the Polabian

Lowlands, to the highlands and to Podyji, where there are some
92



floodplain forests. So in a few hours, you can get to different places,

which is unique in its diversity.”

“That’s fascinating! And what’s the most valuable thing when it
comes to protecting this world’s nature?” | asked since | was curious

about his choice.

Krakono$ hummed in thought, “Hm, the most valuable thing, huh. I'd
say our national parks. We got 4 of them, and each of them is a little
different and unique. So, national parks are definitely the most
valuable thing in terms of nature protection that the Czech Republic

”

has.
“So, how do you protect nature here in the Czech Republic?”

“In the Czech Republic, we protect nature quite well in terms of law,
because we have a very modern and good Nature Protection Act
from 1992. Here, we protect nature in three ways. The first way is
the protection of protected areas, which are the already mentioned
national parks or nature reserves and similar areas. The second way
is the protection of natural processes. We just let nature do what it
wants without interfering with it. The third method is species
protection. An example is the white stork, which usually nests on a
chimney or a pole right in the village. The entire village cannot be
declared a reserve, but it makes sense to protect it as a species. So
in these three ways we protect nature in our country, and if it is done

correctly, this nature protection is effective.”

“And why is it important to protect nature?”
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He laughed a little. “Oh, young man. Nature must be protected
because we cannot survive without it. Man cannot exist without
nature, so by protecting nature, he protects himself. All food and
everything they breathe and drink comes from nature, it is simply
impossible to live without it. Another thing is that we protect
individual parts of nature simply because we consider them rare and

want them to be preserved for the future.”

| nodded in understanding. “So are we protecting nature sufficiently?

Is there anything we should improve?”

“Well, we protect it well in many respects. We have a good law for
this, and we also have institutions for this. But, unfortunately, the
results aren’t equal to the efforts that are put into nature protection.
It should probably be improved in various constructions, plans, and
actions that people do. People don’t think about protecting nature

enough, even though it should be a part of their everyday activity.

“And what can | do to help protect nature? What should everyone
do?”

“Just take care of it.. Everyone, mostly young people, should try to
learn as much as they can about nature in general, especially the
nature that surrounds them. Of course, it all depends on what you're
able to do... But mainly, be curious! Look for information, ask
questions, and try to understand! It's also good to get involved in
real activities that help protect the environment, so you can actually
see what it's like and what it takes. | think everyone should always

remember that whatever they do happens in nature, or it affects
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nature. So before doing anything, especially something big, it's good
to stop and think: How can | do this in a way that harms nature the

least? Or even better, how can | avoid causing any harm at all?”

“That’s so cool, thank you for this information. | think | might use

them while I'm here. You look like you know your way around here.”

“No problem, man. I'm glad you are interested in our nature. | hope

I'll see you around! Take care!”
“That was soo boring, man,” Jozo rolled his eyes.

“Shut your mouth, JoZo, | have a feeling we will need that

information. | have the gut for this.”

“Hahaha, you have the gut for this? Come on, man, you’'ve been
here for less than a day. | have more important things to deal with

right now... | have to unite the nation that doesn't trust me and... .”

“It will be okay, Jozo, | will help you,” | interrupted him. After what |
heard about this world’s beautiful nature, | knew | had to learn more
about this world. And who could tell me more than the actual

president?

“Okay, we need to get going, we have work to do in Slavi€in, so let’s

go!” We walked to a nearby town.
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4.2 The town called Slavicin

Jozo and | entered the town called Slavi€in. The town looked gloomy

and empty.

“What exactly is the problem you are facing here?” | asked, and he
started explaining. He told me that people didn't trust him because
of the previous government's mistakes. Purple Smurf was so
horrible that people dedicated themselves to rioting against the

state, and now he was the only one left, trying to fix this mess.

We stood before a small building that had the words “Tavern Talafa”

written on its doors. “Jozo, what are we doing in a tavern?”

“l am a lion, but | am as hungry as a bear!” he growled at me, then
we entered the dusty tavern. It was almost full, a variety of all the
creatures you could imagine packed inside. We sat in a box in the
corner. The moment we sat down, a troubadour with a lute started
playing loud music. JoZo ordered a king-sized schnitzel with potato
salad and a beer. | ordered something called "svickova”. A strange
creature was sitting next to us, and what caught my eye was that he

was drawing a picture. Out of curiosity, | addressed him.
“Are you a local artist here?”

He responded, “Yes, that | am. | am an Alkonost with the name
Zdenék Kutra.”

He seemed like a really chill guy, and | was interested in what art
was typical here and in the people who doit. So, | started asking him
questions about art and the Czech Republic, all while eating the

delicious meal | ordered.
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| hummed as | took a bite of the food. “So what kind of art is typical

around here?”

“l think music. We have excellent music composers from the past.
We also have great architects, so architecture, theater, and the
visual arts, of course. But still, the most popular among the
inhabitants is probably music. Whether it's classical or popular, we

listen to it every day, it's everywhere!” He answered
“Cool!! And what’s exceptional in here when it comes to fine arts?”

“Hm, definitely cubist architecture. It is nowhere in the world, only in
Bohemia! Thankfully, Czech cubists have been receiving the
attention they deserve lately. FrantiSek Kupka, the most famous
Czech painter, is definitely worth paying attention to. Currently, we
have many interesting creators. For example, Stanislav Kolibal, who
is over 90 years old and still creates, is a very interesting author.
Another great author is Adriena Simotova, who exhibited a lot in
France. She was even awarded the Order of the Legion of Honor for

Culture.”

“And how hard is it to make it in the art scene here? I've heard it's
easier in bigger countries, but what's it like in a smaller country like
this one?”
“Well, these days most artists try to make it on the global scene,
which is great in some ways, but | think it also takes away a bit of
the local flavor. Young artists who want to go international usually
keep an eye on what's going on in the art world, and many get

chances to travel abroad for internships and stuff. And sure, it's
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definitely a good experience, but at the same time, | find it kind of
sad that our local identity is slowly disappearing. When artists show
their work internationally now, you often can’t even tell if they’re from
Spain, the Czech Republic, Hungary, or wherever. Art has become
global, and you can see that in the work. These days, it doesn’t
matter where you create, whether you're in the Czech Republic or
somewhere else. If you have the right connections, usually from your
time at art school or your network, you'll probably get noticed by a
gallery. And if you're active online or have a gallery representing

you, then where you live doesn’t make a big difference now.”

“Hm, | guess that makes sense... So Europe has an advantage?”
“Well, we do have a long tradition in art here. That's something
places like the U.S. don’'t have. We get inspired from history and
stuff. Of course, other places like China or Japan also have rich
traditions, and you can see that in their art as well. Actually,
Japanese art had a big influence on European artists back in the
Impressionist period. Things like Japanese woodblock prints
brought a totally different way of seeing the world, and that really
inspired people here. So yeah, Europe’s strength is its deep
history—and maybe also the fact that life here is pretty peaceful.
When people live in calm, stable conditions, they have more time

and space to focus on creating art.”

~Wow, you definitely are an interesting person, | must tell you. I'm
grateful for this conversation. It's important to get to know all kinds

of inhabitants here, right, Jozo?”
JozZo just growled, ,Hm!”
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»90, boys, | have to go. It was good talking to you, Felix, and take

care!”
»1hank you, goodbye,” | said to him.

The moment he left the tavern, JoZo said with an annoyed voice,
~What a drag.. You actually liked him? He is just a random local

artist.”

,Yes, Jozo. | actually did.” | angrily stood up and went to the
restroom. | wasn't here for long, but | couldn’t help thinking that even
though Jozo was the president, he didn’t like talking to simple
inhabitants, nor did he listen to them. After | walked out of the
restroom, Jozo was gone. | hope that he paid for our food, because
| am sure the Czech crown isn't of much use here. | went outside to
look for him. He stood before a magnificent-looking chapel. I slowly
approached him, he looked stiff. ,It's just too much, Felix. The weight
of the entire nation lies on my shoulders. | can't listen to every

complaint made by common folk.” JoZo said.

“But common folk made this nation, JozZo. | don’t think you realize
that,” | answered him, but he didn’t reply and just scoffed. Well, it
was getting darker, guess no more good can be done today. | sighed

before changing the topic.

»Well, I don't know about lions, but | could use some sleep. Is there
a place where | can crash?” JoZzo nodded and led me back to the

tavern, showing me a room in the attic.

The next morning, we walked around town a little. We stood in the

middle of the town square. | looked around and noticed a cool
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building. From the sign above the door, | understood that this was a
museum. | wanted to go inside, but | knew | had to pursue Jozo first.
Surprisingly, he nodded and even said that he has a good friend
there. | was genuinely shocked to learn that Jozo had friends. We
went inside the building, which was all made out of wood and overall
gave an ancient vibe. The display cabinets in the museum had many
historical objects and artifacts. Suddenly, an old man with a bad
posture came in, and by the way he greeted Jozo, | could see he
wasn't lying. They actually looked like good old friends. He was all

fancy-dressed, which made him seem like a very powerful creature.

»,And who is this little friend of yours, JoZo? | wouldn’t expect you to

get that close with some human stranger,” said the man.

,I'm Felix, sir,” | said with a forced smile. | thought this man was quite
daring for speaking with someone like Jozo... Do they really get
along that well? | guess that’s a good thing, it’s just surprising, |

guess. | got lost in thought, so | had to know who this stranger was.

»20, Felix, you are a traveler, right? If you want to learn something,
I’'m pretty sure | can answer a few questions.” The creature disturbed

my train of thought.
,Oh, okay, thank you! So, who are you?”

“l am Domovoj or Josef Séuglik. | am the administrator of this
museum. | have been working as an administrator of the city

museum since 2000. My civil employment is a city gamekeeper.”

»1hat’'s cool! So, are there any interesting finds in the area?”
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»1here are a lot of interesting finds here. | should definitely mention
a bronze sword from the younger to late Bronze Age, the so-called
sword with a cone-shaped handle! Otherwise, among the interesting
finds directly in Slavi€in or nearby is the find of several hundred
Prague groschen. It is a treasure that was found here in the 1970s,
the Prague grosches of Wenceslas IV. We have two coins from that
treasure displayed in the exhibition. Other finds are from the modern
age; we have an engine from a German fighter that was shot down
during an air battle in 1944. And one of the oldest finds is fragments
of mammoth molars, which means that mammoths actually existed

here in prehistoric times.”

»,Mammoths in Slavi¢in? No way! Hm...How did Slavi¢in come about

anyway?

»There are several such stories. The most famous one is a legend,
or rather, | would put it in the realm of fairy tales, because in a
legend, the is always a little bit of truth. The legend tells of a blind
countess. When Bishop Vojtéch camped in the place where the
church is today, she had a residence nearby. She looked around,
went to the place where she saw the fire, and her sight began to
return. Then the settlement, which was under that camp — today's
Slavi¢in — called it a famous act, but it got corrupted to Slavi€in. Ah,
well... this is probably not entirely true, but | think it's a nice legend.
It's probably connected with the first settlers who founded the first

settlements here.”
»,Aw, what a bummer... the legend sounds cooler.”

Domojov laughed. “Well, we can’t change facts, human.”
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“Yeah... Anyways, tell me more! What can | learn about this

museum?”

»Ah, you can learn many things here. It is a regional museum, which
means that it deals with regional history, but we sometimes deal with
the history surrounding our town. Here are things that deal with
World War Il, some things deal with ethnography, or deal with the
Middle Ages, prehistory, archaeological finds, and there is also a
demonstration of some natural creations, fauna, and flora that can
be found around Slavi€in. As for the finds that document the history
of Slavi€¢in and its surroundings, here we can see the finds in the
exhibition arranged chronologically, so we can see them from the
oldest finds from prehistoric times. Most of our finds are from the
2nd half of the 9th century, where we document a lot of burial
mounds, which are systems of graves. This is a pagan way of burial,

cremation from that time.”
»+And which important events took place here?”

,1here were many such events here. In the 13th century, there were
Cumans and Tatars who plundered Slavi¢in and the surrounding
area, and then Bruno of Schauenburg carried out the colonization.
If | go a few centuries further into the future, in the 17th century,
there were raids by Turks and Tatars. One of the most important
events is the air battle over the White Carpathians, which is talked
about a lot here; commemorative events are held. Slavi¢in was also
famous because it was the largest mass grave of American airmen
in the territory of the protectorate. There were 28 of them buried

here. A contemporary event was the liberation itself, when in 1945
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this region was liberated by the Romanian army, where they had

already liberated individual villages, including Slavicin.”

| nodded along to his answers. He seemed like he knew a lot, but

for some reason, | couldn’t force myself to like him just yet.

,Felix, don’t be mad, he’s a great historian here, and you would like
to get to know the Czech Republic, right? He might help us, so don’t

be so protective.”

,I don’t know Jozo, but | can try. | trust you when you say he might
be a good guy, but why do you only get along with powerful
creatures and don't listen to the common inhabitants?” | asked

curiously.

“Don’t start again, Felix, common people don't know how to run a
nation,” Jozo hissed, and | angrily started walking away from him.
Suddenly, | felt a sharp pain in my foot, and as | looked down at it,
there was a nail in the sole of my shoe. | took the nail out and noticed
my sole got quite thin after all these travels. It hurt my foot a little, so
Jozo put me on his back and told me there was a shoe market
nearby and that he would give me a ride there. | blinked in surprise

but agreed.

4.3 Mysterious healing shoe

When we arrived at the market, my foot was almost okay. Thankfully,
the wound wasn't as deep as | thought. | was sitting on a bench,
waiting for Jozo, who ran somewhere. As | sat there, | noticed a few
people pointing at him. They were clearly recognizing him as the

president. Some even nodded in his direction, murmuring among
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themselves. After a while, he returned with a small goblin who was
holding a pair of shoes, but they looked really special. | raised an

eyebrow.

“Who are you, and why do these shoes look so weird?”

“Don’t be afraid, human. | am a Sotek named Janéafrik, and | made
these shoes with my own two hands,” he placed his hands on his

hips and gave me a proud smile.

“You can make shoes?” | asked with a hint of curiosity, to which he
laughed loudly, “Ah, yes. | am a shoemaker, human. All of the shoes

in this market are made by me.”

“That’s amazing... | want to know more!”

“Of course, human, what would you like to know?”

“Well...I heard that some companies are closing. Do you know

why?”
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He sighed, “Companies close because they are not competitive in
the market, and they struggle to attract customers. We also need to
look at the difference between the brands that work on their own and
the brands that rely on help from others. In times of economic issues,

the parent companies often cut off these cooperative firms.”

“Ah, | see. So, does this country have any traditions that inspire

you?”

“One tradition, in my opinion, is the legacy of the Bata family. They
have knowledge and skills that were previously lacking here, and
they found a great ground for their ideas. But speaking for myself,
my personal journey into the shoemaking craft was shaped by
experiences | gained abroad, specifically in France. If | only took

inspiration from the Czech Republic, | wouldn’t be where | am today.”

“And how important is it for you to use Czech materials and

cooperate with local suppliers?”

“This is one of my favorite topics! For me, this is a priority. | consider
myself a patriot and enjoy supporting Czech suppliers. If a supplier
only imports materials, | see it as an important step to obtain pieces
that allow us to produce the final product. An interesting fact is that
when it comes to materials, most of the upper and lining leathers

used in footwear production come from Italy”.
“What does it mean to be a shoemaker in the Czech Republic?”

“What does being a shoemaker mean to me? It's my biggest life
challenge and my destiny, my mission. My company has been built

from scratch over the last 5 or maybe 10 years. It doesn’t follow any
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family tradition, and | didn’t inherit it from my parents, but I've built
everything from point zero, together with my team, from buying the
first machines and technologies to finding customers and everything
else related. I've had to overcome a long period of unpleasant times,
but we've always overcome those times, which only reassures me
that I’'m on the right track. And if there are fewer shoemakers in the
Czech Republic, | believe that some will stay, and even from

Slavi€in, there will be another legacy.”

I was surprised that shoemaking here is that great and such a
tradition, so | said to the shoemaker: “Aww, that was such a story,
thank you so much for that, it’s really great to hear the legacy and

good work you are doing. We are grateful for that, right Jozo?”
“No problem, big buddy, it was a pleasure to be heard!”

“Yeah, you healed my best friend, and it wasn’t that bad to listen to

you, | guess,” Jozo grumbled.
“See, even Jozo enjoyed that. Thank you, kind sir, and take care!”

We left the kind shoemaker and went for a walk to talk a bit. We
have met many creatures, some | don’'t even know the name of.
While we walked, my eyes were caught by a beautiful church on a
small hill. I couldn’t help but tease JoZo a bit about his love for beer
and how he should visit it someday to cleanse his sins. Jozo just
scoffed at first, but after some time, | managed to drag him into this
church. The moment we walked in, | immediately noticed a big white

owl sitting on a perch alone, with old tiny goblins helping him clean.
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“Hello,” | greeted it with respect. The owl turned around to the sound

of my voice and tilted its head slightly.

“Welcome, stranger. What brings you here at this time of the day? |

am priest Sowa, also called Marian Dej," he introduced himself.
“l am Felix, and this is...”

“President Jozo, | have already had the honor,” the priest interrupted
me. From that, | realized Jozo and the priest had cold blood between
them. JoZo seemed annoyed to see him. | tried to break this intense
moment between them, so | offered the priest help because | saw

the altar being cleaned by goblins.
“Do you wanna help, Mr. Priest Sowa?”

“You would do that for me? That's so sweet. If you want to, | will be

happy!”

“Okay, so give me some assignments to do, and | would like to ask
you, while cleaning, how do you perceive religion in the Czech

Republic? Which is the most widespread? And how much?”

“That's a tough question. The Czech Republic has always been
considered an atheist state, which is not a good name, because |
wouldn't say that there is a majority of non-believers here, but | see
that these people are rather unclassified. If we take faith in the sense
that believers are only those who publicly declare themselves or are
members of an institutional church or religious society, then it will be
a very small percentage. And you ask people who, for example,
don't communicate with any church, don't go to church, don't go to

any prayer room, and they will tell you, I'm a believer, but | believe
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in my own way. And that's how the whole society looks. As Professor
Halik, perhaps our greatest Czech theologian, put it, the Czech
nation is a nation of ietsists, people who believe there is something
up there. This is how it works, and this is how society experiences
it. But note that this is not just a Czech issue; it is a pan-European

issue. And | think that | would not make a tragedy out of it at all.”

“How would you compare the state of the faithful in the Czech

Republic 20-30 years ago and today?”

“If | can say just for Slavicin, it's still a pretty good decrease of about
10% of believers, so the official humbers are falling. So the
community here is young, the average age of church attendance is
42 years, which is excellent. But on the other hand, the number of
official visitors is going down. We have a huge disproportion
between those baptized and those who actually come to church. |
baptize 41 children a year. It's also clear that I've been here for a
few years, so there have been more baptisms, up to 60 a year. And
of these people, maybe 10% go to church. It's very difficult to talk
about numbers, statistics, etc. It's all a very relative matter these

days.”

“Where would you place the Czech Republic if you compared the

extent of faith among other states?”

“The Czech Republic is something between the West and the East.

We perceive such traditional, Christian states here, among which

Poland belongs. Furthermore, we can also include Slovakia and

Croatia. And on the other hand, there was the West, where the free

way of life was there much earlier, and we were somewhere in
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between. Our state is divided in that belief; Moravia, the more
traditional Bohemia, is in ruins in that sense, so we are somewhere
in the middle. We can't talk about tradition here anymore. We see

that traditionalism is dying. So that's where our position is.”

When | finished cleaning, | looked at Jozo, and he was dozing off.
Unbelievable! | aggressively woke him up. What was he thinking,
sleeping in church? So inappropriate! | made him apologize to the
priest, and | think | fixed their friendship.

From this day, | learned a lot, and | am so grateful for the helpful and
nice people here. They healed my foot by magic, so | discovered

more interesting things about this dimension.

4.4 Jozo realizes the problems

The next morning, | woke up early. Jozo was still in a deep sleep
next to me. | have decided to go for a walk to get some fresh air. |
put on my tunic and went outside. The weather was quite cold and
windy this morning, which disappointed me a little, but then | saw a
shimmering stream that slowly turned into a river. | smiled a bit and
walked up to it so | could enjoy the view. The air was clear, and the

water was beautifully reflecting an orange sunrise.

After a while of walking along the shore, | started to notice more and
more garbage piling up. Then | was startled by a loud noise. | looked
around and | saw a man crouching on a tree stump by the edge of
the water, collecting garbage. | wanted to talk to him, but when |

opened my mouth to speak, he turned his head towards me and shot
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me a glare, then he threw a rock at me, hitting my leg. | yelped and

backed away, “Hey! What was that for?” | screamed.

“Is it not obvious?” he grumbled and took another rock into his hand
as if getting ready to throw it at me again, which made me back away
even more. “No, what are you talking about? Stop!” Despite my
protests, another rock flew my way, but | managed to ditch it this

time.

“That’s what you get for making a mess like this! Next time, use a

trash can!” He groaned, not backing away.

“What? | didn’t make this mess!!” | tried to defend myself, but he
remained grumpy and distrustful. Fortunately, | managed to get him
to calm down. He huffed and signaled with his hand, telling me to sit

down next to him.
“Who are you? Do you always try to keep nature clean?”

‘I am Vodnik, but my name is Petr Kucka or, as my friends call me,
Ajs. | was born in Sumava and then studied in Prague. There, | got
involved with environmental activists from the Greenpeace
movement around twenty-five years ago. | realized that what is
happening to our world here is not exactly cool and isn't leading to
anything good. The more | learned about it and the more | protested
about it, the more important and meaningful it seemed to me. When
| finished school, | didn't even focus on what | was studying. | was
completely dedicated to nature. | moved to Valasské Klobouky and
here | started working for the Veronika Ecological Institute, which is

based in Brno and Hostétin. Here | am more interested in public
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speaking, education, and various discussions in libraries or
supporting people who want to do something for the climate in their

municipalities and communities.”

“Do you think this country is better at protecting its nature than the

rest of the EU? Or is it worse, perhaps?”

“Well, I admit that, like all countries, | have no idea how we are doing
compared to other countries. Everything that is good for the climate
here comes from EU legislation, which I think says it all. So the role
of the Czech Republic is, in the best case, neutral and in the worst
case, it is downright bad. While we’re definitely not the worst, we are
still worse than the EU level. For a while, | thought it was getting
better, because we were on the right track, and now... I'm not really
sure if it's getting better or if it's just turning around. It's been a long
time since we had a minister of the environment who thought that
we should really do something meaningful about it. Now it's more

like misery.”

“So... what are the plans for the future? Do you think they are

sufficient?”

“We have no plan. We should have a climate protection policy, we
should have a national energy-climate plan, and we should have an
energy concept. And we have some of those documents that are
decades old, and we have been working on updating them for years,
and they should have been long ago, and still are not. It can be seen
in the energy concept that the government does not have a long-
term plan, or even a short-term one. In other words, it is clear that it
has no planned future at all. People build something on their houses
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privately, but as a government, we do nothing. Well, some
municipalities try a little. It's hard to understand why our national

team behaves like this. So, unfortunately, we don't have any plans.”

“I'm sorry to hear that... So, what is the biggest issue? Why is it so
bad?”

“Basically, we can say that the Czech Republic is one of the worst
in the world in terms of emissions per capita. And we have been in
this position for an awful long time, and we are doing nothing about
it. A big individual bad habit here is overheating in households. It's a
lot about our energy mix, and then it's also about the condition of the
houses, which don't repair themselves quickly enough. But we are

not exactly the worst or the best in anything.”

“I see... It's admirable how much you do to protect nature here, even
if it's so hard. Thank you for educating me. Ugh, Jozo needs to hear
this too,” | huffed as | remembered how careless towards nature he
could be sometimes. As I finished the sentence, the sound of heavy
footsteps appeared before | was startled by JoZzo emerging from a
bush nearby. He had a few leaves and sticks stuck in his hair, and
combined with his distressed impression, he looked like a
mess.”"Where have you been? | was so confused when | woke up

and you were gone!” He roared anxiously.

“You were sleeping, | didn't want to wake you up! | thought you would

get angry when someone disturbs your sleep!” | said in defense.

After arguing for a while, we went quiet as both of us sulked. In the

meanwhile, | noticed Jozo looking around the river, seemingly

staring at the trash lying around with a hint of guilt in his eyes, “That’s
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a lot of trash.”He said with an unusual voice. Vodnik just scoffed,

“You're just realizing that now?”
“I'am...l didn't know.” Jozo said while looking down.

“You're rich, you never do, but how thirsty were you just a minute

ago. We can’t drink money, you know,” Vodnik said.

| thought Jozo was moved by his words.“We need to do something
about it.” | was shocked when Jozo claimed and promised that he
would change society's view on this. Vodnik looked genuinely

shocked by his statement.

JoZo and | picked up empty garbage bags next to Vodnik and started
cleaning the garbage with him. | saw JoZo looking at the river, and |
realised something had changed in him. He did not appear ignorant of
these common folk problems, but his eyes were full of responsibility now.

Maybe, just maybe, it was the beginning of something big.

4.5 The final goodbye

After breakfast, Jozo and | went up to the highest hill in Slavigin. He told
me that he needs to clear his head. We talked about his promise to
Vodnik, and | hinted that | should be returning to our dimension. He
looked at me with sad eyes. | realized we should solve his problem here.

| think he made some serious progress in viewing his citizens.

While we were walking and talking, some creature shouted at us from a
distance, “Hello, did you see my hoe?” The green creature with hair

looking like a wheat straw approached us.
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“No, sir, I'm sorry you lost it, but | think we can help you look for it.” |
looked at JozZo, who, to my surprise, agreed. We got really tired after
searching for an hour, and the creature eventually decided to give up.

We sat down on the meadow and drank some water.
"It’'s so hot in here,” Jozo said.

“It's a pretty normal noon here,” | replied.

“And who are you? | didn’t see you here,” said Jozo

‘I am a Polevik named Egon Heckel. | am 50 years old and | have been

living in Wallachia for 32 years.”

“Does the Czech Republic have any advantages or disadvantages in
terms of agriculture?” Jozo asked, and he looked like he really cared. |

saw him hanging on every word he said.

“Well, it is not easy to say whether the Czech Republic has more
advantages or disadvantages in terms of agriculture, but there are
definitely things that are worth mentioning. One of the historical
disadvantages is what happened during the period of collectivization and
nationalization of agriculture. In the past, land was often taken away from
farmers and passed into the hands of the state. This process caused
many people to lose interest in agriculture, and the traditional
relationship between people and the land was interrupted. This had a
long-term impact not only on interest in agriculture but also on its natural
development in the regions. Another disadvantage that is currently
emerging is the growing dominance of large agro-agricultural groups. In
recent years, it has become a trend in the Czech Republic for large

corporations to farm tens of thousands of hectares of land. Such
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enterprises undoubtedly have an advantage in the economy, as they can
benefit from scale and lower costs. However, it is almost impossible for
small and medium-sized agricultural holdings to compete with these

giants.”
“Is there arisk in the Czech Republic that threatens agriculture? | asked.

“One of the biggest risks | see is the growing dominance of huge
agribusinesses, which are often run by people who do not have a deep
connection to the land and nature. Many of these farm owners have not
raised a new generation to take over their businesses with respect for

ecology and long-term sustainability.

Instead of continuously caring for the landscape and traditions, some
large agribusinesses focus primarily on economic goals, which can have
a bad effect on nature. These financial groups often perceive agriculture
as a "business" and not as part of a broader care for nature and
landscape. This can be a problem, as it not only loses job opportunities
for local communities, but also responsibilities for the long-term

development of agriculture in accordance with ecological principles”.
“What is fulfilling about being a farmer?”

“Being a farmer is not easy, and it is definitely not for everyone. In order
to do this with love and dedication, you need to have a certain passion
for it — it is work that requires patience, humility, and respect for nature.
Agriculture is not always as attractive and ‘visible’ as some other fields,

but for those who do it, it is a life mission.

My main activity is the sale and service of tractors and agricultural

machinery, which we have been doing for 27 years. Working with
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agricultural machinery has also given me an insight into agriculture on
an international level. | have traveled abroad many times — | have visited
South and Central America, Western Europe, and even farms in Russia
and New Zealand. Thanks to these experiences, | can compare how
agriculture works in different parts of the world and what innovations and

trends are on the rise in other countries.” Polevik said.

“Thank you for all this information. I've learned a lot today,” Jozo

exclaimed.

| thanked him as well. JoZo and | started returning to the town for lunch.
When | remembered something, | told Jozo to wait for me. | caught up
with Polevik and told him about my idea. | came up with an idea of an
evening meeting which could help Jozo get the popularity back and the
Czech Republic to unite once again. Then Jozo and | went to grab a
kebab for lunch and sit outside on the bench. | had to talk to JoZo about

this whole trip and the great creatures we met and about the two of us.

“JoZo, you changed a bit — but in a good way. | think we’ve done a lot to

get your popularity back. We are a great duo, don'’t you think?”

“You really think I've changed? I’'m not so sure. But about the two of us?
I’'m really sure. We really are the best duo, man. When | first met you, |

thought you were so naive. But | guess you’ve had an effect on me.”

“Yeah, and | started liking beer, so that’s your effect on me, | guess, haha.
But for real, I'm really proud of you. I'm planning some kind of event in
the evening, because soon | will have to say goodbye, but the event is a
surprise for you, so that’s all I'll tell you. Just be in the town hall at seven

o’clock.”
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“Oh wow, | guess I’'m looking forward to it, Felix. You’ve always been so

thoughtful. Unlike me.”
“I think you’re nice too, Jozo. Just in your own way.”

“You always gotta look for the good in people, don’t you? One day, that
naivety is going to get you in trouble.” He scoffed, but | saw the hint of a

smile on his lips.

“Whatever. Just remember: town hall, seven o’clock. And don’t forget

what you’ve learned— you will need it.”

JoZo and | had a really good talk about everything. But soon it was time
for the event. | had to come earlier to talk to people about JozZo, because
they seemed to like me, so | took advantage of that. | promised them that
JoZo would be a better president, better man even, and that they could
trust him, unlike the last government. Then at seven o’clock, JoZo arrived
and was surprised. He wasn’t that popular before, so he didn’t expect so
many creatures to show up. | came to him and told him what was

happening. He slowly moved to the stage and started talking.

"Hello, kind creatures of Slavi¢in. | stand in front of all of you with a
proposal and a promise for a new era. You elected me, and | was blinded
by my privilege. This resulted in me looking down on you, even though,
as a president, | was supposed to listen to common folk the most. This
won’t happen anymore. The purple smurf has already done enough
damage to this nation, and | won't let this mess repeat. By this speech, |
promise to become a better version of myself — and lead this nation

forward.”
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All the creatures shared some looks but then began cheering and
clapping for JoZo. He had finally become the president he was meant to
be.

The next morning, we were both tired after the party. | decided that now,
when the republic united, it was time for me to continue on to another
adventure. Jozo wanted me to stay here with him as his consort, but after
explaining to him the importance of my travels, he agreed and helped

me return to our dimension.

The journey back was short and quiet. We got back to his basement in

our world, then stepped outside for one final goodbye.

“So... it seems like our adventure has come to an end.” | let out a breath
and looked up to meet Jozo’s gaze, which held a hint of sadness and

melancholy.

“Yeah, | guess so.” He mumbled. | sighed and put my hand on his

shoulder.
“Come on, stop being grumpy. | told you | can’t stay here.”

“I know, | know, | just didn’t expect it to come so soon, | guess..” | sighed,
but before | managed to say anything else, he spoke, as if to avoid
getting emotional. “But man, it was fun. I’d never guess I'd be friends with

someone like you!” | laughed.
“Yeah, me neither... but it worked out, no?”

“Yeah... thank you, Felix. | never thought I'd say this but... You helped
me a lot. Thanks to you, | became a better person and a better

president.”
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I smiled. | was touched and slightly surprised by his words. I've never

seen Jozo so sincere, it warmed my heart.

“I'm happy | could help, Jozo. You helped me, too, you know. Without
you, | would never get to experience travelling to a new dimension! | had

fun. Your country is amazing, so take care of it for me.”

He smiled and let out a small laugh, but it seemed like he was just

masking his watery eyes. “Yeah, buddy. | will, | promise you that.”

“Thanks, Jozo — Well, | should go now, so goodbye-" | was then cut off
by strong arms embracing me. | was shocked, | couldn’t believe the big

tough Jozo hugged me.

“Goodbye, darling...” Before | even managed to process the hug, he

pulled away and spoke. “Have a safe trip, okay?”
| blinked then laughed softly. “Yeah, | will. Goodbye, JoZo.”

And with that, we parted our ways. |
was feeling a little sad that this
adventure was over, but more so, |
was excited for a new one, even if I'd
miss JoZo. | sighed and smiled as |
bravely entered the  portal,

enthusiastic for a new adventure.

Italy, here | come.
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Chapter 5: Unexpected meetings in “the land where

lemons bloom”

Felix's adventure continues... after crossing the portal, Felix finds
himself on board a hot air balloon... suspended between heaven and
earth. A gust of wind guided him to an ancient and wild land, where
flowers speak, cities tell stories, and even lights and stones have
something to say. This is his adventure: a journey between wonder and
memory, where every encounter is a discovery and every place holds a

secret.

5.1 Sleeping fairy

Where the wind guides the hot air balloon and the flowers begin to peak
of a magical and ancient place: The Murgia of Matera...

The sky was clear, a blue so deep that it looked endless.

My hot air balloon was slowly moving in the air, pushed by a light breeze.
From up here everything looked small: the hills stretched like frozen
waves, the paths twisted between golden fields and the green of the
trees mixed with the light rocks.

| didn’t know exactly where | had landed, but one thing was sure: the
landscape below me was different from any other | had seen.

A sudden gust of wind made the balloon swing.

| tried to control the landing, but the ground was coming too fast.

My heart was beating hard. | looked for a good place to land and, with
a bit of luck, the basket touched the ground with a thud, sliding a few
meters through the tall grass.

| stayed still for a moment, holding my breath.

Then | looked around.
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The landscape was wild and beautiful: big areas of limestone rocks,
thorny bushes and flowers scattered in the grass.

The air was warm and smelled like earth and sun.

In the distance, a line of hills reached the horizon, while small paths got
lost in the vegetation.

| got out of the balloon carefully, trying to understand where | had ended
up.

It looked like a pure place, almost frozen in time.

There were no busy roads, no big buildings, only the sound of the wind
whispering in the bushes and the song of a bird hidden in the branches.
| bent down to look at an orchid. Its purple petals had golden lines, and
it almost shone under the morning sun.

But the most incredible thing was not how it looked... it was the fact that
a little fairy just went out from it: “You look confused. It's not every day
that a flower hosts a fairy, right?”

| answered: “I'd say no! | hit my head during the landing, or maybe I'm
dreaming...”

“Neither of those. You are in a special place, where nature has many
stories to tell. And sometimes, if you know how to listen, you can even
hear them.”

“This never happened to me before. But... where am |, exactly?”

“You are in the Murgia of Matera, an old and wild land. Look around you:
limestone rocks shaped by time, grass fields moving in the wind, deep
ravines like scars in the earth. This is a unique place, known by few.”

| looked around. It was true, the landscape looked different from any
other place | had seen before.

“It's beautiful... But why do you say not everyone knows it?”
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“Because most tourists always visit the same places: Rome, Venice,
Florence... They are wonderful cities, of course, but Italy has much more
to offer. There are hidden places, full of history and nature, and deserve
more attention.”

At this point | asked: “And how can we make people know them?”
“There are many ways. First, we must talk about them. If more people
discover the beauty of these places, more visitors will want to explore
them. But tourism is not enough: we also need projects to make them
important and to protect them. Many places need care, but the money
often goes only to the most famous ones.”

“So, is this place protected?”

“Partly, yes. Near here there is the Alta Murgia National Park, that goes
into Puglia. It is a special land, full of biodiversity. Do you know that here
there are almost one thousand different kinds of plants and flowers? And
not only that: rare animals like the lesser kestrel, which nests in the rocks,
or the Apennine wolf, which moves quietly between the trees.”

“l didn’t know there were so many species... But doesn’t tourism risk
damaging these places?”

“It depends on how it is managed. Tourism can be a great opportunity,
but if it's not controlled, it can also cause damage. Take the art cities, for
example: Rome, Florence, Venice... They are beautiful, but often too
crowded. Even Matera, with its famous Sassi, has this problem.”

“What are the Sassi?” | asked.

“They are old houses carved into the rock, built thousands of years ago.
Matera is one of the oldest cities in the world, and its Sassi are a unique
heritage. For a long time they were forgotten, then the city came back to
life thanks to tourism. But now too many visitors come , without really

having time to understand its history.”
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“So the problem is mass tourism?”

“Exactly. Too many tourists in one place can ruin the experience and
damage the area. That’'s why smart solutions are needed. In Matera, for
example, they built a bus terminal outside the center, to reduce traffic
and manage visitors better. It's not perfect, but it’s a start.”

“So we need a more careful tourism...”

She answered right away: “Exactly! A tourism that respects places, that
lets people discover without destroying. Today, thanks to technology, it's
easier to plan smart trips. Apps, for example, help tourists discover

different routes, avoiding the most crowded places.”

“Like the Matera Path?”

“Exactly! It's a walk that starts in Bari and goes to Matera. You do it on
foot, slowly, crossing beautiful landscapes. It's a different way to travel,
more real one. Also in the Alta Murgia there are paths like this: routes
that let you discover nature without hurting it.”

| stopped to think.

That place, which just a few minutes before was only an unknown land
of rocks and bushes, now seemed alive, full of stories and secrets.

| said: “It must be nice to walk through them... | would like to explore
these places before | leave.”

“Great idea! If you go towards Alta Murgia, you will see amazing
landscapes. Here nature is strong and wild, but also fragile. Walk
carefully, look around you. Every plant, every rock, every path has a story
to tell.”

“I will go for sure. Thank you, little Fairy. | won’t forget this conversation!”
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“I'm happy about that. Have a good trip, explorer! And remember: to
know a place means to learn to love it. And to love a place means to
protect it.”

| stood up, looking at the horizon. The wind was blowing softly, bringing
the smell of earth and grass. | knew my journey was not over. Now | had

a new direction: the Alta Murgia.

APULIA

I grew up in the land of stones
where you grow accustomed
to the sun that burns
where the green is as rare as emerald
and where you know that all this is
inevitable.
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I grew up in the land of olives
where you grow accustomed
to the twisted trunks
where the old are bent and torn
as the trees
and where you know that all this is
inevitable.
| grew up the land of oranges
where you grow accustomed
to be blinded by there shining little suns
where sun burnt female arms and hands
dance along
and know that all this is
inevitable.

5.2 Nunzia‘s hands

Past nourishes Present. The hands that knead time: stories, flavors and

silences of the alleys of Bari Vecchia”...

| was walking slowly through the narrow streets of Bari Vecchia.
The houses were close to each other, the laundry, hanging above my
head, danced in the wind, and the air smelled like food and the sea.

| heard voices of people talking from open windows, the noise of children

playing, and the sound of TVs inside the houses.

It was my first day in Bari. | had heard about the old town, the narrow

streets, and the people who still lived by tradition.

But | didn’t expect to feel so... like inside another world.

Then | heard a different sound: toc, toc, toc
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| stopped in front of an open door. An old woman was sitting at a wooden
table, working with her floury hands.

She was cutting small pieces of dough and, with a quick move, turning
them into small wrinkled shells: orecchiette.

Around her there were some tourists watching her, taking photos with
their phones.

The woman looked up and saw me.

“Come closer, boy!” she said in a loud voice.

| hesitated. “I... was just looking.”

She gave a small smile. “And just looking is enough? Come, I'll show you
how to make orecchiette.”

| went closer.

“My name is Nunzia. And you?” “Felix.”

Nunzia took a piece of dough and worked it with the knife. In a few
seconds she made another perfect orecchietta.

“Do you see these hands?” she said, showing me her palms. Her fingers
were strong, the skin rough. “I've been making orecchiette since | was a
child. My grandmother taught me, and my mother too. But today... who
still makes them?”

She pointed at the tourists with a small move of her chin.

“They come, take a photo, and go away. Then, at home, they buy pasta
from the supermarket. But tradition is not something you take a photo of.
You live it.”

| stayed silent. Nunzia spoke with confidence, with the voice of someone
who really knew what she was saying.

After a moment, she stood up.

“Come inside,” she said. “I'll let you taste real orecchiette with turnip

greens.”
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| wasn’t sure, but something about her made me trust her. | went in.
Inside the house that was warm and smelled like food. Nunzia made me
sit at a table and put a steaming plate in front of me.

“Eat, you're too thin!” she said, laughing.

| took a forkful. The taste was strong, intense. | had never eaten anything
so good.

Nunzia nodded, happy. Then she sighed.

“You know, Paolo, today the world moves fast.”

| looked at her. “What do you mean?”

She put her elbows on the table and joined her hands.

“Today everything is easier: technology, supermarkets, machines that do
the work for us. But sometimes | think we are losing the beauty of simple
things.”

She poured herself a glass of water and went on.

“Before, life was slower. People had time to talk, to know the neighbors,
to be with family. Today we’re all always in a hurry.”

She made a small pause.

“You, for example. Do you all eat together at home?”

| thought for a moment. “Sometimes yes, but often everyone has different
schedules. My dad works late, my sister has gym, | have to study...”
Nunzia smiled sweetly. “l understand. Today there are many
opportunities. Young people can study, travel, work in places we didn’t
know existed before. That's good.”

She put her hands on the table.

“But | believe that, even with all these new things, we shouldn’t forget the
value of family, of community. Phones help us stay in touch with people
far away, but sometimes they make us forget those who are close.”

| looked down at my phone, placed next to my plate.
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Nunzia looked at me and smiled.

“I'm not saying the past was perfect, eh! There were also many problems.
But some things are worth keeping.”

While | finished the plate, | thought about her words. Maybe she was
right. It wasn’t about old against new, but about balance.

Nunzia stood up and started to clean the kitchen. Then she turned to me
with a clever smile.

“Tell me one thing, Felix: have you ever been to the Basilica of Saint
Nicholas?”

| shook my head.

“Then come with me. Today is Sunday, and | never miss mass.”

| raised an eyebrow. “Do | really have to come?”

She pretended to be offended. “Of course! You never say no to Saint
Nicholas.”

| stood up, a bit unsure. | wasn’t very religious, but there was something
about that woman that didn’t let me say no.

“Come on, let’s go!” she said, going out the door.

And so | found myself walking next to Nunzia through the streets of Bari
Vecchia, while her voice kept telling me stories of a time that was
disappearing, but maybe still had a lot to teach.

In front of us, white and majestic, was the Basilica of Saint Nicholas.
And for the first time, | thought that maybe traditions were not just

memories, but a way to keep the most important things alive.
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5.3 A tradition that shines

Among saints, talking lights and the enchantment of popular festivals...

We walked out of the Basilica of Saint Nicholas with the smell of incense
still in our noses and the sound of the organ echoing through the aisles.
Nunzia walked next to me, nodding her head to greet the people she
met.

“Did you see how beautiful our Basilica is?” she asked proudly.

| nodded. The inside was majestic, the tall columns seemed to touch the
sky. But there was something even stronger: an energy, a presence. |
couldn’t explain it, but | felt that place was special.
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“Now I'll leave you, Felix,” said Nunzia. “But remember what | told you.
Tradition is not something you take a picture of. You live it.”
She gave me one last pat on the shoulder and disappeared into Bari

Vecchia.

| stood alone in front of the Basilica for a moment. The sun was beginning
to set, coloring the white stone of the fagade in orange. Then | heard a
voice.

“You've never heard of me, have you?”

| turned around quickly. In front of me was a man. He wore a long tunic,
white and gold, and his gaze was deep, as if it held centuries of stories.
“Who are you?” | asked, with a lump in my throat.

He smiled. “My name is Nicholas. And this is my home.”

| froze. Saint Nicholas? The saint?

“Come, let’s walk together,” he said, motioning with his hand.

I moved without even thinking. We walked along the harbor, as the sea
turned red.

“Do you know why people love me so much?” he asked.

| shook my head.
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“Because | never closed my eyes to the needs of others.”

He told me about when he was bishop in Myra, in present-day Turkey.
He helped the poor, protected sailors in storms, defended children and
women. Once, he saved three girls from slavery by leaving gold coins in
their shoes at night.

“That’s why, in many European countries, I'm the one who brings gifts to
children, not Santa Claus.”

| looked at him, amazed. “So, you're Santa Claus?”

He laughed. “Let’'s say my story has made a long journey.”

“Every year, on December 5th and 6th, my feast is celebrated in many
places,” he continued. “In Bari, they light up the city, they have a torch
procession at sea, and children receive gifts. But not only here!”

He told me that in Northern Italy and in Trentino-Alto Adige, on the night
of December 5th, Saint Nicholas arrives with a solemn look,
accompanied by scary figures: the Krampus.

“The Krampus?” | asked.

“Yes. They are creatures with devilish masks and bells. They are meant
to remind children to behave well. It's an ancient celebration, mixing the
sacred and the profane.”

It seemed incredible to me that the same saint was celebrated in so many
different ways.

“But there’s another important day for Bari: May 8th,” said Saint Nicholas.
His eyes sparkled as he spoke.

“On that day, in 1087, sailors from Bari brought my relics here from Myra.
Since then, every year, my arrival is celebrated with a great sea
procession.”

He explained that the saint’s bones were taken to save them from the

Turks, who were conquering Myra.
131



“But do you know that part of my relics are not in Bari?”

“Where?” | asked.

“In Venice,” he replied with a mysterious smile. “In 1099, other sailors
took what remained and brought it to the Church of San Nicold.”

| wondered what people from Bari thought about that.

“I'm not the only saint with a big celebration,” Saint Nicholas went on. “In
Southern ltaly, patron saint festivals are very special moments. Every
city has its own protector saint and celebrates them with processions,
fireworks, and lights.”

He told me about the Feast of Saint Agatha in Catania, the celebration
of Saint Januarius in Naples, and many others.

“Here, religion and tradition come together. The festivals are not just
times of prayer, but also moments of gathering and community.”

We arrived in a square lit up by a thousand colorful lights. These were
the luminarie, huge light structures decorating the city during the festival.
Saint Nicholas stopped. “These are a symbol of the celebration. Every
year, an artist from Bari designs and builds them with great passion.”

I looked around, admiring the lights. Then, suddenly, one light bulb lit up
brighter than the others. Blink

| stepped closer. It seemed... alive.

“Are you new here?” asked the light bulb, with a cheerful voice.

| stepped back, astonished.

“I'm the one who creates these luminarie,” the bulb continued. “l imagine
them, design them, build them piece by piece. Every year | light up Bari

for Saint Nicholas.”
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| leaned in, curious. “And then?”

“Then something unexpected happened. People started asking me to
make them for other places too. And so everything grew.”

“How big are your creations?”

The light bulb seemed to shine even brighter, as if proud. “Some of my
biggest works are up to two meters tall. The size grows, but the beauty
of tradition stays the same.”

“Incredible! And do you think young people are still interested in art?” |
asked, a bit worried.

The bulb paused, as if thinking. “Actually, I've seen that young people
are very interested in art and craftsmanship, especially when there are
events that show the beauty of tradition. But, unfortunately, there’s no
proper path to help them grow in this craft. If a young person creates
something, it's beautiful but often they don’t know how to turn it into a
real job. Art should be a career too, not just a hobby.”

| wondered how true that was. “Do you think art can improve our
society?”

“Absolutely!” replied the light bulb, almost passionately. “ltaly is the

country of real art. We often don’t notice, but we’re surrounded by
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beauty. And art has the power to make us feel better, to heal. If young
people learned to live surrounded by beauty, it would help them a lot.”
It felt like a very powerful message. “So, what message do you send with
your creations?”

“Many of my designs are inspired by tradition,” the light bulb explained.
“For example, the rosettes are inspired by Romanesque church
windows, and sometimes people ask me to represent natural or
traditional symbols, like the Pumo, an iconic symbol of Apulia.”

| looked at the light bulb, admiring its warm and welcoming glow. “So, is
emotion important in your work?”

The bulb shone even brighter. “Yes, emotion is essential. When you
create something from nothing and see that it satisfies you and the
person who asked for it, it's a strong feeling. Knowing that your work can
bring joy, that people are willing to pay for something made with your
hands—it’s incredible.”

| paused to reflect on those words, while the lights around me kept
shining and dancing in the dark.

It was like | had just received a life lesson from one of the brightest lights
in Bari.

At that moment, | felt a presence next to me. Saint Nicholas, the saint,
had stopped to look at the lights with a smile on his face.

“You see, Paolo, tradition isn’t only made of processions and prayers.
It's also made of art, passion, and emotion. Every light you see shining

is a sign of love for this city and what it represents.”
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| stayed silent, watching the luminarie shine even brighter. And |
understood that this wasn't just a festival. It was a deep bond, an invisible
thread connecting past and present, faith and art, tradition and the future.
Saint Nicholas placed a hand on my shoulder. “Tomorrow is another day,
Paolo. And Bari, its people, and its traditions are still waiting for you.
Never forget the value of community, of helping each other, and of the
beauty that surrounds us. And don'’t forget to admire my portrait along
the seafront, made by a Roman artist named Maupal.”

And as | admired the portrait, now alone with the lights shining brighter

and brighter, a glow of light surrounded me and | saw nothing more.
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5.4 Educating with colours

Talking spray cans and walls that tell stories...

When | opened my eyes again, | found myself at Rome’s Termini
Station.

Rome was vast, chaotic, yet incredibly fascinating.

| noticed that some areas were spotless, with gleaming walls and tidy
sidewalks. Then, just around the corner, | saw streets covered in messy
graffiti, torn stickers, and piles of trash.

As | walked, my eyes were drawn to a mural on Via del Pigneto. It was
full of color, as if it were telling a story. But something felt off. Parts had

been erased, others looked recently cleaned.

Lost in thought, I hit something with my foot and nearly tripped.

| looked down: two spray cans, one red and one blue, were rolling
away.

“Hey! Watch where you're going!” snapped the red one.

“How rude!” added the blue one, coming to a halt with a bounce.

| widened my eyes. “You... you can talk?!”

“Of course we can talk!” huffed the red one. “And we could tell you a lot
about this city!”

“Like urban art!” said the blue. “Have you noticed how many murals
there are in Rome?”

| nodded. “Yes... but also a lot of random scribbles and tags.”
“Exactly. And that's where Retake Roma comes in,” explained the red.
“It all started about ten years ago, when a woman began cleaning the

walls of a middle school in San Lorenzo with a sponge and some
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detergent. Within hours, 50 other people joined her. That’s how it all
began.”

“There are a lot of us now,” added the blue, “and each event tries to
involve as many citizens as possible, thanks to social media. There’s a
core group, but anyone can join. It's a network of friendships and

shared respect for public spaces.”

“But how do you know what should be cleaned and what shouldn’t?” |
asked.

“With sensitivity and respect,” replied the red. “Take the mural by Alice
Pasquini in Trastevere, it's beautiful. But when we find walls covered in
meaningless tags, that's when we step in. Like the underpass on Via
Ignazio Persico, it had been vandalized for years. Then Retake got
involved, and today they call it the Art Underpass.”

“It's true!” said the blue. “At first, as soon as it was painted white, it got
tagged again. But once we created the first mural - one about Pier
Paolo Pasolini - people started to respect it. It's the broken windows
theory: if a wall is clean and beautiful, people protect it. But if it's
already vandalized, they feel free to make it worse.”

“The same thing happened under the railway bridge on Via
Portonaccio,” added the red. “Now it’s full of colors, and families walk
through with their children.”

| looked around with new eyes. “So murals are a form of civic
education?”

“Yes!” they both answered.
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“And street art isn’t just about art. It’s also about collaboration. Retake
often integrates existing artwork into new projects. It's a way of saying:
We respect who was here before.”

“Interesting... and what about recycling? How’s Italy doing?”

The blue spray can sighed. “Not great. We recycle less than what we
produce. The problem isn’t just disposal, it's how much we consume.
Too much packaging, too much plastic, too many single-use items.”
“We've learned not to waste, too,” added the red. “At first, we used
cheap one-euro brushes... but we wasted liters of water trying to clean
them. Now we reuse them for other projects instead of throwing them
away.”

“It's all about mindset,” said the blue. “If you go to a fast-food place and
get a sandwich wrapped in five layers of paper it might all be
recyclable, sure... but it’s still too much. We need to reduce waste at
the source.”

“And renewable energy?” | asked.

“There’s progress,” said the red. “Wind and solar are growing. But it's
not enough. We need to create micro energy worlds: local, efficient
networks.”

“Like electric scooters!” said the blue, then hesitated. “They seemed
like a great idea. But do you know how many end up tossed in a
dumpster with the battery still inside? It's a real problem.”

| thought for a moment. “So the real challenge is changing our
mindset.”

“Exactly,” they said together. “Fines alone aren’t enough. We need
education, starting from a young age.”

“And consistency in projects,” added the red. “Because if we stop,

people lose faith. And everything goes back to how it was.”
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| looked once more at the mural beside me. The colors, the details... i

felt like it was speaking too.

“Thank you for everything you've told me,” | said to the spray cans.
“No problem!” they replied.

“And watch where you step next time!” joked the blue.

| smiled and continued walking.

Rome no longer felt just big and chaotic.

It felt full of hope, full of color and full of stories waiting to be heard.

Even from two little spray cans of paint.
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5.5 Running over history

Between living monuments and the echo of a Europe that is born...

As | walked through the streets of Rome, | realized how different it was
from any other city | had ever seen.

Every corner seemed to tell a story, every road led to a monument, every
piazza was a piece of a distant past, yet still incredibly present.

I left the neighborhood with the murals and the areas cleaned up by
Retake volunteers and headed deeper into the heart of the city.

The Colosseum rose before my eyes, majestic and imposing. It felt
almost unreal, as if time had stopped.

For a moment, | imagined gladiators battling in the arena, the crowd
cheering, the emperor raising or lowering his thumb to decide life or
death.

| continued along the Imperial Forums, a path that felt like a history book
opened beneath the Roman sky.

This was once the center of power grand palaces, temples to the gods,
bustling marketplaces.

As | looked at the standing columns, | could almost hear the echoes of
merchants, senators, and Roman citizens.

| crossed Piazza Venezia, dominated by the Altare della Patria, that
enormous white monument gleaming in the sun.

Then | made my way to the Pantheon, with its perfect dome and its great
eye open to the sky.

It was incredible to think it had stood there for two thousand years still

intact, still solemn.
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| wandered through the historic center, past the Trevi Fountain, where
tourists tossed coins hoping to return to Rome, and then through Piazza
Navona, with its fountains and street artists.

Eventually, | arrived at an even more special place: the Capitoline Hill.
As | climbed the staircase designed by Michelangelo, | felt a strange
sensation, as if someone were watching me.

| reached the square, dominated by the statue of Marcus Aurelius on
horseback, and looked around.

And then | saw her.

Next to one of the balustrades, a she-wolf sat still, her gaze proud and
deep.

She looked like she was carved in stone but as | approached, her golden
eyes moved and locked onto mine.

“At last you've arrived, Felix,” she said in a calm, ancient voice.

| froze. “You... you can talk?”

The she-wolf nodded. “I am the Capitoline Wolf, the symbol of this city.
I've been here since the day Rome was born.”

A shiver ran down my spine. “You mean... you're the wolf of Romulus
and Remus?”

She tilted her head slightly. “| am their legend. | am the past living in the
present. | am the spirit of Rome: strong, untamed, eternal.”

| was speechless.

The wolf continued:

“‘Rome is not just history, it's identity. Every stone, every monument
speaks of emperors, battles, triumphs and downfalls. Here in this city,
the ancient and the modern world meet.”

| stood in silence, still in awe of her presence. But before | could say

goodbye, she went on with her deep and steady voice.
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“You know, Felix, Rome is not only the cradle of antiquity it's also the
birthplace of a modern idea: the unity of Europe.”

| looked at her, intrigued. “The unity of Europe?”

The wolf nodded. “Right here, in 1957, the Treaty of Rome was signed.
It was a historic moment: six European countries chose to join forces and
build a future of peace and cooperation.”

| remembered hearing about it in school, but | had never really thought
about the fact that it happened in this city.

“And what did that treaty say?” | asked.

“It was the beginning of something great. From that moment, the
signatory countries began working together economically, removing
trade barriers and creating a common market. That later led to the birth
of the European Union.”

| lowered my gaze, thinking. “So... it's thanks to that treaty that we can
now travel freely between European countries?”

The she-wolf nodded gently. “Exactly. It's thanks to that agreement that
today we share values, opportunities, and rights across nations. Italy was
one of the founding countries and it still plays an important role.”

My heart was full, my head spinning with thoughts, and my eyes fixed on
the elegant silhouette of the wolf.

| felt like she wasn’t there by chance.

After a moment, | asked a question that came straight from the heart.
“But... what are the real benefits of being part of the European Union?
Why is it important for Italy to belong to it?”

The wolf looked at me with eyes filled with centuries of wisdom.

“A good question,Felix. The European Union is not just about politics or
economics. It's a union of people, of cultures, of shared dreams. And

there are many advantages.”
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She stood up slowly, walking ahead of me with slow, proud steps.

“For example,” she began, “ltalians can study and work more easily in
many other European countries. The old borders no longer block us. And
then there’s the Erasmus+ program, an incredible opportunity for young
people.”

“Erasmus+?” | asked, curious.

“Yes,” the wolf nodded. “It's a program that lets students travel, study,
and gain experiences abroad. Italy takes part along with many others:
Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Romania, Lithuania, and Spain.”

| was about to say something else, but suddenly, the wolf perked up,
ears alert as if hearing a distant call.

“I must go!” she said abruptly.

“Wait! You haven't finished explaining...”

But she was already gone, sprinting nimbly down the narrow alleys.
“Wait!” | shouted and began chasing after her.

We ran through winding streets, then down a wide, sunlit staircase: the
Spanish Steps.

We stopped right in front of the majestic Scalinata di Trinita dei Monti,
with the piazza buzzing with life and the elegant Spanish Embassy
calmly watching over from one side.

| paused for a second, panting. The square was alive with chatter,
tourists sitting on the steps, kids holding ice cream cones.

At the center, water danced from the Fontana della Barcaccia, shaped
like a half-sunken boat, designed by Bernini.

| saw the wolf turn the corner and ran faster but just then... SPLASH!

| tripped on the edge of the fountain and fell in, with a clumsy, cold

plunge.
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But something strange happened: the water wasn'’t just water. It was like
a vortex, spinning faster and faster.

| felt my body being pulled in, the world spinning around me.

Then, everything went dark.

When | opened my eyes, the air had changed. There was a different
scent, a new language being spoken all around me.

| slowly stood up and looked around.

And | realized something incredible: | was in Spain.
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Chapter 6: Felix’s adventures in Spain

6.1 The arrival to Algemesi

After my adventure in Italy, | was enjoying a quiet afternoon when
suddenly, everything changed. A strong light flashed around me. | felt
like | was floating in the air. Before | could even understand what was

happening, | was inside a strange spaceship.

The walls were glowing red and gold. | could hear a low hum coming
from the floor. The air smelled like metal and something sweet, like

cinnamon.

Strange creatures stood around me. They had big, round eyes and soft,

red fur. They looked like a mix between pandas and aliens.

One of them stepped forward and spoke in a strange language. But

somehow... | could understand.

“Félix,” the alien said, “You have been chosen. Your mission is not over

”

yet.
“What mission?” | asked, confused. “Where am [?”

“We are from the planet Red Panda,” the alien replied. “You are now in

our spaceship. We are taking you to your final destination on Earth.”

Before | could ask another question, the spaceship moved with incredible
speed. Lights flashed past the windows. Then, just as quickly as it

started, the ship stopped.
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A platform opened, and | stepped out onto... a beach?
“Where am | now?” | said aloud.
A small sign nearby said: "Ibiza, Spain."

The spaceship disappeared into the sky. | stood there, alone on a warm
beach. The sea was a bright blue. The sand was soft and golden. Palm

trees danced in the breeze.
“Well,” | said, brushing off my clothes, “this is not the worst place to land.”

| started walking along the shore. The sound of the waves calmed me,
but | knew | couldn’t just stay there. | had to find a way to travel. | had to

keep moving.
After a while, | saw something lying on the sand.
“Is that... a surfboard?” | laughed. “Why not?”

| grabbed the surfboard and walked into the water. The waves were
gentle. | climbed on and, to my surprise, | could surf! I had never surfed

before, but it felt natural—like | had done it in a past life.

| surfed along the coast, passing small fishing boats and hidden caves.
It was peaceful. After a long journey, | reached a town by the beach

called Cullera.

The town was warm and colorful. People were walking along the
promenade. Children were eating ice cream. Music played from a café

near the shore.
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“Hola!” a boy waved at me.
“Hola,” | answered, smiling.

| walked through the streets until | noticed a narrow stream. The water

was clear, and it seemed to go deep into the town.
“I wonder where this goes...” | said.

| decided to follow it. The stream slowly turned into a wider river. Trees
lined both sides. Birds sang above me. | saw ducks swimming near the

edge and dragonflies dancing in the air.

The river led me to a beautiful green place called La Xopera, in the town
of Algemesi. It was quiet, peaceful, and full of nature. The smell of wet

grass filled the air.

| sat on a rock to rest. The wind moved through the trees like whispers.

| felt calm. But then... | heard a voice.
“Hello!” the voice said.

| looked around.
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“Down here!” the voice said again.

| looked down and saw... a pink chihuahua!

“Are... are you talking?” | asked.
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“Yes, of course!” the chihuahua replied cheerfully. “Welcome to

Algemesil”
| blinked. | wasn'’t sure if | was dreaming.

“Don’t be afraid,” the chihuahua said. “I know you’ve had a long journey.

But listen carefully. This is your final mission to save humanity.”
“Final mission?” | asked. “What do | need to do?”

“You must go to a place called IES Bernat Guinovart,” the dog said.
“There, you will find a magic potion. You must spray it across the world.
This potion will make the planet greener. It will protect nature and help

future generations.”

| stood up slowly.

“A talking dog, a magic potion... okay. This must be serious.”

The dog nodded.

“Very serious. This is your last chance to help the Earth.”

| took a deep breath.

“Then | guess | better get moving.”

“Good luck, Félix,” the chihuahua barked. “The future depends on you.”

And so, with nothing but courage in my heart, | started walking again—

toward the next part of my journey.
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6.2 Traditions that speak: dance, memory and

the Mare de Déu

| walked for hours through the town of Algemesi. The streets were
narrow, the houses had small balconies with flowers, and the warm sun
made everything shine. People were friendly. Some said “Bon dia!” and
smiled. Others looked at me curiously, probably wondering why | was

carrying a surfboard and a talking dog map.
But something went wrong, as usual. | got lost. Again.
“Seriously?” | said aloud. “Why does this always happen to me?”

| looked around, trying to find a sign. Then | heard music—Iloud,

rhythmic, full of drums and flutes.
“What's going on?” | whispered to myself, following the sound.

| turned a corner and suddenly found myself in a big open space. It was
the main square of Algemesi, and it was completely full of people.

There was a celebration!

Children in traditional clothes danced in circles. Adults clapped their
hands. Musicians played beautiful melodies with wooden instruments.

The air smelled like fresh bread, sweet pastries, and orange blossom.

People were forming human towers—the famous Muixeranga. | had

seen photos of it before, but watching it live was amazing.

Groups of strong men formed the base, others climbed on top, and
finally, children reached the very top, raising one arm proudly. The

crowd cheered and clapped.
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“Wow,” | said in awe. “This is incredible.”
| stepped closer when something unexpected happened again.

A stone sculpture near the square began to glow. Slowly, it started

moving. Then, it spoke.
“Hello, traveler.”

| jumped back.

“You can talk?” | asked.

“Yes,” the statue said. “I am the Mare de Déu. | have watched over this

town for centuries.”
“I've heard about you,” | said. “You’re very important here, right?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Long ago, | was taken by people from Alzira. But
when Algemesi became independent in 1575, | was returned to my true
home. Every year, the people remember that moment with this

celebration.”

| looked around at the dances. One group had sticks, another had

ribbons, some wore flowers on their heads.
“What are these dances called?” | asked.

“They are called ‘Bastonets’, ‘Carxofa’, ‘Arquets’, ‘Tornejants’,

‘Pastoretes’, and ‘Llauradores’,” she explained. “Each one tells a story

about work, nature, love, and tradition.”

| watched the dancers move together perfectly. It was like watching a

living poem.
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“And the human towers?”

“That is the Muixeranga,” the Mare de Déu said. “It is more than a
tradition. It is a symbol of trust, unity, and balance. Everyone supports

each other. From the strongest at the bottom to the smallest at the top.’

| stood in silence, watching a new tower begin. The people below held

each other tightly, and the young climbers moved with confidence and
joy.

Even though | had a mission, | didn’t want to leave. | stayed in the
square for hours. | ate local food—a delicious pastry called “farton” and

a cool drink called “orxata”. A little girl gave me a paper flower and said:
“For good luck, mister!”
“Thank you,” | smiled.

Later, a group of old ladies pulled me into a circle and made me dance.

| didn’t know the steps, but | laughed, and so did they.

As the sun began to set, the music became slower. The crowd sat
down to watch the last dance. Lanterns were lit, and the square glowed

in warm light.
| sat quietly, holding the paper flower, thinking.

“These people care about each other,” | thought. “They care about

where they come from. This is what we need to protect.”

| stood up, took out the map the pink chihuahua had given me, and
watched as the lines glowed again, pointing me toward my next

destination.
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“Time to keep going,” | whispered.

| waved goodbye to the square, to the Mare de Déu, and to the people

dancing under the stars.
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A few days passed. | stayed in Algemesi to rest and learn more about
the town. After everything | had seen—the statue that talked, the
powerful Muixeranga, and the beautiful dances—I knew this place was

special.

One morning, | walked back to the main square. But something was

different.

Wooden structures were being built—huge ones. They looked like walls,
but not of a house or a shop. People were working with hammers, lifting

beams and boards with teamwork and rhythm.

“What are they building now?” | asked a man carrying a long wooden

pole.

He wiped his forehead and smiled.

“It's for Setmana de Bous,” he said.
“Bull Week?” | repeated.

“Yes,” he nodded. “It’s a tradition here. We build a square bullring made

of wood in the heart of the town. It only lasts one week.”
| was curious. | had never seen anything like it.

That evening, the structure was finished. The square was transformed.
It didn’t look like the same place where | had danced just a few days ago.
Now, it was a proper arena—with wooden barriers, tall platforms, and

decorated entrances.
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| sat beside a group of local teenagers eating sunflower seeds and
chatting.

“Are you here for the bulls?” one of them asked.
“Yes,” | said. “But I’'m not sure how | feel about it.”

“Some people love it,” he said. “Others think it's cruel. It's part of our

culture, but it'’s also a topic of debate.”

The afternoon show began. People filled the arena. Some waved red
scarves. Others carried cool drinks. There was laughter, but also tension.

When the bull entered, the crowd reacted with cheers and gasps. The
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animal was strong and proud. The performers danced and jumped with
skill. | could see the danger and the beauty—but also the fear in the

animal’s eyes.
| sat quietly. | didn’t clap. | just watched and thought.

Later that day, | walked to the local park. It was full of life. Families sat
on blankets, eating sandwiches and playing cards. Kids ran barefoot
through the grass. | sat under an orange tree and listened to a guitar

player sing a soft Valencian song.

An old man with a cane sat beside me and nodded at the sky.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he said.

“Yes,” | replied. “Very peaceful.”

“This is why we live,” he said. “For moments like this.”

| told him about what | saw in the arena.

He looked at me with wise eyes.

“Tradition is like a tree,” he said. “It grows over time. But sometimes, you

need to cut a branch so the tree can stay healthy.”

| understood. Algemesi was full of old traditions—but people here were

thinking, talking, and changing.

That night, the square became something else again. The arena was

closed. Lights were everywhere. A big stage was built for a concert.

Local musicians played energetic songs. Teenagers danced together in

groups. Parents clapped. Grandparents watched from chairs.
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Someone handed me a slice of coca de llanda, a soft sponge cake with

lemon.

“Welcome to Algemesi,” the woman said with a warm smile.
| sat beside her, listening to the music.

| realized something.

“Every town has many faces,” | thought. “Traditions, celebrations,

questions, and hope. All of them live together.”

And once again, | felt it: | was part of that story too.

6.4 The flood: A Lesson in nature and humanity

The next few weeks were calm. | helped clean parts of the town after the
festival, painted benches in the park, and shared stories with new

friends. Algemesi had started to feel like home.

One afternoon, while | was in the garage of the guesthouse doing some
training exercises, | heard a loud noise. Something didn’t feel right. The

air was heavy and full of tension.

Suddenly, my host—Mr. Salvador—ran in, shouting.
“Félix! Come quickly!”

| dropped the rope | was using and followed him outside.
“What’s going on?” | asked.

“The river!” he said, out of breath. “It's overflowing!”
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We ran down the street toward the bridge. A group of neighbors stood
there, watching the water. The river had become wild—fast, dark, and

full of debris. It wasn’t the peaceful stream | had followed when | arrived.

Furniture floated past us. Chairs, baskets, and even a bicycle moved with

the current.
“We need to go upstairs,” Mr. Salvador said. “Quickly!”

We rushed back to the house and ran up to the second floor. From the
window, | watched the water creep closer and closer. The street became

a brown river. Some cars were already half submerged.
Mrs. Salvador held her baby tightly.
“Is this normal?” | asked.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “The rain was too strong this week.

The ground couldn’t take it.”

We lit candles, just in case the power went out. We filled bottles with

clean water. The mood in the house was quiet. Serious.

From the window, | saw people helping one another. A man carried an
old woman to a safe spot. Teenagers passed buckets of sand. Children

cried, but their parents comforted them.
| sat near the window, holding a blanket, staring into the storm.
“Why does this feel so important?” | asked myself.

| thought of the talking chihuahua. The Mare de Déu. The potion.
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“This is exactly why I’'m here,” | whispered. “The planet is sick. Nature is

out of balance. And we're feeling the consequences.”

That night, we lost electricity. We sat in silence, listening to the sound of

the rain hitting the roof. It was loud, but also sad.
Mr. Salvador lit a candle.

“Are you afraid?” he asked.

| nodded. “Yes. A little.”

“That’s okay,” he said. “But remember this—fear is just the beginning.

What we do next is what matters.”

| looked at the family. They were together, strong, calm.
“Thank you for letting me stay,” | said.

“You're part of the family now,” he said with a smile.

The next morning, the rain stopped. The river calmed down. Mud and

broken things covered the streets, but people were already cleaning.

Children wore boots and helped carry buckets. Adults swept the

walkways. Laughter returned slowly, like the sun behind the clouds.

| helped carry a broken chair out of the house and placed it near the pile

of debris. Then | looked toward the school. My mission still called me.
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| took my backpack, waved goodbye to the family, and began walking
again.

6.5 The last mission: Félix and the green future

The morning was fresh after the storm. The streets were still wet, and
the smell of rain and earth filled the air. As | walked toward the edge of
town, | felt a mix of emotions—hope, sadness, excitement, and

something else... a quiet strength.

| needed to rest before the final part of my journey. | saw a large flat rock
by the river and decided to sit for a moment. The sun was rising slowly.

Birds were returning to the trees. It felt peaceful again.
| closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

“You have come far, traveler,” a voice said.

| opened my eyes.

“Not again,” | muttered with a small smile.
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The rock beneath me was glowing faintly.
“Are you... alive?” | asked.

“In a way,” said the rock. “I have been here for centuries. | have seen

many stories. Tell me about yours.”
| took a deep breath.

“I've travelled across countries. I've seen beauty and danger. I've met
people who care, and people who don’t. But in Algemesi... | saw

something different.”
“What did you see?” the rock asked gently.

“l saw a town that remembers,” | said. “They remember their roots, their
stories, their dances. They build towers with children on top, because
they trust one another. They question their traditions, but they also
celebrate. And when the storm came, they helped each other. Without

fear. Without asking why.”

The rock was silent for a moment.

“You have learned much,” it said. “Now, it’s time for your final step.”
“The school,” | nodded.

“Yes,” said the rock. “The potion is waiting.”

| stood up, thanked the stone, and continued walking.
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The school, IES Bernat Guinovart, stood tall at the end of a quiet street.
It was simple and modern, with trees in the front and painted murals

along the walls.

Inside, the hallways were empty. Posters about recycling and climate
change hung on the bulletin boards. | followed the signs to the science
lab.

There, on a table in the center of the room, was a small glass bottle

glowing with soft green light.

| stepped forward slowly.

“This is it,” | whispered. “The potion.”

| picked it up. It felt warm in my hand, as if alive.

Suddenly, | heard voices behind me. Children were entering the school.

The day was beginning. | looked out the window. The town was waking

up.
| climbed to the rooftop. The bottle pulsed, like it knew what to do.
“Here goes nothing,” | said.

| opened the bottle, and a fine green mist rose into the sky. It sparkled in
the air, floating like dust on the wind. It spread in all directions, invisible

but present.

Birds flew through the mist, singing louder. Trees stood straighter. The

sky seemed clearer.

| smiled.

162



Later that day, | walked back to the park. No one knew what | had done.
But | didn’t need them to.

A child gave me a drawing of the Earth with a big heart around it.
“For you,” she said.

“Thank you,” | said, touched.

| sat under an orange tree, thinking.

My mission was complete. But my story was not over.

Every place | visited had changed me. But Aigemesi... it had stayed in

my heart.
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| pulled out the map one last time. It no longer glowed.
“Good,” | said. “That means the world is safe. For now.”
| looked up at the sky.

“Goodbye, Félix,” said a familiar voice in the wind.
“Goodbye,” | whispered.

And with a calm smile, | walked into the sunlight—ready for whatever

came next.

The end.
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