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Dedicated to my family


and my home village


What is not fiction in this story may or may not be true. In the Finnish region of Savo, where most of the adventures of the Lava Prince take place, interpretation is left to the reader’s and listener’s discretion.


This English edition is based on the Finnish original Laavaprinssin salaisuus. Translated with DeepL Translator and DeepL Write.


Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real companies or institutions, is purely coincidental. In particular, the character of the lady of the manor, Irma Arkko, is entirely fictional and serves as a contrast to the kind-hearted maid, Alma. In reality, the lady of the manor was an admirable, hardworking, and compassionate woman.


Arvola is a small rural village in southern Finland. At first glance, it appears quite ordinary—much like Tuomas, the half-orphan who lives on the Arkko estate. But Tuomas is haunted by a dark past that keeps him from living the life of a typical schoolboy.


The author dedicates this story to her home village, to which she would have wished a more prosperous and independent future.


Leena Pulfer









Finally, the


ruler of the lava streams spoke:


Choose wisely, young prince:


Do you want to join the humans, that inferior


species that lives a short, meaningless life on


Earth, destroys everything around them


through their own stupidity, and turns to


dust when they die?


Or you can join your own lava people, who


have existed since the beginning of time and


cannot be destroyed by anything.


We can live on the earth and in its depths.


We can take any form we wish.


We have infinite powers.


Choose wisely.
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At the start of science class, Ms. Paula Puntanen stood at the front of the room and asked, “Who saw the news about the volcanic eruption in Indonesia last night?”


Several hands shut up into the air.


“Who remembers the name of the volcano?” she continued.


The students glanced around uncertainly. A few shrugged. They shook their heads.


“No wonder none of you remember—it was Anak Krakatau. Volcanoes often have strange names given by locals. ‘Anak Krakatau’ means ‘child of Krakatau.’ Krakatau is the name of the volcanic island. But there are volcanoes in Europe with simpler names. Can anyone name one?”


More hands went up.


“Tuomas?”


“Etna,” Tuomas said without hesitation. “It’s in Sicily.”


“I was just about to ask that—thank you, Tuomas.”


Tuomas sank into his seat, annoyed with himself. Again, he’d answered too soon, before the teacher had even finished the question. He couldn’t help it. With a bit of focus, reading people’s thoughts was second nature to him. Perfectly normal... wasn’t it?


Luckily, no one laughed. Ms. Puntanen smoothly launched into a story about her sister’s recent trip to Sicily. “She was on a guided tour when Etna suddenly erupted,” she said. “They had to scramble back to the hotel by bus, and even the airport shut down. Her flight was delayed for days.”


She showed videos her sister had recorded. During the day, thick ash clouds billowed into a clear blue sky. At night, fiery streams shot from the crater like fireworks, illuminating the darkness in bursts of red and orange.


“Long ago, the locals believed gods lived inside the volcano,” Ms. Puntanen said. “When the gods got angry, the mountain would erupt. These days, of course, we understand the science behind it. And that’s our topic for today—volcanoes. You’ll be working in groups.”


Before splitting the class, she added, “But first, let me tell you a bit about Sicily’s history. Did you know the island has been inhabited for over 5,000 years? It's been conquered by the Greeks, Romans, Vandals, and Spaniards.”


She paused. “What else do you know about Sicily? Miranda?”


The blonde girl in the front row raised her hand. “There’s the Mafia... and blood feuds.”


Before Ms. Puntanen could respond, Mirko leapt to his feet. He crouched as if holding an invisible machine gun, spun in place, and fired off a stream of noises: “Pa-pa-papa-pa-pa-pa!”


He brandished a ruler like a weapon, spraying spit as he spoke through the cleft in his palate.


“That’s how they shot all their enemies! I saw it on TV!” he announced, standing tall and proud.


“Mirko!” Ms. Puntanen’s voice snapped. “Sit down! Shooting people is not a game.”


“I didn’t shoot anyone. But Mafia bosses really do. They’re not even scared of the police.”


“Fortunately, things are different here in Finland. Now everyone calm down and get to work.”


She divided the students into groups of four or five. Desks screeched across the floor as students dragged them together. Each group was to research how volcanoes form and what happens during an eruption.


Tuomas was grouped with Miranda, Väinö, and Mirko. They chose to focus on Mount Etna, since the teacher had just talked about it.


The classroom buzzed with energy. The topic fascinated everyone. None of the students had ever seen a volcano in real life—Finland had none.


“Mount Etna is the largest active volcano in Europe. It’s on the Italian island of Sicily, in southern Europe…” Miranda typed the boys’ words on her laptop. Though blind, she worked swiftly with her Braille keyboard, which simultaneously displayed the text in standard print.


“What does it look like when a volcano erupts?” she asked.


“I’ve got some pictures... oh, right,” Väinö said, catching himself.


“Clouds of ash and smoke rise from the top of the mountain,” Mirko described.


“What kind of smoke? I only know the smell from heating the sauna.”


“It’s soft... like cotton,” Tuomas offered, hesitating. He found it difficult to imagine how Miranda experienced the world—no colors, no shapes, no sense of distance. Not even a reflection. She didn’t know that she was beautiful. Words like “beautiful” or “ugly” meant nothing to her.


“It’d be exciting to live in a place like that,” Mirko said dreamily. “Like living next to a nuclear plant—you never know when it might blow.”


“But not so exciting for the people who lose their homes... or their lives,” Väinö replied. He was the opposite of Mirko: quiet, thoughtful, and built like a sumo wrestler—just half a meter shorter than his father.


Mirko read aloud from his tablet:


“The lava is bright red when it reaches the surface and over a thousand degrees Celsius. It moves like a sprinter. As it cools, it turns dark red, hardens, and slows. The lava burns everything it touches—trees, wooden houses. Only stone walls or churches might survive. The solidified lava and rock fragments crush everything in their path.”


“That’s awful,” Miranda whispered.


“Good thing we don’t have volcanoes here in Finland,” Tuomas said quietly.


He had no idea that his roots stretched far beyond Finland—all the way to Sicily. Or more precisely, into the fiery heart of Mount Etna itself.










2


The story about Tuomas' grandparents


begins in the first half


of the last century.


Tuomas had believed that his grandparents had spent their entire lives on the Costa family estate on the Italian mainland. Nonna had never mentioned that her roots were on the island of Sicily. She had good reason to keep this secret.
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The people living near Mount Etna were used to tremors and lava flows. They carried on with their lives, setting toppled knickknacks back on shelves, rinsing gray ash from garden leaves, and wiping a fine dusting from patio tables.


No one expected a major eruption, even though the earth had been trembling more violently than usual for weeks, and plumes of smoke curled steadily from the crater into the blue sky. When stronger quakes rattled the soles of their feet and sent pans clattering in kitchens, people crossed themselves instinctively. Even the 6 a.m. Mass was full —packed with villagers Father Anthony hadn’t seen in years.


Still, no one was truly alarmed. The volcano had erupted many times in living memory, and records showed it had done so for centuries before. Even during the worst of it, the valley had suffered only from ash. It darkened the skies for weeks before settling on the roofs of whitewashed houses, cobbled streets, winding paths, cars, and gardens. Breathing was difficult—the ash carried tiny glass shards from the molten rock within the crater.


The villagers knew what to do. They swept the ash from the streets, carted it to the village edges, or heaped it at the borders of gardens. Men cleared rooftops and car; women wiped down windows again and again. On days like those, no one dared hang laundry out to dry on the lines strung between the houses.


But when the heavy rains finally came, they washed the ash from the streets. Leaves turned green again. Flowers and grass pushed through the dust. The cattle, long fed on dry fodder, returned to grazing. Broken roof tiles were replaced, fallen crosses and Madonna portraits were rehung. Life returned to normal, as if nothing had happened.


This time was different.


The volcano erupted in the dead of night. A deafening boom and a massive quake tore through the town, jolting everyone from their beds. Villagers poured into the streets, which felt safer than the crumbling houses. Despite the fear, they couldn’t look away from the mountain's fiery spectacle: jets of fire burst from the crater into the dark sky, casting an eerie glow through clouds of ash.


The ground shook and groaned beneath their bare feet. Children and teens, who had never seen such a violent eruption, screamed and laughed with excitement as more explosions echoed down the valley, flinging fireballs for miles. Only the youngest ran crying into the arms of their mothers and grandmothers.


Old Ettore, the local poacher, stepped out onto the road, binoculars in hand. He lived at the edge of town in his brother’s house and usually used those binoculars to hunt rabbits and birds on the volcano’s slopes. His old hunting dog, Bono—a slender, long-legged Sicilian greyhound— growled softly, on edge from the chaos.


Ettore scanned the mountainside, lit in shades of red and gold by the volcanic glow. His breath caught.


“Lava! Lava’s coming down the slope!”


“Don’t talk nonsense, you forest thief,” muttered the man beside him, grabbing the binoculars and raising them to his eyes. But a moment later, he gasped. “Porca miseria! The man’s right! It’s flowing into the valley!”


The binoculars passed from hand to hand. Murmurs grew into shouts.


“The lava is coming!”


And it was. A wide fissure had opened in the volcano’s flank. Molten lava gushed through the crack, streaming toward the valley—and straight for the town of Mascali.


In the past, lava had always flowed from the main crater and made its way down the far side of the mountain, eventually reaching the sea, where it cooled into thick, black rock along the shore.


But now, the villagers stood frozen, like spectators at a theater, waiting for the next act. The crater spewed more fountains of fire. Huge boulders exploded from the peak, crashing down the dark slope and settling, as if waiting for the lava to resume their journey.


As the night dragged on, the river of fire widened. No one knew how long it would last. How fast it would move. Whether it would reach the hillside farms, the scattered cottages—and eventually, the valley towns.


“Run, Aldo! Tell the to ring the bells!” Ettore shouted to his open-mouthed nephew. “It could be dangerous!”


“Nonna, are we all going to die?” little Livia whimpered from her grandmother’s lap, having overheard Ettore’s cry.


“Don’t be afraid, bambina. The Lord of the Volcano is angry now, but he will calm down if we pray with all our hearts.”


Soon, the bell tower rang out through the darkness, summoning the faithful. The church quickly filled. Father Anthony offered comfort in the name of all the saints and the Virgin Mary. His appearance—a nightcap askew on his head and his housekeeper’s silk robe tied loosely at the waist—might have invited laughter on another night. But no one laughed.


The village police chief, the fire chief, and the Commissario di Polizia were there too. After Mass, they huddled with Father Anthony in the sacristy.


They agreed: better to wait for dawn. Perhaps the lava would stop. Perhaps it would veer away from town. After all, the prayers had been fervent.


Candles flickered before the altar. More than a few villagers dropped coins in the collection box—perhaps spurred by sudden piety, or perhaps by the presence of the police chief. In any case, they had done their part. The rest was in God’s hands.


The authorities decided not to issue an evacuation order—yet. If the lava kept moving, it would still take days to reach the city. Their choice to wait was, at least for now, understandable.


That night, only the very young and the elderly remained inside. Everyone else kept watch from the streets and fields. At first, they needed binoculars to see the lava’s progress. But before long, it glowed clearly even to the naked eye.


Cheers rose when the lava seemed to stop behind a massive boulder—only to die away in stunned silence when it split and flowed around the rock in twin rivers of fire. The two lines merged once more into a single, unstoppable stream, creeping steadily down the slope toward their town.
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The walls—and even the roof—of the Costa family's modest home were built from gray slate quarried long ago from the volcano itself. From a distance, the house blended almost seamlessly into the barren mountainside. At one end of the building, a simple stable sheltered a few goats and chickens. Just beyond a thin partition, Father Luigi and his grown son, Maurizio, had carved out a small kitchen and a bare-bones bedroom.


For the past three months, Mother Giulia had been in a hospital in Catania, twenty kilometers away. Any hope of a cure had long since vanished. The cancer had spread too far, and surgery wasn’t just futile—it was also unaffordable. Luigi and Maurizio took turns visiting her, gently urging her to eat, bringing her bunches of muscatel-scented grapes that clung to the stone walls of their home.


The night before the eruption, after another heavy-hearted visit to the hospital, Maurizio had stopped at a trattoria for a few glasses of vino rosso before pedaling his old bicycle back to the valley. At home, Luigi had found comfort at the bottom of a wine bottle. Not stopping at a glass, he drank the whole thing and eventually passed out on the warm stone bench against the wall of the house.


Bruno, the family’s old sheepdog, had been restless all evening. He lay beside Luigi’s feet, whining and twitching. Finally fed up, Luigi dragged himself up and locked the dog in the shed with the goats and chickens. But Bruno was clever and knew how to open the latch. So Luigi chained him to the wall.


Higher up the mountainside lived Nino, the shepherd, in a hut he shared with a dozen sheep. For days, Nino had felt the ground shifting uneasily beneath his boots. He’d felt it before. But this time was different. The distant booms confirmed his unease, and when he looked toward the summit, his heart jumped. Fire burst from the crater, painting the sky blood-red. Ash clouds billowed upward like smoke from a war zone.


Nino couldn’t yet see the lava, but he could hear it— trees cracking, rocks tumbling, the distant crash of earth splitting apart.


He jumped onto his small tractor. For a moment, he hesitated. Should he try to load the sheep onto the trailer? No. The animals were spooked and herding them now would take too long. The sounds from the hillside were growing louder—more urgent. Nino leapt down, flung the hut door open, and herded the sheep out as best he could. Then he fired up the engine.


His matted sheepdog, Husso, darted back and forth, torn between staying with the flock or following his master. At the last second, he chose the sheep.


The winding dirt road from Nino’s hut led down toward the valley, past the Costa family’s home. As he passed the gate, Nino hit the brakes.


“Luigi! Maurizio! Are you still home? You’ve got to come now!”


Bruno barked frantically from the shed. Nino jumped down, rushed to the front door, and pounded on it.


“Luigi! Maurizio! Are you asleep in this hellhole?”


Inside, Luigi groaned and sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Nino? What the hell are you doing here in the middle of the night?”


But when he looked past Nino toward the hillside, he saw it: a jagged red glow pulsing between the charred black tree trunks. Even in his fog of wine and sleep, Luigi understood. He had to move—now.


He scrambled onto the tractor behind Nino, and the two men rumbled down the path in the slow but steady machine. It would have been enough to carry them to safety—if fate hadn’t intervened. A massive boulder, hurled from the crater, smashed into the road, striking the tractor and knocking it from the narrow track. Tractor and trailer tumbled down the slope, crashing through brush and stones before coming to rest in a twisted heap.


Luigi and Nino were both badly injured and unconscious. In a strange way, it was a mercy. Neither of them felt the searing heat creeping down the hillside as morning approached.


Bruno had broken free from his chain and managed to open the shed door. He sprinted after the tractor, his bark echoing in the night. When he reached the wreckage, he found his master lying motionless, his feet crushed beneath a wheel. The old dog circled the wreck, whining, then crawled beneath it. His chain, still dragging behind him, caught on the axle. Bruno pulled and twisted, but it was no use.


Realizing he couldn’t escape, Bruno stopped struggling. He lay down beside Luigi, licked his face gently, and waited.


Farther down the road, the bleating of the terrified sheep echoed through the volcanic night. Husso, still leading the flock down toward the valley, suddenly halted. He had heard the faint, desperate barking of his old friend. Turning, he spotted the tractor, barely visible in the shifting red light of the volcano.


Husso left the flock and ran to the wreck. He sniffed the wreckage, nuzzled Luigi’s limp hand, then turned to Bruno. The old sheepdog's muzzle twitched, and he gave Husso a weak wag of his tail.


Husso licked Bruno’s face once—softly—then turned back. There was nothing he could do.


With a final, sorrowful howl, the sheepdog returned to the road and trotted after the herd, disappearing into the ash-blurred shadows of the valley.
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Maurizio woke on a park bench at dawn, coughing. The rough bark of a nearby tree scratched at his cheek, and a fine layer of ash coated his face, his coat, and the worn saddle of his bicycle leaning nearby.


He squinted against the strange light, trying to piece together the previous night. He’d left the trattoria later than planned—and after too much vino rosso, he’d made the mistake of chasing it with grappa. Still, he must have had the good sense not to bike home in that state. Instead, he’d collapsed on this bench, hoping to sleep off the worst of it. With his mother dying in the hospital, an accident—or worse, an arrest—would have been unthinkable.


But why was he coughing?


The air stung his throat and eyes. It wasn’t the wine. It was ash.


Maurizio pulled his scarf up over his nose and mouth— the one he always wore into town—and climbed onto his bicycle, pedaling toward home.


Something was wrong.


The road leading out of Mascali was packed with people fleeing. Trucks rumbled by, piled high with furniture and frightened passengers. Overloaded cars honked and swerved. Tractors dragging trailers that looked like mobile homes trundled through the haze. Donkeys brayed as they pulled wagons, and men pushed handcarts heavy with blankets, boxes, and water jugs while children and women walked beside them.


At an intersection just outside town, a policeman stepped into Maurizio’s path, rifle slung across his chest.


“Stop! Turn around! No one’s allowed into town—”


“It’s me, Maurizio,” he said, pulling down his scarf.


The officer squinted through the ash. “Maurizio? Madonna mia. You scared me.”


“Enrico?” Maurizio said, recognizing his old school friend. “What’s going on? Why’s everyone fleeing?”


Enrico didn’t answer right away. He looked tired. Angry. Afraid.


“If the houses are empty,” he finally said, “some people might loot.”


“Loot? Why would the houses be empty?”


Enrico blinked at him. “Did you fall from the moon? The volcano’s erupting. The lava’s flowing down the southern slope—straight toward the town.”


Maurizio felt cold, even in the thick, hot air. “I have to get home. My father—our animals—they need to be evacuated.”


“I think it’s too late.” Enrico’s voice softened. “The lava already passed your place. No one stayed behind—there was too much noise, too many warnings. I’m sure your father made it out. Check in town. He’s probably at your aunt’s.”


Maurizio didn’t stop in Mascali. He pedaled hard up the familiar road toward home. The ash in the air thickened with every turn. The heat became unbearable. Rounding a curve, he slammed on the brakes.


There it was.


The hillside was no longer a hillside. It was a rolling, glowing ocean of molten rock, cracked and steaming, alive with color and sound. Great blackened boulders drifted in the flow. Charred tree trunks bobbed in the current like fallen matchsticks. The edge of the lava advanced slowly, steadily, consuming everything in its path.


His family’s slate-roofed house had been higher up the slope. Gone.


Maurizio turned his bicycle around and rode back into town, heart pounding with dread.


In Mascali, chaos reigned. Loudspeakers blared from a police cruiser inching through the narrow streets:


“There is no need to panic. The eruption will end soon. The city will be spared. Army trucks are on standby. Pack a few days’ essentials. Lock your homes. Police will remain to prevent looting. There is no need to worry.”


Maurizio didn't believe a word.


He headed for his aunt’s house, where he hoped to find his father.


“Zia Teodora! Have you seen Papa?”


His aunt didn’t even register the question. She paced wildly around her bedroom, muttering, “What should I take? What should I take?” Overturned suitcases lay open on the bed, surrounded by jewelry boxes, silverware, crystal glasses from her wedding (twelve), stacks of old photographs, albums, a black funeral suit, slippers, copper pots, porcelain figurines, hand-stitched cushions, religious icons—the Virgin Mary in a plastic frame, a gilded cross.


“Arrivederci, Zia Teodora,” Maurizio said from the doorway.


She didn’t even notice he was leaving.


In a neighboring courtyard, shouting and crying erupted. Maurizio peered over a low wall.


A little girl clung to a fat, brightly colored rabbit. Her father, bleeding from a nicked hand, tried to pry the rabbit from her arms by its ears.


“Balbina! Mama! Help me!” she sobbed.


“You can’t take that thing with you, and we can’t leave it here! We need meat for the road!” the man shouted.


The girl’s mother didn’t even look up. She was digging up potted flowers beside the house. Two buckets already brimmed with dirt and roots.


“Woman, are you insane? We’re not bringing the plants!” the father roared.


The rabbit seized the opportunity, kicked free of the man’s grasp, and bounded down the street, disappearing into the maze of alleyways.


Maurizio moved on. The streets were piled with mattresses, crates, and overloaded cars. He passed neighbors and called out, asking if anyone had seen his father. They barely looked at him. No one asked about his mother in the hospital, as they usually would have. Maybe his father had gone to Catania—maybe he was already at her bedside.


Then, something leapt at his bicycle, nearly knocking him off balance.


A dog.


Old Husso.


Maurizio blinked. “Husso? You’re here?”


The dog barked once and wagged his tail—but his eyes were dull, frightened.


The sheep Husso had been guarding had made it to town, but the noise and crowds had panicked the flock. The animals had scattered, and Husso had failed to regroup them.


Maurizio knelt and stroked the dog’s ragged fur. Hope stirred in his chest.


If Husso was here, then maybe Dino was too. And if Dino had come down from the mountain, surely he’d brought his friends—his father and Bruno.


“Where’s Dino? Where’s Bruno?” Maurizio whispered. “Find them, Husso. Go!”


Husso barked again, short and sad. Then he lay down, resting his head on his paws, eyes full of sorrow.


Maurizio understood. He’d worked with animals all his life. Husso didn’t need to speak.


He climbed back on his bicycle.


Husso followed for a few steps, then stopped, turned back, and let out one long, mournful howl before vanishing down a side street.


Later, Maurizio would hear stories. In the narrow alleys, people had begun catching the scattered sheep. They lifted them onto tractor beds or pushed them into the arms of children sitting in cars. The meat would be valuable in the days ahead.


Some dogs—those without owners, those left behind— roamed the outskirts of town in confused packs. They howled at the red sky, as the lava crept closer and closer to the valley.
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As the volcano finally quieted and the thick smoke began to lift, the air grew clearer, crisper. From a low-flying survey plane, the southern slope of Mount Etna came into view—blanketed in hardened lava and pale gray ash. The small town at the base of the mountain was barely recognizable, swallowed by a blackened tide. Fields, roads, homes—vanished beneath a scorched, undulating sea of rock.


Only one structure remained standing on the mountainside: a solitary gray stone house surrounded by a cluster of ancient olive trees. Their twisted limbs still reached toward the sky. Under the layers of ash clinging to the leaves, hints of pale green shimmered in defiance. All around them, charred stumps pierced the hardened flow like blackened bones.


The plane banked and circled once over the isolated property. No movement—no people, no animals. With no signs of life, the rescue team moved on.


When the lava finally cooled and the immediate danger had passed, Maurizio joined the returning evacuees to witness the aftermath. In the town, remnants of life remained—a stone church half-filled with cooled lava, rooftops peeking from under the hardened mass, the outlines of alleyways barely visible. The road that once connected the town to Maurizio’s home had disappeared completely, swallowed by the flow.


He left his bicycle behind and began to cross the jagged lava field on foot. The sharp rock crunched under his boots. Landmarks he had known his entire life were gone: trees, stone fences, stables—erased. Yet somehow, through instinct or memory, his feet found the way.


And then—he stopped.


There, in the distance, a patch of green emerged through the desolation. His breath caught in his throat.


The olive grove.


It wasn’t a hallucination. It wasn’t wishful thinking born of grief. The garden was still there, ringed by olive trees— scarred but standing. His family’s house was intact.


He ran.


The lava had created a natural barricade of boulders and jagged rock, enclosing the house and garden on three sides. A towering, black wall of volcanic stone now stood where the vineyard once was. The only way to reach the house from the valley was to climb.


Maurizio stood at the edge of the garden, heart pounding.


Everything looked unchanged—and yet, everything had changed. Ash still blanketed the olive leaves, and a fine gray powder dulled the grass. But the silence… it was wrong. Too complete.


No bleating goats. No clucking chickens. No bark from Bruno. The bench by the wall was empty. The front door creaked softly in the breeze but remained closed.


Everyone was gone—his father, his mother, Bruno, the animals. Gone.


Maurizio sat on the bench—the one where he and his father used to drink wine at dusk, watching the valley bathe in golden light. Now the valley was buried, and his father... gone with it. His mother had passed, too—peacefully, in a coma on the night of the eruption. She had been spared the pain of knowing she’d lost everything.


Grief hollowed him out. He lowered his head into his hands, and the tears came fast and soundless.


Then… the front door creaked.


His head jerked up.


Standing in the doorway was someone in his mother’s old work dress.


Maurizio's blood ran cold. No. She was gone. This isn't possible.


But before he could speak, the figure rushed forward and wrapped him in a desperate embrace.


“I thought everyone was dead—but you’re alive!” a voice sobbed into his chest.


He pulled back, stunned. “Who... who are you?”


“I’m sorry,” the girl said, stepping away. Her face was streaked with soot and tears. “I came here without permission. I didn’t know where else to go. I’m... Olivia.”
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Olivia—if that was her name—couldn’t tell Maurizio anything about herself. Not even later.


She remembered nothing. Not her family, not where she’d lived, not how she’d survived the eruption, or how she’d found her way to the Costa house. It was as if the lava had scorched not only the land but her entire past. All she could say was:


“Even my clothes were torn. I had to take something from the closet.”


She said it softly, almost apologetically.


Maurizio didn’t care. It didn’t matter who she was or that she wore his mother’s best Sunday dress. He had fallen for her the moment he saw her. She was unlike anyone he had ever met—graceful, radiant, with sapphire-blue eyes and a cascade of red curls that framed her delicate face like flames.


The house and garden had somehow survived the eruption, spared by a miracle. But they couldn’t stay. Maurizio, honorable by nature, would not risk Olivia’s reputation by spending the night alone with her under one roof.


So he packed a small rucksack with only the essentials: a change of clothes, the family savings, the household register, an envelope of his father’s papers, and his mother’s jewelry box—modest in value but too precious to abandon to looters. Before leaving, he carefully took down the picture of the Madonna his mother had prayed to daily and the wedding photo of his parents, their faces solemn and proud.
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