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What I would give to stop being a child.

Yes, the bell has just rung for the end of class and with that, my three-month summer holiday begins. But then what? Go back to spending entire days with my childish classmates? Go back to accepting that adults treat me like I’m stupid?

I’m sick of it. I just want to grow up once and for all.

I leave the classroom without saying goodbye to anyone – who would I say goodbye to, anyway? With my frayed backpack filled with books on my back, I walk along the hallway quickly when I hear my classmates come up behind me. 

“My parents got me the new Dark Souls game; do you want to come over to mine and play it?” says Daniel, one of my classmates. His friends shout with rambling responses and idiotic laughter. Suddenly, I feel a hand on my shoulder. “Are you coming?”

I turn around, surprised.

“Oh, sorry, guays..., Edmyn.” He babbles, realising his mistake, “I didn’t know it was you.”

The others behind him laugh. I ignore them and march away quickly.

Guays is one of the many nicknames the boys in my class use for me. A super-smart wordplay of my last name, Wise, which is pronounced Guays in Spanish.

How nice they are.

My name is Edmyn Wise. A remarkable name for a Spaniard, but not so much for someone with English roots on their mother’s side. She always told me again and again names are important. I never really understood why.

Without going home, I head off to the bus stop next to my school to board the number 7 bus, which goes to the Villaespesa library.

I know already it sounds weird. What kind of fourteen-year-old kid goes to the library on his first day of summer holiday? I discovered a while ago that students can skip a year if they achieve exceptional grades. Thinking I can finish high school a year early boosts me with motivation, even in the midsummer.

As I wait for the bus, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. I take it out, look at the scraped phone screen and see in bold letters ‘Grandpa’.

I don’t even know why it surprises me.

“Hey, Grandpa.”

“Edmyn, it’s your brother. Something happened...” He stays quiet for a few seconds. “Something strange. He’s had an anxiety attack.”

“Benji having an anxiety attack isn’t anything strange.”

“I know, son. Saint Lucas and Saint Marciano, I know. But this time he’s different, he seems more nervous.”

“What do you mean by more nervous?”

I listen intently on the phone. There is an enlightening cry from Benji. I sigh loudly.

“Okay, Grandpa. I’m on my way.”

My brother always does this. His name is Benjamin. He’s ten years old, but he still needs a high level of care because he was born with ASD, Autism spectrum disorder, a condition that makes him different from everyone else and not able to socialise well. He becomes obsessed with certain things. If he can’t get them or if circumstances don’t adapt to what he wants – he’s not good.

I see the number 7 bus drive up in front of me. I was so tempted to go to the library, sit down in complete silence next to older students and study for next year’s subjects that a sigh of frustration escapes me. The coffee with a lot of milk and extra sugar I was going to get will have to wait. I must be the big brother.

All in all, I’m used to it.

I begin walking to my house along the narrow streets of El Zapillo, my neighbourhood, where my grandpa, Benji, and I live. Our father died just after Benji was born, and I have no memories of him. Our mother died as well, just less than a year ago, in a car accident.

Benji didn’t know how to accept her death. He started suffering more tantrums than normal, as well as being sad most of the time. He and my mother were very close. They had a special bond. She was a writer; she published several novels about a world full of ridiculous magic and childish creatures which I have never read, but my brother adored them. She invested half her time in her work and the other with my brother.

After her death, Benji held her books close. He is obsessed with them so much that even a year later he still eats with them, sleeps with them, goes to the bathroom with them and once even tried to shower with one of them. Luckily, my grandpa and I convinced him not to do it, and he agreed only to avoid spoiling the pages.

I continue home under the scalding sun. They drenched my clothes in sweat, and I wish it was raining, which would do me good, but I know it’s pretty much impossible. In Almeria, the city where I live, it hardly rains during the year. Believing it is going to rain at the start of the summer is absolute nonsense.

I climb four floors of the building without an elevator and enter my home. It’s small and old, with antique furniture and mattresses that just look like they’ve been taken from a dump. My grandpa’s pension and the orphan benefits from my mother don’t give us much, but as soon as I start working, I hope to buy a larger house, a new car and some clothes that aren’t second-hand.

In the living room, I see my grandpa with his shirt stuck to him because of the heat. He’s 72 years old with some little patches of white hair on his head and wears a necklace which he never takes off. My brother is beside him, hugging one of my mother’s books.

“Hey, Benji.” I say, placing my backpack on the floor. Grandpa looks at me with a more worried look than normal. “What happened?”

“Ed...” my brother’s voice trembles as if he were afraid to speak. He has brown hair, bronze skin and is quite small for his age; he could pass for a seven-year-old.

“What?”

Grandpa gets up and whispers in my ear:

“He says it’s something from his books. Holy Mother of God! It always has to do with those books. Speak with him, son, because he doesn’t listen to me.”

Of course, it has to be me to be the one to help him once again. After all, I only attend tutorials with his teachers, take care of his important errands, control his anxiety attacks... Even though my grandpa is the legal guardian, it’s me who really looks after Benji.

“Hey, buddy. What’s wrong?”

“The books, Ed...” he says without lifting his head.

“What happened to the books?” 

“They’re not the same. They’re different...”

“Different? Let’s see, Benji, give them to me.”

“No!” he cries, which startles me.

“Benji, if you don’t want to show me, tell me what happened.”

He looks a little dazed. He takes a few seconds to reply.

“They’ve changed, the books have changed...”

“Do you mean this is a different book?”

“No.” He says in a tiny voice. I sit next to him, but he doesn’t bother. “The story has changed.”

“The story? What are you talking about?”

His eyes seem to come back to life.

“The words have changed, Ed.” he says with a serious voice suddenly. I have never seen this before. “The story is new, now Fenzo can’t win... Someone has to help Fenzo...”

“Fenzo?”

“Yes, someone has to help him...” He clings onto the book again and repeats the same phrase over and over.

“Is this Fenzo one of the monsters you draw?”

He shakes his head a few times.

“Fenzo isn’t a zaui, he’s a human. He must help the zauis because they are in danger. But he can’t do it alone!”

The only thing I know about the zauis is that they’re some characters from my mother’s books. I suspect they’re the figures on the cover of the book Benji is holding in his hands: round beings with cartoon faces.

“Benji, Fenzo isn’t real. You know that, right?”

“Shut up!” he screeches in a high-pitched voice. “Fenzo really exists. He needs help...”

I find all this strange. I’ve never seen him behave this way. He usually has the odd tantrum, but this? This issue with the books is new and something different to everything else that has always annoyed him, like, for example, the noise of cars whizzing by or the texture of cooked vegetables.

I try to make him give me the book or explain more about the situation. I get nothing. He keeps repeating the same phrases, sometimes whispering and others shouting so strongly that Grandpa and I need to cover our ears. I try a change of tactic: I talk about the walk we’ll take along the promenade, the vanilla ice cream we’ll have in The Paris Cafe and whatever he likes so much. It’s the only thing that works to calm him down. Although it takes longer than it normally does, I eventually do it. My grandpa puts his hand on my shoulder, giving me a silent ‘Thank you’ before he gets up and heads into the kitchen.

“Benji, let’s go to your room.”

We head into his bedroom. He lays down on his bed, grabs his notebook from his nightstand, takes out his colouring pencils from his drawer and begins to draw. The only thing he draws, however, are these horrific characters. Most of his drawings hang on his bedroom wall, covering up the walls next to other similar-looking posters. Everything is the complete opposite to my room, where the walls are bare, and the shelves are tidy – just like it should be.

As he is drawing, I go over and take the book he has left at the foot of his bed. It has worn away at the corners and has several marks on the cover. It has been in this house for many years. How could it have changed? It’s called ‘The Kingdom of the zauis’. I open it and look at some pages. There are drawings of these so-called zauis, coloured clay caves, monsters resembling scorpions, and an old man with a walking stick. I read random sentences; although I have never read the book, it seems normal. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary; he must have made it up.

I return the book back to where I found it on the bed. He has calmed down now, so I decide to leave. Before I do, I hear his voice again.

“Ed, do you want to play with the zaui marbles?” I turn around and see him holding little grey-coloured crystal balls in his hand.

Play with marbles now? Seriously? To my brother Benji, everything is a game. In his world, actual problems don’t exist, and everything is solved by playing, reading, or drawing. I wish the outside world was like this, brother. But playing is for kids and I must leave that behind.

“No, Benji. I have things to do.”

The weeks pass by, and he continues the same anxiety attacks, repeating the words: ‘The story has changed.’ and ‘Fenzo needs help’ over and over. How does a book change like that? I don’t believe it. I don’t even know how he made that up. Ever since my mother died, he demands attention in every way he can. Benji is smarter than people think, and he always gets what he wants. This story of his about the books is a new tactic, but I won’t fall for it. 

However, it works on Grandpa. He took Benji to the doctor for a check-up; she says there is nothing to worry about and everything is alright. He hasn’t given up, though, even resorting to taking him to his specialist psychologist with no apparent result. Grandpa is annoyed with me because I don’t give him any attention and we argue a lot. He asks for me to read the book to confirm it, saying he is too old and finds it too difficult to read small letters. What am I going to find out by reading a story about a made-up world? How will this help Benji? It seems like such a boring and useless task. In that case, I don’t want to do it. I won’t read the book my mother wrote to my brother.

One morning I get up early to attend a talk at the university. There, several university representatives from other cities are visiting to talk about their degrees. I know I still have a few years to start higher education and besides, only university students are allowed to attend. Despite this, I decide to go. I can’t wait to find out where I will be educated and live in the future. I’m sure I’ll find a way to be enrolled with no problems.

This is one reason I don’t encourage my brother’s calls for attention. I understand his situation is special, but he can’t depend on others as much. Benji should realise I’ll not always be there and especially in several years if I’m going to study outside Almeria. It is an option. With my achieved grades and the orphan benefit, I have a guaranteed scholarship. And what will my brother do without me? He must learn how to look after himself.

I leave Grandpa and Benji at home and head to the university by taking the number 18 bus. There is barely anyone in the street and, of course, no one in my neighbourhood. I think about my classmates. They must still be sleeping after a night of partying or from being constantly on the computer.

When I arrive at the door of the lecture hall where the conference will take place, I notice I’m the youngest of everyone there. On one hand, it makes me nervous, but on the other it makes me feel proud of myself.

Will they realise I’m not a university student? I’m wearing my best clothes; black shoes and one of the two plaid shirts I own, which makes me look older, according to my mirror at home. The shoes match my dark hair and the long-sleeved shirt with my green eyes. Inside, I’m dying from the heat, but I need to be here at this talk.

When I walk by the door, the security guard standing two metres away studies me up and down. I feel on edge and avoid his gaze.

“Aren’t you too young to be here?”

“No.” I respond immediately.

“How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

The man squints his eyes. “Show me your ID.”

Uh oh.

“I...” I didn’t see this situation coming. “I left it at home.”

The guard doesn’t react. He continues to observe me and notices my shirt covered in sweat.

“Why aren’t you at the beach playing with your friends?”

“Uh...”

I don’t know how to respond. It’s clear I don’t make plans like that, but why would I explain that to him?

After a few awkward seconds, his lips start to move little by little until he eventually lets out a deep and slow laugh.

“The look on your face! Come on in, come on in.”

I quickly head through the door without even thanking him.

The cool air from the air-conditioned room soothes my whole body. The auditorium is an enormous room with a stage and hundreds of seats ordered in rows. It is full of people and screams seriousness. People speak in low voices; I’m sure they’re having interesting conversations about things I want to be a part of. I hope to join them in the future.

I sit in the corner in the farthest rows to not attract too much attention and I take out my bottle of water, my favourite pen – one that’s cared for and clean, unlike Benji’s books which are ruined in many ways – and my notebook to write useful information. At that moment, my phone vibrates and, for a moment, a rush of panic waves over me. No, not now. I look at it, and of course, it’s my grandpa.

Amazed, I gaze at the phone screen as it buzzes in my hands, and I shake with it. Should I answer it? I’m sure it’s one of those calls about my brother’s cries for attention again, and I’m fed up. Not today.

But what if it’s really urgent this time? I feel the need to get up, but first I take a glance around the room, now quietening down to hear the first speaker. This atmosphere is so relaxing...

I reject the call and turn on aeroplane mode. The talk is about to start, and I don’t want any distractions. Today I can’t help you, Benji. Today you’re alone.

A woman dressed in an elegant suit welcomes the assistants and explains the purpose of today’s talk. My eyes move from my notebook to the stage in seconds as I take as many notes as possible. 

The presentation taking place is just as I hoped it would be. The other universities shown fascinate me and I’m marvelled at looking at the images of their student residences and lecture halls. One library they showed us is so fancy and has such a focused environment I would love to study there. I can’t wait to go to university.

I join in on the applause at the end of the presentation. I’ve filled several sheets of paper and the only thing I want is for time to pass as quickly as possible. I gather my things and leave with an enormous smile on my face. On the way to the bus, I remember the mobile phone in my pocket and the call about my brother.

I take it out of my pocket, turn off aeroplane mode and the notifications from my grandpa appear: fifteen missed calls and a text message. I open the message and what I see stops me in my tracks and sends a chill down my spine.

Edmyn, something has happened to your brother. We are in the hospital. Come when you can.
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I enter the hospital running after paying all the money I had saved this week for the taxi to get there. The smell of Betadine and disinfectant fills my nostrils as I navigate my way through dozens of people who are hardly moving from the middle of the corridor. I hit the elevator button. Since it takes so long to arrive, I decide to take the stairs. My heart tightens in my chest when I think about my brother in his current state.

When I arrive in his room, I am gasping for breath. I find him lying on the bed, drawing in one of his notebooks. He has the same look about him as he does when he has a fever. He seems relaxed. His arm is connected to a tube monitored by a junior nurse.

“Hey, buddy.” I sit next to him, sinking into the bed a little. “How are you?”

“Hello, Ed. Good.” He responds as if nothing had ever happened, and this situation occurs all the time. After suffering a problem or an attack, he always acts like this. “Do you like my drawing?”

I see something resembling a coloured cave and several of those zauis with gigantic mouths. Again, he is painting my mother’s annoying world. I don’t like any of it, but I should pretend for him, so I go along with it.

“What happened?” I ask the nurse.

“Are you his brother?” 

“Yes.”

“Now the doctor will come and explain everything to you, don’t worry.” She smiles. “Your brother is okay.”

Suddenly the door opens, it’s Grandpa.

“Edmyn, heaven forbid. It’s about time you showed up.” His voice has an angry tone and the little hair he has left on his head is a mess, as if he had just woken up.

“I’m sorry, Grandpa, I...” I get ready to explain myself, but I’m cut off.

“Come, we have to speak with the doctor.” He turns around without saying another word.

The nurse stays with my brother, and I leave the room full of guilt. The one time I don’t answer my brother’s cries is the one time he ends up in the hospital. It’s not fair.

I follow behind. After several corridors, we head to a small office with pale walls and shelves filled with books. A man and a woman dressed in white coats are seated at a rather large table. The woman has her brown hair in a ponytail and noticeable bags under her eyes. The man wears spectacles and is biting the end of a pencil. According to the nametags on their chests, the woman is a cardiologist and the man, a psychologist. Both look at me with serious expressions on their faces.

“Sit down, please.” The woman says.

“What happened to my brother?”

“Your brother, Edmyn, has suffered a heart attack.”

Suddenly, my body freezes, and I can hear my heart beating.

“A heart attack?”

“Yes, a heart attack. Fortunately, it was only a minor one. Your brother is not at risk, but this isn’t what worries us. Benjamin is in a tricky situation. We are certain this type of attack will happen again, and the next will be a lot stronger.”

“Why? Did something happen to his heart?”

“The tests we have taken confirm to us his heart is in perfect condition. That isn’t the problem.”

“So, what happened?”

“Your grandfather has explained to me Benjamin has suffered anxiety attacks the past few weeks.”

“He is crying for attention; he says the books have chan-...”

“Yes, your grandfather has already told me this story.” She cuts me off. “But tell me the truth, Edmyn. Do you believe heart attacks can be faked?”

I didn’t know how to respond. I had never previously imagined the situation was as serious as this. I thought anxiety attacks were normal for kids like him. But a heart attack is concerning. Grandpa brings the cross of his necklace to his lips. 

“No, I don’t think he’s faking it,” I respond, looking down at the ground.

“Now we’re speaking the same language.” She opens a folder and takes out a calendar, placing it in front of her. I look at the various dates marked on it. “These are the dates your brother had his attacks, according to your grandfather. Until today, they weren’t considered as anything serious, but it’s clear we were wrong. It’s time we change our strategy.”

I look at my grandpa, who is still focused on his hands, and I feel guilty. Guilty for not paying attention to his calls. Guilty for believing my brother was trying to trick us. The doctor continues.

“As you can confirm from the marked dates, ever since the first attack, they have been repeating with more violence coming from Benjamin.” She shows me the calendar and I look at the circled dates getting more common as the weeks go on. “The intensity and frequency of the attacks are increasing. Another way to think about it is as if you had to climb a mountain that gets harder and harder each time until you get to the top.”

“And what’s at the top?” I ask.

“In less than a month,” my grandpa interrupts without lifting his gaze, “it will be the anniversary of your mother’s death.”

“My mother... What does she have to do with this? Is he waiting for the anniversary to arrive for something?”

“I’m afraid, boy,” the psychologist intervenes, taking the pencil away from his mouth. His voice is sharp and very clear, “that your brother will suffer from stronger attacks until the date arrives. This type of circumstance is extremely rare even for people with ASD. In this case, I’m pretty sure as the date approaches, or even on the same date, your brother will have an anxiety attack so intense his body won’t be able to resist it.”

He stops and looks at me, waiting for a response. “Are you saying he’s going to die?”

“We aren’t entirely certain, but everything indicates it’ll most likely happen.”

“And there isn’t anything you can do? Are you sure it’s not simply something to do with his heart?” I say, my voice sounding desperate.

“No, the analysis shows us that...”

“And there aren’t any pills or medicine for what will happen to him?”

“Kid, listen.” he says sternly. He lifts his head and looks me straight in the eyes without blinking. “I know it’s difficult to accept. Your brother is suffering extremely from your mother’s absence in his life, withstanding an enormous amount of grief. I’m very afraid, as well, that here we cannot do anything for him.”

Suddenly, the room gets cold, and I feel my body shrink. I hardly move a muscle and don’t look away from the gaze of the psychologist, waiting for him to say there is a solution. But he says nothing and goes back to supporting his back on the back of his chair.

“Your mother’s death has very much affected your brother, son.” My grandpa says, stopping the silence in the room. “You know better than anyone how close they were. He was obsessed with her books so he could stay connected to her. And although her death also affected you, Benji isn’t as strong as you are.” He breathes deeply and continues. “I don’t know what demons have possessed these books. May Saint Lucas and Saint Marciano help us to discover.” He turns around and takes my hands. They are frail. Grandpa and I hardly do this, and for the first time, I am aware of his suffering. “Please do what you can to fix this. I’m already too old for these things. But you, my boy, you are intelligent and sensible. You can investigate it and help in another way. I ask you for the Holy Father.” He says as he makes the sign of the Cross. “I don’t want to lose your mother’s son, Edmyn. I don’t want to lose your brother.”

I remain frozen, seeing tears fall down my grandpa’s cheeks. In my head, there is only one thought: Benji is dying. My brother, my annoying and childish brother, is dying. My brother, who spends his days drawing imaginary characters, obsessed with a world of lies, is dying. And all for those books my mother wrote. My mother. She’s gone and has left a vast emptiness in the family, so immense and profound now my brother is going to die because of it.

A few hours later, we leave the hospital and head back home. We go by taxi. Grandpa stays silent in the passenger seat. I do the same seated next to my brother, who is playing with his action figures as if we were just coming back from a day in the park. It’s so ironic. A few hours ago, his heart stopped because of the sadness he feels and now everything is so normal to him. I know everything is a facade and before we realise it, he’ll go back to having another attack. And he doesn’t know it, but maybe he won’t even be here in a month.

As soon as we arrive home, I decide to figure out what happened. The first thing I do is make a call to the publisher of the book to see if they can give me a replacement. The answering machine informs me they’re closed throughout the entire summer. Great, I send them an email and call the printing house.

They get back to me. They treat me like I’m crazy when I explain the changed books. They tell me I have to fill out a written complaint form. I don’t have time for this nonsense.

I understand them. There’s still a part of me that thinks all of this is absurd. But I must keep going for Benji.

I decide to search on the internet hoping to find something useful. My grandpa joins in, and we sit in front of the computer we have in the living room. I have one of those thick antique monitors which we have to hit every once in a while, so it doesn’t turn itself off.

I can do this by myself, but my grandpa wants to help. Despite this, I think his help is going to be more of a problem than a solution. Right now, I just don’t have the energy to argue again, and I understand why he’s worried. He puts on reading glasses and moves closer to the screen in such a way he sometimes gets in the way of it.

I spend an hour navigating hundreds of web pages and blogs about the same type of problem in the publishing and printing houses. I search Google for recent news about complaints from other authors, about changing books, and I try searching hundreds of keywords, finding nothing remotely useful. Halfway through searching, I have to repeat things because my grandpa forgets them. He wants to read everything quietly and I start to give up hope. At this rate, a month will pass and we won’t have found anything.

Benji continues drawing quietly – I don’t know why he isn’t tired – and my grandpa eventually gives in, stating he has a sore head. He asks me to keep searching while he makes dinner.

I keep investigating writers’ groups on Facebook and forums about children’s literature. When I’m at the point of giving up, I find a forum about authors of children’s fantasy books with thousands of members. It’s in English, probably because it is an international forum. This isn’t a problem for me though; having an English mother has its advantages, English is my mother tongue. I spend another hour scrolling through threads related to the issue, and after having read many stupid posts about which elf is the strongest or which spell is the most powerful, I find something that attracts my attention.

The name of the post is ‘Changes within Novels’. I open the page without a second thought. Various fantasy writers have the same claims as my brother. Their books have changed, and no one knows why.

I look at Benji sitting quietly on the sofa. He was right.

Most people blame the publishing or printing companies, arguing that all the authors of these novels aren’t very well known and are working with terrible publishing companies, so it must be their doing. Others, on the other hand, affirm having seen how the stories have changed with their very own eyes and deny the editing companies have anything to do with it, alleging the only plausible explanation is it is magic. There is only a few claiming this, and they are treated like they are insane, and with good reason. Others also mention the words in the books have disappeared completely; including photos of the books with blank pages, but they are ignored. Where do these people come from? They’re all mad. If my brother’s life didn’t depend on it, I’d be roaring with laughter at these deranged people.

A user called Darekorn eagerly announces a casting for a film, searching for an authentic hero, strong and with experience to save the world. The name of the film is ‘In Search of the Hero’. He also explains this casting will help solve the issue, however, he doesn’t specify how or why. How is a simple casting for a film going to solve this problem? What’s a hero going to do to save the books from changing? This doesn’t feel right. Some people just know how to write crazy stuff.

Suddenly, I read a message from someone called Qariyot that makes me sit up straight in my chair. He claims to be a prestigious lawyer. In this message, Ryder – his real name – explains that there will be an international assembly to discuss the problem. In the meeting, they will unite several involved authors, publishing house managers, bosses of printing factories and lawyers to find common ground. I like it; it seems serious. In the message, I don’t see any shred of foolishness like what’s in the rest of the forum. I contact him privately, and after a brief conversation, he tells me the meeting will take place next week. But there is a massive and rather inconvenient problem; the meeting is in London.

I get up and head to the kitchen. Smells like omelettes.

“Grandpa, I have good and bad news.”

“Do tell.” He says, leaving a wooden spoon on the counter. He’s wearing an apron that must be from the previous century, full of holes caused by burning oil.

“There’s a very important assembly next week about Benji’s books.”

“This is huge news.” A little smile appears. “What’s bad about it?”

“It’s in London.”

“In London? In England?”

“Yes.”

“Holy moly, London...” he rubs his fingers slowly. “Do you think this will help Benjamin? Travelling there must be very expensive.

“It seems to be the only way.”

A small silence grows in which we can only hear the omelette cooking in the pan. Then he nods his head as if he were talking to himself.

“I had been saving up a little for a new sofa, but this is much more important.” He sits next to me and places his hands on my shoulders. “Go and pack your bag, son. You’re going to London.”
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The plane lands at Heathrow Airport, and I’m waiting for the rest of the passengers to leave. I hardly relaxed during the entire flight: first, because of the cries of a baby in the row in front of me, and second, because of a small whining girl on the seat by my side. And I thought I was afraid of turbulence...

While I wait, I gaze at the sky through the little window. The day is dull, as if it weren’t summer, without even an inch of sunlight.

I enter the terminal and have to gasp in amazement at the immense size of the airport. I look at hundreds, or perhaps thousands, of people going from one place to another, many in suits and with briefcases, and for a moment I feel great admiration and a little embarrassment. I’m wearing a backpack with frayed seams and clothes from the cheapest store in my city.

The meeting is in a few hours. Luckily for me, Ryder, the lawyer from the forum, offered to pick me up from the airport.

I sit in a cafeteria and order the most expensive latte in my life, to which I add two sachets of sugar. Ryder is late. Very late. I distract myself by looking at people marching by quickly, as if they were all in a rush. I hear their conversations on the phone and the announcements through the airport’s megaphone. I’m getting nervous. If I missed the meeting, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. Should I take a risk and leave on my own? No, I don’t dare do it. I’m sure I’d end up in a completely different area. In addition, the taxi here must cost the same as half my grandpa’s pension.

My grandpa. What a week has passed. He has been full of nerves from Benji’s various attacks, although none have been powerful enough to put him back in the hospital. Unfortunately, his attacks are occurring more frequently and with more intensity. Right before leaving for the airport, he suffered one where his screaming almost choked him. What if Fenzo can’t, what if the zauis die, what if the sorceress is dangerous... and more things I couldn’t make sense of. I hope grandpa holds up. Lately, he has not stopped praying and placing pictures of Saint Lucas and Saint Marciano all over the house. 

I receive a message from Ryder and my feet stop tapping the ground with worry: time to leave, they’re about to arrive. When I head out, I see a big, old, and luxurious car stop next to me. A blonde girl around my age sits in the driver’s seat. She rolls down the window and waves at me. She has clear skin and very wide eyes, as if she were a child coming into the world for the first time.

“Are you Edmyn?” I nod my head as I look at the place where the driver should be, and I realise we’re in England. Here, the driver’s seat is on the right. I look at the adult man in the proper driver’s seat. He is dressed in a suit, with white skin and black hair. Designer sunglasses cover his eyes.

I get in and we introduce ourselves. The girl is called Thalia, and she is Ryder’s little sister. The driver drives with one hand on the steering wheel and one hand on the window.

“Edmyn Wise?” Thalia asks, turning her head from the co-driver’s seat. “It’s a strange name for a Spaniard, isn’t it?”

“My mother was English. She always thought names were important, and she didn’t know a better way to show it than by giving me a name rarer than everyone else’s.”

“I think it’s sweet.” From her expression, I don’t know if she is being serious or joking with me. “You speak very good English.” She affirms with a smile. I nod my head. “What’s your mother’s book called?”

“The Kingdom of the zauis.”

“Sounds good, I would love to read it.” She says with enthusiasm and a little exaggerated smile. Is something wrong with her? Or is she that weird?

Ryder intervenes:

“Why did you come instead of her? You’re too young.”

“She is dead.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Great way of starting the conversation. I think I remember having told him through email. Ryder doesn’t seem to remember my answer and continues, “Kid, during the meeting you will have to vote on a lawyer to take the case. I’m counting on your vote, okay?”

“Okay.” I respond. It doesn’t seem like a very ethical way to get votes, but in the end, he helped me. “Will there be many people?” 

“I hope so. Who’s interested in a minor case?”

“Are the Poles coming?”

“That lunatic and his crippled son? They’re not allowed to enter.”

“Who are the Poles?” I ask, interested. Even though I can understand English well, I may be missing something.

“A crazy man and his son, who are only annoying and interfering with the case. They should be locked up in an insane asylum and not allowed back out.”

“Well, I think they could be right, Ry. They’re looking for a hero to help...”

“Stop this nonsense, Thalia. These types of people only talk rubbish.” He interrupts, raising his tone. “I don’t want to see you getting close to them again, understood?”

“But if...”

“Understood?” He repeats, hitting every syllable as he stares into her eyes.

“Understood.” She answers eventually. She crosses her arms and looks outside the car window.

I also decide to look at the panorama through the window. I don’t like to interfere in a sibling fight. I see green, a lot of green. Gigantic grass fields fill my vision, as well as trees of many colours and sizes. It must rain a lot. It’s the complete opposite to Almeria, where we aren’t used to seeing so much grass together, nor so many trees. I remain astonished, staring at the scenery for the rest of the journey.

Who are these Polish people? Now I’m filled with curiosity. If Ryder says they’re crazy, they probably are. Although Thalia mentioned about searching for a hero... What hero? Does he have something to do with the casting announcement I read on the forum? Perhaps I’ll find out more in the meeting. I hope this won’t be a waste of time. My brother’s life depends on this.

We arrive at the hotel where the meeting will take place. As I get out of the car, I feel like I’m in a movie: I see the red double-decker bus, the typical black London taxis, and hundreds of people moving with a speed so different to what I’m used to in Almeria. I feel tiny in the middle of this amazing city.

We go through the reception of the hotel, which seems fit for a king. In other circumstances, I’d like to gaze at the coloured columns peacefully, but the assembly is the most important thing right now. We enter the room straight away. I look at a stand with a microphone and the several rows with seats filled with well-dressed adults.

Ryder separates himself from us and sets off for the altar as the last of us standing sits down. Once more, I’m the youngest in the hall, next to Thalia, who signals me to follow to the last row.

“The people with suits are sooooo boring.”

I’m not going to be able to get rid of her. She doesn’t annoy me, but this is too serious; I see a very immature attitude in her, and this is not what I need right now.

The assembly begins with formalities about the agenda of the day and the different speakers. Thalia has taken out an orange scarf and plays figure-making with it. A jump rope, something like a boat, a kind of flower... Damn, she has already distracted me. I’ve lost track of what they’ve said on stage. Why did she have to sit with me?

I go back to paying attention straight ahead and I tell myself to not be distracted by the girl who has taken the same amount of interest in what they are saying as Benji does when we scold him.

During the next few hours, various lawyers and publishing and printing representatives spend time on the podium to give their point of view in the debate. They speak in such a technical way I struggle to understand half the things they are talking about. 

Finally, they agree a trial will be held in ten months against the printing companies, where all the evidence found to date will be shown. Ryder intervenes to comment that today they have got a minor victory, an important step for the writers and their work. Then the meeting ends.

I stay quiet without moving from my seat, from where I hear people get up from their chairs. Helplessness takes over me and my body is suddenly weak, as if I had been awake for an entire week without sleeping and I can’t stay standing. Did I listen carefully? Is nothing going to happen for another ten months? My brother only has thirteen days!

“Are you alright?” Thalia asks me with her head wrapped in her scarf.

“No.” I don’t even have the energy to be annoyed with her and her behaviour.

“What happened to you?”

I lift my head and see she is untying her scarf and looking at me worriedly.

“Where is my brother?” She asks out of the blue.

“No... I don’t know.”

“There he is!” She points to the stage. Ryder is behind us, speaking with one of the lawyers. “Follow me, quickly! He isn’t looking at us right now.”

Without waiting even for a second, she gets up and walks towards the door on her tiptoes. It reminds me of a scene in a movie. What do you expect? I don’t have any other option than to follow her. I have got nothing to do here. 

We leave and she grabs my hand to drag me through the hallway. She has soft skin, but she is squeezing my hand tightly and running quicker than I’d like. We’re in a luxurious hotel! We can’t act like children.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“I have something to show you I think will be of interest.”

“What is it?” 

She turns around, smiles at me and, whispering as if she were about to tell me a secret, says to me: 

“You’re going to meet the Poles.”
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We take the District Line in the Aldgate East station. I can hardly enjoy the novelty of the metro because I try to coax the information about the Poles from Thalia, but she prefers to keep me intrigued. I remember what Ryder thought of them, and Thalia’s opinion doesn’t seem enough. But since the meeting has been an absolute disaster, I’m clinging on to any potential solution. I don’t want to return to Almeria knowing I didn’t try as hard as I could’ve to save my brother.

After departing the metro in South Kensington, we walk through the wide streets under a cloudy sky. During the entire walk, I decide to look at the many types of houses in the city with majestic columns by the entrances and the smell of damp grass.
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