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CHAPTER ONE

THE SOUVENIR MARKET

Once, perched on the rounded top of a windy hil , stood a smal vil age cal ed Mist Hil . There was only one winding path that led to the top, and it ran through the center of the vil age, dividing the hil into two perfect halves. Along the path, in the lush green of the forest, a handful of colorful brick houses rose like mushrooms. At the end of the street, a large circular square opened up, which was the centerpiece of the 

vil age and, on Fridays, the favorite place of a child named Milo. 

Milo, at the height of his eight years, lived with his parents in the fourth house from the end of the street. 

Theirs was a modest sky-blue building, and from the window of his room, Milo could see a rectangular house with yel ow wal s, erected on the other side of the street. 

In that house lived his best friend, Luna, who at that time, was certainly stil  sleeping, as usual. 

Milo, on the other hand, already awake for a while, jumped out of bed, impatient to go to the Friday market. Usual y, there weren't many other children at the market, but Milo and Luna went there to visit the 

stal of the old Ordius, a mysterious-looking man who sold souvenirs from al  over the world. 

After breakfast, and his mother's usual comment about not being late for lunch, Milo went out into the pleasant warmth of the June sun and crossed the street. 

He knocked three times on the door of the yel ow house, as always: it was their secret code. 

The door opened, and Luna's mother appeared in the doorway. She had hair as light as wheat, the same as Luna's, and an enchanting smile painted on her face. 

“Good morning, Milo,” she greeted him. “Luna is coming.” 

“Good morning, ma'am.” 

“Which beautiful treasures wil you nd today at the market?” 

Milo shrugged. “We stil don't know. That's why it's so fun!” 

In that instant, Luna emerged from behind her mother. She wore a lovely turquoise dress that made her pale eyes stand out, and her hair was pul ed up in two long braids. “Hi, Milo!” 

“Hi, Luna! Come on, let's move before the square l s up!” 

“You're right!”. replied the little girl, taking him by the hand and starting to run along the path that led to the Great Square. “Bye, Mom!” 

“Be careful!” She said, watching them go. 

“I can't wait to get to Ordius' stal !”, Luna admitted once they slowed down. 

“Yeah, me neither!”, Milo replied, catching his breath for the long uphil run. “Last week he said that this Friday he would have received new souvenirs from mysterious and faraway places, do you remember?” 

“Sure, but let's hope it's true! Mr. Ordius is a bit …

uhm, strange, don't you think so, too?” 

“Strange? Wel …”, Milo murmured. “Anyway, I think he told the truth. How many coins do you have?” 

Luna, taking a deep breath, searched the pockets of her dress. “Uhm, let's see… I have three of them! And what about you?” 

Milo sighed sadly. “Five.” 

“Wel , it's fantastic! We have eight coins in total. Why that face?” 

“Because my mother gave them to me to get bread and eggs”, he replied, shrugging his shoulders. “So I doubt I’l  have some coins left after I buy those things.” 

But Luna, unlike Milo, had not lost heart. “It doesn’t matter! You know that Mr. Ordius gives us special prices, sometimes …” 

“Yes, you are right!”. Luna's enthusiasm had already infected him, making him forget the matter of coins. 

“The last one to get to the top loses!”, she exclaimed, setting o  running. 

“Wait, I wasn't ready!”, Milo complained, but seeing that his friend did not stop, he began to chase her. 

When they reached the top, the large square opened in front of them, crowded with stal s of al sorts. Some sold sweets, some cheese, some statuettes carved in wood . . And then there was Mr. Ordius, down near the doors of the town hal . The earliest vil agers were already strol ing around the stal s or queuing to buy something, but no one had yet come close to Ordius'. 

To tel the truth, neither Milo nor Luna remembered ever seeing anyone approach him or browse through his souvenirs, but neither were surprised. 

It was known that Ordius Tempest did not have a good reputation around there. His name made not only those living in Mist Hil turn up their noses, but also wel beyond the foot of the hil , where he was unhappily cal ed "the Cross-Eyed," because his eyes never looked in the same direction. 

Despite al the rumors about him, Milo and Luna were not afraid of him, and indeed, the rst time they noticed him they were convinced to browse through his 

wares because it was the only stal in the market where there was no waiting time. 

On the other hand, it could not be said that Ordius was a pleasing man. He was a gru -looking old gentleman, with silver-colored hair combed back to show a hol ow face and a threatening expression. An aquiline nose, like the beak of an eagle, protruded between his gray eyes, and his lips were so thin that they disappeared into the deep lines of his face. Milo and Luna had discussed several times about how old Mr. 
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