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The Nightmares have
returned,

stealing dreams from the sleeping ♪

the Nightmares of deep sleep ♫


  

♪ bring souls into their world
  

 



 
 






 
 






 
 





When the words of this chant are clearly heard, it is already
too late. A cold wind penetrates deep into your bones. Your eyelids
become heavy. Darkness envelops everything. You fall asleep, and no
one can wake you from an endless nightmare.

  Until today, a magical labyrinth has protected us all from
this immense tragedy, but now something terrifying is about to
happen 
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  I 

  
"The Count is still asleep!" For many days, as regular as a
rooster's crow in the morning, this phrase echoed through the walls
of the palaces in Borgo Santa Croce, Florence. Awaiting this news,
on a December morning in 1875, an ever-growing number of cold
Florentines of all ages and professions gathered in the street:
shopkeepers, doctors, street vendors, lawyers, professors,
pickpockets, not to mention the residents of nearby buildings who
were all leaning out of their windows. Even carriages with members
of the city aristocracy, all elegantly dressed, arrived because
they didn’t want to miss this unusual event. Even on that Sunday
morning, a little before seven, a reverent silence fell over the
street. 
  
Everyone, looking up, awaited the opening of the shutters of the
count's bedroom and for Vittorina, one of the maids, to pronounce
those fateful words. Vittorina was a funny middle-aged woman, a
meter and a span tall, chubby with a voluminous hairstyle, and she
had never felt so important in her life. She took this moment very
seriously. First, she entered the count’s room with her usual
limping gait and ensured, with a pinch, that there was no way to
wake him. Then she properly arranged her voluminous hair and even
did a few vocal exercises to clear her voice. Finally, she placed a
wooden stool under the window—otherwise, no one would see her—and
climbed on it, waiting in the dark for the grandfather clock in the
room to strike seven. She thought, as always, about the count’s
reaction if he woke up at that moment: “He would think I’ve gone
mad and want to throw myself out of the window!” The rhythmic sound
of the pendulum made the stale air in the room vibrate. Vittorina
opened the shutters, let a few seconds pass to savor the full
attention of her audience, then puffed out her chest and delivered
the line in a confident and resounding voice. "The Count is still
asleep!" A widespread "Oh" of astonishment ensued. “No one has ever
seen anyone sleep so much!” someone said, and the murmurs of
comments on this truly inexplicable event filled the street. The
shopkeepers barely hid their satisfaction: even the next day, there
would be many people in the street, which meant lots of business!
Among them was Albertino, whose bakery was right next to the
count’s palace entrance. Albertino was about fifty, with long black
mustaches above an unflappable smile, floury strong arms, an apron
tied at the waist, and a white cap. He had the funny habit of
naming his focaccias after current events. Discovering the names of
his creations was a bit like reading the Florentine gossip
newspaper: during those days, he certainly didn’t miss offering the
“Sleeping Count’s Focaccia,” hot with lard, garlic, and rosemary,
which, according to him, its scent alone could wake the dead. There
were also some focaccias with a person’s name, for the most loyal
customers who thus had their personalized snack. That particular
morning, he was baking one with ricotta and chives for a special
friend, a ten-year-old girl who, he could bet, would arrive at any
moment. Albertino looked up at a round window, between the count’s
bedroom and the roof gutter, then returned to his shop. Behind that
porthole, Stella, as every Sunday, was getting ready to go out. She
looked at herself in the mirror with her chin resting on her hands,
sighing in frustration. She was staring at that darn brush that was
once again tangled in her impossible hair. She thought about how
wonderful it would be to brush long, straight blonde hair morning
and evening, instead of that black tangle. However, she liked her
emerald green eyes, and that morning they seemed brighter than
usual. She slightly turned her head to look at that small
star-shaped mole next to her left eye, standing out against her
very fair skin, and found that it gave her an aristocratic touch.

  
On the contrary, she hated the freckles on her small, slightly
upturned nose, which her irritation had made even more noticeable.
Her gaze then traveled down to her red lips, her round chin, and
finally to the scissors on the sideboard. She grabbed them and cut
the tuft of hair stuck in the brush. She stood up and went to the
window. She thought back to the dream she had that night. She
closed her eyes for a moment, and a series of dark images crossed
her mind, almost making her dizzy. She had to sit on the bed. She
remembered dreaming of a room lit by candles, a black marble floor,
walls covered with heavy purple velvet curtains, and herself
desperately searching for an exit. She focused to remember better.

  
She moved the room's curtains, but there were heavier ones
behind them. They seemed endless. Finally, 
  
behind yet another curtain, she found herself facing a mirror.
She was frightened by her reflection; her skin had turned gray, and
her eyes had bright red pupils. Stella was surprised at how she
remembered that nightmare in detail. She shivered at the thought of
what happened next. A sudden cold wind blew out the candles, and
the room became dark. She remained motionless in the center of the
room and sensed she was not alone. She could hear someone breathing
near her. She was terrified of that presence. 
  
She felt like she couldn't breathe, but then fortunately woke up
drenched in sweat, with her heart pounding. She returned to the
window to get some air; her gaze fixed on a chimney on the roof
opposite, puffing out blue smoke. She calmed down. "It was just a
bad dream," she told herself. Suddenly, out of the corner of her
eye, she saw something move; it was an all-white cat sitting on the
roof, staring at her. 
  
As soon as it realized it had been noticed, it began meowing and
agitating as if it wanted to tell her something. Stella supposed it
was hungry: she took a cookie and threw it to it. The cat watched
the treat bounce off the tiles without reacting; instead, it
started meowing even louder. "Oh, to hell with it then!" 
  
she said, closing the window. She was about to leave her room
when she heard Elvira, the count’s wife, berating anyone she
encountered with her unbearable haughtiness: “Sara, the breakfast
today was inedible, what kind of cook are you? If my husband never
wakes up again, rest assured I’ll kick you out of here! And the
same goes for you, Vittorina, does this floor look clean to you? I
want to see my reflection in it!” “Vampires can’t see their
reflections!” thought Stella. She knew the countess would surely
order her to do something, disregarding her day off, so she had to
wait for a clear path. She hadn't been very lucky to end up with
that family, she thought, fiddling with the only object she truly
owned: the blue stone with which she had been abandoned. She
watched the magical glow of the gem and thought back to the day she
arrived at that house, a little over a year before. 
  

  II 

  
What she remembered most was the biting cold of that morning,
enough to freeze the water in the fountains of Piazza della
Santissima Annunziata. Sister Paola held her hand and kept urging
her to behave well with the people who would welcome her into their
home. Until that moment, she had lived inside the Spedale,
surrounded by dozens of other children. She wasn’t used to living
in a real house. 
  
But in almost ten years, no one had come to take her back, so
the nuns had entrusted her to a noble Florentine family where, in
exchange for room and board, she would have to take care of the
elderly head of the household, a count, one of the most important
people in Florence. The nun had stopped in front of a three-story
building with large stones and big windows. She approached the
imposing entrance door and lifted the heavy iron knocker. At that
moment, Stella wanted to run away. Then the door opened. Elvira was
the first to greet her. She looked like a crow: as thin as a stick,
dressed in black, with a large hooked nose, thin lips, and a big
hairy mole on her chin. She had scrutinized her from head to toe
with a disgusted sneer and began listing all the tasks to be done
in that house. Fortunately, Sara, the young cook, had come to her
rescue: slender and smiling, with beautiful dark hair tied in a
kerchief, she seemed the most reassuring figure in the whole scene.
Then Vittorina arrived and took her to the count, leading her
through the enormous hall and up the marble staircase. "You see, my
girl, you must know that the master, even though he is now invalid
and hasn't spoken to anyone in months, is still one of the most
important and feared people in Florence, so you must always show
him the utmost respect," 
  
she explained. "In confidence, with that terrible temper he has,
it’s a blessing that he has stopped talking," she then whispered in
her ear. 
  
And there was the count, lying in his bed. He was old but looked
like a strong man, and even lying down, it was clear that he was
very tall. He had a mustache and thick white sideburns and a gaze
full of life in contrast to the immobility of his body. He had
stared at her for a moment with a severe frown, then turned his
gaze back to the void without saying a word. Stella’s room and
board soon proved to be very meager compared to the family’s
financial means: she slept in an attic full of junk and almost
always ate bread and cheese. Luckily, Sara liked her and secretly
gave her some more substantial food. 
  
The one who absolutely couldn't tolerate her was Elvira. That
terrible woman couldn't wait for her rich husband to die, so she
could have all his wealth to herself. In the meantime, her only
amusement was making everyone’s life miserable, especially
Stella’s, by humiliating her and treating her like a doormat. 
 

Stella had no choice but to resign herself to serving the count
as best as she could: bringing him food and feeding him, washing
him, and keeping his room clean, with the absolute prohibition of
ever exchanging a word with him. But she couldn’t help but notice
that day by day, the master’s gaze had become less severe, and
every now and then, she had the impression of seeing a hint of a
smile when he saw her coming. Perhaps he had begun to get used to
her presence. 
  
Until one day, the count decided to speak to her. At first, it
was half sentences, a bit gruff, then the sentences became full,
and finally, they turned into real stories. Secretly from the
countess, Stella loved listening to the master's adventures and
urged him to describe the distant places he had visited and the
important people he had met. She didn’t have much to tell herself,
so to fill the silence, she tried singing some famous melodies.
Truth be told, she wasn’t very in tune, but the count seemed to
endure that torture willingly. The count had always liked music,
and that little girl made him feel a bit better every day. Elvira
had already begun to worry about this unexpected revitalization of
her husband when something inexplicable happened. It occurred one
morning that didn’t seem different from many others. 
  
Stella had woken up early and gone down to the kitchen to
prepare breakfast for the count. As she handed him the slices of
bread and jam, he asked her to sing him a song. She had started to
sing while she went about her tasks. Then she felt a strange
sensation. She felt watched. Watched deep into her soul. Coming
back to herself, she turned toward the count and saw that he had
fallen asleep again. The master would sleep all day. It wasn’t the
first time it had happened, and no one was worried. But the next
morning, at breakfast time, he still hadn’t woken up. Stella called
Sara, who in turn notified Elvira: by noon, they were all gathered
around his bed. “He's breathing, he snores like a bear,” Elvira
grumbled, a bit disappointed. “Vittorina, wake him up!” The maid
approached with extreme caution as if she were waking a lion.
“Count? It’s noon.” No reaction. “Count!” Nothing worked. Neither
pinches, slaps, nor cold water: the count slept. And he continued
to sleep for days and then for weeks. Stella was very worried about
him. She couldn’t feed him while he slept, but she could at least
make him drink. The count did not sleep peacefully. His face was
tense, and sometimes he moved as if having a nightmare. 
  
Elvira had summoned a string of priests and expensive doctors
who kept crossing themselves, muttering diagnoses in Latin while
looking up, then getting distracted by the wonderful frescoes on
the ceiling. No one could find a plausible explanation. He didn’t
seem ill. He simply slept. And so, from that moment on, Florence
talked about nothing else, while the countess took advantage of the
situation to mistreat the servants without restraint. Stella worked
every day from morning till night, always shut in the house: only
on Sunday mornings was she allowed to go out with Sara to attend
mass at the Basilica of Santa Croce. However, Stella did anything
but that in that half day. She would go with Sara to the church
entrance and then, after a brief prayer explaining to God the
reasons for her absence, she would go for a wander. She looked
forward to that walk all week: even if only for a short time, she
savored freedom; no one watching her or telling her what to do. She
could choose any path she wanted and always picked a different one,
as if each neighborhood was a new world to explore. 
  

  III 

  
A year had thus passed in that house, and she had no intention
of spending another. What kind of life was this, breaking her back
all week, taking orders from that hag, and waiting for Sunday to
finally be 
  
able to go out for a few hours? Downstairs, things seemed to
have calmed down. Stella cautiously descended the stairs and dashed
toward the exit. 
  
"Where do you think you're going?" croaked Elvira, catching up
to her. 
  
"Today is Sunday, ma'am, it's my day off." 
  
"I decide if it's your day off!" 
  
"But the Count said..." 
  
"Silence! I make the decisions in this house now!" 
  
Then her gaunt face twisted into a smug grin: "You'll only go
out if I don't find a speck of dust in the entrance hall. You were
supposed to clean it, right?" 
  
Elvira ran her finger all over the place, but there was no trace
of dust. She began to get nervous. 
  
"Sara!" she shouted. 
  
The cook hurried in. "Yes, ma'am?" 
  
"Move that cupboard away from the wall!" 
  
"But ma'am..." protested Sara. 
  
"Just do it!" 
  
Elvira ran her bony finger along the back of the furniture and
pulled it out gray with dust. Showing it to Stella with a sarcastic
tone, she said, "I'm afraid, my dear, that you'll spend your day
off here cleaning," 
  
and then she left, laughing heartily. 
  
"I hate her, I hate her, I HATE HER!" cried Stella furiously. "I
don't care, I'll go out anyway!" 
  
"Are you crazy?" retorted Sara. "When Elvira finds out, she'll
be furious!" 
  
"Well, it can't get any worse than this!" she exclaimed. She
strode toward the majestic door and pushed the latch with both
hands. 
  
"At least take this," Sara called after her, wrapping a woolen
scarf around her neck: "I wanted to give it to you for Christmas,
but you'd better use it today given the cold." 
  
"Did you make it?" 
  
Sara nodded. 
  
Stella hugged her tightly, whispering in her ear: "I love you,
don't worry: I'll be back soon. Tell Elvira that I locked myself in
the attic and that I don't feel well." Then she slipped out and
closed the door. She took a deep breath. The cold air entered
through her nose and came out of her mouth in a cloud of vapor.

  
The first snowflakes began to fall from the woolen sky. 
  
Stella adjusted her scarf and descended the stone steps of the
threshold. When she reached the sidewalk, she noticed the white cat
she had seen on the roof earlier, sitting in front of her and
staring at her. 
  
"Look who's here!" she said, smiling. 
  
The cat lifted its tail, rubbed affectionately against her legs,
and looked at her meowing. It had incredible green eyes that
sparkled like precious gems. 
  
"Hey curly, is that your cat?" asked Albertino, sticking his
head out of his shop. 
  
"No, I've never seen it before," replied Stella. 
  
"It's been sitting there for half an hour, staring at that door
as if it were waiting for someone." 
  
"Strange. There's never been a cat in this building; the
mistress can't stand animals." 
  
"Your mistress can't stand people either, it seems." 
  
"Yeah, especially me." 
  
"Anyway, from the way it's acting, it seems like this kitty was
waiting just for you." 
  
Stella lingered at the threshold a little longer, hoping to hear
Albertino say exactly what he was about to: 
  
"Would you like a warm focaccia fresh from the oven?" 
  
Stella's face lit up: she smiled, tilting her head a bit, and
accepted. 
  
Entering that bakery was pure bliss: the warmth of the fire, the
scent of freshly baked loaves placed in large wicker baskets, and
then the feast of countless focaccias garnished in a thousand ways.

  
Stella was biting into her first mouthful when Sciosciò burst
in, a quirky character who lived selling his pinwheels in Piazza
Sant’Ambrogio, and whom everyone considered a bit crazy. His eyes
were wide open as if he had just seen a ghost. 
  
“I can’t tell you what I just saw!” he whispered in a low voice.

  
Albertino didn’t pay him any attention, knowing how out of his
mind that guy was. Just the day before, he had seen him chatting
about this and that with a horse! It was said that he had spent
some time in the San Salvi asylum, but even there they didn’t want
him anymore. He had insisted on staying, and had clung to the gate
until the nurses started yelling: “Go away! Shoo! Shoo!” And
Sciosciò had become his name. 
  
That day he was particularly agitated. 
  
“Don’t insist, I can’t tell you!” he murmured, glancing
furtively outside the door. 
  
“And who asked you anything?” teased Albertino. 
  
“All right, all right, I’ll tell you, but you mustn’t tell
anyone that I told you!” 
  
“Of course!” 
  
“I’ll whisper it in your ear.” 
  
“Then whisper it in my ear, but then let me work in peace!” 

 
“The right one or the left one?” 
  
“Like I care!” 
  
“I don’t know if I can tell you.” 
  
“Just tell me!” 
  
Sciosciò approached Albertino’s ear and whispered, “His
Magnificence is outside; he’s never been seen around here...
Something very important must have happened! He’s incognito, but I
recognized him anyway.” 
  
Albertino, although very skeptical, was almost convinced. 
  
“It can't be the king!” he said sarcastically. 
  
“Much more than that!” replied Sciosciò. 
  
“The Pope,” thought Albertino, all excited. 
  
“Look, if it’s not true this time, I’ll kill you!” 
  
“Go and see! But act nonchalant, don’t let him know you
recognized him.” 
  
The baker decided to take a look. His legs trembled with
excitement. He kept telling himself that Sciosciò couldn’t be so
crazy as to make up something like that. 
  
He went out into the street whistling, looked around but saw
nothing but that white cat. 
  
“Too bad, he must have left!” he said, disappointed, as he
re-entered the shop. 
  
Sciosciò looked outside in disbelief. 
  
“But he’s out there now! Go, see!” 
  
Albertino went back out but again saw no one. 
  
“To the left, down low!” 
  
“There’s only a cat here!” 
  
“Of course, that cat is His Magnificence!” 
  
Albertino turned crimson. 
  
“I’ll kill you!” 
  
Sciosciò, much quicker, managed to slip out of the shop and
escape. He even had time to make an elegant bow to that cat. 
  
Stella had watched the whole scene amused, enjoying her
personalized focaccia. She thanked Albertino with a kiss on the
cheek, left the shop, and saw that the white cat was still there
waiting for her. She gave him a bit of focaccia, but he didn’t even
look at it. 
  
“What the heck do you want from me then? Oh, I’m sorry, I
forgot, ‘Your Magnificence,’ you must be used to more refined
foods!” 
  
The cat took a few steps and turned towards Stella, as if he
wanted to be followed. 
  
“Are you accompanying me?” the girl giggled. 
  
The two walked together along an unusually quiet stretch of
road. More and more snowflakes were falling slowly, dissolving on
the pavement. 
  
At a certain point, the cat turned into a narrow, uninviting
alley that Stella had always avoided; the buildings on both sides
seemed uninhabited and were so close and tall that even at noon
with the sun, the street was dark and grim. There was only one shop
in that alley, run by an old sculptor who looked anything but
friendly. His name was Jeremiah. He was mute from birth, had white
tousled hair, a large red nose, thick eyebrows, and a wild look. He
wasn’t very tall, but under his work apron, you could tell he was
strong: he had broad shoulders and large calloused hands from many
years of work with a chisel. 
  
In the neighborhood, everyone considered him a bit strange, even
though no one really knew him well since he was a solitary and
grumpy person. And then he surrounded himself with sculptures
depicting deformed and monstrous beings, devils, and snakes, who
would trust such a character? 
  
Stella gathered her courage and followed the cat’s velvet steps.

  
She found herself right in front of the sculptor's workshop and
was seized by that curiosity that the brightest children always
have toward slightly dangerous things. Since there was no trace of
Jeremiah, she decided to peek inside the door; the uncertain
candlelight made his works even more grotesque. 
  
Among all of them, she noticed a larger one that both frightened
and fascinated her at the same time. It was a powerfully chiseled
bust, meticulously detailed, of a being with both human and
infernal features, its face marked by countless scars. The dark,
deep eyes carved into the wood gave it a terrifying expression. It
was so well made that it seemed alive. Stella shivered and thought
that only a strange mind could invent such a creature. She backed
away without taking her eyes off that statue, which seemed to
follow her with its gaze. 
  
Meanwhile, the white cat had jumped onto the wall opposite and
was calling for Stella’s attention, continuing to meow. When she
got close again, it crossed the iron bars atop the wall and slipped
into a garden she had never noticed before that day. Behind it, she
glimpsed the crumbling walls of a building that seemed uninhabited
for a long time. A rusty wrought-iron gate appeared to be the only
access, but it was locked with a massive padlock also eaten away by
time. 
  
Suddenly, Stella heard a rustling inside the garden and saw some
bushes move. 
  
“You shouldn't go see what it was!” she recommended to herself
in a whisper, but she was so used to doing the opposite of what she
was told that she did the same with herself. She slowly approached
to look beyond the bars. 
  
“It must be a century since anyone set foot in here,” she
thought, observing the large quantity of brambles and weeds, “but
once it must have been a beautiful place.” 
  
In the center, an old olive tree spread its wide shadow over the
grass; what remained of a fountain was covered with climbing
plants, and dilapidated statues were buried by shrubs. Stella’s
gaze couldn’t reach much further. She got as close as possible,
pressing her face against the cold bars of the gate to get a better
look. Four, maybe five white cats stood in front of her, meowing
loudly, stretching their necks toward her face. Stella jerked back,
and as if all that commotion wasn’t enough, she ended up backing
into someone. “E-excuse me,” she stammered when she saw it was
Jeremiah himself, laughing silently, showing his single tooth. 

 
The old man mumbled something incomprehensible, gesticulating
with his hands, but the girl was already at the end of the alley,
running as fast as she could. 
  
Stella wandered around the city all day. She was curious about
everything she saw, smelled, and heard. 
  
She walked up to Piazzale Michelangelo and gazed at Florence
from above in awe until the sun turned the clouds red. 
  

  IV

  
Stella couldn't get that white cat out of her mind. She had no
desire to return to the count's house and face Elvira's wrath. So,
she decided to go back to that narrow street where she had seen the
abandoned garden. This time, she entered from the opposite side to
avoid encountering the old sculptor. She walked between two
buildings very close to each other, where the air stagnated like in
a cellar, pinching her nose to avoid the unbearable smell of mold
mixed with urine. "This wasn't one of my best ideas," she thought.
She began to imagine that anything could emerge from those dark
corners: murderers, witches, stray dogs, rats! Then, to her
astonishment, she saw Geremia in front of the workshop, crouched
near the garden gate, feeding a group of white cats. Stella hid
behind a gutter to watch unnoticed. It seemed to her that the old
man was somehow conversing with the felines. "It's probably easier
for him to communicate with animals than with people," she thought.
She managed to get a little closer, hugging the wall until she
could see that the cats were not all the same: each had a slightly
different appearance—one was a bit more robust, another skinnier,
the third with pointed ears—yet each of them had the same vivid,
shiny eyes like precious gems. Suddenly, she saw them become alert,
puffing up their fur and baring their small sharp fangs. She
quickly realized it wasn't her they were upset with. A large,
menacing snake had slithered out from a hole in the paving stones
at the other end of the alley. 
  
The reptile opened its jaws, emitting a sharp hiss. Its
blood-red eyes blazed like burning embers, looking right into the
corner where she was hiding! Geremia slowly bent down and grabbed a
stick, while the cats lined up as if to block the snake's path.
Stella didn't make a sound, paralyzed by fear. The snake attacked
Geremia first. The man tried to strike it, but it wrapped around
the stick and effortlessly shattered it into small pieces. The old
man found himself backed against the wall, and the beast's coils
were already wrapping around him when the cats rushed to his
defense. The largest of them leaped at its enemy's head and clawed
one of those devilish eyes. The injured snake went into a frenzy.
It swept the street with its enormous tail, sending the cats flying
like bowling pins. Then it ferociously lunged at the one that had
attacked it, starting to squeeze it in its grip to crush it. But
Geremia had run to fetch a large chisel from his workshop and threw
himself at the snake, striking it madly. The monster's body began
to coil around itself, wracked with spasms. Then, finally, it lost
all strength and rolled lifelessly to the side of the street. The
sculptor pushed it back into the hole from which it had emerged.
The cats, a bit battered, returned to the abandoned garden for
refuge. One stayed with Geremia for a moment, who made a deep bow
before retreating into his workshop. That cat didn't immediately
join its companions. 
  
It turned towards Stella, staring at her through the darkness.
The girl gathered her courage and decided to step out. She
approached the animal and stroked its thick, white fur, soft and
smooth to the touch. 
  
"I'm glad to see you're still alive. I'm starting to believe,
'Your Magnificence,' that you are my guardian angel," Stella said,
smiling. At that moment, she noticed a glimmer out of the corner of
her eye; there was something resting on top of the garden wall,
something she hadn't seen before. It was a small metal chest, with
its tiny key inserted in the lock. The girl looked around, puzzled.
There was no one around; who could have left it there? "And whose
is this?" Stella asked the cat, as if it could answer. Indeed, the
cat briefly meowed and nudged the small chest towards her with its
nose. "For me?" The cat seemed to nod. 
  
**Then she decided, turned the key, and opened the chest.
Inside, there was a stone. Her heart seemed to go wild, and her
legs trembled as if she were about to faint. She took a deep breath
and looked again. 
  
She couldn't believe it. She had waited for this moment so long
that she had lost hope, and now in her hand she held the thing she
desired most in the world. A translucent stone with reflections of
midnight blue, shaped like a small egg cut perfectly in half,
identical to hers! It was the missing half! That object was the
only connection she had with her family! She held it tightly,
hoping that not long ago it had been in her mother's hand. A tear
streamed down her cheek, and for the first time, she felt the deep
warmth of knowing she wasn't alone. 
  
"How..." she started to ask the white cat. But he was gone. 

 
It was getting very late. Stella realized she should have been
home a long time ago. She looked down the street in front of the
garden and noticed that the traces of the battle were now covered
with a thin layer of snow. 
  
She passed by the dark wooden gate of Geremia's workshop. She
hesitated with her fist in the air for a while, gathering the
courage to knock, until she noticed a crack of light coming from a
small hole in the wood. Slowly, she approached her eye to it. 
 

Inside, she saw a table with a glass of wine and some polenta.
The room was lit by a candle held by a graceful wooden creature.
"So you don't just carve monsters!" Stella thought. In that moment,
from the other side of the hole, Geremia's startled eye appeared.

  
The old man opened the door, but there was no one there anymore.
He only saw small hurried footprints imprinted on the thin layer of
snow; he went to the abandoned garden to take a look and
immediately returned inside his workshop. He took the glass of
wine, raised it high for a few seconds as if to toast, then drank
it all in one gulp. He suddenly felt dizzy. 
  
He thought it was tiredness. He sat down in his armchair and
felt a sharp pain in his forearm. He rolled up his sleeve and saw
two small puncture marks from which a thin trickle of blood
emerged. He smiled faintly, shaking his head. He took a sheet of
paper and a pen and wrote a few lines, then let his gaze slowly
wander over his numerous wooden creatures. He leaned back in his
chair and closed his eyes to fall asleep one last time. 
  
Meanwhile, Stella marched briskly towards home, her breath
condensing into smoke clouds. The snow continued to fall heavily,
and there was a pleasant smell of roasted chestnuts in the air. Now
she saw everything with different eyes; the Christmas atmosphere no
longer seemed so irritating to her, in fact, it intoxicated her.
She watched the frenzied shadows move behind the windows of the
buildings, illuminated by oil lamps. She imagined children playing,
a crackling fireplace, the affectionate reprimand of parents,
exquisite sweets to eat, and for the first time in her life she
didn't envy them. She briskly passed through Santa Croce square,
bustling with decorated stalls and under the stern gaze of marble
Dante Alighieri, she walked along the way home. 
  
The closer she got, the more the fear of facing Elvira grew.
When she arrived in front of the door, she picked up a pebble and
threw it at Sara's window, who hurried to open it. 
  
"Do you realize what time it is?" she scolded in a whisper. "You
had me worried!" 
  
"I'm sorry, but if you knew what happened to me today! Imagine
that..." 
  
"Alright, alright, tell me tomorrow, but the countess found out
you went out. I've never seen her so furious. Now she's in her
room; you go up to the attic and don't show yourself until the
storm passes." 
  
Stella took off her shoes and silently climbed the stairs. Every
step seemed to make the whole building creak to expose her. She
passed Elvira's room and saw the light filtering under the door.
She continued to climb in the dark with her heart pounding in her
head. Finally, she reached her attic, groping to light a candle,
then another. She thought she had escaped when the door slammed
violently behind her, so loud it extinguished all the flames. She
heard the lock mechanism turn and Elvira croak, "Accursed insolent
girl! You won't leave this room again!" It sounded like a demon's
voice. 
  
Stella stood in the dark for a few minutes. 
  
She thought maybe it would have been better not to come back
that night and flee forever from that woman. Eventually, she lit
the candles again and looked around her attic, thinking she would
have to stay there for a long time. With the half-broken furniture
she had found, she had furnished it almost like a miniature house.
There was a crooked rocking chair, a sideboard, and even a wooden
coat rack, or rather a coat rack wreck, because only one of its
arms had resisted the assault of the woodworms. Stella liked it
that way, it was enough to hang her jacket on. And then there was
the bed next to the round window, where every night she fell asleep
looking at the stars. 
  
She sat down with her elbows on her knees and rested her face on
her open palms. She tried to sort through the thousand questions
racing through her head. She thought about how it all started when
the count fell asleep and how since that day too many strange
things had happened all at once. 
  
"Why did they make me find the stone like this? Where is my
family? Maybe they're out there somewhere and they need me," she
pondered. "At the first opportunity, I'll escape from this house.

  
They'll bring me something to eat sooner or later, they'll have
to open that door, and then I'll run away!" 
  
She pulled out the stone she had found in the alley from her
pocket and placed it next to the one hanging on the pendant. She
saw with satisfaction that they matched perfectly. She tried to
separate them again but... 
  
"It's not possible!" 
  
The two halves seemed fused together: the line that divided them
had disappeared, and there was no way to separate them again. Now
she was too excited to sleep, she wanted to start looking for her
mother and father right away, she wanted to know why they had
abandoned her, to understand why only now after so many years they
had resurfaced, and instead she had to be locked in that attic for
who knows how long. Overwhelmed by despair, she buried her face in
the pillow. She tried to console herself by imagining the faces of
her parents, a smiling and reassuring face; she imagined walking
with them, holding their warm hands, and feeling loved and
protected. Cradled by these thoughts, she finally fell asleep for
real, while outside the snow fell silently. 
  

  V 

  
Stella woke up in the middle of the night. She felt cold. The
round window next to the bed was open, allowing a freezing wind to
inflate the curtains. “I was sure I had closed it,” she marveled.
She slipped out from under the blanket and leaned out. The
atmosphere was strange. It had stopped snowing, and Florence seemed
like a painting, inert, as if it were asleep. The clouds,
illuminated by the soft glow of the moon, were also motionless, and
the streets were deserted and silent. In that almost unnatural
peace, Stella noticed there was a sound: an almost imperceptible
singing, a thin and distant voice that seemed to come from an
undefined point in the sky, but too far away to distinguish the
words. Lulled by that melody, Stella realized how tired she was,
and her eyelids began to close with sleep. She closed the window,
stretched with a big yawn, turned towards the bed to fall back
asleep, and saw something unbelievable! She remained paralyzed with
fright. She rubbed her eyes multiple times. “It can't be.” She saw
herself, herself in her bed, sleeping. She stared for a long time,
incredulous, with her hands over her mouth to keep from screaming.
“W-what’s happening?” she whispered. “Could I be dead?” She slowly
approached the bed and, with a trembling hand, tried to caress her
sleeping face. Her hand brushed her cheek, feeling its warmth. Her
body was breathing. Suddenly, the window burst open again, and the
girl screamed in fear. She tried to close it when she saw a glow of
a beautiful blue-green beyond the snow-covered rooftops in the
distance. It looked like a fire brighter than any flame she had
ever seen. And it was at that very moment that the stone she wore
around her neck began to pulse with a vivid light, as if it had an
iridescent heart. She felt overwhelmed by the desire to reach that
glow, whatever it meant for her, to fly away towards that shining
point somewhere in search of her real family. She thought about how
to do it. She was locked in that room, there was no way to get out
of the house. If I’m really dreaming, I could jump out of this
window without getting hurt! Or I could fly! She looked down from
the windowsill, and the street seemed so real and distant that it
changed her mind. She thought of how many times she had dreams that
seemed real, but this one was really too real. She decided to look
for something to break down the door when suddenly a cold wind blew
in so strong that it made everything in the room fly. Stella threw
herself to the ground, clutching the bedposts. When the wind
subsided, Stella decided she had to get out of that room at any
cost. She grabbed the coat rack from the floor and used it as a
battering ram against the door. On the third try, the coat rack
made a hole in the door. With a few well-placed kicks, she widened
the hole enough to fit through. She quickly put on the heaviest
jacket, scarf, and hat and went out into the hallway. She slowly
descended the stairs in the dark. She finally reached the ground
floor and entered Sara’s room. “Hey! Are you awake?” 
  
Nothing. She slept like a rock. Stella shook her by the
shoulders, but it was no use. She went into Vittorina's room, but
she too seemed to have fallen into a deep slumber. She heard the
clock chime and ran to see the time. The pendulum had struck eight
in the morning. “How is this possible, it’s still pitch dark
outside and there’s no one on the streets!” She began to feel
really scared. Too many strange things were happening. She needed
to hear someone's voice, to understand if everything she saw was
real, if everything was as it was before. All that was left was
Elvira. She had never wanted to see her and be scolded as much as
in that moment! She knocked on her door with no response. She
entered. “Ma’am?” 
  
She was sleeping with an eye mask on, making a funny whistle
from her nose. “Ma’am?” 
  
Stella lost control and threw the candelabra on the floor. “Is
there anyone who can hear me?” she shouted. She ran out of the
house. The moon lit up the deserted street. She saw that the bakery
door was open and rushed inside. There was no smell of bread, and
Albertino was sitting there, sleeping soundly. 
  
“Albertino!” she called, crying, but she already knew he
wouldn’t respond. She returned to the street and ran to Piazza
Sant’Ambrogio, where she found Sciosciò sleeping on the steps in
front of the church. 
  
His pinwheels were spinning quickly, driven by a bone-chilling
wind. All of Florence seemed to have fallen asleep. “Maybe the
world has fallen asleep.” It was at that moment that she thought
she saw the white cat at the end of Via di Mezzo, sitting in the
middle of the street, staring at her with its shining eyes. She
barely had time to take a few steps before the cat had vanished.
“Did I imagine it, or is ‘His Magnificence’ the only one awake
besides me?” she thought. She walked quickly to the end of the
street. As she walked, it seemed that the facades of the buildings
were changing; everything around her 
  
grew more ominous by the moment. The moonlight dimmed, and the
sky became so dark that she could barely see where she was
stepping. She saw in the distance the green glow she had seen from
her attic and ran in that direction. When she reached it, she saw
that the glow came from the abandoned garden in front of Jeremiah’s
shop. Stella saw the cat standing in front of the gate, as if
waiting for her. She noticed how the cat’s shadow projected on the
building opposite stretched until it resembled that of a man, a
tall and thin man with some kind of crown on his head, and found it
quite bizarre. When she saw that the garden gate was open, she
wasn’t surprised. So this was exactly where they wanted to take
her. 
  
She glanced back at the garden, and the cat had disappeared
again. Stella entered and saw that something incredible had
happened to the garden, as if that mysterious light had restored it
to its former splendor. Under the gnarled branches of the olive
tree, the marble statues, shiny and clean, looked at the
mosaic-decorated nymphaeum. A winding pebble path crossed the
garden among boxwoods and hedges of bizarre shapes, bordered the
fountain, and led to that hidden corner that Stella had
unsuccessfully tried to see the day before. There was a small
wooden door there. It was ajar, and a nearly blinding green beam of
light filtered through the crack. “The cat must have gone through
here,” she thought. 
  
Stella looked behind her and gasped. A darkness blacker than the
night itself was advancing behind her, swallowing everything around
the garden like India ink. It seemed like a living thing. Stella
did not hesitate any longer: she pushed the door open and went
through it. As soon as her eyes adjusted to the light, Stella saw
that she was in an enchanting place. The sky was clear and
cloudless, the sun was high, and a fragrant breeze caressed her
face. “What is this!” she exclaimed. A small wooden bridge crossed
a winding stream whose transparent water gurgled among the stones.
Beyond the grassy bank began a forest so beautiful it didn’t seem
real. Stella squinted, enjoying the rustling of the leaves moved by
the wind and the scent of resin and wild moss. Everything was
wrapped in a pale mist like cotton wool, and in the twilight
between the trees hovered small iridescent lights, just a span
above her head. She tried to catch one, but it dissolved between
her fingers. Perched on the branches, she noticed some rather plump
and brightly colored birds sleeping peacefully. All the fear she
had felt just a moment before seemed to vanish, and her heart was
filled with joy. Stella realized she had arrived in a place that
could only exist in dreams. 
  

  VI 

  
"Who knows where that cat ended up," Stella thought out loud.
Everything was so unusual. She pondered which direction to take,
bringing her index finger to her lips. Then, laughing, she started
spinning around with one hand over her eyes and the other stretched
out in front with her index finger pointing. "That way!" she
shouted, suddenly stopping and pointing in a random direction. She
began hopping among the trees, as the small multicolored lights
danced along with her steps. "Everything is wonderful here," Stella
thought, fascinated, looking around curiously, "yet at the same
time, there's something sinister." She struggled to understand the
reason for that feeling. The place was so magical, so beautiful,
but so lifeless. She stopped and listened. "There's too much
silence! There's not even a bird's chirping or a fly's buzzing. It
seems like everyone is asleep here too!" But she hadn't finished
forming that thought when a noise immediately contradicted her. It
was a soft sound, almost imperceptible, and it seemed to come from
deep within the forest. Stella was captivated by it and began to
follow its traces. "So, someone is here!" As she advanced, that
murmur carried by the wind became clearer, increasingly resembling
a voice. The thin voice of a child singing a melancholic nursery
rhyme, a lullaby... it was exactly the melody that had reached her
in her attic! The singing became clearer and clearer, even though
she still couldn't distinguish the words. She kept walking. When it
seemed to her that she was close enough to see who the voice
belonged to, the breeze turned into a chilly wind and began to blow
with unexpected vigor. A sudden drowsiness enveloped her head, and
her eyelids grew heavy; it seemed like the entire forest was
yawning. Stella felt uneasy, turned around, and tried to gather

  
the strength to leave that place. Now the singing seemed to be
following her. She started running with all the energy she could
muster, not even knowing exactly where to go, without stopping or
looking back, while her legs grew increasingly sluggish and her
breath shorter. Gradually, the forest became less dense and less
dark, patches of grass and small flowers already peeping through
the underbrush; Stella finally darted beyond the edge of the
forest, hoping to be safe, but ended up immediately bumping her
nose against a thick hedge. It was tall, much taller than her, and
stretched endlessly in all directions. It seemed impenetrable. That
obsessive lullaby was chasing her closer and closer, now resounding
in her head and confusing her thoughts. Now she could distinguish
every word... 
  
♫ The Nightmares have returned 
  
stealing dreams from the sleeping ♪ 
  
the Nightmares of deep sleep ♫ 
  
♪ take souls to their world. 
  
She realized she wouldn't be able to escape. An
impossible-to-resist tiredness washed over her like a wave, and she
let herself fall into the thick grass. "I wonder if you dream when
you fall asleep in a dream," she thought. An instant before falling
into a deep sleep, her mind was captured by another melody: it was
the sound of a flute, a cheerful music, and it was stronger than
that gloomy nursery rhyme, more reassuring. Stella clung to it,
concentrating intensely to follow it. She opened her eyes. She
barely lifted her head and glimpsed, among the blades of grass, a
long hat shaped like an upside-down funnel, red and green, bobbing
up and down. She looked closer and saw that under the hat was a
strange fellow trotting along the hedge, playing a small flute.
Seen from behind, he looked human, just a bit taller than her, and
his outfit was nothing short of bizarre: he wore a red and green
tunic that reached his knees, and underneath it, a sort of scarlet
tights that highlighted his skinny legs. His feet, in contrast,
were disproportionately large and wore fabric slippers. Suddenly,
he stopped playing and looked around furtively. Stella barely had
time to duck her head, but she still managed to see that he was
incredibly pale, with two eyes as thin as slits, completely devoid
of eyebrows. He was nervous, alert to every slight sound, his gaze
fixed on the forest, as if expecting an inevitable danger. His
large ears with long lobes quivered with fear. 
  
"Such a funny guy, what scares him so much?" she wondered.
"Maybe I should just get up and ask him. 
  
After all, I will have to talk to someone eventually." 
  
But she didn't move an inch. 
  
"Of course, it's one thing to think about it, another to get up
and say, 'Hello! How are you?' Who knows how he would react!" 
 

Finally, she decided. She took two deep breaths. She stood up
very slowly. 
  
"And if he attacks me?" 
  
Stella picked up a gnarled branch from the ground and hid it
behind her back, then approached him cautiously, stopping at a safe
distance. 
  
There was no need to say anything because the little man turned
sharply towards her. The two remained motionless, staring at each
other. 
  
"He looks more frightened than I am," thought Stella, realizing
at that very moment that she was holding the branch threateningly
with both hands. 
  
"Um... hi, my name is Stella," she stammered, throwing the stick
to the ground. 
  
There was no response. 
  
The strange character's gaze fell on the stone the girl wore
around her neck: he seemed terribly struck. 
  
"I-Stella-and-you?" she insisted, making broad gestures. 
  
"Gon," he replied, making an exaggerated bow so that the tip of
his hat touched the ground. 
  
"Gon, is that his name or does he not understand my language?"
she thought. "Maybe they speak like that here, gon gon gon." 
  
"It is an honor for me to meet you," said the curious creature
visibly excited. "I am an elf, and I have the task of taking you to
a place and... I can't believe it, it happened to me!" he added,
staring at her as if she were a ghost. 
  
"What are you talking about?" asked Stella amused. "Where are
you supposed to take me?" 
  
"I can't tell you now, someone might hear us. Everything will be
explained at our destination: we must go now! It's very dangerous
to stay here," murmured the elf, looking towards the forest with a
certain agitation. 
  
"And why should I trust you?" Stella asked him suspiciously.

  
Gon thought for a moment. 
  
"I-I don't know. But soon, if we don't leave here, we'll meet a
bad end!" he squeaked more and more nervously. 
  
Suddenly the wind began to blow hard and cold again. The
atmosphere suddenly became gloomy and in the distance, as if out of
nowhere, a thick shadow began to advance towards them, darkening
the blue sky. Stella felt an unusual sense of anguish. "What's
happening?" she shouted. 
  
"We must run! Run! Run!" insisted Gon, trembling like a leaf.
"They are coming!" 
  
"Who is coming?" 
  
The elf did not answer, took Stella by the hand, and with the
other hand brought the flute to his mouth. 
  
"Do you think this is the time to play?" Stella shouted at him.

  
But that was exactly what Gon did. He played only a few notes:
Stella saw the branches of the immense hedge twist like enchanted
snakes, vibrate, and finally open into a narrow passage a few steps
from her. 
  
Meanwhile, behind them, chilling screams mixed with the
whistling wind, which began to swirl so 
  
fiercely that they had to kneel, clinging to the roots to avoid
being blown away. It was as if the vortex was trying to drag them
back, towards the forest. 
  
"Hold on to me!" shouted Gon. 
  
Stella clung to his jacket, but couldn't resist the temptation
to turn around: she saw dark shapes approaching menacingly in the
distance; she glimpsed countless flaming red eyes watching her
diabolically. At that point, the elf's fears seemed more than
sensible: she turned back to Gon and started pushing him herself
with all the strength she had through the passage. 
  
As they got through, the gap began to close with an intolerable
slowness to Stella. A moment before the wall of leaves sealed shut,
a skeletal hand forced its way through the last open crack,
grabbing Stella by the leg. 
  
The girl screamed and struggled furiously: all that remained in
those grayish fingers was a piece of her dress. Then the hedge
returned solid and compact as if no one had ever passed through it.

  
"What were those!" exclaimed Stella with her heart pounding with
fear. 
  
Gon shook his head in silence. 
  
The girl didn't insist and looked around. 
  
In front of them was another hedge that looked exactly like the
first, except for the numerous passages interrupting it everywhere.

  
"What is this place?" she asked him. 
  
"We are safe here," he said, feeling her still clinging to his
jacket. "Or almost... we just have to get through the Labyrinth."

  
Some flames illuminated the hedges up to a certain height, then
there was darkness. Stella did not dare ask him if he knew the way,
and in fact, she had to bite her tongue several times seeing her
new friend fumbling confused among the rows, wiping his sweat,
trying not to show that he was lost. It took a while before he
managed to find the exit. 
  
Beyond the last hedge wall, there were no more flames lighting
the way and the night concealed everything. 
  

  VII 

  
"Where are we?" Stella asked, looking around and only seeing
indistinct shadows. 
  
"We are in the Dream Kingdom," Gon replied, "but with this
darkness, I can't quite figure out exactly where we are." 
  
"The Dream Kingdom? So I'm really dreaming!" 
  
"You're not dreaming; you're here in the flesh." 
  
"What?! How is that possible?" 
  
"I'm not the best person to give you those answers, but once we
get to my village, everything will be explained," Gon declared.
"The problem is figuring out which way to go. The issue is that we
always exit at a different point in the Labyrinth. For now, let's
head towards that forest over there," Gon concluded, setting off.

  
Stella couldn't see anything even a meter ahead, let alone "over
there"! Still unconvinced, she followed her companion. As they
advanced, her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and now she could make
out the majestic, motionless trees that surrounded the clearing
they had emerged into. They seemed like the prelude to a dense and
eerie forest. 
  
"Wait a moment!" she exclaimed. "I'm tired, can't we catch our
breath?" 
  
"We can't! It's dangerous; we absolutely mustn't risk falling
asleep along the way." 
  
Stella sat down on the ground and crossed her arms. Now she was
really angry. 
  
"Come on! So I'm supposed to come with you somewhere who knows
where through a dark forest? If you don't explain what's going on,
I'm not moving from here!" 
  
Gon looked down nervously. 
  
Stella stared at him intently. 
  
He paced around her. 
  
She kept staring at him. 
  
He looked at his flute, his shoes, the sky—anything to avoid
meeting her gaze. 
  
She didn't give up. 
  
Finally, he gave in. "Alright." He sat down beside her. "I can
tell you a few things, though." 
  
"And there's another matter," she immediately interrupted,
"please use 'tu' when addressing me!" 
  
"Oh, thank you," Gon chirped, jumping to his feet and bowing low
to the ground. 
  
"And don't bow all the time; I'm not a queen!" 
  
"Well," he said, and quickly covered his mouth as if something
was about to slip out that he couldn't reveal. 
  
"Well?" Stella narrowed her eyes. 
  
"Well, what I can say is that I was tasked with coming to find
you, uh... to find you, beyond the Labyrinth, always following the
same path along the edge of the Enchanted Forest. In the remote
chance that I encountered you, I was supposed to immediately bring
you to my people in the Cherry Tree Forest, even at the cost of my
life. Given the vastness of these lands, many others had the same
mission: every kingdom had sent someone to find you, risking their
lives, as the lands of Half-sleep are now infested with creatures
of Nightmares." 
  
That last word sent a shiver of fear down her spine. 
  
"Creatures of Nightmares? Are you talking about the ones that
chased us earlier?" 
  
Gon nodded and continued, "You are spoken of as a legend, our
last hope, and now I can't believe you're here in front of me!"

  
"A legend?" Stella was completely lost. "Y-you've got the wrong
person, I don't know anything about all this. I'm here looking for
my family!" 
  
"I make plenty of mistakes normally, but I'm sure about this."
The sprite smiled and opened his arms. 
  
"So, shall we go?" 
  
Stella resigned herself. They crossed the vast meadow until they
reached the edge of the forest. Gon paused for a moment and scanned
between the trees for a path. 
  
"It's very dark in there," Stella commented. "Why don't we wait
until morning?" 
  
"The morning won't come," the sprite replied solemnly. 
  
"What do you mean?" 
  
"It's the work of the Nightmares; they've darkened the sky and
now they patiently wait for us to fall asleep so they can capture
us all." 
  
Stella resolved not to ask any more questions since she never
liked the answers anyway. 
  
"These woods are inhabited by many nocturnal creatures that it's
best not to disturb," Gon cautioned, 
  
"we'll need to move as quietly as possible, hoping not to step
on the tail of some strange creature." 
  
Stella absolutely did not want to know what he meant by strange
creature. 
  
The two ventured into the forest, blending into its darkness.
Stella held onto Gon's coat tightly and occasionally felt him bump
into a tree. He pretended not to notice, hoping she wouldn't
either, silently enduring. He wanted to prove he had everything
under control. 
  
"I think I recognize this area, we should be nearing the end of
the forest by now," he remarked. 
  
"That's the third time you've said that," Stella replied
sarcastically. 
  
Indeed, moments later the sprite slammed his head into a tree
trunk and fell back onto his seat. Stella helped him up, barely
suppressing a laugh. 
  
"I-I think we're lost," he muttered painfully. 
  
"Really?" 
  
"I'm sorry, I can't find the right path in this darkness." 
 

Stella looked up, searching for even a small patch of sky, but
all she saw was the black shroud of branches. Instinctively, almost
without realizing it, she closed her eyes and whispered, "Which way
do we need to go?" 
  
She felt a tap on her shoulder. Opening her eyes, it was Gon.
Now she could see him clearly: his pale face full of wonder, mouth
agape, pointing with his index finger to look the other way.
Stella's face mirrored astonishment: accompanied by a faint
tinkling sound, small leaves that glowed like tiny flames were
falling slowly from the branches, tracing a luminous path through
the forest. 
  
"What's happening?" Stella asked incredulously. 
  
The sprite was so stunned he couldn't find words. 
  
"Gon, you don't know anything about this?" she insisted. 
  
"I've never seen anything like it," he finally replied. "But how
did you do it? It's true then, everything they say about you!" 

 
"But I didn't do anything." 
  
"Oh, come on! You simply asked which way we should go and look
at this!" 
  
They followed that thin line of light for a long time, which
magically extinguished behind them. The large tree trunks, barely
illuminated, seemed to Stella like many faces with rugged features
watching her. She could have sworn she saw one move, but she
forcibly stopped herself from looking back. 
  
They continued walking until the leaves lost their glow and the
forest opened up like a grand curtain, revealing the sky once more.
Ahead of them lay the waters of a vast lake. 
  
"Now I know where we are," Gon exclaimed, not very
enthusiastically. "This is the Lake of the Nymphs, and we're on the
wrong shore." 
  
"How do we get to the other side?" Stella asked, squinting in
vain to see the opposite bank. 
  
"Circling around is challenging in daylight, let alone with this
darkness; the lake is surrounded by mountains, dense vegetation,
and it's teeming with mysterious nocturnal creatures." 
  
For the second time, Stella refrained from asking what they
were. 
  
"To cross it, we'd not only need a boat," Gon continued, sitting
down despondently, "but we'd especially need the consent of the
nymphs who inhabit these waters." 
  
"Nymphs? What are they?" the girl asked. 
  
"Actually, I've never met them, but I know they are
graceful-looking creatures with ruthless souls. They could unleash
a terrible storm at any moment and drown anyone trying to cross the
lake. There are many stories of creatures who have sailed without
permission and have never been heard from again." 
  
"And how do you ask for this permission?" 
  
"The only one who can do it is Bes, the eldest sprite in my
village. The Nymphs respect him and let him pass. But Bes is on the
other side of the lake, oh dear, what a predicament..." 
  
Stella leaned over and dipped a finger into the water. "It's
cold," she thought, quickly withdrawing it. 
  
"Something touched me!" she exclaimed. But Gon paid no
attention, nervously muttering and shaking his head in search of a
solution. Stella looked back into the lake and noticed two small
lights rising from the depths. She leaned closer to the water's
edge and discovered that the lights were the bright yellow eyes of
a woman. She wasn't scared at all, so she dipped her finger in
again to feel the contact once more. Her fingertip met the woman's
fingertip in the lake. Stella smiled and the other woman did the
same. She had delicate features and long hair waving like dark
seaweed around her beautiful face. 
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