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For Simone, 

the guardian of the kingdom of Water:

a torrent that flows in music

and a sea of unknown mystery.
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Chapter 1 – Ten thousand emeralds
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The hills of Dorim covered a huge tract of the kingdom of Earth, stretching almost to the border with the kingdom of Water. In the central part, a range of peaks of various heights alternated with luxuriant valleys, while the northern edges climbed towards the high peaks of the mountains of Thoram, famous for the frequent earthquakes that exposed rich deposits of precious stones. To the south, the hills got gradually lower, ending in a partly unexplored region whose few inhabitants were rather isolated from the rest of the kingdom.

The only thing Karka remembered for sure about her village in the hills was that it lay along a river of foaming waters; so, before they finally left the village of Grassain, the friends had collected information about a river that formed waterfalls and cascades.

After a few fruitless enquiries, an old man had told them about the Emerald River that at one point had lots of little waterfalls where a long-ago earthquake had caused a drop in the ground level.

“Of course,” the man had added, “you can hardly see the waterfalls now: until a few months ago, the water still created falls and whirlpools, but now there’s hardly enough water to keep the villagers alive.”

Despite this, Karka felt the reawakening of a hope she had given up years before. The memories aroused by the river’s name, Emerald, were faint and indistinct, but she was almost certain that it was the river on which her village lay.

The Emerald River ran through the central part of the hills of Dorim, a few days’ ride from Grassain, and owed its name to an old local legend.

Centuries earlier, there was no river and the people of the villages had to travel a long way to get water. In one of these villages, a beautiful girl with shining green eyes lived with her father. One day, a rich boy from Oldstone crossed the hills by chance and fell in love with the girl, whose name was Silia; for some time Alon found any excuse to visit the hills and see her and, over the months, Silia fell in love with him, too.

But when young Alon asked the girl’s father permission to marry her, he refused categorically, unless the boy could offer in exchange something just as valuable as his daughter’s beautiful eyes.

Alon, whose family was very rich, had no problem offering him money and jewellery, but Silia’s father refused scornfully. “Do you think that these things are like Silia’s emerald eyes? If that is all you can offer, forget my daughter and go back to Oldstone.”

The boy did not lose heart and, having often heard tell of the fabulous mines of Thoram, decided to go to the northern mountains himself to find something that Silia’s father could not refuse.

After long months away, he returned to the village, followed by carts full of the most beautiful stones ever seen: ten thousand of the purest emeralds that Alon unloaded in a field above the village so that everyone could admire them.

Silia and all the inhabitants of the place were overwhelmed by all the splendour, but her father was once again irritated and disappointed.

“These stones are cold and dead. No life will ever come from their greenness! How can you compare them to my daughter’s eyes?”

After his absence and the long months spent in the mines of Thoram, this latest refusal hurt Alon deeply and broke his determination. “I’ll never do anything that will satisfy your father, because he just doesn’t want me to marry you.”

Overcome with sorrow and distress, the two embraced and began crying over the pile of emeralds. Their hot, salty tears fell on the stones, slowly corroding and melting them. While they wept together the whole night, desperate at the idea that they would soon be separated, the stones continued melting, turning into a green stream.

In the morning, when the sun began to rise in the sky and the villagers were preparing for the long journey to get water, a small torrent of bright green water tumbled across the rocks and ran straight through the village.

Drawn by people’s loud exclamations of surprise, Silia’s father also ran to the emerald torrent and when he saw the two youngsters, arms around each other, in a small green pool, he understood where the water came from.

When they woke up, they saw her father’s smiling face. “This river will bring life and hope to people and animals; it will nurture fish that we can catch and will cool us in the hot summer days. So, now the green of those stones is as alive and precious as my daughter’s eyes.”

So Alon and Silia were able to marry and stayed in the village, along their river, and had children and grandchildren. And the river was called the Emerald.

Karka started to remember this legend the day after they left Grassain, while they rode south on the route the old man had shown them.

“I think my uncle told me that as he was taking me to Oldstone,” Karka said uncertainly. “Funny, though. I’ve never been able to remember anything about that journey.”

“Maybe,” Avir suggested, “coming back where you were born will awaken memories you’ve suppressed.”

Despite their horses, the journey was slow because the woods were thick and the animals and their riders had trouble finding their way.

At that time of year, the hills should have been in their full glory: luxuriant woods where branches and creepers intertwined in an aerial web throwing weird designs onto the ground; little torrents cutting the path here and there, providing refreshment for the plants and animals; deafening concerts of multicoloured birds and the to-and-fro of little animals that bustled around or rested lazily in the shade of a rock.

But the drought had left its mark even on the wild green hills of Dorim, drying out the torrents and fields, and starting dangerous wildfires that devastated enormous areas of woodland and could only be put out with great effort. Naturally, the animals’ activity and the birds’ cheerful singing had suffered under those trying circumstances and the hills had become much quieter and lonelier.

Even so, despite the deadly drought, the region the friends travelled through was incomparably beautiful.

Every now and then, great masses of bare rock appeared through the tangle of trees and bushes, like ghostly guards of the woods. These great rocks often hid deep natural cavities that could be seen only when you were practically on top of them. The biggest rocks also had strange round holes in them that looked as though they had been made artificially.

Karka explained to her friends that these were the burrows of many small woodland animals but that it was an insect that made the perfectly round holes, or rather an entire colony of minute insects.

“They eat the rock?” Mayim asked, astonished.

Karka shrugged. “I don’t know exactly, but I think they use the rock dust to digest their prey, but... don’t ask me what their prey is, or what the insects look like.”

In some places, where the grassy, mushroom-covered path wound through the trees and there seemed to be nothing but plants and white rocks, a high fissure in the hill suddenly revealed a wide, shallow cave where hundreds of little grey pipistrelles lived.

Although nothing suggested the possible presence of sylvans, the friends no longer stopped to sleep in caves because the terrible memory of their adventure in the mountains on the border with Air was still too fresh in their minds. However, since travelling at night in those dense woods, where dark cavities appeared unexpectedly in the ground, was decidedly risky, they always stopped to rest shortly before dusk, and left again in the first light of dawn.

It took longer than expected, but after four days’ travel the woods began to thin out, revealing to their surprised eyes a small, narrow valley following an almost dry river, where the remaining trickle of water still ran emerald green.
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Chapter 2 – A lovely surprise
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Once they were out of the woods, it was much easier to follow the path, although it was obvious no-one had used it for a long time.

At a junction, a dilapidated, almost illegible signpost pointed to two villages, one on the right bank, upstream of where they were, and the other on the left bank, further downstream: Silia and Riverleap.

“Did you see?” asked Avir. “That village has the same name as the girl in the legend! I wonder if it’s where they actually lived?”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to go on wondering, because that can’t be the place we’re looking for: Karka says that the name of her village has something to do with the river.”

Mayim’s voice was unusually distant, as though her mind was on other things. In fact, she was anxious for Karka who, as silent as she had been when they first met her, was looking around, trying to remember something, while her face showed her agitation.

Even Sus, who had rediscovered his true home in the woods, stuck his nose out of the girl’s pocket and looked at her apprehensively. His heart beat to the same rhythm as Karka’s and the little susiq understood exactly what she felt. Over the previous days, in fact, he had seen several susiqs and had felt really torn. On the one hand, he felt the unexpected joy of finally finding himself in his true environment, surrounded by other creatures like him, after so long spent in alien, unknown places; on the other, he was also nervous, with an undefined but miserable sensation of not belonging to that world any more, precisely because he had spent so much time elsewhere.

[image: image]

Sus knew that Karka felt the same: all her short life she had wanted to return to this place, to see her village and its inhabitants again, and now that she was maybe only a short way from home, she discovered that it would never again be home because she herself had become a stranger.

Mayim touched her gently on the shoulder, and Karka shook off her thoughts.

“Karka, are you OK?”

“I think so... I seem to remember something. Riverleap, yes, I think that was the right name.”

“Courage, then: it can’t be far away!” exclaimed Esh, spurring his horse.

Karka was last to leave, looking back at the woods through which they had just come. It felt as though she was leaving the uncertain shadows of her past behind and finally bringing her life into the light. Suddenly, though, she was no longer so sure she wanted to face that pitiless light and find, along with her memories, the ghosts of those who had abandoned her for ever.

When she joined her friends, Esh rode alongside her. “Whatever we find down there, we’ll face it together, as always. And we’ll continue our journey together.”

Karka smiled back at him, feeling some of her courage return.

They rode on along the path, while the sun set on their right behind the dense woods, its rays spreading over the shallow water of the river.

They reached Riverleap next morning. Due to the drought, they could have crossed the river anywhere, but when they were still quite a long way off they saw a man standing by the only bridge to the village.

“He may be a guard,” suggested Esh.

Avir shook his head, unconvinced. “A guard in this small village of countryfolk and farmers? It looks more as though he’s waiting for someone...”

“Let’s hope it’s not us,” snorted Mayim who, despite the help they had received, remembered their meeting with the Zalyan with irritation.

They rode a bit further, then dismounted and continued on foot until they were close enough to see that, despite Mayim’s hopes, they really were the people he was waiting for.

The man was very tall and thin, dressed in a long blue tunic that, despite the heat, almost completely covered him; a sort of blue turban held his long black hair and an expression of happy surprise lit his face while he opened his arms towards the children.

Esh put his hand on the hilt of his sword and Mayim clutched the dagger she had in her belt, while all four approached slowly.

“Look!” exclaimed Karka. “He’s from Air!” 

The skin of his hands and face, the only parts uncovered, clearly betrayed the man’s origins, because it was as pale and soft as Avir’s.

Suddenly, Esh stopped. “By the Great Volcano Tush: it’s the Hundredwinds seer!”

Just then, Avir recognised him too. “Pelekh!”

Pelekh seemed even more surprised than the children. “You’re the kids from Hundredwinds! It’s really you. I never thought it would refer to you!”

Although they were pleased and happy to see him, the last sentence alarmed them slightly.

“What would refer to us?” Esh asked quickly.

Still incredulously looking at the children, Pelekh made a vague gesture. “A premonition. I felt something was about to happen, that someone would arrive on this road, but I didn’t know who. I’ve been waiting this side of the bridge every morning for a week now, but I would never have thought that the premonition would be about you! I’m so happy I persuaded Soileater to stay here a while.”

“Soileater’s here?” asked Mayim, absolutely astonished.

Pelekh slapped his forehead. “Sorry, I’ve called her Soileater for so long that sometimes I still do it, even though she uses her real name again! But she knows me and doesn’t get angry.”

“She’s found out her real name? What is it, then? And has she found her family again too?”

“I think it’s up to her to tell you everything: I’m sure she’ll be delighted to see you again. Especially you, Mayim.”

Pelekh started to walk towards the village but Esh stopped him. “Wait. Before anything else, we want to thank you: we went to the village of Nin, near the border, and I can assure you they all honoured their debt. As for me, I owe you my life: I was seriously wounded and if you hadn’t asked them to help us, I might not have survived.”

The man smiled. “We’re even then, young man from Fire. I have settled my debt, at least to one of you.”

When Soileater saw Pelekh coming, with four children, her first thought was that her friend’s premonition had at last been proved right, but when she recognised in the group the prison companion who had saved her from her cruel jailers, she gave a shout and ran towards them.

Mayim was very happy to see her again, too, and impatient to hear her story, but Pelekh insisted they should eat something first, in the house that had belonged to Soileater’s parents, which the two of them had partially repaired.

Briefly distracted by the unexpected meeting, the friends had forgotten that this was probably Karka’s village, too, while she looked nervously around trying to gather scraps of memory of her past life. The village square reminded her of a festival and a red dress; passing the abandoned smithy, she thought she still heard distant clangs and neighing horses; and when they reached Soileater’s house, right beside the river, another flash passed through her mind and she again saw the foaming waters that formed a thick mist around a tree.

Just then, Mayim came up to her. “Karka, I’m sorry: for a moment I’d forgotten the reason we’re here. Listen to Soileater’s story, then I promise we’ll start trying to find signs of your family again.”

Karka agreed calmly. “If Soileater has found her house, maybe she can help me too.”

The house that had belonged to Soileater’s family was modest and, even in happier times, would never have been luxurious; she and Pelekh had cleaned the ground floor and, with the help of some people in the village, they had organised two beds and a table with some chairs. An old, worm-eaten dresser still looked good against a wall in the living room and inside Soileater had found things that awoke dormant memories of childhood: a tray, finely decorated by her mother; a wooden pitcher her father had carved for her in the shape of a squirrel; a cauldron, still blackened, in which they had prepared veal stew with a sauce of hedgerow fruits for festivals.

As soon as they entered the cool shade of the house, where everything still smelled of mould and being shut up, Karka felt a shiver down her spine.

“A house,” she thought. “My house would be in this sort of state too, now, for sure. And mine would also have a living room with a fireplace, rooms for the larder, for logs, for tools. And bedrooms upstairs, though you can’t get to them now.”

They sat around the table, exchanging curious glances and incredulous smiles.

Soileater shook her head. “To think I wanted to leave for Oldstone three days ago. Just as well Pelekh convinced me to stay!”

“Oldstone?” asked Avir. “Why did you want to go there?”

“It’s a long story. Let’s eat while I tell you.”
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Chapter 3 – Home again!
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The friends offered the flat-breads they had brought from Grassain and some fruit they had picked in the woods, while Pelekh and Soileater brought to the table fried grouse eggs, from birds bred in the village, and water from the Emerald River which, although low, was still pure and clear because it sprang directly from the rocks below ground upstream from the village of Silia.

“There’s a legend connected with the source of the Emerald River. My mother told me it when I was small,” said Soileater.

“Yes, we know it. It’s a really lovely legend,” Mayim answered, smiling at Karka.

“Really?”

Soileater thought for a minute, then began her story.

“As you already know, after crossing the border between the kingdoms of Air and Earth, we reached a village where Pelekh helped the inhabitants to find a lost child. They offered us anything we wanted, but all we wanted was to repay our debt to you. We had often talked about it during the previous weeks: after so many years of imprisonment, humiliation and violence, finally four children had arrived from the four kingdoms and had released us without asking anything in return, just because they thought it was the right thing to do. In our long years in the circus, we had learnt to respect each other, despite coming from different kingdoms, but everywhere we went, what hit us most was always the hatred and the distrust that the nations encouraged towards strangers and those who weren’t like them. So you’ll understand that your rescue was even more precious and unexpected because you came from all four kingdoms of Yesod. Not only do you travel together as friends, you also don’t hesitate to save people from other kingdoms. Pelekh and I talked about this for a long time and reached two conclusions. The first is that you’re travelling for a very important reason, a cause vital enough to bring together representatives from the four kingdoms; the second conclusion is that if all the inhabitants of the kingdoms learned to live like you, maybe the Power wouldn’t have disappeared.”

Soileater paused briefly and the children exchanged a glance that clearly showed the tie that now bound them firmly together.

“It wasn’t easy to reach the mountains because, as you will have noticed, the kingdom is in the grip of a terrible drought that’s killing people and animals, and Oldstone doesn’t seem able to stop it. Once we reached the hills, we wandered for several days looking for Riverleap because I couldn’t remember exactly where it was any more; when we arrived, finally, we looked so terrible that the people here started chasing us away!

“We told them I was from the village, I was looking for my parents, but it wasn’t easy to make them listen, since I couldn’t even tell them my name. All I had were scraps of memories. But slowly, with the help of some of the village women, I managed to reconstruct my story and, more than that, my family’s.”

Silence fell again around the table, while Soileater tried to hold back her bitter tears under Pelekh’s understanding gaze and the children realised her sad fate, finally coming home only to find she no longer had a family.

She continued mournfully. “I should have expected it: I’ve been gone more than eight years and these days things change fast! Those circus bandits kidnapped me when I was about thirteen: I was walking through the woods across the river, as I always did. I remember that, an instant before I was caught, I thought there was something odd because the guardian birds were calling loudly and I saw a pair of susiqs curled up really tightly, but I was too late to call for help or to escape and when I woke up again I was chained up in that damned cart, already miles from my hills, my parents and my sister.”

As soon as Soileater had started describing her kidnap, Karka had felt something click in her mind and, with her heartbeat accelerating, had listened with a growing sensation of dizziness.

But the final reference to a sister had raised a question for Mayim too, and she quickly asked, “You have a sister, then?”

Soileater seemed to find her smile again. “Yes. She was very young when they kidnapped me and certainly wouldn’t remember me, but I remember her bright eyes and a mass of reddish hair!

“They told me that our parents never gave up looking for me; unfortunately, a couple of years later they died and my little sister went to live with a relation...”

“In Oldstone!” Mayim, Esh and Avir exclaimed together, looking at Karka with a shocked expression.

Soileater paused in surprise. “Exactly. How did you know? That’s why I was going to Oldstone: I want to find my sister and I’ll do it whatever it takes.”

A tear slid down Mayim’s face. “You don’t need to go to Oldstone. Courage, tell her,” she finished, turning to Karka.

Karka felt her head spinning horribly and all the faces looking at her gave her a suffocating feeling of unreality. Sus pushed his nose out of her pocket and made encouraging noises.

While Soileater looked around without understanding the children’s strange behaviour, Karka finally said in a strange voice that sounded like rustling leaves, “Elsie.”

“How do you know my name?”

Now her voice also sounded strange and uncertain, and she felt a long shudder shake her to the core.

“Elsie,” Karka repeated. “You’re alive. You’re...”

Tears prevented her finishing the sentence, but when Soileater showed her desperate need for confirmation, Mayim finished it herself, moved. “Yes, she’s your sister Karka, who went to live in Oldstone with your uncle Virn after your parents died. And you are her older sister, Elsie, who Karka thought was lost for ever.”

For weeks, Elsie had imagined the meeting with her sister as a succession of hugs and kisses, torrents of words and memories, but at that moment she could not even move.

For her part, Karka had hoped to find the remains of her home and maybe someone who remembered her, but even in her dreams she had not imagined finding the sister she had believed dead for eight years.

An emotional silence filled the room, broken only by quiet sobs.

Avir and Esh coughed, embarrassed; every now and then they sniffed, carefully avoiding looking at each other so they would not see the tears shining in each other’s eyes.

The shadow of a smile lit Pelekh’s face; eyes closed, he breathed deeply. The vision he had had a few days earlier, foretelling an important arrival through the woods, had also applied to Elsie, but in such a confused way that he had preferred to say nothing to his friend and just make sure she stayed a bit longer at Riverleap. Now that everything was clear, Pelekh again savoured the peace that used to attend his visions, long ago when visions came to him like a precious gift and always carried a feeling of harmony and serenity. Then had come the long, dark years in the circus when Pelekh had come to hate the visions that his jailers demanded of him, and the gift had become a curse.

Finally he felt the liberation, hope and fear of a return to life; the first visions had led to finding the lost child, though even then Pelekh had not been able to rejoice in his gift.

But now, when finally a confused vision had been transformed into a beautiful revelation, Pelekh could do nothing but shut his eyes and let the peace, which he had thought he would never know again, wrap itself round him.
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Chapter 4 – A difficult choice
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Over the following days, having recovered from their first agitation, the two sisters were inseparable and tried in every way to condense their eight long years of separation into a few days.

Every now and then, Elsie hugged Karka and held her tight, scared of having to lose her again; Karka let herself be cradled in the hug, burying her face in her sister’s clothes.

Neither of them spoke of it, but they both knew that the Company of Seekers would not be able to stay long at Riverleap because they had not completed their mission and the Enemy was advancing fast.

For their part, the other three talked about which route they should take to reach the kingdom of Water, while also rejoicing at Karka’s happiness.

“The old Zalyan of Silverlight predicted it,” Avir suddenly said.

“What’s that?” asked Mayim.

“Don’t you remember? When we met him to give our decision, he looked at Karka and told her, ‘You will find what you are looking for, daughter of Earth’. I thought he meant our journey, but perhaps he meant something more personal.”

Mayim, who as ever had no great sympathy for the Zalyans, was sceptical. “If it comes to that, he added that we would all find what we were looking for, but I don’t really see what he could have been talking about!”

Esh winked at her. “Maybe he meant that you would finally find an answer to all your doubts and that the answer would make you less suspicious of everyone!”

Although his tone showed he was joking, Mayim looked at him with an odd expression and walked off in silence, leaving Esh and Avir to ask themselves what the real reason was for her sudden mood changes.

Five days after the staggering revelation of Soileater’s identity, the children felt an increasingly urgent need to get on with their journey, but none of them had the heart to separate Karka from her sister again. Karka, for her part, was terribly torn between her duty to her mission and her friends and the fear of losing Elsie again.
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