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Vergato, the Scent of
Humus

At the end of the nineteenth century, Vergato was a small
beating heart set between the mountains and the Reno River—a close,
proud village built of stone, chimney smoke, and voices weaving
beneath the arcades of the square. Seen from Bologna, the place
stood out with its church rising over the center and its tavern
always ready to welcome travelers and merchants. Here, people
traded not only goods but also news, stories, and hopes.

Days passed slowly and with toil. Men bent their backs in the
fields of wheat and rye, or guided oxen along the furrows of the
earth. The mills, turned by the Reno, never ceased their song,
grinding the bread that filled the tables. Blacksmiths lit their
forges with sparks, carpenters smoothed wood into doors and carts,
while the women sewed, spun, and laid their washing to dry along
the stream.

There were times of celebration too, especially in August, when
the harvest was done and the square filled with music and scents.
For a few days, the village forgot the hardness of work and gave
itself over to the joy of being together.

Summers were full of light. Fields of sunflowers spread across
the hills, bowing to the sun as if to remind everyone that, despite
hardship, life held its own beauty.

Merchants and travelers who passed along the Porrettana road
brought news from Bologna and Florence, and those willing to listen
learned that the world was wider than the hills surrounding them.
And yet, for those who lived there, no place was better: every
stone, every street, every face belonged to a community that knew
how to endure and to rejoice together.

Such was Vergato: a weave of toil and festivity, of memory and
hope. A small world which, without knowing it, already held secrets
destined to change forever the lives of those who grew up
there.

Every summer, for John and Peter, the journey to their
grandparents in Vergato was more than a family habit—it was a
ritual. Father Francis and Mother Mary brought them to the stone
house, knowing those days would become a time of adventure and
discovery. School had ended well for both boys, and leaving Bologna
for the quiet of the Apennine hills felt like a prize long awaited:
a leap from the city’s clamor to the peace of the countryside. The
air smelled of green fields and fresh bread; their grandparents
were a solid presence; their old friends—David, Steve, and
Nicholas—waited for them as though no time had passed at all. It
was a way of growing up free, while at the same time binding even
tighter the family ties that, year after year, sank deeper into
memory.

On August mornings in Vergato, the air smelled of woodsmoke and
bread. Under the porch of the stone house on the hill, the
rush-bottomed chairs cast striped shadows like the lines of a
notebook, and in those lines hurried ants no one bothered to
notice. John walked a few steps ahead, hands in pockets, head
tilted as if listening to a distant sound he didn’t want to miss.
Peter trailed—not really behind, but circling him, brandishing a
straight stick like a sword. At times he struck the air, at times
the ground, as though sketching a secret map only he could ever
read.

The grandparents were already awake. Grandfather Oleg appeared
in the doorway with his hat in hand and the newspaper rolled
beneath his arm; Grandmother Virginia had set on the table a bowl
of warm milk and freshly baked bread, with slices of cheese
carrying the scent of the meadow.

“The festival in Cereglio begins tomorrow evening,” said Oleg,
“and the village will be filled with voices.”

Oleg, a retired cartographer and man of learning, was a figure
respected across the valley. He had spent his life drawing maps for
towns and institutions, and he knew the mountains around Vergato as
well as the lines of his palm. People valued not only his skill but
also the calm with which he read the world and gave it back in
simple words, turning each tale into a lesson.

That day, Peter went out with his brother to help set up benches
and tables for the feast that would liven the evenings to come. As
he worked, his ear caught the chatter of merchants and the
carpenter. Between a measurement and the strike of a hammer, he
overheard talk of an old legend tied to the thick woods of Monte
Cavalloro near Riola: it was said that a stone, rare and powerful,
had arrived there from some unknown corner of the universe. Hidden
now, it was believed to answer to human emotion.

The words clung to Peter like sparks that refused to go out.
Later, when they returned, their grandmother put them to peeling
potatoes and chopping onions. But afterward, Peter pressed his
grandfather for the truth. The story pulled too strongly to let
slip away. Oleg did not deny knowing it, but spoke with the caution
of one who knows the weight of silence. He said only that he and
Virginia had crossed those mountains many times, without ever fully
understanding what they might have glimpsed or felt.

Then Oleg fell silent, exchanged a fleeting look with Virginia,
and went into his room. He returned carrying the old chest with its
creaking lock. From it he drew a yellowed sheet and laid it on the
table. John and Peter leaned forward as though compelled. It was a
large hand-drawn sheet, full of detail: stars, a wide orbit, and in
its center a sharp, pointed shape like a jagged stone. At its side,
in ancient script, was written Stella del
Pianto—the Star of Weeping.

“This was given to me by a traveler,” Oleg explained, lowering
himself into a chair. “He said his father had once been saved in
the forest by a light. Not by a man, nor an animal—by a light. And
that light came from a stone fallen from the heavens, broken away
in fragments from the Star of Weeping. Those extraordinary stones
had a name: Vaesite. He claimed that such
stone could recognize and capture human emotions, sometimes even
opening passages.”

John asked, “Why did they call it the Star of Weeping? Did men
who saw it shining at night weep within their hearts?”

Oleg’s gaze dropped to the map, his gnarled fingers caressing
its lines like an old memory.

“They call it that because it absorbs human sorrow—recognizes it,
transforms it. Not only the tears shed by the eyes, but grief born
of regret, of loss, of fear. Vaesite, the shattered rock fallen
from the Star, is a mineral almost impossible to find. Yet it
listens to the human heart. When one approaches sincerely, it takes
into itself the weight of the darkest emotions. Not to destroy, but
to purify. That is why many revered it—because in its silence, they
felt less alone.”

He breathed slowly, as though those words echoed within
him.

“Those who have seen Vaesite shine say it is not light but a
mirror: it reflects a man’s own emotions back to him, naked,
without disguise. That is why it is feared and loved at once. Not
everyone dares to look inside.”

Peter held his breath. John’s eyes traced the frayed edge of the
sheet, jagged like stones along a path.

“It’s just a story,” he whispered.

“Stories are maps,” Oleg replied. “And some maps, if you read
them with the heart, can take you where your feet never could.”

They went out, and later returned again. While they spread hay
in the shed and stacked the woodpile, the bells tolled slowly,
testing the ropes for the procession. In the square, acrobats
raised poles and ropes; children chased a cunning-faced dog; the
fishmonger called her prices with a voice clear as the river in
sunlight. John watched it all from a window, a faint smile touching
his lips. Peter, instead, plunged in with the hunger of feast day:
eyeing raffle prizes, imagining carousel rides, the ruzzola match Steve meant to direct like a
commander.

That afternoon, with their grandparents’ blessing, the boys had
arranged a small excursion with their friends along Angus’s path.
It was a plan they had carried for days, a secret shared only with
the forest. John felt the anticipation flowing like a subtle
summons through his veins; Peter savored it already, certain that
every step might reveal some clue left by those who had come
before.

The air is changing, John thought
without moving his lips.

I feel it too, Peter replied from inside
his brother’s head, as naturally as speaking aloud.

We’ll play first, Peter decided,
and then explore. Angus’s path. All the way to the
oak. Promise.

Nicholas appeared with a slingshot at his belt; David carried a
fishing rod fashioned from a reed tied with string.

“Field or path?” Nicholas asked without preamble.

“Field later,” Peter said. “First Angus.”

“It’s far,” David objected. “And hot. At noon the sun crushes
you.”

“Then we’ll crush it first,” Peter replied, bowing theatrically
as he did whenever he won at hide-and-seek.

John shrugged. “Just part of the way. To the poplar fork.”

They left the village on the stony lane that scattered dust
underfoot. Beyond the low walls lay gardens, then chestnut trunks
broad as many men’s arms. Angus’s path began where the words of the
old folk ended at their gates. Beyond lay only footsteps, and the
sound of footsteps was another language.

The forest received them without ceremony: the scent of damp, of
humus, of mushrooms unseen yet present; leaves shining like fish
scales; flies dancing in light shafts, vanishing again. John walked
with his eyes on the canopy. In that irregular weave, light told a
shifting story. Peter zigzagged among roots and stones, tapping
each with his stick as if to wake it.

“If Vaesite hears emotions,” he said aloud, “then my laughter
should be enough to open every door in this forest.”

“The doors that don’t exist,” John said wryly, “are the hardest
to open. Grandfather said Vaesite answers only to true
feelings.”

“Mine are true,” Peter insisted, laughing—his laughter tripping
on a root and becoming a perfect leap.

At the poplar fork the path split: left to Soprasasso’s cave,
right to the stream pouring down cold and clear as broken glass.
Peter shaded his eyes and pretended to scout. “I say the river.
Water keeps us company.”

“The cave,” John countered. “It’s closer, and we won’t miss
Mass.”

Their grandmother’s voice echoed in both: don’t
be late.

“The cave then,” Peter yielded, “but afterward the river.”

They walked on. Two squirrels darted across the path, but
instead of fleeing, they perched on a branch to watch. A hedgehog
waddled from the brush, circled Peter’s shoe as if to test its
scent, then went on. Birds flew low, as though the sky itself had
dropped to rest a little closer. John noted all of it, silently. A
pattern was forming, though not yet clear. Each detail was a point;
the picture would come later.

“It’s a feast day for them too,” Peter whispered.

“They’re waiting for something,” John answered.

“What?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Climbing beyond Riola, they reached the cave of Soprasasso. Its
cracks gaped like stone jaws. Inside, stalactites hung like
extinguished lamps, and dripping water kept time with ancient
patience. Peter thrust his stick into the dark. The tip scraped
gravel.

“Listen to that.”

“Stone,” John said. “And damp.”

“And adventure,” Peter added, pleased.

They sat on a low wall, legs dangling, and pulled out bread with
cheese. They ate, watching shafts of light slice down from above.
Peter spoke little—he was thinking. John was silent—he was
listening to what Peter thought.

Are you afraid? came the wordless
question.

A little, John answered. But the good kind. The kind that makes you careful where you
step.

I’m eager, Peter replied. Eager to discover.

Then we’ll discover.

Later, on their way back, they passed a chestnut whose roots
rose like vertebrae. Beneath, in the disturbed soil, a dark patch
shone faintly. Peter bent and cleared away twigs and pebbles. John
crouched beside him, their movements long since one gesture. Worms
fat as fingers writhed, centipedes fled, ants boiled up. The smell
of undergrowth was strong, alive. Peter smiled and blew on it as if
unveiling treasure. But there was nothing—only soil waiting to be
soil again.

“Not here,” he said, curious rather than disappointed.

“I’ll mark it in my mind,” John murmured.

“In both our minds,” Peter replied. “So if one forgets, the other
remembers.”

The sun had risen high, bleaching the stones of the path. From
the village came voices and the dull beat of a drum. The day
promised to grow hot. John pulled off his cap and turned it in his
hands.

Mass was short, as farmers liked it. Afterward the village
unfurled like ribbons: stalls of cloth, sweets, ironware; the smell
of spun sugar clinging to hair; children with balloons pushing at
the sky. Steve gathered the boys for the ruzzola. “Simple strategy,” he said. “You don’t throw
to hit—you throw to make it roll. I lead, you follow.”

Peter listened absently. His mind was already back at the cave,
the chestnut, the poplars, the old oak. John saw the thread of his
brother’s thoughts stretch taut, and let it vibrate.

By mid-afternoon a single cloud entered from the mountains. Not
large, but dense. It moved as though it had chosen its path long
before. The air shifted; a cool breeze slipped through the streets
and under shirts like a finger. John felt it. Peter felt it.
It’s time, said one. It’s
time, replied the other.

They left the village with light steps, like boys heading to a
secret appointment. The forest took them in again. Fewer animals
showed themselves, but the attention within the woods had not
lessened—it had grown. Each branch seemed to shade something that
had just happened, or was about to. Along the bend descending to
the stream, the water gurgled fuller than it had that morning, as
though it had found new words. John paused, eyes half closed. Peter
turned, ready to run.

“No need to hurry,” John said. “There are signs.”

“Then let’s follow them,” Peter answered. “Our way.”

The sky deepened to a richer blue, as though polished. The
compact cloud remained fixed above the part of forest still hidden.
A squirrel slid down a trunk quick as water over glass, and stopped
midway to stare. Peter waved. The creature did not flee; it only
tilted its head, like a man recognizing a face.

At the old oak with its exposed roots, the brothers began
clearing the ground—not to search, but to remember. They pulled
away branches, pebbles, damp leaves; the smell of freshly turned
soil grew intense, as though it had its own voice. John fixed the
spot in his memory; Peter chuckled softly, not in triumph but in
fellowship, as if to reassure the mountain itself.

Then it happened. From the underbrush appeared a creature hard
to define: its gait fox-like, its eyes lit with an uncanny, almost
human glow. It approached slowly, with ancient caution, as though
following an invisible call straight to that place. The brothers,
hearts suspended, crouched behind a bush, letting the forest
speak.

The animal sniffed the ground, circled three times, and vanished
into silence. Immediately after, wings slashed the air: two
peregrine falcons plunged down, circling the same spot, their
shadows like seals stamped from the sky. And it was only the
beginning: wild hares slipped from clearings and gathered round,
tense, almost in prayer. Then came the deer, slow and solemn,
forming a kind of procession.

It was a silent pilgrimage, as though every creature had been
summoned. And there, beneath the great oak, they stood in
reverence, as before an invisible altar.

John and Peter exchanged a trembling look. No words were needed.
The place did not belong only to men: it was the very heart of the
forest, revealing its ancient liturgy for an instant.

The first thunder came not as a strike but as a weight set down.
It didn’t frighten, but it stilled their breath. John and Peter
looked at each other—an entire sentence in a glance. Time is short.

Then we must hold it tight. They clasped
hands, as when they were small crossing the road.

And in that instant, before the wind rose, they thought the same
words, as if each had written them into the other’s mind:
Tomorrow, here again, at the old oak.

Evening descended on the village with lantern light and the
sound of homemade violins. Laughter, footsteps, clinking glasses,
loud promises, quiet secrets. The brothers ate rice cake and smiled
at Grandmother Virginia, whose eyes glistened—not from kitchen
smoke.

In the small upstairs room, the iron beds with their coarse
blankets, John stayed awake longer than usual. Peter fell asleep
quickly, stick beside him like a faithful dog. From the courtyard
rose the sounds of revelry; from the forest, a silence as dense as
the afternoon’s cloud—and most of all, the strange behavior of the
animals.

John placed a hand on his chest and felt his heart, a beat he
could trust. Tomorrow—the word circled,
then settled.

When the wind shifted suddenly and the scent of fresh rain
entered through the half-open window, John understood: the laughter
of the leaves had become a voice. It had no words yet, but it had
already chosen whom to speak to. And even in their sleep, the two
brothers listened.





The Silent Flock

The next morning, Vergato woke to an opalescent light, as if the
village had just risen from a dream. The hens pecked in the
grandparents’ yard, the laundry strung along the lane swayed
lazily, and behind the houses the line of poplars arched like an
eyebrow marking the forest’s surprise. John laced his boots against
the stone wall; Peter copied him, restless, already impatient for
the last page of the story he carried in his head.

“Today, as far as the poplar fork—then we’ll see,” John said, as
though deciding on the spot, though in truth he had resolved it the
night before, eyes still closed.

“And what if we went straight to the cave and the old oak?”
Peter countered, brandishing the stick that followed him like a
loyal dog. “Yesterday, when we sat at the edge, the darkness spoke
to me.”

“What language does darkness speak?”

Peter pulled a face. “A language without words—yet full of
promises.”

The grandparents watched them go, with that mixture of pride and
worry only the old know how to hold together. Their grandmother
slipped two slices of bread with cheese, wrapped in a clean
handkerchief, into their pockets. “If hunger comes, don’t eat like
beasts,” she laughed. Oleg only gave a nod. “Ears open, eyes open.
The forest always answers those who treat it as an equal.”

Angus’s path began again where the village words ended. Past the
last garden, the ground already whispered in a damp voice. The
scent of mushrooms was not just a smell; it felt like an
invitation. Dew still clung to the stones, crunching under their
boots. Peter surged forward in bursts, like a trout against the
current; John moved the same way, but measured, as if laying an
invisible thread to find his way back.

At the first bends, the forest began to close in. The vegetation
grew denser and more varied: chestnuts towering over the slope,
beech trees with their compact crowns, black hornbeams threading
between trunks with saw-toothed leaves. Lower down, hazels arched
into natural doorways, as if ushering them into a secret place.
Here and there cornel bushes with their tiny red berries, hawthorns
bristling with thorns, and brooms that, when in bloom, set the
undergrowth alight with yellow. It was a tangle of species, as
though the mountain wanted to display to the brothers its entire
green catalogue of memory.

The low hazel branches formed arches, and sometimes a shaft of
sunlight pierced through, illuminating floating dust like silver
fish in a stream. John listened—not only to the obvious sounds—the
distant woodpecker, the gurgling brook—but also to what was
missing. Some mornings the forest was full of chatter; this one
held its breath.

It’s too quiet, he thought, voiceless. Peter felt it anyway, for
between them certain words needed no air.

I know. Peter’s answer flared like a spark. But I’m not afraid. My
feet just itch.

“There’s the oak,” Peter declared.

From the right, where the ground dipped into a hollow, heads and
backs emerged: a hedgehog curled like a rolling sponge, two rabbits
with taut ears, three squirrels spiraling down a hornbeam trunk.
They did not flee. They did not dash across as usual. They stayed,
at a respectful distance, staring with black eyes at the same spot
on the ground as the day before—beneath a patch of branches and
leaves.

Peter crouched instinctively, knees in the damp litter. “Hey,
little ones, what are you guarding?” He smiled but did not reach
out; he had learned that the forest disliked questions asked with
fingers.

John knelt beside him, carefully moving aside two branches, then
three. The usual theater of invertebrates appeared: fat worms,
timid millipedes, a buzz of gnats unwilling to be still. The smell
was strong—humus, old leaves, rain gone by. Nothing special—and
yet…the soil was a shade darker, polished somehow, as if by
watching eyes. John leaned close, without touching. “Just earth,”
he murmured.

Peter tried to laugh, but it came out half a sigh. “Nicholas
would have planted a flag here. Something happened.”

“And Steve would have drawn a map with the poplar fork and the bend
of the stream, writing: beware, squirrels here make professor
faces.”

“David would have tied a bell, so if anything moved, the forest
would ring.” Peter glanced around. The animals still held their
post, swaying like tiny soldiers. “Today, we’re the flag,” he
concluded.

They stayed a few minutes in silence, then rose in unison. The
animals shifted back slightly, but did not run.

“I mark the spot in my head,” John said.

“I’ll mark it too. So if one forgets, the other remembers.” Peter
tapped the hornbeam’s bark with his stick—not to scar, but to
greet. “We’ll come back later,” he promised without words. And the
squirrels, or so it seemed, tilted their heads as if to say: we’ll
be waiting.

The path climbed in a serpentine, offering glimpses of the
village: the bell tower, a triangle of rooftops, the white of a
tablecloth. The brook appeared and disappeared, near and then only
sound. The sun, higher now, began to warm in earnest; ferns
unfolded like fans.

“Shall we eat?” Peter suggested. They sat on a flat boulder, a
natural bench. Out came the bread with cheese. The first bite
carried the meadow into their mouths. John chewed slowly, eyes on
the forest’s weave. Peter devoured his quickly, and between
mouthfuls chattered about the afternoon games: Steve marshaling
ruzzola like a military campaign, the boy with the red ball who
always shot at goal when no one watched, the fishmonger laughing
that “today the river worked harder than I did.”

John listened, and at the same time, listened to the forest. The
strange silence was no longer empty. It was filling—with
expectation. As though the mountain itself were preparing a
question, searching for the right words.

When they resumed walking, another unusual thing occurred. From
above, through the branches, a crow descended. Not with its usual
arrogant glide, but with two awkward hops, landing on the path to
watch them. One eye glistened, the other hidden by a ruffled
feather. Peter bowed slightly. “Good morning, comrade.”

If crows can, this one seemed to return the greeting with the
barest nod. Then it lifted, crossing the path at a diagonal, and
vanished behind an alder. John filed the sight away in that mental
drawer already crowded with small things: another thread pulling
them onward.

They reached the poplar fork just as the village bells tested
their toll. Left rose the path toward Soprasasso’s cave; right fell
with the water. Peter shaded his brow with his hand. “I say the
cave. Today the cave calls. The river can wait.”

“Yesterday it was the water that called you,” John
smirked.

“Yesterday the cave promised. Today the water invites. Promises
come before invitations.” He laughed at his own logic.

“Ten minutes,” John allowed. “Then back. I don’t want
Grandmother hunting us down with a ladle.”

The cave appeared after a gentle bend, a cut in the mountain’s
side. Its mouth was shadow-blue, and the air that seeped out tasted
of ancient, wet stone. Peter sat at the edge, legs dangling. John
stood a step back, eyes on the ceiling’s fissures. They looked like
writing, arabesques left by someone long ago to say: you are not
the first.

They did not go in. Not that day. The pull was strong, but the
promise to their grandmother held them fast. Peter placed his hand
on the rock, as if making an appointment. “We’ll return,” he
whispered. The stone was cold, but it gave back a warmth from
elsewhere, like laying your hand on a friend’s shoulder and feeling
the weather of a different day.

On the way back, they passed again the “silent flock.” The
animals were gone. The patch of earth seemed the same, yet
something had shifted: the ground’s outline a little more hollowed,
a subtle indentation unseen before. John crouched, brushed aside
two leaves, then stopped. “Enough,” he said. “We promised to
return, not to pry.”

Peter stepped back, tilted his view. “It’s like when the teacher
showed us those drawings: some saw a duck, others a rabbit. I see a
window.”

“I see a border,” John replied. “Between what the forest shows
and what it hides.”

They stood still, listening to their own inner images. Then,
almost together, they rose. It was as though someone had said
enough for today, and the brothers obeyed without knowing whose
voice it was.

When the path turned back to a lane, and the lane narrowed to an
alley, and the alley opened into the square, they found Steve
perched on the ruzzola wheel as if it were a stool. Nicholas
cleaned his slingshot with a cloth; David, rope in hand, measured
the ground for some game of his own.

“Well?” Steve lifted an eyebrow. “Did the forest offer you
coffee?”

“It offered us silence,” John said. “And it wasn’t courtesy.”

“Animals?” Nicholas asked.

Peter lit up. He told of the hedgehog, the rabbits, the
squirrels, the peregrine falcons, and the one-eyed crow; of the
earth that gleamed faintly. His words ran smooth, John adding
details here and there—the exact smell, the crack of a branch, the
slant of light.

Steve listened with the face of a strategist. “Tomorrow I’m
coming too,” he decided. “Not to brag, but my stride is good for
measuring paths. And besides, ruzzola told me she can sleep
today.”

David nodded. “I’ll bring bells. They harm no one, but the
forest will tell us if anything passes.”

Nicholas stayed quiet longer. “Animals moving together—that’s
never by chance,” he said at last. “They’re either fleeing
something, or going toward it. Let’s keep that in mind.”

From the doorway, their grandmother called: “To the table! And
wash those hands first—they smell of forest, and forest isn’t for
eating!” She laughed, but her eyes scanned their faces, reading
signs only grandmothers can see. She found two flushed cheeks, the
shadow of good weariness, and a couple of sparks she could not
explain.

During lunch, the unborn storm tapped faintly at the windows
with a metallic scent. No one paid it much heed; there was too much
to recount, and the patron’s feast claimed its share of thought.
Afterward, in the square, among stalls of cloth and bunches of
ribbons, Steve imposed rules like a parade marshal. Nicholas
produced a ball, spinning it among the younger children who
laughed, watching the ball more than their own steps. David showed
Peter how to tie a knot that slipped free with a sharp tug. “Good
when you need to hold tight without hurting,” he said.

John took in everything, and now and then lifted his gaze to the
poplar line. The thought of the “shining spot” near the oak
returned with regularity, like a pendulum’s beat. He was in no
hurry, though. He had instead the patience of one who knows certain
doors don’t fling open—they ease ajar, and the rest must be
earned.

When the sun began to fall, stretching shadows across the stones
like threads, a new breeze came down from the forest. It carried a
warning not yet a threat. Peter turned in the same direction John
was looking, wordless. Tomorrow, they said to each other, and it
was like placing a bookmark in the air.

Before evening, they climbed once more to the fence behind the
house, the point from which both the first poplar of the path and
the last chimney of the village could be seen. Lights were kindling
one by one. The brothers leaned on the wood, silent. Far off,
something—animal or wind—stirred the foliage in a way unlike any
other movement. A kind of salute.

“Did you see that?” Peter whispered.

“I saw.”

They added nothing more. Sometimes the chapter of a day closes
not with a period but with a long comma, pointing to tomorrow. And
that day, in Vergato, the comma was the forest holding its breath,
and the village, unaware, preparing to breathe with it.





The Two Black Cubes

The morning rose clear, the air taut as the skin of a drum. From
the courtyard John looked toward the poplars, and it seemed to him
that the green line of the path was an invitation written in block
letters. Peter hopped on one foot to slip on his boot, then combed
his hair with his fingers—the way boys do when they are eager to
get out rather than tidy.

“Today we go back to the spot,” he said, without needing to name
it.

John nodded. “Sign and countersign.”

Before they could pass the gate, their grandmother intercepted
them with a canvas bag. “Bread and cheese, two apples, and a flask
of fresh water. No one thinks clearly on an empty stomach.”

“And not on a stomach too full, either,” added Oleg, appearing
behind them with the newspaper rolled under his arm. “Ears open,
like yesterday.” His gaze lingered a moment longer on John, as if
to speak words that could not be sound. John understood anyway:
respect.

The road toward Angus’s path already carried the smell of the
rising sun. Cicadas rehearsed uncertain strophes; then, at some
invisible signal, fell silent. At the poplar fork Steve, Nicholas,
and David were already waiting. Steve idly bounced the ruzzola
wheel on his ankle like a soldier testing his weapon. Nicholas had
a polished new slingshot. David held two little bells tied to a
string.

“Today I’m going all the way,” Steve declared, with the calm of
one long decided.

“Me too,” said Nicholas, scanning the forest with professional
suspicion.

David lifted the bells. “If we find the place, I’ll leave an extra
ear hanging in the branches.”

They set off single file, as you do when you want the path to
speak. The ground was springy beneath their boots, the damp scent
rising in light waves. Peter led, his stick tapping every other
stone. John behind him counted without meaning to: three steps,
breath; two steps, breath. Their friends kept pace, each to his own
rhythm.

The “spot” found them before they found it. Suddenly the forest
pressed closer; the leaves seemed to bend down to watch. Where they
had seen the “silent flock” the day before, flowers now appeared as
if from nowhere—unnatural in color, low bright petals glowing from
within. They did not hold the rigidity of ordinary flowers, but the
softness of a smile. They swayed as though greeting the boys,
inviting them to pause, to confide, to let words fall gently among
the stems. There was nothing menacing in them; rather, they
radiated an enigmatic joy, an energy that slid over the skin like
encouragement. John and Peter felt at once that this patch of
forest was listening through those impossible colors, and that no
questions were needed: it was enough to stay a while, in silence,
and share in that secret smile.

There were no animals, yet there was presence—a suspended
attention. Peter crouched low like a truffle hound, John kneeling
beside him, ready to stop him if he went too far.

“It’s here,” Peter said, with the certainty usually reserved for
easy answers.

Steve stood behind them. “Rules: touch gently, dig gently, speak
gently.”

“And if anyone feels it’s too much…” John added.

“…he stops,” Nicholas finished.

They began to clear the surface: slender branches, damp leaves,
a layer of dark soil sharp with the scent of fermenting life. David
tied one bell to a low branch, another to a hazel on the edge. “If
someone comes, we’ll know,” he murmured, as if afraid to
disturb.

The digging was slow—not for difficulty but by choice. Peter had
brought two pointed sticks, smoothed the night before with David’s
pocketknife; John used his hands, careful not to break what he
didn’t understand. The first centimeters gave up the usual treasure
of the undergrowth: fat worms shrinking from the light, pale
larvae, a few pale pebbles. Then, at the depth of a palm, something
resisted. Not the elastic breath of soil, but a dull toc, like
knuckles on wood.

Peter froze. “Did you hear that?”

John looked up, eyes already bright with thought. “Again.”

They struck again, a little farther, and the sound returned,
identical. John widened the cavity with care, brushing away the
outline of something hard. It was no cracked rock, no root: a
smooth, cold surface. A few minutes of work stole their breath. As
its shape emerged, Nicholas whistled low, a note without pitch.
“I’ve never seen a stone like this.”

The first corner appeared: sharp, straight. Then a face—black,
matte, dusted with earth that could not truly stain it. Even dirty,
it seemed clean. John held his breath; Peter lost his. “It’s a
die!” he blurted, then corrected himself. “No—sorry. A… cube.”

“Stone?” Steve tapped it with a fingernail, which clicked
against its surface. “Rock, yes. But look how regular it is. Water
didn’t make this.”

“Nor a farmer,” Nicholas added. “It’s…” He searched for the word,
found none. “It’s like it doesn’t belong here.”

John and Peter cleared the base. The cube wasn’t large—it fit in
the palm of a hand—but weighed as though that palm must grow adult
at once to hold it. John lifted it first. Cold inked up his arm,
and for an instant he had the clear sense that the stone was
looking at him, not the other way round. Not fear, not pain:
attention.

Peter reached out. “May I?”

John passed it carefully. As soon as it touched Peter’s skin, he
stifled a breath. “It vibrates… like holding in laughter. But it
doesn’t make you laugh.”

“It warns you,” John said, not knowing how the phrase had come to
him.

No time for more. Just beneath, a second toc. David, digging on
the opposite side, grunted in triumph. “Twin.” They dug with fresh
patience, uncovering another cube. It was identical: black, matte,
smooth on every face, its angles perfectly measured. Unlike the
first, when John touched it he felt a subtle warmth, like a warm
hand pressed to a cold wrist.

“Two,” Steve counted. “And maybe there’s a third beneath.”

“Or maybe two are already too many,” Nicholas muttered, glancing at
the bells. They hadn’t rung, yet trembled faintly—without wind.

John drew out a clean cloth and wrapped the first cube. Peter
did the same with the second, with the care he usually gave living
things. “Do we take them?” he asked, but not with the bravado he
had when winning at hide-and-seek.

John looked at the hollow from which they had come, then around.
The forest said neither yes nor no. “We’ll study them at home.
Here… here it feels like lifting a blanket and finding someone
asleep. I won’t strip it.”

They rose, cubes in their packs. For a moment, none spoke. The
silence was no void: it was waiting. Then a sound broke it—a light
metallic din-din. A bell. All turned toward the branch where David
had hung it. No wind. The metal trembled once, then stilled. From
the left came a faint crackle, muffled footsteps. John gestured:
still, low. From the ferns stepped a roe deer, then another. They
stared at the boys with liquid eyes, sniffed the air, and stayed.
They neither fled nor approached. They stood, like messengers who
had already delivered their letter.

“Let’s go,” Steve whispered. “The forest has spoken enough
today.”

They retraced the path, but not with the lightness of their
outward march. Each carried a weight not only physical. Peter felt
the cubes in his pack like two alien heartbeats. John measured
lengths and times, as if calculating distance from something not
yet named. Nicholas’s eyes swept like a fan; David checked each
branch to see if it moved without cause; Steve kept the center,
leading without seeming to.

Cicadas began again somewhere, then fell silent, as if rebuked
by a strict conductor. A cloud, absent from the morning’s plan,
appeared from the mountain’s side with a curious air. The brook
below changed voice: chatter to tense murmur. John noticed, said
nothing. Peter felt it too, only tightening his straps.

“If Oleg sees us return with these, he’ll ask the right
questions,” Steve said, half serious, half feigned lightness.

“And the answers?” Nicholas asked.

John pushed a branch aside, then let it fall back. “We’re still
digging them out,” he said. “As we did here.”

By the time the path leveled into a lane, the light had changed.
No longer the clarity of morning, but a thin veil, like frosted
glass between sun and village. The square reappeared with its
voices: the fishmonger’s call, the clink of tavern glasses, the
laughter of a child chasing a red ball. Over all lay another note,
faint but insistent: the sullen hum of a sky preparing
mischief.

At the porch, their grandmother looked up and saw at once
something was different. Not the dirty clothes—those always needed
washing—but the way the boys held their shoulders, the way they set
down their steps, as if unwilling to make noise despite the day’s
noise all around. “Hungry?” she asked, though she knew hunger was
not first.

“Always,” Peter answered—and that was true too.

Oleg entered a moment later, with the timing of one who had not
spied yet knew when to appear. He set down his paper, eyed the pack
without opening it. “The forest gave you a riddle?”

John met his gaze. “Two.”

“Then the answer will be double,” Oleg said, as if stating grammar.
“First, eat. Then we’ll talk. And perhaps—” he drew breath
“—perhaps we’ll listen.”

As they broke bread and cut cheese thick, a breath of wind
slipped into the lane, stirred two hanging cloths, and carried in
the scent of the mountain. Not yet storm; the promise of storm.
Peter lifted his eyes. John a heartbeat later. It’s early, said
one. It’s early, answered the other. But when the mountain hurries,
it knows shortcuts men cannot see.

After lunch, they sat at the long table. John carefully drew out
the two cloth-wrapped bundles. The room, though bright, seemed to
shrink a little. Oleg did not touch at once. He looked. “Black as
coal, but not coal. Shaped like the city’s blocks, but not from the
city.”

“Heavy as guilt,” Peter blurted, then flushed, unsure why the word
had come.

“Or as responsibility,” John corrected gently.

Grandmother Virginia made the sign of the cross, old as fear,
then gathered herself. “And now?”

“Now we put them back in the pack,” Oleg said, unexpectedly.
“And return to ask the forest if it agrees they should stay here
tonight.”

“With a storm coming?” Nicholas asked from the doorway, drawn by
the smell of cheese and curiosity. Steve and David were behind
him.

Oleg raised an eyebrow. “If the mountain has something to say, I
prefer to hear it in the front row than from afar.”

They went out again. The sky had already folded a gray-blue
crease above the ridges. The wind, gentle until now, began to speak
faster, in short sentences. Angus’s path took them back in with new
gravity. Halfway, the first thunder rolled like furniture shifting
overhead. Not cruel, not yet. The boys quickened their pace. In
John’s pack the cubes knocked with a muffled toc. Peter held them
tighter, as one does with something that longs to escape.

They reached the “spot” as the light dimmed below its hour. No
animals—or else too still to be seen. Oleg removed his hat, as at a
church door. John set the first cube by the hollow, Peter the
second. They waited. The forest was not mute: it breathed. A rustle
here, a creak there, the brook grinding its teeth.

“If you wish to stay, stay,” Oleg said, speaking to both boys
and mountain. “If you wish to come back with us, come. But decide
quickly—the water, when it falls, asks no leave.”

A chill draft slipped from the slope like a cold hand to the
nape. David’s bells, still hanging, rang once, then hushed. A drop,
fat as a bean, fell on Peter’s hand. Another splashed John’s cheek.
The sky waited no more.

John looked at Peter. We take them, said his eyes.

We take them, Peter confirmed. Together they wrapped the cubes and
stowed them. No one objected. The forest did not protest. Perhaps
it had only wished to see if they knew how to ask.

They hurried back. Lightning flared beyond the ridges. The wind
had stopped telling stories and started giving orders. As they
stepped onto the lane, the rain began for real: great drops spaced
like signs of an unknown script. Peter pulled up his hood; John
held the pack higher, as if shielding its contents. Steve ran ahead
to open the way; Nicholas and David guarded the rear, glancing at
the sky as though they might foresee the next strike.

At the porch, Grandmother already had towels ready. Oleg shook
the water from his hat and stood still, listening to a storm not
yet fully born. “We are early,” he said, unsmiling. “It is
not.”

That evening, after the first downpour had cleansed the air and
the first lights came on in the village, John and Peter sat on
their bed’s edge with the cubes beside them, wrapped in cloth. They
did not touch them, but they thought them. Already they had
planned, with their grandparents, to return to the spot. From the
kitchen came Virginia’s low voice, Oleg’s brief replies. The wind
entered and left through the window like an undecided visitor.
Then, from far off, thunder changed its tone—no longer a guest, but
master of the house.

Peter gazed into the dark beyond the glass. Tomorrow, he said
without lips.

Tomorrow, John returned. And inside that word lay everything:
Soprasasso’s cave, the great oak, the animals watching, the bells
ringing without wind, the forest that demanded respect, and above
all, the sense that questions were about to burst into the room
with the urgency of water.





Storm and Lightning

The next day, as planned, the two brothers set out early. It was
not merely an excursion: it was an attempt to understand the
forest’s behavior, to decipher its mute signs and give meaning to
what they had glimpsed. Each step was a question, each breath an
act of listening. They knew that the unnatural discovery that had
touched them was no accident: it followed them like a summons
written long before, a destiny demanding to be pursued to its
end.

The sky changed without warning. An hour earlier, the sun had
filtered gently through the canopy, but now a mass of low, dark
clouds rushed from the west like an army on the march. John and
Peter noticed it as they left the main path and entered the
clearing where they had found the two black cubes.

“We’d better hurry,” John said, scanning the horizon. His tone
was not a remark but a warning.

Peter shrugged, trying for bravado: “We’ve got time. And come
on—you’re not telling me a bit of rain scares you?”

But the wind threading through the branches told another story.
It was no playful breeze of afternoon but a straight cold blade,
strong enough to make the trunks tremble. The oak and beech leaves
had already turned to show their silver undersides—a sure sign the
storm was near.

In the village square, Steve, Nicholas, and David were hanging
the last banners for the August festival. An old man told a group
of children a story from long ago, when sky and earth spoke to each
other.

David noticed first: a black mass of cloud rising quickly from
Soprasasso’s slope. “Look there!” he pointed. The contrast with the
rest of the blue sky was unsettling.

“That’s not normal,” Nicholas said. “It’s as if the storm is
only there.”

Steve let the ruzzola wheel fall from his hand. “That’s the
direction John and Peter went.”

The wind tossed the flags and overturned a basket of apples.
People began gathering under the arcades, gazing toward the
forest.

With each step, the forest grew more silent. No birdsong, no
flutter of wings. It was as though every creature had taken refuge,
waiting for the inevitable. John and Peter pressed on, drawn by a
call they could not explain. The clearing lay ahead, with its great
moss-covered boulder and the ancient oak that commanded the
space.

A thunderclap, deep and cavernous, rolled across the hills.
Peter turned to his brother. “Still far off…” But before he
finished, another thunderbolt cracked nearby, sharp enough to make
him start.

The air turned electric. John felt it prickle on his skin,
needles racing along his arms. Peter’s hair lifted slightly. “You
feel it?” he whispered.

“Yes. The forest is holding its breath.”

Then came the lightning. A blade of white light so close it
erased the world’s colors for an instant. The crash followed
immediately—a brutal stroke that shook the ground.

In the village the blast sounded like a cannon. All heads turned
toward the mountain. Nicholas’s eyes widened. “That was close—too
close.”

Steve took a step toward the path, but an old man caught his
arm. “Not in this rain, boy!”

“My friends are out there!” he protested.

David, motionless until then, clutched the rope in his pocket. “As
soon as it eases, we go find them. We can’t leave them.”

The oak took the strike full on. The trunk split in a scream of
shattering wood, splinters flying like knives. A massive branch,
thick as a man’s torso, crashed down toward the brothers. John
barely managed to shove Peter aside, but the motion brought them
both under the lateral blow of another heavy limb. The world
collapsed into a tangle of branches, weight, and pain.

The ground was hard, littered with roots and stones. Sharp twigs
drove into their arms and legs, tearing skin. Peter felt a gash
across his cheek, tasted the metallic tang of blood. John groaned,
teeth clenched to stifle a cry. Breath came short, crushed by the
weight pinning their legs.

Without realizing it, they had tightened their grip on what they
held: the two black cubes, cold and smooth, seeming almost to drink
the rain. Neither thought of dropping them. Their fingers had
locked on the stones as if by their own will.

The rain, at first light, turned into a wall of water. Heavy
drops fell into their wounds, burning like salt. Tears of pain ran
down their faces, mingling with blood and rain, trickling into the
shapes of the black cubes clutched in their hands.

“I can’t move…” Peter gasped.

“Neither can I,” John answered, and for the first time his voice
carried fear.

Beneath the shattered oak, the storm howled. John reached for
Peter; they clutched each other tightly, as though to share out the
pain and the weight. And then it happened.

Yes—something inexplicable. At first only a tremor, as if the
earth itself held its breath. Then, from the heart of the cubes, no
light and no sound—but an invisible wave that made the air around
them quiver.

The cold rain vanished, replaced by a pulsing warmth flowing
from their hands, alive, ancient, not of this world. John felt his
veins flood like swollen rivers; Peter felt pain turn to ash. A
subtle vibration coursed through them—first a whisper, then a
silent choir speaking without words.

Their eyes lit: Peter’s a green-blue blaze, John’s
golden-yellow. Not mere glimmers but beams that tore through the
storm’s dark, reflections of a truth never dared spoken.

The forest responded—not in fear, but in reverence. Bushes
parted of their own accord, admitting deer, foxes, badgers,
rabbits; birds descended to the broken branches, wet feathers
shimmering with shifting hues. All fixed their gaze on the
brothers, still as witnesses summoned by some ancient law of the
wood.

The limb that trapped them lifted with unnatural slowness—not by
wind or hands, but by a force unseen. Rain no longer touched them;
drops halted a breath away, sliding aside as if repelled by an
invisible barrier.

And the wounds… not merely healed, but vanished, leaving only a
faint glow on their skin that faded into the air like stardust.

John sat up, lungs full of air. Peter laughed—an incredulous,
broken laugh of emotion.

It’s the stone, John said with his eyes.

And we are changed, Peter answered, lips still.

The downpour slackened, rain thinning to a warm drizzle. The
forest, storm-ravaged moments before, now stood motionless,
waiting. The cubes pulsed in their hands, as though alive with a
heart of their own. Neither spoke. Words could never have been
enough.





The Incredible Tale

By the time Steve, Nicholas, and David set out, the rain had
eased to a veil. Without waiting for anyone’s leave, they climbed
the muddy lane toward the poplar fork, sleeves soaked through.

“This isn’t wise,” Nicholas muttered, but did not slow.

“Neither is leaving two friends in a storm,” Steve shot back.

David, rope in hand, glanced skyward now and then, as if
checking that lightning would not strike again.

When they reached sight of the oak, they froze. The trunk lay
shattered, still smoking from the strike. Around it the ground was
patterned with fresh prints—small paws and large hooves, as if a
crowd of beasts had just passed.

“What in the…” Nicholas bent closer.

“This isn’t normal,” David said. “Even in drought, animals don’t
come this near the path.”

Then they saw them: John and Peter, standing, clothes drenched
yet unmarked. Peter’s pack hung from one shoulder, and John
clutched something wrapped in cloth to his chest.

“You’re all right?” Steve cried, running to them.

Peter nodded, still shaken. “Better than you think.”

Nicholas stared, incredulous. “Not a scratch… yet the lightning
struck right here.”

John glanced at Peter. Without words, both knew they could not
tell everything. Not yet. “We were lucky,” John said, trying for
neutrality.

Steve was not convinced, but let it go. “Let’s get back.
Grandfather Oleg’s been looking for you an hour.”

In the village, their grandparents hugged them with a mix of
relief and scolding. “A lightning strike in the forest! Couldn’t
you pick a worse day?” their grandmother exclaimed, drying them
with a cloth.

Oleg said nothing at first, only watched. Then he returned to
the old chest, drew out the yellowed sheet: the star surrounded by
a trail of stones. He looked at his grandsons. “Today you lived
something extraordinary, didn’t you? I can see it in your eyes, in
your gaze.”

A shiver ran Peter’s spine. Their friends exchanged glances
heavy with questions. They didn’t yet have answers—but one thing
was certain: they were no longer mere spectators.

Silence fell heavy as a curtain. The friends stood close, unsure
whether to speak or stay mute. Oleg, however, fixed his eyes on the
brothers, as though he already knew answers they had yet the
courage to seek.

“What you saw today,” he said slowly, pointing to the yellowed
sheet, “is no tale for firesides. It is a path. And you, already,
have set foot on it.”

John lowered his gaze to the cloth against his chest: the black
cubes seemed to pulse with a dull glow, breathing with him. Peter
felt a surge of fear and wonder. They were no longer mere objects:
they were part of a story that had chosen them.

Grandmother Virginia sighed, resting her hand on her husband’s
arm. “Oleg, they are still children…”

But he shook his head. “No. Not anymore. The forest does not treat
them as children now.”

A chill ran through them all. Then Steve broke the silence, his
usual blunt tone: “If the forest chose you, then it chose us too.
No one’s left behind.”

Oleg’s eyes gleamed faintly, both approval and worry. He folded
the sheet with a slow, almost ritual gesture. “Then prepare
yourselves. The questions you chase never come alone. They always
arrive with company.”

No one spoke further. Yet each felt that night in Vergato
destiny had changed its road.





The Friends’ Pact

The grandparents’ house closed the previous evening in heavy
silence. Oleg’s words, slow and weighty as stones, left the boys
with an anticipation that lingered beyond supper. When their
friends left, they carried more questions than answers—yet also the
certainty that they now belonged to something greater.

Before the boys went upstairs, their grandmother stopped them in
the corridor’s shadow. She said nothing clear, only brushed John’s
cheek and clasped Peter’s hand briefly, as if to pass on strength
she could not voice. “Don’t forget who you are,” she murmured, as
though speaking to more than just them.

The night passed restless, with dreams like flashes and the
forest’s distant rustling as if it moved on its own. By morning,
the village returned to routine, hiding it all under the rhythm of
summer festivities.

The afternoon after the storm, Vergato’s sky was clear as
polished glass. The square filled again: stalls of bright fabrics,
the smell of spun sugar and roasted chestnuts, the notes of a
violin threading through voices.

Steve had organized a game of “sardine hide-and-seek” involving
half the village. “Golden rule,” he proclaimed, ruzzola wheel in
hand like a staff, “whoever finds the sardine doesn’t shout. You
hide with them—until only one is left searching.”

But that evening the game was left aside. John, Peter, Nicholas,
Steve, and David gathered beneath the old lamppost—the same that
had lit itself the night before. They said nothing, but all knew it
had become their headquarters.

“So…” Nicholas began, turning the black cube in his fingers.
“Tomorrow at dawn we head back up, right?”

Peter nodded. “It won’t be a picnic. We need to be ready.”

“Ready for what?” David laughed, though his tapping fingers
betrayed him. “To fight off a horde of squirrels?”

Steve leaned in. “Don’t joke. I saw that butterfly last night.
It wasn’t normal. Not even the season for it.”

Peter lowered his eyes, a brief smile on his lips. “So you
understand too.”

They discussed gear: packs, torches, flasks, pocketknives.
Nicholas offered his father’s compass—“so we don’t get lost like
last time by the Gaggio quarry.” Laughter eased them for a moment,
but tension lingered.

Then it happened. A light breeze swept the square, though the
air had been still for hours. The lamp’s flame flickered, casting
shadows longer than their bodies. Silence held. Peter drew out the
cube. The breeze ceased at once, as though listening.

“Does it always happen when you show it?” Nicholas
whispered.

Peter shrugged. “I don’t know. But it’s not the first time
something changes.”

Steve looked each of them in the eye. “My grandfather spoke of
Vaesite. He said whoever found it was destined to disappear.”

“Disappear?” David repeated, trying to laugh, but his voice
cracked.

“Yes. Not die—disappear. As if the world closed behind you, and you
ended up… elsewhere.”

The silence fell like glass. The church bells tolled nine: three
slow strokes.

Peter drew breath. “Then we’re agreed. Tomorrow at dawn.”

“And if someone backs out?” Nicholas asked.

John answered, calm and firm: “Whoever stays behind will never know
the truth. But whoever comes with us—will.”

At that instant a black cat slipped from the bell tower’s
shadow. It crossed the square with steady, unnatural steps, paws
barely touching the stones. It stopped before them, fixing them
with yellow eyes that never blinked, two burning slits. None of the
boys could look away; for a moment it felt as if the creature were
counting them one by one.

Then, without hurry, the cat tilted its head slightly—an
enigmatic nod—and padded toward the forest road. Its tail moved
slowly, rhythmically, like the swing of a pendulum.

“Whose is it?” David whispered.

“Never seen it,” Steve murmured.

No one dared laugh. All knew it was no chance encounter.

When they parted, the air was colder, as if the storm had never
truly left. Walking home, John felt the cube pulse in his
pocket—not strongly, but steady as a heartbeat. It was as though
the object had heard every word of their pact… and accepted it.





Return to the Broken Oak

Dawn came as a whisper, with a sky still veiled by thin clouds
and the timid song of a few birds trying to fill the damp air with
light notes. Vergato still slept, but in a house on the edge of the
village, five boys were already stirring.

John had woken before the alarm, with the precise feeling of
having an appointment he could not miss. Peter, instead, had leapt
from bed at the first toll of the six o’clock bell. In the kitchen,
their grandmother had left bread and cheese wrapped in a cloth,
without questions. Oleg merely watched as the two brothers laced
their boots, his eyes lingering on John’s heavy pack.

“Careful on the trails,” was all he said, as though he knew more
than he wanted to admit.

At the meeting point, near the stone fountain, Nicholas, Steve,
and David waited. Each carried a small pack, a torch, and a flask.
Nicholas held up the compass like a trophy.

“Today we won’t get lost,” he declared.

“You say that every time,” Steve replied with a smile.

They set out in line, John leading. The path was still wet, and
the forest carried that strong scent of humus and rotting leaves
that only comes after a storm. Sunlight filtered with difficulty
through the canopy, creating shifting blades of gold.

The further they went, the deeper the silence grew. No rustle,
no birdsong.

“It’s like yesterday…” Peter murmured.

“Yes. As if everything is… waiting,” John answered.

Twice Nicholas stopped to check the compass. “Strange,” he
muttered, frowning. “The needle trembles.”

“Maybe some metallic rock nearby?” Steve suggested, though his
voice lacked conviction.

After a bend they glimpsed the broken oak. It still lay like a
fallen giant, its twisted roots pointing to the sky. The ground
nearby was blackened, clear trace of the lightning strike.

“Here we are,” Peter said, breath quickened.

They approached slowly. The place where John and Peter had been
trapped seemed untouched, yet something was different. Around the
fallen trunk the leaves no longer held their usual green: they were
darker, almost violet, as if they had absorbed the memory of the
lightning.

From the ground sprouted small unknown flowers, their
transparent petals reflecting rainbow hues. They seemed not of this
world, glowing faintly, pulsing as though breathing with the
forest.

And they were not alone. Tiny creatures moved only around the
outline where the brothers’ bodies had lain the day before. They
were not common insects: they had eight yellow eyes, glowing like
lit pearls, scanning with unhurried calm. They never left that
perimeter, as if bound to guard or watch it. They circled with
unnatural order, ritual-like, as invisible sentinels of a boundary
none could cross.

The boys froze, sensing these beings were not a threat but a
warning. Someone—or something—was guarding the secret of the broken
oak.

David, usually the joker, stood stiff. “I swear there’s something
strange… even in the air.”

John knelt, touched the ground, and felt a faint vibration, like
a distant heartbeat. Instantly the rainbow flowers pulsed with
light like one vast heart. Petals reflected shifting colors on
nearby trunks, turning the clearing into a cathedral of light. At
the same moment, the tiny eight-eyed creatures halted as one and
released a thin sound—not a buzz, not an animal call, but a
vibration that resembled a broken word.

For a heartbeat the boys knew it was no random noise. It was a
summons, a warning, perhaps even a message. Peter swallowed hard,
clutching the cube in his pocket: its rhythm matched the flowers’,
as if speaking the same tongue.

The forest was no longer just allowing itself to be observed. It
was answering.

Then a flock of birds burst out of nowhere, flying low in a
perfect circle above them. No cries, no noisy wings: only shadow
moving in synchronicity. The boys craned upward until the circle
broke and the birds vanished among trees. When they lowered their
gaze, the ground before them had changed: the rainbow flowers,
moments earlier glowing and pulsing, were gone without a trace, as
if they had never been. And with them, the tiny eight-eyed
creatures too had vanished—no sound, no movement. Only the dark,
scorched earth remained.

For a moment, none dared speak. It was as though the forest had
erased all proof itself, leaving only memory in the boys’
minds.

“You saw it too?” Nicholas asked, voice shaking.

“That’s not normal,” Steve confirmed.

Peter laid a hand on his pocket, feeling the cube’s faint pulse.
“This isn’t the end. It’s only the beginning.”

They looked at one another, and in that instant understood that
the border between what they knew and what was being revealed was
now only a step away.





The Key Is Joy

When they left the clearing, none dared look back. Their steps
were slow, uncertain, as though fearing every leaf might reveal a
new secret. Only when the path widened and the forest breathed
easier did the tension ease.

Peter was first to break the silence. “If we stand here
brooding, the forest has already won.”

John shot him a sidelong glance without reply, sensing his words
were an attempt to shake off the shadow clinging to them all.

Then Steve, ever the captain, proposed a race to the next bend
“to shake off dark thoughts.” The others agreed by reflex, and in a
heartbeat they were sprinting through roots and brush. Breathless,
stumbling laughter mixed with the whisper of wet grass.

And in that sudden run, the forest revealed another face.

While they laughed, behind them in the shadow of the broken
trunk, a single rainbow flower lifted its petals skyward. It
gleamed briefly, and beside it one of the eight-eyed creatures
reappeared, motionless, as if to mark that nothing was truly
finished. But the boys never saw.

During the race Peter tripped on a root, tumbling sideways and
pulling John with him. They landed tangled in a bush, arms and
laughter knotted together. Nicholas soon piled in, then Steve and
David. Within seconds the five of them lay heaped, laughing as if
tomorrow did not exist.

John felt Peter’s hand clutch the little cloth bag tightly, as
though it held not two simple stones but the key to an ancient
secret.

In that moment, the cubes seemed to vibrate on their own,
demanding to be freed. Peter, without thinking, thrust one into
John’s hand while keeping the other himself. Their fingers
intertwined, and in that simple gesture an energy coursed through
them, wrapping them both in an invisible thread beyond blood or
time.

Their laughter grew, pure and contagious. No longer children’s
laughter, but clear, ancient, vibrating as if belonging to a memory
they had never known. From their joined hands a gentle warmth rose
through their arms, flooding their chests, mingling in their
breaths. Nicholas, Steve, and David were swept into the same whirl,
their voices merging into one perfect chorus—a single laughter that
seemed to caress the forest’s heart.

And then the world changed.





Opening the Rift

Before them, between two tall poplars, the air began to shimmer,
as though made of water stirred by wind. A golden line of light
appeared, thin and trembling, opening slowly like the eyelid of an
eye waking from long sleep.

It was no sunbeam: it was a living door. The fissure breathed,
widening and narrowing with the rhythm of a heartbeat. From it
flowed a light not blinding but inviting: warm, enfolding, like the
first sun of spring.

Beyond the threshold was not the forest of Vergato. The colors
belonged elsewhere: greens deeper, blues fluid and shifting, skies
that flowed like rivers. And among them moved slender figures,
light and graceful, like dancing shadows that drew rather than
frightened, like unheard melodies promising answers.

Nicholas held his breath, eyes wide. “But… what is it?” he
stammered, unable to look away.

“The rift…” John whispered. Not an explanation but a revelation.
The word had sprung from his lips as if planted there by the stone
he held.

Peter’s eyes shone, wide as a child’s before a miracle. “It’s
real.”

The fissure wavered between opening and closing, as if studying
them. It was no threat but a summons, the promise of an elsewhere
waiting, impossible to ignore.

It stayed open only a few seconds before closing gently, leaving
behind only the whisper of leaves and the hammering of their
hearts.

“You all saw it too?” Nicholas asked, voice trembling.

“Yes,” Peter answered. “And it won’t be the last time.”

Then it happened.

On the ground, right where the rift had shut, a mark
appeared—etched in the soil by an unseen hand. A star, incomplete,
formed of five lines crossing but leaving a hollow at the center,
as if awaiting something.

And each line gleamed briefly with the color of their eyes:
Peter’s green-blue, John’s golden yellow, Nicholas’s deep blue,
Steve’s warm red, David’s pale silver. Not mere reflections, but
the very hues that had filled their gazes when the rift had
opened.

In that moment of pure joy, when their laughter had bound them
as one, their eyes had lit with an inner light not of this world.
No longer simple pupils and irises, but living constellations,
fragments of universe shining as though an ancient current flowed
through them.

Nature itself answered: branches bent in reverence, and the air
trembled with charged silence, as if the entire forest listened to
their unwitting rite.

It was as if laughter had opened not only the forest’s door but
one inside them too, revealing that each bore a color, a seal, a
fragment needed. They were no longer merely five friends: they were
unwitting custodians of a forgotten language, able to speak to the
rift itself.

The light on the ground lasted only a breath, then faded. But
the mark remained, carved like a sacred wound.

They understood it was no accident.

And when they tried again—laughing, leaping, retracing the
gestures—the forest offered nothing. The secret was closed. They
understood then what had opened the door was not repeatable on
command: it had been the purity of joy, that unrepeatable spark,
that was the key.

Tired of forcing what would not return, they finally retraced
their steps, each heart heavy with questions. None spoke: words
were too small to hold what they had seen. Yet in their silence
grew a certainty—that light had recognized them and chosen
them.





Gifts and Omens

The morning after the “laughter of the rift,” the air felt
different. Not only fresher, but fuller, as if every breath carried
something unseen yet tangible. John and Peter returned to the edge
of Angus’ path, to the very spot where the fissure had first
opened.

Steve, Nicholas, and David were already there. None had slept
well: visions of golden light haunted their closed eyes, demanding
remembrance.

“Are you sure you want to do this today?” Nicholas asked.

“If we wait, we might lose the chance,” Peter replied.

“And we won’t all go in,” John added. “Just us two. You three stay
here. If something goes wrong… you’ll be our anchor.”

Steve nodded, serious. “Then we’ll stand guard. No one passes
without us knowing.”

The rift again. The brothers faced each other. John drew the two
black cubes from his pack and handed one to Peter. Their hands
clasped; the memory of yesterday’s laughter lit within them. They
did not laugh now, but felt that same pure joy flow between
them.

The fissure reappeared—sharper, brighter. This time it opened
wide enough to show within: a green meadow where flowers bent and
rose with a warm wind; brooks that sang with a music no earthly
water knew; and, beyond, slender beings with transparent wings and
eyes shining like stars.

John and Peter stepped forward. Crossing was like entering a
lucid dream. Colors were deeper, scents sharper—honey, resin, cut
grass—blended with notes that had no name.

A figure advanced: tall, silver hair woven with blue blossoms,
clothed in a gown of both light and shadow. Her eyes struck them:
not mere irises but living galaxies, star-whorls and nebulae in
silent dance. To look was to lose oneself in infinity—and yet her
features bore something familiar.

Peter turned briefly to John, as if to ask if he saw it too:
Elyra faintly resembled their mother, left in the city working that
summer, distant yet always present in thought. It was as if the
rift had taken a fragment of maternal love and reflected it into a
being of wonder.

“I am Elyra,” she said, her voice the sound of water over smooth
stone. “You carry Vaesite. And with it, the power to keep
balance.”

Behind her the rift-world opened in symphony: skies shifting
hues with each breath—liquid turquoise, ancient gold; colossal
trees from whose roots silver threads of streams flowed; blossoms
large as lanterns bent to whisper secrets, dripping sweet sap that
fed great birds with transparent wings. Above, butterflies large as
eagles drifted, while swarms of star-bright insects murmured like a
celestial choir.

There was no sun: instead, legions of fireflies—millions—formed
a living vault, warm and glowing, turning day into eternal
twilight. Flowers opened and closed as they passed, and one sinuous
tree raised a branch in greeting like a hand.

Peter started to speak, but Elyra raised her hand. “Your world
and mine are bound by emotions. Joy and sorrow are doors. But every
door opened lets in what you do not wish as well. Remember
this.”

Her starry eyes fixed them. “This is only a provisional visit.
You are not ready to remain. Your entrance is a test of loyalty,
not a gift. The rift watches you, as I watch you. Be worthy.”

They nodded in silence. Their hearts beat in rhythm with that
world, yet they knew time was fragile—they could not linger.

Outside, Steve, Nicholas, and David felt fragments of what the
brothers lived. Not clear sight, but glimmers, like reflections on
water. Their bodies trembled as unseen waves passed through
them.

“I hear a chorus,” Nicholas whispered, “but not of human voices.
It’s as if the forest itself is singing.”

“Look!” David pointed. For a moment giant forms swept between
trees, like birds of no earthly sky, their shadows wings of light.
Yet among the gleams Nicholas glimpsed something darker, a vague
shadow alien to song and light.

Steve fought to keep calm, shivers racing his skin. “We’re not
just spectators. It’s as if the rift touches us too, even from
outside.”

The forest around shifted: unseen fireflies glowed among
branches, trunks tilted slightly toward the rift, guarding it. The
ground vibrated with a deep breath, yet beneath it lurked a darker
pulse, almost hostile.

“It’s alive…” David murmured. “Everything alive, watching
us.”

Nicholas clenched his jaw. “If they’re being tested, then so are
we.”

When John and Peter stepped out again, each held a small golden
seed, faintly glowing. “To remind us we are tied to the rift,” John
explained. “Elyra said those who remain outside are part of this
too.”

The friends exchanged looks heavy with pride and fear. They did
not know where this path would lead, but one thing was certain:
none of them would be left behind.

Peter clenched his seed and thought he saw his mother’s face
again, weary at her city desk yet lit with that same gaze. Perhaps,
he thought, their strength was not only magic but the bond to who
had given them life.

John studied his seed, felt sudden warmth surge through his
palm. It was not inert: it pulsed, breathing. Briefly, faint
symbols traced his skin, then vanished.

“It’s not only a memory,” he whispered. “It’s alive.”

Steve bent closer. “And what if it’s… a message? Or a
key?”

David shook his head, eyes fixed on the seed. “No. Older than a
message. As if it needs us to become something.”

Nicholas was first to speak their shared thought. “Elyra said the
rift is bound to emotion. Maybe these seeds are roots of that bond.
If left closed, they die. If we make them live… they may reopen the
door.”

Then John remembered Elyra’s final words before the fissure
shut: ‘The seed is memory and promise. Only where the heart
remembers can the root be born.’

They understood. Their task was not to keep the seeds hidden but
to plant, nourish, protect them. Where? At the very spot where the
rift had first opened, where their laughter had lit the air.

That spot was marked by a circle of mossy stones no one had
noticed before. The seeds needed no water or sun alone—they would
awaken only with true emotions. Joy, fear, friendship, hope: each
evening one of them must watch, speaking aloud a memory or thought
sincere. The seed would feed on their stories to grow.

They must guard them against the Forest’s Shadows. Elyra had
warned that not only light would draw near. Ancient presences of
silence and darkness hated memory and would try to smother it.





Seeds, Guardians of Memory

The mission was clear: plant the seeds, guard them, feed them
with truth, and defend them from the shadows. It was not a test of
strength, but of loyalty and remembrance.

The friends exchanged a grave look. None of them knew how long
it would take, nor what trials they would face. But all understood:
the golden seeds were alive, and their own survival as a group
depended on helping them grow.

That evening, when the sun had slipped behind the hills and the
forest filled with the chirping of crickets, the five returned to
the mossy circle of stones. With trembling yet determined hands,
they dug two small hollows and placed the golden seeds inside. At
the touch of earth, a faint glow spread along cracks in the soil,
like luminous veins pulsing softly.

“Now each of us will tell a story of true worth—sincere,
genuine, tied to love, loyalty, deep emotions. Then we’ll let them
rest and wait… wait for the next signs, the next steps,” Peter said
firmly, as if repeating words already carved within him.

Nicholas was the first to sit by the seeds. He drew a deep
breath, hesitated, then let out the memory. “I was seven. My father
lifted me onto his shoulders so I could see the stars. I laughed,
and he said: ‘Every time you laugh, the sky shines brighter.’” His
voice wavered, but he pressed on. “I don’t know if it’s true… but I
still believe it.”

The seeds quivered, as if drinking his words. A golden light
flickered through them, and the forest seemed to hold its
breath.

Suddenly Steve straightened. “Did you see that?” he whispered,
pointing toward the trees. A shadow had peeled away from the trunk
of an oak—not clearly shaped, but like a twisted beast, darker than
darkness itself. It made no sound, yet crept toward the circle.

David paled. “One of the… Shadows.”

John clenched his fists but remembered Elyra’s words: “They are
not fought with weapons, but with the courage to stand.” He stepped
forward, placing himself between the shadow and the seeds. “If you
want something… look me in the eyes.”

For a heartbeat the darkness thickened, as though to swallow him
whole. Then Peter laughed—a short, spontaneous burst that shattered
the tension like glass. The seeds shone again, and the shadow
dissolved into the wind, leaving only the acrid smell of damp
soil.

The following night they returned to the circle. The seeds still
lay at the clearing’s center, but they had changed: fine glowing
veins now traced their surface, like roots of light trying to break
free.

“It’s as if they’re listening,” David murmured, leaning
close.

That night Steve began. “My memory is this,” he said hoarsely.
“Once I fought with my older brother. I felt useless, small… but
the next day he came to me, said nothing, just placed a hand on my
shoulder. That was enough—I knew he’d always protect me.”

The ground shivered faintly, and the seeds released a gentle
warmth, like an unseen embrace wrapping them all.

Then David spoke. “I… I’m often afraid. Afraid of letting people
down. But once, when I was younger, I got lost in the woods and
cried out. My grandfather came, took my hand, and said: ‘Fear
doesn’t make you weak. It reminds you you’re not alone.’”

At his words, the seeds emitted golden dust that floated like
fireflies.

Nicholas took a breath. “I want to speak of friendship. I was
eight when I met you. I had never felt part of anything… and with
you, I did. No matter what happens—you’re my home.”

The seeds glowed, splitting into twin sparks, as though linking
them all with threads of light.

At last John. “Hope… for me it’s this: believing that even if
our mother is far, she works so we can have a future. Whenever I
think of her, I know we must not give up.”

At his words, the seeds flared, and for an instant a faint sound
rose, like a voice murmuring from deep within the earth.

They sat in silence, breath held. It was clear now: the seeds
were not only receivers of their emotions—they had begun to
respond. To speak, though still in fragments.

Peter looked at the others. “Each night is a test. If we are
sincere, the seeds will reveal their truth.”

The third night the forest was different: more silent, almost
expectant. Even the wind held its breath. They gathered around the
circle, lit only by moonlight and the seeds’ faint pulse. Tiny
glowing cracks now lined their shells, as if ready to hatch.

“We must guide them,” Peter said. “Not just tell. Entrust.”

He went first. He told of a day, as a child, when he saw his
mother cry—not from tiredness, but longing for what she could not
have. “In that moment I promised myself that as long as we were
together, I would never let her feel alone.”

As he finished, the seeds vibrated fiercely. Light rose from the
ground, and the five were wrapped in a golden circle. It was no
longer reflection—it was a voice.

“Guard.”

The word was not spoken aloud but etched in their minds. They
looked at one another, each certain he had heard it. Then, behind
their closed eyes, came a vision: a colossal tree rooted where they
stood, its branches stretching into two worlds. On one side,
radiant blossoms; on the other, creeping shadows.

David trembled. “They’re showing us the future… or a
warning.”

“Or both,” John said.

When the light faded, the seeds were quiet again, but no longer
mere seeds. Their veins glowed like ancient runes, shifting slowly,
as though spelling words.

Nicholas broke the silence. “They spoke. They said ‘Guard.’
That’s their task… and ours.”

The others nodded. The mission was no longer an idea. The seeds
held a truth, and now it was theirs to protect until the day it was
revealed.

On the fourth night they came ready. The circle was no longer
frightening—it was a rite, a pact between them and the forest. The
seeds’ veins now intertwined like living script, changing before
their eyes.

That evening David began. He recalled being lost in the city as
a child, and a stranger helping him home. “I learned kindness comes
from where you least expect. And you are never truly
invisible.”

As he finished, the seeds blazed brighter than ever. Not just
light—an overwhelming wave. Their minds were swept elsewhere, and
they saw with eyes not their own.

A group of men and women in simple tunics crossed the same
clearing centuries before. They laughed—just as the boys had—and
the rift opened in golden fissure. One of them held a black stone,
twin to the brothers’ cubes.

But the vision darkened: the sky fell into shadow, twisted
figures emerged. A deep voice warned: “Not all guardians were
faithful.”

The scene shattered like glass. The boys returned, sweating,
trembling.

“Did you see it too?” Steve whispered.

“Yes,” Nicholas breathed. “We weren’t the first. Others had the
seeds before us.”

John stared at the ground. The seeds still glowed, more alive
than ever, runes shifting across their skin.

“They’ve shown us a past that isn’t ours,” Peter said slowly. “It
means the seeds guard not just our truths, but those of all who
came before. And not all chose well.”

Silence fell—heavy now. They knew their mission was not only to
nurture the seeds, but to uncover the forgotten story of the
guardians before them—and not repeat their mistakes.

The fifth night came clouded, moonless. Only the seeds lit the
circle, pulsing like small hearts.

John spoke first. “I was five. Mother worked late, and I
couldn’t sleep. When she came home, she sat beside me and said: ‘No
matter how long the day, I will always return.’” He smiled faintly.
“I still believe that.”

As he spoke, the seeds shone with unprecedented force. A golden
surge engulfed them, dragging them into a vision.

They stood in a city room: a desk, piles of papers, a lamp
burning. A woman sat there, weary-faced yet steady-eyed. Their
mother. She wrote, and in her hand glinted a dark stone, flashing
gold like the seeds.

“Did you see that?!” Peter gasped.

The vision sharpened. Their mother looked up, and as if she
could sense them, whispered: “Guard the memory. You are not
alone.”

Then the image faded. The five returned to the clearing, hearts
pounding.

“How is it possible?” Nicholas breathed. “She’s never entered
the rift… yet she’s part of this.”

John clenched his fists. “We don’t know. But if the seeds showed
her, then she is tied to the truth they keep. Somehow… she always
has been.”

The seeds pulsed softly, as if breathing. Among their glowing
veins, for an instant, formed a word: Love.

Steve stared wide-eyed. “These seeds don’t just guard rift
memories. They guard our family. Our blood. Our future.”

The sixth night fell darker than all before. The forest’s
silence was tense, holding its breath with them. The seeds pulsed
slowly, almost ominously.

“Tonight will be different,” David whispered. “I feel it.”

They joined hands. The seeds exploded with light. Not a vision
this time—but a suspended place: a luminous void where two paths
stretched before them.

On the first, they saw themselves grown, each in separate
lives—families, work, serene smiles. The rift sealed forever, the
seeds forgotten. Peace was theirs, but the mystery unsolved.

On the second, they stood together, still united. The seeds
blazed, but shadows swelled stronger. They saw struggle, pain,
sacrifice… yet the chance to uncover the rift’s hidden truth.

The seeds’ voice rang clear:

“You cannot have both. Choose: safety or truth.”

Peter’s heart pounded. “And if we choose the first… it will be
as if this never existed?”

“No,” John said through clenched jaw. “It will be as if we turned
our backs on what chose us.”

Nicholas hesitated, eyes fixed on the two paths. “But the second
asks too much. What if we’re not ready?”

“Then we never will be,” Steve replied firmly. “No one is ready for
truth. You choose. That’s all.”

David nodded slowly. “I’d rather face shadows than live pretending
this was a dream.”

So the five clasped hands and stepped together onto the second
path. Light engulfed them. In the clearing, the seeds cracked open,
revealing within a living core, pulsing like a heart.

When they returned, the seeds were transformed: no longer husks
of light but small creatures, luminous sprouts breathing softly.
They had chosen.

“They’re not just seeds anymore,” John whispered. “Now… they truly
live.”

The seventh night found sprouts—slender, translucent, pulsing
with the rhythm of the five who watched them.

“Look…” Nicholas breathed. “They’ve been born.”

They sat in circle, sharing fragments of their day: not old
memories now, but living truths. Steve spoke of the fear before the
Shadow; David of the joy of sharing burdens; John and Peter of
their bond with their mother; Nicholas of the terror and hope
coiled within him.

As the words flowed, the sprouts bent as if listening, then
straightened again. Suddenly their light flared, and a voice rose,
clear, from the earth itself:

“Memory does not belong to those who live it, but to those who
guard it.”

The boys froze, faces lit by gold. It was the first time the
seeds had spoken a full sentence.

“You heard that?” David gasped.

“It’s not advice,” John said. “It’s a charge.”

The glow dimmed, but words seemed etched into the sprouts’
veins—silent script writing their story on living stems.

Peter ran a hand through his hair. “It means what we do now
isn’t only for us. One day… it will be for those after.”

Nicholas nodded, eyes fixed. “Our mission isn’t just to live this
truth, but pass it on. And protect it from those who would erase
it.”

The eighth night came star-filled, the forest still, waiting.
The sprouts pulsed like breathing lanterns.

The five sat in silence. No words were needed. The light itself
called. Roots intertwined below, and suddenly they were pulled into
a shared vision.

They stood in an ancient clearing, larger than theirs, a
colossal tree at center, its roots plunging deep, its branches
brushing stars. Around it men and women, weary but glowing within,
each holding a seed like theirs.

A deep voice rose, made of wind and echo:

“We were the first Guardians. The rift was born of sorrow and
greater joy. Each time the human heart breaks and then rises again,
the rift opens, binding two worlds with one breath.”

Images flashed: forgotten battles, men falling, others laughing
despite all; hands clasped, hearts shattered. Each time, the golden
fissure appeared—brief, powerful.

Then an image of shadow: a faceless figure born of bitterness
and forgetting. The seeds’ voice grew grave:

“Not all Guardians chose to guard. Some sought to rule. Since then,
Shadows follow every seed, to silence memory.”

They gasped awake. The sprouts glowed with ancient symbols
etched like runes of a language unknown.

“We’re not the first,” Steve said. “We won’t be the last. We’re
part of a chain.”

John nodded. “And if others failed, we must ensure we do not repeat
their mistakes.”

The sprouts pulsed faintly, as if approving, and the forest
answered with a sudden wind, branches bending like an ancient
bow.

The ninth night came colder. The forest seemed burdened, even
the roots waiting.

They gathered, and as their eyes met, the sprouts shook
violently, light bursting.

This time they saw not the past—nor ancient guardians. They saw
themselves.

John and Peter stood older, their gazes sharp with resolve. John
still held a black cube, his face scarred. Peter bore a torch,
shadows straining to smother it.

Then Nicholas, David, Steve—grown men. Nicholas held a book of
light turning its own pages; David a bow woven of living branches;
Steve a blade shining not with steel but with memories.

The seeds’ voice rang solemn:

“Five are the guardians. One will bear the flame, one the memory,
one the word, one the strength, one the bond. But only united will
the rift live. Divided… they will fall.”

The vision intensified: they saw themselves fighting—not with
weapons, but with courage and sacrifice—against growing Shadows.
They saw too the rift closing, forcing them to choose who remained
inside and who outside.

The vision broke. The sprouts lay dim, drained.

“They showed us ourselves… grown,” Nicholas whispered.

“And they said divided we fall,” David added.

“Then we must never separate,” Steve concluded. “Never.”

John stared at the sprouts. “It wasn’t just a vision. It was a
warning. Our friendship… it’s the only true weapon we have.”

The sprouts lay still, but faintly glowed again, a slow
heartbeat: not farewell, but promise.

The tenth night descended with a milky glow, no stars. The
sprouts had grown a hand’s span, bending toward each other until
their veins entwined. A blinding light engulfed them, and the voice
rose—not fragment or whisper, but clear speech from the earth’s
heart:

“The rift is fragile. The memory we bear risks fading. For us to
live, you must return to the circle what the forest has lost.”

Before their eyes appeared three places:


	A hidden spring, its luminous waters blocked by dark
rocks.

	A clearing of fallen stones, ancient carvings glowing faintly,
begging to be read.

	The broken oak, still alive despite lightning and shadow.



The voice continued:

“Three fragments of memory must be recovered: the water of
remembrance, the carved word, the broken root. Bring them here.
Only then shall we speak fully, and the truth be passed on.”

The vision faded. The sprouts pulsed faintly, like exhausted
hearts.

“A mission…” David whispered. “Three places, three
trials.”

“The forest didn’t choose us by chance,” Steve said. “It is guiding
us.”

“But what if the Shadows guard those places?” Nicholas asked.

“Then we face them,” John said firmly. “Together.”

Peter turned, face lit by the seeds’ glow. “It’s clear: the
seeds have given us our first task. From tonight we’re no longer
just boys who saw a rift. We’re guardians—and this is our
trial.”





The First Mission: The Hidden Spring

The next morning, the five set out guided by the vision they had
seen. They had no map, yet every step seemed to lead them in the
right direction: branches parted on their own, roots shaped
unsuspected paths, and the calls of birds served as signals.

After hours of walking, they reached a narrow hollow where the
ground grew damp and the air carried a different scent—a blend of
moss and sweet resin. From a distance came the sound of water, but
it was no ordinary gurgle: it was a song, soft and sorrowful.

“It’s here,” said John, tightening his grip on the black cube in
his pocket.

Descending among the rocks, they finally found the spring.
Small, set between two lichen-covered boulders, it flowed clear at
first, but only a few yards downstream the water darkened, choked
by a pile of blackened stones. There, the song of water broke into
lament.

“The vision was right,” Nicholas murmured. “The water lives, but
it’s suffocating.”

As they drew near, the forest dimmed. Shadows stirred among the
branches. This time they were no longer formless: they took on the
shape of long, thin hands, reaching to clutch the flow of the
spring, as if to rip away its light.

“They were waiting for us…” David whispered, recoiling.

Steve stepped forward. “We can’t fight them with weapons. We
have to free the water.”

The five spread around the spring. Peter knelt, laying both
hands on the water, closing his eyes. He remembered the day he saw
his mother laugh despite her fatigue, and let that pure memory flow
through him. The water glimmered in response.

Beside him, John touched the blackened stones, leaving within
them a promise: that he would never abandon his brother. The rocks
cracked.

Nicholas, David, and Steve lifted their voices, sharing the
memories that had bound them—the first time they defended each
other at school, the fear they had endured together, the laughter
that opened the rift. The shadow-hands writhed, unable to withstand
the light, and vanished like mist in sunlight.

With a final shudder, the stones crumbled, and the water flowed
free once more. It was not only clear—it was luminous, golden, as
if reflecting an unseen sun.

A rivulet separated from the spring and filled a crystal vial
that had not been brought by them but appeared at their side. The
voice of the seeds, distant yet clear, whispered in the wind:

“The first fragment is yours. Guard it.”

John lifted the vial with trembling hands. “The spring is
saved.”

But before they could rejoice, a chill swept the glade—an
unnatural silence. Between the trees, a shadow larger than the rest
took shape, standing still as if watching. It did not attack, nor
flee. It remained.

“It’s not over,” Steve said through clenched teeth. “They’ve
only allowed us the first step.”





The Second Mission: The Clearing of
Fallen Stones

The next day, guided still by the seeds’ vision, the five left
the spring behind. The forest seemed more alert: branches creaked
without wind, and at times they felt unseen eyes upon them. Still
they pressed on until the ground grew dry and uneven.

At last they reached a broad clearing, littered with enormous
stones fallen who knows when, scattered like the bones of an
ancient giant. Many bore inscriptions—symbols and words worn by
time, glowing faintly in the light.

“This must be the clearing,” Nicholas said, brushing his fingers
over a mark that seemed alive beneath the stone’s surface. “They’re
stories… but I can’t read them.”

As he spoke, a sudden wind lifted dust and debris. The stones
shifted, as if the entire clearing breathed, and the carvings
flared with intermittent light. The Shadows came quickly, crawling
from fissures between the boulders, thin and twisted, reaching to
cover the carvings, to erase them forever.

“They want to extinguish memory!” Steve shouted. “We can’t let
them!”

Weapons were useless. The symbols reacted only to sincere
emotion. Each of the five placed themselves before a different
stone.

John laid his hand on a carving of a broken sun and whispered:
“I will never stop seeking light, even when all seems dark.” The
stone brightened.

Peter found a symbol shaped like two hands clasped. “I will
never abandon my brother. I will never abandon any of you.” The
lines glowed like fire.

Nicholas chose a rune like an eye and murmured: “I see fear, but
I choose to face it.” The stone quaked, casting off a Shadow that
tried to coil around it.

David stood before a carving like a bow. “I am ready to bend
like a string, if it means protecting you.” The mark shone emerald
green.

At last Steve touched a symbol like a broken heart. “Strength is
not never falling. It’s rising again—together.” The stone burst in
crimson light.

The Shadows screamed silently and dissolved. Every carving in
the clearing lit at once, connecting like a constellation of
stone.

From the center rose a fragment: a thin slab etched with living
runes, shifting shape before their eyes. It was not mere stone—it
was memory, carved into time.

The seeds’ voice returned, vibrating in their minds:

“The second fragment is yours. Bear the carved word. Let not
silence prevail.”

John lifted the slab with care. “Now we have two fragments: the
water of remembrance, and the carved word.”

But once again, the forest responded. Stones trembled, and from
behind them emerged the same vast Shadow they had glimpsed after
the spring. It did not strike, but watched with a faceless gaze—an
unspoken warning.

“It’s following us,” David murmured, shivering.

“No,” Peter said. “It’s waiting. At the third trial.”





The Third Mission: The Broken Oak

When the seeds revealed the third trial, memory was instant.
John and Peter exchanged a look—no words needed: the oak struck by
lightning. It could be no other.

They climbed back to the clearing of the storm. The land still
bore its scars—fallen trunks, branches strewn like spears, soil
gouged by torrents. And at the center stood the oak: no longer the
forest’s queen, but a wounded giant. The lightning had cleaved it
in two—one half charred and smoldering, the other clinging to life,
a few stubborn leaves shimmering in the pale morning light.

“It’s her,” Peter said, touching the scar on his cheek, born of
that night. “It wasn’t struck by chance. It was fate.”

The seeds, brought to that place, pulsed fiercely, as if
recognizing it. Their voice filled the clearing:

“The broken tree must not die. Restore what lightning took: the
courage to rise again.”

The five stepped into the oak’s space. Wind surged. From the
dark between the trunks, the great Shadow emerged—not omen now, nor
vague shape, but an immense mass as tall as the tree itself,
faceless but for two burning slits that glared like eyes.

“It’s followed us from the start,” Nicholas whispered, his voice
breaking.

“And now it does more than watch,” Steve said, fists clenched. “It
means to destroy us.”

With a soundless roar, the Shadow lunged. The ground shook,
roots split beneath its weight, and from its form stretched long
black arms, reaching to engulf the children.

John and Peter instinctively moved in front, but Elyra’s words
echoed: “Not with the strength of weapons, but with the strength of
heart.” They could not strike it down—they could only endure.

“To the oak!” John cried. “She is the trial, not the
monster!”

The five formed a circle around the shattered trunk. Each laid a
hand on its charred bark and spoke, offering part of
themselves:

John: “I give you my promise: I will never abandon those I
love.”

Peter: “I give you my scar: let pain become root.”

Nicholas: “I give you my voice, that it may never be
silenced.”

David: “I give you my fear—turn it into strength.”

Steve: “I give you my loyalty, so none fight alone.”

The oak’s roots began to glow with golden light, but the Shadow
crashed upon them in fury. Black arms wrapped the trunk, trying to
choke its reviving sap. The blow was crushing—the circle of boys
faltered, the wind hurled them to the ground.

“It’s not enough!” David cried, staggering up. “It wants to
snuff her out!”

Then Peter remembered—the first time, when laughter opened the
rift. He rose, blood trickling down his cheek, and laughed. A
brief, pure, desperate laugh, but true. John joined him, and then
the others. Their voices merged—not in fear, but in life.

The Shadow writhed, seared by that sincerity. It lunged again
for the roots, but the oak burst in blinding light. Golden sap rose
like flame and engulfed the creature.

Its soundless scream tore the clearing. It thrashed, split into
a thousand shards of darkness, and with a final tremor, dissolved
into air, leaving only black ash.

The trunk remained broken, yet alive. From its wounds flowed
golden sap that gathered into a small radiant sphere.

The third fragment.

Together they lifted it, hands intertwined. The forest breathed
with them, as though sharing in the victory.

“It wasn’t only the oak that had to endure,” John panted. “It
was us. United.”

The voice of the seeds returned, clear and mighty:

“You have defeated the Shadow and restored the water of
remembrance, the carved word, and the broken root. Memory is whole.
Return to the circle—what was hidden shall be revealed.”





The Return to the Circle

The path back to the circle of seeds was slow and silent. The
five were exhausted, their hands scratched, their clothes torn. No
one spoke, yet each glance said everything: they had faced the
Shadow, and survived. But not without scars.

They reached the circle of mossy stones as the sky began to pale
with whitish light. At the center they placed the three fragments:
the vial of the water of remembrance, the slab of the carved word,
and the sphere of the broken root. The seeds, waiting with a faint
pulse, suddenly blazed as if recognizing what had been
restored.

A golden radiance enveloped them. The three fragments rose on
their own, merging into a single luminous stream that poured into
the seeds. Roots spread beneath the earth, moving like veins that
widened and breathed.

Then the voice came—not a whisper this time, but a choral song
that vibrated in their chests:

“You have restored what was lost. We are memory, and memory is
life. But remember: we are not here for you alone. We are here for
those who come after.”

The seeds, now fully bloomed, gave one last pulse. Inside there
was no pulp nor kernel, but pure light. From that light emerged
visions: their mother’s face, young, writing by candlelight; men
and women of long ago, custodians before them, planting similar
seeds; and finally, the five themselves—not children but
adults—guiding others toward the rift.

“The truth is this: the Custodians do not hold the rift for
themselves. They pass it on. You are links in a chain, as others
were before you. The memory that now lives in you must be handed to
those who come after.”

It was not a victory—it was an inheritance.

John looked at the others, eyes wide with awe and fear. “Does this
mean… one day it will be us guiding others? Us—the teachers?”

Peter clenched his fist around the seed that still pulsed. “Us—the
Custodians.”

Nicholas smiled, weary but sincere. “Then we’re not finished. We’ve
only just begun.”

Then, with a whisper, the flowers slowly rose from the circle of
stones. Some petals drifted upward, merging with the dawn sky. It
was as though memory itself had become breath, ready to travel
beyond the forest, beyond time.

But not all light departed. Part of it sank into the roots,
vanishing into the earth. A low rumble stirred the ground, and
before their eyes the broken oak—the forest’s wound—began to heal.
From the split trunk burst a mighty shoot, spreading into fresh
green branches reaching skyward.

The boys stood in silence, entranced. Now they knew: the seeds
had not only restored what was lost, but given the forest a new
heart.

Peter laid a hand on the reborn trunk. “It hasn’t ended… it has
begun again.”





The Village Festival

The morning after their return to the circle, the village seemed
unaware of anything. The bells rang as always, women swept the
squares, children raced through the streets. It was the day of the
August fair: stalls filled with colorful cloth, the smell of
chestnuts and mulled wine mingled with the cool morning air.

And yet, for the five, nothing was the same.

John walked the square with a heavier gait, each step echoing
the Shadow’s defeat and the seeds’ voice still resonating inside
him. Peter followed, trying to keep his usual swagger, though now
and then he touched the scar on his cheek, as if to make sure it
was real.

Steve, Nicholas, and David had arrived earlier, pretending to
help with decorations. But their eyes kept meeting, knowing no
lanterns or games could erase what they had seen.

“Looks normal enough,” David said, knotting a rope around a
pole. “As if the world noticed nothing.”

“And that’s how it should be,” Nicholas whispered back. “No one
will know. Not yet.”

A street musician tested his accordion; children laughed as they
ran circles around the fountain. John watched them a moment—their
pure joy reminded him of the laughter that opened the rift. He bit
his lip. And if one day it were them…?

Peter clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t overthink it. The
seeds said memory is for those who come after. Maybe it will be one
of them. Maybe not. But not today.”

Then came a familiar voice pulling them back to reality.

“Boys!” It was their grandmother, apron dusted with flour. “Are you
remembering to live, or have you decided to keep your heads in the
clouds?”

They laughed, though a little forced. They blended again into
the bustle of the village—carrying chairs, hanging lanterns,
hauling crates of wine. Each simple gesture anchored them to the
present, yet their hearts remained elsewhere: in the forest, in the
voice that still echoed—“Guard. Pass on.”

That evening, when the lights came on and music filled the
square, the five stood together at the edge of the festival. None
spoke. They watched the fire-breather’s show, and in every flame
they saw reflections of the seeds, the Shadows, the rift.

“It’s strange,” Steve said at last. “Everyone laughs, as if
nothing has changed. But we know it has.”

John nodded. “We’ve become Custodians. And no one imagines
it.”

David turned, serious. “Maybe that’s our task now: to live like
everyone else… and at the same time carry the weight of the
secret.”

Nicholas smiled, gazing at the sky. “And when the time comes, the
seeds will speak again.”

The evening breeze rustled the banners, and for a moment, amid
the clamor of the festival, they heard a faint whisper—an echo from
the forest: “You are not alone.”





The Mother and the City’s Silence

Summer in the city had a different rhythm. Streets emptied in
the heat of the day, shops shuttered, carriages raised dust on the
cobbles. Mary—the mother of John and Peter—walked beneath the
arcades, clutching a bundle of registers. She worked at the
municipal chancery, transcribing deeds and inventories: repetitive
work demanding a steady hand and sharp focus.

That day, the sun dipped behind the red-tiled roofs, leaving the
city bathed in copper light. Mary remained at her desk in the
nearly empty hall. The oil lamp cast an unsteady glow; the only
sound was a carriage rattling past the window.

She allowed herself a pause. From a small drawer she drew a dark
stone, smooth, veined with metallic streaks. She had owned it for
as long as she remembered, inherited without explanation. No one in
the family knew its origin, yet she could never part with it.

She raised it to the lamp’s flickering light. The golden veins
seemed to pulse like fine veins beneath skin. Closing her eyes, she
suddenly saw an image: John and Peter—older than when she had left
them with their grandparents. Their faces glowed in golden light, a
forest behind them opening like a secret doorway.

Mary’s heart leapt. She set the stone cube on the desk,
breathing hard. For a moment, the hall shifted: shadows stretched
across the walls, and a whisper—like a breath of air—crossed the
silence.

“You are not far. You are part.”

Mary spun around. The hall was empty. Only the lamp flame
quivered. She snatched up the stone again, and for an instant she
felt a heartbeat within it, as though it breathed.

She crossed herself, trying to banish the thought, but could not
shake the vision of her sons bathed in light.

“What are you living through, my boys?” she murmured.

She left the chancery soon after, closing the wooden doors
behind her. The streets were nearly deserted, lit by sparse gas
lamps, her footsteps echoing toward home. But the stone, wrapped in
a kerchief in her pocket, still pulsed like a heart not her
own.





The Stranger at the Market

The next morning, Mary went to the city market. The stalls
bustled: farmers with baskets of fruit, women haggling over cloth,
children darting between carts. The air smelled of fresh bread and
spices brought by ships up the Adriatic.

With the stone hidden beneath her blouse, Mary moved through the
crowd. She never liked showing it—she feared anyone who saw might
sense its secret.

As she picked out apples, a man across the stall watched her.
Tall, with a dark hat pulled low and a cloak despite the heat. He
looked neither farmer nor merchant.

“Madam,” he said, voice low and steady, “that stone you carry…
it is no common thing.”

Mary stiffened. She had nothing visible, yet he spoke as though
he saw. “Excuse me? I don’t know what you mean.”

The stranger gave a faint smile. “You need not understand. Not
yet. But know this: what you hold is not merely a family keepsake.
It is a key. And keys, sooner or later, seek the door.”

A chill ran down her spine. She glanced around—the crowd bustled
on, unaware. She turned back, but the man was gone. Vanished among
the people.

Her hand went to her chest, the stone beneath her blouse pulsing
faintly. “A key…?” she whispered.

Fear surged through her, yet with it a certainty: whatever was
happening to John and Peter in the village, she was part of it
too—even if she did not yet know how.

As she hurried home, the words of the stranger echoed within
her: “Keys, sooner or later, seek the door.”





The Dream of the Rift

That night Mary struggled to sleep. The room was stifling, heavy
wind stirred the curtains. She clutched the stone cube in her hand,
as she had as a girl during storms.

At last sleep came—but not rest.

She found herself in a forest she did not know, yet felt
familiar. Branches arched above her, golden light seeping from the
soil as if the earth itself lived. She reached a glade where five
figures stood: her sons with three other boys. Hands clasped, faces
solemn, as though facing something unseen.

“John! Peter!” she cried, trying to run to them. But her feet
were heavy, sinking in mud.

Suddenly an immense Shadow rose behind them—faceless, taller
than the trees, engulfing. Mary stretched out her arms but could
not reach. Anguish gripped her chest.

Then the stone at her neck shone. From it poured golden light
that cut the darkness, opening like a rift. And from Mary’s lips
came a phrase she did not know she knew:

“Memory does not die if it is guarded.”

The Shadow recoiled. The five boys turned, looking at her: John
smiled, Peter reached out his hand. But before she could touch
them, the light faded.

Mary woke with a start. The room was silent, but the stone still
glowed, pulsing like a living heart. Trembling, she set it on the
bedside table.

“It’s a sign,” she whispered. “My sons are bound to something I
cannot ignore. And I… am part of it.”

She crossed herself, yet knew the gesture could not banish her
unease. The dream was no trick of sleep—it was a warning.





The Letter Without a Sender

The next morning Mary rose still shaken. Light seeped through
the shutters; the city stirred with carriage wheels on cobbles,
vendors calling their wares.

At her door lay a folded envelope. No name, no seal. Only her
address, written in a neat, precise hand she did not recognize.

Her heart raced. She looked around—the alley was empty, yet she
felt eyes upon her. With trembling hands she opened it. Inside, a
single sheet written in ink:

“The stone you bear is no jewel, but living memory. Others
before you have guarded it, and others after you will. Your sons
have already been chosen, but you are not excluded.
When you hear the call, follow the light of the
river. It will lead you where the key meets the door.”

No signature. Only, in the corner, a small symbol: two cubes
entwined—the same Mary had seen in her dream carved on the broken
oak.

She sank onto the step, the paper shaking in her hands. “My
sons… chosen?” she whispered. It was the confirmation she both
feared and desired.

The stone beneath her dress pulsed again, as if answering. Mary
clutched it tight. It was no relic, no private mystery. It was a
bridge.

As she returned inside, a thought pierced her: What if that
stranger is leading me straight to my sons?

That evening the city seemed darker than usual. Gas lamps cast
long shadows, and Mary felt unseen eyes upon her.

At that same moment, far away among the mountains and forests of
the village, other watchful eyes had already fixed on her sons. As
the mother held the stone and the nameless letter, John, Peter, and
their friends were discovering that their secret no longer lay
solely in the forest’s hands: a stranger had already found
them.





The Shadow of the Baron

The news of the sudden storm and the lightning that struck the
great oak had spread quickly through the village. But it was not
only locals gossiping. In the square, among merchants and cloth
sellers, new faces appeared.

Steve noticed first: two men in dark coats, far too elegant for
a hill village, studying a map as though seeking something precise.
“I saw them outside the inn yesterday,” he muttered. “They’re not
here for the fair.”

Nicholas nodded. “One asked my father how to get to Riola. But he
didn’t sound like a tourist… he seemed to already know.”

On Sunday morning a black carriage halted before the inn. Out
stepped a tall, gaunt man with a silver-tipped cane and a
broad-brimmed hat: Baron Rinaldo. His eyes were cold, calculating;
his polite smile carried no warmth.

Rinaldo was known in the city for his collection of
rarities—stones, fossils, ancient artifacts. Yet few knew that
among his most obsessive desires was the Vaesite of Tears.

At the inn’s counter, he ordered a glass of wine and began
asking questions:

– Where was the oak struck by lightning?

– Which boys were often seen exploring that area?

– Had any stones or objects been found in the woods recently?

Unaware, the innkeeper spoke freely, even mentioning John,
Peter, Steve, Nicholas, and David.

That afternoon the five gathered behind the carpenter’s shop,
out of earshot. John relayed what he had heard from a farmer: “The
Baron is asking about us.”

“So he knows we were near the oak,” David said.

“And he may know about the stones,” Peter added.

Steve raked a hand through his hair. “Then we need to move before
he does. We can’t let him reach the rift.”

Nicholas unfolded a scrap of paper: a hand-drawn map of Angus’s
path. “I marked a few side trails he won’t know. If he follows us,
we can throw him off.”

That evening, as the sun set beyond the hills, John and Peter
walked home to their grandparents’. At the corner of the square,
Baron Rinaldo crossed their path. He removed his hat in greeting,
but in his eyes flickered calculation.

“So, you are the young explorers of Vergato,” he said softly.
“Who knows what wonders you’ve seen.”

John merely nodded, but Peter gave a half-smile: “Perhaps more than
you imagine.”

The Baron tilted his head, as though receiving confirmation of his
suspicions.





Rumors of the Baron

At the municipal chancery in Bologna, the air was thick with
dust and ink. Mary was copying notarial acts when two colleagues,
huddled by the cold stove, spoke in hushed tones.

“Rinaldo is back,” said one. “Did you know?”

“The Baron?” the other replied, startled. “He hasn’t been here in
months. I heard he paid a fortune for a Greek statue that turned
out to be fake.”

Mary feigned indifference, but listened closely.

“He’s changed direction,” the first continued. “No more statues
or paintings. Now he wants… rocks. Rare minerals. Some say he’s
obsessed with a stone found only in our mountains.”

“Always his whims,” the other laughed. “A man with too much money
and too many secrets.”

Mary set down her pen, heart racing. Stones. She thought of the
cube she carried at her neck and the letter without a sender. It
could not be coincidence.

On her way home she passed a print shop. In the newspaper
displayed in the window, the headline read:

“Baron Rinaldo Travels Toward the Apennine Villages. Motives
Unknown.”

Her breath caught. The Apennine villages: the very place where
John and Peter were living with their grandparents.

Clutching the stone beneath her dress, Mary understood the
circle was closing. The dream, the letter, the stranger—everything
pointed to one place. And the Baron was already on his way.





The Traveling Letter

Mary stayed awake late into the night, seated at the small
wooden table lit by the flicker of a candle. Before her lay a blank
sheet of paper. The pen hesitated between her fingers.

At last, she drew a deep breath and began to write:

“Dear parents, I entrust these words to you with both anxiety
and hope. I have learned of Baron Rinaldo’s return, and I fear his
presence in the mountains is no accident. Watch over the boys
carefully. Do not leave them alone near the forest, and if
possible, keep them from speaking with strangers. Something is at
stake—something I do not yet fully understand—but I know it also
concerns me. Have faith. I will come to you soon.
Mary”

She reread each line, feeling it was not enough. There was too
much she could not say: the dream, the stone cube, the stranger at
the market. Had she written those things, they would have thought
her delusional.

She folded the sheet and sealed it with red wax. The next
morning she entrusted it to a young courier bound for Vergato,
paying him well to deliver it quickly.

As she watched him vanish into the crowd, Mary felt relief. Yet
an inner voice whispered it was not so simple. The Baron had men
everywhere, and even a letter could fall into the wrong hands.

That evening, as she prayed by her bed, the stone grew warm
against her skin. Mary clutched it tightly, as if she could send
strength and protection to John and Peter.

The courier’s journey was slower than expected: muddy roads, a
broken wheel, a night spent under a portico sheltering from a
storm. Only three days later did he arrive in the village with the
sealed letter.

He handed it to John and Peter’s grandparents, who opened it at
the kitchen table, spectacles balanced on the tip of a nose. Mary’s
trembling script made them hold their breath:

“…watch over the boys… do not leave them alone… Baron Rinaldo is
not a man to be trusted…”

The grandfather wiped his brow. “She should have warned us
sooner. This Rinaldo is already here.”

The grandmother looked at him, eyes full of dread. “What do you
mean?”

From the window, the village square was in view: the black
carriage stood before the inn, the Baron speaking with the
innkeeper, his silver-tipped cane gleaming in the sun.

Just then, John and Peter returned from the forest, sweaty, with
Steve, Nicholas, and David at their heels. They had not yet noticed
the Baron’s cold gaze following them through the crowd, like a
patient hunter.

The grandfather folded the letter firmly. “Mary was right. But
her warning came too late. Now it falls to us to protect them
before that man ensnares them.”

The boys exchanged carefree looks, unaware. The bells of the
village tolled the hour. From that day on, nothing would ever be
the same.





The Grandparents and the Weight of the
Secret

That evening, the grandparents’ kitchen lay in a smoky
half-light. Mary’s letter rested open on the table, and Oleg stared
at it as if to sear it into memory.

“We cannot tell them everything,” he murmured, voice rough.
“They are too young. And yet time runs faster than we do.”

Grandmother nodded, clutching her handkerchief. “But we must act.
That man is not here by chance. I saw him today in the square—not
looking at merchants, but at the children.”

Oleg rose slowly, his back bent with years of work, and drew out
a box hidden behind the cupboard. Inside were old papers, worn
notes, and a small drawing in pencil: the symbol of two interlocked
cubes.

“Mary does not know everything,” he said quietly. “This story
runs deeper. We swore never to speak of it, but now… now her sons
are part of it.”

Her face paled. “You mean even we…?”

“Yes,” Oleg replied. “We were guardians, when we were young. And
now the burden passes to them. But as long as I breathe, I will not
allow Rinaldo to take them.”

That night, while the boys slept, exhausted from running through
the forest, the grandparents kept vigil. Oleg sat by the window,
the old shotgun resting against the wall, his gaze fixed on the
path leading to the village.

Outside, the Baron’s black carriage waited in the square like a
beast at rest.





Shadows on Watch

The days that followed passed in an uneasy silence. The
grandparents seemed unchanged: grandmother baked bread and soup,
Oleg mended old tools in the yard. Yet their movements were slower,
more deliberate, as though every sound might betray them.

John noticed first. One evening, returning from the forest, he
saw his grandfather standing at the threshold, eyes fixed on the
village road. He was staring at nothing, yet the tension in his jaw
spoke volumes.

“Grandfather, is everything alright?” he asked.

Oleg nodded with a forced smile. “Just a little tired. Come inside,
supper’s ready.”

But John was not convinced.

Meanwhile, in the village, the Baron’s presence grew oppressive.
He no longer asked direct questions, but his mere appearance in the
square or outside the church silenced conversations. His two
attendants prowled the streets, moving slowly, noting everything in
small notebooks.

Steve, Nicholas, and David whispered among themselves.

“They’re watching us,” Steve said. “Even when they pretend
otherwise.”

“They asked my father if he knew paths leading to the oak
glade,” Nicholas added.

David lowered his voice. “If they discover the rift… we’re out of
time.”

That night, the boys pretended to sleep but kept awake. From the
hall they heard their grandparents whispering.

“We can’t tell them,” grandmother said. “They’d be
terrified.”

“Better fear than truth too soon,” Oleg replied. “As long as we
can, we’ll keep them safe.”

The brothers exchanged a silent glance. It was clear: their
grandparents knew more than they let on. But adult silence only
deepened the weight of secrets.





The Decision of the Five

The next morning, the air in the village was taut as a
bowstring. Baron Rinaldo walked through the square at a measured
pace, tipping his hat politely, yet his cold eyes searched every
face for hidden signs.

The boys followed him at a distance. Steve clenched his fists.
“If we stand still, he’ll find us first.”

“And the grandparents won’t tell us anything,” John added. “We
have to figure it out ourselves.”

Nicholas drew a small hand-drawn map from his pocket. “Tonight we
can return to the reborn oak. If there’s a secret, that’s where it
lies.”

Peter nodded, eyes bright. “And if he follows us?”

David frowned. “Then we’ll know just how interested he really
is.”

The plan was set. They would meet after supper, once the
grandparents were asleep, and take Angus’s path behind the old
mill, far from prying eyes.

The day dragged on, the boys feigning normalcy though their
thoughts burned elsewhere. Each time they met their grandparents’
gaze, guilt pricked them, but curiosity was stronger.

At midnight, under a cloud-veiled sky, they slipped from the
yard in silence. Fireflies dotted the path; the forest seemed more
alive than ever.

“It feels like it’s waiting for us,” Peter whispered.

“Or holding its breath,” Nicholas replied.

They reached the glade: the oak stood tall against the sky. The
air was motionless, yet charged with a hidden tremor.

David saw it first: a rustle beyond the bushes, too heavy for an
animal. Then a metallic glint—the moonlight on a silver-tipped
cane.

“We’re not alone,” he whispered.

And in that instant they knew: the Baron had followed.





The Predator’s Face

The glade lay in uncanny silence. The oak loomed like a giant of
energy. The boys held their breath as the moving shadow took
form—the tall, gaunt figure of Baron Rinaldo.

His silver cane struck the ground with a sharp crack.

“So this is where you come to play, boys?” His voice was smooth,
edged with steel. “A curious place for mere pastimes.”

No one answered. John stepped forward, face set. “This is no
place for you.”

A thin smile curved the Baron’s lips. “Ah, but I do not choose
places. Places choose me. And this one… has called.”

Peter clenched his fists. “The forest does not call those who
would exploit it.”

The Baron’s eyes glinted beneath his wide brim. “Big words, for
a boy. But it is not you who decide. There is something here,
something that does not belong to you. And I have the means to
guard it far better.”

Steve burst out, without thinking: “You’ll never have it!”

The Baron chuckled—a cold, hollow sound. “Never? We’ll see. I’m
in no hurry, boys. Every door has its key… and you, I am certain,
are more than mere custodians. You are the keys.”

With a swift gesture, he drove his cane into the earth. The
ground quivered, as though an unseen wave passed through the glade.
Then, without another word, he turned with his men and vanished
into the shadows, leaving only the fading echo of their steps.

The five stood frozen, hearts pounding. Nicholas broke the
silence. “He’s found us. Now he knows who we are.”

David nodded, pale. “And he won’t stop.”

John clenched his teeth. “Then neither can we. This was only the
first move.”





The Family’s Pact

They returned home late, weary, dirt-stained, eyes wide from
adrenaline. Their grandmother awaited at the door, lamp in hand.
She looked at each of them and knew at once—this had not been a
childish prank.

“Where have you been?” she demanded.

John hesitated, then shook his head. “We can’t keep secrets
anymore, Nonna.”

They all sat in the kitchen, the lamp casting long shadows on
the walls. Still breathless, John told of the shadow in the bushes,
the silver cane striking the earth, the Baron’s venomous words.
Peter interrupted often, furious.

When they finished, grandmother gripped her apron tight. “We
told you not to go.”

“We couldn’t help it,” Peter shot back. “If we stay still, he’ll
strike from behind.”

At that, Oleg, silent until then, rose and fetched the box
hidden behind the cupboard. He placed it on the table, opening it
slowly. Inside lay old papers, a worn notebook, and a wooden emblem
carved with two interlocked cubes.

“It is time you knew the truth,” he said gravely. “You are not
the first in this family chosen by the forest. Your grandmother and
I were guardians, long ago. And now it falls to you.”

The boys exchanged stunned looks.

“The Baron knows,” Peter said. “But he doesn’t understand. He
seeks the stone’s power, its force. He does not see that Vaesite
cannot be owned—it must be guarded. And every guardian pays a
price.”

Silence thickened. Then John, voice steady, said, “Tell us what
we must do. We will not turn back.”

Grandmother shook her head, tears in her eyes. “You have
courage… but you don’t know the weight that awaits.”

Oleg studied them, then closed the notebook. “From tonight, you are
no longer merely boys. You are our inheritance.”





The Baron’s Masks

The village was no longer the same. The Baron’s black carriage
loomed daily in the square, a silent threat. Rinaldo did not shout
orders or make open threats; he worked through whispers, promises,
looks that implied more than words.

Within days he had won over some villagers: money promised to
the miller for his grain, a prestigious commission offered to the
blacksmith, silver coins handed to curious village boys. “Who will
tell me of your games in the woods?” he asked in syrupy tones.

John and Peter heard the rumors: someone was already talking too
much.

That evening, Oleg opened a bundle wrapped in waxed cloth.
Inside lay old parchments and a broken seal. “Listen well,” he
said. “Years ago, I and other custodians made a pact with those
beyond the rift. We were to guard the memory of Vaesite. But one of
us betrayed. The pact was broken, and since then, the Baron has
hunted what was never his.”

“Who betrayed?” David asked.

Oleg lowered his gaze. “A man of our own family. That is why the
burden fell to us—to repair the wrong.”

The silence broke with the tolling of bells. From the window the
boys saw the Baron addressing a crowd before the town hall,
promising work, new roads, riches for the village. Many listened,
enthralled.

“He wants to divide us,” Steve muttered. “If the village sides
with him, we’ll be alone.”

“We won’t be alone,” John countered. “The forest is with us. And
now we know the broken pact can be mended.”

The grandparents exchanged looks. In Oleg’s eyes shone resolve.
“It is time to prepare. This time, we will not hide.”

As the villagers applauded the Baron in the square, within the
old house a new pact was sealed: five boys and their grandparents,
united against him.





The Baron’s Fall

Night fell over the village like an iron curtain. Lanterns
flickered in the square, while whispers ran from house to house:
the Baron had summoned his men, and some swore strange lights
glimmered in the forest.

John, Peter, Steve, Nicholas, David, and Oleg set out silently
along the path to the oak glade. The wind shook the branches with a
low, warning sound.

When they arrived, the Baron was already there. His
silver-tipped cane planted in the earth gave off a sinister glow.
Behind him, two men carried slender blades.

“At last,” Rinaldo said, voice heavy with triumph. “The place
has called me, and you have come. This secret cannot remain in your
inexperienced hands. Give me what binds you to the forest, and I
will let you live.”

John stepped forward. “The forest belongs to no one. Least of
all to you.”

The Baron laughed, but the sound faltered when Oleg traced the
air with the symbol of two interlocked cubes. The earth trembled,
the broken oak blazed with golden light. The boys clasped hands as
in the ancient circle—the memory of the seeds awakened.

A deep voice surged through the glade, not human, not of this
world:

“The pact lives, though broken. He who seeks dominion shall find
downfall.”

The Baron drove his cane into the soil, resisting. Dark sparks
coiled from its tip like chains. “I am the rightful custodian! The
power is mine!” he cried.

But the forest struck back. Roots of the oak writhed like arms
of earth, twining around the Baron’s legs. His men tried to flee,
but a blinding light scattered them among the trees.

Rinaldo shrieked, struggling. “You cannot! I have the
right!”

His words choked off as the ground split beneath him. The cane
toppled, rolling toward the boys. With a final flash, the Baron was
swallowed by darkness, his voice lost to the wind.

Silence reclaimed the glade, broken only by the boys’ ragged
breaths. The oak sealed again, its roots returning to rest, a
golden glow lingering like a seal.

Oleg picked up the silver cane and snapped it hard against
stone. “Thus ends his obsession.”

John gazed skyward: the stars shone clear, as if the forest
itself sighed in relief.

And yet, they knew this was but one battle—not the war.





Mary’s Journey

The city of Bologna lay smothered in the late-summer heat. The
porticoes, which by day offered shade, by night trapped the warmth
like a cage. Mary could hardly breathe. She paced the room,
clutching the small stone cube in her hands.

For days the mineral had pulsed without rest, as if urging her
elsewhere. The words of the unsigned letter burned in her mind:
“When you feel the call, follow the river’s light. It will lead you
to the place where the key meets the door.”

That night, unable to resist, she opened the old chest that held
her family’s keepsakes: yellowed photographs, an embroidered
handkerchief, a crumpled map of the Apennine trails. On that map,
the stone glimmered with golden reflections, illuminating the
course of the Reno, the river flowing down toward the villages.

Mary understood. The time had come.

At dawn she packed a few clothes into a sack, along with the
notebook where she recorded her visions. Before leaving the city,
she went to the chancery. With steady voice she asked the secretary
for a few days’ leave, citing health and family reasons. The man,
used to such requests, granted it without question. Mary sighed
with relief: she was not abandoning everything—only allowing
herself space to follow the call.

She left Bologna quietly, boarding a carriage bound for the
Apennines. With every mile that carried her farther from the
porticoes and piazzas, her heart grew lighter, though her anxiety
deepened.

Would she find her sons? And what awaited her at their side?

That first evening she stopped at an inn along the road at
Praduro e Sasso, toward Vergato. The old innkeeper, noticing the
mineral peeking from her dress, lowered his voice:

“That is no common jewel, signora. The mountain knows those who
carry such a stone.”

Mary stared at him, startled. “What do you know?”

The man shrugged. “Only rumors. They say the river guides the steps
of those who are called. If you are heading up there, you will not
be alone.”

His words gave her strength. That night she slept little, but
her dream was clear: her sons awaited her, and the oak shone like a
beacon in the dark.

At dawn she resumed her journey. The stone against her chest
throbbed like a living heart, keeping pace with her steps toward
destiny.





Toward the Village

The journey continued slowly through hills and valleys. The
carriage creaked along dirt roads, and at every turn Mary clutched
the mineral relic as though it might steady her.

Passing through small villages, she saw unfamiliar faces barely
greeting her. No one knew who she was, yet she felt an unseen
attention upon her, as though the mountain itself tracked her
steps.

At night in the inns, sleep brought her muddled visions: her
sons standing before the great oak; the Baron with his
silver-tipped cane striking the earth; a wind blowing from the
river, pointing her way. She woke drenched in sweat, unable to tell
dream from reality.

In the mornings, the Reno’s light reassured her. The water
sparkled like liquid gold, and the dark stone glimmered in
response. Mary began to believe this was truly the sign she must
follow.

After a day’s travel, the carriage slowed at the village gates.
Stone houses, dark roofs, the square with its fountain—all appeared
like a place suspended between memory and the present. She knew her
sons were here, though she did not know in what state.

When she stepped down, she breathed deeply of the mountain air.
The echo of bells rang across the hills. Clutching her sack, Mary
whispered:

“I am here, my boys. May the forest lead me to you.”

Fate was unfolding.





Signs of Absence

The moment she entered the square, Mary sensed the village was
not as she remembered. Life went on, certainly—women at the well,
children darting around the fountain, the baker setting out his
loaves. Yet beneath the normalcy lay another silence, taut, as
though all were holding their breath.

A black carriage stood near the inn, one wheel broken. A few men
spoke in hushed tones by the doorway, careful not to be
overheard.

Mary passed a group of women whispering. She caught fragments:
“…the oak… the cane… the lightning…” But when they saw her, they
fell silent and lowered their eyes.

She followed the road toward the forest. There she found broken
branches, deep marks in the ground, as though something had struck
with force. Amid the dry grass lay a burned symbol, half-erased by
fire. She bent to touch it. The stone at her neck grew warmer, as
if recognizing the sign.

Her heart pounded. “What happened here?” she whispered.

She had not yet seen her sons, yet she knew with certainty they
had stood at the center of whatever had taken place. Their imprint
was everywhere—unseen by others, but clear as daylight to her.

Turning back toward the village houses, Mary understood the time
for waiting was over. She had to reach them. She had to know.





The Reunion

Mary climbed the path to her parents’ house, each step heavier,
as though years of distance, restless dreams, and the long journey
pressed into that short stretch.

On the threshold stood her mother. The white kerchief covered
her hair, but her eyes were wet. “Mary… at last.”

The two women embraced tightly, wordless. Then the grandmother
led her inside.

The kitchen smelled of firewood and warm soup. Around the table
sat the boys: John and Peter leapt to their feet the moment they
saw her. “Mama!” they shouted together, running into her arms.

Mary hugged them, one on either side, burying her face in their
hair. Tears streamed down her cheeks unchecked. “Thank God… you’re
here… you’re safe.”

Behind them, Steve, Nicholas, and David also rose, respectfully.
They were not her sons, yet Mary’s eyes held for them the same
embrace, the same gratitude. Those green-blue eyes, rare and
luminous, shone like the hidden strength of the stone she had
carried too long—mystery and destiny intertwined.

“You’ve watched over them,” she said, voice trembling. “I owe
you everything.”

Grandfather Oleg remained apart, observing. Then he spoke
calmly: “The time for secrets is past. Mary, your sons have already
seen what you feared they might. They faced the Baron. And the
forest has acknowledged them.”

Mary turned sharply toward John and Peter. The boys did not look
away. They were no longer the children she had left only weeks
before. In their eyes gleamed the new light of guardians.

The silence was broken by Peter. “Mama… you know it too. We
can’t pretend nothing has changed.”

Mary nodded, gripping the rare stone in her hand.

For a moment they all stood united around the table, like a
single circle. In that moment they understood: the family—now
widened to include the friends—had become the true bastion against
what lay ahead.





Mary’s Story

After the reunion, the kitchen remained cloaked in dense
silence. The lamp’s glow flickered uncertainly on the walls, as if
even the light held its breath.

Mary sat beside her sons, hands tight around the mineral at her
neck. She unfastened it from its chain and placed it on the table.
The dark stone, veined with silver, seemed to breathe under the
lamp flame.

“This stone…” she began firmly, “I have had it since childhood.
They told me it was a family keepsake, but no one ever truly
explained what it was.”

The boys stared at it, recognizing in that object the same
energy that had guided them in the forest.

Mary continued: “In recent days I’ve had visions. In dreams I
saw you five, hands joined, the oak, the golden light. I heard
words I did not know I knew. Then, a stranger stopped me at the
market: he said what I carry is no jewel, but a key. Soon after, I
received a letter without sender…”

She opened a kerchief and drew out the folded, yellowed page.
She spread it on the table.

The fine script was clear: “The stone cube you carry is not a
jewel, but a living memory… your sons have already been chosen…
follow the river’s light.”

John held his breath. Peter laid his hand on the table near the
stone. “Then… you are part of this too.”

“Yes,” Mary said, eyes wet. “I tried to protect you from afar, but
now I know I cannot remain outside. I am not only your mother: I am
part of the same destiny.”

Oleg cleared his throat. “Then the circle is closed. Every
generation has borne a sign, and now it falls to you. But you are
not alone. The family remains.”

Mary clasped her sons’ hands, and then those of the other three
boys. “No matter what comes, I will be with you. This stone… this
bond… holds us together.”

The mineral pulsed, as if confirming her words. A gentle warmth
spread through the room, and for the first time after days of fear,
hope seemed to take root again.





The Witness of Time

The night passed with confessions and silences, until words lost
strength and only the weight of the unsaid remained. Mary gazed at
her sons, heart aching at the thought of leaving them to face what
lay ahead. Yet she knew resisting was useless: the stone had chosen
them, and the forest had answered.

“I cannot follow you further,” she said, voice breaking,
caressing John’s cheek. “I have done my duty as a mother: I brought
you into the world and kept you safe as long as I could. But now
the road is yours. I will remain here, in the house that has always
sheltered us, to watch and to pray. Not as a passive witness, but
as a root.”

Grandmother nodded, hands folded in her lap. “That is how it
must be. We adults bore the burden for our generation; now the
cycle continues. You are the new guardians.”

Grandfather Oleg looked long at the boys, then set the old box
of symbols and notes on the table, pushing it toward them. “This is
what remains of our time. The rest… is yours.”

Peter bit his lip, torn between fear and pride. John lifted the
mineral to the lamplight: the silver veins pulsed faintly, like
breath. “Then we accept,” he said softly. “We are no longer only
boys. We are what the forest has chosen.”

The five clasped one another, while Mary and the grandparents
looked on with mingled dread and pride. No further words were
needed. Only a tacit accord: the young would be the face of the
struggle, the elders the silent strength to sustain them from
afar.

Outside, the night was still. But within the heart of the house,
something had changed forever: the torch had been passed.





The Guardians’ Path

The dawn over the village was no different from any other:
roosters crowed, smoke curled from chimneys, peasants trudged
toward the fields. But for John, Peter, Steve, Nicholas, and David,
nothing was the same. The night before had drawn a line: they were
no longer mere boys seeking adventure—they had become
guardians.

They met at the forest’s edge, when the sun was just a golden
thread over the hills. Each carried something simple yet precious:
a knife, a flask, a notebook, a length of rope. It was not gear
that would save them, but the conviction that they belonged to a
greater design.

“Grandfather said he couldn’t tell us everything,” Peter
murmured, gazing at the glade. “Perhaps the forest itself will show
us the way.”

John nodded. “We cannot wait for more signs. It is time to
walk.”

They advanced along Angus’s path, where tree roots formed knots
like letters carved by time. The silence was uncanny: no birdsong,
no rustling of small creatures, as though the entire forest held
its breath.

Halfway through, Nicholas halted. “Look.”

On an oak trunk appeared the symbol of the two interlocked
cubes, carved as if by an ancient hand. Around it, the bark glowed
faintly golden.

“It’s the same figure from Grandfather’s box,” David said,
touching the wood. “Perhaps this is the first step.”

A sudden wind swept the glade, and through the leaves came a
whisper: “You have chosen. Now you must walk.”

They exchanged silent looks. The mission had truly begun. No
adult, no past guardian could guide them now. Only themselves, the
forest, and the stone’s living voice.

John clenched his fist. “There’s no turning back.”

Step by step, they entered the heart of the forest.





The Man at the Edge

The path grew denser, branches weaving a canopy that let in
little light. The five walked in silence, until an unfamiliar sound
reached them: not an animal’s rustle, but slow, steady
footsteps.

“Someone follows,” Steve whispered.

They froze, holding their breath. Ahead, at the path’s edge, a
figure appeared: an old man with a silver beard and a gnarled
staff. He did not look like a villager or a traveler; his clothes
were plain but worn from long journeys, and his eyes shone with
uncommon intensity.

“Do not fear,” he said calmly. “You are not the first to walk
this road.”

John stepped forward warily. “Who are you? And how do you know
of us?”

The man bowed slightly, like in some ancient greeting. “My name
is unimportant. I was once a guardian, as your grandparents were
before you. And like you, I answered the stone’s call.”

From his neck he drew a small shard of dark mineral, cracked and
dim, its strength long spent.

Peter’s eyes widened. “You have one too?”

“I had,” the man corrected. “My task is done. Now it is yours. But
I can give you what your grandparents lacked the time to tell.”

David clenched his fists. “And why should we trust you? Are you
not another like the Baron?”

A shadow of pain crossed the man’s face. “The Baron sought
power. I carry only memory. There are paths that deceive, and doors
that open at the cost of life itself. If you do not learn to tell
them apart, the stone will consume you.”

The forest seemed to hush, listening. The boys exchanged looks:
this man had not appeared by chance.

Nicholas stepped forward. “Then teach us. Show us where to
begin.”

The man at the edge smiled faintly, and with his staff traced a
mark in the earth: two interlocked cubes, this time crossed by a
broken line.

“This is the rift that must not be opened,” he said. “And soon
you will understand why.”





The Trial of the Circle

The man at the edge led them in silence to a hidden glade none
of them had ever seen. The surrounding trees formed a natural ring,
and at the center lay smooth stones, darkened by time.

“This is the first step,” he said, planting his staff into the
ground. “Every guardian, before walking the path of the stone, must
prove he can listen. Not with his ears—but with what he carries
inside.”

The boys glanced at one another, bewildered. Steve whispered,
“What does that mean? There’s nothing here.”

“There is everything,” the man replied. “Sit. One at a time,
enter the circle. If you are ready, the forest will answer. If you
are not, it will reject you.”

John stepped forward first. As soon as he entered the circle,
the air seemed to change: the rustle of leaves, a faint glow
beneath the ground. He closed his eyes and heard a deep voice, as
though rising from the very roots: “The guardian does not
command—he keeps.”

The glow faded, and John emerged, his face solemn but calm.

Peter followed. At first nothing happened, then a sudden wind
rose, and the stone he carried in his pocket throbbed, beating like
a heart. “Fire burns those who grasp it too tightly.” Peter
shivered, but did not retreat.

One by one, Nicholas, David, and Steve entered the circle. Each
received a different sign: the song of a night bird, the appearance
of a white butterfly, a sudden flash beyond the treetops.

When all had finished, the man nodded. “You have listened. That
is no small thing. But remember—the hardest trial is not receiving
the sign, but understanding it. The words given to you will follow
you. Ignore them, and the stone itself will betray you.”





The Veiled Path

The night was deep when they left the glade. The man at the edge
walked before them with sure steps, as though the forest itself had
marked the way. From time to time he lifted his staff and pointed
in directions they could not discern—yet the paths opened without
hesitation.

“Who are you really?” Nicholas asked after a long silence.

The man did not turn. “I am not important. I am only the one who
remained when others forgot. What you carry is greater than any
name.”

David pressed on. “You spoke of trials, of guardians. Our
grandparents were guardians too. What does it mean? Where does it
come from?”

The figure stopped beside a hollow tree. He laid his hand on its
trunk and whispered: “The forest is older than your memories, older
than your ancestors. It keeps safe what must not fall into the
wrong hands. The Baron tried to force open what can only be opened
by listening. You were chosen because blood and heart made you
receptive. But that is not enough: you must learn.”

He led them into the hollow, down a narrow passage to a small
underground chamber. On its walls were carvings the boys
recognized: the two interlocked cubes—the same symbol from the
dream, the letter, their grandfather’s notebook.

“This is one of the ancient chambers of memory,” he explained.
“Here, guardians once came for their first teachings. No books are
needed: each carved sign is a living word. Place your hand upon it,
and the forest will speak.”

John went first. As soon as he touched the stone, a flood of
images coursed through him: men and women of different ages,
gathered beneath ancient trees, all bearing the same symbol at
their necks or marked on their skin. A chain of guardians unbroken
through time.

The others, each in turn, received different but complementary
visions: battles won without weapons, sacrifices made in silence,
voices of stone echoing across the centuries.

The man watched in silence. Only when they pulled away from the
walls did he speak: “Now you know you are not alone. Your task is
woven with those who came before and those who will follow. I can
guide you further, but the path will not be light. Each step draws
you nearer to what the stone conceals—and to those who still desire
it.”

A shiver ran through the boys. When they turned back, they
realized the man at the edge, with his staff and his gravelly
voice, had never truly been there.

John whispered, “He wasn’t a man…”

Peter clenched his fists, still feeling the heartbeat in the stone
he carried. “He was the rift.”

Nicholas frowned. “You mean the rift… watches us?”

“Not just watches,” David said softly, almost fearfully. “It tests
us.”

Then Steve, the most restless, found the words: “The rift isn’t
only a door. It’s a living memory.”

They exchanged tense looks. This was no game, no child’s riddle.
The rift had chosen to appear in the guise of the man at the
edge—closer to their fear, more like a teacher than a monster.

Now they all knew the truth: the rift was guiding them like an
invisible father, granting ever-deeper trials.





The Queen of Thorns

A cold wind hissed through the branches as the five left the
underground chamber. Each step carried them deeper into the
forest’s heart, where light grew thin, trunks twisted with age, and
something ancient lingered in the shadows.

Suddenly the path opened onto a clearing where brambles grew
thick, tangled, unnatural: thorns straight and black as ink,
flowers burning with red light. At the center stood a figure,
motionless.

A woman—tall and gaunt, her long hair woven with thorns. Her
eyes were wells of ruby fire. She wore withered leaves and
branches, her skin carved from the forest’s own bark.

“Who are you?” John asked, his voice steady.

The woman smiled, a bloom amid the thorns. “I am she who guards
forgotten time. I am the Queen of Thorns. And you… you are
intruders. Not only guardians. Bearers of change.”

A chill ran through them. Peter drew back. “The forest… didn’t
call you.”

“The forest has no heart as pure as yours. I chose it. I raised
it. When men forgot to ask permission… I took their place.”

The boys exchanged uneasy glances. Steve gripped the wooden
staff his grandfather had given him. “If you’re a guardian… then
why are you against us?”

The Queen stepped closer. The thorns quivered, the brambles
around her blooming again. “Because you embody what the forest
fears: remembrance, the stone, compassion. I guard oblivion—for
oblivion keeps the forest alive without pain.”

Her gaze hardened. “I will not let you destroy what I have built
among these branches. If you open the rift, it will fall. And we
will both be lost.”

From the shadows, the man at the edge appeared. “You are part of
the broken pact. Scars call to be healed—not avenged.” Then he
dissolved once more into the wind.

The Queen of Thorns smiled again. “Then let the pact be
shattered. I will not stop you… but you will pay the price.”

With a gesture the air shuddered, and she vanished like a leaf
on the wind. Only the brambles remained, still as death, though
their red petals pulsed in the dark.





The Clash with the Queen of Thorns

Not even the grandparents had spoken of her. In all their tales
of guardians, in all fragments of memory passed down, there was no
mention of the Queen of Thorns. She was a hidden sentinel, as
ancient as the forest, buried in a corner of history no one dared
recall.

If the grandparents and Mary embodied the chain of memory, the
Queen was its opposite: the face of oblivion, opposing the rift’s
awakening for centuries, guarding eternal silence so remembrance
might never bloom again.

For the boys, she was the most insidious foe: she did not seek
power, but the absence of memory itself.

When they returned to the clearing, the bushes had risen like
walls. Thorns as tall as spears twisted skyward, sealing every
escape. At the center awaited the Queen, her hair of thorns
gleaming in moonlight, her eyes glowing red as embers.

“Guardians…” she hissed. “Your legacy is poison. Memory is no
gift—it is a chain. I break chains.”

John clenched his fists. “Memory is life. Without it, nothing
remains but an empty forest.”

The Queen lifted her arm, and the brambles answered with a
dreadful hiss. Thorn-darts tore free, hurtling toward the boys, who
dove to the ground. Steve raised his grandfather’s staff, which
flared with golden light—the thorns shattered midair, repelled by
an unseen barrier.

“You cannot stop me!” the Queen shrieked. At her command, the
brambles surged to life. Twisted roots burst from the earth like
serpents, coiling around ankles and wrists. Thorns pierced skin,
drawing cries of pain.

Steve was dragged down; Nicholas clawed at the roots with bare
hands, but the more he tore, the more they multiplied. “It’s
useless!” David cried. “They’re endless!”

The Queen laughed, a shrill sound that shook the branches. “I am
oblivion! I guard eternal silence! Every memory you would save will
dissolve into my thorns!”

Pinned against a chestnut trunk, John and Peter met each other’s
desperate eyes. Almost instinctively, their hands reached into
their pockets. The two black cubes—the strange dice carried from
the rift—glimmered faintly, as if waiting for this very moment.

“Peter…” John gasped. “It’s now.”

The brothers clasped the cubes. At once, blinding light burst
from their bodies, flooding the clearing. Alongside it came a
deafening sound—like a thousand voices singing as one.

From the boys’ mouths poured not screams, but light and torrents
of words: forgotten memories, ancient stories, names of guardians
long unknown. The words flowed like living water, weaving like
strands of light, each syllable a blade against the brambles.

The roots recoiled, seared by remembrance, by stories, by life
itself returning. The Queen screamed, clutching her face. Her crown
of thorns cracked, and for an instant she fell to her knees.

“No!” she cried, summoning more brambles. But the boys’ voices
thundered louder: “Memory does not die if it is kept!” The cry
rolled like thunder, and the thorns dissolved into dust, fading
like smoke on the wind.

The Queen staggered, wounded. For the first time her dreaded
figure faltered. But her eyes, shadowed with hatred, flared. “You
have not won. I am eternal. I will await you at the next step.”

And as though swallowed by the earth itself, she vanished,
leaving only the bitter stench of burned thorns.

The five stood pale and shaken in the now-cleared glade. John
and Peter, still holding the cubes, watched them glow once
more—then fade.

Silence fell, but it was no longer the silence of oblivion: it
was silence steeped in memory.





The Fall of the Brambles

The light of the black cubes slowly dimmed. The thorns were
gone, reduced to fine ash carried off by the wind.

“Have we won?” Steve murmured, his voice still trembling.

But the silence that followed was not peaceful. A rumble rose
beneath their feet, like a breath held too long. Then the Queen’s
voice—cavernous, distant—echoed through the roots of the forest
itself:

“Foolish guardians… do you think you have broken me? I am older
than your memory. I am bound to no time, no form. I will return…
and when I do, it will not be your hands that challenge me, but
those of your descendants.”

Before them shimmered an illusory vision: a vortex of thorns and
shadow revealing indistinct figures, generations to come, unknown
faces of children not yet born.

“The rift is not yours alone. Memory does not die… but neither
does oblivion. Remember: every age has its Queen.”

Then the vision vanished, her voice fading into a cold echo lost
among the trees.

The five stood frozen, breath caught. Peter spoke first. “She
threatened us… but she also acknowledged us.”

John nodded, gripping the now-cold cubes. “She admitted we are
the guardians. For now, that is enough.”

The wind rose, stirring the branches like ancient applause. The
Queen of Thorns had been defeated, but not destroyed. And the boys
understood their mission was not only to guard the present: they
were safeguarding an inheritance that would outlive their time.





The Mark of the Thorns

The clearing lay mute, drained of its ancient breath. The
brambles, once fierce and alive, were now only ash and brittle
spines. The Queen had fallen under the light of John and Peter’s
cubes, dissolved like shadow blinded by day.

For a moment, the boys thought they had truly won.

Then a chill swept them. On each of their left wrists appeared a
mark: two entwined thorns, black as ink. It did not bleed, it did
not hurt—but it burned with a cold beyond flesh.

John lifted his arm, voice breaking. “What is this?”

Grandmother, who had come with Oleg after hearing the blast of
light, gasped. “It is a mark,” she said softly. “A sign that bears
the weight of the clash. It will fade only when your task is
complete. Until then, it will remind you who you are… and whom you
have defied.”

That night, the five dreamed of the Queen again. No longer
cloaked in brambles, but as a thin shadow, watching them from the
depths of the earth. In their dreams, her slow, venomous whisper
lingered:

“You are not free. You never will be.”

By morning, the mark still burned upon their skin.





The Dawn of the New Rift

The morning after the fall of the Queen of Thorns, the village
awoke as though nothing had happened. The bells tolled for Mass,
women hung out their laundry, children chased after a scruffy dog.
Yet in the hearts of the five boys, nothing was the same.

The thorn-mark on their wrists burned like an oath they had
never chosen. Each time their eyes fell on it, they heard the
Queen’s voice vibrating at the edges of memory: “You are not
free.”

Oleg gathered them in the kitchen, where the pale light of
morning slipped through the curtains. He carried with him his worn
old notebook and a map that smelled faintly of mold and ink.

“You’ve done what we ourselves never managed to do,” he said
slowly. “But your struggle is not over. The Queen has been driven
back, not defeated. And the rift… it will not remain silent for
long.”

Their grandmother, standing beside him, added with grave eyes:
“The forest has chosen you. We can only accompany you from afar.
The path is yours now.”

At that very moment, the window burst open with a gust of wind.
On the sill, among pollen and birdsong, lay a new sign: a broken
branch, etched with the image of two interwoven cubes. No human
hand had left it there.

Nicholas picked it up cautiously. “It’s a summons,” he
whispered.

“A guide,” added Steve.

David nodded, his face set. “The new mission has begun.”

They knew they would return to the clearing of the ancient
oak.

Oleg watched them silently as they left. “If the forest calls
you, we cannot hold you back,” he said softly. “But remember: you
no longer walk as boys. You walk as guardians.”

Guided by the sign, they followed the path beneath a milky sky,
as if the world itself were holding its breath. When they reached
the shattered oak, the air stood utterly still, as though even the
wind dared not move.

John and Peter drew out the two black cubes. Cold to the touch,
yet pulsing faintly like living hearts. The five placed themselves
around the fallen trunk and, without need of words, laid their
hands together on the cubes.

A heavy silence enveloped them. Then, from deep within the
earth, rose a muffled rumble—like an ancient heartbeat. The oak’s
roots twisted and strained, golden sparks ignited along its cracks,
and the thorn-marks on their wrists began to blaze with searing
light.

Suddenly, a fissure tore open before them, as if the air itself
had been ripped apart. Not mere light, but a swirling torrent of
unseen colors—gold, violet, and silver entwined like liquid fire. A
mighty wind surged against them, lifting leaves, hair, and thoughts
alike.

The ground quaked beneath their feet, and for a breathless
instant it seemed the entire forest was singing: a chorus of
memories, the voices of generations rising from the roots.

A blinding radiance burst from the cubes, and the fissure
widened into a true rift, throbbing and alive like an open heart.
The force spilling out gave them no choice; it was as if the rift
itself exhaled, drawing them inward, until their bodies were swept
beyond the threshold.





The Return to the Living Forest

The real world dissolved in a flash. The five boys found
themselves wrapped in a silence unlike any they had ever
known—dense, alive, breathing with them.

Before them stretched an impossible landscape: trees bending
into unnatural geometries, canopies reflecting the sky like
shattered mirrors, the ground crossed by glowing veins that pulsed
like arteries. Each step along the path conjured memories beneath
their feet—faces of their mother, their grandparents’ smiles,
afternoons of childhood running through the courtyard.

Peter froze mid-step. “It’s like we’re walking inside
ourselves.”

The clearing ahead blazed with light. Out of nothingness, Elyra
appeared—woven threads of gold and brilliance, flickering and
reforming with every beat. Her voice, clear and steady, spoke
within their minds.

“You already hold three fragments of the Vaesite. Two you
discovered yourselves, and one is kept by the woman who bore you.
Three points of the star now shine.”

The boys exchanged tense glances. John clenched his fists. “Two
are missing.”

Elyra inclined her head. “Two fragments remain hidden. Not here.
Not in this realm of memory. They live still in your own world: one
in a field of sunflowers, blooming now across the mountain hills;
and another in the depths of water, not far away.”

A sudden wind shook the trees. The earth shuddered faintly, as
though this strange new world itself approved of her words.

“Each fragment holds a quality,” Elyra continued. “Those you
have already found grant you Strength and Vision. The one your
mother keeps is Protection. But to restore the five-pointed Star of
Tears, you must also claim Endurance and Deep Memory. These belong
to your own world, and only there can they be found.”

Steve’s jaw tightened. “So we must go back?”

“Not merely return,” Elyra answered. “You must face two trials
within the forest. Two paths hidden even from time itself. They
will not be easy—for they will measure not only your courage, but
your ability to remain united. Only then will the star be
whole.”

David lowered his gaze, the weight of the mission pressing on
his shoulders. “And if we fail?”

Elyra’s light flickered, fragile. “Then the star will remain
incomplete. The rift will not hold… and the Queen of Thorns will
find her way back. Not here. Not now. But within your very
dreams.”

A shiver ran through them. Elyra lifted her luminous hands, and
with one final flare revealed two paths opening in the
clearing—roads carved into the very memory of the forest.

“Choose wisely. Each path will lead to a fragment, and to a
trial that will confront you with what you fear most.”

Then she vanished, leaving only the whisper of leaves and a
lingering glow that slowly dissolved.

Peter broke the silence. “Three fragments found… two still to
go. We won’t stop now.”

John nodded, his eyes resolute. “The forest awaits us. That’s
where we must return.”





Back to the Village

A burst of light blinded them—and then was gone. Breathless,
fists still clenched, the five awoke lying on the damp grass of the
shattered oak’s clearing. The scent of earth and resin filled the
night; the chirping of crickets swelled around them. It was the
real forest—yet somehow changed.

The mark on their wrists still burned, though not with pain; it
pulsed like a summons. Above them, the sky stretched vast and
starlit, as though they had carried back a piece of that impossible
world.

“It really happened,” Nicholas murmured, staring at the black
cubes, still warm though silent.

“It wasn’t a dream,” added Steve. “Elyra… she was real.”

David ran his hand across the oak’s trunk. Its veins, once dull,
now glimmered faintly with golden light, as if the rift had left a
living scar. “The forest gave us back… but we are not the
same.”

John turned to the others, his gaze hard. “We have three
fragments. Two remain. And Elyra told us where to find them.”

Peter lifted his eyes to the hills looming like golden shadows
at the horizon. “A field of sunflowers… that’s where we must
go.”

A sudden gust bent the leaves, and on the oak’s bark the symbol
of the two interwoven cubes appeared once more, carved deep and
glowing faintly, as though to confirm their words. The path was far
from over.

Their grandmother and Oleg, back in the village, could no longer
shield them. The mission now belonged to them alone. The
forest—real, with its roots, its paths, and its mysteries—awaited
their choices.

John stepped forward onto the trail, fists clenched. “Come on.
Our time has come.”

And so, beneath the summer stars, the five boys set off toward
the hills, unaware of the trials that awaited them in golden fields
and hidden folds of memory.





The Fields That Watch the Sun

The next morning, the village lived its brightest summer. The
air was rich with the scent of bread and fresh hay; women hung out
white sheets that danced in the wind; beyond the hills, fields of
sunflowers rippled like a golden sea.

John and Peter stopped at the edge of the path, their eyes lost
in that dazzling horizon. Thousands of flowers, tall and proud,
turned their faces toward the sun in silent unison. It was an image
of perfect peace—yet in the boys’ hearts that stillness carried a
summons stronger than any quiet.

“They look like eyes watching us,” David murmured.

“Or sentinels,” Steve added, “waiting for us.”

Nicholas said nothing, but the mark on his wrist pulsed warmly,
as though it recognized the place.

They pressed on between the rows, brushing against the velvet
petals. The scent of soil was heavy, enveloping. Then Peter stopped
short. “Look here.”

At the heart of the field, one stalk stood apart. Its flower did
not follow the sun, but hung bowed. On the dark disc of its seeds
glimmered a burned mark—two interwoven cubes.

John touched it lightly with his fingers. A low hum spread from
the earth beneath. When Steve carefully pulled the stalk, its roots
released a small fragment, black and gleaming: a cube, smaller than
the others, but throbbing with the same strange energy.

“Only one remains,” John said, clutching it.

Then the field changed.

A sudden rustle swept through the sunflowers, bending them in a
single wave. No longer did they follow the sun: they turned instead
toward the five, thousands of dark discs fixed like hollow
eyes.

The boys held their breath. From the soil, thorns rose thin and
swift, weaving among the stalks to form a tightening circle. Each
sunflower drooped, and from their seeds dripped black streaks like
tears of ink.

“She doesn’t want us to take it,” Peter whispered.

The voice came riding the wind, sharp and cutting:

“The sun will not protect you. Memory is not yours.”

The Queen of Thorns—returned as a whisper of shadow.

The circle closed, and for a heartbeat the boys felt terror
press them down. But Nicholas, with sudden resolve, bit his lip and
shouted: “It isn’t real!”

John lifted the cube high toward the sky. The thorn-mark on his
wrist glowed like burning coal, and in that instant the illusion
shattered: the thorns dissolved like smoke, the sunflowers turned
again toward the sun, and the field was restored to its golden
face.

The five stood frozen, hearts pounding. No wounds, no trace of
thorns—only silence, and the cube pulsing in John’s hands.

“It was her,” David whispered. “She’s trying to divide us with
fear.”

“And she’ll try again,” Steve added.

John nodded. “But as long as we stay united, she cannot hold
us.”

The field was quiet once more. The sunflowers were golden and
docile again, faces lifted to the sun. Yet for an instant, faint
symbols flickered across their dark centers: a weave of black
thorns, appearing and vanishing like shadows on water.

Peter saw it clearly and shivered. “It’s a warning.”

“No,” John said firmly, clutching the cube to his chest. “It’s her
promise—she will return.”

As the sun climbed higher, the marks vanished altogether, as if
they had never been. But the boys knew that echo would haunt their
dreams and the trials yet to come.





The Echo of the Last Fragment

The following night, the boys’ sleep was restless. John dreamed
once more of the sunflower field—but this time, instead of the sun,
a leaden sky loomed above, and on each dark flower head shone the
symbol of black thorns, as though every blossom had become an eye
fixed upon him. He woke drenched in sweat, the mark on his wrist
burning like a coal.

At dawn, the group gathered beneath the porch of their
grandparents’ house. Nicholas spread out Oleg’s map, hand-drawn in
fading ink.

“If Elyra spoke true,” he said, “the last fragment isn’t hidden
far. But the map marks a strange place, almost erased, right beside
the sunflower field: the Lake of Mists.”

“We’ve never gone that far,” David observed. “My father says
it’s a place that swallows things. A boat vanished there years ago
without a trace.”

Their grandmother, overhearing, crossed herself. “The lake
guards what should not be disturbed. But if the fragment truly
waits for you there, remember this: not everything you see will be
real.”

They set out at dawn, the forest opening before them like a
tangled labyrinth. The air hung still, yet every step echoed too
loudly. Among the branches they mistook shadows for presences again
and again; in more than one place the symbol of black thorns
appeared fleetingly—etched into the bark of a beech, reflected on
the surface of a pool, even traced in the flight of a passing
flock.

“She’s following us,” Peter murmured, clenching his fists. “Even
from beneath the earth, the Queen watches.”

When at last they reached the lakeshore, a shroud of mist
covered the surface like a veil. The water lay motionless, yet
seemed to breathe. At its center, a luminous point pulsed beneath
the waves, as if waiting for them.

“There,” said John, pointing to the glow. “That’s where the last
fragment lies.”

“How do we get to it?” asked Steve, staring at the water. There
was no boat, no bridge—only the silence pressing against their
bones.

The answer came from the lake itself. Out of nowhere, a rotting
log broke free from the shore and drifted out, settling on the
water like an improvised raft.

“I don’t like this,” David muttered, fists tightening. “It’s as
though the lake itself means to carry us.”

“We have no choice,” Nicholas replied. “But remember: what we
see won’t be real. We mustn’t give in.”

Climbing onto the log, they found the silence even more
suffocating. Each push of their makeshift poles drew them closer to
the lake’s heart, but the mist thickened, sketching shapes.
Shadows. Faces.

Peter’s eyes widened. “Mother?”

Through the haze appeared Mary, her arms outstretched, smiling
as he hadn’t seen her for months. “Peter, come home. It’s too
dangerous here.”

“No,” John muttered, gripping his brother’s shoulder. “It isn’t
her.”

But soon John faltered as well. Before him appeared the face of
their father, nearer to the forest than ever before. “My son, there
is no need to fight. Come—let time take its course.”

The log quivered. Steve dropped his pole, eyes brimming; in the
mist he saw his younger brother, dead years ago from a sudden
fever. “It can’t be…”

Nicholas shook his head fiercely. “They’re memories, illusions!
The lake feeds on us!”

The voices grew louder around them—caresses and promises woven
with whispers urging them to surrender to the water. Peter stepped
forward, ready to dive.

“Don’t listen!” John cried, clutching him to his chest. “Our
real mother waits for us—she’s not here!”

Meanwhile, the log drifted of its own accord toward the center,
where the glow swelled like a beating heart. But suddenly the mist
rose, and the shadows solidified: black hands, formed of water and
memory, reaching to drag them down.

“They want us inside!” Steve shouted.

Then the black cubes, gripped by John and Peter, began to
vibrate. Their faint light—nearly extinguished—flared in answer to
the thorn-marks burning on their wrists.

“We must resist!” John cried. “Together!”

With a single shout, the five clasped hands in a circle atop the
log, palms pressed over the cubes. The light swelled, piercing the
fog, and for a moment the faces of the illusions vanished,
revealing what they truly were: empty husks, warped memories.

The lake roared with fury, tossing up dark waves to overturn
them. Yet at its heart, beneath the surface, the fragment pulsed
brighter, drawing them in.

The trial was not yet over: the fragment wanted them—but the
lake demanded a price.





For Every Light, a Sacrifice

The log pitched like a leaf on the storm. The glow beneath the
surface was close now: a black-and-silver gem, beating like a
buried heart. But as the boys reached for it, the water sealed
itself, and a cavernous voice rose from the depths.

“No fragment is given without a price. For every light, a
sacrifice.”

The waves surged, and from the mist a colossal figure emerged:
an ancient face, carved of stone and weeds, its hollow eyes fixed
on them.

“One of you must surrender what can never be regained.”

John clutched the cubes, heart hammering. “What do you
mean?”

The face roared, and from the waters rose images: a knife, a
book, a ring—symbols of things belonging to them.

David paled. “It wants something of ours. Not just a memory… an
object.”

The face nodded, voice rumbling like thunder. “A living pledge.
Without it, the fragment will remain at the bottom of the
lake.”

The boys exchanged glances, silence weighing heavier than the
wind. Each thought of what they carried: Nicholas’s sketchbooks
full of drawings, Steve’s knife passed down from his father,
Peter’s slingshot, John’s copper pendant worn at his belt, David’s
seashell talisman kept since childhood.

“It wants us to give up what binds us to the past,” Nicholas
said, voice breaking.

Peter clutched the slingshot. “I can’t… it’s the only memory of
when we played with Father.”

John looked at his brothers. Then, slowly, he set down the
pendant he always carried—a weathered copper disk once belonging to
their grandfather, given as a token of strength. “If the lake
demands a price, I’ll pay it. This is my bond… but the future
matters more.”

“John, no!” their grandmother’s voice echoed faintly in his
mind. But it was too late.

He let the pendant fall into the water. Instantly, the lake grew
still.

The silence that followed was absolute. The water closed over
the pendant with a soft gurgle, and then the surface blazed with
silver light. From the depths, as though lifted by unseen hands,
rose a small black stone, veined with living blue: the final
fragment of Vaesite.

John took it in trembling hands. Cold, yet thrumming as if
alive. A shiver ran through his arms—but it was not only power. It
was weight. A weight no adult could carry for them anymore.

As the others whispered their joy, John lagged behind on the
shore. The thought of the pendant sinking slowly into the lake
tightened his chest. That small token had been with him since
childhood, bound to his grandfather’s voice and fireside tales.
Letting it go had been like severing an invisible cord.

And yet, in its absence, he felt he had gained something
greater. Perhaps to guard does not mean to cling tightly, but to
know when to let go. The lake had not demanded courage or
strength—but trust: the surrender of a part of oneself for
something more important.

He looked up at his companions. Peter watched him silently,
pride and grief mingling in his eyes. Steve gave a faint smile, as
though he understood without words. Nicholas and David’s hands were
still wet, yet their eyes shone with new awareness—they had become
part of something larger than themselves.

Clutching the fragment, John realized he no longer trembled.
Where the pendant’s absence had left a hollow, a new fire burned.
Not one inherited from grandparents, nor given by Elyra, nor the
forest itself—but born of his own choice.

The wind swept through the trees, and the lake stilled as though
nothing had happened. But John knew that henceforth, when he
thought of his grandfather, he would not picture the pendant. He
would remember his voice saying: “Walk as a guardian, not as a
boy.”

At last, he understood the meaning of those words.





The Star of the Guardians

The forest was waiting.

For centuries its roots had listened to the footsteps of men,
holding memory of broken oaths and secrets kept. As the five boys
entered the clearing, the air shifted: the birds fell silent, the
leaves bowed like in reverence, even the wind held its breath.

In the space before the great oak they laid all the fragments of
Vaesite. Five lights flickered in the dusk: blue as deep waters for
Strength, gold as the rising sun for Vision, green as eternal
branches for Protection, red as the blood of sacrifice for
Endurance, silver as the moonlit night for Memory.

The boys joined hands. The thorn-marks on their wrists began to
throb, and from the roots rose a pulse that united every creature
of the forest. The voices of past generations rose in timeless
song.

The fragments answered. They shuddered, drew together, and fused
in a thunderclap of light—not separate colors now, but one radiant
blaze.

The five-pointed star ignited, alive and incandescent.

All at once the clearing was engulfed by white light,
obliterating every shadow. The very air split open: the rift yawned
wide before them, no longer frail and uncertain, but strong and
luminous as an eternal heart.

When the blaze subsided, the boys looked to their wrists. The
thorn-marks were gone. Their skin was whole, glowing with a new
clarity. The chain of the nightmare had been broken forever.

And the forest itself was transformed.

From the place where the star shone, the oak’s roots rose like
living hands, weaving a smooth stone path that wound down the slope
to the village. Each slab was more than rock—it bore names, signs,
and symbols of forgotten stories from Vergato’s people. Whoever set
foot on it did not only read those stories; they heard them: voices
speaking of courage in war, of mothers saving their children, of
farmers preserving rare seeds, of wanderers offering shelter.
Strength, Vision, Protection, Endurance, and Memory—the five
virtues of the star—now pulsed within the stone.

The animals of the forest, at first startled by the light,
gathered in a circle around the clearing: deer bowing their heads,
owls calling low and solemn, foxes standing motionless like russet
statues. Even rivers slowed their flow, and in the pools gleamed
reflections of stars though it was day.

From the heart of the star, a vertical beam of pure white light
speared the sky. It could be seen from the valley and distant
villages: by day it summoned the sun and cleared the air; by night
it roused the moon and multiplied the stars. The village bells
tolled of their own accord, slow and solemn, as if awakened by an
ancient rite.

The men and women of Vergato, gathered in the square, lifted
their eyes in awe. Some crossed themselves, some wept without
knowing why, others felt a warmth in their chest they had not known
since childhood. In that instant, all were certain: the forest was
calling, and its heart beat with theirs.

Nor did the wonders end there.

In the fields, seeds sprouted more swiftly; the sunflowers all
turned toward the clearing, as though to behold the star. A mist
rose from the meadows, but it was not chill—it was memory made
visible, faded figures of men and women who had walked before,
greeting the guardians of today with quiet smiles.

At last, when the forest grew still, one final sign appeared: in
the heavens, directly above the beam, five stars aligned to form a
greater star, visible to the naked eye, an eternal seal.

The village knew then that nothing would ever be the same.

The stone path, the shining beam, the gathered animals, the
tolling bells—all spoke clearly. The age of secrets was over.

For the first time in centuries, the forest and the village were
bound by a living, visible covenant.





The Stone Road as Legacy

The stone path born from the star’s ignition did not fade with
the dying glow. It remained, solid and clear, a trail that
descended from the shattered oak to the heart of the village.

Each day, whoever walked upon it could hear the murmur of voices
carved into the stone. Not always the same: the words shifted with
each traveler, as if the path revealed to everyone the story
closest to their heart. An old man might hear the courage of his
ancestors, a child the tenderness of mothers who had safeguarded
life, a farmer the sacrifices of those who once made the fields
fertile.

Soon the community began to call it the Way of Memory, and it
became at once sacred and familiar. No feast or ceremony began
without a walk along those stones, an act of gratitude and
reconciliation with the forest.

In time, travelers from other villages heard of this road that
sang stories. And those who walked it never returned empty-handed:
their hearts grew lighter, seeded with courage or hope.

The animals of the forest, too, learned to use the path as their
own passage. Deer and wolves crossed it without fear, and often
villagers spoke of seeing their tracks beside those of men, as
though they too were pilgrims of this shared memory.

The stone road was no longer just a path: it had become the
visible heart of a renewed covenant, proof that the bond between
humanity, memory, and nature could never again be broken.





The First Procession

Word spread quickly through the village. No one could explain it
simply, yet all felt it was no illusion: the forest had given
something eternal.

It was the grandmother who spoke first. “We cannot ignore it.
This way is not only for the boys—it is for us all.”

That very evening, at the sound of the bells, the community
gathered in the square. Women with baskets of bread, men in worn
hats, children clutching their mothers’ skirts. The grandparents
led the procession, the five boys beside them. Mary walked just
behind, her face marked by emotion.

As soon as their feet touched the first stones, a murmur rose
into the air—not clear words, but echoes of stories. Some stopped
short, tears in their eyes, recognizing the voices of ancestors,
the tales once told by firelight. Others smiled, hearing whispers
of joy, of births, of forgotten songs.

Step by step, as they climbed toward the forest, the path
glimmered with discreet lights, as though each step awakened
another memory engraved in stone. The children laughed, reaching
for fleeting sparks, while the elders walked in silence, aware they
were witnessing a miracle uniting past and present.

Animals appeared among the trees, but not in fear. Deer and roe
stood watching quietly, an owl followed the procession branch by
branch, and even wolves could be seen at a distance, still and
reverent.

When they reached the clearing of the oak—once split by
lightning, reborn through the golden seeds—the wind rose, carrying
a chorus strong and clear: the five words of the star—Strength,
Vision, Protection, Endurance, Memory.

All fell silent, men and animals alike, as though the world
itself held its breath. Then, one by one, the people repeated the
words aloud, shaping them into a collective oath.

From that night on, every year, in August, and especially during
the festival days, the village would repeat that walk. Not as an
imposed rite, but as a natural need: an act of gratitude and
guardianship toward the forest, and toward themselves.





The Last Opening

The late summer sun sank behind the hills, bathing the village
in a final, golden light. The boys gathered once more in the
clearing of the broken oak. The stone path lay there, silent, like
a held breath.

John and Peter carried the black cubes, worn smooth by many
hands. Steve, Nicholas, and David stood beside them, their faces
marked by days that had forever changed their childhood. None
laughed, yet none were sorrowful: the awareness of having been part
of something greater bound them together.

The rift opened one last time. Not with thunder, but with solemn
gentleness: the glowing fissure rose slowly, revealing again that
unnatural world of impossible geometries and living memories.
Elyra’s voice drifted through the trees like a wind.

“You have done what was asked of you. The Star of Tears is whole
again, and the Way of Memory will remain as a sign for those who
come after. Now return to your lives—for the time of the guardian
is also the time of man.”

Silence fell over the group. Peter gazed at the rift, his eyes
wet.

“And if one day we need you again?”

The light flickered, like a smile. “Not I, but what you have
kindled will remain. The roots will remember. And if the rift
should ever call again, it will find you wherever you are.”

The cubes, still clasped in John’s and Peter’s hands, slowly
dimmed. The light that had filled them receded like a fading
breath, leaving them black and silent, stripped of their glow. Not
destroyed—merely sleeping, as though the forest itself had chosen
to guard them until another meeting. The fissure closed, leaving
only the distant song of night birds behind.





The Altar of Memory

The oak’s clearing was still steeped in light, though the rift
had closed. The air smelled of resin and pollen, and the forest
seemed to hold its breath, awaiting the final gesture.

The five stood in a circle around the small stone rise that had
formed in the center of the clearing—not just any rock, but a
natural altar, smooth and perfect, born of the forest’s own heart.
Here, where the star had blazed, the earth had chosen to create a
place of guardianship.

John and Peter set down the black cubes, now extinguished.
Steve, Nicholas, and David added the other fragments they had
gathered on their journey. They no longer shone, but their surfaces
still glimmered faintly, as though the light within had not
died—only slept.

The boys stepped back. At once, the oak’s roots stirred
imperceptibly, enfolding the altar. It was as though the forest
itself had accepted the fragments as relics, weaving them into its
lifeblood.

A gentle glow rose from the fragments—not blinding, but warm as
embers. Enough for any passerby, villager or traveler, to see it.
No longer a light of battle, but a light of memory.

The stone path leading down to the village gleamed briefly, as
if acknowledging the offering. In the nearest houses, some raised
their heads, certain they had heard a song.

From that day, the clearing’s altar became a sacred place—not
protected by walls or gates, but by the respect of forest and
community. The grandparents told that whoever knelt before those
fragments would hear ancient voices whispering of Strength, Vision,
Protection, Endurance, and Memory.

The boys lingered in silence, gazing at the still fragments. It
felt like watching a piece of their own souls take root in the
earth.

“We won’t take them with us,” John said softly.

“There’s no need,” Peter answered. “They’ll remain here—for
everyone.”

When they turned to walk back toward the village, the forest
seemed to sigh with them. It was not a farewell, but a different
beginning.

Their legacy was no longer a secret to guard, but a visible
symbol, etched into the life of the community.

The five stood still for a moment longer. Then Nicholas broke
the silence, his voice thin. “In a few days, school begins again.
You’ll return to Bologna… and we…”

“And we’ll stay here,” David finished. “But the forest will keep
us united.”

No more words were needed. They embraced, one by one, as those
who know the time of carefree days has ended, but not friendship.
Then they walked down the stone path, which carried them to the
village like an eternal farewell.

That night, from the kitchen window, the grandparents watched
them return. Mary waited at the door. No one spoke: the quiet of
the fire burning low in the hearth was enough to say
everything.

An entire summer had ended, and with it, a chapter of their
lives.

John gazed at the fire one last time before sleep took him, and
whispered to himself:

“The forest will see us again.”
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