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… There were stories told to children before bedtime, in warm summer nights or by the 

stove, while winter would lovingly knit overflowing snowflakes into a delicate attire that would 

cover the whole land, moving the genuine hearts with the painting of a dreamy landscape. 

And there were also sound ears that listened carefully and voices that passed on, 

generation after generation, the predecessors’ stories, until they reached those who would give 

real and authentic meaning to them, matching the thoughts and feelings they would have at that 

time. 

And, oh, there was… a time when leaves alone would travel freely in the wind, from one 

district to the next one, to finally rest on the rich land; the intersecting roads would come and go 

into nearly all directions, connecting most of the settlements, known and unknown places 

separated by borders that would divide the lands among four great peoples and kingdoms, from 

the south to the north and from the east to the west. 

These peoples appeared in times out of memory; we don’t know from where they came, 

but in the apparent beginnings of history, everything would come down do a single map that 

described a large continent 

surrounded by the waters of the endless seas. 

On the continent, the kingdoms were separated by the courses of the four rivers freely 

springing from the Central Mountains – seated in the highest area of the continent, right at the 

heart of it – and flowing slowly through deep valleys, getting lost in the swirling waters of the 

seas surrounding the vast piece of land. And these rivers marked the boundaries of the kingdoms, 



dividing the land into equal territories: to the north, Isbynorr, the eternally frozen and snowy 

realm, to the east, Narzomand, with the most fruitful fields, to the south, Salgornu, wide deserts 

under a burning sun, and to the west, Zendovir, colorful gardens, balm for the soul. The same-

name towns could be found in the areas at the highest altitude; they all spoke the same language 

but had different traditions. 

Even though history stubbornly left no information about the beginnings of these places, 

a story passed down by word of mouth from generation to generation would continue to circulate 

and be often in high demand in the crowded inns. 

This is the ―Legend of the Four Sons‖ and it tells us very clearly, for each of us to 

understand what each of us hears, that, once upon a time, two powerful kings waged a 

magnificent war against each other. A very different war, a war that did not require weapons and 

did not mean the loss of human lives, a war of attrition between the Kingdom of the Dry Land 

and the Kingdom of the Seas, two immense expanses that would clash frequently and would 

prevent each other’s evolution. The King of the Dry Land wanted to conquer new territories and 

expand his kingdom, while the Lord of the Seas wanted to flood the enemy land, at all costs. 

None had access to the other’s territory. 

The stories of that age also say that women in the kingdom of the Dry Land were not allowed to 

cry, lest they summon the forces of the Seas; on the other side, no ship that was built and 

launched would float, because it would be sunk immediately by the whirling waters. 

Weary of the same unending failures, the king of the Dry Land gathered his four sons and 

forced them to leave their parents’ house in the Central Mountains and become messengers of 

peace to the kingdom of the Seas. Before they left, he swore to them that, if they managed to 

bring peace between the kingdoms, he would allow them to rule over the whole kingdom, in 

turn, four years each, from the eldest to the youngest. The decision to banish the young men was 

made, and this would change for good the future of those places… 

Burdened by sadness, each of the four men left alone, taking different roads, leaving 

behind a grief-stricken mother who knew she would lose for life those souls she held so dear. 

The suffering caused her to shed bitter tears, which gave rise to four warm springs that followed 

the footsteps of her sons, and when they caught up with them they turned them into deep rivers 

lost quickly and forever in the sea.  



With the curse broken by the mother’s tears, the four boys established a bridge between 

the two kingdoms, between dry land and sea, and their names were also the names of the rivers 

flowing from one cardinal point to another. They then became borders, forming four new 

kingdoms: River Nor’r separated Zendovir from Isbynorr, Zom’a had Isbynorr on one bank and 

Narzomand on the other, Gor’n had Narzomand to the left and Salgornu to the right; the last 

river, Dov’i, separated Salgornu from Zendovir. 

The legend doesn’t mention whether peace was established between the kingdom of the Dry 

Land and the kingdom of the Seas, but one thing is certain: the pain of the four sons banished 

from home led to the appearance of these four new kingdoms and, every four years, they seemed 

to want to return home… to the plateau of the Central Mountains, as promised by their own 

father, ―for each to rule in turn over the whole kingdom‖. 

Whether true or not, ―The Legend of the Four Sons‖ is now a mere illusion of times 

gone by, every so often recollected by the elderly or whenever a contemporary event matches 

flawlessly the magical story. 

A time when alliances would be made and broken, during peace or war, they would 

prosper and fall, would covet or flatter; the friend you had today would become you foe 

tomorrow. This is the earliest description of a long-gone world, painted in the tones of each 

civilization, but forgotten over the years in the mists of time, just like a good wine, which, once 

brought to light, heats up and delights the senses of those who taste it. 

Ehhhh, such troubled times! Nature alone would continue to tend to its affairs, 

helplessly and bitterly watching the slaughter brought about by the battles of conquest, which 

sullied its neat garments; it hoped, however, that the time would come when it would rule to its 

liking, seeking its justice.  

But, until then, the fights for supremacy would be a normal thing, as it had been for 

ages... Hunter and game, sage and savage, rich and poor, these were and would continue to be 

the constants. 

Each of the four kingdoms had something that made it weak in front of the enemy; it 

always seemed to have two enemies and an ally, but they were never the same. And this whole 

madness could not go on forever. 

The main target was Isbynorr, the eternally snowy kingdom in the north, which, unwillingly, had 

the iron deposits so laboriously extracted from the Iron Glacier Mountain, in the north of the 



kingdom, thus ensuring the raw material for the forging of weapons: winding swords, sharp 

spears and quick-tempered arrows. It was disturbingly ironic that such a white, cold and quiet 

land could give birth to a spring of warm red blood that would fill even the most peaceful 

settlements across the land.  

Crowned and noble heads everywhere would also purchase from here their wild animal 

furs for their exclusive garments. The regular soul could not afford to wear immaculate white 

clothes, skillfully tailored by the seamsters of that time. 

Narzomand, too, had something coveted by the others: the most fertile land in the world; 

here, they grew the finest grain, carefully cared for by hardworking farmers, known as true 

saviors of the land from under the waters, by using sturdy levees that protected safely the latest 

agricultural lands. Animal farming was also quite developed, all of which gave the whole 

kingdom a gastronomic reputation that was hard to match. 

It’s just that this wasn’t necessarily a good thing for its people, especially in times of war, 

when entire armies need to be fed. And from here to turning Narzomand into a main target only 

one more step was required. Thus, and they were aware of this, whether it was war or peace, they 

offered supplies to all the four kingdoms, and had a saying: ―On an empty stomach you can 

neither fight, nor fall in love.‖ 

The Western Kingdom identified with its main settlement, Zendovir, a town that drew the 

elite, the intellectuals, the better sort, who were set in their own select ways, who indulged in 

what 

they had known to build: green, grandiose gardens, with terraces on which many colorful flowers 

would rest in the sunlight, allowing sweet rose, lavender and jasmine fragrances to be carried by 

the wind; others had cooling fountains, to the everlasting joy of the travelers. This was a 

bohemian kingdom where the artists of the time would find easily their lost inspiration, 

abandoning themselves to the fragrance of the blossoms in the lemon and orange trees spreading 

across the vast citrus groves. 

Zendovirians were thirsty for knowledge and, in order to have constant contact with new 

things, they had developed advanced navigational techniques, and their ships would cross the 

seas, mapping each piece of dry land which would then be exploited down to the tiniest speck of 

dust. 



In the Southern Kingdom, the aspect of the land was something that no other kingdom 

would want; the soil was barren, vast sand expanses were covering the whole territory, in the 

form of larger or smaller wastelands. Here and there you could find oases filled with bright blue 

waters surrounded by high palm trees guarding puny shades, which would offer a place for rest 

and chill to thirsty travelers; however, they were not the things that made the kingdom vulnerable 

in front of the enemies… 

At its southern end there were old and dusty mountains worn by winds and by time, rich 

in gemstones that would shine bright in the eyes of every dreamer; around the world, they were 

known as the ―Salgornu stones‖ that captivated not only the eyes, but also the souls of the 

weaker ones. 

The habit of wearing these stones had also been adopted by the royal courts where they 

were in high demand for the adornments worn by the kings and queens, but, most importantly, 

they had become the equivalent of supreme power and those who had many of them could easily 

influence and change the rules and laws at their own whim. 

What’s mine is not yours! What’s yours does not belong to any of us and the mere idea of 

a one of a kind item that you did not own would make you take all the measures to strengthen 

your supremacy, a lurid game with an uncertain ending. 

The battles were for the long term and, before they reached the target-territory, the 

attackers had to take an extremely important exam: the conquest of the Central Mountains, a 

collection of compact cliffs ending in a high plateau, barely accessible because of the steep 

terrain, surrounded by towering peaks that seemed to create a natural defense fortress. 

The plateau was the continent’s watch tower and it had immense strategic significance, 

being coveted by each of the peoples and by any self-respecting army. Numerous battles began 

and ended at the foot of this plateau, but most often the odds of success were almost null, which 

is why the lucky ones managed to take it over for four full years. And I don’t know how, but no 

matter how much they fought against it or how much they tried, every four years, the Central 

Mountains plateau would have another master, in turn… ―from the eldest to the youngest‖. After 

they conquered it, they would build quietly fortresses supplied with food and weapons, offered as 

permanent duty to a precise number of some of the most experienced soldiers. 



The various written documents of that age told of stories according to which the army 

that conquered the Central Mountains received the honorary title of armed power of that period, 

and such an acknowledgement seemed to pour lead onto the enemies’ morale. 

 From the plateau you could see any move into the distance, and when the weather was 

favorable, a good eye could glimpse without too much trouble almost every settlement, which, in 

fact, was a positive thing for the kingdom owning this plateau and a true challenge for those who 

wanted to reconquer it. 

Many centuries ever since have witnessed a somber repeated play in which the tired 

actors, caught in the spell of time, would offer the same sad lines, would breathe and live the 

same futureless routine. 

But there was a moment when someone appeared suddenly and stirred even more the 

waters of life. Nature itself started to demand the silence stolen from it by the creatures who 

called themselves humans. 

The olden rivers of Nor’r, Zom’a, Gor’n and Dov’i dried out, leaving behind deep valleys 

with steep walls, while constant earthquakes shook the dry land and brought the water of the seas 

to the feet of the Central Mountains. This was also the birth of the new seas that kept the names 

of the old rivers. And since this was only the beginning, the dry land went downwards slowly, 

but definitely, swallowed up by the turbid waters of the bordering seas. 

The former glorious dry expanse changed periodically, until all that was left from the 

four kingdoms was a plethora of islands and islets on which whole families were stuck. The 

largest ones were also those where the towns of the four kingdoms could be found: Isbynorr, 

Zendovir, Narzomand, and Salgornu, which, unwillingly, had become port-towns. The more that 

the dry lands would fall prey to the waters, the more the ships would navigate to the distant 

horizons. 

 And the olden battles had become unpleasant memories, also because no kingdom had 

developed a military fleet to allow it to sail to their eternal rivals. To what use, at any rate, given 

that everything was now under water? In time, words like ―attack‖, ―invasion‖, ―conflict‖, 

―battle‖ would be increasingly less used, until when the army no longer had a purpose, because 

they no longer had anyone against whom they could march. Only a few military units were left, 

and finally only a few soldiers meant to keep the peace. 



And even if the workmanship needed for boats and ships was known and developed, 

more in Zendovir, the absence of the raw material often made the craftsmen’s skill useless; the 

craftsmen, lacking large quantities of wood, were content even with the making of a fisherman’s 

boat… occasionally. 

But this happened once upon a time. The world is different now. It is so different that you 

can barely recognize the people and the places, and the past cannot be retrieved even from the 

dusty books, because life goes on, flowing between the hard times and the good times, finally 

reaching absolute maturity... 

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

Every sunrise gave you hope that you were sound, healthy, and had at least one more day 

to work wonders, and every sunset found you exhausted by the repeated attempts to keep the 

heat and the light of the sun in your life. A new age had begun, one that could not be imagined a 

few hundred years before... Battles? None for a long time since nature took hold of everyone’s 

fate and proved the pettiness of people’s thoughts and behavior. Times were indeed troubled, the 

earth was shaking, and the bloodstained conflict was now waged against nature, between land 

and water, but even so, people were the ones to suffer. 

Now that their territories were significantly diminished by the losing battles against the 

waters of the seas, the four kingdoms of yesteryear had become small floating islands cast in the 

waters by the fury of nature. Set in the four cardinal points, the islands contrasted not only in 

terms of climate, but also in terms of the activities practiced by their inhabitants. They were the 

only stable land spots ever known, unchanged for decades, because everyone still alive had never 

known them otherwise. They were the one and last hope of mankind, of those who had become 

their own prisoners. 

A piece of cliff surrounded by waters, which they called the Royal Island, was left from 

the old plateau of the Central Mountains; it was called like that because they had built a castle 

from the former fortress; there, under an agreement, the kings of each kingdom would rule one 

after the other. But in time the lack of descendants weakened the royal blood, and the other 

survivors were the royal family of Narzomand, who led all the kingdoms skillfully and truthfully 

generation after generation. The more the kings would change, the smaller the land and the 

population, until the peak of civilization was reached: the last king and the last pieces of land. 



In the absence of other military aspects, the king’s power meant strictly the commercial 

and administrative decisions, some of the most important ones being the change of the name of 

the four kingdoms to ―districts‖ ruled each by a governor and their union in a single kingdom 

under the ward of the Narzomand king. After the reorganization, they also engaged actively in 

the fast-tracked development of the navigable waterway; in this period, the seas were packed 

with ships steered by skilled captains. 

Another sensitive problem was the absence of centralized education, which, in the past, 

would lead frequently to vast wars, because people could not find diplomatic ways to open 

negotiations completed reasonably for both parties. Thus, after the union in a single kingdom, the 

four districts decided to build on the Royal Island, near the king’s castle and the buildings where 

the time’s aristocrats lived, a school where the most renowned teachers in the whole kingdom 

would teach and which could be attended by all the young men, regardless of their social 

standing. Over time, when the educated generations reached maturity, the future governors of 

each district stood out and were selected from among them. 

The four towns continued to survive perched up the plots surrounding the Royal Island. 

Several generations succeeded one another, and, during that time, each district had evolved, 

inside and outside, in the relations with the other territories of the kingdom. 

In the Northern District or the land of eternal snows, the Isbynorr people were isolated for 

a long time because of the ice banks surrounding the land; their small-sized ships could not make 

their way through the ice banks. The Ice Glacier Mountain was much farther north; it had 

subterranean galleries through which, during times of quarrel between the peoples, the future 

weapons would be brought to the surface. Now, since the military activity was absent, the 

exploitation was halted, and the uneducated people of Isbynorr lived their lives in harmony with 

nature; nature provided them not only with food, but also with warm clothing that covered their 

athletic bodies and bony faces. It was their only manner of survival and they were not ready to 

negotiate their future with anyone and for anything. 

 Even though not all of them lived in the town of Isbynorr, most of them knew one 

another, and this was one of the two reasons why they decided unanimously to elect Stephen as 

governor of the Northern District, the one meant to stand for their interests in front of the king. 

The second reason they made him a governor? He was the only individual in the North who had 

been educated among the first generations of the Royal Institute of the Royal Island – the famous 



education institution of the kingdom. This man, who had small, black eyes and milky white skin, 

stood out from among his people not only owing to his education, but also to his neat garments 

that matched the clothing people wore in the high noble courts; over the specific northern heavy 

attire, he wore a white and delicate overcoat marked in the area of the heart with a silver pattern 

bearing the insignia of the Northern District: the snow-bound Iron Glacier Mountain peak, with a 

snow flake floating above it. In fact, this emblem could also be found on all the white flags 

perched up on the administrative buildings and on almost all the ship masts. 

Of late, ice banks had thinned and could easily break under the weight of trading ships, so 

Stephen and Olympia, governor of the Eastern District, made an agreement, at the latter’s 

request, whereby the Northern District resumed its activity in the iron mines. The iron was sent 

to Narzomand for the manufacture of agricultural tools. In the monthly exchange of iron and 

sometimes wood, Isbynorr received food for the whole community. 

Olympia, a slender and tall woman, the representative of the East on foreign matters, led 

perhaps the most industrious people that ever existed on these lands and this was mainly due to 

the land good for agriculture, but also to the four seasons that followed the normal order of 

nature. Educated with Stephen at the same institute, otherwise generational colleagues with all 

the district governors at a time when schooling was still performed professionally, Olympia 

embodied the kindness and understanding of a woman unwilling to accept the pain, who did 

everything in her power to change destinies. Owing to her blue eyes and blond hair braided 

around the top of her head, like a crown of fresh flowers, this noble woman was an enjoyable 

guest, a discreet and honorable discussion partner, which is why she benefited from the whole 

support of the Narzomandians. 

For the official meetings she wore a knee-length tunic that covered her wide silk trousers, 

while her steps were guided by a pair of comfortable, low shoes. ―From head to toe‖, all her 

garments were in various shades of green, the official color of the Eastern District. She were a 

small insignia on her chest; it was made from well-polished metal and on it there was a skillfully 

crafted, miniature emblem made from a wheatear slightly bending to the right, as if blown in the 

wind; on each side, there were eight grains; one grain was on the top, and noble vine climbed on 

the stem. The vine had broad leaves and two bunches of grapes of different varieties, one on each 

side of the vine. 



As I was saying, the inhabitants of that district, the Narzomandians were hardworking, 

but also stubborn, and because they could not accept that the lands that gave food to them and to 

their ancestors should be engulfed by waters for eternity, they started a fight to rescue the 

flooded shores, advancing the levees in the sea on the eastern side of the island, the lowest one; 

this way, much of the land on which grains were cultivated or on which animals grazed went 

below the sea level. For this reason, Narzomand had earned a renown across the kingdom, as 

―the land under the waters‖. 

The first ships were also put together by them, not for military purposes, but for 

commercial uses, navigating the neighboring seas in order to gather the wood of the isolated 

islands. That was how they reached the North, too, and started trading, and that was essentially 

the first alliance since the great natural disaster; later, this cooperation was also pursued by the 

other districts.  

Perhaps the most sought-after land in the whole kingdom could be found in the Southern 

District; the land was desired not for what you could find at the surface, an endless expanse of 

sand strewn with a few oases suffocated by the heat of the sun, but for the resources of the 

underground, wide galleries that brought out the shiniest gemstones. 

They had their place in the southern end of the island, beneath a few cliffs that had been 

ground by glorious ages reminiscent of the towering mountains. The deposits that had been 

sleeping for centuries were now awakened by the noisy tools that poached the earth, in search of 

them. Equally sought-after by the rich, who wanted to strengthen their wealth, and by the poor 

who daydreamed about the day when luck would allow them at least one shiny grain, the smaller 

or larger, paler or brighter, transparent or opaque gemstones, these pieces of hourglass would 

change destinies, dictating the flow of time, the flow of the subsequent years. 

It may seem far-fetched, but life in Salgornu, the island’s only town, offered a gigantic 

contrast between the grandiose houses in the central area and the austere dens on the outer 

reaches of the community. The rich of the age were deceiving merchants and cunning nobles, 

and the poor were humble people, with great hearts, but lacking great ideals.  

The nobles came from among the wealthy merchants, most of them with access to the 

production of gemstones; in the meantime, the humble would preserve their intrinsic wealth, 

their souls... and that’s about it. There was absolutely no middle class; likewise, there were no 

respectable intellectuals or talented artists who could also bear the title of merchant or nobleman! 



There was no middle way between them. There were only hideously-studded buildings, 

spoiling the eye of the humble passerby, under the grotesque opulence created from thousands of 

gemstones shackled as if unwittingly in the heavily guarded outer walls. The larger and denser 

the stones, the more prosperous the owner’s business. The huts of the needy? Dusty and poor-

looking, but with clean indoors, where every little thing had its specific place. The greater the 

goodness of the family who invigorated it, the more love the walls emanated, the genuine wealth 

of the soul. 

 They did not have many resources and they dug galleries in search of gemstones for the 

nobles, in exchange for a miserably low wage and some food. 

There were also happy poor people, a strange thing, but indeed they were poor because 

life hadn’t given them a lot, but, unlike their fellowmen in Salgornu, they had complete freedom 

to make the most of what they had, as they wanted it, leading an isolated life in the few oases of 

the sandy sea, which they had turned into a source of food, only to allow existence to follow its 

path unhindered to a new dawn of the following day. 

Even though life was unjust many times, there was a day when everyone was equal — 

the day they elected their governor. Yes, this was the first and only district where the governor 

was elected by vote, and not just any kind of vote, but one based on education; one could claim 

this right regardless of their social status; all the inhabitants were graduates of the Royal 

Institute. The belief was that only an educated mind could make an informed decision with 

respect to its own future, while observing the tolerant values. Furthermore, they were also 

planning the future, because, on the day of the vote, all the children were brought in to vote 

separately, for the fun of it, obviously; thus, they were made aware of things for when they 

would grow up. 

This was the only strength of those who wanted to stop the power-hungry merchants and 

nobles who relentlessly pursued important positions and institutions, so that they could 

implement a lasting monopoly, for their own advantage. 

 Some of the merchants had even made it a family goal and, generation after generation, 

they sought these positions, but without much success. 

And since good prevails almost always, Theodore was elected governor here for the first 

time. Born among those who had decency and respect for human values, he became quickly the 

watch tower of his homeland. People said that he was calm and that nothing uttered by a human 



being could raise a frown above his big eyes; his reasonable words brought peace to the souls of 

those who had fought insistently for justice and who had finally arrived at him. Thus, even 

though he was a short person, he had been nicknamed ―the tall man‖, in acknowledgement of the 

highly meaningful advice he would give with an open heart. 

As the highest-ranking official, he had the moral obligation to be loved not only for his 

deeds, but also for the attire he put on for each occasion. He always wore a shirt and a pair of 

long trousers ending in a pair of loose sandals; these were all made from light fabrics. He had a 

short scarf around the neck; on it, there were the insignia of the Southern District, the oasis, the 

drop of tranquility that was surrounded by sand, everything under a generous sun, because there 

was nothing brighter in his district than the light of the great star; of course, everything was 

painted in shades of yellow, the characteristic color of the sandy and sunny district. 

The most developed community in the whole kingdom was Zendovir, the elegant port of 

the Western District, surrounded by large gardens adorned with artesian wells that cooled the 

passerby in the hot summers, allowing them a breath of fresh air. 

 The gardens could be found next to lemon and orange groves that spread a dreamy 

fragrance when the wind caressed their flowers blooming under the kind sun. The landscape 

brought about serenity for the inhabitants who were decent people, most of them middle class; 

they had brightly colored houses, to the enjoyment of the beholder. We don’t know what Heaven 

really looks like, but we can say that these places could be a piece of land where you want to live 

the rest of your life, surrounded by gentle and cheerful people. 

The whole island was occupied by the painters’ brushes, by the melodies played by 

instruments or by the dances of those who would float at every sound. Wherever you looked, you 

could see only skilled artists, even in gastronomy, with locals and especially the passerby 

enjoying tasty meals and liquors that could entice by their scent alone. Here, time seemed to have 

a different pace; every moment felt as if you were living an eternity. 

The wonderful aspects embedded in the character of the people and amidst them would 

eventually be passed on to their leader, whom they had chosen to represent them in all the 

regional debates and even in front the king; and this was precisely why, most of the time, these 

events would take place in Zendovir. 

A good organizer, the designated governor Elena was a respectable person not only in the 

Western Land, but also across the kingdom and she was both respected and a rare sight to 



behold; she attended only the councils convened between governors or the royal councils, 

otherwise she would hardly make a public appearance; when she did, she would become a role 

model for the community. She did not care for complicated and pointless things, and, to this end, 

she often avoided getting involved in unnecessary polemics, but never hesitated to offer the 

tiniest shred of help she could offer. 

 This is why the Zendovirians would re-elect her each time, with confidence, being aware 

of what lied in the depths of her soul...  

The brown-eyed, thin-lipped woman always wore a long, elegant, immaculately white or 

cheerfully caerulean dress, which highlighted her olive complexion; she put larger or smaller, 

charming, flower-adorned, but matching hats on the head; the hats would cover her straight 

brown hair that reached her graceful shoulders. Her fine arms covered in white gloves greeted 

her guests; she raised her right hand enough to let see the miniature drawing on the glove, 

illustrating the district’s emblem, in cheerful colors, an artesian well spreading both several 

drops of water and many colorful flowers in all directions.  

At the heart of the four districts and amidst the waters, the island that had once been a 

towering mountain of rock watched as time changed everything around it. Now it had a different 

name, the Royal Island, which it had received the moment when people reorganized themselves 

and built here the representative institutions of the whole kingdom.  

The island was an elevated one and it held the status of a fortress; it was barely 

accessible, and it concealed, beyond the rocky peaks that would open through a gate, the link 

between the outside world and the very expansive plateau of the royal settlement. Looked at 

from the entrance, the straight and narrow alleys reached a central square, which they crossed up 

to the stairs of the royal castle, the residence of King Leonard and his entire royal family. To the 

right, in a semicircle, there were the towering buildings that had a massive impact on the human 

development, helping with the improvement of the young people and preparing them for the 

future: the Royal Institute, where the young would benefit from exquisite education, and the 

Royal Library, the place with hundreds of books and their unheard of stories. 

The nobles’ houses were on the opposite side of the square; the nobles would use them 

only when they felt any distress. Just near the gates, on one side and on the other, two military 

barracks guarded the island.  



 Although the common people were not allowed to come near this island, an old protocol 

was nevertheless observed religiously; according to it, every ship leaving the kingdom in search 

of new territories was to receive the king’s blessing from the castle balcony. Despite all these 

good intentions, dozens of ships would find their demise when lured by the mirage of the red 

mountains, known then as the Ring of Fire, which surrounded the kingdom at a long distance, 

like a circle, depriving it of the freedom of expansion, a moment that opens inevitably the 

struggle for survival... 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He had graduated from the Royal Institute; in the time spent there, he had read pretty 

much everything that could be read, in all fields of interest, and even though many of the books 

had found their end in the unforgiving waters of the world in which he lived, he had found 

something else... a quenching of his thirst for letters. He was generally a calm person; he was 

thin and tall, with a long face, milky white, freckled skin, a sharp chin, long red hair, styled to 

bring out his wide forehead and small ears, and his nose... mmm, well... the nose was above 

average, ―so that he could sniff his victim from afar, like a greyhound‖ – his colleagues at the 

Institute joked, a joke that, over the years, became a resounding nickname, ―the greyhound‖, 

especially because he would end up easily around the books, which he would devour down to the 

last drop of ink.  

 He also remembered the discussion with his good colleague and friend, George, after the 

graduation, when each of them had to choose a path in life: one in the company of books and the 

other one in the company of maps, one with the reading, the other with the drawing. They also 

took an oath: if, during their travels overseas, they found maps apart from books or books apart 

from maps, they would keep them for the other until they would see each other again. 

 He had fond memories about the teachers at the Institute, who had helped him to expand 

on what was most precious to him, because the school was organized so straightforwardly that 

each student chose the subjects they wanted to study, enjoying the complete freedom to learn to 

their heart’s desire. Thus, they encouraged not only the educated young, but also people prepared 

to deal successfully with the field of activity for which they had trained with passion and 
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