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			Chapter one

			Cal is just about to reel in a long-awaited catch when someone sneezes behind him and he loses the fight with the fish. A little irritated, he turns around to look at the intruder but softens at the sight of a boy around his age. The boy is dressed in beige shorts, a blue shirt, and leather sandals. He has reddish hair and Cal wonders where he comes from. 

			“Hey there,” he waves. He drops his rod onto the ground and walks towards the boy who is holding a book. “I’ve not seen you around.”

			“Hiya, my name is Andrew. I’m from the city. I’m spending the holiday at my grandparents.” Cal can hear the thick Scottish accent, and he grins. 

			“Wow, that’s cool because I don’t get to see many kids my age staying in Emberflow during the holiday. My name is Cal. What book are you reading?” 

			“It’s not a storybook but an assignment, given to my class for the holiday. I have to come up with ideas on how to be a good steward in the environment. And to find solutions to some of the problems caused by failing to protect the environment. I also have to design or find a few games and activities. I have to present my ideas when I go back to school.” 

			

			“Hmmm, that sounds interesting and fun.” Cal ponders a little before continuing. “What ideas do you have so far?” 

			“Not much, I was hoping to get some inspiration while sitting here, near the river.” The two newly found friends sit on a huge rock getting acquainted with each other before thinking about ideas for the assignment. 

			Cal has always lived in Emberflow. He wears a blue snapback cap, a blue hoodie, grey joggers, and black Air Jordan sneakers. He loves science at school and also excels at mathematics. He is a logical thinker and thrives on problem solving, asking questions and figuring how things work. 

			He lives with his dad in a quiet cul-de-sac surrounded by lawns and friendly neighbours. He has a few friends but they are all gone for the holiday.

			His mum passed on a few years ago and his dad had recently begun going into the office more often, leaving him with more time to himself. 

			Cal is very responsible and keeps himself busy. He has a bookshelf full of science kits and a desk cluttered with projects he has started. 

			Though he is brilliant, he is often worried about not being strong enough to cope with life’s challenges. He wishes that he could just have fun and not be so serious all the time. His dad suggested that he ditch the books and go fishing that morning. 

			He was enjoying his time fishing and was deep in thought about how he was going to balance his time with schoolwork and fun in the new year. He was considering joining the boys from the neighbourhood on the basketball court on Fridays. “All work and no play, makes Jack a dull boy,” his dad always joked. Cal didn’t understand some of his dad’s wisecracks, but he knew he meant well.

			

			That’s when he felt the fishing line tug. He pulled hard and tried to reel at the same time and soon the fish at the end of the line got him dancing. Well, not really – but he was hopping on one foot, swaying from one side to the other, head nodding, looking hilarious. That’s when he heard Andrew sneeze! 

			Cal forgets about the one that got away and focuses on his new red-headed friend. He decides that he should assist Andrew with his assignment. 

			“Let’s sit here for a while and come up with some ideas,” he encourages Andrew, who is also excited to meet someone his age.

			Andrew had been alone with babysitters for most of his childhood. His mum used to work as a musician and her contracts required her to move from one city to another. Andrew had to change schools often and he had never made lasting friendships. 

			He grew up with a deep love for exploration. Whether it was climbing trees, chasing butterflies or hiking in the woods, he felt alive when he was moving. He became the protector of his mum after her divorce from his dad. He would make his own packed lunch, help with chores, and stay up until she returned. 

			

			A few weeks ago, just after Andrew’s eleventh birthday, his mum married Joe. They were engaged for two years and Andrew didn’t get to move cities for the longest time. He had made a friend or two at school and had started playing baseball, but he was still awkward and preferred spending time on his own. 

			His mum thought spending time with her parents, who now live in this quiet little riverside town, would be good for Andrew. 

			Granny Ida and Grandpa Angus live near a forest, safe enough for him to wander into, near a mysterious river. His mum knew that he would love a break from the bustling city life and being cooped up in an apartment. 

			Andrew has always believed that he can make a difference in the world. He has a genuine desire to protect, lead and inspire. He takes his assignment very seriously since it is about taking good care of natural resources. 

			Cal and Andrew speak about where they come from and their childhood before discussing the assignment in detail. They both think that they are lucky to have met each other. 

			Emberflow attracts people because of the river. It draws passers-by to sit along its banks and listen to its unique sound. A low hum can be heard like a distant melody carried by the breeze. Many have said that it is the most tranquil experience. 

			

			Cal points towards the rickety, wooden bridge, which looks like it will collapse if Andrew stares at it for more than ten seconds. 

			“The bridge is ancient!” explains Cal. “And no one dares step onto it. My dad allows me to fish here as long as I stay away from the bridge. As you can see, there is just dry grass and some thorny bushes on the other side, no matter the season. We call it the wilderness.” 

			The area around the boys is lush, colourful and bursting with life. Andrew ponders over what Cal has just said when they hear singing coming from somewhere. They look at each other and know that they have not just imagined it. They look through the trees, grateful that they cannot be seen. 

			The boys catch a glimpse of two girls singing and skipping along. Cal wonders where they are off to. His mouth falls open as he sees them heading towards the rickety bridge and then stepping onto it. “No, no, no!” screams Cal.

			To Cal’s surprise, as soon as the girls take a few steps onto the bridge, they miraculously disappear into a mist!

			The boys look at each other, stunned, and then get up and walk towards the bridge. Cal can hear his dad’s voice in his head but he is so absorbed with what just happened, he ignores his dad’s warning.

			The lads approach the bridge tentatively. It is a rickety old structure, its planks weathered by time. The ropes creak under their weight, and the air smells faintly of moss and old stone. The boards are uneven or missing entirely. The river below rushes by, wild and untamed – a stark contrast to the rest of the river Cal knows. 

			

			They step onto the bridge together and Andrew says, “This isn’t the safest looking…” 

			He can’t complete his sentence because suddenly the wood begins to glow faintly at first, and then the boys hold their breath as the bridge transforms. 

			It feels like the bridge is awakening, ropes thickening, turning into a grand steel structure. The wooden planks transform into stronger steel sheets underfoot. The bridge arches higher, its silver structure growing more intricate.

			The river below has changed too – now calm and clear. “This is… ” Cal’s voice catches, his eyes wide with awe. 

			The boys feel a mix of excitement, curiosity, and nervousness as they walk across the transformed bridge to the other side! 

			On either side of the bridge stand two olive trees leaning like welcoming arms.

			The newly found friends marvel at the strange world unfolding before them. Golden light shimmers in the air, and everything seems to resonate with quiet energy, pulling them forward into the unknown. But something else catches their attention – a movement ahead.

			It’s the girls they had seen moments ago. They instinctively crouch low, ducking behind the nearest tree. “Do you think they saw us?” Cal whispers, his heart racing.

			“I don’t think so,” Andrew mutters. He peers through the branches, watching the girls walking down a meadow that is bursting with colourful wildflowers. “But I think we should follow them.” 

			

			The boys move stealthily, keeping a safe distance, careful not to make any sound. Their hearts pound with excitement of the adventure, but also with the thrill of being unseen.

			The girls move very quickly; the boys find it difficult to catch up and when they finally do, they feel a bit sheepish to approach them. They duck behind a solitary oak tree.

			What are these girls transfixed by beyond those trees? 

			All Cal and Andrew can hear is a distant drumbeat. Well, Cal thinks he is imagining it until he sees Andrew listening intently and then shushing him as if to tune into the frequency of the sound.

			The two girls seem to locate the sound and race towards the distant beat. They shout as if it is Santa and his reindeers announcing the drop-off of their Christmas loot. 

			Cal and Andrew don’t follow after them like they did before but rather keep a safe distance so that they can make a run for it, just in case it is something that could get them into trouble with the grown-ups. “Stay clear from the dreary meadow,” Cal’s dad’s warning gnaws at him, but he moves forward.

			The meadow becomes sprawled with trees boasting some fruit and berry bushes. The boys would have loved to pause and taste the fruit hanging from the branches, but they have no time to stop. These girls are athletes and they are gaining good ground. Cal and Andrew try to keep up with them but not close enough to be spotted.

			

			The girls turn back as if they sense that they are being trailed. The boys play ‘cat and mouse’ easily and find it quite fun. Andrew plucks some berries while the girls stop to work out the direction they should follow. The juicy red fruit is the best that Andrew has ever tasted and he offers some to Cal who says, “Mmmmmmm,” savouring the delicious flavour on his tongue. 

			Seemingly, the sound of the drumbeat has stopped and the girls have lost their frequency. They decide to look up at the yellow cling peaches hanging from the trees. 

			As Andrew takes a step too quickly, he feels a familiar tickle in his nose. “Och no!” he mutters, his eyes wide. But it’s too late. He sneezes loudly – an echoing “ACHOOOO!” that sounds like thunder in the quiet woods! 

			The girls swing around to see where the sound has come from. The boys duck away at lightning speed.

			“Hello, anybody there? Please can we see who you are? My name is Petal, and this is my sister, Blossom.” 

			The girls hear a roar of laughter and someone saying, “Petal, Blossom, what silly names.” And more laughter.

			“That is not a very nice thing to say, especially since you are too cowardly to even show yourself,” says the girl called Petal.

			A few minutes later, two boys who look like they are around twelve years old come out from behind a large mango tree. Their hands and mouths look bloody and the girls figure that they have eaten some of the juicy berries on the way.

			

			“We are sorry,” says one of them. “My name is Cal and this is Andrew. We were trying to see where you girls are heading off to in such a hurry. We have never been on this side of the bridge before. Did you also hear the drumbeat? Do you know who it is? How old are you and where are you from?”

			“What a lot of questions! Why did you think it was okay to follow us?” asks Petal. 

			“We were curious,” responds Cal. “I’ve never ventured over the bridge before and I can clearly see now that there is something special on this side. Have you been here before?” 

			“No, we haven’t,” says the other girl called Blossom. She is much taller than Petal. She has her hair in two plaits, wears an olive t-shirt, mint track pants, and white sneakers. Her movement through the forest shows that she is strong and agile. She is definitely on the school team for athletics or some sport.

			Petal, on the other hand, looks petite. She has long, straight hair with a decorative floral clip. She wears pink overalls and pink sneakers. She carries a brown satchel which is draped across her shoulder. The boys wonder what is in the satchel. 

			The sisters live on a farm in another town. They were taught to take care of animals and plants. Their parents instilled in them the value of hard work, kindness, and caring for the earth. 

			

			Their mum loved the beautiful trees on their farm, especially the cherry blossom tree. It reminded her of the farm she came from, in Asia. She called her daughters Blossom and Petal. 

			This holiday the girls’ parents sent them to spend time with their dad’s mum – Abuela Ana. She moved to Emberflow from South America when she was ten years old. The girls enjoy learning Spanish from her and listening to her childhood stories.

			“My grandma told us a story about Emberflow and we wanted to see if it was true,” continues Blossom.

			Before they
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