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Chapter 1: The Drought
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The sun beats down mercilessly on the parched earth, baking the cracked and brittle soil into dust.  In the village, people hide inside their houses, trying to conserve the little water they have left.  The crops that were planted with such care and effort are withering in the fields.  The once beautiful sound of rushing water from the river has fallen silent.  

Hana watches with mounting concern as the situation worsens day by day. Despite being just twelve years old, she is a precocious and determined girl.  One morning, Hana sets out on a walk to clear her head with her beloved teddy bear—Sora—clutched tightly in her arms.  The white bear wears a blue kimono and haori, which are traditional Japanese garments.  He even has a wooden sword at his hip.   He was a gift from Obaa-san​[1]—her grandmother—and has been with Hana since birth. 

"What should we do, Sora?"  Hana asks her best friend.   The bear stares back through shiny dark eyes.  Momentarily, a thought comes to her mind.   "Oh, that's right.   Obaa-san would know.   After all, she is the reason we are friends."

Hana clutches Sora tightly and walks to her grandmother's house.
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Chapter 2: The Legend of the Kappa
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When Hana and Sora arrive, Obaa-san is sitting on the porch of her small house, staring out at the dry, dusty fields.  Her genial expression, rounded figure, and long gray hair tied neatly into a bun are familiar features that Hana has come to deeply cherish.  She waves at Grandmother, and a big smile spreads across the latter’s face.

"Hana-chan​[2] and Sora-kun​[3]!  I'm so happy that you two came to visit!"  

Hana runs into her grandmother’s open arms.  Obaa-san gives Hana a kiss on the cheek and pats Sora on the head.  

"Obaa-san," Hana says as they settle on the covered porch—her voice barely above a whisper.  "Where has all the water gone?"

Her grandmother looks back with a sad expression.  "The village elders aren’t sure."

"They might not, but I bet you know, Obaa-san."  Hana grins.

A complicated smile crosses Grandmother’s face.  She was taught in the old traditions, which hold that a spiritual and supernatural world exists alongside the physical world.  Most of the villagers, especially the younger generations, just think her stories are old wives’ tales.  Even the village elders have abandoned the old ways.  Grandmother learned to keep silent and only shared her knowledge with Hana and Sora.  Hana is always excited to learn about tradition.

Grandmother hesitates, but Hana holds up the little bear’s right arm and waves it at her.  In a squeaky voice, she says, "Please, Obaa-san!  You can tell us.  Hana and I won’t tell anyone."

Obaa-san laughs and pats the bear on the head.  "Well, since Sora insists, how can I say no?  All right.  There is an old legend that tells of mischievous water sprites.  They are called the kappa, and they are known for their love of pranks and trickery.  It is said that they have the power to control the water—causing droughts and floods."

"Why have they done this to us?"  Hana asks.

"I don't know, Hana-chan."  Grandmother replies. 

"Are the kappa very dangerous?"

"Yes.   They are strong, clever, and powerful.  Very few humans have been able to best them."

"Then that means someone has!"  Hana cries excitedly.   "Who has done something so amazing?"

"Well..." Grandmother replies slowly, her expression turning serious.   She knows that Hana is a brave girl, but she is also just a child.   "Why do you want to know, Hana-chan?"

"You always say to be prepared.  If the kappa are to blame, wouldn’t I need to know how to protect myself and others?"  Hana replies.  "I know you’re worried, but I won't do anything dangerous.  I just want to know."

Grandmother sighs.  Keeping secrets from Hana is futile.  The clever girl will figure things out one way or another.   

"Very well," Grandmother replies.  She looks up at the porch ceiling, trying to recall the tale. 

"There is an old story about a very mean kappa who lurked in rivers and pulled in unsuspecting people.   A brave girl went to visit her sick grandmother and needed to cross the river.   She took a cucumber from her basket and carved her name—Mina—on the cucumber before throwing it into the river.   The kappa dragged it under, believing it had taken Mina. When the girl stirred the water, the kappa emerged.   

She said, 'I'm going to cross this river, and you cannot touch me.'

The kappa asked, 'Why not?  Who are you?'

'I am Mina,' she replied.

'Mina?'  The kappa said.   'That's not possible.   I have already claimed Mina's life.'

'That's right,' the girl replied.   'I do not exist.'

With that, Mina crossed the river, and the kappa could not touch her, since she no longer existed."

"Wow, Mina was so brave!"  Hana exclaims.   "How did she know that would work?"

"She didn't.   She thought that the same person could not be claimed twice.  Once the kappa unknowingly accepted her substitute, it couldn't take her as well.   However, it's just an old story, Hana."

"I see."  Hana taps her chin with an index finger while pondering whether the story is true.   "Is there anything else that you can tell me about the kappa?"

"They can be warded off by iron.  Some say they also hate ginger.  The kappa's head is like a bowl and carries a small amount of water inside.   If someone is able to trick the kappa into pouring out the water from its head, it will become immobile and defenseless.   Once that happens, it will strike a deal to save itself.   However, kappa are very clever, and achieving this is no easy feat."

"They sound scary."  Hana shudders at the thought of meeting one.  "Thank you, Obaa-san.  I always learn something new from you."

"Promise me that you won't go looking for trouble," Grandmother pleads with Hana.

"Don't worry, I won't."  Hana hugs her grandmother.  Then, with Sora in her arms, she walks home.

As night falls and stars come out, Hana drifts off to sleep, dreaming of the kappa and the tale of the brave Mina. 
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Chapter 3: Hana's Decision
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A few days later, Hana is returning home from a walk with Sora and sees her parents standing outside by the covered shed.  Both look very somber.

"Okaa-san​[4]!  Otou-san​[5]!  I'm home!"  Hana calls out.   "Is something the matter?"

Mother, turning toward Hana and Sora, abruptly bursts into tears while Father hugs her tightly.  Once she calms down, he goes over to Hana.

"What's wrong with Okaa-san?"  Hana asks.

"Hana," Father begins, "your grandmother fell ill.   The doctor said it's from heat exhaustion and dehydration."

"No!"  Hana gasps in horror.   Grandmother is very important to her and Sora.  The young girl begs, "We have to do something to help Obaa-san!" 

"There is very little water left and barely any fresh food.  We'll give Grandmother all that we have here.   After that, I don't know what we'll do," Father replies sadly.   

"What about the other villagers?  Can’t they spare some water?"

"They’re in the same predicament as we are.  Some of the young men left to find water months ago but have not returned."  Father shakes his head and buries his face in his hands.

Her parents have been good at keeping a positive attitude around Hana.  For them to show their fear means that supplies are just about to run out.  At this rate, Grandmother won't be the only one in danger.   Both her mother and father will have nothing to eat or drink.

"What can I do, Otou-san?"  Hana mutters sadly.

Father returns a weak smile.   "Stay here
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