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CHAPTER ONE
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Angelica huffed, fidgeting with the ribbons of her gown. Miranda was late again.

It was a clear spring day in Noavaria, and Angelica sat on the usual stone bench of the main public park where she met her friend. The scent of mimosa blooming around her was giving her a headache, as a light breeze caressed the long chestnut brown braid that spilled from the small embroidered cap at the nape of her neck.

Noavaria Public Park had neat flowerbeds, and laurel bushes enclosed the gravelly paths with stone benches every few paces. There were fountains or statues at every crossing. The mimosas were all huddled at the back of her bench and she decided to move to the shadow of a maple tree. She could still see the bench where Miranda would go, but at least the strong perfume of the yellow flowers wouldn't go to her head.

She leaned against the tree trunk and looked around. Beyond the few trees and the colorful flowerbeds, the wattle-and-daub houses and stone palaces of Noavaria seemed to watch the park. One side was on the river shore, allowing for short cruises on small boats in good weather, and across from it stood one of the churches of the Supreme Being, which made the park crowded after the morning functions. There weren't many people out yet, but later it would get crowded again.

She sighed and straightened her long gown, an everyday outfit she changed into after school. Her white chemise showed through the cuts of her removable sleeves made of heavier royal blue cotton, embroidered at the hem with yellow mimosas. The gown of the same royal blue fabric had a bodice laced at the front and a long skirt open at the front to show a yellow underskirt that matched the embroidery. Sky-blue ribbons decorated the sleeves and gown, matching the color of the small purse hanging from her girdle.

She wore comfortable shoes, but waiting was a pain, leaning on the rough bark of the tree trunk. She was used to people being on time, but Miranda had clearly grown up in a different environment. Angelica had already noticed differences between her hometown – that she hadn't seen since she was a toddler – and the towns she'd lived in since following her father, the ambassador.

She hadn't been happy to leave everything behind and come back to the Maritime Republic of Noavaria, where she attended a girls' school and felt like a fish out of water. But at nearly fifteen summers she wasn't in control of her life and had to follow her parents.

Miranda was the other "outsider" in a class formed of girls who'd known each other since childhood, so they hung out together on the Day of the Supreme Being, wandering in the park or along the main shopping street with the rest of the strollers.

A nearby clock tower struck the half hour and Angelica started pacing across the gravelly path, fuming. Half an hour late! Enough was enough!

The park was filling with afternoon visitors and Angelica rose on tiptoes to check the direction from which Miranda would show up. She finally saw the strawberry blond mane of her friend and went back to sit on the bench, impatiently tapping her foot on the gravel.

"So sorry, some trouble at home!" Miranda slumped next to her still panting from her final sprint. She had freckles and green eyes, and her dress was the same model as Angelica's but in dark green with embroidered red roses and a pink underskirt. Light green ribbons decorated it and Miranda's wavy hair was confined in a small draped cap.

"Whatever," Angelica muttered, unhappy. "Let's go."

Miranda seemed to always have troubles at home. True that she lived almost on the river shore and sometimes her street smelled of dead fish. Or it got flooded, especially in spring. And she had two brothers. And she came from a family of traders who clearly weren't used to punctuality.

Angelica's pout didn't last, since Miranda was currently her only friend. They talked about school and lessons and boys, then stopped at a small fountain to ease their thirst from talking too much too fast.

The water was refreshing and they both burst out laughing. They felt drunk and had to stop to recover. Drunk on water! If their classmates could see them...

They resumed their stroll, commenting on the people around them, mostly bourgeois with some nobles. And lots of noisy, playful children. The ladies had parasols and the park was for pedestrians only, so riders left their horses in the stables outside the gates.

Angelica liked to hang out at the park because they met a lot of people and could gaze upon handsome boys and young men at their leisure, hopefully without being discovered.

"There he is!" Miranda whispered excitedly, elbowing Angelica.

The reason why she enjoyed those strolls so much. He was much older than the other guys they usually observed, but he fascinated both of them.

He was tall and handsome, wore the clothes of a scholar – they knew he was a professor at the Noavaria University – and always covered his eyes with tinted glasses, but he wasn't blind. Each of them had discovered little things about him (his name was Rohan Tallisman, he taught old languages and history, he'd been married with no children) but he was still a great mystery to them.

And today he wasn't alone. A woman hung onto his arm, blonde, short and shapely – the exact opposite of tall, skinny Angelica. If that was his type of woman, she had no chance with him. Miranda maybe, since she had fuller breasts and looked more womanly, but Angelica... She sighed.

"Let's follow him!" Miranda said, grabbing Angelica's arm.

They lost him for a moment when they stopped to watch a street performer, but soon saw him again. Angelica took the lead, feeling an expert at shadowing while Miranda giggled madly.

"Who's that anyway?"

"Maybe his sister."

"No, his wife."

"No, I've seen his wife, besides he divorced her!"

"His lover, then."

"Well, he's divorced."

"Maybe she's his new girlfriend."

"Or maybe a one-night-stand!"

"What do you think, is she pretty or ugly?"

"She's... a fertility goddess!"

Both burst out laughing, but the shapely blonde reminded them of ancient statuettes they had seen in the town museum a couple of months earlier.

Then the tinted glasses stared straight at them. They didn't see the eyes, but they knew he had spotted them. His lips curved into a smile and he said something to his companion.

"Uh-oh... Run!" Angelica grabbed her friend's hand and they ran off the other way.

Busted! They really should stop following him.

"But he's so handsome!" Miranda sighed as they headed for the park's gate. It was getting late. Time to go home anyway.

***
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We saw him again today, heavenly as usual, in the company of the goddess of fertility. I wish I could see his eyes. I wonder why he hides them. I also wish I weren't a clumsy maiden but a real woman he could consider. But I have no idea how long I – or he – will be here.

I know he has taught in other universities and has been here for almost eight years. I'm sure he wanders around as much as we do. So I might meet him again even at Father's next destination!

Wait, I'm not even settled and I want to move again? I thought I had enough of changing schools! Well, let's hope I can finish my studies here and then attend Professor Tallisman's courses. I wonder how old he is... I'm very bad at guessing people's age. I know he's over twenty, but that's it.

Now I'm going to try to finish Mother's story again, but it's so hard! She wrote it before she got married, or rather, she started it before getting married and never finished it. I thought I could, but it's harder than expected, because her youth was so different...

It's not just the fashion that changed. It's probably foolish of me to try to complete something that wasn't supposed to be finished. I should probably stick to my own stories, where a mysterious, gorgeous man haunts my protagonists...

Maybe he's a magic user? The last magic user! I'll imagine some magic powers for him! And maybe he can save me from some dreadful monster... I love writing. And imagining stories. The Island used to be populated with my old friends – until last fall.

Now there's plenty of new people: that performer we saw during winter, the beautiful singer with her heavenly voice, and Rohan, of course. Not Miranda, because I see her every day, but some of the guys we like to watch, yes.

Of course The Island exists only in my imagination, although it looks like that desert island I visited years ago, where ships stop when crossing the ocean, and if tonight I ask Rohan who that woman was, he won't answer, because I don't know the answer. Maybe I'll make it up. Or maybe I should just write down a story about him and Mystery Woman...

Enough journaling and daydreaming, let's get down to business! I have stories to write! Let me jot down this idea before I forget it, tomorrow I can start writing it at school. He's the Prince Charming and I'm the cruel princess.

Clarissa is beautiful and cruel and her future husband, to win her, will have to overcome three challenges. 1) free Fenis castle 2) pass the ford at Fontenera 3) kill the dragon of the Blue Forest.

Prince Tristan with his squire Guidone travels to the castle of the beautiful princess. On the way he meets an old woman who is in fact Clarissa's faery godmother, who decides he will overcome the challenges and will marry her goddaughter. In a dream, when he reaches his destination, she tells him that 1) the castle is enchanted, but she gives him a talisman to win 2) at the ford there's a fierce giant and she gives him the right weapons to defeat him 3) against the dragon he'll have to manage on his own. Of course he overcomes all challenges, which angers Clarissa who must marry him. Her cruelty is because she loved a shepherd who was killed and she even tells him that, so he doesn't touch her and ignores her, disappointed. Which makes her fall in love with him and beg him for forgiveness. HEA.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Unlike some cities she had lived in, Noavaria's streets were straight. Wide or narrow, they didn't twist and turn like in some other places. They were all paved and, with the city having a good sewage system, they were mostly clean. Garbage was collected daily and taken outside the walls to be burned or recycled by the farms on the surrounding hills that took care of the many vineyards around the capital of the republic.

After the death, heirless, of the last king of Karehen, the nobles and merchants of the town had given birth to the Maritime Republic of Noavaria. Their fleet was the strongest in the world, and they had colonies everywhere.

And ambassadors, usually from old nobility, including the Marquis de Winter, Angelica's father, whose family owned a townhouse in Noavaria. Angelica was still getting used to the family heirloom, a much bigger place than the ones she'd lived in so far. At least it was away from the river and under the shade of the town walls.

The de Winter household was big and her father's family shared different apartments: half belonged to her father, Charles and his brother Louis, who had two daughters, the other half to their cousins. That made for a very crowded townhouse, in Angelica's opinion.

She herself had two younger siblings, Odilia, her roommate who was two years younger than her, and Leonard, eight. With all the cousins hanging around she didn't really need Miranda, but for some reason she preferred going out with her. Her cousins already had their friends, since they hadn't moved out of town, and she saw more of Miranda than the other youths of the household.

It was Angelica's second Spring Festival in town and she looked forward to the masked ball. The de Winter's carriage left the townhouse and headed across town. Leonard and Odilia sounded excited, but Angelica kept her euphoria to herself. She hoped to see the handsome professor – who didn't wear a mask, since he wore tinted glasses all year long, in fact she had noticed him the previous year for that reason – and some other boys that interested her.

She wore her best dress, a blue velvet gown with slashed sleeves over a chemise embroidered in gold at the neckline and in bands down the wide sleeves, and a matching half-mask that covered her forehead, her nose and upper cheeks. Her hair was hidden under a broad blue hat in the same velvet.

Her parents both wore full-face masks, he under a flat hat, she under a veil of black lace. Her siblings had colorful half-masks, like her.

The carriage moved slowly along the paved streets, swinging left and right. The noise was loud in her ears except when they passed over the one-arch Old Bridge, where sound could expand over the river instead of echoing on the houses lining the streets.

Noavaria's port was at the mouth of the river, way downstream, and the smell of the ocean never reached the town. Two bridges as straight as the streets united the two sides of the town. The Old Bridge, where the river was narrower, and the New Bridge, the three-arch construction that had been built at least a century later by Genn architects, at the time when the town changed its name to Noavaria.

The town had been built two and a half centuries earlier, at the fall of the Kelvan Kingdom, to become the new capital of the Sannish Kingdom. When – almost a century later – it had fallen to the Varian Empire, the name had been changed and had remained the same since.

Originally the people danced and gathered around the castle on the river shore, with plenty of room around it to have picnics, watch itinerant jesters and just enjoy hiding their faces for a week, camping on the green grass with no flowerbeds or other features like in the town parks.

The former royal castle had been transformed into a public building for the Town Council and a museum. In the great hall they held masked balls to which everyone was invited. A week of license and pleasure, when social classes were forgotten and everybody was busy celebrating the return of spring.

The de Winters got off the carriage that stopped at the edge of the meadow with others. The sun was still high, but people were already gathering in the shadows of the old stone castle with its four round towers and high ramparts. The main gate was wide open and the courtyard was filled with street food, while groups of musicians played outside the castle.

A group of foreign minstrels had been invited to play in the castle's great hall, but Angelica would probably miss that part. She didn't like how stuffy and crowded the place became after dark.

It was still daylight, though, and she detached herself from her family, looking around for interesting masks. Miranda pulled her sleeve and waved, mumbling something. She wore a small, strapless, black velvet oval mask with wide eye-holes and no mouth that was held in place by biting on a button.

"Take that off if you want to say something!" Angelica rolled her eyes, but Miranda giggled and complied.

"Smell this!" She put her long glove under Angelica's nose and almost made her sneeze.

"Please! I can't stand perfumes!" She opened her fan and cleared the air in front of her face. "Don't tell me, they threw a scented egg at you!"

Miranda giggled again. "Yes, and I think I recognized them in spite of their masks..."

Angelica didn't like the tradition of throwing eggshells filled with rose water perfume at people. She knew masked young men tossed them at their friends or at young women they admired during the Festival, but sometimes it was just eggs, or rotten eggs, or eggshells filled with ink, and she didn't like getting dirty or, worse, perfumed.

Perfumes gave her a headache, hence she preferred dancing outside instead of the crowded, stuffy great hall. Miranda dragged her out of the courtyard, still holding her mask in her hand so she could speak.

She stopped outside near the south wall and looked around on tiptoes.

"There they are! See those two?" she said, pointing with her chin to a small group of young men who wore stark white masks that covered their entire face, with a prominent nose, a thick supraorbital ridge and a projecting chin line with no mouth, which allowed the wearers to both speak and eat or drink without removing their masks.

The young men wore doublets with matching sleeves cut to show the fabric of their chemise, bicolored hoses with codpieces and matching flat hats. All had brightly colored garments in reds, greens and yellows – very different to a certain professor who always wore long overgowns and jerkins that covered his groin.

"I think that's Daniel de Grenville and Charlie Sutton," Miranda said, holding her mask in front of her face with one gloved hand.

"Mm... and Lucas Von Raven with Julian Millersen and Chris Williamson..."

"And we're busted again." Miranda giggled as the young men clearly turned their heads in their direction. This time they didn't bolt, though.

Odilia joined them as they commented on the young men's outfits.

"What are you looking at?" she asked.

At almost thirteen, Odilia was becoming a pain in the ass. Mostly because Angelica's mother kept telling her to look after Odilia who had just become a woman and moved awkwardly with her first pads. Angelica was ashamed of her sister, so she ignored her as she discussed with Miranda with which guy they'd love to dance.

"Lucas is the best in that lot!" Angelica said. "I wish he'd invite me to dance!"

"I like Daniel and Julian too," Miranda said. "But yes, Lucas is... well, he's a nobleman and it shows!"

"Although Rohan Tallisman is better," Angelica added with a chuckle.

"Where is your sister going?" Miranda frowned, taking down the mask.

Angelica cursed under her breath as Odilia marched on the group of young men with no shyness and no shame. Angelica wished she could vanish as the young men turned to look their way again, and Miranda quickly covered her face, biting the mask's button.

But they didn't move from their spot, and Odilia came back with a triumphant smile.

"What did you tell them?" Angelica scowled at her sister who shrugged, undaunted.

"I told Lucas to take my sister to dance. He asked which one was my sister and then he said he doesn't know the steps to this song." Odilia waved at a nearby group of street musicians who were playing popular songs.

Angelica wanted to strangle her sister, but Miranda stopped her.

"Wait, maybe he'll ask you at the Great Ball tonight! I don't see him doing peasants' dances either, but maybe tonight..."

"I'm not coming tonight," Angelica muttered, unhappy. She was still mad at her sister and she didn't think she could stand the castle masked ball. Too crowded, too many perfumes wafting around... too much shame facing Lucas after what her sister had done.

She'd better stay at home and read. Or write.

***
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Well, it was the best Spring Festival I ever had. Watching Lucas! The shame for what Odilia did! If only it served some purpose. I mean, if he decided to actually talk to me or dance with me. My imagination is running wild again. I doubt it will ever happen. Now I'm sad. Melancholy. I want a boyfriend. The music from the Festival sometimes reaches the house with the wind. I still want Lucas. He's in my thoughts. I bet I'll dream of him like I dreamed of Rohan after we followed him and the blonde around. Nice. A wonderful dream if it comes true. Hugging the pillow as if it were Lucas... I should bring him to the Island right now!

The year is starting very well. I hope it continues like that. The celebration of spring and rebirth means another year has gone by. I wish school followed the civil year, but obviously education is still tied to the land and we go to school when there's not much to do in the fields!

Except we don't work in the fields and in the summer we move to Mother's country house, closer to the seaside, where I have plenty of time to read and write. I wish there was such a big library here as the one we have there! Although here there's the public library to get books from.

But I'm still going through my mother's collection of books over there, besides that might be the best place to finish her story. Here I have too many ideas of my own to bother with her story!

I'm going to write a story with both Rohan and Lucas. I thought about it last night, I'd better jot it down before I forget...

Kathy (me) is an orphan and moves into an unknown uncle's home. Cousins Jamie (10), Rose (17) and Roger (20 - Rohan), a strange guy with weird moods. At the end of the mourning period, party for her 16 years, followed by many others. Suitor Charlie (Lucas) and Roger is jealous, so he attacks her when she comes home. She runs away and gets engaged to Charlie. Roger orders Charlie to break the betrothal and even beats him. Rose tries to stop him, but he kicks her out and rapes his cousin who becomes mute. But eventually she speaks again and asks about him and looks him up. Roger sends her away, aware of how he has hurt her. He kills himself and she goes mad. Tragic end.
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CHAPTER THREE
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One week after the Spring Festival, Angelica left the school building to head home with a batch of books for her homework. It was mid-afternoon and she walked quickly on the paved streets, lost in thought.

At least the school was closer than the previous one. Two years ago she was still in Havenstock, a much bigger town where they'd lived on the outskirts, so her father's carriage had taken her and Camille, who lived next door, to school. Here she could walk to school and rarely went to the other side of town, except for the Festival.

As she turned from the main street into hers, walking head bowed and holding her books tight to her chest, she almost bumped into someone coming from the other side. She gasped realizing it was the handsome professor with his tinted glasses.

"I-I'm sorry..."

"My bad, I was walking too fast," he said. He had a wonderful voice.

Her heart started beating faster and her cheeks felt on fire as he signaled her to go ahead.

They were headed in the same direction, apparently. She burned with the wish to ask him where he was headed, but didn't dare. She stopped in front of the main door of the townhouse, putting a hand on the doorknocker shaped like a lion's head, wondering if she could check where he was going.

He stopped by her side. "Is this the de Winter house?" he asked.

"Uh, yes, why?" she answered, puzzled.

His smile was dazzling. "Well, then, I've reached my destination. The Marquis sent me a note to come over and examine a family heirloom."

"Which Marquis?" she asked with a shaky voice. It couldn't be.

"Charles. Would that be your father?"

She really wanted to rip the tinted glasses off the handsome, clean-shaven face and look him in the eyes.

"Yes." She lifted the doorknocker and let it go twice, the signal that a family member was with guests. She averted her eyes from the professor before she made a fool of herself like at the park. Her heart still threatened to jump out of her chest.

The doorkeeper let them in. She guided the guest up the grand staircase and to the family apartment in silence. She announced her presence, and saw her father emerge from his office to welcome him warmly.

She rushed to her room to drop off the books and take off the school uniform – a sort of apron open on the sides that covered her everyday garb – then she quickly headed for her father's office.

She knocked shyly and felt relieved when her father let her in. Charles de Winter had brown hair and blue eyes, like her. He was tall and followed the current fashion of longish hair and a clean-shaven face.

"Professor Tallisman is an expert in dead languages and it occurred to me he might be able to help us decipher the old manuscript we've been carrying around for years," he whispered while she stepped inside.

Lady Juliane had brought in her dowry an old manuscript held in a leather folder with what they called "runes" on it. Nobody had ever dared open it, thinking it might be a magic artifact of the past, when the Magical Races still graced the countries and magic was common.

Angelica saw the professor seated at her father's desk, with his hands on the leather folder and his head bowed, eyes closed, as if he were listening to something. His glasses were on the desk, so she might finally see the color of his eyes in the dim light of her father's office, a small room with only one window.

Her father made her sit down on a stool and sat in a chair in front of the professor, waiting for his verdict. The room smelled of dust, paper and the candle wax used to seal letters. Bookshelves covered two walls and an old tapestry hung next to the door.

Angelica was about to ask why her father hadn't lit the oil lamp on the desk when Rohan straightened in his seat and raised his head.

Golden eyes looked at the de Winters, taking Angelica's breath away. The professor exhaled, as if he'd been holding his breath while he kept his eyes closed.

"It's a protection spell," he said. "I can feel the magic. Its purpose is to conserve the parchments held in here. May I open it?"

"Absolutely! We're dying to know what my wife brought into the family!" Charles de Winter said.

Rohan smiled briefly and opened the folder. He pulled out some neatly stashed sheets of parchment,  sewed together and covered with tiny handwriting.

"Mm. Old Tongue." Rohan seemed to scan the unreadable document with ease. "Sunray of Jinxie's journal."

"Where is this place?" Charles asked, puzzled.

"Jinxie was destroyed two centuries ago." Rohan smiled. "It was the last Genn town."

"You mean this Sunray is... was... a Genn?"

Rohan nodded. "He seems to have chronicled the fall of his town. It will take time for me to read it all and let you know what it's about. Can I take it with me? I promise I won't ruin it, and will bring it back with an approximate translation of the manuscript."

"Of course!" Charles said.

"Don't you want to ask your wife, since it's her heirloom?" Rohan sounded amused as he put the manuscript back into the leather folder.

"Juliane will be very happy we finally found someone who can tell us what it says," Charles replied.

Rohan nodded and rose. "Very well. I will bring this back as soon as I can," he promised, putting his glasses back on.

Charles shook his hand and saw him to the door. Angelica joined her mother and younger siblings in the parlor where her father joined them, rubbing his hands with a satisfied look on his face.

"Old Tongue, can you imagine? And you have Genn ancestors!" He sat on an armchair next to his wife who smiled. "We only study Old Varian in our schools. I bet Professor Rohan comes from Centropolis!"

"He could feel the magic of the runes," Angelica whispered, awed. He was truly the last magic user. And those golden eyes... she kept thinking about them. Now she understood why he hid them. 

God, he was so handsome! Now she was really obsessed! Ignoring the conversation, she rushed back to her room to write of the meeting in her journal before the memory faded.

***
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I almost bumped into him today. He has such a wonderful voice! Gentle, sweet... I wish I could hear him speak more!

And he was headed for our house! Father asked him to check the old manuscript Mother brought to the house when she got married, so I saw his eyes...

Golden, with laugh lines next to them. Mesmerizing. When he smiles without his glasses, he's a little wolfish, but I don't feel threatened at all. He's not a big bad wolf ready to eat me, but a gentle scholar who will shed some light on our family history.

I wish he had stayed longer, but well... he will be back! He has to bring back the manuscript and surely we'll see more of him! I should tell Miranda immediately, but it can wait until tomorrow.

I think that tonight before sleep I'll imagine him courting me on the beach of the Island... maybe even let him undress me!

There, now my cheeks are on fire again. At the simple thought. I wonder what it would be like to kiss him... being held by his strong arms... Oh, God, I think I'm in love!

I Look For You

I look for you in the morning wind

raising my head from the pillow;

I look for you in the summer sun

thinking back to days gone by;

I look for you in the winter snow,

I make you immortal in my notebook.

I look for you in the ocean waves

that sing and play, sweet and dear.

I look for you in the town crowd

and in the country marketplace,

I look for you in winter and spring

searching for a real sensation,

and only the love that you can give

finally teaches me to love.

I look for you and wherever you are

try to hear my poem.

I don't find you, await you, feel you

come, quickly, my smile is gone

come and never leave again

wherever you come from, whoever you are.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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"I visited Professor Tallisman today," Charles de Winter announced at the dinner table. "As soon as he finishes his courses and the finals of his students, he'll come and tell us of his findings!"

"So he has finished the translation?" Juliane asked, pleasantly surprised. She was the reason they had come back to Noavaria after years of traveling abroad. The winters at Havenstock were so cold she needed to stay in a much milder weather to recover. Maybe eventually they'd move again to some other destination.

"Almost." Charles patted her hand reassuringly. "He had to stop at the end of the academic year, but I'm sure soon we'll see him again," he answered proudly.

Angelica's heart started beating faster. That was why there was no talk of going to the country yet. Her parents were waiting for the visit of the handsome Rohan. Now she looked forward to seeing him again under her roof, although she'd have to do without him (and Lucas) for a couple of months...

In the meantime she decided to write a story with a new guy whose path she crossed on her way to the church in mind. She called him Half-blond because he had highlights in his hair. Maybe soon she'll learn his name and more...

Elizabeth (me), daughter of a rich country lord, goes to college in town where she meets Sarah (Miranda), factotum who adores her. While buying things for her birthday, she meets Nick (Half-blond), street boy who gives her a flower. Her party starts, but her father doesn't show up in spite of the promises: he died in an accident. The administrator runs away with her inheritance and Liz is forced to sell the castle and become a servant at the college. With Nick she decides to run away from slavery and they go back to the castle that has been bought by her uncle. Her cousin allows her to stay with Nick and Sarah (who is his sister). HEA

***
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The town soon emptied of inhabitants and started filling with tourists who came to visit the ancient seat of kings who were no more but still managed to keep a great fleet in a land locked between the mountains and the sea, at least in the southern part.

Angelica didn't mind the sudden loneliness of her days. She had plenty of time to read, write and daydream. She went regularly to the library where she often crossed paths with Half-blond, but never spoke to him.

The solstice was very close and the days had become longer and hotter when Rohan finally knocked on their door. Angelica answered the door and there he was, with his tinted glasses, his dazzling smile and the folder with the manuscript.

She curtsied and let him in, too awed to speak. She led him to the family drawing room where her mother was reading with Odilia, and rushed to knock on her father's office door. Leonard was at a friend's to play for the afternoon.

Charles de Winter introduced his daughters and wife, then the guest sat on the good sofa while he and his wife sat on the twin armchairs. Odilia stood behind her mother's armchair, leaning on it like on a windowsill, and Angelica fidgeted, unsure. It wasn't proper that she sat next to the guest, no matter how much she wanted it.

Rohan took off his glasses and Angelica heard her mother and sister gasp in surprise. He didn't seem to notice as he pulled out the manuscript and his notes, written on a notebook that looked very neat. He seemed to have translated with no corrections whatsoever, as if he were really fluent in the Old Tongue. Angelica's awe for the man grew. One day she wanted to be a scholar like him, and translate old books into modern languages that everybody could understand.

"Like I told your husband, this is the journal of Sunray of Jinxie," Rohan said, looking at Juliane de Winter. "He was a Genn living in Jinxie, the last Genn town of the northern plains, built and destroyed during the Varian Empire."

"You mean the Genn existed?" Odilia blurted out, eyes wide as saucers. Angelica scowled at her sister, but the girl didn't notice.

"Of course." Rohan smiled. "As did Sila and Waiora. The Waiora retired into the sea at the time of Vario IV, and the Sila kept serving Varian Emperors until Vario XIII. The Genn have had trouble living with Humans since the Moren Empire, especially in the north."

"So, who was this Sunray?" Juliane asked.

"He was a magic user and member of the town council. He fell in love with a pretty Human maiden who was the daughter of the Blackmore Dukes of Havenstock, the descendants of the ancient Blackmore kings defeated by the first Varian Emperor."

Angelica remembered the history lessons. The Blackmore kings were originally from the north-east, with their capital at Xendaria. Then there had been a long war along the River Ondan between Varians and Blackmore – years of war until a Varian king had prevailed. Thus the Varian Empire had been born and the Blackmore had become the second most important family after the imperial brood, moving to Havenstock, the former Varian capital. From there they had attempted to overthrow the emperor two and a half centuries later and had formed a very temporary Blackmore Empire.

That was when Noavaria, renamed by the enlightened emperor Vario XII, had retrieved its independence. The Blackmore Kingdom was in the north-west at the time of Angelica's birth, with its capital at Havenstock, and had remained such until five years earlier when war had erupted throughout the northern kingdoms and they had become republics, much like Noavaria.

The de Winters listened, fascinated, to the tale of star-crossed love between Sunray and Leonora Blackmore who had a son called Oliver.

"The bastard half-blood!" Angelica brightened. She had read about him, he had won some instances of the Gladius Games and had served Emperor Vario XII.

Rohan nodded with a smile. "This is a very important document, and I was wondering if you would part with it," he said, looking at Juliane. "I'm trying to gather all the old manuscripts in a single library and I'm slowly translating them all, so we can have a better idea of the history of this continent."

"Well, we can't really read my ancestor's journal," Juliane replied, amused. "If you have more, please add it to your collection."
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