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Part one: Desiderio

PEARL SKYWISE
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"Desiderio, it's time you get married," Fabrizio Varian announced. "You're nineteen, you're my heir, and we're at war. Enough procrastinating, choose a bride or three and follow your duty."

The king of the west was a well-built warrior with a black beard and hair who almost always wore his bronze armor plates. A golden circlet on his forehead showed his rank. He was a respected and feared king, and very rarely someone dared contradicting him.

Still, Desiderio didn't flinch at the announcement. He wasn't easily intimidated by his own father and he was expecting that sort of command. But it was winter time, the war was hibernating until spring and he enjoyed the female company that had reached Havenstock Castle without considering taking a pick yet.

"Father, let's finish the war with the Blackmore first," he suggested trying to sound reasonable. "I might want to marry an eastern woman."

"No way, a Blackmore woman will never set foot in Havenstock!" Fabrizio thundered.

"Father, I'm not considering our enemy's daughters," Desiderio assured. "Although it could be a way to subdue them..."

"You know they'll never accept." Fabrizio snorted. "Before the hostilities start again, I want you married and your wife pregnant."

"Father, don't push me so hard, I'm not in a hurry..."

"Not in a hurry? Vittore, dozens of maidens aspire to your hand, both Humans and of the Magical Races, and you're not in a hurry? You're nineteen, Desiderio! When I was your gae, I had two wives, and you and Costanza had already been born!"

"How can I choose among the dozens?" Desiderio tried to look innocent. "Who should I choose, Human noble blood or Magical Race? I want to have only one at first, not many."

"Desiderio." His father's voice sounded threatening now. "Either you marry or I disinherit you and put Fabio in your place. And that's my final word."

Desiderio opened his mouth to object again, but thought better. His father didn't look like he'd relent this time. Puzzled by the stern decision, Desiderio bowed and left, pondering his options. He certainly didn't want to be disinherited, but he couldn't choose either.

He went to see his mother, hoping she could help him out of his predicament. Queen Amalia smiled at his frown and caressed his clean-shaven cheek. She wasn't young anymore, but she was still very beautiful and was very fond of her firstborn.

"What bothers you, Desiderio?" she asked pulling him down next to her on the bench where she was stitching.

Desiderio sighed, wishing he could nestle against her like when he was a child, and told her of the king's summon and order.

"I went to war at fourteen and survived until now, why can't he leave me alone?" he complained. "I am a dutiful son, a good warrior, I fight for him..."

"For us," his mother corrected. "Would you prefer the Blackmore overtake us?"

"No," he grumbled. "Although sometimes I wonder why all this hatred."

"It started so long ago none of us remembers," she sighed. "We've been at war  for thirty years, Des. And your father is right, you need to marry and continue the line of Varian Kings as soon as possible."

"Is it a religious war?" he asked, feeling oppressed. "Was it an invasion? A forbidden love? I can't even mention marrying someone from the east – not that I know anyone, but still..."

"Maybe a mix of all the reasons you mention," she said. "Don't worry, Des, your father had four wives and there's no limit to how many you can have."

"There is, if war goes on," he replied. "I'll be king, but I'll have to take care of all my wives and the children they give me. All of us are struggling to survive and we're sick of fighting. Our borders are constantly under Blackmore attack..."

"And every spring you go out and fight them, bolder, stronger and more courageous every year, but you're not invulnerable – we already lost one of your brothers. Your father had fifteen children. It's time you start your own family."

Desiderio sighed again and gave up the discussion. If his beloved mother sided with his father, the matter must be really serious.

He went to the top of the highest tower, holding his cloak closed against the cold wind and staring at the east buried in mist, frowning at the thought of what his enemies were preparing for the spring.

Thirty years of war and nobody could tell how or why it started, who made the first hostile move, nothing. Every spring raids and battles resumed to stop in the fall. All the eastern meadows were ruined – luckily the Varian Kingdom reached the western coast, so some land still gave its fruits. But the border section along the central river was almost constantly in ashes and not much lived there anymore except for border patrols, always on the move to stop raiders.

Waste of lands and resources, but what could Desiderio do? His father was still in charge and his hatred for the Blackmore Kingdom had been passed on. Even if he was sick of the war, Desiderio didn't see himself marrying a Blackmore princess to seal a peace treaty. The Varian pride was strong in him like the rest of the family.

"Desiderio." Fabio's voice startled him.

His brother was three years younger than him and was the son of Fabrizio's third wife, but he was the next in line of succession after the death in battle of a middle brother. 

"Our father told me his decision." Fabio's boyish face was serious. "I'm sorry."

"And are you ready to get married?" Desiderio snapped. He knew it wasn't Fabio's fault, but was too upset to control his voice.

"Why not." Fabio shrugged and lowered his eyes. "I'd love a Genn wife. But I'd prefer you inherit the throne, Des, I'm not ready for that."

Desiderio stared at his younger brother who wasn't as tall as him yet and would have to grow up faster if he became the heir. He sighed, averting his eyes.

"I'll choose soon," he promised.

"Thank you." Fabio's smile gave him strength and he started to think about his many options trying hard to make up his mind. He'd be king. He couldn't expect to marry for love. Not the first time.

*
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Pearl Skywise didn't know what attracted her about Desiderio. He was Human and a barbarian like all his peers. He was violent compared to the other Magical Races and liked weapons too much.

Still, watching him use his battle-axe or his sword was a pleasure. Not to mention how good he looked on horseback, especially with his armor of bronze plates, his conical helmet, his round shield and his weapons ready. A god of destruction in Human form.

Pearl had never been so smitten by a frail Human. The oval face, surrounded by a shoulder-length dark mane, had put a spell on her, or at least had generated an obsession. She couldn't stop thinking about him, how he had grown up, how good he tasted, how handsome and sexy he was.

Pearl Skywise was Fajrulo, her true form being a blue dragon. She was almost seven-hundreds-years-old, which meant she was starting to die. But she had another couple of centuries to live, and she was still very powerful, even if she didn't bother to pretend to be a Goddess anymore.

Besides, the Varians lived with the Genn who had told them about Fajrulo, thus at the Varian Court she was known as Pearl the Magic User. The Humans knew she was Fajrulo, but not much else. She doubted anyone would recognize her in her true form as Skywise.

Her obsession for Desiderio had become open lust during the previous summer, when she had seen him half-naked after a battle. The Genn healer had cured his wounds leaving him asleep and Pearl had drooled over him for months afterwards. 

"Prince Desiderio!"

Sometimes she managed to talk to him, but he was always coldly polite. His eyes were always averted and she couldn’t tell if he was embarrassed or scared of her.

"What do you want, Pearl?" he snapped.

She had stopped him in a corridor of the castle and they were alone, hence his heightened hostility, probably.

"Is it true your father threatened to disinherit you?" she asked, brushing his woolen tunic. She could almost feel his skin under the rough fabric.

"Unless I marry before the end of winter," he admitted, eyes low, pouting like an overgrown child. He was so sweet... she really wanted him.

"Would you consider me?" she asked, pulling up his chin to force him to look at her. "The power that I would bring to your throne..."

He stepped back, taking a deep breath. He looked really scared now. "I know you are not Human. I know you are very old. I know you are a shape shifter. And I don't want you near me. I don't want your power or your magic."

"Why?" she asked, puzzled. "I'd never hurt you."

He stepped back once more and reached the wall. He seemed to want to disappear inside it. "I know. But I can't handle a Fajrulo, I'm sorry. I'll never know your real face."

She scoffed, stepping forward. "You don't need to see my real face," she said. "I can be any woman you want, you know. Would you prefer a Genn?" She morphed into a Genn form. "Sila?" Her pointed ears vanished and she spread feathery wings. "Waiora?" She looked Human, actually. "Good old Pearl?" She resumed her Human form, a twenty-years-old brown-haired woman who smiled at Desiderio's widened eyes. "Or would you prefer a red head?" She morphed again.

She was about to resume the form of a maid he had a soft spot for – whose looks she had borrowed to steal a deep kiss from him a few days before – but she finally took in his terrified expression.

He gasped in horror. "Stay away from me, witch!"

He shoved her away and stormed off.

"Witch?" she repeated after him, her eyes tightening in anger. How dare he! How dare he shun her and call her witch when he had Genn magic users and healers around him every day? Why did he look at Sila with awe, at Genn with respect, Waiora with curiosity yet Fajrulo with fear?

All right, maybe she had scared him by morphing under his eyes. But still. Waiora morphed into seals and dolphins. Genn could shift shape too if they wanted. Why was he so afraid of her? Because he knew she was old? She was almost certain he had no idea of her actual age, though. And she looked young enough for him. She was sick of tricking him into her arms by assuming someone else’s look. He was right, he’d never know her real face. But he could grow fond of "good old Pearl" if only...

Then she had an idea. What if she sent him in the future, when his Human friends and relatives were all dead and she could be the only face he knew and could turn to? It wouldn’t make much difference for her and she could end her life with him...

She slowly smiled, calling upon Fire.

*
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Desiderio was in the great hall, talking to Fabio, when the wall of fire surrounded him. He froze, but the flames didn't burn. He tried to move, but the wall of fire was impenetrable.

"What..." Fire was the element behind Fajrulo, he realized. "Help!" he screamed, panicking. He turned all around, but the fire was everywhere. Threatening. If he went too close, he could feel the heat. He knew he couldn't pass the wall of flames.

"Oh, Gods, help me!" he whispered, shocked. What kind of spell was that? What was Pearl doing to him?  He should have asked a Genn elder for protection, but he wasn't expecting a member of a Magical Race to attack him.

His eyes kept darting around, looking for a way out, as he gasped for air. Breathe, he ordered himself, fighting the panic attack. You're fine, just don't move and breathe. This can't go on forever.

Still, panic threatened to choke him. His trusted sword was useless against the wall of fire. He had no idea of how to defend himself from the powerful spell.

He closed his eyes and breathed slowly and deeply to calm himself. His hands opened and closed in impotent rage – he couldn't hit anything tangible. His heartbeat slowed down at last.

He slowly opened his eyes again, now fully in control. He'd find a way out.

Then the wall of fire disappeared as suddenly as it had formed. Taken by surprise, Desiderio fell on his knees, shocked by the unexpected freedom.

He looked around and gaped. The great hall looked different, abandoned. Desiderio spread his fingers over the cold stone floor and his hand became gray with dust. Spider-webs blocked the faint light from the small windows and all torches had vanished from the room, along with most furniture. The dais and wooden throne looked decrepit and bad weather gave only a faint gray light to the abandoned throne room with empty fireplaces.

Where was everybody? What had the spell done? He was obviously still in Havenstock's great hall, but... when?

Desiderio got up, brushing dust from his knees. He saw his footsteps behind him as he walked towards the main door leaving traces like a walk in the snow.

The corridor outside was even darker, having no windows and, again, no torches. But Desiderio knew his home castle very well and found his way to his room in spite of the unsettling darkness and smell of decay.

He didn't meet anyone, and the whole castle seemed abandoned. He quickly climbed the stairs to his bedroom, his heart pounding wildly again. His room was up the old tower and from his window he would be able to see outside – the castle and the small town growing around it. He should be able to determine if everybody was gone or only the castle was abandoned.

He opened the door to his room and stopped on the doorstep, stunned. The room was empty, the furniture and tapestries gone, the fireplace unused. The sky was dark and a thunderstorm was on its way, which fitted Desiderio's mood. The ogive window was open, letting in the air and rain of the gray day, and a young man in strange clothes stood before it.

The intruder stared back at him with a hopeful expression. He was blond, but kept his hair short and had round ears, therefore he was Human, even if he had the good looks of the Magical Races. He might be a Waiora, though, but he wasn't wearing the Waiora fabric. And he wasn't any of the servants Desiderio knew.

"Who are you?" Desiderio demanded, stepping inside the room.

"My name is Brendan, my lord," came the quick reply, accompanied by a respectful bow.

"What happened to the castle, and where is everybody?" he asked bluntly.

"Are you Prince Desiderio?" the other asked instead.

"I'm Desiderio Varian, where's my father?"

"Uhm... he's not here."

"Fetch Fabio, then."

"Not here either." Now the blond young man looked embarrassed.

Desiderio stared at him, suspicious. The clothes weren't right and his answers unsettling.

"I want to talk with my mother," he said, fed up with the strangeness. An abandoned castle and a mysterious young man in his room after a wall of fire were really too much for him. His head was spinning from anger and frustration.

"Hard to do that," the blond servant said, looking sympathetic.

"Vittore, what's going on?" he exploded, bringing a smile to that Brendan's lips.

"You're not when you think you are."

Desiderio scratched his head. "This is Havenstock Castle, right?" 

"Yes," Brendan grinned. "But your name is legend."

"Legend?" Desiderio looked around the empty room. This must be the future, then, but when? How long since his father's time?

"Welcome to the Varian Empire," Brendan said.

"Empire?" Desiderio's heart sank and he stared at Brendan as if he were from another world.

"Yes. Year 50 to be exact. It used to be a kingdom. Half a century ago."

Desiderio rushed to the window, panicking again. New buildings, new houses, a faraway wall, the city had expanded beyond recognition. This was the future, but when?

He turned to look at Brendan, leaning on the windowsill lest his legs betrayed him. "Can you tell me what happened since the time of Fabrizio Varian?"

He hoped the stranger wasn't too ignorant. Brendan was obviously not a warrior, so maybe he was a scholar. He must have studied if he knew those dates.

"Sure!" Brendan grinned. "King Fabio continued the war against the Blackmore..."

"Damned Blackmore!" Desiderio clenched his fists. "Erick got his father's throne, right?"

"Yes, and he passed it to his son Edwyn who killed King Vario, King Fabio's heir," Brendan answered with a nod. "Fabio's grandson Guido became king. Edwyn tried to win the last battle, but the Genn and Sila helped the Varian army, so King Edwyn was killed and his only surviving son Karl surrendered. Thus the Empire was born. It now covers the former Blackmore Kingdom, Varian Kingdom and Genn territory in the south. Supposedly also whatever is left beyond the desert."

"That's huge!" Desiderio couldn't believe the achievements of his younger brother's descendants. "Were the Blackmore exterminated?"

"No, Karl's descendants live here, in Havenstock, while the Emperor is at the Genn Capital down south."

"Who has the power in Havenstock, then?"

"The Imperial Governor. A minor branch of the Varians."

"So the last Blackmore prince surrendered all his eastern possessions to the Varians?"

"Yes, and Guido became the first Varian Emperor. His son was called Vario, though, and that was the name of all the emperors since."

"And which Vario is on the throne now?"

"The third, as the second was killed a few months after his coronation by a Blackmore conspiracy. They thought they could beat the young emperor. His brother Guido was crowned Vario III ten years ago and suggested the Genn keep an eye on Havenstock, hence they built Jinxie."

Brendan pointed at a faraway tower with a coned roof that shone in the distance.

Vittore, what a mess! Desiderio was overwhelmed by the news. He looked outside again. The landscape had changed, this must be the future.

"You know, my lord, you have a wonderful name," Brendan said, breaking the silence. "Desire is all that you inspire!"

"Excuse me?" Desiderio glared at him.

"You're gorgeous." Brendan blushed and smiled.

"Enough!" Desiderio snapped. Same sex love wasn't tolerated in Human culture, unlike with the Magical Races. Still, he needed Brendan. He needed someone to guide him in this strange future. He must find out how things had changed. 

But mostly he needed to rest. Sleep on it. Figure out what to do next. His voice softened. "I'm very tired. Can you help me?"

"Sure!" Brendan grinned. Pretty and dumb, Desiderio decided. But he was the only person available at the moment.
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HAVENSTOCK
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Brendan had been very happy when Lord Byron had taken him to Havenstock. His lord had soon found someone else and set him free to roam the palaces and private libraries of the former capital of a northern kingdom. Havenstock was bigger than Mayfair and Brendan had found other people willing to pay for his company.

Brendan enjoyed reading and blessed the day when Lord Byron had noticed him in the fields while inspecting his fief. That day the sun shone on Brendan's hair and he was half-naked while he harvested – which must have caught his lord's eye, as that afternoon the castle attendant had come to take him away. Brendan had been fifteen at the time, and hadn't gone back to his father's modest and crowded house since.

A peasant's son, Brendan was the third of eight children, all destined to serve their lord, working his meadows and taking care of his cattle. Brendan had always been beautiful – a sweet child who had become a handsome young man, maybe not very bright but who knew what he wanted. And he had known since he was thirteen that he liked men. 

Lord Byron had relocated him to his castle, in a room connected to his own by a secret passage, where he had told him his new future: he'd receive a formal education to become a scribe, but it had a price. Brendan thought it was a good deal: instead of breaking his back on the fields, sowing and harvesting, he only had to entertain Lord Byron at night and learn another skill during the day.

Now Brendan was twenty, he could read and write very well, but was still sort of naive – his beauty had brought him luck, so it was the only way he knew to thrive and be loved. He kept dreaming of richer lords who would take care of him, but couldn't make up his mind and choose among his new "customers".

Then he had heard of Desiderio. For some he was a legend, for others a joke. Someone at the Governor's palace had mentioned a Fajrulo spell that had made him vanish one century before and the story had tickled Brendan's imagination. So one  day he had managed to visit "Desiderio's room" in the abandoned part of the old keep... where the legend had stepped back into reality.

The sight of Desiderio had taken Brendan's breath away – the legendary prince was gorgeous in his old-fashioned tunic and haircut. And now here he was, following him outside the castle and into the busy streets of Havenstock...

Brendan wanted to stop, throw his arms around Desiderio's neck and kiss him wildly. Not now, he chided himself. My time will come.

*
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"I recognize it, but it's so different." Desiderio held his cloak tighter as if it could actually shield him from the eerily same-but-different town. He felt naked and defenceless in spite of the sword hanging by his side, as everything looked so strange. The town where he was born, the clothes, the houses, the palaces, the tall temples of the new, single god... Old temples had been turned into public baths and many palaces had porticoes to avoid the rain and snow so common in that climate.

It was still raining as Desiderio walked the streets of Havenstock, dazed and confused. He thought he recognized something only to see it vanish and the shivers running down his spine were not really from the cold weather.

"It was the capital of the west and it's still the noblest town," Brendan said.

"It was much smaller in my time," Desiderio grumbled.

"The Capital is even bigger, I'm told," Brendan smiled. "It has no walls at all and they are building a university that will make the one here look obsolete."

"Vittore, I see so many unprotected houses, we should build another round of walls!" Desiderio said as they strolled outside one of the gates.

"Why?" Brendan stared at him in wonder.

"Self-defense," he snapped. Wasn't it obvious? A wall-less town was an easy prey for enemies.

"We're not at war," Brendan reminded him.

"Right," he grumbled. "I wonder who sits in my father's place."

"You're Prince Desiderio, the legitimate heir," Brendan said, staring adoringly at him. Those blue eyes really got on Desiderio's nerves, as he could see lust behind the admiration.

"Enough, Brendan," he snapped again, embarrassed by his companion's feelings.

"Isn't it true?" Brendan asked innocently.

"Let's just go."

"Yes, my lord."

The inn where Brendan slept was outside the walls – cheaper, according to Desiderio's guide. Desiderio had no money, no food or clothes in his castle, so he could only follow Brendan until he could claim his inheritance in that strange future.

Brendan requested hot water and left Desiderio alone in the room while he went back downstairs to order dinner and make other arrangements. He seemed to know everyone, and Desiderio was jarred by his manners towards men. He was beginning to think Brendan was some sort of male prostitute – if such a thing could exist now, as it didn't in his time – instead of a scholar.

Desiderio entered  the wooden bathtub, relaxing at last in the empty bedroom. He scratched off the dust and stress of the day, shaved and combed his hair, then Brendan came back with a new tunic with golden embroideries around the neck, soft breeches and a dark velvet cloak.

"I didn't see many members of the Magical Races in the streets," Desiderio said, accepting the clothes and quickly pulling the tunic over his bare chest to avert Brendan's admiring stare.

"Most Genn moved to Jinxie, my lord," Brendan replied, undressing to use what was left of the hot water. "And the Sila come here only to bring messages from the Emperor."

"What about the Waiora?" Desiderio asked, slipping the breeches on.

"I've never met a Waiora." Brendan smiled, satisfied at Desiderio's new look, embarrassing him once again.

"You never saw a Waiora? You have never seen their nacreous fabric?"

"No, but I've heard stories about them." Brendan shook his head. "They say they can turn into seals or dolphins... but only sea sailors ever actually meet them."

"There were plenty in the lake near Havenstock," Desiderio said, buckling his sword-belt.

"Not anymore, my lord, I'm sorry. It seems that the Waiora have left freshwater for good."

Desiderio was shocked speechless again. The Waiora gone from freshwater... not a good sign. If the Magical Races deserted the Humans, what could happen? The Blackmore had despised them – would Humans revert to those barbarian times?

Brendan got up, dripping and shameless, and got out of the tub, grabbing the towel. Desiderio quickly looked away, but couldn't avoid noticing the athletic perfection of Brendan's body. Definitely not a scholar, no.

"Shall we go claim your throne?" Brendan asked, putting a clean tunic on.

"How can I prove my identity?" Desiderio frowned.

"You could wear your old clothes, they're out of fashion all right," Brendan teased. "Besides, I can testify where I found you."

"And who are you, a nobleman, a rich merchant?" Desiderio challenged.

"No." Brendan admitted with a shrug.

"Then why would they listen to you?"

"Right." Brendan sighed.

"I will pay for your services when I get my inheritance," Desiderio grumbled. He didn't like promising rewards, but he was aware he was an expense and Brendan had just mentioned he wasn't rich.

"Thank you, my lord." Brendan's tone was teasing again.

"Brendan, you didn't steal these clothes, did you?"

"No, I paid for them."

"With what money?"

"No money. My body was enough. I'd be delighted if you accepted that sort of payment as well."

"Brendan, enough! I'm a prince, and a warrior!"

"Didn't you have a faithful squire who kept you warm during campaigns?" Brendan looked genuinely curious, but Desiderio almost slapped him.

"No!" he exploded. "Vittore, you don't do that!"

"Sorry." Brendan shrugged, disappointed.

Desiderio took a deep breath to calm himself before asking the next question. "Brendan, what do you live on?"

"I'm good  company." Brendan smiled mischievously. "I'm handsome, well educated, I can play the lute, sing and keep you as busy under the covers as you prefer. Or I can read for you, write a letter, or anything you might need in that department."

"You're a courtesan!" Desiderio stared at him in disbelief. A male courtesan. "You live off rich bored women who feel lonely!"

"Actually it's rich bored men who feel lonely," Brendan replied.

"What?" 

"The Empire is full of perverts."

"Vittore, what depravation!" Now Desiderio was disgusted. "My brother's descendants have sunk very low! But I'll take care of it!"

*

[image: ]


That night they ate in a corner of the common room of the inn. Desiderio noticed that almost nobody was armed and he expressed his doubts about it.

"This crowd is mostly lesser merchants or palace servants," Brendan explained. "Only mercenaries and guards carry a sword."

"So there are more castes now," Desiderio pondered.

"I guess so... In your time there were only warriors and peasants, right? Now we have merchants, artisans, scholars, soldiers..."

Desiderio didn't look happy to hear this. Brendan loved his archaic language and expressions that made him sound like an old manuscript, but he could imagine how lost Desiderio felt in this strange new world.

"Brendan!" A fat man called from a nearby table. "Why don't you tell us one of your stories?"

"Many can't read, so I tell them the stories I find in books," Brendan told Desiderio before turning to the other man. "Come on, Master Alan, can't you see I already have company?"

"So what? Your new friend doesn't like stories?"

"Yea, come on, Brendan, tell us a story!" More people quipped in.

Brendan sighed and looked apologetically at Desiderio before rising and turning to his audience, climbing on the table and standing there as the crowd cheered him.

"All right, all right!" He calmed down the enthusiastic audience. "Let me think..." He pondered then grinned. "Did you know that before the Empire the Western kings had more than one wife?"

Desiderio's jaw dropped and Brendan tried not to laugh in his face. The stunned or teasing comments left Desiderio speechless, and Brendan felt sorry for him. How could he know the religion of the Supreme Being allowed only one wife now? That was one way of telling him about it.

"I swear it's true," Brendan continued. "Consider that an ancestor of our Emperor had twelve wives! Many died young, often in childbirth. That particular king was  the one who started the war with the Blackmore, so he lost some to the eastern raiders as well."

"Why so many wives?" someone asked.

"Well, you know, war times, more sons, more warriors –  and more deaths as well," Brendan explained. He glanced at Desiderio who still looked shocked at the reactions of the crowd to the tale. "Fabrizio Varian, for example, had five wives."

"Four," Desiderio corrected mechanically.

Brendan smiled at him, winking. He knew the correct number, of course, but he did it to snap Desiderio out of his astonishment. Desiderio closed his mouth and frowned, lowering his eyes.

"One wife is more than enough for me!"

"Yea, unless the others are servants."

"Who can take care of all the children, though?"

"Come on, Brendan, tell us something more real!"

"This is all very real and can be found in many ancient chronicles," Brendan assured. "Did you know our ancestors had many gods?"

"Really? What for?"

"Whatever they were doing. For the harvest, for war, for rain, for the sun, for birth and death... And then in the east they had some, in the west they had others, and even if they had some in common, they gave them different names as their language was different back then, so they kept fighting about each pantheon hoping their gods would take them to victory."

"Then the Supreme Being smiled on the Varians," someone scoffed. "And all those gods were forgotten."

"Is that the reason of the war between Blackmore and Varians?"

Brendan felt Desiderio's gaze on him again and looked him in the eyes. He should have asked him before starting the tale. But it didn't look like the prince had any answers, he was actually waiting for him to give an explanation.

"Maybe," he said at last. "We don't know. The war lasted eighty very long years, then the Magical Races helped stop it."

"Why did the Genn and the Sila accept to help the Varians?" A heavy eastern accent asked from the bottom of the room.

"The Genn lived closer to the Varians. And the Blackmore hated all the Magical Races. Especially the Sorceress Queen Shania who had found real magic that was probably stronger than the Genn's."

"My mother-in-law is from Xendaria and she must be a witch too!" One said. A roaring laughter exploded in the main room.

"So who killed the Sorceress Queen?" the fat man asked.

"Prince Marco's Lord Protector and his non-Human cousin," Brendan replied. "It took two powerful half-bloods to end the war and seal the Pond of Dark Magic that was the source of the Blackmore power."

"They still have shamans in the east," the man with the Xendarian mother-in-law said. "My mother-in-law makes potions the western healers have never heard of."

"So she qualifies as a witch and doesn't hide?" the fat man scoffed. "May the Supreme Being get her, then!"

"I've been asking him that since I married her daughter, but she's obviously stronger!"

The laughter almost covered Desiderio's words as he got up from the bench not looking at anyone in particular. "I'm going to bed," he grumbled, and only Brendan heard him. "Good night."

Brendan nodded with a smile and Desiderio quickly exited the common room. Brendan waited a moment for silence to come back and turned to his audience again.

"Do you know who that was? A legend. Prince Desiderio Varian! Would you like to hear his story?"

When he finally went back to their room, Desiderio was asleep, obviously exhausted by his first day in the future. Brendan smiled fondly at him and caressed his black hair before lying down next to him. The excitement of discovering him in the old keep slowly faded into a peaceful sleep.
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MEETING THE GOVERNOR
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"I must speak with the Governor." Desiderio glared at the guards preventing him from entering the private cabinet of Havenstock's Governor.

"He's busy," the guard on the right replied. "Only the Chancellor can take you to him."

"I'm Desiderio Varian and demand to see him now." Desiderio gripped his sword-hilt, trying to contain his anger. When did things become so complicated? In peace time why did guards prevent people to reach the government?

Brendan put a calming hand on his shoulder.

"No member of the Imperial Family has that name," the guard replied, unmoved.

Desiderio unsheathed his sword. "Let me through," he threatened.

The other guard pointed his lance to his throat. "Do you want to die?" 

Then the door behind the guards opened. 

"What's going on?" A short, plump man in rich clothes frowned at the noise of voices and steel. "Can't you get rid of that beggar? I'm trying to work here!"

"I'm sorry, my lord, he seems to be quite stubborn," one of the guards said as Desiderio lowered his sword. "And he is armed."

"Are you the Governor?" Desiderio asked bluntly.

"Yes, why?" the little round man snapped, eyeing his blade and his clothes with distaste. Desiderio wore on his out-of-fashion clothes again, which made him look like a common soldier in this new world.

"This castle is mine, hand it over," Desiderio demanded, sheathing his sword.

"What? Who's this madman?" The Governor whined. "Why do they all come here?"

"I'm Desiderio Varian and this is my castle," Desiderio insisted, folding his arms on his chest with a determined expression.

"Ah, the castle... you can have it, it's uncomfortable and cold," the Governor shrugged. "I'll write to the Emperor telling him it's back in use. I'll be grateful for any work you'll have done in the old keep, as it's crumbling down."

"Wait a moment!" Desiderio pushed him inside the room, followed by a worried Brendan. The guards waited on the doorstep, ready to help their lord if the madman unsheathed his weapon again. "I don't want only my castle, I want my kingdom back!"

"What kingdom?" The Governor looked confused.

"He is Desiderio Varian, heir of the Varian Kingdom," Brendan said.

The Governor stared at both in disbelief. "My lord, did you hear that?" he said, turning towards his desk. Desiderio noticed someone was sitting there.

The man rose and came forward. He was tall and blond, richly clothed and clean-shaven, his hair cut short in the new fashion. He stared with aversion at both Desiderio and Brendan.

"Blackmore," Desiderio frowned, recovering from the surprise and realizing who the blond man reminded him. That Blackmore was slightly older than he, but had many of his ancestor's features.

"Do you know him, my lord?" the Governor asked, puzzled.

Cold blue eyes stared back at Desiderio. "I have never seen him before."

"You look like your ancestor, King Erick Blackmore," Desiderio said, sarcastic.

"None of us has met a King Erick and I don't see how you could, if you're Human," the other replied.

"He became king almost a century ago," Brendan said. "Erick Blackmore, I mean. He was the grandfather of the last Blackmore king."

"So how can this madman have met him?" Lord Blackmore scoffed.

"He is who he says he is – Desiderio Varian, heir to Fabrizio Varian's throne."

"Shut up, you worthless gigolo," the Governor snapped.

Brendan pouted as Lord Blackmore stared at Desiderio. "Can you prove your identity?"

Don't panic! Desiderio hesitated. What proof did he have? An old sword that looked brand new? An ancient medallion? A never forgotten pride?

"Your silence is proof enough," Lord Blackmore said, staring triumphantly at him. "You may go."

The guards grabbed Desiderio and Brendan and threw them out of the palace.

"What now?" Brendan asked, worried and depressed. "Who can prove your identity?"

Desiderio pondered, gloomy. Who, indeed? "Is there a woman called Pearl Skywise anywhere in this town?" he asked.

Brendan shook his head. "Never heard of her."

"She's Fajrulo, she might have changed her Human name."

"I don't know of any Fajrulo living among us."

"Then the Genn are my only hope." Desiderio sighed. "They probably know where she is."

"There are no Genn living in Havenstock, they all moved to Jinxie," Brendan said. "Or you could go to the Capital. Maybe the Emperor will listen to you."

"I should talk to him," Desiderio grumbled. "How can he allow the Blackmore to be so powerful?"

"They're the real rulers of Havenstock." Brendan shrugged. "The Varians gave it up when the Imperial Family moved to the Capital."

"And where is this Jinxie place?"

"Not far from here. There's even a new merchants' town called Ennismore, so this is known as the Triangle Province. The three towns are very close to each other, compared to the rest."

"So Jinxie is much closer than the Capital?"

"One day ride or two days on foot."

Desiderio pondered again. He had never been to the Genn Capital, but he knew it was months away unless some member of a Magical Race could speed up the journey.

"The Genn live longer than Humans," he said as they walked through the busy streets, oblivious of their surroundings. "Maybe one of them met me. Or they can tell me where Skywise is, or send me to the Capital with a spell... Wait, no more spells. I've had enough with the spell that sent me here."

"Then let's go to Jinxie," Brendan said. "The Genn built it when they gave up the Capital."

"So it's an all-Genn town?"

"Mostly Genn, like Havenstock and Xendaria are mostly Human towns."

"And what about Ennismore?"

"Mostly Human too. Many merchants live there and come here for their trades. Havenstock is a very expensive town to live in, the noblest of the Empire."

"How can you afford to live here, then?"

"I prosper where there are many wealthy perverts, remember?" Brendan grinned. "But how will you live? I can take care of you, but I'd like something in return. And I don't really need money."

Brendan winked and Desiderio averted his eyes, jarred by the suggestion.

"When can we go to Jinxie?" he asked sharply.

"If we can get on a cart, one day is enough," Brendan answered. "Tomorrow there's the big marketplace, therefore the day after tomorrow we can probably find someone headed that way."

"Good, when I manage to find my Genn friends, I'll ask them to compensate you for the expenses on my behalf," Desiderio said gruffly. "Now if you don't mind, I'd like to be left alone."

"But you'll get lost!" Brendan protested.

"Brendan, I was born here. I'll find that inn, leave me alone!"

"Fine." Brendan frowned and fished some coins in his purse. "For your lunch." The forced the coins in Desiderio's hand. "See you tonight."

Desiderio slid the coins in an inside pocket of his old tunic and moved on, alone. He was grateful for Brendan's help, but didn't like how Brendan looked at him.

Curious stares followed him everywhere, but none were lustful like Brendan's eyes. Desiderio wished he could find someone who wasn't so attracted to him in that indecent, physical way, but obviously his brother's descendants weren't ready to accept him.

His second day in the future wasn't going well. He was still confused and couldn't find answers. He knew Pearl had something to do with it, but he had no idea of how to find her. He was baffled by the refusal to recognize him – he had become a legend and nobody seemed to realize he was actually the victim of a very powerful spell.

Didn't Fabio mention his disappearance? When was the memory lost? What could he do to make them remember? Brendan seemed to know the Varian history better than the Varian descendants themselves, but then he was a weird one. History buff, male courtesan, storyteller... Desiderio couldn't even think about what Brendan did with his body as well, although he had to admit those luscious lips were probably very good at... He blushed and frowned, and bumped into someone.

"Sorry," he grumbled.

"Well, isn't this the claimant to our good Governor's place," a sarcastic voice replied.

He looked up and noticed he had bumped into Lord Blackmore and two of his friends. Damn.

"Careful what you say, Richard, his sword looks real!" one of the other noble young men teased.

"Duels are forbidden, he'd end up in a dungeon," Lord Blackmore scoffed, staring defiantly at Desiderio. "Which might be what he wants, as the prisons are still in the old keep he claimed a few hours ago."

Desiderio glared at him and clenched his sword-hilt, but didn't unsheathe his weapon. He wasn't a coward who would attack an unarmed man.

"He sure looks raggedy!"

"We should send him to the Emperor and see if he sustains his claim!"

"He's not a real claimant," Richard Blackmore said with contempt. "I think Brendan is trying to push one of his friends!"

"I'm not a courtesan," Desiderio snapped. "Leave me alone!"

He quickly pushed his way through the young noblemen and walked away as fast as he could, fuming. There, now they even thought he was like Brendan! He must find another guide!

His eyes caught a glimpse of long blond hair and he focused on the being with pointed ears who had just walked out of a shop in front of him. The prince jogged to reach him, his heart pounding with hope. 

"Excuse me, Elder, were you alive in the times of Fabrizio Varian?" he asked politely, trying to conceal his excitement.

The other stared at him before answering. "Yes, of course."

"How long do you Genn live?"

"Quite more than Humans, especially magic users. Who are you looking for?"

"Coldwinter and Rainspot, are they still alive?"

"Yes, Coldwinter is at the Capital, with the Emperor. Former Queen Rainspot moved to Jinxie."

"Former queen?"

"She married Fabio Varian."

"She married my brother?"

"Yes, Desiderio, she was his second wife."

"Do you know me?" Doubt poured over him. Genn looked all the same to him, blond and awesome and... magical.

"No, but I know your story," the Genn grinned. "We knew you weren't dead and sometime you'd show up. Go to Rainspot, she'll take care of you."

"What about Pearl, do you know where she is?"

The Genn shook his head. "Nobody has seen Skywise since you disappeared from the great hall. Maybe Coldwinter, who is a strong magic user, can trace her through her daughter, Starblazer."

"Oh. Thank you, Elder." Desiderio resumed his stroll, upset once again.

His Genn childhood friends would take care of him? It was a relief, but also a worry. What could that mean? Would they help him to find Skywise and undo the spell or would they help him to fit in this strange new world? 

He didn't have much choice, though. Jinxie was closer, therefore he'd go to Rainspot first.

*
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Genn architecture was different. Jinxie had been built on the edge of a forest and almost looked like an extension of it. Houses had balconies and high closed bridges that made the buildings look like trees with entwined branches. Flowers and other plants were everywhere and the mullioned windows made the town look eerie, like a fairy tale place.

The cart of the Human merchant stopped in the main square, and Desiderio and Brendan got off, staring goggle-eyed at their surroundings. The main building of the Council was unguarded and there was a sculpted fountain at the center of the square, with the four Magical Races turned towards the cardinal points.

Brendan took Desiderio inside the Council building to inquire about Rainspot's address, then they followed a young Genn through the twisting streets to the modest apartment of the former Varian queen.

She opened the door herself and Desiderio was flooded with relief. "Rainspot! You haven't changed much!" 

Her golden hair had lost color, turning platinum as she was now an elder, but the face and pointed ears were almost the same.

"You haven't changed either, Des," she grinned, shortening his name like his old friends used to. "Come in."

She let both Humans inside a small, spartan house with only two rooms and let them sit on the cushions of the main room, offering tea and cookies to her guests.

"You had a long journey, Desiderio," she said sitting by his side and ignoring Brendan's awe. "How have you been?"

"It's awful, Havenstock is in the hands of the Blackmore!" Desiderio answered, frustrated. "My brother's descendants don't know who I am and I need to find Pearl, but nobody knows where she is!"

"We've been wondering what happened to you," she said. "Fabio saw you vanish under his eyes and felt a heat wave."

"I was locked in a wall of fire and when it dissolved, I was still in the great hall, but it was abandoned. I think Pearl did it, but I don't know why or how."

"Uhm..." Rainspot pondered. "Skywise most certainly had the power to do that. What did you do to upset an old Fajrulo?"

"Nothing!" Desiderio protested. "I told her I didn't want to marry her." He hesitated. "All right, I called her a witch," he admitted. "I didn't know Fajrulo were so touchy."

Rainspot chuckled. "Oh, trust me, they're very touchy," she said. "Although Skywise was old, therefore she probably wasn't rash either. She must have calculated something... you're right, you should find her."

"Excuse me, but... if she sent Desiderio to the future, shouldn't she be present to take care of him?" Brendan suggested.

Desiderio and Rainspot stared at him.

"You mean... she sent me to the future so I would have nobody to turn to but her?" Desiderio asked, feeling his heart sinking again.

"I don't know how Fajrulo minds work. I've never met one, but why not?" Brendan shrugged. "I'm very happy she sent you in my lifetime," he added with a mischievous smile.

"One hundred years is not far enough in the future to have him completely lost," Rainspot said, thoughtful. "And as she's not here, maybe something went wrong with her spell. She might be dead, which might be why you're here."

"Vittore! What can I do now?" Desiderio moaned, frustrated.

"Not much, I'm afraid," Rainspot replied. "You better settle in this new time."

"How can I? I'll go to Coldwinter and ask him to help me! You know, like that Falcon did, he looked up the Genn and went back."

"Where did you hear of the Legend of the Falcon?" she asked, puzzled.

"Brendan told it to me on our way here," Desiderio grumbled pointing at his guide without looking at him.

"I see. The Human version is unreliable, though. It wasn't the Genn who sent back Falcon. I doubt Coldwinter can help you," she smiled and turned to Brendan. "And you are?"

"My name is Brendan, I found Prince Desiderio and I'm taking care of him."

"He was in my room, the old keep has been abandoned," Desiderio added, uneasy. "Can you pay back the expenses he had for me during the past four days?"

"Of course. How much do we owe you, Brendan?"

"Nothing." Brendan pouted.

"Careful, it was an obsession like yours that sent Desiderio here," she warned, amused.

"What?" Both Desiderio and Brendan stared at her, puzzled.

"Your feelings are obvious," she said, staring at Brendan. "And you have the same stubbornness Skywise or Starblazer have. I wouldn't be surprised if you descended from one of their offspring. I'll have to warn you, though, that Desiderio is more stubborn than any of you, therefore you're hopeless."

"Wait, Pearl was in love with me!" Desiderio protested. He didn't like the comparison that meant Brendan's feelings were unacceptable and indecent for him. 

"Fajrulo don't fall in love," Rainspot smiled. "But they can grow fond of someone or be obsessed with desire – like Starblazer who had a son from a Sila."

"But Brendan is a man!" Desiderio bit his lip and glared at Brendan, frustrated. "Vittore, think about women, not me!"

"Maybe I am a descendant of Pearl Skywise," Brendan retorted innocently. "As indeed I find you extremely attractive."

Desiderio growled then turned back to Rainspot. "I know you Genn are powerful magic users. Can you send me to Coldwinter without using Human means of transportation?"
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JINXIE
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Jinxie was a town full of Sila who didn't squirm or avoid contact when approached. One of their elders came to knock on Rainspot's door as she was still making plans with Desiderio and Brendan. The Sila's big feathery wings and short hair were almost white, but his androgynous face had no wrinkles.

"You're so lucky, you members of Magical Races! You age so gracefully." Desiderio sighed with envy while Brendan observed the winged man with curiosity.

"Winged Erwan is headed for the Capital," Raispot said. "As you don't like spells, Des, would you rather fly with the Sila?"

"The Sila carry Humans now?" Desiderio was puzzled.

"Not really, but we do have contact with some of them," Winged Erwan said. "My half-brother Falcon convinced us that the Varians' Sorto was to rule these lands and we should help them. My cousin Winged Kyler spends his life with Humans and he has been Lord Protector of King Guido. And now we serve the Emperor as couriers and map-makers."

"So you have sworn fealty to the Varian blood?"

"We help them. We have short shifts on land, one month at the time. Luckily there's enough of us to cover the Emperor's needs. Our duties are only at the Capital, but we like to visit our Genn friends in Jinxie. Besides, my half-sibling's descendants are still in Havenstock."

"And you could take us to the Capital?" Brendan looked excited at the idea, but Desiderio was a little wary.

"Why not," Winged Erwan smiled.

"Flying?" Desiderio asked through gritted teeth.

"We don't walk much and certainly don't ride," Winged Erwan replied, amused. "Flying in a straight line would get you to the Capital much faster than any land trail."

"What about rain or snow?" Desiderio inquired, worried.

"We fly over the clouds."

"You'd never transport Humans in my father's time!"

"Things have changed, Prince Desiderio."

"Yea, I noticed," Desiderio grumbled. "The Waiora left, the Sila help Humans..."

"We leave in the morning," Winged Erwan smiled. "Should we pick you up?"

"Where can we sleep?" Desiderio asked Rainspot, knowing she didn't have room for them in her small house.

"The Council palace has guest rooms, free of charge. That's where the Sila stay as well, so you'll be all ready at the same time tomorrow." The Genn woman turned to Winged Erwan. "By the way, Erwan, do you know where your half-blood cousin is?"

"He might still be in the Black Empire with his mother, why?" the Sila replied.

"We're actually looking for his grandmother, as she's the one responsible for Desiderio's presence here."

"Oh. Well, in that case, checking at the Capital is a good start, although since Guido's death Kyler hasn't shown up there. But then I can send my offspring out to look for him if nobody has news."

"Is that the other guy in the story you told me?" Desiderio asked Brendan.

"Yes! Kyler Darklight, half Sila and half Fajrulo, the most powerful half-blood of the Varian Empire!" Brendan exclaimed. "He's almost as legendary as you are!"

"Except he's still alive," Rainspot chuckled. "He's not Human and very long-lived... But you're right, Humans don't know much about him."

"Well, I've seen a legend come to life under my eyes," Brendan beamed. "I'm sure this powerful half-blood can help my Desiderio to find that Pearl."

"I'm not yours," Desiderio snapped.

Rainspot chuckled and Winged Erwan smiled.

"Let's go back to the Council palace," the Sila suggested. "I'm sure Rainspot helped you all she could."

*
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They had dinner in a common room on the ground floor of the palace, where both Sila, Genn and Humans gathered. Rainspot came to say good-bye as well. 

Winged Erwan introduced his offspring to Desiderio and Brendan. Winged Melvin was his grandson, barely in his teens, with brown hair and wings, and blue eyes. Winged Judith had dark hair and wings like her father must have had long ago, and her tight fitting clothes showed very decent curves at least for Desiderio, who couldn't take his eyes off of her. She was probably in her forties, but looked much younger.

"Do female Sila ever wear a gown?" Brendan asked, jealousy filtering through his voice and stare. 

"Only for the Parigha Flugo," Winged Judith answered, amused.

"The what?" 

"Mating flight."

"I knew a Winged Leila, but she wasn't as beautiful as you," Desiderio said. 

Brendan snorted, frustrated.

"Skywise was jealous of all of us, although she could look as young as us," Rainspot said.

"But she was old, and I knew it!" Desiderio sighed. "And I didn't want to marry a shape shifter! Vittore, I should have been born in the east, so I wouldn't have been bothered by the Magical Races!"

"Actually, the Fajrulo are everywhere," Winged Erwan smiled. "I believe Winged Kyler was conceived somewhere in the east, before the Queen Sorceress Shania came to power."

"I wonder how the Amazons would have treated you," Brendan said, contemplating Desiderio who frowned.

"It's not my fault if I can't find the right person," he grumbled.

"Sorto is often elusive," Winged Erwan admitted. "And sometimes really strange. It brought Starblazer and Winged Kalino together, or my father with a Human woman... so Falcon and Robin were Sortinfano and I am only the result of a Parigha Flugo."

"Can you speak common, please?" Brendan demanded. "What are you talking about? What are those words?"

"The Old Tongue doesn't always translate into Human languages."

"Sila and Waiora mate every ten years," Rainspot explained patiently. "They have either a mating flight or a mating swim. A reproductive ceremony driven by instinct. But sometimes Sorto, or destiny, interferes, and thus you have the Children of Love, or Sortinfano."

"And do they get married?" Brendan asked again.

"We don't need weddings, we know when we meet our life-mate." Rainspot smiled at Desiderio. "I did marry Fabio, but when he died, I didn't marry again. I had twins from my Genn mate, that's all."

Desiderio nodded, serious. He wasn't expecting a long-lived Genn to remain faithful to his long gone younger brother.

"Is it the first time Winged Melvin goes to the Capital?" Brendan asked. "He looks so young!"

"He is young," Winged Erwan admitted. "And unfortunately he inherited his grandfather's bad eyesight, so I hope Vario can take care of him. Maybe he'll meet his Destinito at the Varian court like my father did."

"Could Winged Judith find a Human... Destinito?" Desiderio hesitated before repeating the strange word.

"I'm sorry, if you can't fly, you can't follow me," the female Sila smiled.

"Can Genn fly?" Desiderio inquired, disappointed.

"Not unless they're good magic users," Rainspot smiled. "But Fajrulo have wings."

"I don't want a Fajrulo by my side, they scare me."

"And for a good reason, Des. Get some rest now. And forget about seducing a Sila."

*
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They had climbed on the roof of the Council palace early the next morning. Desiderio glanced at the round towers with cone roofs and the top of the trees surrounding them before sitting with Brendan on some sort of carpet.

Winged Erwan, his daughter and his grandson had been joined by more Sila who grabbed the four corners of the fabric.

"A flying carpet!" Brendan squealed with delight as the Sila opened their colorful feathery wings.

Soon they were airborne, and Brendan discovered he couldn't look down, so he curled up on the almost straight carpet feeling quite sick. Desiderio sat silent, observing the majestic winged beings, the clouds, sometimes the ground and wondering about the mysteries of the Magical Races.

The flight lasted most of the day as they flew over forests and meadows, hills and the central massif. Desiderio was amazed by the gentle breeze accompanying them – it must be some kind of magic keeping them warm at such an high altitude. But then the Sila were Air's people, of course they could control it.

Eventually they glided towards the plain where the Capital had been built. The ancient town had no walls and the old southern architecture was surrounded by Genn made buildings and more recent Human settlements. It was expanding around the two rivers that met at its center and temples of the Supreme Being sprang over the smaller houses and palaces with their high towers with bells.

The Sila deposited the carpet in front of a magnificent palace, and Desiderio and Brendan stepped off, glad to be on the ground again.

"This is... awesome!" Brendan gaped at the marble palace in front of them. It wasn't only mighty, but also sculpted and refined like anything else. The little round turrets with cone roofs reminded him of Jinxie, while the gate with marble elephants on the other side of the huge courtyard spoke of another architecture. 

"It was the seat of the Genn Council," Winged Erwan said. "Now it's the Imperial Palace."

"There is something older underneath," Brendan observed.

"Well, yes, it was the royal palace of the Kingdom of Gajendra as well. Humans built it centuries ago, the Genn embellished it."

"It's magnificent." Desiderio stopped looking around to focus on the Sila. "But I'm tired and I'm hungry, can you get us in without delay?"

Winged Erwan nodded with a smile.
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THE EMPEROR
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The Imperial Palace was a masterpiece of architecture even inside. Desiderio and Brendan followed the Sila along stately corridors adorned with tapestries or paintings so realistic they looked like windows, sometimes open on other worlds.

Eventually they reached an antechamber as guarded as the one of Havenstock's Governor. Except at the sight of the Sila a guard knocked on the door, a valet showed up and quickly ushered the Sila inside. But the guards crossed their lances to prevent Desiderio and Brendan to follow.

The door closed and Desiderio frowned, glancing at Brendan who shrugged.

"Sorry, don't know the protocol here," he grumbled.

"I must see the Emperor and Coldwinter," Desiderio told the guards.

"You shall wait for a summons," a guard answered impassive, staring straight ahead.

"Those Sila who just went in brought me here! Why can't I go in too?"

"The Sila are always admitted to the Emperor's presence. You shall wait for a summons."

"Vittore!" Desiderio was losing his patience. The Imperial Palace bureaucracy seemed worse than the Governor's. "I come here all the way from Jinxie, sent by Rainspot to her brother Coldwinter, and you leave me in the antechamber?"

"The Emperor's Chief Adviser is busy with his majesty. You shall wait for a summons."

Brendan put a hand on Desiderio's shoulder, trying to calm him.

Luckily at that point the door opened again, and the valet ushered them inside. The cabinet was big enough for bookshelves on the two walls and a huge desk covered with parchments. The Sila were standing on one side of the desk where the Emperor sat. Next to him a tall and androgynous being with platinum blond hair and pointed ears – Coldwinter hadn't changed much either.

"I've never heard of a Desiderio Varian," the Emperor said. The Sila must have told him something, because he looked worried.

Coldwinter smiled. "He existed. And I met him."

"And is that him?" the Emperor asked.

"It is he," Coldwinter nodded.

Desiderio smiled back, relieved, then looked at Fabio's descendant. A frail middle aged man, clean-shaven, with a heavy golden crown on his head and a red cloak with fur trimmings. In his left hand he held a handkerchief he often used to cover his mouth and nose to hide a very bad cough. Desiderio thought he didn't look very healthy, but if the Genn healers couldn't help him, nobody could.

"How can you let the Blackmore rule Havenstock?" Desiderio demanded. "Your Governor seems to obey their every whim! And that Richard Blackmore..."

"He'll soon marry a Varian princess," the Emperor said. "They gave up their kingdom, we gave up our capital. It seems fair to keep the peace, son."

"I am Desiderio, son of Fabrizio Varian, lord of the west. I'm your ancestor, so don't call me son."

"You look quite young to me, how old are you?"

"Nineteen."

"Then I can call you son as I could be your father."

"But you are a descendant of his brother," Coldwinter said, amused. "Anyway, welcome to the Capital, Des," he added, bowing his head to the prince and shortening his name like his sister had done.

"I need to sit down," Desiderio said, feeling his mouth dry. The valet gave him a stool and a goblet of water as the Sila completed their report and left with a bow. Brendan stood behind Desiderio like a bodyguard as Coldwinter sat next to the Emperor who shooed off the valet.

"So, what do you want, Prince Desiderio?" Vario III asked.

"I need to find Skywise. I want her to send me back."

Coldwinter sighed. "She can't."

"Why not?" Desiderio flared up again.

"I think she's dead."

"Dead? How?"

"I don't know. But if she wasn't there waiting for you, I'm guessing something interrupted her spell and only death could break it."

"Was she that old?"

"No, but Fajrulo are not immortal, nor invulnerable. They can be killed."

Desiderio was glad to be seated, but his shoulders slumped in desperation. "So... I'm stuck here?" he whispered, incredulous.

"I'm afraid so," Coldwinter looked sympathetic. "The Sila can look up Skywise's daughter through Kyler, but I don't think any of them can help you."

"You are welcome at the court," Vario III said. "Or you can have a province to rule, although I'd rather not give you the Triangle."

"Nor the East," Coldwinter added while the Emperor coughed repeatedly in his handkerchief.

"You don't seem too healthy," Desiderio said.

"I know, but in a couple of years my nephew Vario will be old enough to sit on his father's throne," the Emperor replied. "I'll abdicate on his sixteenth birthday."

"Why not now for Desiderio's sake?" Brendan asked. "He's young and strong and princely and..."

"Brendan, shut up!" Desiderio snorted. He wasn't sure he wanted the whole Empire. He still hoped he could somehow go back.

"But you're meant to be king!" Brendan insisted.

"King, not emperor. And this is neither my country nor my world anymore." He stared at the Emperor. "Why can't I have Havenstock?"

"We don't want you to start another war," Vario III answered.

"You might like the Southern Province," Coldwinter added. "They say they're barbarians down there and they don't believe in the Supreme Being."

"That's a relief," Desiderio was sarcastic. "And what should I do down there?"

"You'll probably have fun with the nomad tribes. They're warriors with many gods and sometimes many wives... not much different from what you were. And it's close to the Black Empire, so you might hear from Kyler or Starblazer and ask them about Skywise."

"You can marry my daughter," the Emperor added. "Agharek will be her dowry."

Marriage again, barely a week after his father's threat. 

"I'd like to meet her first," Desiderio said through clenched teeth.

"Of course," Coldwinter smiled. "Welcome to the Varian Court."

*
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Brendan followed Desiderio to his assigned apartment, but the prince locked him out of his door. Brendan frowned, knocked, called, but Desiderio ignored him.

Brendan slumped on the floor, his back to the door, and hugged his knees, both depressed and angry for the prince's behavior. Desiderio was drop dead gorgeous, but man, he was stubborn! His rejection bordered on rudeness, but this made him even more attractive in Brendan's eyes.

The former peasant had only met older noblemen who had loved his beauty. He had let them play with his body, but for the first time in a long time he felt attraction for someone and wished the object of his desire were less reticent.

Desiderio was younger and more interesting than any of the men Brendan had met so far. He wished the prince would let him show him what Lord Byron had taught him about male bodies. If only Desiderio allowed him to touch him, Brendan knew he could seduce him.

Except Desiderio didn't want him nearby. Not even as a servant, as he had locked himself in alone. Brendan couldn't believe the prince had never felt attraction for another man, even if he probably had to repress it in those ancient times.

Brendan sighed, frustrated. He saw Coldwinter coming his way, but didn't move.

"You need another room?" the old Genn asked stopping next to him.

"No, I'll sleep here," Brendan grumbled.

"Nobody sleeps in corridors at the royal palace," Coldwinter smiled. "Next door is a servant's room for the guest in here." He pointed at a little door further down the corridor.

Brendan stood up and hesitated. "I'm worried for Desiderio. He shouldn't be alone."

"He needs to be alone," Coldwinter replied. "You haven't allowed him much space, have you?"

"Well, he is lost, isn't he?"

"He's at home now. Let him breathe, Brendan."

"I'm not really doing anything except keeping an eye on him."

"Which is obviously distressing him. You're not his brother, you're a stranger who dropped in his life, unrequested. Don't impose your presence on him."

Brendan sighed again. The old Genn was probably right. Desiderio needed more time to get used to him.

"Servant's room?" he asked pointing at the little door.

Coldwinter nodded with a smile.

*
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Desiderio stared at the canopy without seeing it. He lay on the bed of the guest room assigned to him, alone at last. He had managed to leave Brendan outside, since he had had enough of the promiscuity with his adoring guide.

The window was wide open on the mild winter day and a soft breeze brought in the smell of a nearby kitchen, but Desiderio wasn't hungry. The stately bedroom was more comfortable than anything he could dream of, but he so missed his tower!

So many years in the future losing everything – honor, lands, family. Fabio's descendant was sick and he hadn't met the young heir to the throne yet. The Imperial Family was spread through the palace and the Empire, and no welcome banquet had been prepared to make him feel at home.

He was lost and lonely, with a lump in his throat and a knot in his stomach, wondering what to do with himself. He was alone in a world he didn't understand. It was like being exiled in a foreign country with no way back.

His parents, his extended family, all lost, not to war, but to time. Fourteen brothers and sisters vanished with his friends and brothers-in-arms. He didn't know anyone in the strange new world  –  except Coldwinter the Genn.

Maybe he should pick a Genn wife. She could be old enough to have lived in his father's time, but look young enough to be by his side. Although why an adult Genn would want something to do with a young Human was anyone's guess.

Still, he had attracted an old Fajrulo. "Pearl, how could you do this to me?" He moaned, wishing he could slap her and scream at her and force her to send him back or kill him.

The prince heir inside him wanted the frail Emperor to give up his throne and let him reign, but the nineteen-years-old warrior who had lost everything only wanted to curl up and cry. All his dreams were shattered.

He wanted a kingdom, but not like this. He wanted to scream, cry out, punch someone or fight to the death – his own, possibly – to vent his frustration and sorrow. But he lay still on that bed, crushed. Too many years after the life he had been promised.

Brendan knocked on his door, calling him. "There's a servant with food, let him in!" he pleaded.

Desiderio scoffed and didn't budge. He wasn't going to open that door. He knew Brendan would squeeze in. Besides, he wasn't hungry. He only wanted to sleep forever.

Sometime later Coldwinter materialized in his room and came to touch his forehead with a worried look on his face. Brendan must have reported his lack of response and the old Genn had used magic to break in.

"Leave me alone!" Desiderio slapped away the cool hand.

"You must eat," the Genn replied. "You can't starve yourself to death."

"Why not," he retorted sourly. "Who's going to miss me?"

"I would. Besides, why die now? You're free. You can do what you want with your life. Not exactly what you expected, but still... You're young, you have so many opportunities!"

"Like what? Get married and start breeding like my father wanted me to?"

"Would you rather be an adventurer? You don't take orders very well, Des, you were born to be a leader. Accept that Governor role and live happily ever after."

"Happy!" Desiderio closed his eyes with pain. "How can you live so long and watch all your friends die?"

"It's the price of my long lifespan. Why do you think Kyler left after Guido's death? He didn't want to grow fond of his descendants. But then, he's half-Fajrulo, his feelings aren't half as deep as ours."

"What does that mean?"

"Fajrulo don't fall in love."

"Then what moved Pearl?"

"Lust. Obsession. I don't know. She vanished at the same time you did. We thought she might be involved in your disappearance, but we never found her lair."

"So you think she trapped me out of time and went to wait for me to be unable to meet anyone who had ever heard of me?"

"Probably. I don't know what went wrong, Des, I only know that now you're here and you should keep on living, start a new life."

"In the Varian Empire."

"It's the dream for which your father, your brother and his sons fought for," Coldwinter said. "You can live it. The union of east and west, and then south into one big kingdom. Think about what they'd give to see that, to know that they didn't die in vain. Their descendants rule the biggest Human empire ever founded. You can live this in their name and in their memory."

"With a Supreme Being as only god."

Coldwinter sighed. "It makes things easier. The religious struggle between your pantheons of gods was really childish."

"You believe in the Supreme Being too?" Desiderio asked, but he knew the answer.

"I'm Genn, I know the truth. I'm not discussing religion with you, like I didn't discuss it with Guido, who, by the way, was the one who decided the official religion was the worship of the Supreme Being."

"One day the Humans will chase you away if you don't convert," Desiderio grumbled.

"It wouldn't be the first time," Coldwinter smiled. "The Immortals will take care of us again."

"Those Immortals you speak of, could they help me?"

"They helped Falcon, but he was half-blood. I doubt a pure-blooded Human can really believe in them."

"Vittore, what am I supposed to do, then? I lost all my roots!"

"Plant new ones."

"I'm scared, Coldwinter." There, he had said it. He felt much better now.

"You lost your guidance too soon. But don't worry, I'll help you."

"Can you send me back?"

"No, I can't do that."

"Why not? Send me back, I'll marry Pearl and all this would never happen!"

"I can't, Des. I'm not powerful enough to reverse a Fajrulo spell. I believe your destiny is to be here and now. I think the Immortals sent you here because you're most needed."

"I thought Pearl sent me here!"

"Her spell was broken, someone interfered. But you're stuck here for a reason."

Desiderio sighed. "Fine," he surrendered.
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ELISABETTA VARIAN
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Winged Judith was gone with her father, but Winged Melvin had remained with the Emperor. Silent and serious, he stood on duty like a bodyguard and wasn’t really trying to make new friends. He listened and observed but kept his mouth mostly shut.

"Would you rather be with your family?" Desiderio asked him one week after their arrival at the Capital.

"No, I'm independent now," Winged Melvin answered proudly.

"But you don't like staying on the ground."

"I could get used to it." The blue-eyed winged boy shrugged.

"When will your mother come back?"

"I don't know when her next shift is, but you better forget her. Your Sorto is not with her."

"My destiny is to marry a stranger," Desiderio grumbled, lowering his eyes. The wisdom of the young Sila was unsettling.

"You will meet her during a great ball where all the beauties of the Empire are invited," Winged Melvin replied.

"Will you be there, looking for your destiny?"

"I'll be there because I'm on duty. I'm not interested in the rest. I didn't have my first Parigha Flugo yet."

"Well, I'm not ready either."

"Desiderio, you're almost twenty, as a Human you already lived half of your life. I'll live a lot longer and won't feel sexual calls until I do my Parigha Flugo, but you're way behind on your reproductive schedule. Follow your instincts and forget the rest."

"I will marry the Varian princess." Desiderio frowned. "But I also want to fall in love!"

"I wish you to find it, although I hear Human princes shouldn't really aspire to that." Winged Melvin smiled with sympathy. He probably felt like an outsider of his own kind too with his imperfect eye-sight.

"What do you know about that?" Desiderio asked. "Sila and Genn don't have nobles and commoners, do they?"

"No, but the Waiora do. The blond ones are so rare they usually become kings or leaders. Not as bad as Humans, but still... Besides, I'm at a Human court. I attend Council sessions. I've heard enough in the past week to understand how these things work."

Desiderio glared at him, but he had to admit the young Sila was right. Marriages for nobles and kings were more alliances and bargains than love matches. He should follow his duty and stop complaining, maybe he could be happy anyway.

*
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"Prince Desiderio Varian!" The herald announced.

Desiderio took a deep breath before stepping into the great hall. The huge room took his breath away, as during his father's time such a big ceiling wouldn't have held the upper floors. On one side French-windows opened on the royal garden, on the other side mullioned windows with colored glass sent rainbow reflections on the barrel-shaped ceiling. On the short side of the rectangular room opposite the main entrance, the Emperor sat on the dais and minstrels stood in a corner, playing a happy melody.

The clothes of nobles and courtiers were even more rich and elaborated for the occasion. The elegance of the Genn and fairness of the Sila mixed flawlessly with the silks and velvets, pearls and gold of the Varian nobility.

Desiderio strolled towards the throne, observing the room and the people. The chatter and music didn't completely cover the comments as he passed by.

"What a royal appearance!" A maiden giggled behind her bejeweled hand.

"Desiderio Varian? Who does he think he is?" An old nobleman sounded scornful.

"He is so cute," his wife replied.

Desiderio pretended not to hear them. He was nervous enough already without challenging half of the court. He noticed that only the guards standing at intervals by the walls had swords. That court was harmless, if attacked it would be a slaughter.

Then he remembered the war was over and Vittore wasn't the much worshiped God of War anymore. That the Supreme Being allowed the Varians to prosper in peace. Maybe it wasn't so bad not having to call on Vittore every day.

Desiderio had met Benedetto da Castelrosso, the founder of the new religion. Benedetto had had his first vision at twenty and founded the order of the Itinerant Friars to spread the word of the Supreme Being. When Desiderio had been sent to the future, Benedetto was in his thirties and not many followed him. But Guido, fifty years later, was a  believer of the Supreme Being, thus it had become the official religion – and the only one possible to unify the pantheons of the east with the west. Which meant forgetting Warlord and Vittore, Venus and Bella and all those other gods and goddesses Desiderio knew so well.

Vario III sat on his throne with Coldwinter on one side and his daughter on the other. Elisabetta Varian was twenty, sky-blue eyes and long raven hair braided with white pearls. She was tall and slender, with a fair skin, and wore a white gown embroidered with gold. She wasn't a great beauty but she wasn't ugly either. She curtsied to Desiderio, offering her hand.

"Nice to meet you." Desiderio kissed her golden hand-flower.

"I'm honored, Prince Desiderio." Her voice was quiet.

No passion, neither way. No sparkle of recognition or love. A marriage of interest for two royal offspring. Why not. Elisabetta had Agharek as a dowry and a big province to rule. Desiderio could have his father's kingdom back. Sort of.

A kingdom so huge it needed to be split into provinces and could be called Empire was one of Fabrizio Varian's dreams. But neither him nor Desiderio had ever bothered visiting the Capital in spite of the alliance between Varians and Genn.

At the time of the Varian Kingdom, Agharek was the capital of a disaggregating kingdom, slowly splitting into nomad tribes as the desert expanded, eating towns and rivers. Now it was part of the Empire and Desiderio was curious to visit that part of the world. Coldwinter had assured him that he would love the southern lands as their culture was very close to ancient Varian thinking. They were warriors with many gods and even if the climate was very different – hot and dry – Desiderio could probably fit in better than in his former kingdom.

The maiden wasn't anything special, but she'd look fine by his side, therefore he could marry her, get her dowry, then find a second or third wife to fall in love with. Polygamy was common in his father's time, could he follow the ancient tradition in the monogamous present? Well, he might have mistresses, which showed lack of respect for women, but if it was the new tradition...

Soon tables were set and the banquet started. Desiderio sat on the dais with the Emperor, Princess Elisabetta and Coldwinter while Brendan had to sit with nobles and courtiers.

The sun set and servants lit torches in the garden while white magic light flooded the great hall – Genn magic for the glory of the Emperor. The tables were taken away again, leaving room for dances, including the opening outside before the start of the luxuriant vegetation of the garden. The minstrels stood on the French-windows closer to the dais so the music could be heard both inside and outside of the great hall.

Desiderio was dazzled by the opulence of his first court ball. The rich clothes sparkled with jewelry and the complicated dance-steps formed strange figures around the hall. Coldwinter had taught him some court etiquette and dances, but watching it unfold under his eyes was breathtaking.

"I feel a little overwhelmed," Desiderio confided the old Genn, uneasy at the thought of joining the waltzing couples.

"You're gorgeous and you're perfect," Brendan said. He had joined them on the dais as soon as the tables had been dismantled to let the ball begin.

"Brendan, please." Desiderio snorted. He could consider him the next Fabio – when he didn't show his admiration so openly. Although they were about the same age, but Brendan wasn't a warrior so Desiderio treated him like a younger brother – when he wasn't embarrassing him.

"Your brother's Genn wife told you. I'm irresistibly attracted to you because I have some of Skywise's blood," Brendan replied innocently.

"You don't know if you actually have any, Rainspot just guessed," Desiderio snapped. "Besides, I'm not interested in you either, so don't waste our time."

"Cruel and heartless man!" Brendan pretended to pout, and then grinned mischievously.

Coldwinter elbowed Desiderio, distracting him from Brendan. "How do you find her?" the old Genn asked pointing at Elisabetta with his chin.

The princess was dancing with a young nobleman, a polite smile on her face.

"So and so," Desiderio admitted. His heart was certainly not into it. "Would you send me further into the future if I refuse to marry her?"

"Des, this is serious," Coldwinter chided.

"I am serious! Besides, what choice do I have? The beautiful Sila who brought me here left without saying good-bye..."

"You were always picky with women."

"I'm sure I can find some beauty here who..." Desiderio couldn't continue, transfixed.

She wore a dark blue velvet gown with golden embroidery, her hair enclosed in a golden net with pearls. Pearls on her earrings and around her neck, she smiled at her dance partner as if she was genuinely enjoying what she was doing. She  danced with the grace of a Sila but had no wings.

"Who's that?" Desiderio remembered to breathe and pointed at her as she waltzed in and out of the crowd in front of him.

"That's Vivian Blackmore," Coldwinter answered, amused.

"How dare a Blackmore show up here?"

"They're not enemies anymore."

"Oh, right." Desiderio went back to his contemplation.

Vivian Blackmore... the most beautiful maiden of the Varian Court!

"Is she related to Richard?" he asked, remembering the unpleasant encounter back in Havenstock.

"Cousin," Coldwinter answered. "You met Richard Blackmore?"

Desiderio told him of his Havenstock misadventures.

"Mmm, I better tell Rainspot to keep an eye on that brood," Coldwinter said.

Desiderio nodded, unable to keep his eyes off of Vivian.

*
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Elisabetta knelt in front of the little altar, hands joined in prayer, eyes on the image over the altar. The chapel was small, with barely room for her, and had only a small window high up over the painting of San Benedetto. The two candles on the altar made more smoke than light but she didn't need any to stare at the well-known image she had worshiped since childhood.

Her eyes were fixed on the saint, but it was another face she was actually seeing: baby blues, blond hair, luscious lips... Elisabetta hid her face in her hands, shivering.

Oh, God, help me, she prayed fervently. I cannot fall in love with a servant! I'm the last daughter of my father, his most beloved, I cannot hurt him so!

She tried to concentrate on her betrothed's face, but Brendan's kept coming back and she had to admit she couldn't really remember Desiderio's face.

She still couldn't believe she was going to marry a prince from the past. A barbarian with shoulder-length hair, golden circlets on his earlobes, a sword always hanging by his side and who didn't believe in the Supreme Being. At least he was clean-shaven, but apparently only because he was still unmarried, and in older days only married men sported beards - a feature that had gone out of fashion before Elisabetta's father was born. And there was also the fact that Desiderio was her ancestor.

Who could blame her if she preferred a servant? Although Brendan had eyes only for Desiderio, which puzzled Elisabetta, but she couldn't say she knew either of them. She imagined Brendan would tag along as Desiderio's personal servant or whatever he did for her future husband.

God help me to go through with it, Elisabetta begged. She was aware of her duty, she knew she must obey her father. And her father had told her she should take care of that strange ancestor, educate him and ease him into the traditions of her time.

She wondered if Desiderio was an impatient man who would beat his wife or if he drank too much. He seemed to be of the quiet kind, but had all the Varian pride Elisabetta saw in her cousin Vario, the future Emperor.

He will probably marry me and cheat on me with a servant. She shivered with anger – she didn't lack the Varian pride either. Well, I'll do the same! She focused on Saint Benedetto's face and felt guilty again.

Forgive me, God, I shall accept my destiny and be faithful to my husband like you taught me.
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VIVIAN BLACKMORE
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Vivian Blackmore sat on the edge of the fountain staring at the splashes of water spurting from the center without really seeing them. She wore a simple water-green gown that, on that sunny day, changed the color of her eyes, and her long brown hair was loosely braided in a single plait hanging on her right shoulder.

The birds were gone and the palace garden was quiet in that early afternoon. Vivian sighed. Soon she would go back to Havenstock, unless she found a husband here. Her father had brought her to the court hoping to find a good match for her, but if he couldn't find a suitable man here, he might try to barter her to a foreign prince in some faraway place. She didn't know what was best for her, a foreign husband or a local.

Vivian toyed absently with a lock of brown hair escaped from her braid. Noble maidens like her were unlucky – one day their father's property, the next their husband's. The Supreme Being accepted women in a religious order, though, and Vivian wondered if entering one of those brand new convents (founded by the sister of some Varian Emperor) was better than spending her life with a man in a marriage of interest.

Vivian's heart had been broken in Havenstock a couple of years earlier. The noble young man had taken her virginity and left her to deal with the consequences. Natural miscarriage had saved her from scandal, but now she didn't believe in love anymore. The month she had spent at the court had put three or four suitors in her path, but she was seriously considering asking her father to send her to a convent. After all, he had already sealed the best alliances when he had married off her older sisters.

Footsteps startled her. Someone else wasn't resting after lunch. She focused on the strange prince with long hair who was sauntering determinedly towards her. He stopped in front of her and bowed slightly, as if he weren't used to it. They said he came from the past, a barbarian warrior with his sword always by his side. Vivian appreciated the fact that he tried to follow court etiquette.

"My lady," he said. "Let me introduce myself."

"I know who you are, Prince Desiderio," she smiled. "You're the latest news on everyone's mouth."

"Once upon a time our families were enemies," he said with an endearing frown. He was obviously struggling with himself.

"Once upon a time," she repeated. "So long ago that it's now forgotten. Even if ten years ago the Blackmore pride tried to reverse the outcome of the war, we are now faithful subjects of Vario III."

"This is wonderful." He brightened and his smile was very sweet. "I must admit my heart beats faster in your presence."

"Your devotion honors me, my lord, but I'm afraid my father has other plans for me," she replied feeling warm inside. Seen from up close he was handsome and looked sweeter than what she expected. She thought he was a barbarian, but now that she was talking to him she thought he was very well-mannered and she felt attracted to him – something she hadn't felt in a long time.

"I can talk to him," he said, determined. "I shall request you as my bride."

"Aren't you betrothed to Princess Elisabetta?" she teased, but at the same time hope filled her heart. Maybe the convent was boring compared with life with the prince from the past.

"I haven't made up my mind yet," he replied. "I got the suggestion, but I'm not officially betrothed yet."

"And you're ready to shun the Emperor's daughter?" She was surprised to hear it.

"I'm beyond the Emperor, I choose whomever I want!" 

Varian pride. Vivian refrained from smiling, but he noticed her amusement anyway. 

He fidgeted with the buckle of his sword-belt, chewing his lip. "Would you marry me?" he asked, worried, the fearless warrior turned into a shy young man in a moment.

"Well, I..." Vivian hesitated. She wasn't the one who could make the decision. Her father had the last word. Why not daydream in that sunny afternoon, though? She smiled at him. "Why not?" she said, and the heat immediately reached her cheeks. She'd love to. But her father could deny her. Maybe Desiderio was beyond her father as well?

Desiderio's smile lit up his face again and she couldn't take her eyes off of his oval face. He sat near her and gently pulled her in his arms.

"Thank you, my lady," he whispered before kissing her.

*
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Brendan had followed from a distance, as usual, the object of his desire. Seeing Desiderio kiss Vivian, he felt his heart sink. He closed his eyes, clenched his teeth and wished he could use his fists on the fair maiden's face.

No, no, not like this, no! Anger and despair clashed inside him as he glared at the blissfully unaware couple seated by the fountain. But what could he do? Rainspot was right, Desiderio was more stubborn than him.

Brendan turned his back on the lovers with a sigh and slowly walked back towards the palace.

"Hey, you."

Startled, he looked up. Leaning on a pillar of the portico, Princess Elisabetta stared at him with her gray eyes. She wore a dark red gown and her black hair was braided in two long plaits hanging on her bosom.

"My lady." Brendan bowed, surprised to be addressed by the Emperor's daughter.

"You're always by Desiderio's side," she said. "Are you his personal valet?"

"I wish," he grumbled, considering how Desiderio had locked him out of his bedroom as soon as they had reached the Capital. "No, I'm his guide in this time," he added proudly. "I found him and brought him here and... my destiny is tied to his."

Elisabetta smiled. "Wonderful. I'll be happy to marry him, then."

"What? Why?" He stared at her, puzzled.

"You're the expert, you will help me to deal with him, right?"

"Uh, yes, but..."

"What's your name?"

"Brendan."

"You're gorgeous, Brendan." She put her arms around his neck and pulled him closer to kiss him.

Oh no! Brendan thought, upset. I don't want a woman! But she's the Emperor's daughter, how can I deny her?

Desiderio arrived, holding Vivian's hand, and saw them embraced.

"Good, I see Elisabetta has reached the same decision that I have," he said cheerfully as the princess pulled away, blushing.

"My lord..." She curtsied, embarrassed but happy. "Forgive me, but your guide is very attractive."

"I'll be very happy for both of you," Desiderio assured squeezing Vivian's hand.

"But I don't..." Brendan attempted a protest, but nobody heard him.

"I'll be content with Lady Blackmore, here," Desiderio continued, oblivious. "I might get Havenstock after all, what do you think?"

Elisabetta smiled. "That is for our fathers to decide."

"Indeed." Vivian giggled. "Thank you for reminding our fiery prince here that we have no choice in the matter!"

"I will take on both your fathers, if I need to," Desiderio proclaimed. The ladies curtsied with mischievous smiles as Brendan stared at them speechless with horror.

*
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"Father, I had a proposal," Vivian announced, her head humbly bowed as she stood in front of him.

"I should receive the proposals for you!" Lord Alvin Blackmore snapped. He was a bulky rich man who tended to become very red when upset. A Genn healer had warned him that he wouldn't live long if he didn't calm down, but he didn't listen to the pointed-eared demons and his fury kept exploding more often and worse than the Varian pride. "Who's this idiot who doesn't follow protocol? You better forget him, by the way, I won't give you to a lesser noble! You're a Blackmore, Vivian, we are the descendants of the eastern kings!"

"The Blackmore Kingdom is no more and he's maybe more noble than us," she replied, keeping her eyes low and trying to control her anger. Fifty years after unification there was still some rivalry between the Blackmore and the Imperial Family, so she decided not to tell him that Desiderio was a pre-Empire Varian. "He's more noble than the Kelvan prince you want me to marry."

"Vivian, I decide your future! In three days we'll be back to Havenstock and you will go to the Kelvan Kingdom. And this is final!"

No, Vivian thought, furious. Never!

*
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Desiderio had the light sleep of warriors, so he immediately woke up when someone knocked on his door in the middle of the night. 

He grabbed his sword and swiftly slipped out of bed, silently reaching the door. He pulled the handle open, ready to strike. Vivian gasped and stepped back, frightened, her face pale in the light of her candle.

Desiderio lowered his sword, surprised to see her standing in the corridor, and immediately let her in. Her hair was loose on her shoulders and she wore a white nightgown that made her look like a vision.

"Bella!" he whispered, awed, giving her the name of his Goddess of Love. He closed the door as she went to the bed, putting the candle on the bed-table and turning to look at him, serious.

He snapped out of his contemplation and joined her, putting away the sword. They both sat on the bed and he waited for her to speak. He saw her shivering and felt the impulse of holding her in his arms, but it wasn't right – she shouldn't be in his room at night, what was she thinking?

"Is something wrong?" he asked, breaking the silence and hoping she'd find the courage to look him in the eyes at the sound of his voice.

"Forgive my dreadful behavior," she said quickly, eyes low.

"I'm honored that you're here, although I fear it's not good for your reputation," he replied gently.

"I shouldn't be here." She hung her head. "But I'm desperate, my lord!" This time she looked at him, and she was worried and scared and ashamed. "My father doesn't even want to hear your name and I fear I must give you up forever."

"Absolutely not!" he exclaimed. "I shall get rid of him!"

"Desiderio, no," she pleaded. "I don't want you to kill my father."

"Vittore, what do you want me to do, then? Should I abduct you and take you far away? Speak, beloved, and I shall obey!"

"I only want you to love me," she answered curling up against him. He immediately embraced her, relieved.

"As you wish, my lady," he whispered before kissing her with passion.

*
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The Emperor's cabinet had wooden panels on the wall to give warmth to a room where the fire was always lit in the hearth. Vario III loved the small and comfortable refuge where only his personal valet and Coldwinter had free access.

His desk was cluttered with parchments as usual and the old Genn sat in front of him, thoughtful.

"It's a complex case, my lord," Coldwinter said at last. "We should change the rules."

The Emperor coughed before asking, "How?"

"A special Imperial decree allowing Prince Desiderio to have two wives," the old Genn answered. "Princess Elisabetta, who brings Agharek as a dowry, and Lady Blackmore, to seal the alliance between the old enemy and our legendary prince."

"So you still think I shouldn't give Havenstock to Desiderio."

"He might have fallen in love with Vivian, but I doubt he'll get along with her male relatives. It's too risky. Besides Agharek needs a strong Governor more than Havenstock – the Blackmore might control the north, but they have sworn fealty to you. The south... not so much."

Vario III nodded, pondering. "The New Church won't be happy with that," he sighed. "But it's for a good cause. Although it must be the exception and never become a rule. Do you think the prince will accept?"

"His father had four wives," Coldwinter smiled. "I'm sure he'll accept the idea."

"It can be done, then. If Lord Blackmore accepts, of course."

"I'll ask him myself," Coldwinter decided.

*
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"What?" Alvin Blackmore exploded after Coldwinter's quiet request. "Send my daughter to Agharek as second wife? You must be joking!"

"You were sending her to the Kelvan Kingdom, what's the difference?" Coldwinter replied. "You weren't able to find her a Varian husband as far as I know. Desiderio is Varian, and of the Imperial blood."

"Don't you dare, you wicked Genn! We easterners don't care what you pointed-eared demons say! Get out!"

The old Genn vanished with a transport spell. Lord Blackmore tried to calm down, but he had to gasp for breath twice before succeeding.

He immediately requested an interview with the Emperor. How could he allow such a thing in the first place? "Your majesty, your wizard came to me with a ludicrous proposal!"

"What's so ludicrous about it?" Vario III replied. "It's actually a very good thing. Your daughter loves Desiderio..." He coughed. "Who will have her without a dowry."

"Without dowry?" Lord Blackmore calmed down. That was interesting. The Emperor was giving up his own daughter with a very rich dowry. But if the barbarian prince accepted Vivian without a dowry...
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DOUBLE WEDDING
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"Your father accepted, you'll be my second wife," Desiderio announced, satisfied. "But you're most certainly first in my heart because I love you."

"What about Princess Elisabetta?" Vivian asked with a mischievous smile.

"She's in love with Brendan," he shrugged. "She'll be very happy if I visit her only once every seven days. The other six I'll be all yours!"

"Strange marriage," she said, amused.

"My grandfather had ten wives," he replied. "My father, four."

"Other times. The Supreme Being recommends one spouse."

"Strange faith... Do you believe in him?"

"Easier than remembering all the old gods names," she giggled. "Not the same in the east or the west, so double memory effort!"

"Right." He sighed. "Vittore, I'll miss them!"

"You should change your curses."

"Sorry, I'll try to avoid it altogether. I shouldn't be cursing in the presence of my fair lady."

"Really? I'm touched, my barbarian prince!"

"Teach me to be civilized."

"Why? Agharek is a wild province nobody can tame. Except maybe you. The Emperor will be very happy if you subdue them. They have the bad habit of murdering imperial governors."

"What?" Desiderio couldn't believe his ears.

"Poisons, mostly," she said. "They're very good with them. Or they use the Assassins Guild, more a secret sect of murderers than mercenaries. You should bring a Genn healer to guard your back."

"Coldwinter and his son, who married a Genn healer, will be enough to protect me," he decided. Then he added with a mischievous smile. "I want a kiss now."

She happily complied.

*
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Brendan wasn't happy at all. The Imperial Court had welcomed Desiderio, Lord Blackmore had accepted his proposal and the prince would marry not one, but two women.

What about me? The little voice kept whining inside his head. Why does he ignore me? Why can't he be grateful for what I've done for him?

Desiderio was so busy falling in love and making new friends that he completely ignored poor Brendan, who would probably have been left out of all social life if it wasn't for Princess Elisabetta who insisted on having him everywhere. That meant he saw Desiderio and Vivian's love blossom almost daily and it was heartbreaking.

Brendan still dreamed of being in Desiderio's arms, tasting his lips and his body. Watching him being sweet and tender with Vivian was torture, but he couldn't bring himself to sever the tie with the legendary prince yet. There was a bond between them, and Desiderio would eventually acknowledge it.

Therefore he must toughen up and wait. The Supreme Being rewarded patience. Not that he was very religious, but for once he found refuge in prayer.

*
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The double wedding was celebrated in front of the Emperor and the High Priest of the New Church, who blessed the newly-weds according to the Supreme Being's law. Desiderio sent a prayer to Bella, Goddess of Love and Fertility, in the strange new temple with statues of saints instead of gods. He felt very proud to have two wives at the same time, none of his ancestors had ever married two at once.

He kissed both brides in the same chaste manner in front of witnesses, but many noticed how he eyed Vivian Blackmore. The bridal procession went back to the palace where the wedding banquet went on all night long, but at dawn the prince, his brides, Brendan, Coldwinter and his family climbed inside closed wagons and started their journey towards Agharek.

The long train of servants and soldiers moved south at a steady pace. The roads of the Empire were wide but unpaved, thus rain was enough to leave holes that made the wagons shake uncomfortably.

Desiderio sat on the cushions with Vivian in his arms and Elisabetta in front of him, her head resting on Brendan's shoulder. The blond young man didn't look happy at all, but in spite of the shaky wagon, the four of them soon dozed off on their cushions, tired from the ceremony and the banquet.

Before sunset they stopped to make camp in the open country and everybody got off the wagons or horses as servants busied themselves with dinner and soldiers mounted a  couple of tents. The nobles would sleep in the closed wagon, though, as it was safer.

Desiderio and his wives stayed outside for dinner before retiring to bed. The ladies sat on a blanket by the fire, while Desiderio, Brendan and Coldwinter sat on the grass.

"Vit... I mean, this reminds me of war times with my father," Desiderio said, glad to be eating roasted meat with his fingers again. "Night camps, bonfires and war songs..."

"Did you drink much?" Vivian frowned at him, her eyes teasing.

"Sometimes," he grinned. He wasn't drinking now as he felt too excited by his new adventure already.

"War camps?" Brendan asked, hopeful.

"Of course. There was a great show of manly friendship between companions-at-arms."

"I'm sure there were other things going on as well," Brendan replied mischievously.

"I very much doubt it, but if they did happen, it was never in public."

"I'm not asking you to fuck me in public."

"I'm not going to fuck you, Brendan, forget it!"

"Don't you ever think about women?" Elisabetta asked Brendan.

"No." Brendan shrugged, lowering his eyes.

"Why don't we talk about what's awaiting us?" Coldwinter suggested, amused.

"Viv says it's a dangerous place. Can you protect me?" Desiderio inquired.

"I'm sure you can handle them on your own," the old Genn smiled. "Agharek is so far from the Capital, I don't think you'll have problems fitting in. Except for the climate you will almost feel at home."

"What is the climate like there?" Vivian asked.

"Hot," Elisabetta grumbled. "It never snows in Agharek."

"Nor at the Capital," Coldwinter said. "But Agharek is more like Gladius. It's on a river shore, so there's water, but beyond it's the desert."

"I'll miss the snow, but I'll survive," Desiderio sighed.

"You're a warrior, like them. I'm sure you speak the same language," Coldwinter said.

Desiderio nodded, thoughtful. He had heard about the nomad warriors of the south during his stay at the Capital. Tribes moving through oasis and villages and small towns, trading and warring. It was hard to keep track of all of them or control them, as their moving camps were never where one expected to find them. They usually met at the last standing large town of the south, Agharek, and they built houses wherever water sprang from the desert. It was a barren kingdom, but still a vast territory he could claim as his own.

"How many gods do they have? How many wives?"

"I know they slaughter all the Itinerant Friars," Elisabetta said, shivering in disgust. "I know nothing of their barbaric religion."

"If they have kept the southern customs, they can have wives, concubines and mistresses," Coldwinter added.

"Are you planning on having a harem?" Vivian asked, glaring at Desiderio who smiled innocently.

"Why not?"

"You better not," she threatened. "I don't mind sharing you with Elisabetta, but that's enough."

"Why, are you afraid I will ignore you?"

Vivian shook her head, averting her eyes. Desiderio hugged her with tenderness.

"His heart is so big he can love ten women!" Brendan's voice was full of sarcasm.

"Coldwinter, how come the Genn, who are monogamous, accepted the polygamy of old Human religions?" Elisabetta inquired.

"Genn respect life and personal freedom," Coldwinter answered. "Our belief is let everyone do as he or she pleases, as long as he or she respects his or her neighbor."

"Your freedom ends where mine begins," Brendan summarized.

"Therefore the Genn females who married Humans knew what they were getting themselves into and accepted it," Elisabetta insisted.

"More or less," Coldwinter  smiled. "Rainspot shared Fabio with other women and when he died, she found herself a Genn mate. Remember we live much longer than you."

"There are monogamous Humans as well, you know," Desiderio said. "I didn't want to marry and drove my father crazy with my dream of marrying for love. He threatened to disinherit me if I didn't pick a wife before the end of winter! Pity I never saw the end of that winter as Skywise's spell sent me here..."

Melancholy painted his face and Vivian stared at him in wonder. "Had you found that love of your life?" she asked.

"No." He lowered his eyes, embarrassed. "I only knew I didn't want Skywise and she punished me for it." He looked at her and smiled. "But now I'm glad to be here, because yes, I found her," he added before kissing her.

*
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Brendan felt like he was traveling to his death. The journey south soon became a torture in the closed space of the wagon, with Elisabetta's eyes always on him, her hands often exploring, and Desiderio and Vivian cuddling each other before their eyes.

Sometimes Brendan really wanted to scream. It took well over a month to reach Agharek and soon the wagon became very hot – but not as hot as the sun outside. They moved to river barges when they reached the Green Ribbon, the only big river of the south, and passed the town of Lakresha,flowing quickly towards Agharek.

Except the barges were all open with no privacy, therefore things weren't much different. But Brendan also dreaded their final destination, knowing Desiderio would lock him out of his room and possibly his life as soon as he reached the southern town.

Sometimes Brendan cursed his passion for history that had brought him to explore the old keep of Havenstock, finding the living legend who had stolen his heart. He wished Desiderio would allow him closer, but now that he was married, the prince completely ignored his former guide. Talk about gratitude.

I should have let him rot in his abandoned room! When he'd have finally come out, Havenstock would have taken care of him!

Although knowing him, now, Desiderio would have probably overcome the whole town if forced to fight it. What a hero indeed.

Torn between love and hatred, Brendan followed his mood swings wondering if he'd survive his latest bold move. The south didn't look welcoming like the Capital and if Desiderio ignored him, what could he do with himself?
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The town beyond the desert was mostly white buildings. Walled on three sides with hexagonal towers in the two corners, it was open on the river, but the fluvial port was well guarded – and very busy.

The Governor's Palace was at the center of the town, a former royal palace with a first courtyard open to the public and smaller inner courtyards and gardens  commoners would never see. Porticoes and gazebos gave shade along with palms and tamarisks, and fountains adorned the private inner gardens.

The locals wore turbans and caftans, and often covered their faces to ward off the heat. The women were covered from head to toe in the streets, leaving visible only the eyes. Many had dark skins, but some had blue eyes like the northern populations.

The new Governor's train reached the palace and the noble guests were shown to their rooms. Desiderio had the royal apartment, Vivian the queen's chambers and Elisabetta what was called the courtesan's room – both had doors and passages to the king's bedroom.

Elisabetta asked to give Brendan the room next to hers and retired early. Vivian took a bath in the apartment's pool, glad that the palace was cooler than outside. She was combing her brown hair with a towel wrapped around her body when Desiderio joined her.

He leaned in to smell her hair. "You smell so good... I look forward to having you in my arms!"

"Wash up first, you dirty barbarian!" she teased, pushing him away. She got up on her feet and unbuckled his belt.

"Come on, Viv, you know how much I want you!" He tried to pull her closer, but she shoved him away.

"I want you too, but not sweaty and dusty," she chided taking off his tunic. "Get in the water, now!"

"Come with me," he replied, stealing her towel.

"Don't you dare!" She pushed him in the pool still half dressed, then followed him, laughing.

Desiderio made love to her in the water and then again on her bed until they fell asleep in each other's arms.

*
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Eventually the Governor emerged from his apartment to meet the southern nobility and leaders of the southern tribes that had in the meantime reached Agharek, curious and wary about their future.

"I am Desiderio Varian, new Governor of Agharek by the will of Emperor Vario III." The young man standing in front of the crowd in the great hall looked fierce and wore a sword – unlike his predecessors, northern noblemen who hadn't lasted long. "I came to bring peace and unity among the tribes of these lands. I'm a warrior and I will not yield. I know you tolerate the authority of the Empire, but you don't like it. I know you want to be independent. But if you accept me as a ruler, I will be just and respect your traditions."

A murmur rippled through the crowd.

"Where are you from, Desiderio Varian?" 

"I'm the son of King Fabrizio, sent to this time by a powerful Fajrulo spell. I'm not afraid of magic and I have a Genn counselor, as you can see." He pointed at Coldwinter who stood behind him. "I survived three campaigns against the Blackmore raiders and six months in the northern towns of the Empire." Some chuckled at the second sentence. "Nothing scares me, not even the strange animals that live down here."

Another murmur rippled through, surprised this time. The bearded men stared at the young Governor with some form of respect. None of the predecessors had bothered with such a poignant speech. And that one might be younger than most of them, but obviously knew his business.

"Welcome, Desiderio Varian," a tall black man said. He was half-naked but fully armed with a blade and a lance. For the first time weapons hadn't been left at the door – over-confidence on the part of the new Governor or something was really changing? "Your honesty allows us to be as honest, I hope."

"Of course. Speak."

"I think you will not meet with much opposition, as we recognize a warrior and his courage when we see it. But some of our nomad princes will never swear fealty to you or anyone else. You might confiscate their town palaces, but they'll fight to death to keep their freedom."

"I will not confiscate possessions unless there's a hostile move against me. Like I said, I want peace and unity, not war. But if I'm attacked, I know how to strike back."

More questions came up, and the young Governor handled them well and without hesitation. In spite of having a Genn counselor present, he never actually turned to him for advice. He kept standing instead of sitting, and addressed all the issues brought before him.

"I guess that's all I can do today," he said at last. "We can continue the discussions and get to know each other better in the next few days. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have two wives who need my attention."

All bowed, impressed. A Varian with two wives, that was unheard of! All in all, most of the crowd was quite happy with the new Governor. But some left shaking their heads in distrust.

*
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"What are you worried about, Brother?" The blue eyes were the only visible thing of the woman's face as she wore the turban of the nomad tribes and covered her mouth and nose.

Her brother dressed in the same fashion, albeit with a shorter tunic that showed loose trousers and leather boots. They both stood away from the gray tents, but close to the muddy waters of a temporary oasis.

"The new Governor is young but tough," he said. "Half of Agharek adores him, the other half doesn't mind. Many tribes like him and I don't know what I'm supposed to do."

"Is it true he calls himself Desiderio Varian?" she asked. "And who do you think he really is?"

"I don't know, he mentioned a Fajrulo spell, so I guess anything is possible. He doesn't behave like the other Varians, that's for sure."

She pondered the news under her brother's eyes. She might be nine years younger than him, but as a woman she often had access to information he could never have. She could be his spy in town and help him to reach an informed decision.

"I guess it's time I go back to Palace de Sayek," she said. "Should I invite Marian along in case Allan shows up?"

"I doubt our cousin will ever come back," he answered sourly. "He doesn't care – neither for family nor for his people."

"I'll go back, then," she decided. "I'll observe and report."

"Thank you, sister." He hugged her, grateful.

*

[image: ]


Desiderio, Vivian, Elisabetta, Brendan and Coldwinter sat on the cushions and carpets covering the narrow dais of the great hall. Agharek's population celebrated the new Governor, bringing gifts, dances and exotic music. Sword-eaters and fire-breathers mixed with jugglers and fakirs. An over-excited eunuch proudly announced each new number as if he wanted to transmit to his lord the love for that land and its ancient traditions.

"And now, my lord, for your glory, please welcome our best dancers!"

There were three of them, hair and faces covered with veils, bells around their ankles and jingling bangles on their arms. Their tight bodice wrapped their bosoms leaving their bellies naked and adorned by belly-chains. Their wide gowns covered baggy pants and they danced barefoot to the exotic rhythm played by the court musicians.
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