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KISSED BY A GODDESS

The shell didn't seem to have anything interesting to say, so Kahnee put it down on the white sand with a sigh. He walked a few more steps and eventually sat down by the sea, under the shadow of a palm tree.

His eyes followed the waves playing under the sun, but he soon lost interest and focused on things that weren't really there: winged beings gliding from the sky, people with pointed ears and hair shining like the sun, creatures that changed shape and never showed their true aspect. Legends that lived inside of him, giving him a secret longing to leave the island and find them. If only he had one of those ocean-crossing canoes and could find friends willing to share his adventure, he'd go looking for those beings and see them for real. Because he knew they existed, and not only in the evening tales of Yasmin the Shaman.

A strange movement captured his attention, but no canoe was in sight. Maybe a dolphin had jumped out of the water, perceived out of the corner of his eye. He focused on the sea and the nearby island just beyond it, trying to get a glance of whatever had disturbed him from his daydreaming.

Kahnee stared breathless as water generated a woman with brown hair and eyes the color of the sea, wrapped in a cloth made of weird, pearly fabric, more a decoration than cover. But it wasn't the color of her eyes, or the strange fabric that confused him most – the weirdest thing was that the woman, once standing with water reaching barely her knees, was totally dry, her skin, her hair and her cloth.

And she was beautiful, with pale skin free of any tribal tattoo that could give away where she came from. She wrapped the nacreous cloth around her shapely body like the women of the islands and Kahnee gasped, looking her up and down. She didn't look like the local, not often seen Waiora, even if she wore their translucent fabric. What else could she be? Looking at her face again, he noticed she was smiling at his surprise. He gulped it down, standing up, still a little uncertain, his heart beating faster than usual with a strange new desire.

She came to the shore, walking in the low water as if it wasn't there, and stopped in front of him.

"Uhm... Hello," he hesitated, wondering if she spoke his language.

"Hello, Kahnee," she answered with a low and sexy voice.

"You know who I am?" He was puzzled. "I never saw you before!"

"I don't live here."

"So how do you know me and my language?"

"I know everybody. And in a sense, everybody knows me, but I use different names, and people do not always realize who I am."

"What should I call you?"

"Elawanda."

Kahnee repeated the name to himself to remember it, while he felt lost in her blue stare. He was breathless again in front of that vision who looked so real and stirred him to the core.

She lowered her eyes, breaking the spell, then looked around with a sigh.

"I can't stay long," she said. "But I know about your desire to travel and I promise that soon a ship will come, and will take you away from these happy islands."

"Really? When?" he asked, excited.

"Soon," she smiled. "Even if I wonder why you want to leave this beautiful place."

"I don't want to leave forever, but I want to see the rest of the world and meet the other Magical Races..."

"In short, until you see the rest, you can't really appreciate what you've been given. Don't worry, the ship will come."

"Thank you! So nice of you to come here to bring the news!"

"Remember, though, that out there you'll find people you don't know, with customs you've never heard of, and languages you don't speak, plus weather like you could never imagine."

"I'll ask Yasmin for a talisman," he said, zealous.

"A talisman?" She was puzzled for a moment, then laughed. "You need much more than that! A shield, an interpreter, a wool cloak..." She shook her head, amused. "A talisman wouldn't cover everything."

"Maybe not Yasmin, but someone else?" he suggested, hopeful.

"I can give you mine, but the price is very high," she said, serious.

"What is it?" 

"You shall be invulnerable, including to feelings. You shall not fall in love, nor feel any passion."

He was stunned for a moment.

"Oh, well," he grumbled. "If you listen to Adaya, I'm not the most passionate young man of the island..."

"Because you want to leave, because you think what you're looking for is far away from here, even if you don't know what you really want. But with my blessing, you'll never be able to fully appreciate the adventure. And without, you might be killed in a foreign land. Think about it carefully. For a moment of love and the most powerful of blessings, you might end up spending the rest of your life without desire and without descendants."

He stared at her with curiosity. A moment of love? Would that mean he'd taste that hot body which made his blood run wild?

"I'm afraid not," she said, as if she had read his mind. "You won't be able to taste all of my body."

"Only a part of it?" he asked, hopeful. She nodded, serious. "I never wanted anyone like this before."

"I'm unique," she said. "And I can hurt you more than please you."

"If your body were poison, I'd drink it anyway," he said fervently. "You're worth my life, if it's what you want."

She smiled briefly.

"You don't know what you're talking about," she said, serious.

"No, I don't but you're here and you're talking to me, so you have a reason, and I'm honored. I wish I could keep you here forever or leave with you, anywhere will do as long as you take me with you..."

He took her in his arms as he spoke and pulled her closer, but she stopped him, putting her hands on his chest and keeping his nose away from her face.

"Kahnee," she chided. "You don't know what you're risking..."

"Death is sweet if it has your face," he said, trying to pull her closer again.

She sighed, turning away her face so that his nose brushed her soft cheek. He held her tight, sinking his face in her long brown hair which smelled like the sea even if it had appeared so miraculously dry.

She hesitated, then put her arms around his torso. The island, the ocean, the beach, the palm tree, all disappeared in the warmth of her body. Kahnee loosened his embrace and rubbed his nose against hers, making her smile. Then she bent her head on one side and captured his lips with hers.

Kahnee lost himself in a vortex of such violent emotions that his heart threatened to explode. He collapsed on the sand, unconscious, while his visions of the Magical Races dragged him down in an endless whirlpool.

*
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"What's wrong with him?" Kiana's worried face kept staring at Kahnee's irregular breathing and low moans. Her son was sick for the first time in twenty years, and she had no idea of what it was.

"It's called fever," Yasmin answered sourly. "It's a very common sickness in colder climates."

"And how did he get it?"

"Through a kiss."

"A what?"

"Someone's mouth melted with his. A very common way of showing affection in other countries."

"Someone loves him?"

"Sort of... but she's not going to spend any time with him. And no, I wouldn't call it a kiss of love. More like a spell."

Kiana stared at the shaman in disbelief, then looked at her shivering son again.

"You mean someone put a spell on him?" she asked, both fearful and puzzled. "Why, what did he do wrong?"

Yasmin sighed. She had darker skin than anyone else in the island and belonged to a different race. She had come to the island a long time ago and hadn't changed since. The people knew she was magic, and as soon as the old shaman had passed away, they had asked her to take his place.

"You can consider it a blessing," she said. "Your son might need it."

She swept a palm along the shivering face and body, and Kahnee seemed to relax, finally sleeping peacefully.

"When he wakes up, he'll be all right," Yasmin grunted. "But he's changed in a way I cannot undo."

"Thank you, Yasmin," Kiana said, bowing to touch the ground with her forehead.

The shaman glanced at the sleeping young man one last time and rose, leaving the hut.

Kiana caressed her son's face with a sigh, then went back to her chores.

*
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"Did you really kiss a Goddess?" Adaya asked, staring with curiosity at Kahnee's brand new tattoo. 

The tribal design on his chest was darker that the tribe's symbols on his left shoulder and the armbands he had received when he had become a man a few years earlier. Adaya knew how to read it and she wondered why he had received the nickname Kissed By A Goddess covering his heart. 

She wasn't even sure of what a kiss was, but she preferred not to ask him. He didn't know either, and whatever it was, it had made him sick for a day. Her childhood friend was more silent and solitary than ever now.

"I think so," he answered without looking at her. "She wasn't Human or Waiora."

"Besides, if Yasmin says so," Adaya added, depressed. "Why do you keep watch on the open sea?"

"The Goddess promised a ship would come."

"So you will leave?"

"Yes, but I'll come back."

"May I wait for you?"

"I don't recommend it. I'll be away for years."

Adaya sighed, frustrated.

"First you tell me to come back when I grow up, now you tell me you'll be away for years..."

He finally looked at her, amused.

"It was only an advice," he said. "I don't know when I'll come back, so if you happen to find someone, don't let him go. I doubt your father would want you to keep yourself for The-dreamer-kissed-by-a-Goddess."

"I appreciate the advice. And I know my father doesn't like you. But you know I love you, therefore I'll wait for you."

"I cannot love you like you deserve," he said.

"As long as you allow me to be by your side." She smiled fondly at him.

"As you wish." He surrendered. He hesitated, then rubbed his nose against her. "Thank you, Adaya."

She brightened at the gesture and swore to wait for him forever if necessary.

*
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The dragon-ship seemed to come out of a legend, with its crew of men with hair like sand and eyes like the sea, who covered their bodies with strange clothes. Kahnee couldn't take his eyes off of the colored rectangular sail, the flat keel on the white sand, the round shields hanging on the broadside. It was huge to his awed eyes, built with a wood never seen on his island, with room to actually walk on board and enough space for the long oars and the sailors' sea chests.

The foreigners had disembarked and were doing their best to communicate with his tribe. Yasmin seemed able to act as an interpreter, but Kahnee hadn't tried to communicate yet. He was much too fascinated by the over-sized canoe and couldn't leave the beach where it was grounded.

"I decided to change her name to Islands Pearl."

The voice surprised him and he turned to face the captain of the ship, a tall, blond and clean-shaven man who stared at him with an amused expression.

"Do you like it?" the man continued. "Do you want to come with me?"

Kahnee couldn't believe his ears. That foreign man spoke his language perfectly!

The captain walked to him, smiling.

"Why don't you answer?" he asked in a friendly tone.

"I... didn't think you'd speak my language," he admitted.

"I don't," the other replied. "But your shaman told me that you, of all the islanders, are the only one able to understand and speak all the languages of the world."

"I..." Elawanda! he thought with disbelief. The Goddess blessing covered much more than his body.

"Yasmin knows many things," he said, still a little surprised.

"You're one of the most handsome inhabitants of this island," the captain said. "I'm not surprised she's not too keen on letting you go. I'm Allan de Sayek, captain of the Islands Pearl."

He offered his hand. Kahnee stared at him, puzzled.

"You're supposed to shake it and tell me your name," Captain Allan suggested.

"Oh!" Kahnee took the offered hand. "I'm Kahnee."

"Nice to meet you, Kahnee," the captain said with a grin.

That night foreigners and locals celebrated, dancing around fires. Kahnee tasted food coming from far away, and the sailors had brought something called 'sugar' with them, and also 'coffee' which was an unusual drink. The novelty mixed with the usual fish and coconut milk. 

Kahnee observed his mother staring at the blond captain. He wondered if she wanted him, but Allan de Sayek never looked at her, so she eventually gave up. Kahnee looked at the captain, pondering, and received a bright smile. 

He wasn't surprised when Allan took his hand later in the night and led him to an empty hut.

"You're so beautiful, Kahnee," he whispered, caressing him under the moonlight. "Let me love you, tonight."

Kahnee lay down, thinking it was right to give something for the journey. He didn't have anything to offer except his body, so he let Allan touch him and caress him, but it was as if it was happening to someone else. 

When Allan's hungry lips found his, he felt disgust and tried to think about something else. The Goddess's kiss had been different, and he wasn't enjoying Human lips. His body reacted independently from his mind that followed visions of travels on the hut roof, far away from that night and that island.

*
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"You  must wear at least this to come with us," Allan said, presenting Kahnee with a pair of linen breeches. "Nudity isn't allowed in the countries we're going to."

"All right," Kahnee observed the cloth before figuring out how to wear it.

Allan caressed the new tattoo on his chest, thoughtful.

"Kahnee.... what happened last night... will not be repeated very often. There is no privacy on board, and I'm married. I even have two sons and nobody must know of my passion for you."

"Passion?" he mused.

Allan smiled. "Are you really not aware of the effect you have on others?"

"I know Adaya loves me, but..."

"Trust me, she's not the only one. You're so sensuous, you make my blood run wild at the simple sight of you. But don't worry, I won't be too much on your back."

"You take me with you to visit the world, it seems right to repay you. I have only my body, so take it whenever you want."

"Thank you, Kahnee."

He shrugged and looked at his new outfit.

"How do I look?" he asked.

"Perfect," Allan smiled. "We can go."

So Kahnee left his native island to discover the world with Captain Allan de Sayek and his dragon-ship.
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FIVE YEARS LATER
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"Kahnee, this is my son, Morgan," Allan introduced. "He comes with us on the next trip."

Kahnee shook the hand of the blond man, a younger and better-looking copy of his father. After five years on the Islands Pearl he was a little surprised by the novelty. He didn't think he'd ever meet Allan's sons, but he had obviously been mistaken.

Morgan wrapped him in a long, admiring stare and smiled. Kahnee thought his invisible charm had hit another mark. Elawanda's blessing was too strong. He had fought in tavern brawls or boarding enemy ships, but finding somebody who didn't like him was almost impossible. He almost missed the bickering with Adaya, whom he used to poke only to cause her reaction.

"We shall go back towards your islands," the captain announced. "I have goods for them and must purchase some pearls. Are you happy to go home?"

"As long as I don't have to stay there."

Father and son exchanged a glance and laughed at his answer.

"Nice tattoos," Morgan said. "Do they mean something?"

"The usual. Name, tribe, nickname..."

"Do you think I can have one?"

"Sure, you can have a nickname," he shrugged.

"I think I'm going to love the islands," Morgan declared, staring at Kahnee who felt pierced by those blue eyes.

"When shall we leave, sir?" he asked the captain, trying not to think about the new sailor. He knew things would soon become complicated anyway.

*
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"You're back," Adaya whispered, brushing Kahnee's shoulder with a flower.

"I'm not here to stay," he answered without looking at her.

"Ah." Disappointed, she pulled back.

"Adaya, I told you, don't wait for me," he said patiently. "I don't know how long it will take me. Don't waste your life waiting for somebody who might never be yours."

"You're here now," she said. "And you don't have another woman."

"I can't have any other woman except for my Goddess."

"So until she sets you free, you cannot love?"

"More or less. You understand you cannot compete with a Goddess, don't you?"

Adaya hung her head. "Yes," she whispered. She lifted her chin again, challenging. "Does your captain's son know? He stares at you with such lust!"

He smiled ruefully. "No, but he'll learn soon. He hasn't said anything yet, but I think he will now."

Adaya sighed. "I hope the Goddess frees you soon."

"As I told you, don't hope too much."

"As you know, nobody tells me what to do. I'll keep coming back, until you say yes."

He smiled and hugged her with honest affection.

"Oh, Adaya, I should have fallen in love with you and stopped dreaming the impossible," he whispered, holding her tight.

"If you go on like this, you'll never get rid of me," she threatened with a trembling voice.

He let her go, laughing good-naturedly. Suddenly they were both children again, playing on the white beach and diving in the blue sea, looking for creatures that they'd probably never meet.

*
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Drums resounded on the island and the starry night was lit by the flickers of many fires. Kahnee left the banquet early - he wasn't in the mood for dancing and had enough of being an interpreter, so he went back alone to his empty hut.

He had barely slumped down on his mat when he heard footsteps approaching. He had been expecting it. History repeated itself five years later. Sort of. He turned his head towards the door, but didn't move.

A silhouette stopped on the door, uncertain.

"Come in, Morgan," he said, turning back to look at the ceiling of palm tree leaves.

"You saw me following you?" Morgan's voice asked. The shadow didn't move.

"No, I heard you coming," he said.

"How did you know it was me?"

"I'm not blind, Morgan."

This seemed to put an end to Morgan's indecision, and the captain's son came forward. He came into the moon-ray where Kahnee lay. Morgan was pale like a ghost, with the shadow of a brand new tattoo on his forearm. He lay down on the mat by Kahnee's side, not sure what to say.

"If you're waiting for my permission, you have it, or you wouldn't have found me," Kahnee said.

"Oh, sorry, but I don't know how to behave, I mean I don't know the local customs."

"No customs," he lied. "Do what you want."

"I'm very attracted to you," Morgan said. "But my father must not know."

"Why not?"

"Because in our country it's forbidden."

"And it's allowed to keep things from parents?"

"No, but the punishment for same sex attraction is worse."

"Ah," he said, thoughtful. He never stopped learning. Father and son had the same orientation, but would never admit it to anybody, except the object of their desire. Strange people, strange customs.

"May I?" Morgan shyly caressed his shoulder.

"I thought I had already given you permission," he answered, indifferent. Again, he let the other man do his thing. One side was curious to see the differences between father and son, the other let everything happen as if it wasn't done to him.

He decided Morgan and Allan weren't the same. The son was hungrier, more passionate, as if he had kept his feelings for years and was giving vent to them all that night. Still they had stopped in countries where that sort of sex wasn't forbidden – maybe Morgan hadn't dared express his true self until he put his feet on Kahnee's native island.

"I love you, Kahnee," Morgan whispered, holding him tight before falling asleep.

Kahnee let out a sigh.

*
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Kahnee was awake when the captain appeared at the hut's door. But he had been lost in thought, so hadn't heard him coming, and didn't have time to wake up Morgan.

Allan smiled and signaled with his head it was time to go. Kahnee nodded and gently shook Morgan awake, while the captain disappeared again.

"Your father saw us," Kahnee said as good morning.

"Damn it!" Morgan jumped up, quickly dressing.

"What are you worried about?" Kahnee smiled.

"You don't know my father..."

"Maybe I know him better than you do."

Morgan glared at him.

"Yeah, right, let's go," he grunted.

Kahnee put on his breeches and followed him, amused. Morgan's embarrassment was obvious, but Allan acted as if nothing had happened. They pushed the Islands Pearl into the sea and left without a word on the fact.

*
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The captain's gentle interest was nothing compared to Morgan's fiery passion. Both feelings encountered the same apathy and lack of emotion on the part of Kahnee, though. Morgan even got angry, as he didn't believe in the Kiss of the Goddess, but it was useless. Kahnee soon gave up trying to make him understand.

Morgan was madly in love, and his father pulled back without a word. Until Kahnee himself dared discuss the topic with the captain.

"I don't interest you anymore?" he asked, worried.

"You interest me a lot, but there's someone who needs you more than me at the moment," Captain Allan answered quietly.

"Well, Morgan is obsessed with me..."

"Morgan loves you. I'm sure sometimes he even hurts you, mistreats you, commands you, wants you to be his slave to love... am I right?"

"Yes," Kahnee admitted, puzzled. "How do you know?"

"His mother's temper," Allan sighed. "She loved me too, but I never loved her back like she deserved, so you have all my sympathy."

"You couldn't love her back because you preferred men?"

"Yes. Our two sons, she raised them on her own. There's a ten year gap between them, that's the time she employed to pin me to my duties again. Not for long, as I soon was off on the sea again, but... I'm a wretched father!"

"Did she die of a broken heart?"

"You could say that, I guess. She was so sensitive!"

"So why did you marry her?" 

"Because she wanted me at all costs. And in my country you must get married and have children. So I was dutiful for some time... You know, I thought Morgan was just like her before finding him in your arms."

"And that passion they feel... have you ever felt it?"

"Once, when I was very young. I lost my head, I even ran away with him. But they captured and divided us, and I was forced to follow traditions. Except my heart was dead, until I met you."

"So you love me too?" Kahnee felt a pang in his heart. The captain had never talked about love, unlike Morgan. He was sweet, but had been so ready to give up for the sake of his son, that Kahnee had wondered if he had done something wrong. Instead he just couldn't see beyond Allan de Sayek's natural discretion – Allan probably loved him even more than his son, so much that he had set him free so that he wouldn't have to choose. Even if it wasn't love, Kahnee's gratitude towards that discreet man rose when he heard the answer.

"Yes, but I'm not young and rash anymore. I believe in the gift you received, therefore I understand you cannot give me what I want, so I won't ask you anymore. You have enough problems with my son."

"I don't have problems. I let him do what he wants. I feel I owe him. I don't feel pain... Sometimes I feel so sorry for him. I wish I could give him what he wants!"

"Violent passions burn faster... you'll see, he will relent."

*
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"You are a heartless man," Morgan said, his love almost turned to hatred, after five years of relentlessly unrequited passion. Kahnee didn't answer, nor react.

Morgan contemplated his lover's naked body, the dark drawings on his skin, the oval face and long black hair, the eyes turned somewhere else, lost who knows where, but not ever with him. Morgan wanted to scream when Kahnee was so passive and indifferent to his outbursts.

"I'm hungry," he decided. "Let's eat."

They were in a waterfront tavern that night, and Kahnee followed him downstairs, docile as usual. Morgan drank more ale than usual to forget his cold lover.

"Let's go to bed," he ordered eventually, grabbing Kahnee's arm. His lover helped him to his feet.

"You're drunk, Morgan," he said in his husky, sexy voice.

"I drink to forget your heart of stone," Morgan hissed in his ear.

Kahnee turned his face away from Morgan's alcoholic breath, and helped him to the stairs.

"Hey, Kahnee, will you come back?" somebody shouted behind them from the still full main room.

"Yeah, drop him in bed and come back to party with us!"

Morgan turned to face the customers, glaring at them. All dirty, depraved sailors who had no rights to talk like that.

"Don't you dare!" he threatened. Laughter and teasing were thrown back at him. He knew those men wanted to put their dirty hands and mouths on Kahnee's body, and couldn't allow it.

"Let's go, Morgan," Kahnee tried to drag him away, but he attacked the closest sailor who kept sending obscene comments towards Kahnee.

The fight exploded and subsided, leaving Morgan almost sober and with a knife in his hip. Kahnee and Fabien took him upstairs where he collapsed on the bed. His father came in too, glaring at him for a moment.

"Stop the bleeding, Fabien, don't heal him completely," the captain ordered. "This time he's not coming with us."

"What? But... Father!" Morgan protested weakly.

"Learn your lesson. We will pick you up when we come back."

"But Father, why?"

"Because you're wounded and it might teach you to keep your love to yourself. Everybody knows what's between you and Kahnee now, and by tomorrow the whole town will know about your passion."

Morgan's eyes went from his father to his lover, panicking.

"Don't leave me here..." he pleaded. "I won't see him again."

"Of course you will," the captain said. "We'll pick you up. When you heal in a natural way."

"Why can't Fabien heal me now?"

"Because maybe you'll learn to behave like a man. Everybody out, now. Let him sleep."

"Leave Kahnee here!" he pleaded.

"He'll come to say good-bye in the morning. Sweet dreams, Morgan."

Morgan watched them all leave and slumped on the bed, more dazed by the last conversation than the whole evening brawl. Here's what his passion for Kahnee had done. In five years he couldn't reach that heart of stone and now they'd be divided. He felt like crying, then wondered if it wasn't better not to see him for awhile. He couldn't even think when he was near him. Maybe he should stay put for some time. But the bed seemed empty already and he missed his lover's warm body. Eventually he fell asleep, feeling hollow.

*
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"Why did you leave him behind?" Kahnee asked as a strong wind pushed the Islands Pearl steadily towards the Amazons Country.

"Because he needed a lesson," Allan answered without looking at him. "And because I wanted some time alone with you."

"Like you said, there is no privacy on board."

"No, but I can look at you and be near you without my son suspecting."

"You didn't tell him?" Kahnee was puzzled.

Allan looked at him and smiled ruefully.

"No," he answered. "Did you?"

"I'm not supposed to do the talks between father and son," Kahnee said, nonplussed. "You keep secrets from each other, what kind of family is yours?"

"It's complicated." The captain looked at the sea again. "Our society is very formal. And you simply do not talk about certain topics. Sex is one of them."

"Oh. How do the young get their education, then?" 

"Experimenting, I guess," Allan shrugged. "Talking to older cousins or friends. I certainly wasn't told anything by my father, nor did I say anything to my sons."

"My father died when I was a child, but my uncle explained everything to me when the time came," Kahnee mused.

"Well, I'm not telling Morgan that I love you," Allan said. "It's you who should choose."

"I cannot choose and you know it."

"It is settled, then." Allan made a tired smile. "Stay with us until you've had enough, and I'll take you back to your island as soon as you request it. And don't worry about Morgan, he'll heal soon enough and we'll have him back on board on the next trip."

Kahnee wasn't  sure he wanted Morgan back. He hoped the obsession would heal with the physical wound, and that Morgan would come back on board with someone else in his heart. He had enjoyed most of the past ten years spent mostly at sea, but Morgan's obsession had spoiled the adventure a little. There weren't many countries left to visit anyway, and he certainly didn't want to spend the rest of his life with Morgan. He wished him well, but also  to find somebody else.

Eventually his sailor's duties made him forget his worries for the captain's son. 
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A WORLD UNDER THE SEA
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First came the taste of salted water. It was everywhere, in his mouth and nose, choking him. The whirlpool sucked him down into the deep blue. Damir knew he'd drown and thought he was already dead when he saw a strange being swimming like an eel coming his way.

He was losing consciousness, but suddenly he could breathe again. He heard the laughter of mermaids and saw three of them surrounding him. They were pulling him, and the strange being was nowhere to be seen.

"Wait! What's going on? Am I dead?" he asked.

The mermaids giggled.

"You look very alive to me!"

"You have to come with us, though, here is not safe."

"Don't be shy, earth man, we won't hurt you!"

Puzzled, he followed them, not knowing how to swim underwater. He remembered the strange being with a strawberry-blond mane.

"Who saved me?" he asked. "Not one of you!"

"Not really, no. We don't have the power to save you."

"He's clueless! Earth people have forgotten everything about the Waiora!"

"Not that any of them ever saw a salted water one..."

"Waiora?" he mused. "The water people?"

"You heard of them?" the mermaids looked surprised and stared at him intently.

He stared back, thoughtful.

"I thought they belonged to my father's time," he said. 

"On the continent? Impossible! They've been gone from freshwater for ages!"

He scoffed. "My father doesn't lie. He was born before the Empire, when some Waiora still graced the major lakes of the north."

The mermaids exchanged curious glances. They were all floating in the blue and had stopped going wherever they had been headed for.

"He must be very old, then," one of them said.

"Not really. A Fajrulo sent him one hundred years in the future," he answered.

All three opened their mouths in surprise.

"Desiderio Varian!" they exclaimed.

It was his turn to be surprised.

"You know him?" he asked.

"Who hasn't heard his name!" A mermaid giggled.

"All the Magical Races have heard his story," another added with a mischievous smile.

"Not many earth men deal with a Fajrulo's wrath and survive. They're bound to become famous," the third said.

"Are you Waiora as well?"

"Of course not, we're only mermaids! You could consider us cousin of the Waiora, though."

"And where are you taking me?" 

"Your father met another man who ended up mating with a Waiora..."

"You might actually remember her, as she lived on the mainland for a few years."

He pondered. "Blond, wavy hair and strange eye color?" he asked. "I have this vague memory of a strange woman haunting my childhood..."

"That would be Marina Isabel."

"Marina meaning 'princess', a Waiora title not many have."

"And we're taking you to the town where she lives."

"Was she the one who saved me?" he asked.

"No, that was one of the young – they were out exploring when they saw the shipwreck."

"Has the ship sunk?"

"No, it's safely on its way. Only a few sailors were taken from it alive."

"Damn," he grunted.

"We're going to be late. Don't you want to see where we're headed?"

With a frown, he let them carry him forward. They reached the bottom, and it wasn't dark as he had expected. A huge bubble of white light engulfed the most incredible city, spread in front of an impressive seamount that made the mountains near the Capital look low. 

Little houses with shell-shaped roofs surrounded a palace of marble laces and crystal. The flattened floor had little neat alleys designed to reach each place, the one or two-story houses had nacreous reflections and strange dead coral trees decorated with shells and other handmade objects had been put here and there. The glass-work on the windows was colorful and magnificent like he had never seen it on the mainland.

Around the magic bubble, rocks and marine flora were gently lit by the town itself and looked like coral reefs, thanks to the magic light coming from the city. Fish of all sizes and colors swam around the bubble along with some jellyfish and cownose rays. Sea anemones and coral usually found much closer to the surface had been attracted by the magic light of the underwater city along with their usual inhabitants: shrimps, little fish and seahorses.

The mermaids took him to the sandy ground and told him to pass the shield. Puzzled, he walked on and suddenly was in the eternal blue light of the town, dry as if he had never been washed off his ship by an angry wave.

Up close, the houses looked as if they were made of glass and mother-of-pearl, but the walls weren't transparent. The people wore tunics of the same nacreous shade as the buildings, long for women, short for men. The famous Waiora fabric described by his father was now before his puzzled eyes. Eyes were green or blue, hair colors went from brown to black – where was the strawberry-blond mane of the one who had saved him?

He reached the palace – again, what looked like marble lace seen up close was mother-of-pearl and colored glass embossing. The round turrets looked more like a decoration than a defense. The big door was open and unguarded.

A blonde woman, with the long tunic of Waiora women, appeared at the door. She had the most amazing turquoise eyes he had ever seen.

"Welcome, young Human. What took you so long?" she said.

"I... uh... the mermaids..."

"They seduced you?" she smiled.

"No!" he protested. "But we talked."

He stared at the beautiful face and thought he was dreaming. Those eyes... "Are you Isabel?" he asked.

She looked surprised. "I am. They told you about me?"

"They reminded me of your name. You look exactly like I remember you."

"You... remember me?"

"I'm Damir Varian."

"Oh!" She stared at him. "Forgive me, but you have changed."

"I grew up," he smiled.

"Of course. I left a child, I see a fine young man. Nice to see you again, Damir, and welcome to my hometown."

*
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The taste of freshly baked bread was so strong that the dream slowly faded out. Conall opened his eyes in the permanent blue light of his room. What an intense dream, Krisha in all her beauty, smiling and dancing for him... and that childhood taste still lingering in his mouth.

He breathed deeply, feeling happy, hugging the water-filled pillow that gurgled teasingly in his arms. He stretched his limbs, thinking back to the dream. There was the sun, a ride with the dolphins... maybe it was time to make a trip to the surface with Fast Gray! He loved the town at the bottom of the sea where he lived, but his Human blood sometimes longed for the light and caress of the sun, especially when he fell asleep on a mainland manuscript that reminded him of the smells and tastes of his childhood.

He looked at the rough parchment of The Glass World on the mattress next to him, where he had left it before drifting to sleep. A mainland book with rough miniatures, a treasure his father had insisted bringing to the bottom of the sea along with a few more classics that made his own personal collection of mainland stories. Conall knew them all by heart, now, but kept skimming through those manuscripts, enchanted by stories of princesses and knight-errants, great loves and magical beings seen through Human eyes. And he lived with one of those Magical Races who were almost deified on the mainland.

He jumped off the bed and quickly put on his tunic, made of the translucent fabric only the Waiora could weave. He lived at the royal palace, but as he wasn't the heir to the throne, he didn't have that many duties among the Waiora. He put back the manuscript in the palace library where a thick door kept water out when the magic dome was down and waves invaded the upper floors.

The palace was still quiet and Conall decided to wake up Lorin. He tiptoed into his friend's room, then jumped on his bed with a scream, almost rolling off the other side because the water mattress was too soft.

"Conall!" Lorin moaned. "I thought you were a grown up!"

"Right, sure!" Conall flashed him an irresistible smile. "I've just dreamed of the sun and..."

"You fell asleep on The Glass World again," Lorin sighed. "Why don't you read just the Waiora version instead of going back to the Human one, which is also badly written?"

"Because I'm Human?" Conall reminded his friend.

"In that case, remember that eighteen-years-old for a Human means you're an adult."

"But I'm also Waiora, like you, therefore I'm not."

"You are. Enough, Conall."

Conall settled on the bed near his friend, observing Lorin, thoughtful. The Waiora was nineteen. He had green eyes and black curly hair, and, like all his peers, could turn into a dolphin or a seal at will. Conall looked Human all over, blond and tall, but with the turquoise eyes of his Waiora mother. He could breathe underwater, but couldn't change shape.

"Don't you think it's time we find ourselves a wife?" Conall asked.

"Well, on the continent you'd definitely be looking for a bride," Lorin answered. "In total contrast with your earlier childish behavior..."

"I'm sorry about that. Besides, I don't do it that often anymore."

"Thank Water! Anyway, back to your question. As a Human, I just told you, you're an adult. As a Waiora, well, I doubt you felt the call of the Parigha Nagho, therefore I think it's a little early. Then it also depends on what you intend by wedding: mainland ceremony or Waiora union?"

"I was thinking something formal, like my parents..." Conall mused.

"Conall, your parents ran away from here and lived almost six years with no blessing whatsoever on the continent, before coming back with you! You want to go back to the mainland or what?"

"I don't know. I would like to move to my own little house with Krisha..."

"A-ha, there you go!" Lorin laughed. "Now you make sense! Listen, just invite her to the Final Ball for now. If she's interested, she will accept, and maybe later move in with you."

"I don't know, maybe I heard too many of my father's stories."

"Conall, those are mainland stories, they're for Humans and hardly applicable to Waiora!"

"True, but I'm not the only young Human in town anymore," Conall whispered.

Lorin stared at him.

"Conall, you really think the newcomers might interest anybody?" he said at last. "They're Humans, we saved them from a shipwreck, we welcomed them because they're too far from the shore. But as soon as they request it, we take them back to the mainland."

"You don't understand how much Magical Races can charm Humans," Conall sighed.

"And you don't understand how much Humans do not charm us," Lorin smiled.

"Then Krisha will never accept me."

"You can't tell until you ask her, Conall. You're half-blood, by the way. And you grew up here, you know us and our customs, unlike the survivors of the shipwreck who just came in from the surface."

Conall pondered, thinking about Krisha's lovely face, her strawberry-blond hair, her amethyst eyes, her body covered with the veils of that pearly fabric of the Waiora.

"If you think I'm safe, I will wait," he decided jumping on his feet. "It's time to get up, though, so get out of bed!"

Lorin nodded, amused, picking up his tunic, identical to Conall's.

*
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The palace was a little more awake when they went to the banquet room for breakfast. From the other side of the long corridor, they saw two young Humans coming their way, wearing Waiora tunics. Conall snorted at the sight, but Lorin smiled.

On the banquet room door they clashed with a young man with brown hair and eyes who walked one step ahead of his companion, a black-haired, shy young man with dark complexion that always followed with lowered eyes like a servant.

"Let me in first," the brown-haired young Human demanded.

"Why?" Conall said. "I was here first."

"But I'm more important!"

"A Human? Important? Maybe he doesn't know where he is yet!" Lorin mocked.

"Who are you?" Conall asked, curious. It was the first time after thirteen years he saw a pure blooded Human who wasn't his father, and some innate shyness had prevented him from talking to the palace guests until that moment.

"Who are you!" the haughty young man retorted. 

"I'm Conall, son of Brendan and Marina Isabel. And this is my good friend Lorin. How about you?"

"You'll find out anyway sooner or later. I'm Damir, son of the Governor of Agharek and heir to the province," the tone was disdainful, but Conall ignored it.

He stared at Damir, trying to remember. Those names sounded familiar. He felt he had already met that person, maybe during his short life on the mainland?

Damir took advantage of his hesitation to enter the room, followed by his silent servant.

"What a fine one!" Lorin snorted. "Who does he think he is?"

"Agharek..." Conall whispered. "I was born in Agharek."

Lorin looked at him with curiosity, but he knew Conall didn't remember much of his first years on the mainland. White walls and strange sounds or tastes visited his dreams, but once awake, Conall couldn't tell much.

"Ask your father," Lorin suggested.

"I'll do that," Conall sighed, giving up trying to awaken memories that kept eluding him.

They took some food from the main table and went to sit at their usual place, glancing at the table of Human survivors, less than ten, who had gathered as a small court around Damir.

"The only one who was in his service even on the mainland is Saadi, the black-haired, silent one," Darlene told them. She was nineteen, like Lorin, and was already a very good healer, so she had helped save people from the shipwreck. She lived in a small house on the outskirts of the Waiora city, but she came to the palace every day.

"The others are sailors from the ship that had the bad idea of accepting his lordship on board," she added, amused.

"Poor people," Lorin said. "Although it looks like they want to be around him."

"They're scared and he's the heir of the kingdom where they live," she smiled. "Isn't Agharek the place where you come from?" she asked Conall, curious.

"Agharek isn't a kingdom, it's a province of a very big empire," Conall said. His mind was beginning to make the connections. "Damir is not a prince, just a noble young man."

"He says his father was king."

"He told me he's the son of the Governor of Agharek. He's not a prince, Darly."

Then he saw Krisha entering the room. He brightened and waved at her. She smiled and joined them while silence fell on the Humans' table. 

Damir stood up.

"Lady Krisha, why don't you sit with us?" he offered.

Krisha stopped by Conall's table and turned to look at Damir with a smile.

"I'd rather sit with my friends, thank you," she answered.

"You should sit with a prince," he insisted. "Your beauty is such that common mortals shouldn't even talk to you."

"I don't see that many common mortals in this room. Except those who sit with you."

"Besides, our table is nobler than yours," Lorin added. "If we want to check titles, Prince Conall has your same rights."

"Prince!" Damir was disdainful again. "His father was a hustler at Havenstock before meeting mine!"

The veil that covered memories suddenly ripped off, and Conall stared at Damir with horror.

"You are Damir, son of Desiderio Varian?" he asked, incredulous.

"Of course I am. And you're the son of the woman with unnaturally turquoise eyes."

"That woman is an underwater queen, and you're living in her house," Lorin teased.

"Tell your servant to shut up!" Damir snapped.

"He's not my servant, he's my friend," Conall answered, hostile. "And your father is Governor of Agharek, not prince of the Varian Kingdom."

"He's still a relative of the Varian Emperor himself! Krisha, I insist on having you at my table."

"I'm afraid I won't have breakfast today," Krisha answered suavely. "It's late, I have to go to class."

She put her arm under Conall's, who had just risen from his stool and escorted her out of the room, still upset by all these events.

*
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Damir glared at Conall leaving with Krisha, then stomped out of the room. Lorin decided to approach the servant, Saadi.

"You don't look too happy with him," he said.

"I'd rather have died in the shipwreck," Saadi admitted in a whisper.

Lorin nodded, sympathetic. Damir looked like a very spoiled prince who enjoyed torturing his servants.

"Lorin, come with me," Darlene took his arm gently but firmly. Lorin waved good-bye to Saadi who didn't see him because his head hung again.

"Go to classes if you wish to gain citizenship," Lorin suggested before leaving with Darlene.

The words pushed Saadi into motion and he walked to the upper classrooms with a determined look on his face.

*
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He couldn't concentrate on the homework, too many things pressed to come out. Conall picked up a new notebook and started writing. He had no idea of the proper way of doing it, so he just went with whatever came to his mind, inspired by what he had read from his father's library.

The conquest of a bride.

In this part we will tell the adventures of Claudio, son of Paolo and Isabella. He grew up in a simple environment, along with his foster-brother named Lorenzo. When Claudio turned fifteen, Lorenzo suggested he find a bride and he accepted. In fact he had noticed beautiful Marina, daughter of a noble Glasslandian.

One day he decided. He went to visit the nobleman, followed by Lorenzo. In the courtyard they saw a carriage. They entered the great hall; at the same time two young men arrived.

"Who are you?" Claudio asked.

"Who are you!" the other replied haughtily.

"I'm Claudio of Glasses, son of Paolo and Isabella, heirs to the throne. And this is Lorenzo, my foster-brother."

"Well, you'll learn soon enough. Know that I am Orlando, son of the king of the Gallian Kingdom, and I'm prince heir. This is Reginaldo my squire."

"You know Orlando? My father is a Gallian too. Well, he was, as now he's a Glasslandian."

And they started chatting.

Then the nobleman arrived. He looked at the four young men: Claudio was tall, blond and blue-eyed like his mother, his courage was obvious and everybody liked him; Lorenzo, his best friend, was a fine young man, with black hair and green eyes, wise and quiet. Orlando was handsome, young and tall; he had brown hair and eyes but was less courageous that the previous two; Reginaldo wasn't as good-looking as the others, but he was nice (at least nicer than Orlando); he had black hair and brown eyes, he liked his master and was ready to help him to conquer Marina.

Orlando wanted Marina too, and the nobleman knew it. He was still studying them when Marina arrived with her mother. She was a fair maiden, with golden hair flowing over her white shoulders; her dress seemed to dance around her slender figure. Her mother, Monna Orietta, wasn't very old, in fact her hair was still brown; her green eyes were bright like her daughter's and the veils of her dress danced around her too.

The young men bowed at the women's entrance. The nobleman asked their advice, explaining that both Claudio and Orlando wanted Marina's hand.

"Honestly, I prefer Claudio," Marina said.

"And I prefer Orlando," her mother said out of kindness, as she too preferred Claudio.

The nobleman said, "You're both worthy of my daughter, I think. I will give you three tasks, thanks to which I will be able to choose and see if you deserve my daughter. Obviously your friends will be allowed to help you. Now let me think."

Conall stopped, the pen in mid-air. He had to think about it too. It was ambitious of him wanting to write the sequel to a mainland classic, but he thought that particular moment of his life needed to be fictionalized, and that character seemed perfect to describe it under a metaphor. If his father had felt so much like the protagonist of The Glass World, he could be in the sequel, taken from his own life.
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