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Books of the Immortals
Ether
THE SOUTHERN DESERT
The sound of drums traveled far in the desert. Joyspring listened, amazed, to the "desert heartbeat" until her mother told her it was done with Human-made instruments.
The full moon shone over their heads, highlighting their long blond hair. Joyspring shivered and tightened her cloak around her frail figure, wondering what other surprises awaited her.
She was fifteen and had left her hometown for the first time. Her parents had decided to move to the Capital, and had packed their belongings for the journey – miles along the Green Ribbon and then through the desert on camel back until they could reach the northern, paved roads.
Joyspring was a pure-blooded member of a Magical Race: pointed ears, golden blond hair and emerald eyes showed she belonged to the Genn, or Ether people. Tiny bumps started showing on her chest, but being Genn she was still a child, just like her younger brother, nine-year-old Sunriver.
She had heard much about the desert tribes in Agharek and was quite curious to meet one. She was slowly learning that Humans weren't all the same like the Genn or the other Magical Races, and was happy for the little detour on their way north.
"How long will we stay with them?" she asked.
"Not long," her mother answered. "I only need to talk with one person."
"Who is it?"
"Mathilda Whiteless's runaway son."
"Oh! You found him! Did you tell anyone?"
Her mother smiled. "No. He's not really hiding, Joyspring, if they really wanted him back, they could easily reach him."
"You mean Aroldo knows where he is?"
"Of course. He helped him to get out of Agharek and suggested he join this tribe."
"Oh." Joyspring pondered. "So, whose tribe is this?"
"Damir's sister married into the tribes." Damir Varian had been Governor of Agharek and had married Mathilda Whiteless who had had only one son. This young man had left the city three years earlier, and speculations on where he was were still very much alive in town.
"She's not Mathilda's son's aunt, though. Maybe he didn't tell her he's actually not Damir's son?"
"I'm sure he did. He's as sincere as his real father."
"Mother, how could you fall in love with Damir? I've heard he was awful!"
"I was very young, dear. Luckily your father cured me."
Joyspring smiled, while her parents exchanged a loving glance.
"Father, have you ever fallen in love with a Human?" Joyspring continued her inquiry.
"No, honey, I was immediately obsessed with your mother. But I tried Human love for her sake. I don't recommend it." He winked at her, and she giggled.
"Goldstar, don't make me feel more guilty than I already am," her mother chided her father.
"Luckbringer, dear, you were young, you said so yourself. There's no need to be ashamed. Besides, Humans have already forgotten the war with the Waiora, so why worry?"
"They might have forgotten, but the Waiora didn't. Especially not Conall, who was the main victim. I'm not surprised he turned away his bastard son."
"Isn't it strange, though?" Joyspring asked. "We tend to forgive and forget..."
"Conall is half-blood. And I haven't forgotten Mathilda either," her mother said. "She was as wicked as Damir."
"They were made for each other," her father scoffed. "They lived fast and died early, both killed by the passion they had stirred."
"Wasn't Damir killed by Giordano?" Joyspring asked.
"So they say, in Agharek," her mother smiled. "Remember when the two young half-Waiora came to visit me?" She nodded, puzzled. "Saadi's son did it. Giordano refused to give him away, though."
Joyspring nodded, thoughtful. Humans were complicated, but half-bloods sometimes were even worse. You could never tell which side they were on - their non-violent magical blood or a more Human character. The runaway they were looking for seemed to be of the first kind, the one who had killed Damir was probably more Human.
The camp appeared in front of them after the last dune. Little fires were scattered among the gray tents and the sound of drums was louder, but ceased almost abruptly. Joyspring and her family had reached their sleeping place at bedtime.
A mounted sentinel came towards them, wary, but their blond hair was obvious under the moonlight and the nomad bowed respectfully before leading them to the camp.
Joyspring observed quietly her parents meeting the bearded tribe leader and requesting permission to lay their mats under his tent. She was happy to get off the camel and rest a little. Her younger brother had fallen asleep in their mother's arms, but she couldn't really doze off when riding. She was glad she could call it a day and slide into a peaceful sleep on solid ground.
Unlike her daughter, Luckbringer was a fully blossomed Genn beauty, with golden blond hair and modest curves on her slim body. She was aware of the effect she had on Human males, but had learned to ignore it. Thank the Immortals they were too awed by her simple presence to try anything nasty. Even Damir in his madness had never really hurt her personally – although he had damaged many around him. It had taken her years to overcome the guilt and the shame, and Mathilda's son had remained a stranger to her. Still, she wished to change that before moving on.
Luckbringer waited for a decent hour to pay her visit. The sun was high on the horizon when she left Prince Allan's tent. Giordano was a handsome young man with sea-blue eyes who stared thoughtfully at her.
"You're Luckbringer, aren't you?" he said.
She smiled. "I'm glad to hear you remember my name. I wasn't welcome at the palace after my disgrace."
He smiled ruefully. "I'm not welcome there either, now, except for my good cousin Aroldo," he said.
"I know. I bring his greetings. He misses you. And envies you, he said you probably know his other cousins better than he ever will."
"Sahid and Sarah, yes. Their mother won't let them go near Agharek, not even now that Damir is dead."
"Desiderata renounced town life a long time ago, she never really liked it in the first place. Her father never really loved her because she had killed her mother in childbirth, so she rejected everything about her male relatives. She begged Lady Fairuza to marry her off and out of town as soon as possible."
"Her story sounds a lot like Chandra's," he mused. "She too was very happy to leave her hometown to follow Hassan. Did you know Aunt Desiderata?"
"I remember her, yes. I was born in Agharek too."
"I'm sorry, I'm probably assuming you're younger than you actually are."
"I was married to Damir for three years, Giordano…"
"Please, Giordano Varian is dead. I am Jordan now. I'm happy here. I have a wife, a beautiful baby…"
She nodded her approval, glancing at the woman with baby on the other side of the tent.
"I'm moving to the Capital," she told him. "I thought I'd stop by and talk to you on my way there. I have talked to your half-brother and his friend Kareem. I believe their work on the Waiora attack is now complete."
"Oh, thank you." He looked surprised. "I was supposed to do the introductions…"
"I know. Sun said you wanted to talk to me first, so here I am. Still have questions for me?"
Jordan hesitated. "Yes," he said. "Did you know my father?"
She shook her head. "Not really, no."
"But you knew he's my real father."
"Yes. I told Mathilda Damir was sterile and she decided to have you with Conall."
"So you never met him?"
"I saw him once, just before the Waiora attacked to free him. He was badly hurt."
Jordan sighed. "He still is. He didn't want me at the bottom of the sea," he said gloomily.
"So why did you choose the desert?" she asked, curious to hear how a young man with Waiora blood could manage to live so far away from water.
"Because it was the furthest place from the sea I could think of," was the honest answer. Jordan looked like someone who couldn't lie. No wonder he had decided to leave the tricky palace of the Governor of Agharek.
"But don't you miss the water?"
"There is water in the desert," he said. "I don't travel that much these days, Kamar is too small. We've been in this oasis since his birth. And we might settle by the Green Ribbon sometime in the near future."
"I see. Do you ever consider going back to Agharek?"
Again he stared at her before answering. "I'm not welcome there anymore. I found happiness here, Luckbringer, I don't want to go back."
Luckbringer smiled fondly at him. He had none of Mathilda's haughtiness and looked just like his father – and his half-brother Sun, who was very much like Jordan in speech and behavior.
"I've wanted to leave Agharek since Damir broke my heart," she said. "I'm glad I didn't, or I wouldn't have met Goldstar. But I think it's time I leave my hometown, and, like you, I won't look back."
Jordan smiled back relaxing. "Is it true you had children with you Genn husband?" he asked.
"Of course. Do you want to meet them?"
"Would you like to hold him?"
Joyspring looked at the nomad woman, then at her baby, and gulped down the sudden fear of dropping such a small, frail thing.
"Come on, Joyspring, you were so good with your little brother," her mother reminded her.
Joyspring stepped hesitantly forward and picked up the Human baby. He had big brown eyes and flashed a sudden, toothless smile at her.
"Hello, there," she said, amazed. "What's his name?" she asked the mother.
"Kamar," the woman answered.
"Hello, Kamar," Joyspring uncovered the tiny head to reveal a lock of black hair. She had seen many dark haired Humans in her life, but this baby looked really special. She silently blessed him and kissed his forehead. He gurgled with joy.
Joyspring smiled and gave him back to his mother. Then she turned to the father with sea-blue eyes.
"I was expecting to find more of you in him," she said. "But it's all hidden inside."
"You felt his Waiora blood?" Jordan asked, surprised.
She nodded.
Jordan looked at her mother with admiration. "She's just a child by Genn standards, right?"
"Yes," Luckbringer smiled. "But she will be a very good healer, maybe even a strong magic user when she grows up."
"May the Gods bless you," Jordan told Joyspring. "I hope you will come back one day."
"I will!" Joyspring promised. She turned to her mother, worried. "We will come back to Agharek, won't we?"
"Eventually."
"Is there someone waiting for you in Agharek, Joyspring?" Jordan's wife asked, amused.
"No, but it's a beautiful city."
"Trust me, when you find the love of your life, you don't care where you live anymore."
"I'm too young for that!" She blushed and the young woman giggled.
"You won't be too young forever, Joyspring," she said. "I thought I wasn't ready when Jordan abducted me from my parents' house."
"He abducted you?" Joyspring stared at Jordan in disbelief.
"I followed my friends' advice." He chuckled. "I guess Sahid is a Varian after all, and he behaves like his uncle more than I ever will!"
"He is Desiderio's grandchild," Luckbringer smiled. "Besides, I've heard abduction is fairly common among the nomads."
"But not in the southern towns," Jordan replied. "Lisabeth's parents hated me for it!"
"If you had told them who you really were, they wouldn't have refused you in the first place," Lisabeth retorted with a mischievous smile.
Joyspring listened, fascinated in the retelling of their strange love-story, then stared at the baby that had come out of it. Kamar was looking at her and smiled again. She smiled back against her will, hoping she'd grow up soon enough to have her own baby to cuddle.
After the nomads camp, the Genn family went back to the Green Ribbon and eventually neared its source on the lone mountain at the heart of the wasteland. Legends said the desert had sprung out of there, Human legends at least. The Magical Races knew better, but kept it to themselves.
"Up there dwell the Sila," Luckbringer explained as they went around the mountain towards the western side. "We're going to ask them to take us to the Capital."
"Do we have to climb that mountain?" Joyspring stared impressed at the height of the gray peak.
"That's Mount Flora. Now Humans call it Mountain of the Desert."
"What is Mount Flora? Some Sila place?"
"It's actually a Genn name-place."
"Oh. We used to live here?"
"A long time ago."
"And do we have to go all the way up?"
"No, there is a passage down here."
"What about the camels?"
"They'll find their way back to the Green Ribbon. Whoever passes can have them. They have enough food and water to survive if nobody comes for them."
Joyspring felt relieved. She didn't want anybody or anything abandoned in the wasteland where it was hard to survive. The journey had been painful even with their innate powers which had helped them in finding shelter and water up to the mountain – not to mention the fact that her father had probably sped up the trip with magic, mostly for the sake of Sunriver's health.
They left the camels and started walking along a path that slowly climbed between walls of gray rock. Soon they reached a cave, and Joyspring was glad to get away from the scorching sun.
Her father created a magic white light and led the way in the tunnel, with Sunriver in his arms. Joyspring followed while her mother went last. Joyspring adjusted the weight of her backpack on her shoulders, looking around with curiosity.
The tunnel seemed almost carved in stone, as if in some places the passage had been adjusted to people's height, and it felt like walking on a covered, paved road going slowly and gently down.
The tunnel opened into a huge cavern, with a big opening in the ceiling that let in the sun light. Joyspring saw stone houses in one corner, built on top of one another. They looked all of the same size, with two square windows at either side of the door on the rectangular building. Very simple boxes that seemed to climb that side of the cavern.
On one side the buildings were crumbled on what looked like the ruins of a huge temple. A Human temple, as the Magical Races didn't need any, being constantly in communion with the Immortals. What was a Human building - or better, its remnants - doing inside the open mountain?
Almost at the center of the cavern water had gathered in a very small and not too deep lake – Joyspring imagined she could probably walk through it, and water would barely reach her elbows in the deepest point.
"Who built this city?" she asked, knowing the Sila didn’t build anything. She could see colored wings fluttering well above ground and a couple of elders were gliding towards them: Sila nested in the huge cave, but the buildings weren't their doing.
"Genn," was her father's startling reply. "Well, the temple is Human-made, of course, but the other buildings belong to us."
"You mean Genn and Humans lived here together?" she marveled.
"Not really. We came first, and they arrived after we left."
The two Sila elders landed in front of them and Joyspring had to wait to hear the rest of the story. She wished she had already studied the history of her people, but so far she had been too busy learning to write and read both in Old Tongue and the Varian common language.
Her parents asked the Sila elders for hospitality, and a lift to the Capital, where Joyspring had heard there was a university with a great library. She really hoped to find interesting new things there, as she had read everything available at Agharek, some even more than once.
They were directed to one of the lower houses and told a Sila family would fly them north the next morning. The Genn family retired in one of the closest unused houses. While her mother tried to fix something to eat and Sunriver played with a bunch of Sila children outside, Joyspring went to her father, asking for more.
"So, we used to live inside mountains?"
"When the Humans up north destroyed our kingdoms, we moved underground. Then a Pond of Dark Magic surfaced inside this mountain. There was only a small community, compared to the maze we had built under the Central Massif up north, but we had to flee, as we couldn't stand the closeness of the Pond."
"And we came out again in the south?"
"Southern Humans had a religion that made them see us as heavenly beings. They were more civilized than their northern brothers. So those of us who reached the Central Massif told the others living there that sharing towns with Humans wasn't so bad down south. Slowly we came out of our underground cities and spread to the old kingdoms of Rajendra, Gajendra, Lakeshi, Amrendra, and eventually made peace with the Gallians and the Varians of the former Moren Empire, the force that had destroyed us but by then was no more. In the meantime the Pond had attracted Humans to this place. They built the temple and started adoring a Bloodthirsty Goddess. Before we could build new alliances under the sun, a Sect sprang out of our abandoned town."
"What happened to them?"
"One of their priests, a wicked woman, had the very bad idea of imprisoning a Fajrulo by the Pond – which didn't kill the prisoner, but it did weaken her."
"Why would she do that? Was she mad?"
Her father nodded, thoughtful. "The power of the Pond and unrequited love made her do stupid things. Eventually her beloved joined her, and set the Fajrulo free."
"I bet she was mad at the damn Human! Do I know this Fajrulo?"
"Starblazer hasn't come back to Varia since she helped the Waiora to free Conall."
"Oh. She's the one."
"Yes, she's the one who destroyed the Pond, the Sect and a whole kingdom, creating this desert. It used to be a jungle, you know?
"Whoa! I know it's better not to upset a Fajrulo!"
"The fall of Arquon started the slow end of all the southern kingdoms, allowing us to live with Humans under the sun and eventually forming the Varian Empire. This place is unmapped at the Capital, though. It's been a Sila Nest for the past two centuries and a half, and map-makers would never jot down their Nests on paper."
"I don't think Humans could find this place anyway," Joyspring said, looking around. "Besides, would they live here again? Where could they find food?"
"Exactly. But Sila don't trust them anyway, so they'll never tell where their Nests are. Which means this town will eventually fall to pieces, as they don't use the houses."
Joyspring looked around again. The white walls looked solid, but the dust on the floor was thick like sand in the desert. The wooden ceiling was decaying and shards littered the ground as well. It was still a roofed shelter, untouched by weather tantrums, but it was obviously unused and in need of repair.
"I'll clean up the next room, so we can sleep better," she decided, jumping to her feet. It was a two-room house, and her mother was cooking on what was left of the fireplace. She found a sort of broom and eagerly swiped the "bedroom", laying down their mats near one wall.
"Dinner is ready!"
The call came right on time. Joyspring sat down with her parents and little brother, inhaling the smell of brew. She wondered where her mother had found the ingredients for a proper meal instead of the usual travel provisions, and her father said a Sila had found a dead animal on the mountain and brought it in. Fresh meat of something that had died naturally. Joyspring wondered what sort of foods she'd find at the Capital.
And she really looked forward to learning more stories about her ancestors.
JINXIE
Kyler thought the sounds of a Genn town were different from Human ones. Voices were hushed, and you could hear the birds sing. The streets were clean and the backyards filled with flowers that sent their perfumes to the balconies overlooking them. The stone houses had big windows with colored glass and looked all the same. The Council's palace was merely bigger to allow room for a school, a big library and a great hall for meetings.
Since they had left the Capital in the hands of the Varian Emperor and relocated to their own town under the sun, the Genn seemed to have changed a little: Jinxie had walls, like most Human towns of that time, while the Capital never had any. But neither had Sunlight, long lost capital of the Genn kingdom of Appleyard, the ruins of which had disappeared in the forest centuries ago.
Jinxie had been built in memory of those northern lost capitals (Sunlight, but also Waterlock), but even if the Genn had managed to go back to their long lost kingdoms, they didn't trust Humans like they had done in the past. Thus Jinxie had very tall walls with round towers at the intersection of the uneven pentagon that was the city itself.
Kyler had been living in Jinxie for forty years now. He enjoyed the company of another Magical Race even if he had none of their blood. But he wasn't Human either - he didn't age and was sick of traveling to hide his unchanging looks. Besides, only among the long-lived Genn could he find childhood friends or people who had seen the birth of the Varian Empire with him.
In Jinxie Kyler didn't have to hide his feathery dark wings, nor change his appearance so he wouldn't frighten the locals. The Genn knew who he was, the son of a Sila and a Fajrulo, and weren't bothered by his looks. Some had known him for most of the century and more he had lived, and he called them "friends" – of whom he didn't have many. His Fajrulo blood made him cold-hearted and he hardly grew fond of anyone.
Watching Genn families stick together through generations was still amazing for him. But he didn't feel like starting his own steady family yet. He was now one hundred and thirty-five-years-old. But still looked like a thirty-something Human – with wings.
He lived near Moonstar and her descendants. He had seen her birth and followed her growth while Guido, the first Varian Emperor, was alive. She was now a hundred and ten and fading out. She was a great healer and a member of the Council of the Elders of Jinxie. Her twin, Sunwolf, who was a magic user, lived at the Capital and was a member of the Emperor's Council, and one of his most trusted advisers.
Moonstar and Sunwolf, or the Twins, as they used to be called, were two of the few friends Kyler had left from his younger years. His name was legend throughout the Empire, but some still knew him personally and had lived during the birth of the Empire with him.
Kyler was very fond of Moonstar's great-great-grandchildren, especially twenty-year-old Silverlock. The young Genn was born with platinum blond hair like an elder, hence his name. They said it was because he had a twin who had died in the womb, thus he was "born old" for the shock. He certainly was a gifted magic user from a young age, and he had already learned everything he could at Jinxie.
Silverlock liked to ask Kyler questions about Sila and Fajrulo magic or innocently challenge him as a way of learning more about other Magical Races. He was a bright young Genn with a great singing voice, who could entertain for hours and was meant to become a great magic user in Kyler's opinion.
He was quite surprised when Silverlock visited him with an unusually serious face and a hint of melancholy in his true blue eyes: the young Genn was usually a smiling, happy person who dreamed of unicorns and self-playing lutes, and tapped effortlessly into Ether's magic for his basic spells.
"I have news," Silverlock said. "Good and bad. Which one do you want to hear first?"
"How about chronological order?" Kyler suggested, wondering what was upsetting his young friend. He had some ideas about the answers, so the beginning wasn’t totally unexpected.
"My sister gave birth to Sunshine this morning," Silverlock said. "It was Moonstar's last healing effort. Ether took her almost immediately afterward."
"She was old," Kyler said, feeling a pang in his heart. "But she will be missed."
Silverlock sighed. "And I'm moving to the Capital," he said, and the news took Kyler by surprise.
"Why?" he asked.
"I want to learn from Sunwolf."
"You have other relatives here who can teach you."
"I've learned all I could here. And I feel my power is restrained, as if something blocks it. They suggested I move."
"So they think there is something in the air around here?" Kyler asked. Strange the Council hadn't told him. Maybe they thought it wasn't important.
"It's something weakening even them. They don't know what it is, yet, but it probably sucked a few years out of Moonstar as well."
"It's true that lately lots of elders joined Ether," Kyler mused. "But I think you're too young to be sent off as an experiment."
"I volunteered, Kyler. I feel trapped here. And I want to see the City with no Walls, the Imperial Court, and try some courses at the Capital's university."
Kyler smiled fondly at him. "I'm sorry, I guess I'm being selfish. I'll miss you, and we'll all miss your songs. But it's a good thing for you to move out of your mother's house. You don't have anybody keeping you here."
"I'll miss you too, Kyler. Why don't you come with me?"
"I'm not ready to meet Guido's descendants. And you don't need to tell them where I am. Sunwolf knows where to find me if he needs me."
"The first century of the Empire is fast approaching. Do you think your mother's vision will come true?"
"Unfortunately, they usually do. While you're at the Capital, keep your senses open in case you feel any shift of energy around you."
"I will. Thank you, Kyler. I'll be waiting for you at the court of the Varian Emperor."
Silverlock closed his eyes and called upon Ether. He frowned, feeling a slight disturbance, but the instant transfer spell worked. He vanished from his room in Jinxie to materialize in a small room where an elder Genn sat at his desk.
They had never met before, but they instantly knew who each was. Silverlock could feel Moonstar in him as if she were still alive. The unborn twin inside him whined once, as he shared his loss with his great-great-uncle Sunwolf.
"Welcome, Silverlock." The elder's voice was soothing, his face gentle. They had the same hair color, and Silverlock felt once more he was born old. "What brings you here?"
"I'm feeling weird in Jinxie, and my teachers suggested a change," the young Genn said. "I was wondering if you'd take on an apprentice. I think I need to learn to deal with Humans, I want to see the Varian court and attend a few courses at the University in my free time."
"And sing for the glory of the Emperor?" Sunwolf smiled. "Moonstar told me you have a great voice and compose beautiful songs."
Silverlock blushed. "That too. I'm curious to hear the Human minstrels."
"You'll outshine them all." Sunwolf looked amused. "How is my old friend Kyler Darklight?"
"He is fine, he is still enjoying Genn company and doesn't wish to meet Guido's descendants."
"How unusual of him to spend forty years in a row in the same place! Maybe he is getting old, after all!"
Silverlock chuckled. "He certainly doesn't look old," he said. "I know, he's older than you. I guess it shows in his grumpy refusal to come here."
"Oh, the Varian Imperial family is an interesting lot, as usual." Sunwolf shook his head with a smile. "Humans never cease to surprise me."
"And you haven't traveled as much as him, have you?"
"I've only followed Guido to the Capital, where I spent the last ninety-five years. I can tell you the Varian family has expanded, though not really changed much in the past century. Desiderio's arrival from the past almost fifty years ago made them remember their old pride. I wonder how much the Blackmore have changed. Moonstar was very fond of Karl, but what about his descendants?"
"We didn't go to Havenstock very often," Silverlock admitted. "We sort of lost track of Marco and Falcon's descendants as well. Even Kyler, he keeps in touch with his full-blood Sila relatives, but doesn't want to know about his half-blood cousins' families."
Sunwolf sighed. "It's tough to see Human generations go by," he said. "I know what he feels. Well, welcome to the Varian court. I'll introduce you to Vario tonight. You'll be my secretary, or assistant, we're not telling the Humans everything we do." He winked. "I'd introduce you as an independent Genn minstrel, but you'd have to be one full time."
"I'd rather be a student and your assistant," Silverlock said. "I didn't come here to play. Where can I sleep?"
"My apartment is quite big for Genn standards, if you don't mind sharing."
"I lived with my family in Jinxie, so don't worry, I'll be glad to share with my new mentor. Besides, I'm used to sharing my body with my unborn twin, he's actually the real magic user."
"The unborn twin…" Sunwolf stared at Silverlock's pale hair, thoughtful.
He nodded and rose from his desk, showing him the rest – two rooms opening on an inner garden. The furniture was Spartan: a bed, a chest for clothes and bookshelves full of manuscripts. There was enough room to add another bed and maybe a small table for Silverlock's studies.
Silverlock already felt better, as if a heavy weight had been lifted from his chest. He breathed the air of the Capital and wondered if that was the difference, but he could only smell the flowers of the garden. He looked outside of the window and felt as if the sun was shining brighter, not only because they were further south, but also as if an invisible curtain of darkness had been lifted from his life.
"Have you felt any shift of energy in the last century?" he asked Sunwolf later that night.
"No. I don't think the Pond has surfaced yet."
"Is it supposed to come out somewhere around here?"
"In Falcon's alternative future, it did. But there was a Blackmore Emperor on the throne, and we don't know where he was really coming from."
"Nor if it calls on specific people, like only Blackmore blood or also Varian or whoever goes close to it."
"Exactly. I believe there is an Edwyn Blackmore who could be the same Falcon met in the alternative, but in this present the minion might be somebody else."
"But if it were Edwyn Blackmore, then the Pond could be near Havenstock. I think energies were shifting in Jinxie…"
"Uhm… that's an interesting notion. But even if it has surfaced there, it still hasn't bonded with a Human, or we'd feel its power growth. I'll send a message to Kyler Darklight." Sunwolf always used Kyler's full formal name in spite of the century old friendship. "He knows that energy more than any of us, I'm sure he can take care of it."
Another Pond of Dark Magic. It had been so long… Kyler still remembered the feeling, though. He remembered Shania, the Sorceress Queen. His cousin Falcon, who had seen a bleak future and quite suddenly learned to feel the Sila blood he had ignored for his first twenty-five years. To this day Kyler still did not know if Falcon had had a vision or had actually lived two months in an alternative future. He had heard the story once from Falcon himself before moving to the Capital with Guido. Then only the legend that had sprang of it, not from Falcon's mouth, but the Varian storytellers who made quite a tale from it.
Kyler couldn't see the future like his Fajrulo mother, therefore he merely waited for it to happen. He knew the players Falcon had met and was unconsciously keeping an eye on the most dangerous, Edwyn Blackmore, who lived in the nearby town of Havenstock. He thought the Genn Joyspring might have come from Jinxie, then remembered there was no Jinxie in Falcon's future, as the Genn were banished from the Blackmore Empire – much as they had been from the Moren Empire centuries before. Maybe Joyspring would be at the Capital soon – he knew she wasn't there yet. And if and when Edwyn Blackmore and the Genn Joyspring met, his mother's vision might come true.
He went for a flight over the towns and the forest around them. He couldn't see much, nor did he feel any darkness. But then, he wasn't Human, and the Pond was probably hiding from him. His Fajrulo blood shielded his Sila blood that could be hurt by Darkness, but then the Genn would feel it if it was strong enough.
He glided by the doors of Havenstock and his black wings vanished before the sentinels noticed him. He went in, looking perfectly Human, and went to knock on Falcon's descendants' door.
"Keep an eye on Edwyn Blackmore," he told them. "Let me know if anything changes."
"He's not the firstborn, and looks like a nice fellow – except for a striking resemblance with his ancestor, the one you defeated on the battlefield."
"How do you know?" Kyler stared at the man who looked a lot like his late cousin Falcon, hoping that the descendant wasn't supposed to play Falcon's part in his mother's vision. Fabio Falconer, as he was called, wasn't a warrior like his ancestor, and his Sila blood was so diluted by now he could hardly use it.
"Moonstar said it a few years ago, last time she came here," Fabio replied.
"Interesting. Your great-grand-father said exactly that. Therefore he must be the one who finds the Pond."
Fabio looked surprised. He was almost forty and had a teenage son he had called Falcon, in honor of his ancestor. He himself had been born after the death of Kyler's first cousin, therefore he had never heard the story first hand. True that in the family ran a more realistic version of the Legend of the Falcon, but still Fabio had never heard the original. His grand-father Marco, Falcon's son, had recorded it in writing, but maybe he had missed some details.
Kyler smiled at Fabio's ignorance. Humans lost so many things in their short lifespans, including memories of their past... "Just keep an eye on Edwyn Blackmore, will you?" he said. "Anything strange happening in the household, even apparently natural deaths, should be reported to me."
Fabio nodded, serious. "I'll send Falcon as soon as something happens," he promised.
Kyler left, satisfied. He could go back to Jinxie and wait some more. Maybe in the meantime he could write down his own version of the Legend of the Falcon. He could still remember his cousin's exact words, as if ninety-five years hadn't gone by. And then he could add a chronicle of what would actually happen, wondering if young Falcon would be in it. He surely hoped not, if Fabio wasn't ready to confront a Pond of Dark Magic, his son was even more at risk. But the Falconers would probably be involved anyway as they lived in Havenstock, much too close to Edwyn Blackmore to stay completely out of it.
Kyler sighed. He had promised his cousin to take care of his descendants, and he would. He had also promised to write down the real story, which Falcon had been too busy living during his "short" life of seventy-five years to do. So he better get to work before things got nasty. Genn paper was thinner and Genn pens were easier to handle, and the Genn library was the best place to store the True Legend of the Falcon.
THE CAPITAL
The sun rays showered the Sila Nest through the opening when Joyspring and her family gathered their things and left their temporary shelter to meet the Sila family that would take them north.
Winged Brendan was twenty and had brown wings and hair. He took Joysrping in his arms and soon they were airborne, the wind whistling in their ears. Joyspring felt exhilarated by her first flight. Air's whisper was sweet, a melody of sounds like a pan-flute playing in the sky.
Joyspring looked at Sunriver, quietly nestled into Winged Alina's arms, then at her parents, seated with their luggage on a big, heavy sheet held by adult Sila – all Winged Brendan's relatives. The sheet was as flat as a flying carpet, as Air sustained it for the Genn couple's comfort. They could have used an instant transfer spell, but Joyspring was very happy they were using Sila and able to see the world from up above.
"Would you like to sit with your parents?" Winged Brendan asked.
"No, I'm fine," she said. "This is much more fun!"
"Then relax and enjoy the view!"
From the air it was indeed amazing. Joyspring saw the desert, the green coast, the hills becoming greener and greener. The blue ribbon of a river, the stone city of Gladius.
They were now over cultivated land – meadows, vineyards and gardens with farms and little villages spread everywhere. The great plain where the Capital had been built came into view, with its two rivers meeting at the center.
The Capital was spreading in a maze of alleys, but great paved roads could also been seen from the air, along with many stone bridges crossing the rivers at different places. Most highways went east or west, but one went south, towards Gladius, and none went straight north towards the barrier of the Central Massif.
Then the palace appeared, all marble with colored glass in the huge arched windows. Its round towers and turrets had blue cone roofs and the balconies had balustrades that looked like stone lace. The inner garden had many flowers and different kinds of trees Joyspring had never seen – and Agharek had luxuriant gardens.
The Sila and their passengers glided in front of the palace, into the public park where few were walking at that time of the day, as most of the population was busy with the midday meal. The Genn family gathered their belongings and thanked the Sila for the lift.
"I'll take you in," Winged Brendan offered. "I'm supposed to report to the Emperor and allow Winged Hayden to leave."
The rest of the family took off, but the young Sila guided the Genn family through the huge main door, where guards bowed at their passage. They passed stately corridors with marble mosaic floors and tapestries on the walls, traversed the empty great hall and reached the inner, private part of the palace.
Joyspring wished she could stop in a long corridor with a pink marble floor and a gallery of Varian Emperors paintings on the windowless side. The other wall had French-windows opening on the inner garden, which looked amazing. But she was rushed forward, so she made a mental note to come back.
They reached a not too big dining room where Emperor Vario V was having lunch with his family, one Sila on duty standing behind him.
"I'm Summersky's niece, I come from Agharek," Luckbringer introduced herself. "This is my husband, Goldstar, and my children, Joyspring and Sunriver."
"You are Luckbringer?" The Emperor mused. "I think one day I'd like to discuss with you what happened in Agharek, and I mean really happened, not the rants of Desiderio's son, or Brizio's frantic ramblings."
Luckbringer smiled. "At your leisure, my lord. I was young and naive, and made mistakes…"
"So did Damir, apparently. But let's not talk about this now. I'm sure you need rest, you will be shown to our guest apartments for now."
Joyspring bowed with the rest of her family, and before leaving the imperial presence, her eyes caught the stare of a plump princess who didn't seem to be able to take her eyes off of her.
Remembering how rude noble young ladies had been in Agharek, Joyspring gulped down her anxiety, hoping the Imperial Palace would be different.
Joyspring kissed the petals and the rose bloomed happily.
"Good girl," she whispered tenderly. She moved to the next flower-bed, where pansies grew near forget-me-nots drawing lines of purple and blue. The air was filled with the strong scent of jasmine, which grew on most of the inner garden walls.
Joyspring loved the quiet of the Emperor's private garden, with its gazebo and its fountains and multicolored flowers. She checked every plant, but the Emperor's gardeners were better than any gardener of Agharek.
Towards the end of the garden, where bigger trees grew, Joyspring found Winged Brendan listening to a little bird that flew away as soon as she appeared. Winged Brendan smiled at her confusion.
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare anyone," she said.
"You didn't scare me," he replied. "Of course robins are another matter. Do you like the Emperor's garden?"
"Very much! It's so quiet here, I can't believe we're near a palace where hundreds of Humans live or work, and in a town with thousands of inhabitants."
"Are you still living in the guest apartment?"
"Yes, but I believe Mother has asked her uncle Summersky if we can move to a private house."
"Why, you don't like palace life?" Winged Brendan smiled, gently teasing her. "You should join the banquets and balls, and listen to the new sensation of the Varian court, the greatest minstrel… he's Genn, by the way, he came from Jinxie a couple of weeks ago and has already seduced the whole court with his voice and his music."
Joyspring giggled. "I bet he did! I could dazzle everybody with the simplest of Genn's dances, but I won't repeat my mother's mistake. She danced for the Governor's guests and got stuck with his son, who proved unworthy…"
Winged Brendan chuckled. "Well, Prince Vario wouldn't give you a second stare, but Prince Dario might fall for you."
"Is Prince Vario engaged?" she asked, curious. The heir was tall and slim, while both his brother and sister were shorter and rather plump. She knew Prince Vario was the most sought after bachelor of the Imperial Court, but at eighteen he didn't seem to want to choose a bride, to his father's regret.
"No, and I don't think he ever will," Winged Brendan said, amused. "Eventually his brother will become Emperor."
Joyspring sighed. Humans were so complicated! That was another reason to keep to herself. Soon she'd go back to school anyway, a Genn school, probably. She had taken a closer look at the Emperors gallery, looking forward to learning their stories, but shied away from any public gathering. Her parents wanted to move out of the Imperial Palace, and she didn't want to attach herself to anyone. She knew Sila visited the Genn suburb, and wasn't too keen on Human company at the moment.
"How long will you be here?" she asked Winged Brendan.
"One month, as usual. Then I'll see you next year," he answered.
"Oh, well, I guess I'll have to find new friends, sooner or later," she sighed.
"Do you miss your friends from Agharek?
"Uhm… no… my only friends were books there… and there are even more of them here!"
"There you go, you have your new friends! Live long and prosper, Joyspring."
She blushed as he opened his big wings and took off. Silly of her mentioning books to a Sila. They had only oral traditions and only few map-makers put pen to paper to draw maps. With symbols and not writing, as Sila never learned the Old Tongue alphabet - nor any other for that matter. Winged Brendan must think she was quite strange to be so fond of such "dead" friends.
Joyspring sighed and slowly turned around to go back inside. For her, books were more alive than any living being, but she knew she had to change that. She had to come out of her private world and start interacting with people. The Genn community at the Capital was bigger than the few families living in Agharek, so she had high hopes in that department.
"Hey, come here!" The whisper came from a gazebo on her right. Startled, Joyspring turned to see the plump princess signaling to join her on the marble bench under the green roof. Joyspring looked around, but there was nobody else.
The princess giggled. "Yes, you, the Genn girl!" she said. "What's your name?"
"Joyspring." She warily moved towards her.
"Come here, Joyspring, I won't hurt you." The princess impatiently patted the bench by her side. Joyspring joined her, wondering what she wanted. "My name is Claudia. I saw you talking with Winged Brendan."
"Yes, he took me here. In his arms."
Claudia moaned with envy. "Not only are you Genn and have hair like golden silk, you even managed to touch him, nay, be carried in his arms! What a lucky girl!"
Stunned, Joyspring quickly connected the comments. "You're in love with Winged Brendan?" she asked, puzzled.
"Nah, just a crush." Claudia shrugged. "He doesn't see me, and now somebody outshines him, but… ah, I should just forget about them all, I'm betrothed to Edwyn Blackmore!"
"Who is Edwyn Blackmore?" Joyspring asked.
"A young nobleman from Havenstock. I'll marry him soon."
"What is he like?"
"I've never met him. I saw his portrait, and he looks beautiful, but…"
"Why do you marry him then?"
Claudia looked at her with her big brown eyes. Silken clothes and golden jewelry couldn't hide the fact that she wasn't a beauty, but her round face looked honest and melancholic.
"Politics, Joyspring," she said gravely. "I'm the Emperor's daughter."
"Oh! I'm sorry!" Joyspring blushed, ashamed of her own words. She should learn to watch her mouth.
Claudia smiled. "You're Genn, your people don't have a royal family," she said.
"Not anymore," she grumbled, but she wasn't well versed in history yet, so she better not start on that subject either, not until she knew what had actually happened centuries before. Humans had obviously forgotten, but not so the Genn.
"What?" Claudia couldn't understand her mumble.
"Nothing," she said quickly. Claudia nodded, observing her, thoughtful.
"How old are you?" she asked.
"Fifteen."
"I'm seventeen. It's high time I get married."
"Of course. It's just that I still don’t get those political marriages Humans are so fond of."
"Genn don't have social classes, do they? You don't have nobles, peasants, servants, commoners…"
"We have magic users, healers, artisans. I'll be a magic user when I grow up."
Claudia's eyes widened in awe. "A real magic user? You Genn are truly blessed!"
Joyspring nodded with a smile. "I'm already a healer," she said. "Do you want me to cure you from your unrequited love?
Claudia burst out laughing. "No, but you could make my husband fall in love with me!" she said. "I hear Edwyn loves women, all of them – except me, probably, as I'm not good-looking enough."
"What a spoiled young man!" Joyspring frowned.
"I guess we're all sort of wicked," Claudia said, her smile slowly vanishing. "My older brother isn't interested in women, Edwyn likes them too much…"
"You're only Human after all," Joyspring smiled.
Claudia smiled back ruefully. "Tell me, Joyspring, have you ever been in love?"
"Not yet."
Claudia sighed. "I'm sure that when you will, he'll be at your feet in no time. I wish I could have at least half of your beauty…"
She lost herself in thought.
Joyspring observed her. "You're a strong woman," she said. "You could hold a sword or use a bow. You could follow your husband when he goes hunting. Can you ride?"
"Yes!" Claudia brightened. "And I beat my brothers at archery contests!"
"See?" Joyspring smiled. "Beauty isn't everything. You want a husband who is also gentle and takes care of you. I'm sure he wants more than just another pretty face."
Claudia took her hands, her eyes teary with gratitude. "Thank you, Joyspring! Nobody has ever talked to me like that! May I call you a friend?"
"Of course," Joyspring answered, relaxing. There. It wasn't that hard making new friends after all.
Claudia was very happy with herself. She had managed to talk to the Genn girl, while her lips refused to move when she was near Sunwolf's new assistant and part-time minstrel. She wondered if the two had met, and if they could be a match, the golden-haired girl and the silver-haired boy. She would have loved to see her new friend with gorgeous Silverlock, but then reminded herself both were Genn, and aged much slower than her. They even grew up slower, so it was probably early to talk them into a relationship.
She thought back about Winged Brendan. Like the two young Genn, he wasn't Human either. Both Magical Races looked awesome to her. But she was aware they could never love her back as she wished to. Well, actually she was afraid nobody outside her family would love her. She adored her father and both her bothers, and they loved her back in their own, personal ways - Vario's flamboyant way, Dario's puppyish way and her father's serious, adult way. She hadn't been forced to the political marriage, as her father had asked her opinion when Lord Blackmore had requested her hand, but still she wondered what she would find in her husband's home.
She knew Edwyn had an elder brother who was married, but childless, and some sisters married off in the east. She wondered what Havenstock looked like and sort of looked forward to seeing it. She had heard so much about the former Varian Kingdom's capital, and also about Jinxie which was only a few miles away from it. She was very curious to visit both. She would miss the palace where she had been born and had lived for seventeen years, but was impatient to start her new, independent life as an adult, married woman.
She joined her family for the midday meal. Her mother had died in childbirth, and her second daughter hadn't survived infancy. The Emperor was probably busy with some official banquet, but Vario sat near Robert, as usual, and Dario impatiently waited for her to start eating. Robert's younger sister, Marian, who was Dario's age, also sat at the table, nibbling at her nails.
"Where have you been all morning?" she asked as soon as she saw Claudia.
"In the garden," the princess answered haughtily. She didn't like the petulant sixteen-year-old who seemed convinced she'd eventually marry either Vario or Dario and consequently behaved as if she were already part of the family. As far as Claudia knew, there was nothing between Marian and any of her brothers, she was just another hopeful who thought because Robert was officially Vario's best friend, she was entitled to be considered part of the Imperial Family too.
"Read anything good?" Vario's eyes sparkled with curiosity. They usually traded readings, as both liked the same kinds of epic stories.
"So and so," Claudia shrugged. "I saw Winged Brendan leave."
"Can you believe a month is already gone?" Robert's comment sounded sarcastic, and Claudia hid her smirk behind her goblet. No wonder he was jealous, who could compete with a handsome young man with a big pair of feathery wings on his back?
Vario lowered his eyes, his smile frozen for a moment. "Yes, time flies," he said, grabbing his goblet and gulping down all the wine.
Marian giggled more in the hope of pleasing him than because she had grasped the situation. Dario was oblivious, his mouth and hands filled with food, and didn't even try to understand what was going on.
"Vario, why don't you marry Marian?" Claudia suggested innocently. "Look how hard she tries to please you!"
Marian blushed, glaring at her.
"Isn't it what you want, Marian?" she insisted. "You're family, now, aren't you?"
Marian tightened her lips and lowered her eyes.
"Leave her alone," Robert snorted.
"I wish my brother were as thoughtful as you." Claudia's sigh was excessive, but she sure hoped Vario got the message.
Marian looked puzzled, Robert shrugged, Vario's smile vanished and even Dario stopped eating to look in wonder.
"Enough, Claudia, don't be unpleasant to our guests," Vario snapped.
"Childhood friends are hardly revered guests," Claudia teased. "Our deal is broken, I thought you might consider bringing Marian into the game."
"What deal? What game?" Marian was more and more confused. Claudia really hoped she'd open her eyes and see their elder brothers like she had seen them for the past six months.
"I wanted to marry your brother," Claudia said sharply, not looking at anyone in particular.
"Why are you marrying Edwyn Blackmore, then?" Marian asked.
"Because your father didn't bother to request me, while Lord Blackmore did," she grumbled. Waste of time. Robert and Vario wouldn't let Marian in their secret game. Exposing them now could only turn them against her, and she didn't want to leave with a fight. She'd be rid of them soon enough, so she might as well leave Marian to her bridal illusions.
"You will leave us," Dario said accusingly.
"I'm doing you a favor, you'll have to put your fat ass on a horse to visit me." She smiled fondly at him and kissed his cheek, deleting his sudden frown. Dario wasn't handsome, but his smile brightened his face.
He hugged his sister affectionately. "Oh, Claudia, I'm going to miss you so much!"
"I'll miss you too," she said. "All of you." Yes, even silly Marian, she thought. But it was growing up time for all of them.
"You chose to marry Edwyn Blackmore," Vario said once they were alone in their father's private library. "You could have told father you wanted Robert…"
"And share him with you for the rest of my life?" She grunted. "No, thank you, Vario. I'll have my husband all for myself, and I'll keep him far away from you."
"Claudia…" he chided.
She sighed, frustrated. "I love you, Vario, but sometimes you're exasperating beyond measure!"
"I know," he hugged her. "I'm sorry. Love you too."
She sighed again. "Will you marry Marian?" she asked
"I don't know," he answered. "If Dario expresses an interest in her, I'll leave her to him. She deserves to be loved as much as you do, honey-bee."
"Yes, I guess." Claudia pulled away from him with a final sigh.
HAVENSTOCK
The sound of the hunting horn was fast approaching. Edwyn hid the herbs in his purse and jumped back on his saddle. He spurred the horse towards the sound of the horn and the hunting party.
"Have you found something, my lord?" he was asked when he joined them.
"No," he shrugged. "I'm hungry, let's go back to the camp."
Everybody followed him. The colored tents were pitched just outside the forest – and the town walls. A stretch of grass where noblemen like him went to picnic on sunny days.
Edwyn jumped off the horse and was immediately surrounded by noble maidens, all eager to catch his attention, if only for a moment. He shooed them away and reached his table, ready with freshly baked bread and a mixed salad.
Edwyn sat down, satisfied. He might have missed the deer and come back empty handed, but he had found what he was actually looking for, so he couldn't complain. Wolfing down the white bread, he thought about the tiny leaves he had hidden in his purse. An excellent addition to his brother's daily herbal infusion, but not so good for his health. Edwyn sneered at the ignorance of the house physicians who hadn't been able to save his father and were now vainly struggling to keep his brother fit and healthy.
Edwyn Blackmore was twenty, tall, blond and strong. His elder brother Alvin was also blond, but weak and pale. Their father had died two years earlier, and Alvin's health had started weakening ever since. He had to write to the Emperor to request Claudia for Edwyn as he was too weak to travel to the Capital and do it in person.
Edwyn always made sure to show his brother all the affection he had for the whole family – except he had never really loved them, feeling they were unworthy of the great name they bore. Only he could make the Blackmore name great again, and his upcoming wedding with the Emperor's daughter (so carefully suggested to Alvin that his brother was convinced he had come up with the idea himself) would soon take him one step closer to the imperial throne.
He had always been very careful to act as a loving son and brother, but being so close to his goal made him impatient. Or maybe it was the spring, the hunt, the open air – or the desire to get rid of Alvin as soon as possible. There were quicker venoms, but poisoning would bring in the Governor and the Genn. Better be patient and make it look like a fatal illness. Already he had made Alvin impotent and sterile, in five years his wife hadn't been able to bear his children. Edwyn was looking forward to his demise.
Edwyn wanted it all. Havenstock first, then the Empire. He'd get rid of his betrothed's brothers and put the crown on himself. It was time somebody reminded the Varians that the Blackmore could be as powerful as them. The days of the Varian dynasty who had ruled for almost a century were numbered.
Edwyn met Lucy at the town gate. He motioned his friends to go on while he stopped the closed wagon with the colors of Lucy's family painted on both sides. Where was his sister-in-law going with all her belongings?
He knocked at the backdoor and Lucy's maid opened. She called out to her mistress and disappeared inside, leaving room for Lucy to come to the door.
"Hey, Edwyn, how was the hunt?" she greeted without smiling. She had a pale complexion and dark hair and braids, a generous cleavage showing from her embroidered gown. She wasn't a stunning beauty, but wasn't ugly either. A quiet eastern young woman who had never shown a partying disposition – just what Alvin's failing health needed.
"It was good. Where are you going?" he asked, puzzled.
"Back to Xendaria," she said. "I can't watch him die."
"He's not dying, I'll bring a Genn healer from the Capital…"
"Jinxie is full of them and much closer, still you never sent for anybody. I don't think you want Alvin to live."
"Why do you say so, Lucy?" he protested.
"I've come to know you, Edwyn," she said. "You're not always what you want us to think."
"What does that mean?"
"It means I'm leaving, and I wish you happiness for your wedding, but I hope I never hear from the Blackmore clan ever again."
She stared him straight in the eyes and he understood she could see behind his mask. She was probably the only person so far who had guessed his real plans. Better let her go, or he'd have to get rid of her with other means.
"I wish you a safe trip," he said, bowing stiffly from his saddle.
"You could have been the Blackmore's brightest star," she said with a hint of sadness. "If only."
"If only what?"
"If only you weren't that much like the other Edwyn. Keep your ambitions in check, Edwyn, or your branch of the once mighty royal family of the east, descendant of the last Moren Emperor, might end with you."
"I won't make the same mistakes my namesake did," he said, wondering how Lucy had found out about his namesake, Prince Karl's grandson, whose family had been wiped out fifty-five years earlier after they had murdered Vario II. "And the Blackmore will shine again."
"Good luck." Lucy closed the wagon door and a knock from the inside signaled the driver to move on.
Edwyn followed the closed wagon with his eyes and frowned. His sister-in-law was too smart for her own good. He felt relieved she was gone. He wondered if she had told Alvin her beliefs before leaving, but considering how estranged they had become in five years, and how quiet and shy she had always been, she had probably left without a word. Although she had proved she could stand and look him in the eyes if she had to.
Edwyn loved challenges and started regretting he hadn't tried to seduce her. It could have been an interesting game, as obviously Lucy wasn't always what she looked like either. But then she could have become pregnant, and the child attributed to Alvin. Edwyn didn't want Alvin to have descendants. And saying it was his meant taking off the mask. Not really what he had in mind.
Edwyn reached the Blackmore stables, thinking Lucy was history and it was for the best.
Claudia and Joyspring reached the courtyard where Vario and Dario were exercising with wooden weapons. Lean Vario was teasing his plump younger brother into touching him, and then gracefully waltzed away with a laugh. Dario was sweating profusely and kept trying vainly to beat the elder. Robert watched them with his arms folded, adding to the teasing of poor Dario.
Claudia slapped him at the nape of his neck to shut him up, and her brothers stopped their silly game to Dario's relief.
"Claudia! Would you like to join?" Vario challenged, flashing the smile that made all women swoon. "You and Dario against Robert and me! And your friend can join your team if she wants to!"
"Are you out of your mind? She's Genn!"
"So is my sword-teacher! As usual, they are better than us at everything! Anyway, will you introduce her or what?"
"Sure." Claudia pouted. "This is my new friend Joyspring."
Dario was already panting from the exercise, but he was totally breathless for a moment when he laid his eyes on Joyspring. Robert and Vario looked curious.
"Welcome to the vicious Varian court," Vario said. "Where do you come from?"
"Agharek," Joyspring answered shyly.
"Is it the place where people cover themselves from head to toe in the streets, but go almost naked around their house?" Robert asked.
Joyspring giggled. "Yes, that's how Humans behave down there," she answered.
"And the Genn being Genn, they just follow their own traditions, that's why you look exactly like the Genn who live here," Vario said.
She nodded, not sure if it was a compliment or what. Vario and his friend didn't look as impressed as Dario.
"Winged Brendan brought her here," Claudia said with a mischievous smile. "In his arms."
Vario's face changed – his smile vanished and he averted his eyes. Robert glared at Claudia who ignored him.
"Did he? How lucky." Vario seemed to be talking to himself. "I bet Sila and Genn get along very well."
"Yes, we do," Joyspring stared at him, puzzled, then at Claudia, who smirked.
Vario sighed. "Fine, whatever. I'm thirsty, let's get out of the sun," he said, throwing his wooden weapons in a corner and heading for the French-window.
Robert followed him with a scowl. Dario blinked and stopped staring at Joyspring. He piled his weapons on his brother's and followed in his footsteps.
"What was that about?" Joyspring asked, jarred.
"Vario is in love with Winged Brendan," Claudia said. "And Robert is jealous. Except the Sila ignores us all, of course."
"He isn't interested in me either! Now your brother and his friend will hate me!"
"No, they won't. Vario is incapable of hatred and Robert isn't jealous of you."
"Why did you hurt them, then?"
"At least now we're even."
Joyspring didn't understand. "What did they do to you?" she asked, nonplussed.
Claudia stared at her. "You're lucky your brother is younger than you. When you have an elder brother, you have expectations."
"Like what?"
"Like he'll take care of you and introduce you to his friends, and among them you'll find the perfect match…" Claudia sighed. "And then one day you see him and his best friend, the one you thought you'd eventually marry, together, naked and…" She shook her head and pursed her lips. "I don't want to talk about that."
"So you actually saw your brother with his friend?"
"It's not a pleasant sight, especially since you hoped that young man would marry you. Thank the Supreme Being I found out before the actual wedding, or I would have married someone who would cheat on me with my own brother!"
"Oh! So you decided to marry Edwyn Blackmore instead?"
"His brother's letter requesting me arrived almost at the same time of my discovery. Vario said we could share Robert, they both loved me, but I refused. When my father told me of Edwyn's proposal, I accepted."
Joyspring pondered. Human behavior sounded very strange. Her new friend was full of surprises. Well, maybe as much as the noble maidens of Agharek.
Claudia came out of her reverie and looked at her.
"You could already be married if you were Human," she said. "But being Genn… how many years do you still have before your parents find you a husband?"
"I will choose my life-mate when I'm ready, and the Immortals will bless my choice."
"Lucky girl. Sorry if my words embarrassed you."
"No, it's fine. Besides, I asked you many embarrassing questions myself…"
"Did you have any Human friends in Agharek?"
"Not anymore. My best friends were books."
"Oh, I can relate to that! We can share readings, and you can do it with Vario as well without worrying he'll fall for you." Claudia pursed her lips again, pondering. "I'm surrounded by people. I'm an Imperial Princess. I have dozens of servants and ladies-in-waiting. But no true friend. I love my brothers but it's not the same as having a girl to talk to."
"Indeed," Joyspring said. "It's been good meeting you, but soon you will move to your husband's house, and I'll be too young to follow you."
"Maybe I could request your mother as lady-in-waiting and take the whole family to Havenstock. Or you could all go to Jinxie, I've been told the Genn town is very close to Havenstock."
"I don't know about that, after all, my mother's rival came from Havenstock…"
"What rival?"
Joyspring related her mother's story to a wide-eyed Claudia while they walked back to the princess's apartment.
"Here, drink. I hope you'll feel better afterwards."
Edwyn helped Alvin to drink the bowl of tisane. The elder took it in small sips, very slowly while Edwyn hid his impatience behind a mask of gentle worry.
Alvin had been bed-ridden for the past few months, and Edwyn was almost his sole contact with the outside world.
"Where is Lucy?" Alvin asked, resting after the drink.
"I'm afraid she left," Edwyn answered. "I believe she will request the Emperor to annul the marriage."
Alvin sighed. "I can't blame her… when is your wedding?"
"Next week I'll go to the Capital to pick up my betrothed."
"Our future is in your hands, Edwyn, I don't think I have much more to live…"
"Don't say that, beloved! I'll come back with the best Genn healer of the Varian court and he will restore your health!"
Alvin smiled weakly. "Thank you, Edwyn. You've been the best of brothers."
"I cannot afford to lose you, Alvin. Our father's demise was tough enough! How can I take the Blackmore honor on my shoulders?"
"I'm sure you can do it." Alvin closed his eyes, drowsy.
"Good-night, brother," Edwyn whispered, caressing his head. He knew Alvin was already asleep.
He rose and stared at the pale ghost of his once healthy and happy elder brother. He had almost done it. But he couldn't be present when Alvin passed away. And Alvin must be gone when he came back from the Capital with a bride and the Genn healer. Genn could perform miracles, they could save Alvin from the slow poisoning. And he couldn't allow that.
He went back to his room and finished crushing the dried leaves of the poisonous herb. He put them in a small pot and quickly went to the kitchen. It was empty at that time of the night, so he reached for the pot of herbal infusion for his brother's daily drink and emptied the smaller pot inside. The dried leaves looked all the same.
He smiled, satisfied, and went back to his room. His sister-in-law was gone, his own sisters were all married in faraway towns. Soon he'd be the sole lord of the Blackmore household.
With an Imperial wife, he had leverage even on the Havenstock Governor, as the Whiteless were another, minor branch of the Varians. So his conquest would begin with his hometown, then the Empire. Well, Havenstock was already his, as everybody loved him. He would seduce the Capital as well, so that most would follow him when he declared war on the Varians.
The thought of Jinxie so close to his hometown sometimes bothered him. The Genn had real magic, unlike the shamans of the east or the witches and sorcerers of the west. But they hadn't actually used their powers in the final battle, almost a century earlier, and Edwyn had come to the conclusion they were mostly harmless. If he didn't attack them, they wouldn't do anything.
Once Emperor, he could consider issuing an edict banning them from his lands and allowing Humans to hunt and kill them like animals, like the Moren Emperors had done centuries before. Once the throne was his and his subjects under control, he could start a war on the Magical Races. Sheer numbers would take him to victory.
He fell asleep, dreaming of the Imperial throne room he had never seen. It looked luxurious, and the Imperial crown fitted his forehead like a glove… His Imperial light shone like the sun, but he could feel a strange darkness pressing him from all sides.
FAJRULO
Winged Brendan glided in front of the Council's palace at Jinxie, ignoring the stares of the few Humans present and greeting the Genn of all ages he knew. The sound of the Old Tongue used by the Magical Races was gentler than the rash tones of Human languages, and much closer to Air's whisper, and Winged Brendan was relieved to hear it again.
The Imperial Palace was always so full of rough sounds, sometimes screams, often music played too loud to be enjoyed, he would never understand how Humans could live in such noisy environments. Jinxie's blissful quiet was a welcome relief.
He dropped a few letters at the Council palace and headed for the narrow streets departing from the main square.
Kyler lived in a small apartment in a big two-story house. The main door was wide open and a narrow flight of stairs led to the first floor gallery, where doors of family-sized apartments opened. Another flight of stairs led to the second gallery, where more doors opened as it had the smaller apartments for singles and students. Both galleries overlooked a small inner courtyard with a well at its center.
Winged Brendan reached the fifth door on the left of the second gallery and knocked.
Kyler greeted him with a smile. "Duty served?" he asked.
"Yes, and Silverlock has settled with Sunwolf," Winged Brendan said. "I brought you a letter from him. He's gathering a lot of attention when he sings, he's very talented."
"Did you duet with him?" Kyler took the letter and put it inside without opening it. He didn't invite Winged Brendan in, as the room was so small their wings could only get in the way. Both flew to the roof of the building and sat on the tiles, facing the sun.
"Once, we sang the Immortals blessing," Winged Brendan said. "I'm amazed at the silence when he starts touching his lute."
"The child is an excellent musician." Kyler chuckled. "Is Vario still bothering you?"
"I'm afraid sooner or later he's going to say something," Winged Brendan sighed. "I wonder if I should stay away from the court until he gets over his obsession with me."
"I haven't met many Humans who love their same sex," Kyler mused. "Especially not in Vario's position. I wonder what his father has to say about it."
"I think he knows eventually Dario will get it all," Winged Brendan shrugged. "Have you heard Claudia is moving to Havenstock soon? She's to marry Edwyn Blackmore. You might want to visit her."
"I'm not supposed to meet her until one hundred years of Empire. And considering I'm supposed to fight her future husband, maybe I better stay away from her."
"So what are you doing here? You haven't moved in forty years."
"I enjoy the company of long-lived Genn. I'm close to my cousins' descendants. And I'm keeping an eye on Edwyn through them. Just in case. Besides, Silverlock was great company. He's bright, smart, wiser than his age…"
Winged Brendan shuddered. "His hair, like an elder… he looks so weird!"
"He is gifted. The unborn twin gave him his part of talents. We shall never know who would have been the minstrel and who the magic user if they had both seen the light of life."
"Sunwolf sent word to check the energies, have you felt anything? I don't think anything is lurking yet."
"I'm afraid the Pond surfaced somewhere in the forest on the other side of Havenstock, but it's dormant until a damn Human bonds with it."
"I haven't felt it coming over. But maybe I didn't fly close enough to it."
"Well, you're lucky. Do me a favor, tell the Sila to stay away from here. What happened to my father is enough to keep all Sila as far away as possible from Dark Ponds. Send the warning, the Genn instant-transfer spells and telepathic messages will be enough to communicate with the Capital. And I won't move until I'm sure the Pond is no threat."
"Yes, Uncle." Technically Kyler wasn't really Winged Brenda's uncle. His great-grand-father Winged Erwan had been Kyler's cousin, just like the half-blood Falcon. But Sila relationships were sometimes so complicated, they used Human words in a less literal sense. Kyler was a distant relative, but still a relative, therefore he could be referred to as "uncle".
"How was your Parigha Flugo?" Kyler inquired.
Winged Brendan shrugged. "It was what the name says it is," he said. "Sometimes I wonder if my Sorto will be as tasteless and instinctive."
Kyler laughed. "My my, Brendan, you're only twenty! You are in a hurry, aren't you? I haven't met one Sila who was pleased with his or her first Parigha Flugo, so don't worry. Think about Winged Marjorie who ran into me!"
"I guess she must have felt like your father with your mother…"
Kyler's smile vanished. "My father was feverish. He had lost his Destinito to the Pond. He didn't even realize he was making love to a Fajrulo. She had taken his Destinito's appearance. Winged Marjorie knew who I was, I think she actually came looking for me."
"Well, Winged Siggy is weird," Winged Brendan admitted. "His quarter of Fajrulo blood makes him very cold. He'll give a hard time to his Destinito when he meets her."
"Some of us never meet their Sorto, Brendan. Some don't even feel the call for Parigha Flugo."
"Did you?"
"I'm half-Fajrulo, the call wasn't that strong for me. I had a few, with both Sila and Fajrulo, some had issues, others didn't. It's just sex, Brendan, I'm too cold-hearted to fall in love."
Both looked up, thoughtful. The keen Sila eyes could see through the few clouds blotting the sky, and Winged Brendan focused on something much bigger than a bird, but flying at such altitude it looked like a bird – to Human eyes.
"Isn't that a Fajrulo?" he asked, puzzled, pointing at the black spot moving in the sky. Kyler looked that way.
"Yes, that's Silverflame. Will you excuse me? I need to have a word with my half-brother."
"Sure." Winged Brendan observed unimpressed the transformation in mid-air. Only over Jinxie would Kyler be able to shift to dragon-form without creating a commotion. The man with dark feathery wings morphed into a black dragon as soon as he passed the first clouds, leaving Winged Brendan on the roof.
"Silverflame!"
"Oh, hail, Darklight."
The two dragons, one purple and one black, hung in the air, lazily flapping their bat-like wings to keep still. From where they were, Havenstock, Jinxie and the new merchants town of Ennismore looked like three stone-colored spots drawing a triangle across two rivers, near the dark green of the forest and across the bright green of the meadows. The small blue spot of a lake could also be seen, if they had cared to watch.
"Where are you headed?" Kyler Darklight asked.
"Back to the Islands Empire."
"Is there any chance you might stick around here for a little longer? A Dark Pond has surfaced, I wouldn't mind help in dealing with it."
"Our mother thinks you can make it on your own. Therefore good luck, Darklight. If I meet her on my way to the Islands Empire, I'll remind her of her vision, and she might come back to help you – if she isn't on the continent already, incognito as usual."
Silverflame's tone was sarcastic and Kyler Darklight didn't insist. He kind of knew it would end up like this. His pure-blood half-brother had never really liked him. He was jealous – and he hadn't been abandoned at birth to live with Humans.
Kyler Darklight plunged back towards the ground, resuming his Sila form as soon as he was closer to the towns. Once more he missed Falcon. The complicity he had had with his cousin was lost with Falcon's death. Oh, well. He still was half-Fajrulo, therefore very much used to working alone. He doubted Silverflame would pass his message to their mother, but he was probably right, Starblazer was already somewhere within calling distance. They now shared a bond that could be felt through miles although it might take Starblazer some time to reach him, if she was on the other side of the world. He knew she wasn't far though, even if he couldn't pinpoint her exact location.
It was useless to call her now. Nothing bad had happened, the Pond was dormant and he could do it alone. Kyler glided on the roof and gently slid on the gallery, heading to his door to read Silverlock's letter.
Silverlock noticed the Genn girl during an official banquet. She sat near Princess Claudia and looked painfully shy among the chatty Humans.
"Who is that?" he asked Sunwolf. He hadn't seen any young Genn at the court so far.
"That's Joyspring, Luckbringer's daughter. She was born in Agharek and our lovely Claudia has taken a fancy to her company."
"So she'll leave the court as soon as Claudia is married."
"Probably. Her family means to move to the Genn suburb as soon as possible."
"Why not Jinxie?"
"Luckbringer and her husband have lived among Humans all their life, they're used to them."
"I don't know how we can do that, but I've only just arrived myself. I guess I'll have to get used to it."
"Not everybody gets used to it, trust me. Many of us are still baffled by their behavior."
"Their admiration is fairly excessive."
"You are very talented, child, even we appreciate your voice and your music. Humans are just a little louder about it."
"A little?" Silverlock chuckled. "I've never had such an adoring audience who would follow me everywhere if I didn't forbid them! Do you think Joyspring will gather that many admirers?"
"Maybe. Eventually. She's only fifteen, give her time. Would you like me to make the formal introduction?"
Silverlock blushed under Sunwolf's piercing eyes. The elder was smiling, but he felt embarrassed anyway.
"Maybe in a couple of years or so," he said. "I don't feel quite ready myself. I better give both of us time to adjust to our new environment."
"Of course. But bear in mind that Claudia is already thinking about matching you with her new friend."
Sunwolf sounded amused, but Silverlock was shocked.
"Could she force us to be together?" he asked, worried.
"She's smarter than that," Sunwolf replied. "You'll see."
Silverlock was fascinated by the Human princess's behavior. He noticed she was eyeing him and pointing him out to Joyspring. He saw the Genn girl blush, and he averted his eyes, his heart beating faster. He tried to distract himself by observing the courtiers and servants.
Then the musicians started to play, and Silverlock found Claudia in front of him with a wide smile and holding Joyspring's hand.
"Hello. Silverlock, right? Would you take my friend Joyspring to dance? I'd love to see what a Genn dancing couple looks like!"
Panicking, Silverlock stared at Joyspring who had much color on her pretty face and kept her eyes low.
"Maybe she doesn't want to dance," he objected.
"Please," Claudia insisted with puppy eyes. "Can you do it for me?"
She offered Joyspring's hand. Silverlock took it hesitantly, expecting the Genn girl to pull back as soon as she was free of Claudia's grasp, but Joyspring's fingers rested in his hand as she slowly looked up.
Emerald eyes shot an arrow through Silverlock's unprepared heart. He gulped down his feelings and led her to dance. His pointed ears refused to pick up the music, but his mind started singing a rhythm of its own.
Silverlock had been to Genn balls, but had no idea of Joyspring's upbringing in the south, and started moving without thinking to the notes only he could hear. She followed, as if she knew the music, and the steps.
Silverlock smiled, relaxing, and so did she. She had the sweetest smile, still childish but with a hint of the woman she would become.
"Welcome to the Capital," he said, breaking the silence between them. "I'm fairly new to it myself."
"Claudia told me you're from Jinxie," her voice sounded frail, but she had dared to speak.
"Yes, and getting used to Human behavior is tough!" He smiled.
She giggled. "There weren't many Genn in Agharek," she said. "Sometimes I wondered what a Genn town could be like."
"You should come to Jinxie one day. I could show you around."
"That would be great, but not too soon, I still have to explore the Capital! But I'm going to lose my newfound friend in a few days, and she's moving close to Jinxie, so one day I could visit both."
"Sounds like a plan. I just moved out of Jinxie myself, and I'm not sure when I'll go back. I think something evil lurks near Havenstock, so it's probably better to stay here until Kyler Darklight fixes it."
Her green eyes widened in wonder. "You know Kyler Darklight?"
"Yes, he'd been living in Jinxie for the last forty years."
"Oh! What is he like?" her face shone with childish delight.
"He's nice, he's been teaching me lots of interesting things about Sila and Fajrulo." He smiled fondly at the thought of his mentor. "Sometimes his sense of humor is a little twisted, but it used to be much worse. He likes to remind us how his cousin Falcon could never tell if he was joking or not. I can."
"I've never met a full-blood Fajrulo, have you?" she asked.
"I think a couple, in disguise, came to talk to the Elders, but I've never talked to them."
She looked lovely even when she was disappointed. Now they were following the Human musicians' rhythm, and the dance ended. Joyspring pulled away from him and curtsied.
"Thank you, Silverlock. It's been a pleasure dancing with you."
"The pleasure was mine." He bowed and watched her go back to sit near Claudia. His pointed ears could almost hear the words exchanged between the two excited teens, but he decided not to listen.
He turned his back on them and returned to Sunwolf's side, ignoring the swooning and adoring ladies who hoped to be honored with a dance too. The elder Genn looked even more amused than before.
"You were right, Claudia is tricky," Silverlock said.
"And have you asked Joyspring to come to you when she's ready?" Sunwolf asked.
"She's too young! Besides, she's not going anywhere, is she?"
"I guess not. But she's part of a Fajrulo vision, Silverlock, she might not be for you." Sunwolf was serious now.
"She's part of the Legend of the Falcon, I know," he replied. "I heard Kyler talking about it quite often. I don't know what part I had in that legend, but I must have been present. Maybe I was also an abused prisoner of some Human, but here and now the Blackmore lost the war and the Varians rule. There might be room for me by her side."
"Of course. We'll know within five years."
"I'll take care of her then, if she lets me," he promised, more to himself than to the old Genn.
THE BETROTHAL
"He's here!" Claudia's round face was flushed with excitement.
"Who?" Joyspring asked, puzzled.
"Edwyn Blackmore." Awed whisper. Claudia was obviously overjoyed with the event. She grabbed Joyspring's slim wrists and dragged her to a window overlooking the inner courtyard where Vario and Dario practiced every day.
Joyspring saw the Emperor talking with a tall, blond young man who had barely jumped off his saddle. Vario and Dario were also there.
"What do you think?" Claudia asked, excited. "Isn't he gorgeous? And he's going to marry me!"
Joyspring stared at Edwyn Blackmore with an unexpected pang of anguish. He looked handsome and elegant and well educated, but… Joyspring felt an invisible shadow of darkness looming over him.
Then he looked up and their eyes met for a moment. Joyspring pulled back from the window with a gasp, hiding behind the thick wall of the palace but feeling completely vulnerable as if she were still under his eyes.
"What is it?" Claudia asked, worried.
"He's… evil, Claudia, his eyes…" Joyspring couldn't find the words.
Claudia pouted. "Are you envious?" she asked.
"No!" Joyspring panted. "I'm not interested in love and marriage yet, I told you! I'm sorry, Claudia, I wish you all the best!"
Claudia relaxed and smiled. "Let's go, my father will soon summon me for the formal introduction."
Joyspring followed her, still upset. She hoped to be mistaken, and that Edwyn would be the perfect husband for her friend.
The musicians played during the whole banquet, so conversations were subdued. The minstrels sang at their loudest, therefore it was impossible to say much more than a few comments here and there. Everybody was busy munching the treats prepared by the palace cooks, so they didn't mind the loud background music.
Claudia sat proudly happy near her betrothed, who in a few hours had conquered the whole court with his charming manners. Only Joyspring stayed wary around him.
The Genn girl sat near Dario, who was between her and Claudia, and could feel Edwyn's piercing eyes on her at the weirdest moments. She glanced apprehensively at Silverlock who was very serious too. She guessed he could feel the danger as well. The Genn's true blue stare on her had been gentle, like the older brother she never had. Edwyn's stare was… dirty compared to Silverock's.
She wondered if the obsessive thoughts about Edwyn were a symptom of what the elders called "love", but she was almost certain that love didn't include fear. And she was very afraid of Edwyn because he pretended to be something he wasn't and everybody believed him. She felt the danger in his presence, but Claudia was so happily oblivious, she didn't have the heart to warn her friend again.
The meal over, Edwyn took Claudia for a dance or two, again dazzling the court with his perfect gentleman manners. Claudia loved to dance, so she continued to do it with her brothers when Edwyn excused himself with a bow and went back to his seat.
He sipped some wine, observing the dancers, then turned to Joyspring now that the two places between them were empty.
"Hello there," he said with a smile. "You're Claudia's best friend?"
She gulped down her fears and answered looking him in the eyes. "Yes, my name is Joyspring."
"Nice meeting you, Joyspring. Have you ever been to Havenstock?"
"No, and I will not follow Claudia, as I've just moved to the Capital with my family."
"Where are you from?"
"Agharek."
"The jewel of the south!" He looked pleasantly surprised. "My father's cousin married the new governor appointed by Vario IV…"
"There is Elisabetta Varian's son in the Governor's seat now."
"Oh? What happened to Damir?"
"He was killed three years ago."
"Didn't he have a son?"
"Not really, no. That's why Brizio was named Governor after his death. He has married his cousin Vivian Varian anyway."
"Vivian is a Blackmore name."
"Fairuza de Sayek wanted to pay homage to Desiderio Varian's first wife. Your father's cousin."
Edwyn smiled and casually slid one seat closer to her. "Tell me, Joyspring, how old are you?"
She blushed. "Fifteen."
"So your parents told you all these stories."
"My mother was Damir's first wife, but he divorced her. And we visited Jordan Varian before coming here."
"Where does he live now?"
"He joined the desert tribes."
"A Varian with the barbarian nomad tribes!" Edwyn scoffed.
"Don't you know that Damir's half-sister, the daughter of your father's cousin, married a nomad prince?"
"Really? I guess we lost track of that branch of the family. Havenstock and Agharek are quite far from each other. So I'd be grateful for any news you can share about our southern branch."
"Oh. Well, Desiderata left Agharek long before I was born. And I don't know why Jordan joined her. He's not really a Varian anyway."
Edwyn stared curiously at her and slid into the seat next to her. "What do you mean?" he asked with a look of conspiracy.
Joyspring shrugged. "His mother, Mathilda Whiteless, had him with a half-Waiora."
Edwyn chuckled. "I guess the Magical Races really cursed Desiderio Varian! His only male descendant isn't his!" He leaned towards her with a seductive smile. "Tell me, Joyspring, have you ever been in love?" he whispered in her pointed ear.
She jerked away, upset. She was sick of that question coming from Humans. And from up close she could clearly see his soul – it was disturbingly dark. "I'm too young," she snapped.
He leaned back on his seat with a smile. "Of course," he said. "You're Genn."
Vario interrupted the conversation joining them. "Will you invite Joyspring to dance or will you grace someone else among our noble maidens who are all gushing over you?"
Edwyn looked at him distaste. "I'm tired. I'll dance again at my wedding."
Vario smiled. "That's fine with me. Let's toast to your wedding."
He picked up a cup and signaled a servant who filled both his and Edwyn's.
"To you and Claudia," Vario said. Edwyn haughtily accepted the toast.
A messenger approached him from the other side and whispered something in his ears.
"Oh," Edwyn said. "Thank you."
Joyspring saw a flash of satisfaction in his eyes, immediately hidden behind a mask of sadness.
"Bad news?" Vario asked, stunned – and fooled by Edwyn's expression.
"My dear brother Alvin died in his sleep last night," Edwyn said, rubbing his eyes as if to wipe away tears.
"You poisoned him," Joyspring said. She could see through the mask of perfection he was wearing and couldn't refrain from speaking.
"Excuse me?" he protested. "I'm here, how was I supposed to do it?"
"I don't know, but you did it," she insisted under Vario's puzzled eyes.
"How dare you!" Edwyn exploded. "I loved my brother! How can you even think I wanted to kill him?"
He even managed to bring real tears to his eyes. Liar. Dangerous, charming liar. She wanted to reply, but Sunwolf's hand on her shoulder blocked her. She looked at the elder, frowning. Silverlock was next to him, serious.
"Forgive her, Joyspring is young," Sunwolf said quietly. "Do you want to postpone the wedding?"
"No!" Edwyn sniffled. "I'll take care of my dear brother with Claudia. He so much wanted to meet her. I feel I owe him to take her to Havenstock for the funeral!"
Vario clapped his hands twice, and the music stopped while Joyspring shivered with anger under Sunwolf's hand. He squeezed her shoulder to keep her calm – of course Humans could postpone funerals, their bodies didn't vanish, but taking a bride to a funeral…
"Our revered guest has received bad news," Vario said gravely. "I believe we should suspend tonight's celebration to allow him to mourn in peace."
Claudia rushed to Edwyn, worried. "What happened?" she asked.
"My brother…" Edwyn started sobbing on her shoulder.
Disgusted, Joyspring freed herself of Sunwolf's grasp and squeezed out of her place. Silverlock moved out of her way with a slight nod and she stormed out of the great hall. At least the young Genn was on her side. But she knew for her own safety she better stay away from Edwyn Blackmore.
If Fabio reminded Kyler of his first cousin, his fifteen-year-old son luckily had only the same name. Young Falcon knocked on his door one morning, a serious expression on his boyish face. He had blue eyes and dark blond hair, and didn't remind Kyler of anyone long gone.
"Alvin Blackmore died last night," Falcon said. "Edwyn is at the Capital to pick up his bride."
"He's smart, then, I'll give him that," Kyler mused. "What's the official cause of death?"
"Alvin's sickness, the same that took his father."
"Moonstar checked Lord Blackmore's corpse two years ago. Slow poisoning that looked like natural death."
"Do you want to see Alvin's corpse before Edwyn comes back?" Falcon asked, curious.
"I guess I should." Kyler sighed. "And I should see Edwyn. I need to understand how dangerous he is."
"If you want, I can kill him during his next hunt," Falcon suggested. "I'll pretend it's an accident, although I'm afraid everybody knows I'm a very good archer." He smiled sheepishly.
"I'm sure you are," Kyler grinned. "But we can't kill him just because he might be a danger. Maybe someone else will bond with the Pond if we get rid of him too early, and we wouldn't be able to figure out who it is until it's too late."
Falcon nodded, serious. "What do you want me to do?" he asked.
"Go back to Havenstock. I'm sure you can find a way to enter the Blackmore household and keep an eye on Edwyn…"
As Edwyn was supposed to head back for Havenstock as soon as possible to bury his brother, preparations for Claudia's wedding were hastened and the celebration set up five days in advance.
Claudia was very excited at the prospect and talked constantly, ignoring Joyspring's brooding silence. Edwyn sported a melancholic face that didn't fool the young Genn, but she had decided to keep her feelings for herself. Claudia would be gone soon, it was useless to spoil her happiness.
Joyspring could discuss her frustration at the situation with her mother, but wouldn't bother Claudia with her doubts and fears. Luckbringer was thoughtful when she told her she could see beyond Edwyn's mask, and simply told her to stick to Claudia for a few more days and then let go. Edwyn wouldn't do anything openly until he had secured his position, therefore both Joyspring and Claudia were safe at the moment.
Joyspring hoped her new friend was going towards a new and fulfilling life. Dario had started mentioning he wanted to marry her, but she had shrugged it off, as she wasn't ready for a relationship. She liked the plump sixteen-year-old prince, but not enough to spend her life with him. She looked forward to leaving the palace and going back to school to make new friends.
Vario was also brooding. He was obviously attracted to Edwyn, but didn't try anything, as the guest had made perfectly clear where his preferences lay. Winged Brendan was gone, Silverlock was perpetually surrounded by adoring women, and Vario was stuck with his usual lover who didn't seem to be able to distract him from Edwyn.
Joyspring sighed at the thought of how Edwyn Blackmore had deceived the whole court. He was now in charge of the Blackmore household, the second most powerful family of the Empire. A dangerous position for such an ambitious young lord.
"I think he wants you," Vario told her, staring thoughtfully at her long golden hair. "But you seem to be the only person able to resist him."
"He's evil, Vario," she said, looking him in the eyes. "I can see beyond his mask."
"He wears a mask? A very charming one, if you want my opinion. So, if he comes back when you're older, will you still resist him?"
"Always. I wish Claudia happiness, but I'd rather not meet her husband again."
Vario sighed. "Well, tomorrow they'll both be gone. I'll sorely miss them." He pondered. "Do you think Edwyn wants you because he cannot have you?" he asked.
She smiled against her will. "I wouldn't be surprised if that'd be the case," she said. "Humans can be obsessed with us."
"Well, I must admit you are a beauty even for my eyes," he smiled. "Your emerald eyes, your golden mane…"
She giggled. "Enough, Vario! I bet you'd prefer Silverlock anyway!"
"Why, do you think he could…"
"I don't know, but you certainly don't want me!"
"Right." Vario brightened. "Let's go and celebrate our Claudia's wedding, shall we?"
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