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WAR IN THE NORTH

Falcon woke up at the sound of birds announcing a new, sunny day. He opened his eyes and stared at Alexandra, still sleeping by his side. She was so beautiful she made his heart ache. Her long brown hair was spread on the pillow like a halo around her perfectly oval face. The full lips seemed to pout and her peach-like skin was caressed by a curious ray of sun. 

The only cloud on their happy marriage was the lack of children. Their canopied bed was cozy as ever, but it felt empty. How fun it would be to have children climbing into the bed in the morning to wake them up... But enough daydreaming, it was time to get up.

He caressed her, gently waking her up.

"I didn't want to leave without saying good-bye," he said tenderly.

"How long will you be gone this time?" she asked, pulling him closer.

"The final battle is scheduled in a couple of days. Shouldn't be much longer."

She sighed. "I hope it will put an end to this way too long war."

"That's the purpose," he smiled. "We are all tired of it."

"I wonder how living in peace will be."

"We will adopt dozens of war orphans to keep us busy!"

She giggled and kissed him.

"Of course, Daddy."

He kissed her back passionately.

"If we can't have our own children, we might as well take care of the orphans, what do you say?" he suggested.

"Sure," she smiled. "Now get ready and win this war for us."

They stared fondly at each other and kissed one last time.

*
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Kyler pulled himself out of the woman's embrace and started picking up his clothes. It was time to move, a little action at last. 

"Where are you going?" the woman's sleepy voice tried to distract him, but he ignored it, dressing up fast.

"Kyler!" she protested. "You could at least say something."

"It's been a pleasure. Duty calls me," he said flatly, picking up his sword and scabbard.

"I'll be waiting for you," she said flirtatiously.

"You'd waste your time. I won't come back."

She pouted. He flashed a smile at her.

"No love talk, remember?" he said. "Take care of yourself."

He brushed her cheek with a finger and left, not allowing time for a reply.

*
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Falcon and Marco joined the war council in front of the royal tent. The camp was at the edge of a forest, huge with colored tents and full of armored men busy with their weapons.

King Guido, a bearded, brown-haired man twenty-nine years of age, was studying the map in front of him, spread open on a camp-table. He was surrounded by three middle-aged generals and Coldwinter, an elder of the Genn, recognizable by his platinum blond long hair, pointed ears, total lack of facial hair and slightly different civilian clothes - the Genn never wore chain mail or other kinds of armor, and the fabric of their tunics was different, the design more complicated.

Behind the young king stood Kyler Darklight, fully armed as usual, as he was the Lord Protector of King Guido himself. He looked in his twenties, with long black hair and a hairless face that made him look eerie – and he was hiding part of his natural features, as he always did among his Human friends.

"Ah, Marco, is your scouting party ready?" Guido asked, seeing his younger brother, blond and beardless in spite of being twenty-four.

"Whenever you want us to go," Marco answered.

Falcon stopped by Kyler's side while Marco reached the table to check the map one last time.

"Hey, little cousin, how are you doing this morning?" Kyler asked cheerfully.

"Fine," Falcon replied. "Hopefully this war will be over soon. What are you going to do then?"

"I might look for another war. Humans love it."

"We might still need you here to keep the peace."

Kyler shrugged.

"We'll see. I might start to travel around the world, as I don't have a wife to keep me here." He winked at Falcon who grinned.

"You don't know what you're missing!"

"I'm not half-Human, Falcon, I don't miss anything. But I might look for my mother, as I do have a few questions for her."

"Where is she, though?"

"I'll have plenty of free time to track her down when the war is over..."

"Let's go, Falcon!" Marco exclaimed.

Falcon patted his cousin's shoulder and followed Marco away from the war council.
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Falcon and Marco led the mounted patrol on the agreed path. Falcon wore two swords on his back, while Marco had only one, longer, on his left side; both had quivers of arrows hanging from the saddle. The warriors with them were also fully armed, but looked relaxed. 

"We could sow vineyards on these hills again when the war is over," Falcon said, noticing an un-tilled rise that looked perfect for grapes.

"And tear down the walls of Havenstock and Xendaria, leaving the towns open like the Genn Capital," Marco added, thoughtful.

"I'm not sure about that. Genn are of a Magical Race, and we're only Humans,"

"Is this why we build walls and borders?" Marco asked, smiling mischievously.

"I don't know," Falcon admitted. He turned to a veteran that followed them quietly. "Tullio, why do we build walls and mark borders?"

"Because otherwise we feel naked and our sense of possession bleeds," the bearded warrior answered, amused.

"Which works also for women, one isn't enough, it's better to have many wives," Marco teased.

"In fact we're all waiting for you to chose another wife, my prince!" Tullio answered. "You don't seem to follow the Supreme Being like your brother, therefore you should marry again!"

"Thank you on behalf of my sister," Falcon said, thinking about his sibling who had married Marco for love.

"Are you trying to place your daughter, Tullio?" Marco added, amused.

"Why not, if your lordships could accept her," Tullio replied. Both young men laughed good-naturedly. In spite of being both already married, they still were a good catch for any young lady of the kingdom who didn't follow the preachings of Benedetto da Castelrosso, who had spread the word of a god of love, and monogamy.

Falcon was twenty-five, but like Marco he still didn't need to shave. Both were half-blood, born from a crossing with the Magical Races, which made them fearless warriors, better than most, even if they couldn't sport a virile beard.

Falcon was born in times of war, without the wings his father had, so he had to learn to defend himself very early, even if it clashed with his peaceful personality. Marco had the golden blond hair and green eyes of his Genn mother, and like Falcon he had learned to fight, but didn't like it.

"I look forward to the end of the war," Falcon whispered as they rode towards the border river.

"So do I," the blond prince admitted. "I might actually consider Tullio's daughter, what do you think?" he added so low that the elder warrior couldn't possibly hear him.

Falcon smiled, glanced at Tullio behind them and winked.

"I wouldn't, but it's up to you," he answered in a low voice. "I thought Genn were monogamous, though."

Marco grinned.

"We are," he admitted. He was conscious of his magic blood. While Falcon considered himself Human, Marco knew he had some power through his mother's line. "Besides, I couldn't do this to our dear Brando,"  he added, amused. Both glanced at the youngest member of the party, twenty-two-year-old brown haired Brando, and exchanged a knowing smile. The young man was too worried for the upcoming battle to notice it.

An arrow flashed through the air and hit Marco in his left shoulder. He moaned in pain and fell off his horse.

"An ambush! Take cover!" Falcon ordered.

The party scattered and took cover behind rocks and trees, hiding the horses at the back of a larger hill.

Falcon took Marco behind a rock and gave him his glove to put in his mouth, then took out the arrow. Marco moaned again, then put his right hand on his shoulder: a golden healing powder closed the wound. 

Falcon observed the self-healing with a frown.

"Are you all right?" he asked, worried.

Marco spit out the glove and took a deep breath.

"Aye, I'm fine. That was close, though. I can't feel my arm, can't use a bow."

"But you can still use a sword."

"We don't need swords now. They're still too far away."

"Your mother will take care of it as soon as we go back. How many out there, do you think?"

Marco closed his eyes.

"I don't know. The bastards have already crossed the river! They're invading full force!"

"Keep them busy, I'll have a look."

Marco signaled two archers who started shooting into the trees ahead. Some response came without causing casualties. Falcon peeked out, then took cover again.

"Seems you're right," he said with a sigh. "Prince Erick and his men. I wish I had my father's wings to count them."

"I can feel them. They're out there, getting ready to crush our army..."

Marco was lost in a magic trance, and Falcon's worry rose. He exchanged glances with the other warriors: Tullio pursed his lips, Brando looked fearful and the others didn't look happy.

Marco blinked twice and focused on those around him before grabbing Falcon's wrist.

"Go back to Guido and warn him!" he ordered. "Talk to Coldwinter, we need his powers to learn more! And if you could convince your father to scout for us..."

"You know the Sila don't like to work with the Humans, and for my father it's even more dangerous because of his sight problems. Kyler can take a look from the sky for us. Can you hold these hills?"

Marco nodded and Falcon went back to his horse. He left quickly. Arrows flashed at him, but he was speedily out of reach.

He heard the war cry of his companions and felt both proud and worried: a vanguard against a full army. Marco was half Genn, but didn't have enough magic or men to resist much. He must reach Guido's cavalry as fast as possible if he wanted to save his prince and best friend, and the rest of the patrol.

*
[image: ]


The Blackmore camp covered both shores of the border river. Wooden bridges had been built to ease transport of weapons and horses on Varian soil. King Edwyn had planted his tent in Varian territory, and was giving instructions to his generals, striding up and down on foot, screaming orders left and right.

Tall, blond, with long hair and a beard, Edwyn Blackmore was determined to end the war his way. He had killed the father, now he wanted to destroy the son and capture the fertile lands of the west. Chasing away the damned Genn in the process, of course.

His son Karl, who looked younger than Marco and Falcon in spite of the beard, followed him everywhere. He was the second born and barely twenty, still in the shadow of his powerful father and his older brother Erick, who was already out there with his scouting party.

King and prince stopped at the royal tent where a woman waited for them. She was young and shapely, and wore princely clothes. Shania was a most feared sorceress because she had real power and everybody knew it. She stared at the king with hunger and possession: he had made her queen, and was totally dependent on her love and whim, not noticing the fact that the years hadn't changed her, or maybe mesmerized by the spell that kept her young.

"My lord, a scouting party has met Prince Erick and his men!" a soldier burst in. "We tried to stop them, but one was too fast for our arrows!"

"We will lose the element of surprise!" Karl worried.

"It must be Falcon," King Edwyn grunted. "He's the fastest and with the keenest eyes, and I bet the half-blood Marco leads the party!"

He turned to Shania.

"Shania, you know what to do. I want Guido's brother down as well," he ordered.

She smiled and closed her eyes, summoning her dark power.
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Damned Blackmore, they are sneakier than snakes! Falcon hoped Marco would hold on. He didn't want to break any bad news to neither Guido nor, worse, to Alexandra.

His horse entered a narrow space between two hills. Guido's camp was just beyond, he was almost there.

"Falcon!" The teenage voice made him rein in, and he turned to see a Blackmore warrior, heavily armed, holding Prince Vario, the thirteen-year-old heir to the Varian throne.

The warrior put a knife at the boy's throat with a sneer.

Falcon dismounted, unsheathing his swords and striding towards the enemy.

"Prince Vario, I thought your father told you to stay at home!" he exclaimed.

"I'm sorry, Falcon, I really wanted to fight!" the boy whined.

"Take your hands off that child, you coward!" Falcon challenged the warrior, feeling anger mounting inside him. "Since when do Blackmore use children hostages to fight this war?"

"Since we need to stop you, Falcon."

The image trembled like a mirage.

Falcon stopped and backed away, puzzled.

The warrior laughed cruelly at him, then the vision dissolved in a cloud of black smoke. 

Falcon looked around, worried. Whatever it was, it had felt his anger and found him. He had been stopped for a reason by a very strong illusion, and he could feel the Dark Magic closing in on him.

He slowly retreated towards his horse, wary and watchful. The magic bolt hit him without warning. There were no clouds in the clear blue sky.

He fell, struggling to stay awake. He lost his grip on the swords, tried to speak. His eyelids closed and he sank into oblivion.
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Winged Morgan glided by Falcon's body. He closed his large black wings and knelt to touch Falcon's forehead, listening. He moved his hand to mouth and nose, and listened to what Air had to say about the unknown spell.

Winged Morgan sighed, observing the still body of his son, who was barely breathing. Falcon was alive, but catatonic. His favorite son, albeit sort of incomplete. A half-blood off-spring who didn't have the feathery wings of the Sila. The first fruit of Sorto, the destiny tying him to the Varian court where he had met Falcon's mother. The one and only trained for battle, who could handle twin swords and fight for his family and his people.

Falcon had never seen the Sila nests, and rarely met his father's other off-springs. Winged Morgan was the only Sila who spent more time with Humans and Genn than his own kind. 

He stared at his fallen warrior son, pondering. Maybe it was time to take Falcon away from the dangerous world of Humans and see if it was possible to save him with the help of other Magical Races.

Winged Morgan sighed, put the swords back in their sheaths, took Falcon in his arms, opened his wings and flew away.

He reached Mount Flora and glided to the huge cavern inside, where buildings still stood on one side. They had not been made by the Sila, but Genn and Humans of centuries before. The underground city looked dead as the Sila didn't actually use the buildings for themselves, and most were crumbling down, especially in the area of a destructed temple.

A few elders stood by a fire in the wide space in front of the buildings as the sun set and the city quickly disappeared in the shadows. Winged Morgan laid down Falcon near the fire and four Sila came closer: Winged Milla, Winged Erwan and Winged Kalino - a former partner, his off-spring and his half-brother respectively.

"What happened to your son, Morgan?" Winged Milla asked, worried.

"A Human spell. Was meant to kill him, but my blood shielded him."

"Father, is he dead?" Winged Erwan asked, frowning. 

"No, but he's in deep sleep. I think my magic can preserve him until he wakes up."

"I feel Dark Magic, Morgan," Winged Kalino grumbled. "Did he deal with the Sorceress Queen?"

"I guess so." Winged Morgan sighed. "Any of our healers can do something about it?"

"Not with Dark Magic!" Winged Milla protested. "Why don't you look up a Fajrulo?"

"I don't know any Fajrulo."

"I do." Winged Kalino scoffed. "But I haven't seen her in forty years. And don't want to see her ever again."

"If he's not dead, his Sorto is to live," Winged Milla said, thoughtful, while Winged Morgan pondered his brother's words. Of course he knew a Fajrulo, that same one that had brought Winged Kyler to the Varian Court - but where was she?

"But what happens if he takes too long to wake up?" Winged Erwan looked at him in wonder and worry.

"I trust you or your descendants will take care of your half-brother when I'm gone," he said. Winged Erwan nodded gravely.

"What if he wakes up in a  thousand years?" he asked.

"You'll help him fit in the new world. It's his Sorto."

"You shouldn't have mixed with earthlings, Morgan, they only give problems," Winged Milla said sourly.

"Maybe it was my Sorto to have a half-blood son before doing my Parigha Flugo with you," he replied defiantly.

"Enough." Winged Kalino's frown deepened. "Take your son to Starblazer's lair, Morgan, he will be taken care of." 

"Where is it?" Winged Morgan asked, relieved. He wasn't looking forward to meeting Starblazer again, but if she could help his half-blood son to live, he'd confront any Fajrulo.
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THE BLACK EMPIRE
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Kiwan woke up in anguish. Breathless, he could still see the bloody battle he had just fought. Tall blond warriors in chain mail, with battle axes and daggers trying to kill each other savagely. The screams, the sweat, the fear. A minor wound that didn't incapacitate him.

He was glad to be back in the quiet of his room at Mariam's Zuhayr. So far his dream travels hadn't been so tough. He had found himself in someone else's body, someone who was a warrior in a very different land, but never involved in such bloodshed.

He breathed slowly, trying to calm his still racing heart. The sun was still up, so he slowly rose and went into the garden, where the scent of flowers took away the last impression of his journey – the smell of blood.

He couldn't remember exactly when it started. Probably during the worst period of his life, when blanking out of his body seemed the only way to survive. And it hadn't been such a strong feeling for a long time.

He started to worry about his unknown counterpart. A part of him wanted to go "out" again to see how it had ended, but another was still terrified by the fight. He wasn't much of a fighter himself, having been raised as a slave.

He wondered where that other country could be. He knew the dialect, so it was probably the place he had come from. A place where white men like him were free – to fight among themselves, but at least there were no dark-skinned masters deciding their fate.

Mariam wasn't a bad mistress, maybe because she was a woman. But Kiwan had had many different masters in his short life, and a couple he really hated and would have killed them if he had had the chance, or the skill. But he hadn't been trained to fight, so all he could do was submit and keep his mouth shut.

"Kiwan!" Yeorg called from the house. "Where are you?"

Kiwan sighed and turned his back to the garden.

"I'm here," he answered going back inside the house.

*
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The shaman known as Yasmin was sourly listening to Conon's plans to crush the nomad tribes.  She was a shapely woman with dark skin, ageless in her colorful dress.  Suddenly her heart missed a beat: she could hear the desperate call for help as if her son was right in the Emperor's war room at Azhar Aswad.

Conon seemed to hear it too, as he stopped talking and looked at her. A tall, muscled warrior with a very dark skin and shaved head, Conon had been Lord of War for five years now, leading the campaign against the rebel nomad tribes with white skin that dwelt in the northern desert. 

Emperor Youssuf III stared at both, puzzled.  He was a strongly-built black man who had reached his forties with three wives and fourteen children, not to mention dozens concubines and a few bastards. He was handsome and his God-like status made him the most coveted man of the Empire. He had had a wild youth, but now he was wiser and calmer. His tunic, embroidered with symbols of protection, was decorated with beads and gems of his charge, and shone like a rainbow. His crown was a colorful headpiece with feathers, gems, gold and silver.

His Lord of War, whom everybody called Conon, was determined to offer him the head of Prince Yahir, leader of the rebel tribes that lived in the north. The Lord of War had already conquered or subdued whatever resistance was left in the southern provinces, and was quite confident he could complete his task by the end of the year.

"What's going on? Yasmin, are the Gods talking to you?" the Emperor asked, seeing Yasmin was panting heavily and kept blinking and trying to regain control.

Conon scoffed.

"That's no God, but her half-breed son," he said scornfully. He didn't look worried by Yasmin's sudden lack of breath.

"I can't hear him," Youssuf said, his eyes going from his Lord of War to his shaman and back, wondering if he actually knew them like he thought he did.

"Of course you can't," Yasmin said sharply, recovering from whatever had touched her and glaring at Conon. "I will leave, now, my lord, as I am much needed elsewhere. Please, make sure your Lord of War, here, will not kill Yahir King!"

"I won't," Conon promised mockingly. "I know this would bring you back immediately, and I'll be glad to get rid of you for some time!"

"Thank you," she snorted. She quickly bowed and left, under the Emperor's still puzzled eyes.

"Females," Conon hissed.

Youssuf's attention turned back to him.

"Aren't you interested in them, my friend?" he asked.

"I am, for the time of the coupling," Conon replied. "Otherwise they're useless!"

Youssuf smiled.

"Have you ever been in love?" he inquired.

"My lord, I don't fall in love. Now, back to our plans..."

Youssuf III observed his general with curiosity. What a strange man. He loved war, he loved women, but never fell in love. His military strategies had brought him very close to total and complete victory over the white-skinned rebels, in spite of Yasmin's resistance.

His shaman seemed to be very fond of Yahir King, leader of the rebel tribes. But now that she was gone, Conon could complete the conquest for him. The Black Empire might soon be complete.
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Brando had seen the strange country again. He had seen the dark-skinned lady who supposedly owned him there, and then he had been thrown back into the mess of the final battle against the Blackmore army.

He saw King Guido fall, as well as Coldwinter and the other Genn counsellors. He couldn't find Marco nor Falcon in the bloodshed, but eventually he found Tullio and stuck to him.

Even the powerful Kyler seemed to have difficulties against the Blackmore sorceress Shania. What made her so strong? She was Human, yet she had called upon a dark force that was tearing to pieces even Kyler Darklight, the strongest warrior in the Varian army.

"Let's withdraw!" Tullio ordered. "There's no sense in letting ourselves be slaughtered!"

"King Guido is dead, and I can't see Marco!" Brando whined.

"Fabio or Dario will take the throne and guide us to our revenge – if we're still alive!"

Brando stopped objecting and followed the elder warrior away from the battlefield.
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Shania had taken Kyler to her cave in the blink of an eye. The half-blood warrior lay breathless and bleeding at her feet. He had spread his feathered black wings during battle, but it hadn't protected him from the snakes of Darkness. And now he was too weak to hide them again with an illusion, or make them disappear through his shape-changing powers. So there he was, looking like a Sila with weapons, wounded, defeated and at his foe's mercy.

"So you're Starblazer's son?" she asked him, observing him closely. "I waited forty years to meet you!"

"I wasn't really looking forward to it," he panted.

She laughed.

"I bet your mother has told you many nasty things about me!" she noted.

"I don't know my mother," he answered sourly. "I never met her. She abandoned me at the Varian court when I was barely months old."

"Shame on her! I bet your black wings scared her!"

"My black wings scare only stupid Humans like you."

Shania's satisfied smile disappeared.

"How dare you! After tasting the strength of my power, how dare you call me stupid Human?"

"Fajrulo humor," he said, closing his eyes, exhausted. "I believe you know what Fajrulo truly look like, you should know they have wings too."

She calmed down.

"Oh, yes, they do, but not feathered like the Sila. Maybe your mother was scared by your resemblance to your father," she mocked. 

He had no idea, therefore he kept his mouth shut. He doubted the sorceress could understand anything about the Magical Races anyway. Her power was opposite to theirs and could be highly destructive - except for pure-blooded Fajrulo. Which he wasn't unfortunately.

"Tell me, Kyler, where is your dear cousin Falcon?" she continued, piercing him with inquiring eyes.

"I have no idea, but I sure hope he's far away and safe," he shrugged

"I doubt it. He didn't reach you in time to warn you of the attack, did he? I know I hit him, but can't find his body."

"And why should I point you to him?"

"Because he's your kin. I'm sure your magic blood can find him."

Kyler looked at her and scoffed. "You hit him with a spell and want me to tell you how to finish him?"

"Exactly."

"Why? You won the war for your beloved Edwyn, what else do you want from Falcon?"

"His life, before he takes mine."

"How can he?"

Shania shrugged. "Ask your mother. She promised me I'd die by his hand."

"That's interesting. And one more reason to keep him from you."

Shania bent over him and hungrily kissed him.

"Don't provoke me, Kyler, I can hurt you even more than that," she threatened.

"I don't think kisses are much of a torture," he said. "But having sex with a Human tainted by Dark Magic can be a tad more painful."

"Exactly," she whispered, taking off his tattered tunic and mail shirt. "I'll have your baby and send him to look for Falcon..."

A furious roar made the cave tremble.

"Take your hands off of my son!" Starblazer hissed, her dragon face baring fangs as her huge body filled the cave.

"Oh, Starblazer! What took you so long?" Shania said, unmoved.

The blue dragon moved forward, threateningly, her yellow eyes flashing with anger.

"Leave my son alone, Shania. You've gained power, but it's still not enough to beat me!"

"Years passed for you as well," Shania noted.

"What's forty years in Fajrulo lives? You might look young, Shania, but Dark Magic has taken its toll on you more than aging has taken on me!"

"You have been beaten by a Dark Priestess once already..."

"I have been stopped, and only temporarily. Keiko wasn't as powerful as Norina, but her passions made her more powerful than you!"

"You met the Queen of Darkness?" Shania was amazed.

"No, I wasn't born then, but I know Norina's story better than you. And I did deal with the Black Dame, in case you forgot! What name have you chosen, by the way?"

"I am the Sorceress Queen, I'm surprised you haven't heard of me," Shania scoffed.

"I moved to another continent, didn't want to meet Kyler's father. But I will not allow you to hurt my son."

"Don't threaten me, Starblazer, you don't scare me anymore!" Shania rose, opening and closing her fists, as if ready to send out a disruptive spell.

"Then you're even more stupid than you used to be!" Starblazer wasn't impressed. She must know how powerful the Human woman was. 

Kyler thought it was weird meeting his mother now, like this, while he lay defeated and she had to step in to save him.

The Sorceress Queen looked angry, and it was hard to tell the dragon's features. Kyler felt power sizzling between Shania and his mother and braced himself for the fight.
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Shania clenched her teeth. She had had enough of the Magical Races' superiority. She had been called stupid twice in too short a time.

She gathered the dark power. She needed the strength to wipe away the damn Fajrulo and her half-breed.

One more sacrifice, the voice of Darkness said. Give me that life and your victory will be complete.

Shania visualized her son, the firstborn and heir Edwyn had given her. Staring with hatred into Starblazer's yellow eyes, she stopped his heart.

Starblazer and Kyler shrieked as Darkness surrounded everything. Suddenly a flash of red light wiped the dark magic away.

Shania looked around the now empty cave.

"Where are they?" she demanded.

Gone, the voice whispered. You will have to look for Falcon yourself.

Shania screamed in frustration. Damned Fajrulo, she had sacrificed her son for nothing. Fuming, she instantly transported herself back to the battlefield. 

The Varian army had surrendered. The half that was still alive, that is. She scanned the dead, the wounded, the prisoners, but Falcon was nowhere to be seen.

The Dark Energy took her up in the air and she scanned the surroundings. From the place where the first ambush had taken place to the final battlefield, she looked up and down, but couldn't find any trace of him.

His damned father must have found him first, she sulked. Or maybe he was dead, and his body had vanished like all Magical Races bodies.

She went back to Edwyn's camp as the sun was setting. The king was waiting for her with a frown.

"Where have you been?" he inquired.

"Taking down Kyler Darklight wasn't an easy task," she answered with a shrug.

"Someone killed our son with a spell," he said, opening the tent flap and showing the young corpse inside, still wearing his mail-shirt, but pale and still.

She felt only a very light pang at the sight.

"Starblazer did it," she lied. "She came to rescue her son."

"So they're both still alive? And where is Falcon?"

"I don't know, but they're probably all too damaged to do any arm. You won, Edwyn. Karl can become your heir. And I can make you more children if you wish."

King Edwyn pulled her closer, admired.

"Can you, my Sorceress Queen? Any other woman of your age would be past childbearing by now."

She put her arms around him and grinned.

"But I'm your Sorceress Queen, am I not?" she whispered before kissing him.
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Karl looked at the corpse of his brother, examining it one last time, trying to find the mortal wound that had killed him. Nothing. Maybe magic. Maybe those damned Genn from the west.

A part of him refused to blame the Genn. That same part of him that had silently fallen in love with a Genn girl he had met one day in the woods. He had wanted to kill her, but she had charmed him. And whatever darkness had been in his blood, it was gone that very moment.

He had never seen her again, but had married for love afterwards, a pretty lady-in-waiting of his mother, the Sorceress Queen. He had loved and respected his elder brother, still unmarried at the time of his death. He felt suddenly lonely in the encampment, hearing his parents have sex in the nearby tent, and not having his wife at hand to comfort him. But only the Sorceress Queen was allowed to join the army.

Karl sighed and left his brother's side. He better get some sleep - it had been a long, tiring day anyway.
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THE AWAKENING

[image: ]


The cave was big enough for the huge blue dragon to have plenty of room. But Starblazer was crouched in a corner, a wounded Kyler by her side. The warrior's blood was black and he barely breathed. The dragon, an adult female, looked worried. Magic white lights gave the cavern a strange feeling – the place looked inhabited, but obviously not by Humans.

Winged Morgan entered the cave, with Falcon unconscious in his arms. Starblazer snarled, but Winged Morgan was undeterred. 

"Winged Morgan! How dare you!" she exclaimed.

"Greetings, Starblazer. You once told me you see the future," he said.

"Yes! I saw Falcon kill Shania before Kyler was born, why didn't it happen? She almost killed my son instead!"

She stared desperately at Kyler, dying by her side.

Winged Morgan put down Falcon.

"Well, here is Falcon, prisoner of Shania's spell. Free him, so he can fulfill your vision."

"Too late," she grunted. "Falcon is going to sleep; wake up in the future, where he'll be an element of disturbance. You should have told him more about himself. Now he'll have to learn the hard way."

"Are you imposing a lesson on your own son as well?" Winged Morgan accused. "You abandoned him at the Varian court when he was just a toddler..."

"Well, neither you nor Kalino were good enough fathers to make these two young men the heroes they could have been. Time will teach them, Fire will decide if they deserve a second chance."

"If you knew they were supposed to be heroes, you should have stayed with both, Starblazer. You know us Sila can't teach how to fight."

"No, but they were raised by Humans, and they know very well the art of war. They had the capacity, but not the will because nobody told them what they could do."

"You abandoned your son, don't blame me for what happened."

"Your son's destiny was to kill Shania so that my son in a hundred years time would have the power to kill another Edwyn Blackmore, tainted by a Dark Pond as Shania is!" she hissed.

"Can the future be changed?"

"It already changed for us. It's a very dark one now."

"Can Fire do something about it?"

"I can't tell. Depends on what they will do now, I guess."

Winged Morgan approached the dying Kyler and knelt near him.

"Do you want me to cure the Sila part of his blood?"

"Take care of my son, and I'll take care of yours," she grunted.

Winged Morgan closed his eyes and started the healing process under the piercing yellow eyes of the blue dragon.
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Falcon started feeling his body little by little. His fingers felt a rough cloth, his back a hard mattress, almost like bare ground. Musty smell mixed with fresh breeze, and somewhere water dripped.

His eyelids throbbed before opening and his eyes weren't hurt by light as there wasn't much of it. He still couldn't move, his tongue and lips seemed to be stuck.

He took a deep breath while he focused on the rocky ceiling. A cavern. Huge, almost dry. Could be a Nest. He lifted a hand to his face, trying to chase away the dizziness.

"You're awake." Kyler's voice surprised him.

He looked around, slowly moving his head, and saw his elder cousin reading a manuscript nearby. 

"Kyler! Where are we?" he asked with a hoarse voice.

Kyler put down the manuscript, and came to sit on the bed by his side.

"My mother's lair," he answered. In the half-darkness Falcon noticed the big black wings on his cousin's back. Of course, he didn't need to hide them if no other Human was around.

"What are we doing here?" he asked, confused.

"Recovering."

Falcon managed to sit up with Kyler's help. He tried to clear his head, moved his arms and hands, tried to put his feet on the floor.

His head spun, so he just sat, collecting his thoughts under his cousin's eyes.

"What happened?" he said at last.

"You didn't fulfill my mother's prophecy," Kyler answered.

"What prophecy?"

"You were supposed to kill Shania in the last battle."

"Who, me? You're the powerful half-blood!"

Kyler shook his head.

"You never wanted to learn your power."

"I don't have power!"

"You're half-blood too, Falcon, stop denying it! You could have killed Shania."

"Really? Why didn't you tell me, then?"

"I didn't know either. I hadn't seen my mother since birth, remember? Shania almost killed me. I lost most of my powers and took years to recover."

"I remember running to call Guido, to warn him... the ambush! Where is Coldwinter?"

Kyler looked sympathetic.

"He died that day on the battlefield, along with Guido and many more..."

"You mean the war is over?" Falcon interrupted him, stunned.

"Yes, the Varians were crushed, their kingdom destroyed," Kyler answered sourly. 

"You can't be serious!"

"Should I joke about this?"

"Your Fajrulo sense of humor..."

"I'm not joking, Falcon. The rest of the Varian royal family were slaughtered by the Blackmore and I'm afraid the Varian descendants are nothing but outlaws now."

Falcon fell back on the bed, too overwhelmed by the news.
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A few hours later Falcon felt fit enough to move and walk. He was also hungry, so Kyler suggested they leave the dragon's lair and go back to the Human world. 

Falcon followed him along a big and twisted tunnel to the outside where they both stood in the opening of the cavern, staring at the landscape in front of them. The plain was still covered with forests and a few clean hills. A couple of castles were in sight, but mostly it was all green, with the blue ribbons of rivers. 

Falcon had recovered his twin swords, and Kyler had his own weapon by his side.

"How long did I sleep?" Falcon asked.

"One hundred years," was Kyler's flat reply.

"That long?" Falcon wondered, feeling a pang in his heart.

"That's the time your Sila blood employed to get rid of the Dark Magic that hit you."

"Shania's."

Kyler nodded. "A powerful sorceress," he admitted. "She had been using the power of a Pond for over forty years. And she ended up winning the war for her beloved king."

"I can't believe we lost because I fell for her trick. I want to go home. I want to fulfil your mother's prophecy."

"She can't send you back in time, she's dead. And neither can I at this time."

"You look exactly like you did one hundred years ago."

"This doesn't mean that I have the exact same powers that I had one hundred years ago, Falcon."

Falcon sighed, pondered.

"I'll look for the Genn, they'll help me," he decided.

"After the war, they returned to their territory. Those who stayed behind were slaughtered."

"Gods, why so much hatred? Why was I spared?"

"They couldn't find your body."

Falcon adjusted the swords on his back, determined.

"I made a mistake, but Fate spared me," he said. "Therefore I must find a way to turn back time and change the outcome of the war."

"Mother and your father kept us alive," Kyler replied. "Mother said we should ask Fire to give us a second chance."

"And did she tell you how we should proceed?"

"No, we must learn the hard way."

"Fine, let's go, then!"

"That's hostile land out there. It might look the same from here, but the people who live there are different."

"I'm Human. I'll fight to the death if necessary. Will you come with me?"

"I'm tired, Falcon. And I've lost most of my magic. Even hiding my wings takes its toll now."

"You used to be a warrior. You can still use your sword. Have you forgotten our duties? We were Lord Protectors! I'm sure you can fight even without your magic, and your wings won't get in the way!"

Kyler smirked.

"You don't get it, do you? Blackmore reigns. There are no Sila walking among them. I'd be fairly conspicuous anywhere. I can make my wings disappear like I did in the past, but it doesn't leave me much strength to fight."

"If we have to fight, you don't need to hide your wings, they might even help you."

"Of course, but how about you start using your power?"

"My what?"

"My dear little cousin, you have denied your father's blood for too long."

Falcon tasted fear for the first time.

"I don't have wings, I don't belong to the Sila..."

"I'm Air and Fire as much as you are Air and Earth," Kyler assured. Falcon stared hopeful at him. "Wings aren't what make us what we are. Here, let me show you something even you can do."
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Falcon and Kyler saw the lone farm long before actually reaching it. They had been walking in the countryside for two days and had found only berries and a couple of hares to fill their bellies. They arrived at the door when the sun was setting and Falcon knocked, while Kyler's wings vanished. A middle aged farmer half opened the door and stared suspiciously at them.

"Good fortune to you," Falcon greeted. "I'm asking permission to use your barn for the night. And I was wondering if you had some bread to spare. We can pay you."

Kyler offered a copper coin that looked different from what Falcon remembered.

The farmer closed the door and the cousins exchanged a perplexed stare. The door opened slightly again: one hand grabbed the coin and dropped a small piece of dark bread in Kyler's hand.

The farmer grumpily motioned them to go to the barn and slammed the door in their faces, locking it. Falcon sighed.

"What happened to Varian hospitality?" he complained. 

Kyler smirked. "Welcome to the Blackmore kingdom."

They went to the barn and as soon as they were inside, Kyler's wings popped back in place. The cousins shared the piece of dark bread - not the freshest, nor the best, probably a leftover, but still edible.

"We better head for the forest," Kyler suggested. "At least we can hunt." 

"How about towns?" Falcon asked.

"We don't have money, and it's easier to get caught stealing. Plus I have to hide my wings."

"Guess I can't blame the farmer for locking himself up, after all," Falcon grumbled.

"Nobody leaves the door unlocked at night these days," Kyler shrugged. "Dark Magic is stronger when the sun goes down."

"Could we be attacked?"

"I can feel it coming early on, it won't take us by surprise."

"Couldn't you feel Shania's presence before the final battle?"

"She stayed in the camp while Edwyn's troops attacked us. She came in later."

"Where does this Dark Magic come from, and is Shania still alive?"

"No, but someone else found a Pond of Dark Magic and is using it to rule."

Falcon pursed his lips, thoughtful.

"I don't want to be a thief for the rest of my stay," he said.

"Then find someone to hire you and pay you."

"In that case, I need a town."

"I believe you were already set on Havenstock, even if you tried not to be."

Kyler smiled at his cousin's embarrassment.

"I want to see it," Falcon admitted.

"And your castle as well, I bet," Kyler insisted.

"Yes."

"Then that's where we're headed. But afterwards, we go straight to the Genn Capital."

"Of course."

"Fine, let's get some sleep now."

Falcon gladly complied.
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Falcon stopped to stare at the remnants of the castle on the hill. One tower had crumbled, tearing down part of the wall, and vegetation had invaded what was left of the square buildings.

Feeling his heart ache, he moved forward and found his way to the inner courtyard: the window where Alexandra used to wait for him was a dark and empty hole, and the life that had filled those walls seemed never to have existed. "Home" was roofless and abandoned, nature was claiming it. At least it hadn't been taken by strangers, even if this had meant its end.

Havenstock was a town, though. There must be more left. Falcon turned his back to the remnants of his castle and went back to the camp where Kyler was cooking a small boar for dinner.

"Are you satisfied?" the elder asked grumpily.

"They can't have destroyed all of Havenstock, can they?" he answered sitting by his cousin.

"No, but it's Blackmore territory now."

"I'll find someone who can help me."

"To do what?"

"I don't know. But I want it all back, the castle, Alexandra, Marco..."

Kyler scoffed.

"Sure. This is not a nightmare from which you can wake up, Falcon."

"It is, and I'll turn back time if I have to."

"I'd love to see that. Not even my mother could."

"You've given up, but I haven't."

Kyler shrugged, offering him some of the meat. They ate in silence.

Falcon considered his cousin's point of view. Kyler's lack of feelings made him cynical. But he was Human, and wanted to find a way back. What kind of magic did the Blackmore use to stop him? Kyler mentioned a Pond, but also Marco's mother mentioned a Dark Magic that appealed to Humans. There was one near Havenstock, apparently, could he use it?

"Don't even think about it," Kyler warned.

"What?" he snapped.

"The Pond is already calling on your Human blood. Don't even think about listening. I'd kill you before you reached it."

"I thought you had enough of fighting!"

"I do, but I won't let the Pond have a relative of mine. It's a matter of survival."

"What do you mean?"

"To gain the Dark Power you will be requested to sacrifice someone you love, Falcon. And I'm your only relative alive. I don't want to die to let you fall in the trap of the Pond. I'll kill you first."

Falcon stared at his cousin, puzzled.

"Fine," he sighed. "I guess you know more about those Ponds than I do."

"You bet. My mother destroyed a whole kingdom because they had fallen prey to a Pond of Dark Magic. I don't have her strength, or I'd wipe away this place too, to avoid another Sect of Darkness."

"How do you know all these things about your mother all of a sudden?"

"She came to me after the final battle. She healed me with your father, and then we talked."

Falcon nodded, thoughtful.

"Keep me away from that damned Pond," he said. "Thank you, Kyler."

"Get some sleep, Falcon. We'll reach Havenstock in a couple of days."
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