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Chronicles of the Varian Empire

THE SPELL


Part one: Desiderio

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Desiderio." Fabio's voice startled him.

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

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

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

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

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

"I'll choose soon," he promised.

"Thank you." Fabio's smile gave him strength and he started to think about his many options trying hard to make up his mind. He'd be king. He couldn't expect to marry for love. Not the first time.
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Pearl Skywise didn't know what attracted her about Desiderio. He was Human and a barbarian like all his peers. He was violent compared to the other Magical Races and liked weapons too much.

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

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

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

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

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

"Prince Desiderio!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He shoved her away and stormed off.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Fetch Fabio, then."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Welcome to the Varian Empire," Brendan said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Who has the power in Havenstock, then?"

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

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

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

"And which Vario is on the throne now?"

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

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

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

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

"Excuse me?" Desiderio glared at him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why?" Brendan stared at him in wonder.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Let's just go."

"Yes, my lord."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"No." Brendan admitted with a shrug.

"Then why would they listen to you?"

"Right." Brendan sighed.

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

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

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

"No, I paid for them."

"With what money?"

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

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

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

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

"Sorry." Brendan shrugged, disappointed.

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

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

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

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

"What?" 

"The Empire is full of perverts."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why so many wives?" someone asked.

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

"Four," Desiderio corrected mechanically.

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

"One wife is more than enough for me!"

"Yea, unless the others are servants."

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

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

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

"Really? What for?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The laughter almost covered
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