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Part One

The Magic Users

CHAPTER ONE

Axelle sat on the balcony, looking at the sea glittering beyond the iron balustrade. Seagulls called to each other in the distance. She felt the heat of the terracotta floor through the thin soles of her shoes, thus she hugged her knees, wrapping her cotton skirt around her legs as she put her feet on the wooden bench set against the wall. She so preferred wearing breeches, even though it wasn't appropriate!

The salty air reached her – temporarily washing away the smell of the stables just below the garden wall – and made her think of her mother. She wondered again why she had decided to live on the mainland when she could have stayed in a nacreous house under the sea. 

Instead, Axelle lived on the upper floor of a Human stone house perched above the town of Newcastle, on the road that led to the hidden Valley of the Genn, also known as Ravenlock, where Humans didn't dare go, afraid of the magical beings with pointed ears.

The apartment was the only mainland possession her father had purchased when he'd met her mother down on the coast, and they had moved there only when Axelle's elder brother Raoul was of school age.

A two-story house with elongated arches under a tiled roof, it had been built near the temple of the small village that was an extension of Newcastle. The bell tower was right above their heads and the kitchen, attached to the back of the temple, was half over the main altar.

The balconies faced south, overlooking the coast, and were actually at the back of the two centuries old stone building. On the sea side, the house had another level, since it had been built on a steep slope. The windowless cellar and pantry opened under elongated arches into the orchard that covered two sides of the house. In between the upper floor and the cellar lived a family of peasants who took care of the orchard and the vineyard that surrounded the house.

The main entrance was on the cobbled street on the other side of the building, facing the mountains and another, taller house with no balconies. From its privileged position it must have been the house of the village chief, but he had probably moved to town generations ago, leaving his country estate to his tenants who also took care of the chestnut trees that crowned the village on higher ground.

Axelle loved the old house – but not today. She wanted to go back to the Valley, or the Sila nests high up in the mountains, and get away from attending school in Newcastle – a hassle to go down and back up for anyone except her and her brother. They had been taught very young the instant-transfer spells of the Genn, hence they didn't have to spend hours going up and down the foot of the mountains.

Axelle liked the privileged position and the small village, but today Newcastle felt too close for comfort. The last bastion of the Blackmore Kingdom had been built on a river mouth. It had walls only in the northern part of the town, to protect it from incursions from the north. Its fortress was also on the northern shore along with most of the town that crawled up the mountains that dipped their feet in the ocean.

The forest had been cut down to make room for houses, temples and official buildings, which meant the town was slowly sliding into the sea, with no roots to hold the soil together. That was why some people had moved to the southern shore, where another batch of houses was slowly expanding on hilly ground.

Axelle's house was much higher on the mountain slope, a steady work of masonry that would probably hold for a few more centuries, with well-planted foundations and well kept buildings huddling around it.

The sun was setting and smells of cooked food started wafting up to the balcony, covering the evening breeze. The swallows had come back to their nests under the roof. School was almost over, soon her parents would be back.

They had gone to the capital, Havenstock, for a fortnight on some urgent business for the king. Even though neither recognized Human borders and rulers, they did have plenty of Human friends they liked to help.

Axelle sighed. Maybe she should go to the kitchen and fix some dinner, but she wasn't really hungry. She kept thinking about her latest interaction with her school mates and wished she could stop going to town immediately.

Being seventeen and of an educated class was a hassle sometimes. Peasants' daughters didn't have so much time on their hands and got married very young. Her? Nobody was pressing her to get married – or her brother for that matter.

But then, they had very special parents. Only a small part of their mixed blood was Human, and only because their father had mixed blood himself. The average Humans were considered adults at sixteen, but the Magical Races matured slower and lived longer.

Sometimes Axelle wondered when her parents would allow her and Raoul to go off on their own, like Humans did. She was still considered a child – and she had to admit she probably still was, considering her reaction to Lucas – but Raoul was older and could protect her at the beginning.

He was already teaching her some fencing moves, using her as a sparring partner in the garden on the days when school was closed, but it wasn't enough. She looked forward to spending the summer in Ravenlock.

Raoul's tall shadow reached her as he stepped onto the balcony, covering the setting sun. He was twenty, brown hair and blue eyes like her, and – according to many maidens – with a dazzling smile. For Axelle he was just the best older brother that ever was. If only she could marry him instead of wasting time with other suitors.

"How about dinner?" he asked, sitting down on the bench next to her. "I met the mighty boar today while I was looking for mushrooms and quickly disposed of him."

"And you donated most of it downstairs, yes, I can smell it," she grumbled. A boar thigh was more than enough for both of them. The peasants had surely given Raoul vegetables to go with the meat.

"If we don't light the oven, we won't eat," he chided. "What's bothering you?"

"I don't know... I wish I could leave and start seeing the world. I mean, if we have to mix with Humans, why stick to Newcastle? It's not fair!"

"What happened with Juliet?" he asked, knowing how her best friend could sometimes get on her nerves and make her wish to leave forever.

"I don't want to talk about it," she muttered. "I want to see the world and get away from this small town!"

He raised his eyebrows, but averted his gaze.

"We can't fly, unlike our father," he said, thoughtful. "We could go under the sea, but it's boring down there."

"We could go to Havenstock for a change," she retorted. "We could go anywhere, actually!"

"Have you decided what you want to be?" he asked. "I think I want to be a warrior."

She stared at him, making a face.

"A warrior here?" she asked, skeptical.

"What's better than a border town?" He winked. "If those nomad tribes from the steppes attack us..."

She wrinkled her nose. "I want to go south. I'm sick of these cold winters."

"I think you're sick of Newcastle and the people in it," he replied. "Which is great, because so am I!"

"Oh, really?" She smiled despite herself. "What happened with Claudine?"

He rolled his eyes. "She wants to get married by the end of the year," he muttered.

She chuckled. "I guess having unmarried parents makes us two too grumpy to be betrothed to anyone!" she said. She didn't mention she had hated her first kiss and didn't want to kiss anyone ever again.

"Why don't we have dinner and think about it tonight?" he suggested.

They looked fondly at each other. They were so alike in spite of their obvious differences! They definitely thought alike. And both were sick of the old house. Time to change something in their young lives.
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Inside, the house was quite big for four people. It felt huge for two. Their parents had turned one of the bedrooms into a bath chamber, with a French window opening onto the balcony next to the outhouse. There was a small living room with a hearth and that part of the house had tiled floors and wooden ceilings.

There were three more rooms beyond a "great hall" with bookshelves and a staircase that led to the attic. The wooden floor creaked when one crossed the big room or walked in the bedrooms. Raoul had moved to their parents' bedroom, since to reach his own room he had to go through Axelle's. Both those bedrooms had a window onto the inner courtyard, but Axelle's opened on the cobbled street.

Axelle retired to her bedroom soon after dinner. She turned on a white magic light of Genn making and she undressed, putting the long cotton gown with the apron she wore during school time on top of her chest that doubled up as a bench. She also took off the chemise with long, puffy sleeves and wore the much more comfortable nightgown.

The room was sparsely furnished – a bed, a basin and jug for morning ablutions, a small desk with chair and a chest of clothes – but it was fine for her. Her books were in the next room anyway, except for the text books scattered on her desk with notebooks.

She sat on the bed and took her journal, bound with two wooden tablets held together by thick fabric nailed to them. The front cover was engraved with a dragon head with an agate inlaid as the eye and it had been painted red. Inside, the sheets of parchment had been sewn together and to the spine by Axelle during a craft class a couple of years earlier.

She took her Genn pen that didn't need an ink-pot because it could be refilled, and opened the journal against her legs, finding the last written page.

I hope to convince Raoul to get away from here. I'm sick of Humans, they're too hairy. And their kissing is disgusting. No wonder the Magical Races have other means of showing affection! Problem is... I don't belong under the sea either. And I certainly can't reach the Sila nests up in the mountains since I don't have wings.

Besides, the world is huge. And the Magical Races occupy only a very small part of it. The rest is Human territory, and they all have different cultures and traditions, which might be fun to discover. As long as they keep their hands off me, that is!

She sighed and pondered the next thought. A loud knock on the door startled her. Since she was closest to the window, she went to open the shutter to glance down the darkened street.

She squealed in delight at the sight of the two shadows standing outside the door and she rushed downstairs. She opened the main door only to find herself wrapped in her father's arms, listening to her mother's soft laughter.

"Did you miss us?" her mother asked. "We've only been away for ten days!"

Raoul waited at the top of the staircase in his night clothes. He hugged their mother while squeezing his father's arm.

They all went to the living room. Magic white lights filled the room as their parents sat on the couch and Axelle crouched on her favorite armchair. Raoul sat at the table where they ate their family meals when they were all together and watched his sister, amused.

Axelle fidgeted under her parents' curious stare.

"I want to get away from Newcastle!" she blurted out.

"When is your final exam?" her father asked.

"I don't care about that final exam," she snapped. "I want to leave right now."

Her father laughed. "My, Axelle, what's the hurry? Finish your studies and then Raoul will take you wherever you want!"

"You have less than a month left, just get it done with," her mother added with a smile.

She glared at both. Her beautiful, ageless parents who only looked Human, and only when they wanted to.

Winged Kiaran Nightwing was a powerful half-blood. Black hair and eyes inherited from the Human part of his blood – his father had been born from the rape of a Genn maiden at the hands of a puny southern Human – he had pointed ears like the Genn and wings like the Sila on his mother's side. Raven-feathered wings – currently invisible or maybe made to vanish with a spell that he had learned at a very early age because they scared his Human friends.

A hairless face and body made him look younger, more like an elder brother than a father. In spite of being in his sixties, he looked no older than a twenty-five-year-old Human. He was a shape-shifter, but none of this had passed to his offspring. His father was a great magic user, which had made him even more powerful.

His life-mate, Gaella, was a Deiva, a Waiora magic user. She had brown hair like her offspring, but her eyes were an unnatural turquoise. She was actually half-Waiora, a quarter Human and a quarter Fajrulo, which had not only allowed her to master Water's magic, but she was also a shape-shifter – which was probably what had drawn her to Kiaran. As ageless as her life-mate, she looked more like an older sister than a mother.

All in all Raoul and Axelle had all the five Immortals in their blood. Air from their Sila grandmother, Water from their Waiora grandfather, a touch of Ether from their half-Genn grandfather, Fire in the Fajrulo blood, and Earth in the Human blood that flowed in both their parents' veins. But their magic hadn't developed yet, not completely. Especially Axelle – she was still developing her powers.

"I want to leave now," she muttered. "And so does Raoul. We've had enough of Newcastle!"

"As soon as you pass your final exam. We could actually all go together," her father said, musing on the thought. "We'd move much quicker and we could show you the underground Genn towns and the other Human capitals..."

"Why wait?" Axelle asked, hopeful.

"Axelle, the world won't end tomorrow. Don't worry, you have a lifetime to explore it," her father chided.

Her shoulders slumped, but she knew when it was useless to argue.

"Fine," she grumbled. "I'll go to bed, then."

"We shall discuss your travels in the coming days," her mother said. "Raoul, are you sleeping in our bed?"

"Er, yes, but I can do mine, no worries," he replied with a shrug.

He rose and Axelle followed him to his bedroom where there was a wardrobe with all the home linen.

"We could have gone on our own," she muttered, helping her brother to make the bed.

"Axelle, one more month won't change much. And the weather might improve. Although I've heard that down south the summers can be quite hot..."

CHAPTER TWO

The neighbor's rooster awoke Axelle to the first day of her new, wandering life. School was over and she'd soon be off and around the world! She had already said good-bye to Juliet, Robin, Lucas and the others before heading back to the village after their graduation ceremony. She had already packed her journal and some travel clothes.

She jumped out of bed and opened the window shutters wide, leaning out to watch a mule clop-clopping on the paved street below with its master. She opened Raoul's door as well, knowing that her brother liked to oversleep, since his room opened onto the much quieter inner courtyard.

She found her mother in the kitchen, busy packing whatever food was left in the small pantry. They had cleaned the oven the previous evening and had put away all the plates, pots and cutlery to save them from dust.

"Good morning." Gaella smiled and handed her a slice of the previous day's bread with a few drops of olive oil and a pinch of salt spread on it, along with a mug of cold tea.

Axelle wolfed down the bread and drank the tea before heading for the bath chamber to wash and change into her travel clothes. She'd borrow Raoul's old breeches for comfort. He had outgrown them years ago and her parents didn't mind if she dressed like a man. Even her mother sometimes wore pants when she traveled.

As she went back to her room to throw the nightgown in her pack, Raoul emerged grumpily from his room and muttered a greeting. She simply smiled at him and watched him go to the kitchen and bath chamber to get ready.

Her father came back from outside with four fresh pastries he had bought from one of the village women and Axelle happily munched that too. 

"How come you're still faster than your brother in getting ready?" Kiaran asked, amused, while Gaella brushed Axelle's long hair and then braided it.

"Because I'm up faster?" she replied, winking, as her brother passed into the adjoining corridor, headed for his room to get ready. "He's still the dormouse of the house!"

Kiaran laughed and shook his head.

"We're stopping in Newcastle to buy a few things, then we cross the river and head south," he said.

Axelle was very excited to finally see the fabled Centropolis where her father had spent so much time in his youth with the last Varian Emperor. Axelle had studied the map of the continent and tried to figure out the distances, but it wasn't easy. Even using her finger to multiply the distance between home and Newcastle, it wasn't really a good way to calculate, since the map was flat and the world wasn't. Quite the contrary.

She knew that by normal Human means of transportation it was a two-to-three month journey. But with the instant-transfer spells they'd reach it in a few days. And she had time to practice her skills.

Or maybe her parents would spread their wings as soon as they were away from Human dwellings and they could fly over. To reach the Valley, they usually flew. But probably flying to Human countries wasn't safe, and they'd use the spells instead.

So far she had used her spells only on short distances and to go to places she knew very well. Going to an unknown place was trickier, since she had no idea of what could be in the way and what was actually there. Therefore she needed a hook, someone or something to latch onto before weaving the spell.

She couldn't just wish herself outside the Newcastle gates, she had to concentrate on something else. Her parents would be the hooks for her and Raoul, and she looked forward to latching onto her mother's magic trail and transferring herself to some other place.

Finally they were all ready to leave. Axelle had put her journal in a waterproof bag, just in case. The wood and the parchment didn't take rain very well. She was headed for the summer, but one never knew when a summer storm may hit! And she'd added a couple of pencils to the refillable pen, just in case. She doubted she'd find the ink to refill the pen in Centropolis and pencils worked just as well.

They said good-bye to the family downstairs who promised to keep an eye on the house while they were gone.

Being on the road with her parents and her brother was exhilarating. They slept under the stars, wrapped in a protective shield that their father set up after sunset. From the second night, Raoul tried to do it, but the shield failed when he fell asleep, unlike their father's.

They went through hilly terrain, then plains, then reached the Central Massif. Both Kiaran and Gaella spread feathery wings and carried their offspring to a Sila nest high up on the peaks before following a tunnel to an underground Genn town.

Axelle started collecting maps, that she folded and hid among the pages of her journal. Some of the underground towns were abandoned and had exits on the side of the mountains, usually hidden by trees or rocks, which meant Humans hadn't found any entrance yet.

The Sila made the maps, but since they had no written alphabet, the Genn added the place names. Axelle received a pristine map from one of her father's pure-blooded relatives and had a lot of fun filling in the Human towns on the physical map of the continent with her father's help.

Thus in a week they reached Centropolis, former capital of the Varian Empire. They had skipped the fields, meadows, vineyards and orchards covering the hills and plain where the city had been built to materialize closer to the buildings on a bright sunny day. The tall, dark green shapes of trees that covered the base of the Central Massif and climbed part of the slopes were left behind.

Houses of stones or brick formed the widest urban agglomerate Axelle had ever seen, maybe because it had never had walls, not even when it was called Godwalkar and was the capital of the Kingdom of Gajendra.

It had spread well beyond the two rivers, crisscrossed by stone bridges of all sizes, that joined and surrounded the old town. Palaces, temples and towers of noble families stood over the more modest artisans' and merchants' houses. Large paved roads created a web of easy communication that led to the square where the palace, all marble with colored glass on the huge arched windows, still stood at the heart of the old town.

A mixture of ancient and new, southern Human architecture (centuries old) and Genn embellishments, it was surrounded by a public park that gave a green breath to the district with its oleander bushes and plane trees. Its round towers and turrets had blue cone roofs and the balconies had balustrades that looked like stone lace.

Axelle gaped at the architectural marvels around her and thought she'd spend a lifetime just exploring the huge settlement. It took them the whole day to walk into the city and reach the former imperial palace, then head for the university compound beyond it where the family could find cheap accommodation and rest from the first real physical effort since they'd left the old house on the slopes of the mountains overlooking Newcastle.

Axelle noticed her parents seemed to be well-known in that part of the city and they were teased for renting a bigger apartment than usual. The landlord – broad build, black hair, golden eyes and pasty skin – was glad to meet their offspring, and welcomed Axelle and Raoul to Centropolis.

His wife – a plump woman with rosy cheeks, medium length wavy hair, brown skin and a shifty expression – invited them for dinner, since they couldn't have bought food on their long journey, hence they'd be her guests and she wouldn't take no for an answer.

The family of four dropped their travel packs in the apartment and went to the public baths down the street before heading for the landlord's house.

That night Axelle crumbled to bed, too tired to write in her journal that she had finally reached Centropolis.
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"The king is dead, long live the king!"

The cry echoed through the royal palace of Centropolis, capital of the Varian Kingdom. The news quickly spread to the city and throughout the kingdom.

Axelle had been in town for a week when the announcement reached the apartment she shared with her parents and brother. The Varians mourned old King Dario, who had allowed a true rebirth of the kingdom, and wondered about his three sons.

"Did you know him well?" Axelle asked her father who looked pensive. She knew very little of the late king, although in the past week their landlord had sounded very fond of him.

"Not as well as I knew his grandfather," Kiaran answered. "I helped Dario, the first, hide during the brief Blackmore Empire and to get back at least his ancestors' throne in Centropolis. Then I moved away from here and came to visit only every ten years or so."

Axelle nodded, thoughtful. "So you know nothing of his sons?"

"I know they studied abroad, and even the heir, Vario, is a stranger to his people. They've been kept under wraps, so to speak!"

Everybody wondered if Vario would be as good and just as his father had been, and Axelle was very curious to see how things would turn out. She wasn't particularly fond of authority but it was fascinating watching the citizens of Centropolis worry and discuss their future like never before.

The coronation ceremony was strange. The Varian Emperors had always been crowned in the old temple of the long dead king of Gajendra that had been turned into a place of worship to the Supreme Being, but still had traces of the old polytheistic religion in the form of statues of gods and goddesses.

Those statues had often been covered, since they represented half-naked human beings and the current religion was less open about showing off the human body. Hence colorful scarves, bead necklaces and bracelets or plaster additions covered the most scandalous statues that couldn't be removed because they were incorporated into the altar or niche they were originally sculpted into.

The young king hid his face behind a mask shaped like a sun that left only his mouth and chin free. He had blue eyes and was presumably brown-haired since it was the color of the well-trimmed beard not covered by the golden mask.

Axelle could tell the people were disappointed that the king had decided to hide his features.

"Is he ugly, or scarred?" they wondered around her in the temple of the Supreme Being. "Why does he hide his face?"

Then he turned to face them in his velvet blue cloak and golden mask, the golden scepter that had belonged to the Varian Emperors and his own father in his hand, the long brocade tunic with golden trims, taller than his father had ever been – and he spoke.

"My good people, listen to me. My father is dead, leaving a hole in our hearts, but I am ready to sit on his throne. I also want to give back to this kingdom the wealth and width of the Varian Empire that belonged to my ancestors and has been lost for forty-three years. Thus I shall guide you to the conquest of the lands that belonged to us. We shall overthrow the Blackmore, the Gyllymer, the de Sayek and reconstitute the Empire. We will conquer the Kerehen Kingdom and make the Empire whole again. Then I shall be crowned Emperor Vario XIV and continue the tradition of my ancestors who ruled the greatest empire under the sun for almost three centuries. And that's why I wear this mask. I shall be your sun and lead you to victory! In a few days I'll send out my orders. In the meantime, enjoy five days of feasting!"

A standing ovation closed the speech. The new king seemed to have touched his subjects' hearts.

"Varian pride," Kiaran muttered. "Always the warring barbarians..."

"Will they really follow him?" Raoul asked, frowning in worry. "He's going to bring war back to the whole continent! He's out of his mind!"

"So are most Humans, Raoul. But then, a war will be the best school that you could ever attend."

Axelle wasn't so sure she wanted to experience open war. She wasn't sure Human armies would respect the works of art in the conquered cities, especially seeing how they had changed the very temple she was standing in after a very peaceable invasion...
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A few days later Vario sat on his throne and the packed great hall of the palace bowed, then listened carefully to his second official speech.

"What I'm trying to do is risky, but we have a powerful army and if we work together, I'm sure we can accomplish the deed. If we surprise our neighbors and march quickly, conquest isn't impossible. Our fleet is one of the best and our soldiers are well trained. The other kingdoms have been at peace for so long, they certainly won't expect us to attack. Thus we can conquer them and bring back the Varian Empire. And then the Sila and the Genn will come back to live among us, like in my ancestors' time, making us the greatest empire under the sun. Are you with me?"

Axelle saw her father frown and shake his head.

"I'll talk to him," he muttered under his breath.

While people dispersed and the Emperor retired to his chambers, Kiaran requested to see him. His black-feathered wings popped out as soon as the chamberlain started objecting that his imperial highness didn't want to be disturbed, making the plump man stammer and gape. Kiaran moved him aside and stepped into the private part of the palace that he so clearly knew very well.

Axelle followed with her mother and brother, wide-eyed. She had never seen such a rich building, with beautiful Genn paintings on the walls and elaborate chandeliers that gave light even during the darkest night. The sun rays caressed the marble floors from the big windows and they passed by a grand staircase that led back down into the main entrance hall.

The imperial apartment was at the end of the upper floor and guarded, but Kiaran's wings meant the guards gaped and stepped away. The Emperor was still masked as he turned to look at whoever dared enter his private quarters without permission. He stood in his antechamber while his personal servant scurried away with his imperial mantle and crown in the recesses of the apartment.

"Kiaran Nightwing, I presume?" Vario said, taking in the winged man who stopped, determined, in front of him.

"Vario, you're crazy," Kiaran said with a curt nod. "Nobody will follow you in your war."

Vario scoffed. "Nobody will stop me," he replied. "I thought you'd look older."

"That shows how much you know of the Magical Races," Kiaran snapped. "The Sila and the Genn won't come back just because you decided to wage war on everybody else. They didn't leave because Vario XIII was killed."

"Why did they, then?" Vario asked, mildly interested.

"Because Humans are toxic," Kiaran answered through clenched teeth. "You destroyed the Genn kingdoms centuries ago. You forced them underground or away from this continent. Just because the Sila were friends with a Varian king – and I would like to remind you it was a Varian king, not the Emperor who made the first deal with the Sila – meant they were chained to ground service for almost three centuries. Sila hate being on the ground, even if it's only for a month at a time, and they don't like running errands for petty Human rulers."

Vario crossed his arms on his chest and glared at Kiaran through his mask.

"You were friends with my great-grandfather."

"Exactly. And I know what I'm saying. Have we met before? No. I was friends with Vario and Dario half a century ago and never really met their descendants. I never needed to. But what you want to do is... crazy and useless. It won't bring back the Magical Races and you will spread much sorrow and pain. I suggest you reconsider."

"Shut up, you fool!" Vario snapped, startling Axelle. Nobody had ever addressed her father like that, but Kiaran didn't look offended. "You stayed away all these years and now you want to tell me what to do with my inheritance? I don't need you, Kiaran Nightwing. I will send Dario to Issanda and invite those Genn to come here."

Kiaran shook his head with a smirk.

"Those Genn know the Empire, my young fool," he said. "They came over under Vario XII, when the Enlightened Emperor abrogated the law of Vario X's purge, allowing the Genn to become citizens of the Empire again. Still, they didn't stay long – and why should they. They have everything in Issanda and don't need to mingle with Humans. If they want to trade, the Lekisha and Kaden Kingdoms are much closer to their lands."

Vario clenched his teeth and thinned his lips.

"Get out of here," he growled. "I don't need your advice."

"When the Amazon Queen crushes you for trying to hold her husband's kingdom, you might remember my words," Kiaran said before turning his back to the newly crowned Emperor. "Let's go," he muttered to his family.

With a last glance at the furious Vario, Axelle rushed behind her father and away from the imperial quarters.

CHAPTER THREE

The few opponents went unheard, and the campaign was quickly organized. The masked king must have been honing that project for years. Young as he was, clearly Vario had the cool and calculating head of a seasoned and experienced man. He knew how to talk to his troops and his people. He had the means to crush the other kingdoms and proved himself a genius who knew when and how to act.

The city felt suddenly hostile with Vario's conquest fever and Axelle's family left the rented apartment to hide in the forest at the foot of the Central Massif. Gaella sat by a pond for days with her daughter, watching events unfold in the mirror of water, while her life-mate and son hunted in the forest around them.

Vario's generals and admirals loved and trusted him, and the campaign went very smoothly, ending in a little more than a month. Noblemen fighting for him were given lands that tied them to the newly crowned Emperor, bringing back imperial governors in all the major towns.

Axelle was both amazed and horrified as the Blackmore Kingdom fell first, mostly because the Varians were originally from Havenstock, the Blackmore capital, and because the Blackmore royal family had always been the Varians' greatest rival and a contender to the imperial throne. Taken by surprise, the Blackmore surrendered, the king and queen were killed in the invasion and their two daughters were captured.

The town was spared only for history's sake and because it was the cradle of the Varian rulers, but its neighbor, the merchant town Ennismore, was badly damaged and pillaged. The Gyllymerian capital, Konigtown, was taken after a quick and gory siege and quite damaged too.

Then Agharek fell with the southern kingdom, the king died valiantly on the battlefield, his young queen surrendered to Vario and was locked in the royal palace with a Varian governor. The same happened in the Karehen Kingdom, where Queen Ashleigh had to swear fealty to Vario and surrender her husband's kingdom. The Gyllymer royal family was slaughtered except for Prince Jonik, who ran away with his bodyguard and vanished.

The Varian Empire was complete again. After a forty-three-years hiatus, Vario XIV followed in his ancestors' footsteps.

"This is not good," Kiaran muttered as they ate around a campfire after seeing the coronation of the new Emperor in the pond, thanks to Gaella's spell. "He can't hold such a big empire. What Vario XII achieved was unique and it didn't last."

"The Blackmore managed to keep the Empire together for three mere years," Gaella said, thoughtful. "This will pass too. Vario is a fool."

"No, he fooled everyone!" he snapped. "His youthful enthusiasm carried him forward, but we'll see how he handles the administration without the Sila working for him! When his people realize the Magical Races aren't coming back, they'll get rid of him."

"The Varian Empire fell in spite of the Sila help... and the Blackmore fell even faster..." Gaella rolled her eyes. "Humans can't control so much land."

"And still, they fight for it," Kiaran grumbled, unhappy.

"We could do something about it," Raoul suggested with an impish smile. "What if we help the people to unite and overthrow the masked Emperor?"

Kiaran glared at him. "I understand you look forward to trying your new fighting skills, but this is no game!"

"And I'm not playing, Father, you told me I'm an adult and I'm making decisions like an adult! I want to fight to overthrow that crazy king who made himself Emperor," Raoul retorted. "And I will start by looking for Prince Jonik Gyllymer and asking him if he needs my help!"

"I thought you'd go for the Blackmore princesses," Gaella teased. "I'm sure they'd marry you if you saved them!"

"Who said I was looking for a wife? Or even a throne?" Raoul protested. "In times of war and conquest? Now that would be foolish of me!"

Axelle pursed her lips. She wasn't sure she could do it, but if Raoul wanted to fight, she'd follow him. Her archery skills were good. Her fencing was decent. She didn't know any attack spells, but she was learning the protection spells.

And with Raoul, she felt invincible.

***
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Oh, boy, we had our first family fight! Raoul wants to be a mercenary and help the people rebel against Vario, but our parents aren't too keen on the use of violence. They think Vario's venture will fizzle out on its own when his people realize he can't keep his promises, at least not about the Magical Races. So they wanted to take us to Ravenlock, as usual, and stay out of it all, but Raoul wouldn't have it.

He is not even fighting for his few friends in Newcastle, he says he does it for the principle. Vario is being mean and Raoul thinks he can join with some other royal person to overthrow him long before his people realize he can't keep his word.

How we're going to accomplish this, I have no idea. But I'm standing with Raoul and it all sounds quite exciting. Better than just going to the Valley and wait it out. It also means spending the summer in real weather, but well, I can't always rely on weather-controlled environments, can I?

So I tried to repeat Mother's spells after they were gone. I managed to "see" Prince Jonik and his bodyguard and somehow we latched onto them and materialized near them. We definitely startled them!

The prince of Gyllymer was hiding in the forest with his bodyguard, not daring to go back to his capital. Desiderio looks quite tough, he's probably been a mercenary for quite some time. A young-looking veteran who somehow grew attached to his charge.

Prince Jonik is a scared young man. He looks up to both Desiderio and Raoul as if they were the most wise people he's ever met! There are other people with them, servants of the royal palace who made it out of Konigtown and joined the prince in exile.

We're taking them all to one of the abandoned Genn settlements under the Central Massif. Walking, since we can't transfer everybody at once. I hope our maps are good enough to find a nice place to hide and make plans...

***
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Rubin had been wounded during the battle that had divided him from his family on the shores of the lake where Konigtown had been build, before the Varians laid the siege to the capital. Captured, he found himself in a prison full of young people of both sexes and mixed northern dialects probably coming from other kingdoms as well as his own, deep in the recesses of the royal palace of Centropolis.

At least he thought he'd been taken to Centropolis by the invading Varian army. He'd been feverish for days and wasn't sure of his exact location. Although... there were cages under the former imperial palace?

It didn't sound right and he didn't want to ask his fellow prisoners. They probably didn't know either. Why the Varians had bothered to capture an artisan's son was anyone's guess. Everybody else looked of noble birth, probably taken hostage to keep their parents subdued.

The prison was one long cage divided into smaller sections crowded with people and it smelled of piss and blood. Maybe he wasn't the only one who had been wounded. There were no guards inside the long corridor closed by a wooden door
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