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A summer storm flooded and cleaned the streets of Konigtown when Brenda got off the closed wagon that had been her home for so many years. She pulled her hood up over her face and took cover under a balcony before waving good-bye to Chester, who sat at the front, heedless of the bad weather.

Brenda waited for the wagon to disappear at the next crossroad, then sighed. At least she didn't have to sleep in the dampness of those wooden walls anymore. She stared at the angry sky, but it didn't seem to get better, thus she studied the doors, looking for Cristabella's.

Luckily she had just passed it while inside the wagon, but she had to cross the flooded street to reach that door.

"The sewers are choked up again," she grumbled to herself.

A violent thunderclap exploded very close, startling her. It was only a silly summer storm, she chided herself, glancing warily upwards. But no more lightning followed, so she summoned her courage, lifted her long gown, held tightly to the bag with her small belongings, and in a few leaps over the puddles she reached Cristabella's door and knocked.

She waited a moment while water kept hammering onto her shoulders, and the day got darker, even though dusk was still a few hours away. She had no idea of how big the house was. She could guess the shop on the ground floor, closed at the moment, and the apartment on the first floor, but she didn't know where Cristabella was. She hoped she was in with such a bad weather.

She reached for the door knocker to pound it again, only to see it slip from her fingers as the door opened slightly. Brenda caught a glimpse of a man she didn't know.

"Sorry to disturb, does Cristabella live here?" she asked, suddenly afraid she had the wrong door.

"Yes, who are you?"

"My name is Brenda..."

"Oh, yes, we got your letter, come in."

The door opened and Brenda entered, finally escaping the heavy rain. She saw an unadorned entrance with only a small table and a window near the door. A closed door to the left led to the bakery, a wooden staircase on the right to the upper apartment. The entrance was dark, largely because of the scarce daylight coming in from the window.

"Cri, your friend is here!" the man shouted towards the staircase.

"You're Bryon, right?" Brenda asked while he took the soaked cloak off her shoulders. 

"Yes, sorry, but you're like family, even if I'm seeing you for the first time," he answered spreading the cloak on the small table to dry.

"True, I can say I know you too," she said sitting on the lower steps to take off her boots, one of which had been soaked by her attempt at crossing a puddle.

Then Cristabella rushed down the stairs with an oil lamp that shed some light into the small entrance. Brenda rose quickly to her feet to avoid being carried away, and Bryon promptly grabbed the lamp before Cristabella threw her arms around Brenda's neck.

"Brenda, you're back!" she hugged her friend, taking her breath away with her enthusiasm.

"If you crush me, I won't stay long," Brenda chuckled.

Cristabella let her go, but kept her hands on her shoulders, as if she feared to see her leave again.

"Come on! You promised to stay! How long did it take you to get here?"

"The bad weather slowed us down, but here I am. How are you?"

"Everything is fine. You've met my husband Bryon, haven't you?"

Cristabella pulled her towards the young man.

"We already know each other," he said. "We only needed to meet in person!"

"And we'll probably be very disappointed with each other, considering the colors you use to paint us," Brenda added.

"Nonsense, you're both extraordinary and will get along just fine," Cristabella said. "Besides, you didn't show up at my wedding!"

"You know I was too far away, and when I got the news it was too late."

"Of course I know, but I'll remind you forever!" Cristabella laughed. "You're all wet, come upstairs, the fire is on."

Brenda put on her summer shoes before risking her naked feet on the wooden staircase, where it was easy to get a splinter. Then she followed her friend to the first floor, where a roaring log fire was blazing and two more lamps were shining. 

It was a big room, with two windows opening street-side and a hearth on the opposite wall. One wall was for kitchen use, with a small table, shelves and cupboards. Where the staircase ended, another started, leading to the sleeping quarters under the roof. In the middle of the room a bigger table, and six stools were scattered all over the place. Some herbs hung between the two windows and by the wood basket there was a smaller one with a few rag-dolls and wooden ninepins.

"Sorry, I was preparing dinner." Cristabella went back to the smaller table littered with food and crockery. "Just sit by the fire while Bryon makes your bed. You don't mind sleeping with the girls, do you?"

"Once upon a time I was good with children," Brenda said, thoughtful, picking up a stool and sitting by the flames, relieved, while Bryon disappeared up the second flight of stairs.

"You wanted five," Cristabella smiled. "And I wanted none..."

"You were afraid of giving birth, and then you had two daughters... Where are they, by the way?" Brenda untied her long brown hair, damp in spite of the hood, and shook it towards the warmth of the fireplace to dry it. 

"At their grand-mother's. I hope it stops raining before I have to pick them up. Would you like a cup of tea?"

"No, thank you, I'm fine."

Brenda held her hands out towards the flames, feeling the warmth on her cheeks and her clothes. Even her feet felt better. At last she had four stone walls and a slate roof between her and the storm, which luckily was slowly abating. The sound of rain had lessened, and Cristabella's knife cutting vegetables tapped rhythmically behind her. Brenda inhaled, but the copper pot in front of her must be filled with water only, as the only smell was that of the rain, with an aftertaste of sage and rosemary.

"You know, you look always the same," Cristabella sighed. "Ten years and you haven't changed at all..."

"Neither have you," Brenda said, turning to look fondly at her best friend. Cristabella still had strawberry blond hair, green eyes, a shapely body and her middle-class appeal.

"You lie, I have white hair and put on weight!"

"Where? Besides, you have a husband and two daughters, I haven't anyone."

"Still, you wanted a family..."

"That moment is gone. I'm not interested anymore."

Please, don't start, she silently pleaded. She wasn't angry, but sad.

"Why did you come back, then?" Cristabella asked.

Why indeed, she wondered. She took in a deep breath, trying to put an order to her thoughts.

"I want to write something, but not for theaters," she said. "After so many years of stage plays, I feel like going back to prose, and writing a novel. I want to write the Masterpiece that will change my life. Maybe." She shrugged. "Anyway, I'm sick of acting."

Cristabella had stopped slicing vegetables to listen carefully, and pondered at her friend's words.

"You want to rewrite The Adventures of Brenda and Cristabella?" she asked.

"No," Brenda grumbled, amused against her will at the memory of that particular story. "Something new," she mused. "I don't know what, yet, but I need to stay put and gather ideas. While traveling I had so much input... I want to put it in some kind of order that makes sense."

"We'll figure it out," Cristabella decided, throwing the vegetables into the copper pot and cleaning the table of organic garbage.

"I must find a job, I don't want to be an added expense for you. If I help someone part-time, maybe they can even give me a room."

"We'll see. Are you dry? Come, I'll show you the rest of the house."
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A nice warm meal inside homely walls was something Brenda hadn't had for a long time. Yes, there had been dinners at the inns with the company, or banquets in castles or town palaces for lords who paid to be entertained, but it wasn't the same thing.

For the first time in years Brenda felt part of a traditional family, even if being introduced as "aunt" to children that weren't blood relatives amused her. Milia and Fiona had observed her with curiosity before getting to know her better, but after a couple of hours they seemed to be already used to her presence in the house.

Besides, Cristabella was a great cook. The smell of cooked vegetables and stew was fading out while they tasted an excellent cake. Brenda had noticed how close the couple was, and how loved the children were. She felt a mixture of envy and compassion - one side of her longed for such warmth, the other observed with detachment and superiority that communion.

While they lazily talked, Bryon had put one hand on Cristabella's, squeezing it with pride and possession. Brenda felt like a beggar, despite sitting at their table, and even an intruder spying on their daily life. She was surprised to see how Cristabella mechanically did things as if she was in perfect symbiosis with husband and daughters. Brenda had never seen anything like this, not even when observing other couples or families that she had met throughout her life.

"Bedtime, babies," Bryon said with threatening face and smiling eyes. A chorus of protest rose more as a game than actual rebellion, then Milia and Fiona waved good-bye to the guest and let their father take them upstairs.

Brenda and Cristabella remained alone to undo the table.

"You have a beautiful family," Brenda said, helping her friend with the dishes.

"I've been lucky. How about you? You traveled up and down more than I ever will, couldn't you find anybody special enough to capture you?"

"The man who will conquer me isn't born yet. I looked the length and breadth of our kingdom, even tried the Blackmore kingdom, then I gave up."

"When did you stop believing in fairy tales?"

"I don't know. One morning I woke up and didn't believe anymore. Besides, I never met a Bryon..." Brenda shrugged.

"You didn't even let any of them close to you," Cristabella objected. "Remember when we used to dream about the most unreachable boys in town?"

"I haven't changed in that department: if they don't want me or don't see me or don't know me, they attract me a lot more," Brenda smiled.

"I don't see why."

"I can imagine them as I please. And I don't have to deal with their flaws or their often disappointing personalities."

"You want the easy way!" Cristabella snorted. "But it's not always like this, there are exceptional men..."

"I know, but I can't be rational, nor objective with them."

"You're a disaster," Cristabella sighed.

"I know, and I haven't fallen in love in years," Brenda admitted. "I'm afraid I lost the skill."

"This is very sad."

"Don't worry, it will pass!"

"But I'm sorry to hear you're alone. You don't deserve it."

"I'm alone because I want to be. I'd rather write, muse and imagine other lives than live my own. I know I'm wrong and I'm trying to correct myself, but I need time."

"Now that you're here, I'll take care of you," Cristabella promised. "Tomorrow I'll even find you a quiet place where you can write!"

"Tomorrow I'll have to find a job. You and Bryon have enough expenses."

"The bakery is doing fine, don't worry!"

"I insist on helping, or I'll rent a room in an inn!"

"You're so stubborn!"

"If you want, I can do like I did back at school. I can say 'yes' and do as I please."

Cristabella snorted and Brenda hugged her.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Without you, I'd have to go back to my parents."

"They're not monsters, are they?"

"We travel on different roads, and I don't want to climb the wall dividing us."

"What a poetic metaphor!"

"I'll leave poetry to you, I stopped writing it during the last school year."

"I stopped too after I left the Royal College..."

"You were the Poet, I was the Writer. Don't shuffle the cards now."

"All right, sorry! Let's go kiss the girls good-night."

"Can I come back downstairs to write afterward?"

"Sure."

Cristabella took Brenda's arm and they went up the stairs two by two like the teenagers they had been when they had first met at the Royal College so many years before.
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I'm a world creator, thus I live outside of mine. I'm not a Goddess, I'm a writer. Well, officially I'm something else, but that's who I really want to be. It's the reason why I often travel with my thoughts, don't attach myself to anyone, love to be alone. In fact, I am never alone, I have my creatures keeping me company.

Brenda put down the quill and read the words she'd just written down in the brand new notebook. No, that wouldn't be the Masterpiece, just another Notebook Friend, her favorite confidante since her teens when she had discovered that passion. She had by now reached number five, collecting rants and thoughts for over ten years.

She touched the duck-feather of her pen and the ink-pot - it gave her a good feeling, along with the rough paper neatly sewn together to form the notebook. Writing, anything, had become a necessity. She picked up the quill again and continued.

I came back to Konigtown, where I was born. After ten years on the road with an ambulant theatrical company, I'm afraid it will feel too small. But I'm tired of traveling, even if it opened my mind. People think I'm crazy because I'm not rich enough to be called eccentric. Maybe it's the filter of my boundless fantasy, but I see the world in a different way.

People who don't know me say that I look crazy; acquaintances say that I am; the few friends who really know me, say I'm not crazy, but sometimes I behave as if I were. For my family I'm a failure, a mistake in filial management. I left without going to university, without a husband, and furthermore to do the pernicious work of being an actress. What do they know of what I really wanted from life! Certainly not ending up like Cristabella, married and a mother like so many others...

She canceled the last sentence with two straight lines. That was unfair to her best friend, the one she had known the longest and who had taken her in without judging her choices. She shouldn't judge Cristabella either. Her friend had no choice: she didn't have her brilliant mind. Cristabella had studied little and badly, therefore she could only follow traditions and become a wife and a mother.

What was she talking about? She mused, irritated with herself. She had just felt that "good envy" for her friend, who wasn't stupid and had been luckier than her, having found her Prince Charming. Besides, what did she actually remember of her teenage dreams? She had wanted to get married too, at some point.

In fact, I don't even know what I wanted anymore. I followed instinct, as usual, and back then it felt like the right choice. I don't know if I'd be a better or worse person if I had stayed and had followed the way they had traced for me. I'd be different, that's for sure. But maybe if I could go back, I'd make the same choices.

For a couple of years, I even tried to fit in: waste of energy, now I don't care anymore what people think, and I feel much better. Maybe I don't know what I want, but I know what I don't want: wandering without a real goal, spending my life with people who act a part even off-stage, being forced to associate with people I have nothing in common with.

I want to find a place where I can feel at home, where I can accept other people's differences because they accept mine. I want to find the perfect team, although I'm afraid it exists only in my dreams.

She sighed, and the candle light shivered. She was tired now. She closed the Notebook Friend and put it back in her bag with pen and ink-pot.

She took the candle and tiptoed upstairs, going to bed without waking Cristabella's daughters. She blew out the frail light that went off in a puff of smoke.

Outside thunder exploded again, and hail drummed on the roof tiles. Water rushed down the gutter with the sound of a small waterfall, but the house was still warm and dry. Brenda closed her eyes and drifted to sleep.
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Kevan entered the stables ignoring the smell. He had spent so many years there as a stable-boy, he was well used to the stench.

He went to Lord Bors's stallion, Borsario, and patted its neck, lost in thought. A fine horse, now without an owner. Maybe he could have it now. The implications of that ownership were scary, though.

The news had spread through Castle de Sire as fast as humanly possible, from the sentinel on the highest tower to the servant boy in the cellar: the Duke's heir had died of a hunting accident after three bed-ridden days. The Duke himself had arrived at the castle three days ago, and was grieving the death of Lord Bors in his apartments.

Kevan felt sorry for Lord Bors. He was younger than himself, and a real gentleman. They had never talked much, but Lord Bors had never been hostile towards his half-brother.

Arranged marriages between nobles meant most of them had illegitimate children. Some denied it, others legitimated their bastards. Kevan had been in both situations. 

As a child he had been "the bastard" along with his sister Riona. Born in the nearby town of Lauranta and raised as a stable-boy, he had lived in a small house in the village outside the castle walls with his mother and sister. He had never minded the servant's life, except when his haughty half-sister Lady Catherine came to the castle and took pleasure in humiliating him. Luckily she had never come very often.

He had married his childhood friend Jasmine at nineteen, and moved with her to another, smaller house in the village, but no living children had graced their loving marriage yet - a couple of miscarriages and two girls who hadn't survived their first year, but they kept on trying. 

Then one year earlier, the Duchess had died and the Duke had come to Castle de Sire to marry Kevan's mother, just in time before she passed away as well. At least she had died a married woman, Kevan and Riona had been legitimated and moved to live inside the castle.

Kevan was now twenty-six, and even if he lived in an apartment in the eastern tower, he still took care of the Duke's horses. Lord Bors had been in charge of the stud farm, and Kevan had become First Stableman the previous year.

The Duke had made clear that his legitimated children would not inherit his possessions, but now Lord Bors was no more. Kevan sighed. Things would change again. He wasn't sure he'd like the changes. He wasn't too happy to be called "Lord Kevan" by former childhood friends. Some of them filled the words with irony or distrust, as if he was different now that the Duke had admitted the paternity.

"Lord Kevan, the Duke wants to see you," the captain of the guard called from the stable door.

Kevan snapped out of his reverie, patted the stallion's neck and left the stables. He crossed the courtyard thinking the captain of the guard was one of those who treated him with contempt, even if he had proved to be a good student when he had started practicing weapons  with him a year earlier. The Duke had decided he should have a nobleman's education after all, and the captain had had to teach him swordsmanship, a task he had undertaken quite grumpily.

Kevan entered the castle and went up the stairs two by two, then stopped in front of the Duke's door to catch his breath. Here we are again, he thought. The previous year he had come to that same door with Riona and had found his mother inside with the Duke. Now he was alone - his mother was gone and the Duke obviously didn't care about Riona at this point.

Kevan took in a deep breath and knocked.

"Come in," the Duke said.

Kevan pushed the heavy wooden door and entered. The room hadn't changed in one year. Of course it was locked when the Duke didn't grace the castle with his presence.

It was a small room with a fireplace opposite the window and bookshelves on the wall opposite the door. There was a smell of paper, ink and sealing wax, and dust on the bookshelves. The fireplace was clean, as it was still warm, and in a flash of memories Kevan saw his smiling mother sitting there with a tired smile.

The Duke sat at his desk covered with parchments and a couple of printed books. Ryons de Sire was dressed with his usual simple elegance, his graying hair neatly combed, his face clean-shaven. But he had bags under his eyes, and his thin lips were unusually tight.

Kevan bowed and waited, standing respectfully in front of the lord of the castle, whose eyes came suddenly alive at the sight of him.

"Ah, Kevan," the Duke nodded, but didn't smile like he had done last year. "Sit down." He glanced at the door to make sure it was closed, and pointed to a stool in front of the desk.

Kevan obeyed while the Duke put his seal on a letter. Kevan could read, but not upside down. He started to worry again, wondering about the document. The Duke was changing the rules again. First the legitimization of his bastards, now what? Kevan refused to consider the options. He didn't want any of them.

The Duke picked up the parchment and showed it to him. "Do you know what this is?"

"Do you want me to read it for you?"

"No." The Duke folded the parchment. "It's a letter for the king where I notify him you're the sole heir of the de Sire name and lands."

Kevan sighed. "Does this mean I have to follow you everywhere from now on?" he asked.

The Duke nodded. "I know I said you could stay here and move into the castle, but I'm afraid you'll have to come back to Lauranta," he said. "Although you won't have much free time to reconnect with your aunt Rose's family, I'm afraid."

"Did she see my mother?" Kevan asked.

"Yes, of course, she was summoned to the palace when your mother requested it. I was hoping to save her failing health when I took her to Lauranta..."

"Alas, to no avail," Kevan grunted. He had been legitimated, but his mother had been taken away from him, and died in a town he had long forgotten. He was barely five when his mother had taken him and Riona to Castle de Sire where she was born.

"I should have moved her earlier, but the Duchess didn't want her around," the Duke said somberly. "You can visit her tomb now."

"I don't need to visit her tomb, she's still with me," Kevan said proudly. 

Lord Ryons smiled briefly. "You have her pride, Kevan," he said. "But it's high time you meet your peers and move away from this country castle."

"I didn't think it would ever be necessary. Lord Bors was younger than me..."

"We all had high hopes on Bors. He was about to marry a princess."

"I'm sorry I can't step in on that."

"If your wife doesn't give you children, you'll have to discard her, Kevan. I need you to give me another male heir."

"I don't want an arranged marriage, nor to move to town. I am already married and wish to stay here."

"I thought Bors would continue the family, but as this is not going to happen anymore, you'll have to step in. You can read and write like everybody else, Captain Devon tells me you've become a proficient swordsman, you only need someone to instruct you on court etiquette. Our old King Jonik has made a lot of new rules and even in our house it has become tricky to live up to our name. You will be in charge of the stud farm like Bors was, spend the winter here, but the rest of the year you'll be with me."

"But..."

"You have all winter to prepare. Spring coming, I want you at the Lauranta palace, and during the summer we'll go to Konigtown, where I'll introduce you to the king."

"I don't..."

"Tomorrow you'll start your lessons with Count le Renowne, he'll tell you everything there is to know about etiquette."

"What about my wife?"

"I think Catherine will be a perfect teacher for her. It will keep my daughter away from town parties while she mourns for her brother. Next year she'll marry Gareth de Fors as arranged."

"I see you have all our lives planned," Kevan said sourly.

"Yes, and as I said, if your wife doesn't give you a child by the summer, you'll have to discard her."

Kevan stiffened. But it was not the right time to object. The Duke hadn't allowed him one word of objection during his tirade, and whatever he, Kevan, wanted, didn't matter anyway. He gulped down the sudden anger and took in a deep breath before speaking again with the calmest tone he could muster.

"May I refuse the generous offer, my lord?" he asked, ready to spring out of the room.

"No," the Duke said. "And it's high time you start calling me 'father'."

"Aren't there any other... bastards around?"

"No, Kevan. Just you and your sister. Your mother was my one and only love."

"But you didn't marry her until your wife died."

"She wasn't noble. I had an arranged marriage. Besides, if my father were still alive when my wife died, he wouldn't have allowed me to marry your mother."

"The king allowed you to have her as morganatic wife. I wasn't supposed to inherit anything."

"Things changed with Bors's death, Kevan. We have no choice now. Your mother had an innate class in spite of being a peasant, and so have you. You will do well at the court once you know the proper etiquette. Enjoy your new status. I'll see you at dinner."

The Duke started clearing the desk without giving him a second glance. Kevan slowly rose, rigidly bowed and left, still dazed by the interview. 
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Jasmine was with her sister-in-law and the other ladies-in-waiting when Kevan entered the great hall. He bowed to the old Countess who needed attending and signaled to his wife that he needed her.

"Hello, dear, what brings you here?" Jasmine asked while Riona smiled at her brother.

"We need to talk," he said in a low voice, knowing the Countess was half-deaf, but the others weren't.

"My lady, if you'll excuse me..." Jasmine curtsied to the old lady who shooed her away with a smile.

Jasmine followed Kevan to their apartment.

"What's happening?" she asked, worried by the frown on her husband's usually smiling face.

"The Duke named me his heir," he said gloomily. "We have the winter to learn court etiquette, then we'll meet the noblemen of Lauranta in spring, and the king himself next summer."

"You're the heir? Doesn't he have any other bastard to legitimate?"

"No." He smiled against his will at the second thought: "You'll have to learn good manners from Lady Catherine."

"Good god!" she laughed. "Should I become like her?" She swayed her hips through the room, batting her eyelashes mischievously. 

"Please, don't!" he chuckled. "Let's have a bath together. Tonight we better start wearing our full noble attire."

"Don't worry, my gorgeous husband, you'll look great near the courtiers," she said, putting her arms around his neck and pulling him closer.

He smiled and held her tighter. She pulled back to look him in the eyes with a roguish look.

"I thought I'd tell you tonight, but I have news for you as well," she said. "I saw Ewa today, and she confirmed it."

"You're pregnant?" He couldn't believe his ears. She smiled, beaming, and he hugged her again.

"You're choking me!" she giggled.

"Oh, Jasmine, that's definitely great news!"

"Especially with our improved social status..."

"Well, the worst news about it was that I should discard you if you don't give me a child," he said, embarrassed. "But I don't want to discard you for any damn reason, my love!"

"Well, you won't have to. We'll give the Duke another heir. He will not get rid of me!"

"You can't imagine how relieved I am. Being forced into an arranged marriage is my worst nightmare!"

"We better find a suitable husband for Riona before the Duke decides to take care of it, then..."

"Later. Why don't we call the servants and have that bath?"

"Does my lord remember when we lived by the stables and didn't have any servants?" she teased.

"I do, my lady, but you better get used to the new court etiquette as well..."
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Ryons de Sire felt old and tired. He had buried his son, and already longed to join a few other people in the afterworld as well. His life had never been easy in spite of his title. His father was stern and filled his mouth with the family name and honor. His one and only love had been denied to him, and he had been forced to negate her existence for so many years, he had sometimes dreamed eloping with her and her children to a place where nobody knew them, and they could be happy.

Duty had always stopped him. Duty and the love for his country and the family possessions. He had fought the king's wars and was now enjoying his peace. His father had ordered him to marry a noble maiden who had proven to be a viper and had left him with two surviving children. Well, one now.

Ryons looked out of his window and saw Riona in the courtyard - she was the portrait of her mother, except for the blue eyes neither she nor Kevan had inherited. He could still remember being nineteen and meeting insolent, adorable Nora who had stolen his heart. His secret mistress for six years, until she had decided to leave Lauranta and move back to Castle de Sire to raise her two children. His two children.

Nora had left quietly when Bors was born. She knew the Duchess hated her, and now that he had an heir, he'd probably forget her. He never did, and even tried to bring her back to Lauranta, but she was too proud to accept. She had always been stronger and more stubborn than he ever was.

Thus he hadn't seen her, nor Kevan and Riona, for almost twenty years. Even going to Castle de Sire hurt. Then his father had died, his wife had died, and suddenly he was free. He had rushed back to the castle, found Nora and married her only to lose her after a few months.

And Kevan and Riona were strangers to him.

Bors had been a good son, he had none of his mother's haughtiness. But now he was gone, and Ryons didn't know where to start to reconnect with his other, more loved son. Maybe he should try with Riona, but her resemblance with Nora left him speechless.

His younger brother Seth was dead too. He had distinguished himself in the last campaign the king had launched, but had been wounded during a battle and never recovered. Even if they had hated each other in their youth, the de Sire brothers had departed in the best of terms. Seth didn't have any male son, though, thus the name was now on Kevan's shoulders.

Ryons de Sire was very fond of Kevan and looked forward to showing him off at Lauranta and at the court. He glanced one last time at Riona and decided he better leave her behind, not because he didn't love her, but because she reminded him of his lost love in a way that still hurt too much.
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"You look better than Lord Bors ever did," Jasmine whispered, squeezing her husband's hand as they entered the castle great hall.

"And you are definitely better than Lady Catherine ever will be," he replied, now much calmer and relaxed than after the interview.

Many of the guests were already seated. Lady Catherine sat straight at her father's left, very elegant in red velvet, while the seat at the right of the Duke was still empty, waiting for Kevan. It had been Bors's seat and now awaited the new heir.

"My lord," the chamberlain led Kevan and Jasmine to the free seats near the Duke who looked at them approvingly. Lady Catherine upturned her nose and averted her eyes.

"My lords." The Duke rose. "I want you all to meet my heir, Kevan de Sire, and his sweet wife."

Kevan and Jasmine nodded a greeting and sat. They knew the names or faces of most of the guests who showed their indifference to the quick social climb of the former bastard and the washerwoman he had married.

Servants brought food while guests had subdued conversations. Kevan and Jasmine were attending their first formal banquet and weren't really used to it. The perfumes of the few ladies present were soon covered by the smell of roasted meat and freshly baked cakes. 

Twice Kevan stopped his wife who was about to get up and clean the table, pointing discreetly at Lady Catherine who sat silently with her usual haughty looks.

"She's your half-sister," Jasmine whispered. "But she's so different from Riona!"

"What about me?" he smiled. "Do I look like the Duke?"

"More than you think," she said, serious. "I don't think anybody can deny the paternity."

He was stunned for a moment, but didn't mind the compliment. Thinking about it, he had noticed some physical resemblance himself. The eyes, the thin lips. The hair as black as Lady Catherine's. And Bors's passion for horses, probably inherited from his paternal grand-father.

The dinner slipped by without incidents. The guests mostly ignored the new heir, and the Duke remained silent, eating sparsely, lost in thoughts.

"They probably think the pain for the loss of his heir drove the Duke crazy," Jasmine said while they went back to their apartment.

"They haven't seen how determined he was in his choice," Kevan scoffed. "And how he has planned my future already."

"Do you think Lady Catherine knows she has to teach me etiquette?" she said, stopping at their door.

"I think she believes her father has gone crazy, just like everybody else," he said, pulling her closer to kiss her.

They opened the door and were about to close it on their intimacy, when they heard screams coming from Lady Catherine's room.

"And I should teach that... that..."

The Duke's voice was too low to understand the words, but had enough authority to block the hysterical outburst.

"Now she knows," Kevan smiled, closing the door.

"God help me," Jasmine giggled, hugging him.

"Imagine if he tells her she has to teach Riona as well..."

"I don't think the Duke has found someone to give her to, or he would have invited her to tonight's banquet."

"Right, Riona is lucky." Kevan sighed and pulled away from his wife to undress.

"We better tell her to get married before the Duke decides to plan her life as well," Jasmine said, putting on her nightgown.

"By the way, I'll have to tell him I cannot discard you before he leaves..." he smiled fondly at her while they both got in bed.

"Sure. Tomorrow. Good night, beloved," she smiled, curling up against him.

Kevan closed his eyes thinking maybe they would be all right after all.
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Valfred held as tight as possible to the horse's mane while it galloped away from the town of Larella and the seashore. The wound in his side hurt, but not as much as his broken heart.

The smell of the seaside town faded away, replaced by the musky scent of a tall forest. Trees loomed over him like he had never seen in his life, but he was too shocked to notice the details of the green tunnel he had entered at blurring speed.

He could still see Axel's incredulous face, the sudden streamlet of blood over his full lower lip, the color draining from his cheeks like a goblet emptied of wine. Axel was dead, and Valfred didn't feel much better.

Tresses Marglitur (or Manycolored Mane, as it could be called in the local language), the faithful horse with highlights in his brown mane and the hide the color of yellow sand, kept running until they were well away from the town that had proved to be so dangerous. It stopped in a clearing with high, juicy grass, and Valfred slid to the ground, exhausted. He could hear the gurgling of a brook nearby, but was too tired to actually go there and tend his wound.

The green grass seemed to close in on him. The rustle of leaves rocked him into oblivion. He dreamed of the ship that had taken him away from the Lands of the Clans along with Axel. He saw the town with tall houses, pointed roofs and wooden trusses on the painted facades. He saw Axel smiling, scared, loving, dead. And a stranger putting a fresh hand on his forehead burning with fever.

He knew he was dying, and didn't care. Living without Axel made no sense. He had hoped the new country with its other language and customs would be different. But obviously there was no room for his love anywhere.

He woke up in an unknown room, bigger than what he was used to, and with a bed where he could actually lie down. The fireplace was clean, it wasn't too cold. Outside the fairly big window the sun was shining, and his woolen tunic and breeches were neatly folded on a stool near the comfortable bed.

He pulled himself up too fast, and his head spun. Where was he? Still in the new land, from the size of the room, window and bed. But how did he get inside a building, and where was that building? Was he back in Larella? The room didn't look like a prison, though, therefore he had put some miles between himself and Axel's killers.

He heard footsteps approaching and voices speaking the local language he had learned from the few traders who reached Westville in the Lands of the Clans. So, he was still in their home-country, what was it called again?

The door opened and in came a clean-shaven man with gray hair, dressed like those merchants and the inhabitants of Larella. The man smiled reassuringly and touched his forehead to check if he still had a fever.

"I am well, riddari," he said. "Do you have matur to give me?" 

The man stared at him, amused. "You mean 'food'?"

"Yes, I have hunger."

"I bet you're hungry. And you have been wounded."

"Just a little." He took a look at his bandaged side, but didn't feel any pain. The bandages were dirty with blood, but the wound didn't hurt. "Who put medicine on me?"

"I did." The man switched to Valfred's mother tongue with no effort and sat on the bed near him. "Welcome to Gyllymer Kingdom. Your lunch is on its way."

"You speak my language!" Valfred felt relieved. The couple of days in Larella had been very frustrating for both him and Axel, they didn't seem to be able to communicate, despite their best efforts. "Have you seen my horse?"

"He's in the stables. We're in an inn on the road to Gyllymer's capital, Konigtown."

A knock on the door introduced a servant with a tray of food still warm and steamy. The smell made Valfred's mouth water. He sat up in the bed, wincing when his wound reminded him of its existence and then licking his lips in anticipation. The tray had short legs, so the servant put it on the bed over Valfred's legs and left, leaving him alone with his mysterious benefactor.

"My name is Knowles the Wise," the man said.

"I'm Valfred Padernson," he replied, wolfing down a flat bread. He realized he was starving and the food in front of him smelled delicious.

"I know. You're the heir of the Lavafield Clan," the man smiled. 

"How do you know?" he asked, wary. Not many foreigners knew all the Clans.

"I visited the Lands of the Clans quite often. I'm an historian and travel the world, recording news, legends, stories and whatnot." The man touched his head with his index finger. "In here are recorded centuries of history of the world," he said.

"Oh." Valfred was both surprised and amazed. "So you speak many languages as well."

"Indeed," Knowles nodded with a smile.

"Still, I don't remember ever seeing you in our tents," Valfred was suspicious again.

"Obviously I'm not your type."

Valfred stopped eating and stared at the man.

"Of course, I'm not young and handsome like Axel," the other continued, amused.

Valfred dropped the food and lay back, his stomach suddenly closed by pain and remorse.

"Were you in Larella during the brawl?" he grunted.

Knowles chuckled and didn't answer. "Sad thing that two princes of the proud Clans run away from their lands to love each other, and one of them is killed in a tavern brawl as soon as they reach the first foreign town."

"How do you know all these things?"

Knowles shrugged. "Do you really care? You can be what you want here, nobody will know who you really are or force you to marry and have children. You're free to be what you want to be."

"I guess I could say I'm a northern warrior looking for a job," Valfred grumbled, picking up the final piece of flat bread, and munching while he thought.

"And you better learn the language a little better before putting yourself in some other misunderstanding like in Larella," Knowles suggested.

"What happened exactly in Larella?" Valfred wondered.

"You insulted that fisherman."

"I only asked for directions!"

"You used the wrong words."

Valfred was shocked. So Axel had been killed because he had used the wrong words.

"I guess there's no point in going back to Larella," he said, lowering his eyes on the now half-empty tray.

"Move on," Knowles nodded. "I can help you. I'll teach you the language and find you a job."

"I can't pay you."

"You can, telling me your story."

"You already know it."

"You'll have to practice saying it anyway, you might as well start with me."

Valfred stared at the man. He was still handsome in spite of his age. The eyes were as green as grass and as clear as water. Knowles the Wise, the name rang a bell. He didn't have much choice anyway.

"All right," he surrendered, feeling his stomach open again as he relaxed. He decided to finish all the food on the tray under Knowles green stare.
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Valfred stared enchanted at Axel's body, the boyish face, the velvety eyes, the black hair spread on the pillow, the full lips half open in panting, and reached out to pull closer the gorgeous young man who had won his heart.

He dived into nothing as moans of pleasure turned into groans of pain, and Axel was submerged by a wave of blood. Valfred woke up with a start, breathless, his heart drumming in his chest.

It was night, and he was lying in a bed in one of those southern inns, with Knowles the Wise, far away from the Lands of the Clans. And Axel was dead. It took him some time to regain control of his emotions, his eyes wandering through the unknown darkness of the room.

"Would you like some chamomile?"

Valfred was startled by the voice. He hadn't noticed his companion was awake. A candle lit the room and Knowles offered Valfred a steaming mug.

"You had a nightmare, and have some fever left," Knowles continued. "Drink this, it will make you feel better."

Valfred hesitated, then took the mug, smelled the chamomile and other soothing herbs, then slowly sipped the herbal tea. He had run away without even trying to avenge Axel. He was a coward, unworthy of his father's blood or to love again. Maybe in that foreign country he could hide his shame.

"Go back to sleep," Knowles said, taking the empty mug away from his shaky hands as his eyelids became heavier. Valfred lay back on the pillow and sank into a dreamless sleep.
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"I think I will love the southern inns and their food," Valfred said, patting his full belly. "The wines are just great!"

"Don't you feel a little dizzy?" Knowles asked, amused. They both sat in the common room of the inn, surrounded by conversations that had kept Valfred's ears busy throughout their meal as he tried to understand what was said in the local language.

"No, but the walls seem to be less solid... and I can see you have an identical twin!"

"Let's go." Knowles dragged him to his feet and took him upstairs. "It seems to me the wine loosened your tongue."

"True, I'm ready! I shall tell you my sad story..."

"Yes, in our room." Knowles moved quickly along the corridor, holding Valfred's weight as the young warrior was definitely drunk.

"Good evening, sir," Valfred said in Gyllymer's idiom, talking to a column. A guest coming out of his room looked at him and shook his head, glancing at Knowles who shrugged.

Their room was at the end of the corridor and Knowles pushed inside Valfred who slumped himself on the bed, sighing with bliss.

"Axel, my love, we're alone at last!" he muttered.

"Axel is dead," Knowles said lighting the fire and putting a small copper pot full of water over it.

"Don't ruin my party," Valfred hugged the pillow and kissed it as if it were a lover.

"Valfred, your story."

"Tomorrow, now leave me alone."

Knowles shrugged again while Valfred succumbed to wine and food, diving into sleep.
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He woke up with a migraine. Knowles was ready to give him a very sour herbal tea which in spite of the awful taste cured him of the hangover.

"What a dreadful drink," Valfred grunted, washing his face in the basin.

"You better learn moderation," Knowles smiled.

"What's on for today?" Valfred stretched his limbs.

"I listen to your story." Knowles sat by the fire, waiting. Valfred groaned.

"You're relentless!" he complained.

"You can shave first, if you wish," was the amused reply.

Valfred touched his cheeks and chin covered with bristles and thought back about Axel's boyish face. His heart ached at the memory.

"Later," he said with a lump in his throat. "I noticed him when I went back to my Clan at the end of my training. He had just arrived, he looked scared because he was away from his family for the first time. He wasn't very strong, and feared he wouldn't survive the training. I started giving him lessons in my free time to help him put some muscles on, but our hand-to-hand combat exercises became more exciting with each passing day... and afterwards we relaxed in the hot springs before dinner, and I wanted him more and more. And he looked at me so adoringly..."

He could still see those adoring eyes - and Axel's death.

"Maybe you should have stayed in the Lands of the Clans," Knowles said.

"How could we? We were both princes. We were supposed to have children. But after we kissed and touched each other, and discovered how good it felt, neither of us wanted that life anymore!"

"So you broke centenary traditions and took the first ship out of Westville."

"Yes. We thought we could leave our duties behind."

"Which you did. But a linguistic misunderstanding put you in even bigger trouble when you got to Larella."

"I know." Valfred was desperate. "I wasn't even able to protect him, or die with him! What kind of love was mine? I ran away and didn't even try to avenge him... I didn't deserve him, and will never fall in love again!"

"Will you go back to your father and accept your duties?" Knowles sounded skeptical.

"No, but I won't fall in love again."

"Until the next Axel."

"Shut up!" Valfred jumped up, upset. "There won't be any more Axels!"

"Sure. Now shave and tell me the story again using Gyllymer language."

Valfred glared at him, but obeyed. As soon as he was ready, he sat on a stool and tried to tell the story in the other idiom. Making mistakes, stammering, feeling frustrated or exalted, depending on the word or sentence coming out wrong or right.

"I'll teach you some rules that will help you to remember and learn faster," Knowles promised. "Languages can't be learned by only repeating from memory."

"How will I repay you for these lessons?" Valfred inquired.

"I don't do things for the money, unlike most people. I want culture to spread everywhere. If the pupil can pay me, fine, if not, others will pay for
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