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BEAUTIFUL

1. Beautiful Sleeper
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Kerrien prided himself on never getting lost, not even in the deepest, darkest forest. That skill came in handy when tracking someone. It gave him an edge over whomever he was looking for. But he sometimes was taken by surprise by what he found.

He'd been following the tracks of bandits that plagued the few roads of the kingdom when he noticed a wall through the undergrowth. He thought it might be part of a small, abandoned house, but when he got closer, he realized it was so big that it completely blocked his vision of what lay beyond.

The tracks led him to a large building with a gaping door – some kind of castle or fortress completely covered by vegetation. So well-hidden that it was actually hard to figure out the shape of the castle. Old mulberry trees surrounded it like a wall, their leaves almost covering the sky. 

Kerrien felt he'd just entered a secret garden of giant proportions, with trees instead of flowers and a castle instead of a pavilion at its center. What must have been a clearing around the stone walls had become a narrow passage as the forest engulfed the building.

He followed the impenetrable stone walls and reached a gate-less entrance. He stared at the remnants of a wooden portcullis that seemed to have spread new leaves thanks to the ivy that had grown on it, and then stepped into the cave-like entrance to peek at the inside.

Birch trees had grown in the inner courtyard and ivy climbed the walls. The windows had pointed arches that sometimes showed the wooden ceilings, sometimes just darkness where the wooden parts had collapsed and only the stone walls remained.

What had been two-story buildings were now half crumbled. Most roofs were gone, and the wooden stables had turned into a gathering of bushes, with one proud maple tree sprouting out of a roofless stall.

The treasure hunter in him perked up at the thought of hidden riches that might lie among the ruins. The abandoned buildings smelled of elm, aspen and birch, wild flowers – and decay. 

This must have been some kind of residential palace, or the castle of some ancient king, Kerrien thought. The three round towers he could glimpse seemed in decent shape, so they could be a very good hiding place for outlaws.

He didn't venture inside, barely glancing at the courtyard, unwilling to show himself. He was uneasy for some reason he couldn't place yet. The bandits' tracks seemed to lead to one of the round towers. He could see the remnants of a fireplace and a makeshift tent next to the open tower door. Maybe not even they had dared to sleep inside.

Kerrien left the ruined buildings and headed back to town to call the militia. He retraced his steps through the trees, pondering his discovery. 

He wondered who had lived there and when. He had never heard anything about an abandoned castle in the forest at the edge of Gruffsnake Shire. He'd been wandering through the northern kingdoms and city-states for almost fifteen years now, and thought he'd seen it all, heard it all, tried it all.

Being a mercenary and bounty hunter, he'd seen his fair share of destruction and deserted cities or castles for one reason or another. But that fortress in the forest... it was strange. If he were a superstitious commoner, he'd stay away from it. He'd felt something in that entrance, a shiver down his back that had made him back out.

He was glad he needed reinforcements to stop the gang of four who had found such a perfect refuge. The bandits obviously weren't scared by whatever he'd felt looming there – or maybe they'd gone there precisely because nobody would bother them if they hid in a haunted castle.

He reached the town of Backeran at sunset, just before they closed the gates. The walls were made of wood and had several large gates that were kept closed at night. The city had been built around a central bridge on a river that provided water to most houses. It was famous for its scholars, the quality of its alcohol and gambling.

Kerrien wasn't one to gamble his hard-earned coins, so he went straight to the nearest tavern, half a dozen blocks from the main entrance. The streets were full of stray cats and the buildings all had small and neat backyards. The people were friendly and Kerrien hoped to find a scholar willing to tell him some history in the tavern's main room.

The Secret Wench Inn was medium-sized, decently clean, with cheap drinks and average food. Kerrien had been staying there for two nights before finding the tracks of the bandits. He knew half the rooms were vacant, and quickly glanced around the main room, in case he spotted the old scholar that had entertained him at dinner the night before.

The room was crowded, loud and rowdy. Half the patrons were already drunk and most were armed, much like himself. Kerrien couldn't see the white mane of the scholar, so he shrugged, found a free table and asked the female innkeeper for his evening meal. He'd better go to bed early, so he could be ready for the morning expedition.
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Catching the bandits was a piece of cake with the town militia. The captain grumpily gave Kerrien his coins in the courtyard while the guards dragged away the glaring prisoners. He saluted the bounty hunter and followed his men without turning back, as if he were in a hurry to leave the haunted grounds. He hadn't looked happy to find the ruins, but hadn't said a word about them.

Kerrien scoffed and shrugged. He was used to those kinds of blunt, slightly arrogant officials. He knew they showed contempt for him to hide the fact that they were envious. He did the things they couldn't do. Like following bandits to an abandoned castle in the forest.

He counted the coins and put them in his purse, satisfied. Standing in the middle of the ruined courtyard under a clear blue sky, he finally decided to take a good look at his surroundings.

One of the towers caught his eye. It looked brand new and was attached to the tallest building leaning against the stone walls on its right side. No ivy grew on it, and the door at its base was closed.

Even the windows on that side of the building attached to the tower seemed to still have panes as if that part of the castle was untouched by time, especially the highest floor right under the roof and the battlements. Strange that the bandits didn't use that tower instead of the more ruined one. Maybe they couldn't open the door?

Curiosity won, and he headed that way. The whole castle had been built with the local yellow sandstone, and under the sun the tower and the right side building looked almost golden. Kerrien tried the handle and the door squeaked open.

A whiff of stale air and mold reached his nostrils. The inside was dark but he saw the start of a stone spiral staircase. Nothing seemed to block the entrance. It might be spooky at night, but during the day it didn't look too bad.

Kerrien entered and slowly started climbing the stairs, keeping one hand on the wall. The stones were cold and smooth, and the light was very dim. Wherever the windows were, they were in the rooms, not on the stairs.

He found a door on what must be the first floor and fumbled for the doorknob. The room beyond had two windows opening onto the forest that let in greenish light. It was empty of furniture and covered in dust and cobwebs.

Kerrien left the door open to give some light and kept climbing. The spiral staircase continued for another two floors that had identically abandoned rooms. Just below the roof and the top merlons, there was one last room.

It smelled funny. And it wasn't empty.

There was a canopied bed by the wall opposite the door and four windows – two on each side. The ones that probably opened onto the inner courtyard were in the shade, but the other two let in sun rays that played with dust. That part of the castle must be taller than the trees.

Surprised, Kerrien stepped into the room, raising a cloud of dust from the floor. Looking back he could clearly see his boot tracks crossing the room to the bed. He doubted anyone had stepped in there for years – and probably nobody else would.

He reached the bed and pulled open the curtain, covering his mouth and nose from the dust cloud. He even closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, he gasped at the sight of what lay beyond.

A young man, seemingly asleep. His chest moved rhythmically, but the rest of his body was still.

Kerrien shook the young man's foot, but got no reaction. He moved around the bed to get closer to the handsome, clean-shaven face.

The sleeper was one of the most beautiful young men he'd ever seen in his life. Brown locks surrounded his chiseled face and his body seemed toned enough to hold a sword with great ease. The clothes were a little out of fashion, but of good fabric. Maybe he was a nobleman, or even a prince.

Kerrien leaned to look closer. No medallions, rings or other jewelry that could help him determine who the young man was. He tried to shake the sleeper awake, to no avail.

Must be some kind of spell. It preserved this tower, this room, and him. I wonder who knows his story and what one is supposed to do to wake him up.

He touched the young man's cheek. It was warm. Definitely not dead. Boy, you're gorgeous! What did you do to be put to sleep?

His fingers touched the young man's lips. He's breathing all right...

He pulled away, sighing in indecision. He was a warrior, not a magic user. He didn't know how to undo spells. Besides, he didn't know who the young man was. What if, in spite of his celestial looks, the sleeper was a cruel overlord? Kerrien must find out who the young man could be before he tried to undo the spell.

Except he couldn't keep his eyes off the handsome face.

A kiss won't kill him, he decided.

He sat on the edge of the bed and slightly turned the young man's head so he could taste the warm lips. His tongue slipped in and found the teeth. You taste good, Sleeping Beau.

Kerrien rose again with a sigh. What a waste.

He turned and reluctantly headed back for the room's door.

The sound of a heavy exhalation startled him, and he swiftly turned around.

The young man's eyelids slowly lifted open.

Kerrien rushed back and met emerald-green eyes that widened in surprise at the sight of him.

"Who... who are you?" the young man asked, slowly moving and taking control of his body.

"I'm Kerrien," he answered, still puzzled. Was a kiss really enough to break a spell?

The young man sat and stretched his arms, yawning.

"Where is everybody?" he asked, still sleepy.

"There is nobody around," Kerrien answered. "The castle is abandoned."

"What?" The green eyes stared at him, shocked.

Kerrien motioned towards the windows opening onto the courtyard. The young man slowly got up, stared puzzled at Kerrien's boot tracks on the floor and headed for the windows, turning back to look at his own tracks in the dust.

"Do you have a name?" Kerrien asked, crossing his arms over his chest as the young man put his forehead on the window pane and gasped in surprise.

"Rithvik," came the absentminded reply. "What happened out there?"

"I guess everybody left," Kerrien answered. "You might have slept for longer than you think."

"I... slept..." Rithvik mused, then turned to look at him. "And what are you doing here?"

"Looting, what else?" He chuckled. "Actually, I'm a bounty hunter. Four bandits had found refuge in that tower over there. The loot was taken by the town militia, and I was paid for finding them."

"What town?" Rithvik asked, puzzled.

"Backeran."

"There's no such town!"

"Come on, Rithvik..."

"Prince Rithvik!" The young man straightened and glared at him.

"Prince of what? Dust and spiders?" Kerrien teased.

"My kingdom is wealthy and mighty! We even managed to stay independent from the Moren Empire!"

Kerrien did a quick calculation.

"I'm sorry to inform you that the last Moren emperor died more than a century ago." He was starting to enjoy the conversation. The young man was gorgeous but a little too full of himself. "Like I said, this place is abandoned. Come downstairs and see for yourself."

And he headed for the door and the spiral staircase. He didn't need to turn around – he heard Rithvik following him.

"These stairs are dark!" Rithvik complained. "Where are the torches and the lamps?"

"Long gone, I'm afraid," Kerrien replied with a shrug, still following the wall with one hand.

They were almost down when Rithvik tripped, but by now he was so close to Kerrien that when he heard the prince yelp, Kerrien was ready to block his fall.

"Careful where you put your feet, your highness," he said.

"You could have brought a torch," Rithvik replied with a whining tone.

"I wasn't planning on exploring this place, but this tower is so well-preserved that I had to look inside."

Finally they emerged in the courtyard and Rithvik gaped as he looked around.

"No more castle..." he whispered. Then he brightened. "No more kingdom!"

He grinned at Kerrien. "Thank you!" He threw his arms around Kerrien's neck and stamped a quick kiss on the mercenary's lips.

Startled, Kerrien pushed him away.

"Are you out of your mind?" he protested.

Rithvik kept his arms behind his back and kept grinning from ear to ear.

"My wish came true. I woke up and I don't need to be king anymore! So you can call me Rithvik now. What did you say your name is?"

"Kerrien," he answered still incredulous from the sudden change in the prince's mood.

"Thank you, Kerrien. Where do we go from here?"

"I don't know, go where you want, you're free of whatever spell kept you in that tower."

"Well, since you saved me, I'll stay with you. Where are we headed?"

Kerrien wasn't sure he had a good deal. And he was more and more curious to hear the story of Prince Rithvik – whoever that might have been.

"To Backeran for now," he said. "And we better hurry, the town closes its gates at sunset."
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Kerrien brought Rithvik to the Secret Wench Inn still wondering what to do with his find. From the walk through the forest, the prince sounded like a spoiled young man. True that Rithvik had slippers on, and walking through the forest in slippers wasn't very comfortable, but still...

At least he'd stopped talking when they'd passed the town gates, and now frowned at the noisy crowd of the tavern.

"Most of this crowd is very shady-looking," Rithvik said. "Are you sure they're not going to rob us?"

"Nobody would dare to rob me," Kerrien replied. "And you have nothing that can be robbed. They already robbed you of everything."

"True." Rithvik's frown vanished. "I knew getting rid of my title was the best thing I could do!"

"And the fact that the Moren Empire is no more doesn't bother you?" Kerrien asked him, leading him to a corner table. "I mean, you're not curious to know how long you slept?"

"Nah." Rithvik shrugged. "I'm famished. Can I have roasted boar and baked potatoes with cheese?"

"I don't think this tavern has that kind of food," Kerrien replied. "You'll probably have to make do with stew and beans."

"Oh." Rithvik looked disappointed, but sat down where Kerrien pointed him to.

Kerrien saw the white-haired scholar sitting at an empty table, nursing a goblet, and went to check.

"Would you like me to fill that empty goblet?" he offered. "Please join me and my friend for our meal, we have questions about the shire's history."

The old man brightened and happily sat with them. Rithvik glanced at him, a little hostile, but then ignored him, fidgeting until the maid brought his meal.

"I have eaten," the scholar said. "But I'm very thirsty still. What do you wish to know about our beautiful town and countryside?"

"Old history," Kerrien said. "Like... this was the border of the Moren Empire, no?"

"Actually the river was the border. On the other side of the bridge, it was Moren territory. On this side of the bridge, it was an independent kingdom. This was just a small village back then, only a few fishermen with their families – and the ferryman. There was no bridge between the Moren Empire and Ker Eziel."

"Where did the king live?" Kerrien insisted, glancing at Rithvik who kept eating with his eyes on his plate, but was obviously listening.

"At Ker Eziel. The ruins of the castle can still be seen in the forest."

"Yes, I've seen them," Kerrien said. "That's where the bandits hid."

"Ah!" The old man beamed. "We should have thought about it! Thing is... we don't like that place."

"Why? Is it haunted?"

Kerrien noticed that Rithvik was smiling, but still pretending not to listen.

"No, it's just... an ugly story." The scholar emptied his goblet and stared at it until Kerrien filled it again. "Legend has it that the prince heir of Ker Eziel killed his own father in a madness rampage, then was put to sleep by court magicians. People abandoned the castle and the sleeping prince to his destiny. I don't think anyone has gone there in years."

"Except for the bandits," Kerrien commented. "Although they stayed away from the tower where the prince was kept."

"How do you know?" the old man marveled.

"I caught them. And the last king was...?"

"King Larrelyn."

"Any chance you know the name of that murdering prince?"

"Ah, yes, of course... wait... it's on the tip of my tongue..."

"Rithvik," Rithvik said, rolling his eyes. "And I didn't kill my father. At least, that's not what I remember."

"And what do you remember?" Kerrien asked him as the scholar gaped at the young man.

"I didn't want to be king, so the demons helped me to get rid of the burden," Rithvik answered with a shrug. "There was an eclipse and I lost consciousness..." He stared into the distance, then snapped back to reality and smiled at Kerrien. "Next thing I know, I wake up, you're there and everybody else is gone. And I'm free, thanks to you."

"You requested the help of demons?" Kerrien stared, incredulous, at the former prince.

"Yes, and they granted me my wish," Rithvik replied.

"This is Prince Rithvik of Ker Eziel?" the old man said, pointing a shaky finger at Rithvik.

"I found him in Ker Eziel, so yes, I guess it's him," Kerrien answered through clenched teeth. Although he doubted a kiss could break a demon's spell, he still wondered why he'd wandered inside the tower. He should have left immediately. He'd awakened someone who played with demons. Although that someone still had the most celestial face and body he'd ever seen. And the most innocent smile.

The old man gasped and made a sign of protection from evil. He fled from their table, leaving the goblet still half-full behind.

"Did I scare him off?" Rithvik asked.

"You know, usually legends are based on truths," Kerrien replied. "You don't remember it, but maybe you did kill your father and other people in a madness rampage."

"Oh. Maybe." Rithvik shrugged. "I'm done. Can we go to bed now?"

"Haven't you slept enough? Like, a couple of centuries?" Kerrien asked, a little sarcastic. He wasn't getting real answers from the reluctant prince. It was possible the long-sleep spell had tampered with Rithvik's memories, but still...

"That was a magic sleep. Doesn't count." Rithvik yawned. "This room is very loud, can we go to a quieter place?"

Kerrien had to admit that the rowdy crowd was getting on his nerves too. He shook his head and lead Rithvik to his room, wondering whom he could consult with to learn more about his find. Rithvik didn't look dangerous, but still...

He had chosen a single room, since he'd rather sleep alone when he traveled. He didn't want to pay for another room and briefly thought he wouldn't mind sharing with Rithvik. Although the scholar had looked scared by Rithvik's reputation.

Tomorrow Kerrien should try to find out more about what had happened. Surely Rithvik was innocuous, but still...

"How do you summon demons?" he asked while Rithvik took off his slippers and slumped on the bed with a sigh of relief.

"They came to me," Rithvik answered with his eyes closed. "Well, he was just one. All black, but very beautiful. He was very gentle... and he kissed me just like you."

Kerrien's heart missed a beat. "You remember me kissing you?" he asked with a strangled voice.

"It was a very sweet wake-up call." The green eyes stared at him as Rithvik shot him an impish smile.

Kerrien groaned. "What kind of spell exactly hit you?"

"I don't know." Rithvik closed his eyes again. "Coming to bed or not? Can I snuggle up against you?"

"No! Do you want me to call a maid to keep you company?"

"I'd rather have you." Rithvik hugged the pillow and stretched to sleep. "Come, I won't bite you..."

And then he drifted off to sleep.

Kerrien couldn't believe his ears. He decided to sleep on the floor. Or maybe he should just leave right now and abandon the prince to his destiny.

He felt very tired, all of a sudden. His knees gave way under him, and he curled up on the floor, passing out almost immediately, as if hit by a spell.
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"Why are you sleeping on the floor?"

The voice reached Kerrien through the fog of sleep. He opened his eyes and saw Rithvik watching him from the bed, his green eyes wide in wonder.

"Come here!" Rithvik patted the mattress next to him. "You must hurt everywhere."

Kerrien repressed a groan as he sat.

"I'm not a prince, I'm used to sleeping on the floor," he grumbled.

"Oh... fine. So, no morning cuddles either?"

"Why would you want morning cuddles?" Kerrien exploded. "We've just met! Who do you think I am?"

"My savior," Rithvik said with absolute certainty and a beaming expression. "We'll be together forever."

"Forget it." Kerrien rose. "I have better things to do than look after a fallen prince!"

"You don't want to take care of me?" Rithvik's expression fell. He frowned in worry. "Why did you kiss me, then?"

"Because... you were asleep! Like dead! I didn't think it would wake you up!"

"But you did wake me up..." Rithvik sighed. "As you wish. We'll do it your way. Where do I get a shave and when do we have breakfast?"

Kerrien glared at him and pointed at the basin in a corner. "Can't you shave yourself? I'll use the outhouse. See you downstairs."

He probably needed to shave too, but he didn't trust himself at the moment. His hand shook as he unbuckled his belt to relieve himself. Something was very wrong. He shouldn't have slept that soundly.

Maybe the kiss had done it. Tied him to that crazy prince. He decided to get away from the tavern without breakfast...

But his feet brought him to the main room where Rithvik joined him with a bright smile.

"I thought there would be a barber in the inn, but nobody is willing to shave me. Will you do it?" the prince asked.

"Maybe we'll go to a barber's shop later," Kerrien answered bluntly. "Do you have any magic skills?"

"Me? No, why?" Rithvik replied, puzzled.

"Then your demon lover did something to you," Kerrien muttered, averting his eyes. The idea hit him then. "Don't you want to find him?" he asked.

"Who?"

"Your demon lover. The one who granted your wish. Don't you want to see him again?"

"Nah. He was sweet, but you're more handsome," Rithvik answered. "Those pastries smell very good, can I have them?"

At least he asked, instead of just taking, like some nobles Kerrien had met. Spoiled, but well-mannered.

As he sipped his tea, Kerrien observed Rithvik.

"Why didn't you want to be king?" he asked bluntly.

"Too much responsibility," Rithvik answered between bites. "This is delicious... want some?"

"Not hungry. How do you plan to earn your living from now on?"

"Mmm..." Rithvik munched and pondered. "I'm young, I can learn anything. Teach me," he said at last, looking Kerrien in the eyes.

Kerrien scoffed. "Teach you what? You're a prince, can you use a sword?"

Rithvik nodded, his mouth full with the last bit of pastry.

"Ever been to war? Dragon hunting, since you lived at the time of the Moren Empire?"

Rithvik shook his head and gulped before downing a glass of water.

"Is dragon hunting still a pastime?" he asked, hopeful.

"There are no more dragons," Kerrien replied. "If there are, they're hiding who knows where. We hunted them to extinction."

"Oh." Rithvik's disappointment lasted only a moment. "So? Barber and then what? I need boots or walking shoes. And do you want to try my fighting skills? Will you buy me a sword?"

"You know what? You talk too much. Learn to be quiet and speak only when questioned," Kerrien said, slamming down his mug. "Let's go. And not another word, is that clear?"
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The barber was a chatterbox worse than Rithvik, but since he knew everything about everyone, he was the best person to ask information of.

"Castle in ruins? No, haven't heard of it. You should ask Bartiella, the showy scholar who frequently speaks against the establishment. She's been quickly gaining enemies and might be expelled from our university soon... Rumors say that she is trying to be friendly with wizards. She can usually be found at a party."

"How do I get invited to any of these parties?" Kerrien asked while the barber shaved Rithvik.

"You could try Lord Hermir... the old money lordling who throws lavish parties. Unfortunately he seems to be afraid of outsiders. Maybe you'll have more chance with Rylasina. She's a paranoid courtesan who has been accumulating debts. She is unwilling to associate with military officials, but you're not one of them, are you?"

"No, I'm a mercenary and bounty hunter." Kerrien sighed. He wasn't too happy to buy information from women. "Where do I find this Rylasina?"

"She can usually be found at the market in the main square. She probably knows where Bartiella is. They used to be friends."

"You have very notable locals here in Backeran," Kerrien commented.

"Oh, and I haven't told you of the flamboyant politician who is associated with several questionable events..."

Kerrien was glad to leave the barber's shop.

"If I talk too much, what about that man?" Rithvik asked with a teasing gleam in his eyes.

"I was gleaning information." Kerrien glared at him. "Since you know nothing of this town and these people, I need to ask somebody else."

"There was no town here in my father's time. Although I did recognize the river before we entered the town walls..."

The market was busy and noisy, with heavy traffic and a large number of guards who didn't really see the very many pickpockets, too busy trying to dislodge the many beggars. There were six stalls in the middle of the square, and shops opened all around it.

Rithvik watched every single window or display but didn't stop anywhere. He clearly wasn't interested in spell scrolls, musical instruments, perfumes, pottery, necklaces and amulets, incense and balms, or lamps and tools.

"No blacksmith?" he asked, disappointed.

"Maybe not in the center of the city," Kerrien replied, looking at the crowd around them and wondering who could be either the scholar or the courtesan. Maybe the very pale, exuberant woman who seemed intent on starting a fight at the necklaces and amulets stall was the courtesan.

"What about a shoemaker?"

Kerrien ignored the question and headed for the roofed and walled kiosk. The half-naked female owner of the kiosk looked ill without the hassle of having to fight with a customer. Haggling was routine, but the pale woman seemed to test the vendor's patience.

"Before your outraged screams call in the guards, what's wrong, ma'am?" Kerrien asked the customer.

"Rylasina always wants to rip me off," the vendor complained while the customer glared at him. She still had traces of her beauty, but she wasn't in her prime anymore. No wonder she'd become paranoid. Younger women were stealing her best customers and she was accumulating debts.

"I'm honored to meet the renowned and most beautiful Rylasina," Kerrien said. "How can I help you, my lady?"

Startled, the woman looked at him and Rithvik, who hid his chuckle behind his hand.

"You've heard of me?" she asked. "And you are?"

"Kerrien. Of course I've heard of you. But I'm actually looking for the scholar Bartiella, I've heard she's a friend of yours."

Rylasina sighed. "Yes... what do you want from her?"

"Her knowledge, of course. What else could we want from a scholar?"

"Is your young friend laughing at me?" Rylasina frowned at Rithvik who looked away to hide his hilarity.

"This... young man thinks he's a prince and can laugh at anyone," Kerrien replied, mildly irritated by Rithvik's behavior. He wanted to elbow the prince to make him stop laughing at the aging courtesan. "Will you be so kind as to tell me where Bartiella is? I'll buy you that necklace you're bargaining for so hard..."

Rylasina nodded regally and accepted the gift.

I'm spending all my hard-earned coins trying to figure out who this gorgeous young man is. I should have left him to sleep in the tower. But then, he'd never see that dazzling smile and those sparkling green eyes. Damn, Kerrien, stop this! He hadn't drooled like this in years. What was wrong with him?

Rylasina took him to a small house in an alley near the town walls and knocked.

"Bartiella, it's Rylasina!"

Bartiella had long white hair and a wrinkled face. She nodded in greeting at Rylasina, but stared suspiciously at Kerrien and Rithvik.

"What do they want?" she asked her friend bluntly.

"Knowledge," Rylasina said with a little shrug. "If they also want entertainment, you know where to send them. But I'm afraid the new generation would rather touch each other than be with an expert woman."

Kerrien clenched his teeth. He wasn't going to touch the beautiful sleeper ever again. He must get rid of Rithvik as soon as possible.

"Fine, but you know I don't like visitors," Bartiella muttered, glaring at her friend who shrugged again. Rylasina waved good-bye and left them with the grumpy old woman.

"I was wondering if you knew anything about the history of the king of Ker Eziel," Kerrien said, standing in the middle of the narrow street, since Bartiella wouldn't let him in. "I seem to understand there were wizards and black magic involved?"

"Ah, Ker Eziel." The old woman snorted. "Legends. Yes, black magic, indeed. You should ask Fionorah."

"Who?"

"The recently bereaved wizard who may have dabbled in forbidden magic. She had many allies and she has studied old spells. She probably knows about Ker Eziel – everybody else is too scared to even ask. She can usually be found at the market. If you see a tanned, sneaky old woman who has a bow across her back, that's her."

And Bartiella slammed her door on their faces.

"What a nice woman," Rithvik commented. "Why do you want to know the story of my father's castle?"

"Because everybody is scared of you! What did you do? I want to know what happened and how many centuries ago," Kerrien snapped. "Aren't you curious? Don't you want to remember?"

"No. Why should I? I was unhappy. Why would I want to remember that?"

Kerrien snorted and rolled his eyes. "Let's go back to the market," he grumbled. Maybe he should lose Rithvik in the crowd. Except the prince grabbed his wrist as soon as they reached more busy streets and the market.

"There's a shoemaker!" Rithvik pointed at the shop. "My slippers are falling apart."

Kerrien rolled his eyes, but glancing at the prince's feet, he saw Rithvik was right.

The shoemaker told them strong walking boots would be ready the next morning. They thanked him and left the shop, resuming their search for the magic user.

Fionorah found them first. She bumped into them coming out of a shop and narrowed her eyes at the sight of them. Before Kerrien realized she matched Bartiella's description, the wizard had waved a hand around them as if to clear her vision of something.

"Mm. Prince Rithvik is awake!" she said, staring pointedly at Rithvik who stiffened and stood closer to Kerrien.

"How do you know it's him?" Kerrien asked, jarred.

"A dark aura..." Fionorah looked lost for a moment, but then she snapped back to reality. "Why did you wake him up?" she asked bluntly, glaring at Kerrien.

"I didn't even know he existed until yesterday!" Kerrien protested. "And I've been trying to figure out his story since then! What do you know about what happened – the spell, the abandoned castle, anything, really! Why is everybody so afraid?"

"Because Ker Eziel was cursed centuries ago, when this spoiled prince made a pact with some demon who took him to the dark side!" Fionorah threw up her arms and rolled her eyes. "He had to be put to sleep by magic users! The long-sleep spell – which has been lost since, by the way."

"And how does one undo the long-sleep spell?" Kerrien asked.

"I don't know." Fionorah shrugged. "It's beyond what I can do. There were real magicians back then, the Magical Races hadn't been gone for so long and they had spells we Humans can only dream of."

"But wouldn't a spell need a counter-spell?" Kerrien insisted. He couldn't believe a kiss would be enough to undo a spell used to put someone who had consorted with real demons to sleep.

"Probably you had it in you." Fionorah smirked. "You have a dark aura yourself. What do you do?"

"I'm a mercenary."

"So you deal with blood too. Why are you surprised? You kill people as much as he did."

"I kill enemies in battle! I don't kill in cold blood!"

"I don't think he killed his father in cold blood – more as a puppet in his lover's hands."

"And do you think he's still dangerous?" Kerrien frowned. "Should I kill him right now?"

Fionorah chuckled. "You can't. You broke the spell. You can't hurt him. But take him away from Backeran. I'm sure he's innocuous away from his father's former kingdom!"

"I never wanted my father's kingdom," Rithvik said. "And I already told Kerrien I'll follow him anywhere he takes me."

"See?" Fionorah grinned. "You woke him up. He's your responsibility now. Good luck." She patted Kerrien's shoulder and was on her way, leaving the mercenary speechless.

Still incredulous, Kerrien turned to look at Rithvik who immediately smiled.

"So, where do we go now?" the prince asked cheerfully. "We can leave tomorrow morning, as soon as I have my new boots! I'm very eager to see the world! Where are you from? Can I see the place where you were born?"

"No!" Kerrien shouted, losing his patience. "Shut up!"

He must get rid of the reluctant prince. He must find a wizard to free him of the burden. And there were none in Backeran, obviously.

"Let's go pack," he muttered, averting his eyes from Rithvik's eager face.

Fionorah's words kept haunting him. He's your responsibility now. Good luck.

He'd need more than luck to get rid of Rithvik.

"I really need a wizard or a witch," Kerrien muttered. "I think I'm under a spell too."

"What kind of spell?" Rithvik asked, puzzled.

"I don't know! Something that ties me to you for some reason!"

"Well, of course, you saved me," Rithvik replied as if it were obvious.

"Oh, so you have magical powers to tie people to you?" Kerrien asked, sarcastic.

"Um... no. Why?"

"Then why can't I leave you?"

"Because you like me?"

Kerrien wanted to strangle him. But he just couldn't.

He groaned and turned his back to the beautiful prince before he did something he'd regret.

"You don't like me? Why did you kiss me then? Kerrien!"

"Shut up, Rithvik!"
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2. Beautiful Fighter
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Rithvik was very happy with himself. He'd awakened in an abandoned castle beside a beautiful and strong warrior with very soft lips by his side. His previous life had vanished like a bad dream. His grumpy savior had taken him to town, allowed him to sleep in his bed, kept him fed and put a roof over his head.

As he left the lowly inn where they'd slept, he inhaled the cool air of the morning. Still too many disturbing odors of piss and vomit in Backeran's streets, though. He looked forward to being outside of the town walls and exploring the world.

He followed Kerrien to the shoemaker's and tried on his new boots. The smell of leather in the shop covered everything else and was more familiar. He'd had his own shoemaker at his father's castle, but the small shop was nice and better than the rest of the city.

The boots fit perfectly and he grinned at the shoemaker who bowed, offering his hand for payment. Kerrien frowned, but gave him silver coins. Rithvik remembered gold coins from his father's time, smaller than the silvers and coppers he'd glimpsed in Kerrien's purse.

The mercenary obviously wasn't rich, but still paid for him. This sort of reminded him of his long lost bodyguard, whom he had fancied, but who hadn't submitted to his requests – much like Kerrien was doing now. He kissed me awake and now he refuses to touch me!

This was worse than it used to be, but then... now Rithvik wasn't a prince anymore. He didn't have a family pride to protect, therefore he felt free to try and seduce his irritable companion. Only two days in Kerrien's company and he already felt he couldn't live without his savior.

"I'm good with a sword," he assured Kerrien as they passed through the gates of Backeran, headed away from the town and the forest where his father's castle lay abandoned under layers of luxuriant vegetation. "You should buy me one!"

"How about you earn your sword by doing something useful?" Kerrien retorted, glaring at him.

"Like what? Teach me! I'll do anything!" Rithvik answered, staring eagerly at his savior. "If you want my body to repay you for the expenses..."

"No!" Kerrien grunted and looked away. "From prince to prostitute, isn't that a little too much?"

"I'm not selling my body to anyone, but I'll gladly give it to you to repay you," Rithvik replied with a shrug. "You're beautiful and..."

"Stop!" Kerrien's hand wide open in front of his face startled Rithvik to a stop in the middle of the unpaved road. "Don't." Kerrien's voice had a threat underneath that he couldn't ignore.

Why was Kerrien always so blunt and nervous and... Damn, why did he deny how great the kiss had been? Rithvik kept thinking about it, but Kerrien seemed determined to forget what had brought them together.

"You don't believe in spells, do you?" Rithvik asked, frowning.

"I do since I met you," Kerrien answered gloomily. "Can't you see I fall asleep with you and wake up with you? I used to be an insomniac!"

"But you slept like a log for the past two nights?" Rithvik was amazed. He didn't know he had that power over the handsome warrior. That wasn't what he'd been taught – love spells were never his specialty, or he wouldn't have been so lonely.

"Yeah," Kerrien muttered. "Which is dangerous if you're a mercenary. You're still used to sleeping like a prince, aren't you?"

"Well, you could keep me awake..." Rithvik grinned, glancing at Kerrien's groin.

"Don't even think about it!" Kerrien warned.

Rithvik sighed. It was going to be a struggle to convince the fierce mercenary to give in to some tenderness.

"Thank you for these boots," he said. "Much better than my old slippers. What season is it? Will I need a cloak soon?"

"It's spring," Kerrien grumbled, pointing at an orchard outside of the town walls with apple trees full of flowers. Further on, there were cherry trees, and the white petals made it look as if it had just snowed. The sky was blue and clear, and it was neither too hot nor too cold.

"Oh, so I have time to work to buy a cloak!" Rithvik said brightly.

Kerrien groaned. "Will you please shut up and save some breath now?"

Rithvik chuckled, but obeyed. He felt so relieved to be alive and free of his duties that he soon started to hum an old song. He fell a little behind only to watch Kerrien's backside and his powerful steps forward.

Yummy mercenary! He jogged forward to catch up and ignored his caretaker's glare, resuming his humming of long-forgotten melodies.

Life was beautiful and he looked forward to exploring the world with Kerrien.

***
[image: ]


"Hey, that's Ker Garenn over there!" Rithvik exclaimed, pointing to their left.

Six thin, square towers scattered in a seemingly random pattern had been built for an ideal defense and were connected by tall, firm walls made of yellow stone in a style very similar to Ker Eziel. Rithvik remembered that castle was one day's ride from his father's castle, and it was obviously still standing.

They'd been walking for two days already when the building appeared. Tall, wide windows were scattered here and there across the walls, along with same-sized holes for archers.

"Friendly king or foe?" Kerrien asked.

"Prospective father-in-law," Rithvik muttered, averting his eyes from the castle and frowning. He didn't want to meet them after all. He'd never met the Ker Garenn princess, but had fought with the heir during a hunt one day.

"I wonder if they know anything about your father's fate." Kerrien grinned and headed towards the castle.

"No, wait, we can't... I mean, we don't know how many years have passed..."

"Maybe they can tell us. I don't think it's a kingdom anymore, probably just a baron with his own fief."

"Oh." Rithvik surrendered. If there were no kingdoms left, maybe nobody would force him to do anything. Nice new world indeed.

A regular gate with hefty metal doors and strong defenses offered a safe home to all those in need in the cold mountains that towered behind the castle. Well-kept gardens with fragrant flowers, gorgeous trees and many bushes decorated the outside of Ker Garenn.

"This castle has been improved and improved over the ages, some parts of the castle are clearly newer than others, the inhabitants are determined to keep their castle as modern as possible," Kerrien commented as they entered the main courtyard where a chamberlain met them.

The plump man stared at them and raised his eyebrows.

"What brings you here?" he asked. "We don't need mercenaries."

"Is it possible to talk to the lord of the castle?" Kerrien asked.

"I don't think Lord Emewor has time for adventurers who are just passing through. You are not welcome here."

Kerrien scoffed. "Fine. Can you tell me some history? How long has Lord Emewor's family lived here? What does he know of the nearby castles and fiefs?"

"The Barons of Garenn have lived here for over a century," the chamberlain answered pompously.

"Barons?" Rithvik blurted out. "They used to be kings! Larelynn of Ker Eziel, Ryldrak of Ker Zenas, Darwor of Ker Garenn... What happened to all of them?"

The chamberlain gaped at him.

"That's ancient history you speak of." The female voice startled them.

"My lady Milicent..." The chamberlain bowed at the waist as a young woman with a long blue gown approached them. She had blue eyes, a long dark braid and a dimpled smile. She stopped in front of Rithvik, looking him in the eyes.

"I have never met anyone so well versed in history," she said. "What's your name?"

"Rithvik," he answered, a little jarred. The way she looked at him made him uneasy. Much like all the maidens who had wished to marry him at his father's court.

"Rithvik, where are you from?"

"Ker Eziel."

"You mean Backeran? Ker Eziel is in disrepair."

"Are you well versed in history, my lady?" Kerrien asked her.

"I like history," she answered. She had the confidence of the lady of the castle, she must be the lord's daughter. "I can tell you those kingdoms fell a long time ago. Ker Eziel was abandoned because it's cursed. But Ker Garenn was always inhabited, although the dynasty of King Darwor ended around the time of the last Moren emperor. Why do you ask?"

"We found very few stories in Backeran about the fall of Ker Eziel and we're kind of curious," Kerrien said.

"Speak for yourself," Rithvik muttered, staring at his feet. He should have kept his mouth shut. Ker Garenn might not be a neighboring kingdom anymore, but he didn't like the way Milicent stared at him. And the fact that Kerrien was trying to discover his past.

"We don't know much ourselves," the young woman said. "Magic was involved. It sort of spread. There were a lot of witches back then. Even Ker Zenas had trouble. Probably even King Darwor's descendants."

"Thank you, Lady Milicent." Kerrien bowed. "We shall be on our way now."

"Would you like to stay for lunch?" she offered. The chamberlain cleared his throat, frowning, but she glared at him and he kept his mouth shut.

"Thank you, but we are expected in Cinnae," Kerrien answered. "It was a pleasure meeting you."

Milicent curtsied as Rithvik stiffly bowed and quickly followed Kerrien out of Ker Garenn.

"Thank you for not stopping there," he said as they headed back to the main road. He was glad to be out of the castle and away from Milicent's stare.

Kerrien glanced at him, shook his head and kept walking.

Relief flooded Rithvik as the towers of Ker Garenn vanished behind them. He'd be fine with Kerrien. He didn't need any of his father's old neighbors. Which brought back his joy and he started humming a song again.

***
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For a few more days they encountered only small villages and sometimes not even that, which meant they had to sleep under the stars once or twice. Kerrien was obviously under some kind of spell, since they were constantly together. Rithvik was almost sure that Kerrien had tried to dump him somewhere from the moment he'd brought the prince to Backeran, but just couldn't – like Fionorah had predicted.

"Thank the gods, we're almost in Cinnae," Kerrien muttered one morning, after an uncomfortable night in the woods.

"What's in Cinnae?" Rithvik asked, curious.

"It's a somewhat large town with city parks and museums, and its economy is based on mining," Kerrien explained, packing. "Opals, mostly. The guards are underpaid, but for a first job, it will have to do. They'll give you a weapon."

"Not a pole-arm, I hope! I'm a swordsman!" Rithvik said.

"Yeah, well, we still have to check on that," Kerrien retorted. "They'll probably test your skills before allowing you into the town militia."

"Do they already know you?"

"Yeah, I spent a few months there some time ago. The locals are slightly suspicious of outsiders, but they admire personal fighting prowess."

"Then I might end up as their mayor," Rithvik warned with an impish smile.

"I thought you didn't want such responsibilities," Kerrien said, rising. "Let's go, we'll get to the town stone walls before lunch time."

Rithvik followed him whistling with happiness. They might soon reach a crowded place, but maybe that would make Kerrien less hostile. And he'd be able to prove to his caretaker he could take care of himself!

***
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Rithvik was impressed by the sheer size of Cinnae, its high walls and its stone buildings, although he did come from a stone castle – something still quite rare at the time of his father.

The streets were very noisy and less stinky than Backeran. The nearest tavern was not far from the main gate, but hard to find. Rithvik was already lost, but Kerrien said he knew the way to the Heroic Wizard Tavern.

Finally they reached a large two-story building with a tiled sliding roof. Kerrien led the way to the counter where the bartender greeted them immediately with a smile, but he was heavily armed, which struck Rithvik as strange.

"We are almost totally full, but I guess we can squeeze you in a room... what else would you need for your stay?"

"Food, for now," Kerrien answered bluntly.

"And a bathtub," Rithvik added promptly. Kerrien glared at him. "What? You want to go looking for a job like that?" Rithvik chided.

Both had spent days washing in rivers and barely shaving. They both looked quite disheveled and dusty from their travels.

"Either that or public baths if you're here to find work," the innkeeper said. "The young man is right."

Kerrien muttered something under his breath then asked about the public baths and how much the bathtub would cost.

"I strongly suggest the baths," the innkeeper said. "Our rooms are quite small and so are the tubs. You'll be more comfortable at the baths, you might even find a barber to shave you."

"I can shave myself, thank you," Kerrien snapped. "And it's time Rithvik learns to do it."

"As long as you show me how it's done!" Rithvik replied lightly.

He'd get to see his caretaker naked! He didn't mind learning to use a razor if that meant he could spend some time in the water with Kerrien.

"Here's the room key. It's not yet meal time, so you might want to go to the baths first. When you come back, the food will be ready." The innkeeper gave them a key and smiled.

Kerrien took it, muttering a thank you.

"You know, I don't have spare clothes," Rithvik said as they got out of the tavern to go looking for the baths.

"I'll lend you one of my tunics for now," Kerrien replied. "I'm running out of money, thanks to you!"

"All right, I'll be working for clothes too..." Rithvik sighed. Life was really hard without servants that provided everything. Or his father's wealth. He'd never questioned where things had come from before, but now he must learn the right price of everything.

"And for the barbers, unless you learn to shave," Kerrien grumbled.

"Teach me, Kerrien! I want to learn to be like you!"

Kerrien glared at him, then looked away.

Rithvik followed Kerrien into the public baths and kept his admiration at bay. Used to wooden bathtubs, Rithvik was surprised by the little rooms with private pools, closed by a curtain. Kerrien opted for one of those instead of the main rectangular pool where other men rested or chatted. Whether it was for modesty or for want of privacy, Rithvik didn't care.

The smell of soaps and thermal water wrapped them as soon as Kerrien closed the curtain. There was very little room around the square pool, but on one side there was a bench where they found towels. They undressed and left their clothes there as well.

Rithvik only glanced at the toned and scarred body of Kerrien and wished he could touch it and taste it. But he didn't want Kerrien to be rude to him, so he pretended not to notice.

The pool was small and square, with colored tiles that drew lines both underwater and on the walls. It felt strange to have naturally warm water to sit in. The soap smelled like violets and it made a lot of foam and bubbles that made him chuckle.

Kerrien lent him his razor and showed him how to shave. It was a fun lesson and Rithvik thought he had missed something by having servants doing everything for him.

"It's not my fault if I had people doing things for me," he apologized before sliding on Kerrien's spare tunic. "Thank you for helping me to deal with everything myself."

"We'll see if you pass the examination with the town militia." Kerrien adjusted the tunic on his shoulders and wrinkled his nose. "We really need a dressmaker to make you new clothes."

"And I want a sword like yours! Will you let me try it?"

"Why don't we go eat for now? Then we'll look for the town militia captain."

Rithvik eagerly followed Kerrien back to the Heroic Wizard Tavern. The drinks were fairly-priced and decent, but the dirt cheap food proved to be of poor quality. Rithvik still wished for roasted boar, but didn't say it. The stew and beans were peasants' food for him, but for lack of choice, he ate them anyway.

"I know that guy," Kerrien muttered, observing a mercenary with an obviously magical item – a set of bracers surrounded by an aura of light.

Rithvik had seen his father's archers wear that kind of protection around their arms or wrists. He'd used a pair that reached the elbow himself when he went hunting. 

"I think those are Aelaora's bracers," Kerrien continued. "Created in a magical ritual, the metal parts are made of iron. They strengthen the owner's will, but they can only be used by females. I guess he's trying to get rid of them..."

"No dark corners occupied and lots of armed men in here," Rithvik noticed. "But still half the patrons are drunk, like in Backeran... and this wine stinks!"

"But the noise is quiet and subdued," Kerrien said. "Want to try the house special? It's a minor local legend, you know?"

Rithvik eyed suspiciously the light brown drink with blue swirls and a slice of a strange fruit on the edge of the goblet. Kerrien put the goblet under his nose with a smile – the drink smelled wonderful. After a last hesitation, Rithvik took a sip of it.

"It tastes like strawberries!" he said, pleasantly surprised.

"But it's alcoholic, so don't drink too much of it," Kerrien warned, downing the rest.

"So you're a drunkard?" Rithvik teased.

"I drink only when I want to forget," Kerrien replied, leaning forward as if he was confiding a big secret.

"What do you want to forget?" Rithvik asked, puzzled. "We're doing fine, no? We'll find a job with the town militia and..."

"And I'd rather forget I need to carry you around for who knows how long," Kerrien said.

"Don't you have a house to go back to? I mean, don't you have friends or... a special someone?" Rithvik asked.

"Not really, no," Kerrien grumbled. "I told you, I'm a loner."

"But don't you ever wish to have someone?" Rithvik insisted, a little worried.

Kerrien took a deep breath and looked at him.

"Yes, I wish to have someone, but you're not that someone, Rithvik." He pushed back his empty plate. "Let's go and see if we can find a way of earning some coins..."
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Captain Theodenzo gave Rithvik the once-over before turning back to Kerrien. He sat at his desk while Kerrien and Rithvik stood in front of him in the small office in the militia's barracks by the walls and the eastern gate.

The room barely contained his desk and a shelf of leather-bound books marked with numbers on the spine – maybe years, maybe file names, they made no sense to Rithvik. A quiver of various arrows with different markings hung from the shelf. There was just one stool, but Kerrien had ignored it and Rithvik preferred towering over the seated captain than sitting down.

Theodenzo had gorgeous features and a tall, broad build. His mane of gray hair made him look like a nobleman and a mustache covered his upper lip.

"I've heard of you, Kerrien, but this guy..." The captain shook his head, skeptical. "He looks too young to be of any use. And Dylira would probably tear him to pieces."

Rithvik didn't like the man much. Kerrien had told him that the captain's favorite sin was sloth, that he was a sucker for mysticism, the status quo, and creepy crawly things. He was strong and very reliable for his men, whom he considered his family.

"Would you like to try my skills in sword-fight?" the prince offered, boiling inside at the obvious contempt in the captain's voice. "Lend me a sword and I'll show you."

Captain Theodenzo scoffed. "Maybe I should have Dylira teach you a lesson."

"Who is this Dylira anyway?" Rithvik asked, frowning.

"The lecherous military official who can often be found in bad company," Kerrien answered, a little sarcastic. "She has been rapidly losing allies. Rumors say that she wants to help wizards. She can usually be found among a group of supporters. And she loves to humiliate young men at their favorite games, be it seduction or sword-fight."

The captain scoffed and nodded. "I see you've dealt with her."

"A warrior woman?" Rithvik's attention perked up. "I haven't met many. I'd love to fight against her... will you lend me your sword?"

Kerrien exchanged a glance with the captain.

"Be my guest," Theodenzo said. "If he beats her, I'll hire him immediately."

Rithvik grinned confidently at Kerrien who sighed and unbuckled his
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