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	Name

	Pronunciation




	Anrai

	on-REE




	Blanche

	BLAHNSH




	Cathal

	KA-hull




	Ciahn

	SEE-ahn




	Danacia

	DAH-nah-see-ah




	Elish

	EH-leesh




	Ewan

	YOO-ahn




	Fiach

	FAICH




	Hinfo

	HIN-foe




	Jean

	ZHAHN




	Keely

	KEE-lee




	Kir

	KYEER




	Meie

	MAI-EE




	Meisceall

	MEHSH-kel




	Misahn

	MEE-sahn




	Radux 

	RA-diks




	Raduxian

	RA-dik-SEE-AN




	Roc

	RAHK




	Samsana

	SAM-SAH-nah




	Shay

	SHAY




	Sive

	SIEV




	Tiarna

	TEER-na




	Topinabee

	tawp-in-AH-bee
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The Everwarm Kingdom in its 936th year, and the Stone Isles.
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Prologue
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“Roc! There’s no time for that!”

Roc clung to his dearest sister, Claire. Despite his father’s insistence, the youth had no idea if this hug would be the last goodbye from his favorite sibling, his closest confidant, the sister who understood him more than anyone else in the world. In the dark of midnight, he rushed to her side. Tonight, he and their older brother, Jean, were to take their steeds on the mountain path away from home. Claire, along with their parents and older sister, Blanche, were to make their way to a port and sail out to somewhere far from the only home they had ever known. Father had suggested they would meet again. Roc knew that was an uncertainty.

“Roc! Claire!” Father bungled over in the dark dining hall, the gold rings and trimmings on his overcoat shining in the moonlight that crept in through the skinny windows. He pulled the siblings apart with ferocity. They both yelped in shock.

“Kir!” Mother shrieked and stepped toward the scene, a cloaked silhouette in the faint moonlight, only to meet the disapproving gaze of Father.

“Don’t make the boy weak in a moment where he must be a man!” Claire was pushed toward her mother, sobbing. Roc didn’t dare shed tears in front of Father, even in these shadowy circumstances. Despite being almost as tall now, he still feared a smack across his face that could throw him to the floor. Instead, Roc swallowed the frog in his throat as Father pointed at him and ordered, “You will follow Jean out of the mountains and heed his instructions, understand?”

Roc nodded. “Yes, Father.”

“And Jean,” Father continued, looking at the young man behind Roc, “you find that Everwarm Advisor and tell them what befell House Pommelmain at the hands of House Ortega.”

Roc heard Jean’s feet shift on the stone floor behind him. “Of course, Father.”

“We will avenge our name one day. For now, you run and survive. Someday, we will return to our home victorious.” Father turned toward Mother and Claire, with Blanche’s obscured figure mere steps behind them. “Let us enter the ritual room and give the Maverick my last order.”

Claire stepped forward. “Roc!” Her wide blue eyes shined with desperation. She reached out her fair hand as if to defy fate.

Father hurriedly pushed her back again and turned her around. “Onward, you silly girl! We have no time for sentiment!”

As they began to walk away Mother called out a feeble, “Keep your heart still, Jean. Keep stoic, Roc. My love and swift travels to safety.” She was soon corralled with Blanche and Claire by Father, all of them hurrying out the dining hall door. Roc froze, keeping eyes on his sisters and mother until the door swung back closed. He didn’t let himself cry. He knew sensitivities would hinder foresight in such times, a lesson scarred onto him over 13 years as the youngest of a noble line in the furthest corners of the Raduxian Empire. 

Roc felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Jean look down to him, his face hidden by the dimness of night. “Let us heed Father’s instruction.”

~*~
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Roc found riding Boulder, a large brown horse with a notorious temperament, more cumbersome than usual. He carried a torch while guiding the beast on the difficult path through the mountain. Soon, they’d reach a flat point where Roc could focus on following Jean. Even obscured by the night, the torch Jean carried highlighted what made him the ideal Raduxian nobleman. He was broadly built, made even more notable when paired with his above average height. His square jaw barely revealed the light brown stubble that matched the short hair on his head. He sat up straight and alert, sword ready on his belt, leather coat barely obscuring the strength of his physique. He looked the young hero that men wrote songs about and young noble women hoped to marry. 

In comparison, Roc was scrawny with the scraggly eager beginnings of a mustache. He feared he wouldn’t gain height or muscle like his brother. Roc’s sword lessons from Sir Vladimyr were not taking. Father was horrified at Roc’s fascination with the Arts of Magic. It was the one thing that Roc felt himself improving on over time, aided by the few books he found in his family’s meager library. Just that afternoon he had shown Claire what he had learned about control within the Art of Fire. She had delighted in the brief plume of flame Roc’s mere words created. When could he learn more magic? When would he next show his sister what he learned?

Jean called back to him. “You’re slowing down, Roc. We can’t afford that.”

Roc nodded and encouraged Boulder to pick up the pace. They caught up with Jean’s prized stallion Granite, named for his handsome coloring.

Jean turned forward again. “We’re almost past the first incline. We’re lucky we live near this passageway.”

“Lived.” Roc’s correction held a twinge of bitterness.

Jean sighed. “Lived indeed. We will live there again. But for now, we’re on an adventure before we return, right, brother?”

Roc didn’t reply. How dare his brother make light of the situation. His rightful titles as the oldest son had been stripped away thanks to Father’s dealings with an enemy nation. Why wasn’t Jean mad?

“I hear the land on the other side of the mountains is lush. Some of the best farming land. Would’ve been nice to open the food supply for our lands.” 

Roc resisted Jean's request for conversation. His brother’s hope was grating. 

It seemed Jean read Roc’s mind as they continued in silence, guiding their horses on the tricky path for the better part of an hour. All was peaceful in the dark until they reached the first plateau on the path. Jean signaled for Roc to hold. Roc pulled the reins. Boulder whinnied. Jean winced. He looked over his shoulder. At that moment, Roc heard the hooves as well. There was at least one other horse behind them.

“Run!”

Jean flicked the reins. Granite started ahead. Without hesitation, Roc did the same. Boulder begrudgingly hurried his pace. They both crested towards the skinny flat path, but at this speed, they'd approach rough terrain in mere minutes.

Boulder caught up to Granite when Roc heard something whiz by his ear. He turned around to see two men on horses behind them, one of whom was drawing an arrow. “Jean!” Roc screamed. “Behind!”

“Focus ahead!” Jean leaned forward, keeping his eyes on the path while holding his torch high. 

Roc tried to imitate his brother as Boulder kept up in pace, the horse seeming to understand the predicament they were in. Roc heard another arrow fly as the men behind them called out something, only hearing the phrase end with, “In the Name of King Vitali!” Roc knew better than to heed to the King’s demands at this moment, the King of the Empire that had doomed his entire family. If he’d thought he could urge Boulder faster, he would’ve. 

An arrow grazed Granite. The horse was unphased and kept good speed with Jean’s encouragement. Roc and Boulder were almost even with them when Boulder suddenly reared up and whinnied. Roc dropped his torch, fell off the horse, and tumbled onto the ground, landing on his right ankle. He couldn’t help but yell in pain as he rolled in the sparse grass. He looked up to see another arrow shoot through Boulder’s back leg, joining the one already in his backside. The horse stumbled while shaking the leg. Roc rolled away to avoid being crushed, only to see three men on horseback approach. The moonlight revealed the men’s capes with their gold and red stripes, the colors of the Raduxian Empire. Roc rushed to stand up only to fall back down, his fear having made him frantic and uncoordinated. 

One of the men got off his horse and unsheathed his short sword. He stepped forward, his cape falling behind him to reveal his gambeson. Roc tried to back up, but the man picked up pace and stared him down. 

“Don’t toy with him!” One of the other men shouted from atop his horse. “Just do as the King ordered!”

The man staring down Roc shrugged. “Very well.” He lifted his sword just as Roc recognized the sound of a horse behind him. 

“Duck!”

The men on the horses didn’t warn their peer fast enough. Roc witnessed Jean use his longsword to slice the guard’s face. There was a scream as the man dropped his short sword and fell backward in front of his companions. 

Roc crawled backward and picked up his torch. The two men who served King Vitali backed up their horses. Jean rode back to Roc and dismounted. “I’ll hold them off and join you, brother!”

“Jean?” Roc felt the suggestion was pure madness. 

“Go! Take Granite!” Jean pushed him away and took a stance as the two men with horses approached. 

“But your heart?!”

“Go brother! Now!”

Roc hobbled over to Granite, almost dropping his torch. He rushed off as he heard Jean’s sword clang behind him. He stopped himself from thinking how stupid this felt, hoping that his brother was right. Jean would hold off these men. He would take care of them. He would catch up. 

Roc had a minute’s head start when he heard hooves stomp behind him. He turned to look. It wasn’t Jean, but one of the King’s men barreling toward him. 

Roc turned forward and urged Granite to speed up, but the flat part of the path was almost ending, and a tricky cliff was next. The bleakness of Roc’s predicament was illuminated by instinct. He rode Granite to right before the rocky drop off. He dismounted, holding the torch ahead of him. He turned to face his attacker, who was mere seconds away when Roc took a firm stance before the horse. He swore he heard the man laugh as he rode forward with sword in hand. When he was only a couple yards away Roc uttered words he had only read to himself in his family’s now distant library.

The thrill of victory came over him as his lit torch grew to a humongous fireball that exploded forward and engulfed his enemy. 
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Keely Ní Fiach

“Circle four!” Keely shouted across the onion patch, a big grin on her face. She was able to show off her skills today. 

“Sha!” She heard Anrai to her left a few yards down, ready in his stance, smiling just as wide. He kept his eyes down and his sword ready. 

“Sha Keely!” Opposite of Anrai was Tua, who was just as prepared, his stance almost identical to Anrai if he weren’t two feet taller.

“It’s coming toward ye!” Just out of sight was Rudy. Keely spotted him running with his sword up in hot pursuit of the culprit: a wild boar that claimed this patch of onions. Rudy yelled at it, keeping it scared and running toward the group. As it stomped through the fields, Keely knew they could cut it down soon. 

Rudy hollered, “Bearing west!”

“Sha!” Tua closed in and gripped his sword tight. Rudy slowed to give his fellow warrior room. Tua let the boar approach before he took a careful but powerful swing at the beast, only to nick it on the snout. With a whine, the boar turned away from him. “Argh! Eastbound, Anrai!”

“On it!” Anrai ran with his sword straight in front of him. Keely knew he hoped to run the beast through. Within a few seconds, the boar stopped and backed up. Tua closed in on it, Rudy blocking its rear escape. The boar quickly shuffled and then finally was heading toward Keely. “Northbound!” Anrai confirmed.

“Sha!” Keely stayed in her ready stance, keeping her eye on the ridge of the boar’s back that peeked over the onion plants. Rudy, Tua, and Anrai kept at their chase with their blades behind them, not ready to draw. Keely had to land the attack.

The boar veered slightly to her left. Keely shuffled to meet it. She readied herself for the swing. The other warriors yelled to keep the boar scared. It worked, the beast heading straight toward Keely. With one precise blow, she struck its leg and stomach. The boar fell over and squealed, bleeding over the green onion leaves and the brown earth. Keely removed her sword as some of the writhing guts of the boar fell out. 

Anrai rushed over to stab it in the eye, ending the boar’s suffering. All four cheered out the guttural cries of success they always did after a job well done. They sheathed their swords and embraced as a group. It was a strange mix, not only for the extreme height differences between all four of them, but the odd woman among them. The men looked like typical warriors on the Stone Isles, with long beards, the sides of their heads shaved, a thick braid atop their heads knotted into a bun, the vests of their armor not entirely covering the chest they protected. Smooth-faced Keely stood out with her full head of red hair tied back in a high, shoulder length ponytail. She wore a wool shirt under her leather vest, although her armor was designed with the same armbands and buckles. She also stood out as the second tallest, taller than any other woman in Fiach.

Anrai joked, “One less thing for Shay to complain about.”

“Sha, indeed.” Keely rolled her eyes. 

Auntie Shay was the Caretaker for Fiach, the only one to carry the name of the town where they all lived. Keely would hear Shay’s ire if something hadn’t gone as planned with the boar’s defeat. Mind, while Shay may not know the correct way to plan a battle against a boar rooting up crops, she’d make sure you knew if she thought you got it wrong anyway.

Rudy laughed. “Don’t think we ruined even one of these precious crops. So close to harvest too!”

Keely nodded. “Auntie would’ve shat herself if we cut down the smallest bit of onion.” They all shared a knowing chuckle. “Thank ye for helping with this, men. Rudy, your ma able to make us a feast with this?”

“Sha, she’ll be happy to butcher this thing. Want the meat dried out?”

“Don’t know. Have her do what’s easiest. Send for us once she’s done with it.”

“Can do.” Rudy squatted down and tried to turn the beast onto its back “Anrai, carry this over with me, will you?”

Anrai nodded. He knelt down to take the front half of the animal and coordinated with Rudy to pick it up. As the innards sloshed back into the carcass, he reeled his face back with a disgusted frown. “Uck. Ye can hear the guts. I’m not hungry.”

Tua laughed. “Once it’s in spices and juices, you’ll be knocking on Rudy’s door asking for his ma’s meal! ‘I have rights to that shank!’”

They all shared another chuckle before Rudy and Anrai started out of the field back down the hill towards their town. The wood and stone cottages in two neat rows looked idyllic from where Keely stood. The circular gathering area on the south end was mostly empty, except for a few children running around the semi-circle awning before their dinnertime. Down the road, some hearths’ fires let out smoke from their chimneys, some men returned from other fields with the small goats. The gray sky, the dry air, the slight chill of the evening creeping in, spring’s farewell before summer finally brought its muggy heat. Keely let herself have a moment to appreciate it all as she watched Anrai and Rudy happily carry away their trophy.

She felt Tua’s arm wrap around her. His thick hand landed on her shoulder. She grimaced. 

Tua, one of the few men who could look down to her, did so with a wide grin. “We’ve time to celebrate that win, Keely.”

Keely gently took his hand and pulled it off her shoulder. “If I thought you’d be happy after such an act, I would. But you’ve never been. Not with me.” She looked him in the eye. 

Tua tried to keep the smile that was buried under his dirty blonde beard. “You enjoyed yourself, I know that.”

“For a minute, then you start crying to yourself because I’m not her.” Keely referred to Tua’s wife, who had died while giving birth to their only child. Tua was left with a son that tied him to Fiach permanently, where his only family was his in-laws. He’d been understandably lonely the last two years. When he had made advances to Keely at the end of winter, she was flattered at first. As it became apparent Keely was a convenient relief for Tua’s pain, she had gently distanced herself. 

Tua stepped back, a familiar wash of sorrow overcoming him. “I’m not asking you to be.”

“Don't think you know what you want me to be, Tua.”

Tua clenched his jaw and stared at Keely, expecting her comfort. “Just be with me for a moment.”

“Not like that. I don’t regret the times we did have.” She took a deep breath, unable to forget the pleasing peaks before the crashing fall. “They were nice. With you being taller and stronger... felt right a couple times, I'll admit. But you know you’re not over the past yet.”

He blinked and looked away. “Feck. Stop it, Keely.” He teared up.

Keely hugged him. After some hesitation, Tua hugged her back. They held each other for a short time, Tua staving off a cry. 

“Take time,” Keely urged. “Still here to listen. You can talk to me with your clothes on, you know.” 

They shared a laugh. Tua squeezed her tight and then backed up to regard her. “It isn’t as sweet, though.”

“Mmm, bittersweet.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll keep your friendship if you want. No hurt on my part if none on yours.”

“Sha, you’re a rare one, that.” Tua took a deep breath and wiped his eyes. “You’re right, I should talk more. Hard to talk through hurt, but I’ll try. Well... should we... let your Auntie Shay know the job’s done?”

Keely nodded and started down the hill. “Let’s go.” She started to jog. “We should hurry. She hears I didn’t tell her soon after we took care of that boar, she’ll have my arse.” It didn’t take long for them to get back to the road. As they started toward the cottages, Keely saw her younger sister Riley running toward them, her long blonde hair waving behind her. “Riley! Over here!” Keely called out with a smile and a wave before she realized Riley was crying. 

“What’s her bother?” Tua asked. 

Keely gave a scolding tap to his side, then stepped ahead of him. She met her sister in the road. “Something’s wrong?”

Riley grabbed on to Keely’s arm tight in desperation. “Keely. I messed up. Bad.”

Keely’s eyes went wide. “What? Wait... Tua can you give us—”

Tua nodded “Sha. Feel better, Riley. Keely, I’ll tell Shay myself if that’s alright by ye.”

“Alright by me.”

Riley squeaked, “Don’t say you saw me, Tua!”

Tua furrowed his brow and bent down to scrutinize Riley. He towered over the young woman, who stood a head shorter than Keely. “Why?”

“Can’t tell you.” Riley started to anxiously squirm. “Everyone’ll find out soon enough, I’m afraid.”

Keely stepped beside her sister and rubbed her back. It wasn’t like Riley to be so frantic. 

Tua started away. “I’ll be last to know. Don’t ye worry.” He jogged off down the road. 

Riley faced Keely. “Walk towards the fields with me. Don’t need anybody else to hear what I tell you.” She took Keely’s hand and pulled her, the bottom of her long tunic flapping against her quickly shuffling legs. 

Keely let herself be dragged along. “Alright, Riley! I thought you were the calm one!” She looked behind to see if anyone caught them leaving the road towards the sorrel. Riley was pulling her arm so hard that Keely could barely take notice. “Sheesh! To think the boar was in a hurry!”

“Feck the boar, this is scarier.”

“You can’t be serious!”

Riley pulled her farther away.

“Riley!”

Her sister stopped and looked over Keely’s shoulder. “Fine. Here.”

“What’s got you scared?”

“That little boy Daithi caught us.”

“Caught who? You?”

“Sha.”

“Right.”

Riley looked at her sister, biting her lip. 

“What did he catch you doing?”

She looked around again and started to whisper. “Kissing.”

Keely perked up. Riley never told her of any young man that tickled her fancy. “Kissing?”

Riley nodded slowly.

“Who?” Riley shook her head. “Can’t get me all worked up over all this and then don’t tell me who! Why would it matter anyway who you—”

“Honora.”

Keely froze. Honora? Honora who Riley became friends with when their father visited the town Athi over a decade ago? Honora who Keely met as a little girl? A little girl who used to pick her nose and flick the boogers as a joke? Back then, Riley had taken a shine to her right away. The two had stayed close through the years. Keely hadn’t a clue how close until now.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?”

“What?” Keely was still reeling. “Wait, kissing? You’re kissing Honora?”

“Well, might’ve been a bit more than kissing.”

“Stop.” Keely put her hands up and closed her eyes. “Stop it.”

“At that old tree you told me that you and Tua—”

“Stop! Stars above! Stop it!” Keely had hinted at what she and Tua had done by that tree. Not a surprise that Riley and her current desire had a similar idea. Well, maybe not quite so similar. “I have known ye since before ye both needed breast bands! Don’t want to think on this!”

“Not so loud!” Riley hushed and looked around nervously again. “Bad enough Daithi’s going to tell Auntie Shay. He yelled that all proud like when he found us. Honora’s probably still running home. Ancestors' sight!” She hugged Keely and started to sob. “Auntie’s going to disown me.”

Keely now understood. Auntie Shay was widowed young and never took another man, never had a child of her own. Their mother promised Shay a girl to inherit the Caretaker title. Luck gave their mother two girls. Keely was a disappointment when she never took to her written lessons as she got older. She escaped the typical domestic charges of a woman and trained to be a warrior, finding more satisfaction with a sword rather than a ledger. Riley was happy to become the heir apparent for Shay, but to keep the leadership in the family, Riley would have to bear a girl child as well. The likelihood of that happening was slim to none if Riley’s heart was drawn to another woman, in particular one from another town. Young men were supposed to venture out, get married, and live on the land their wives’ families maintained. Women were to preserve the little towns, keep the communities together. 

Riley kept weeping. Keely wrapped her in her arms. “It’s alright. You'll be alright.”

“You know what Auntie will say.”

“Feck Auntie Shay. Ye get to be with whomever ye want.” Keely took Riley’s head in her hands and faced her, their green eyes staring at each other. “You must love Honora if you’re this worked up about it.” Riley nodded. “How long ye going around like this?”

“The last year.”

Keely’s eyes widened. “How blind was I to this?” She started to wipe her sister’s tears. 

“I mean, we were blind to it the whole year before. Then one day Honora asked about a kiss as if to practice on a boy and...” Riley’s eyes darted around. Keely stopped herself from recoiling from her sister’s confession. “I don’t think I like boys like I like Honora. Sure I love her, actually.”

“You sure then? Well, if you’re sure, the first person to talk to is Da. He can solve this.”

~*~

[image: ]


Keely’s father, Diplomat Cathal Ó Meisceaill, two daughters Ní Fiach, sat back on the bench in front of their dining table their family home. The hearth was mere embers, letting Cathal enjoy the slight chill this evening. His graying red curls were unbraided, blanketing his broad shoulders. He rubbed his beard and regarded Riley intently. Keely poured the two of them ale in their clay mugs before getting a cup herself. Now that the “bad” news had been explained, the need for sobriety seemed unnecessary. 

Keely sat next to her sister for support. Riley fidgeted, not reaching for the ale.

Cathal began the questioning. “He caught ye kissing, you say?”

Riley nodded. “Sha, Da. He did.”

“Nothing more?”

Riley froze.

“Alright, there’s more. Don’t tell me.” He took a big breath, his barrel chest stretching his wool shirt almost to the brink. It was Cathal’s blood that made Keely so tall and strong, while mother’s blood made Riley lighter and shorter. Cathal raised his brow as he added, “You know, your sister was less discreet once she discovered kissing years ago. Still not that discreet.”

“Da!” Keely felt her face turn red enough to match her hair. 

“Have some shame, both of ye. Going to the woods like trees the same privacy as a bedroom.” Cathal chuckled at his own advice.

“Da, don’t think Riley needs that now.” Keely didn’t need that either. She decided she needed to see the bottom of her mug instead. 

“Alright, alright ye.” Cathal shifted in his seat and looked Riley in the eye. “You’re falling for Honora?”

Riley replied, “Been fallen. Fell down that whole thing.”

Cathal laughed from his belly. “Remember that feeling. Felt like that for your mother. So, do you want to make Honora your wife?”

Riley leaned back with shocked eyes. “I can do that?”

“Sha. It’s a rare thing on the Stone Isles. Just because it’s rare doesn’t make it impossible, no matter what Shay says. Looked into it a couple months back. No little boy had caught ye behind a tree, but I could tell ye were looking at each other different.” It was silent while Cathal took a sip of his ale and placed it back down, still looking at Riley. “So, do you want to marry her?”

Keely watched her sister, who seemed to have a wave of relief and burden all at once, staring down into her mug. “I... I think so, Da. Didn’t know I could, though. Hadn’t had time to think of it.”

“You two been going back and forth for the better part of a day’s travel just to see each other for, how long is it, an hour or two sometimes? You already can barely live without each other. Though if you didn’t know ye could get married, makes sense to think on it.” He took another sip of his ale and wiped his mouth clean. “Riley, give it a think. In a day or two we’ll go together to Auntie Shay. If she comes at you now with a little boy’s rumors just deny them. It’s little boy rumors. They make up stories to get rises out of people all the time. She’ll come around.”

“Da, what if she doesn’t?”

“You’ve been a fine pupil of hers. She’ll remember how proud she is of you.”

“But she’s all about keeping the Caretaker in the family.”

Cathal nodded. “She’s stubborn. Known her longer than ye been alive.” He pointed between his daughters. “She’s not too stubborn to change. She let Keely go the way of a warrior.”

Keely rolled her eyes. Her father clearly didn’t dwell on the year he argued with Shay beforehand. Arguments across the table they sat at now, fights over traditions where protecting the women was a man’s job. Cathal and Shay spat venom at each other while her mother was decidedly silent. Keely tensed up remembering it. 

“Shay’ll come around like before. She’s proud of you, Riley.” He smiled. “And ye ma would’ve been proud of both of ye.”

Keely bit her tongue. Riley pointedly kept looking at Cathal, not even smiling. The sisters knew their mother would’ve been proud of Riley. Keely was another story. 

“Why ye look so worried on the other side of the table? Rat wander in?”

“Nothing.” Keely wanted to keep the peace. It made sense her father still missed and loved her mother. Keely’s feelings were more troubled. She hoped Riley wouldn’t feel guilty about it. 

“You know, Keely, if you settled down with a babe it could solve this whole mess.” Cathal started to laugh. Riley giggled as well. 

Keely wished there was more ale in her cup. “You sound like Auntie Shay, Da.”

Cathal waved a dismissive hand at Keely. “Ye know I’m joking. Don’t see you settling down until you get a gam leg. You’re too good to let that happen anytime soon.”

A rapid knock came from their front door behind them. “Cathal!” 

“Keely, can you get it?”

Keely nodded. She spun on the bench and ran to the old wood front door. She hurried it open to see Rudy there, a bit out of breath. “Rudy?”

“Your da in there?” He peeked through. Seeing Cathal, he made his way toward him at a purposeful pace. “Cathal! Was coming over to tell Keely about the boar and I passed the ritual room. Maverick appeared right before me! My timing’s great!” He almost tripped over himself as he gave Cathal a thin sheet of leather with a filigree imprint at the bottom. “Man’s been taken to rest after that travel. Never saw that before. Amazing.”

Cathal leaned forward and took the leather as he laughed. “Isn’t it, now? Amazes me how these mages train to go so far just to fall on their arse as if they’ve ran the whole way to get over here!” He carefully unrolled the sheet to look it over. 

Keely tapped Rudy. “The boar?”

He spun around with a confused look before his familiar grin grew on his long face. “Oh! Ma said give it ‘til tomorrow. She’s got spare salt and seaweed to wrap it nicely, make it tender before she’ll make a stew for us.”

“Ancestors shine upon your ma, Rudy. Already hungry enough to eat it now.”

Cathal looked up. “Now, Keely, you may not be here for it.”

Keely spun on her heels to Cathal, her whole brow raised in scrutiny. “You’re going to stop me? You know how good that stew’ll be!”

“Not me. Looks like your Uncle asks for you.”

She pulled back her shoulders and stood up straight.

Riley softly asked, “Which one?” Keely already knew the answer.

Cathal put the sheet down. “The one who sends decrees in leather. Ye know only one does that.”

They all fell silent. One of the reasons Cathal was well respected across the Isles as a diplomat was his relationship with his brother-in-law, King Frankelin Hearth Guard. Frankelin had come to the Isles decades ago as a prince, helping to establish a better relationship with the isolated northern isles. He had ended up taking a bride, Cathal’s youngest sister Maura. Story had it Cathal had played matchmaker, sensing Frankelin’s fascination with Maura’s spirit. This alliance had helped many towns during a famine soon after the royal wedding, a time Keely was too young to remember. Cathal made himself important at a level that no other man on the Isles had achieved, and possibly would ever achieve. 

When a request came from Uncle Frankelin to anyone at Fiach, it was heeded.

After a moment, Keely felt brave enough to speak. “What’s it say?”

“Read it.”

Keely took a step back.

Riley quickly turned the leather sheet to face her and read it. “We request a loyal warrior with a true strike. We know strong Keely Ní Fiach, defender of the castle during the Hinfo Betrayal, to be such a warrior. Her mission is personal and of utmost import. Forgive us for asking for her service, but the dedication to her family shall only strengthen her resolve for the mission we bestow upon her.” 

Keely put a hand on Rudy’s shoulder. “Go home, please. Let Riley and Da have my share of the boar.”

“And don’t tell no one about this yet,” Cathal added, the most insistent he had sounded that evening. “I’ll tell the town in due time, but this is a family matter, hear me?”

Rudy’s head spun a bit before he nodded. “Sha.” He steadied himself, putting both his hands on Keely’s shoulder. “Luck to you if I don’t see you leave.” He was about to run out the door before he turned back to add, “Oh! Tell your cousin Fiona I hope the stars shine on her!” With a sly smirk, he rushed out even faster than he had rushed in. Keely closed the door behind him. 

Riley leaned over the table toward Cathal. “She doesn’t have to go, does she?”

“I do,” Keely said. “Uncle Frankelin asking for me means it’s serious.”

Cathal nodded. “Ye were unlucky the last time. We all were.”

“What if the Hinfo are back?” Riley began to tremble.

“Doubt that. This is no simple fight if he needs someone loyal. Keely’s fiercely so. And Stone Isle warriors fight differently than most Hearthsitter soldiers. Frankelin’s a smart man, a tactical King.” Cathal lifted his imposing form from behind the table. “Imagine it’s a quick adventure for you. You’ll come back, we’ll have an excuse for a loud night. Maybe your cousins can come over too.”

Keely nodded. Her father usually had a great sense for these things. 

“Also, he knows I’d kill him if he wasted your talents or your life.”

Keely smirked. “Alright.”

Riley walked up to Keely, shaking her head. “Don’t go. You almost died the last time.”

“You always fret about that.”

“You did! Almost lost you!”

“Nowhere close,” Cathal’s voice was low and angry. “That foul cousin of yours is dead anyway. Trouble’s been burned away.”

“But didn’t Ewan know people who—”

Cathal slammed a hand flat on the table. “We don’t speak that traitor’s name, Riley! His star will die in darkness, along with all those awful things he made deals with.” 

Keely shivered at her father’s volume. The topic of Ewan made everyone tense. He had been the eldest of Maura and Frankelin’s children, destined to inherit rule over the Everwarm Kingdom. Impatience led his attempt to usurp the throne from his father three years ago. He allied with the dangerous Hinfo, striped-scaled people with clawed hands and frightening magical capabilities. Keely had fought off those wretched creatures in the woods just beyond the castle, alongside brave knights who happened to be close. Thinking of that day, she now absent-mindedly put a hand over her stomach, where the burn scar from that battle remained. 

In the end, Ewan was defeated by two mysteriously blessed women. Frankelin and the rest of the Hearth Guard family survived, partly thanks to Keely’s efforts. 

The only person who still dwelled on that horrid day was Riley. “Keely, there’s still Hinfo out there. They invaded down south even after all that. What if they come back? What if... you die this time?” 

Keely looked down at Riley with sorrow. She felt a familiar frown on her face, one that showed during conversations like this. “That’s how warriors make themselves useful.”

Riley was almost shrieking through a whisper. “Dying?!”

“Nay,” Cathal retorted, “Only almost dying.” There was a pause before the three of them shared a nervous laugh. Cathal came over and hugged both his daughters fiercely. “We got through the worst of it. We won’t worry about those ugly monsters again. Now, let’s get dinner ready and then get Keely packed. Imagine it’ll be a few days before you come back. Don’t let that royal life get you lazy!” More earnest laughs followed with one more big squeeze of a hug between the three.   Keely felt eased. Her father was usually right about these things. Monsters were the least of their problems now. 
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Chapter Two
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Mage Roc

Roc’s students were at rapt attention as he stood at the front of the classroom. He assumed there were a couple reasons for this. 

First was how different, almost alien, he looked to these boys. Like most citizens of the Everwarm Kingdom, or Hearthsitters as children of the nation were called, the boys were used to men Roc’s age with long black hair pulled back into a single braid, like theirs was. They were used to people with darker skin, rich hues like those found in the refined wood from pecan to mahogany trees. They were used to faces free of facial hair and sometimes free of eyebrows above dark brown pupils. 

For many of these students, Roc was the first Raduxian they had ever seen. He kept his messy brown hair cut just past his ears. Any longer and it tangled like a rat's nest. Years ago, he realized he could never shave fast enough to easily maintain a smooth face. Instead, he kept a goatee to minimize his morning routine, highlighting how his jaw pointed down like a triangle. His icy blue eyes looked down the prominent ridge of his fair nose. Roc reveled in being the oddity younger students were eager to see in the classroom. It kept their eyes forward and their ears listening. 

Some students were also eager to hear their first lecture regarding specialization in the Arts, a philosophy Roc found invigorating to introduce to hungry minds. 

“You must understand that each Art requires a different finesse. For each of you, there will be one or two you’ll gravitate toward naturally. First are Forces, the Art of movement concentrated on either wind or water. Simple to learn but punishing to master. It requires a fortitude that even the strongest knights can lack. It is one that comes deep from within, almost as taxing as a Teleport Maverick’s talent. You will have to learn pacing, truly know the limits of your personal stamina, and master an internal strength that even the Eastern Ridge would envy. I have seen young men think Forces is the ‘easy’ Art only to work themselves to exhaustion as they progress through the College, neglecting the inner focus necessary. You will all learn some of the Art of Forces, for it is how we identify other magics if we’re uncertain of an Art found in the world. Just because you have this rudimentary understanding does not mean that all of you will find it worthy of your concentration as you progress.”

Roc kept a tally of the students who were taking notes and those who were merely listening. The latter would learn from their folly soon enough. 

“Next, there is the Art of Earth. It requires a knowledge of the ground you stand on, a study of where you find yourself, knowing how far underneath your feet the ground is soft, where rock or clay will appear, even if you expect a burrowing beast to spring forth if you volley the ground up. It’s a practical art that will suit those of you who find success in spatial calculation and rote memorization. Some find it boring. Some find it satisfying. What is of import to you is how you personally react to it.

“There’s the Art of Growth, which many students underestimate. Like Earth, it requires an academic approach as you learn about the natural state of what you plan to grow by your mere touch. Those of you who find healing your calling will learn how the body is growing even after you’ve settled into your adult frame, and how this growth is the process that allows our body to repair itself. Others may focus more on a pursuit of horticulture, where you will study the cycles of trees, shrubs, crops, any plant that may be of use to civilization. I find this art attracts the most creative of men who study in these halls. That creativity is necessary when you’re dealing with an Art that focuses on living beings. This is due to each living being, flora or fauna, having its own unique form and spirit.”

Usually stern-faced in the classroom, Roc let a slight smile slip for the last explanation. 

“Finally, many of you will want the glory and showmanship of the Art of Fire, a manipulation of heat that can grant a man a meal or a grave. It’s a wild and speedy Art with an aspect of nature that fights any attempt of being tamed. You must be quick-witted and decisive in an instant. To falter in any way is to risk injury.”

Indulging in dramatics, Roc rolled up the long sleeves on his gray cotton robe to show the scars on his forearms. Pink, taught, shiny. A couple of boys gasped. 

“An unfortunate risk I took 12 years ago. Had I been properly taught, I wouldn’t be so monstrous looking today. A curse I do not wish on any of you. This is why, as you begin your studies, I urge you all to be honest with yourself on your strengths and abilities. To master the Art of Fire is impressive but it is for some a fleeting goal. Those of us who specialize in Fire are feared on the battlefield. Those who were less talented and foolishly went forward have been left changed, sometimes in ways they can’t hide as easily as I. Those even less fortunate have not survived to warn you. Every Art has its dangers. Fire’s are just the most common, the swiftest, and the deadliest.”

“My father says the Arts are easy since the savages mastered it.” It was a tall boy who sat in the middle of the class, his arms crossed, his quill clean on the table in front of him. The student was a defiant silhouette in a classroom that was brightened by the afternoon sun.

Roc paused and regarded the boy. A common prejudice from the privileged up north in the marshes. “Pardon my ignorance, young man, but when your father refers to savages, can you clarify who he is speaking of?”

The boy scoffed. “Those filthy Phuryans! Everyone knows that.”

“You may not have noticed, but I’m of foreign birth, so I know nothing of that,” Roc lied. Some of the other students giggled. “But I am intrigued by this hypothesis of your father’s. Truly. Let’s consider it. The Arts are easy since the Phuryans mastered it.” He paused, nodding his head and rubbing his goatee. “I have one interesting consideration for you, and I wonder if your peers could help me with this. Who here knows why the lands here, these southernmost reaches of King Frankelin’s care, are called Ashland?”

“I do!” An eager boy whose cheeks still carried childhood’s fat called out. “May I?”

Roc nodded. “Please, proceed.”

“When Prince Edmer met with the city that the Phuryans had here four hundred years ago, he thought to burn them out to help his father, King Adair, expand the Kingdom.”

“Precisely, good. And does anyone know how the Phuryans responded?”

Another student, this one short but with a booming voice heard from the table furthest from Roc yelled, “They burned us back!”

“Good! I’m glad to know we’ve some students of history here. It will serve you well. To extrapolate, the Phuryans reportedly took the fires started on their homes and used the Art of Fire to burn some of Prince Edmer’s men to death. This is how the Everwarm Kingdom discovered the Arts of Magic, set upon us as weapons. Fortunately, Prince Edmer was convinced that peace could be achieved after that. A clever reversal of fortunes performed by the Phuryans, wouldn’t you say? Not quite savage if you ask me.”

Roc delighted in the tall boy’s fuming glare at him, although he didn’t show it as he let his grin dissipate. Pride was something he tried to remove from any student placed in front of him. It was a deadly flaw in his experience. 

“With that explained, let’s focus in on one of—”

Behind him was a knock on the door frame. Roc turned to see in the entryway an older gentleman, his graying hair braided into a high bun, dressed in his long green cloak adorned with beige and blue beading striped around his collar and shoulders. Despite his smile and the gentle look in his eyes, he was here on Council business.

“Councilman Tamed Valley, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

The councilman looked over the class and entered the room, appearing to glide atop the sandstone floor. “Mage Roc, may I do these young men the pleasure of dismissing your lesson early?”

Roc looked to his students. Many appeared astonished and spooked by the casual exchange between their teacher and one of the highest officials of Ashland. They wouldn’t pay attention to a lesson after such an interruption. “I believe you may, Councilman. Single file and out to the dining hall. You’ll be early for dinner, be patient with the generous cooks.” He walked to stand next to Tamed Valley as he watched the students get up from their tables, pack their stationary kits, roll up their parchments, and hurry out the door. Some of them eyed Tamed Valley. He took on a grandfatherly demeanor as he smiled and nodded at them on their way out. Roc kept his exposed arms crossed as he kept watch. The youngest students were still learning the need for decorum. Roc had quickly mastered the ability to have them second guess their rambunctiousness with one eyebrow raise. 

In a couple short minutes, the classroom was empty without incident. Roc rolled his sleeves back down. “I apologize for not offering to dismiss the students myself, Councilman.”

Tamed Valley reached up to put a hand on Roc’s shoulder. “I’m the one who imposed on you, Mage Roc. I overheard some of your lesson just now. You’re kinder than what I remember you telling me years ago.”

Roc nodded as he went to a table to see a student left a quill behind. It appeared to be where the tall boy had been sitting. “I try to remember how I was when I was their age. It wasn’t that long ago.” He looked out the window in the back of the classroom, a rare breeze coming in for relief. 

“Surprised your experiences give you sympathy for boys who have it easier than you did.”

“I don’t focus on the circumstances. I focus on their curiosity. That’s what we attract here, the privileged boys who find themselves pondering and wondering, rather than the faithful who become a priest of the Creator or the strength-driven who become a knight for the King. I had those choices before me. I remember why I chose here.” He turned to face Tamed Valley. “I hope I don’t waste your time opining on my teaching philosophy.”

Tamed Valley let out a soft chuckle. “I appreciate your consideration, but I find it of use to my conscience.” The paternal shine in his eyes hit Roc, something he noticed often from his former guardian.

“You ensured I found a giving path, Councilman. Your conscience should be clear.”

“Then excuse me indulging in pride for the young man I guided.”

Modesty forced Roc to quiet acceptance. He walked over to Tamed Valley, putting the quill in one of the many pockets on his robe. “May I ask what brings you here?”

“I’m actually the messenger for a request, one I received from King Frankelin.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You jest.”

“Certainly not about the King’s wishes. He asked from me recommendations for two mages fit for a specific predicament he finds himself in. One mage who would do well in case of battle, and one who could heal. He required them to be loyal to the crown and of exceptional talent. There was no doubt in my mind that you were the battle-ready mage.”

Roc took a deep breath to calm the swell of validation in his heart. “I’m honored you thought of me, Councilman.”

“Then you do me the honor of accepting the task?”

“Of course I do.”

“Good!” Tamed Valley gave a hearty pat on Roc’s back, surprising the mage with the joyous outburst. “I hoped you would.” Tamed Valley swiftly clasped his hands behind his back and looked Roc in the eye, a gaze warm but authoritative at the same time. “I also hoped you could help me find the other mage, the one with exceptional healing talents.”

Roc tilted his head in consideration and then went toward the classroom entryway. “I have just the man in mind. Follow me if you will, Councilman.” The two walked down the short, gray-stone hallway to a closed door diagonally across from Roc’s classroom. “Persistent and studious, and learned from the most talented Phuryan priests during... well recently.” Roc knocked on the door. 

On the other side they heard the soft steps of leather boots approach. The door slowly opened for a head to peek through, a handsome man of Roc’s age and just taller than Tamed Valley. His Hearthsitter brown eyes and Phuryan red-brown skin tone made the gray on his robe pop, rather than fade away as it did on Roc. His braid was swung over his shoulder, and his smile to Roc quickly changed to a confused O when he noticed Tamed Valley. He cleared his throat and straightened, revealing how dark the room behind him was despite the summer’s afternoon sun. 

“Peter,” Roc started, “You remember Councilman Virgil Tamed Valley of Ashland?”

“Um, yes.” Peter gave a customary bow. “Good afternoon, Councilman.”

Tamed Valley bowed back. “Likewise. You’re... Black Stone’s child, correct?”

“Yes, Mage Peter Black Stone, youngest son of Smith David Black Stone.”

“Yes! I’ve written to your mother before, I remember now. I’m glad you and Mage Roc remain friends. I was just speaking with Councilman Blue Maize about your family’s work. We both agreed your father was a good man.”

“Thank you, Councilman.”

“If I may,” Roc looked to Tamed Valley, who motioned for Roc to continue. “I was told by the Councilman that King Frankelin requested two loyal mages. Specifically, one talented in battle and one in healing. Your training in the Art of Growth is possibly the most thorough healing training of those found at the College, if I do say so myself.”

“Um, well, possibly.” Peter shifted back and forth on his feet. 

“One of the few who made the effort to learn from local Phuryan priests, and one of the teachers here who makes the most use of the library for such purposes. In fact, are you working on your latest discovery in this room?”

“Yes, I am.” He began to shift more. 

Tamed Valley tried to peek through the doorway. “May I ask what you’re working on, Mage Peter?”

“Well, yes. I found a new word of the Art in an old text recently. I’m testing a theory.”

“A theory on what?”

Roc stepped forward and slightly pushed the door open as he simultaneously pushed his modest friend. “Could you demonstrate for the Councilman? I think it’s impressive how Mage Peter discovered a piece of the Art hiding in plain sight, written in long-forgotten transcriptions.”

Peter cleared his throat. “Certainly.” He turned into the room. “Follow me, please. Carefully.”

The room was almost the same size as the Roc’s classroom, but curtains had been drawn closed, enveloping the whole space in darkness. The light of a single candle guided the men to a wooden table, the wax having melted enough to drip over the wooden candleholder’s edge. Roc stopped a foot away from the table as Peter walked around it to the other side. 

Tamed Valley cautiously positioned himself next to Roc. “A room so dark requires care indeed. What is the need for such a setup?”

Peter raised a hand parallel to the candlestick. It was quiet for a moment. Then began to utter the words of the Art. The ancient tongue was breathy yet deep, with elongated vowels and soft consonants that blended together in exacting pronunciations. Peter uttered a particularly long incantation before the magic of the words revealed themselves as a small orange image above the flame—a falcon soaring in the air.

“Creator’s light,” Tamed Valley exhaled in wonder.

“Impressive, and more detailed than the last.” Roc let himself grin once again. He was happy Peter could show off his brilliance. 

Peter smiled back as he looked down at the falcon, then spoke the Art again. The falcon image flapped its wings, went down for a dive, before disappearing as it hit the table. “Thank you.” He looked around. “I’ll let the sun in now.” Peter walked to the windows behind him to open the curtains. Roc followed to help.

“Mage Peter, that’s astonishing!” Tamed Valley exclaimed in delight. “I hadn’t heard anyone at the College was pursuing such a craft. The potential for this is awesome in scope!”

The sunlight came in, uncovering from shadow the students’ tables pushed along the walls, their chairs pushed to one corner. The candle’s light was overpowered as Peter continued with moving the drapes. “Potential is apt. I still lack understanding in how this new word interacts with what else is known.”

Roc turned and faced Tamed Valley, tutting at Peter. “My friend’s so focused on learning more about his discovery that he cannot relish what he has discovered. Mage Peter does the impossible and asks to go further still.”

Tamed Valley nodded and walked toward the table, looking over the candle that provided such a spectacle. “An admirable ambition, especially if it creates feats such as this. I assume this is why I heard you were so studied with the Art of Growth, Mage Peter.”

Peter uncovered the last window in the room, shuffling his feet as he turned around and nodded at Tamed Valley. “One could assume, Councilman.”

Roc scoffed. “Such modesty is unnecessary when you have been referred to serve under King Frankelin.”

“Oh, yes. You need my answer?”

Tamed Valley leaned forward, waiting for a response.

Peter looked at Roc, raising his brow. Roc nodded, and Peter loosened his shoulders. “It’s an honor to be considered. I accept.”

Tamed Valley clapped his hands together in delight. “That’s wonderful news indeed! King Frankelin will be pleased with such talents at his disposal. It is a matter of great importance, so I’ll need both of you to be packed with any travel gear as well as formal attire early tomorrow morning. Bring it to the Council’s Hall first thing. I’m under the impression we will have two Teleport Mavericks ready and waiting for you.”

“Two Teleport Mavericks?” Roc could barely contain his confusion.

Tamed Valley tightened his lips and rolled back his shoulders. “Apparently this predicament, and Mage Peter, the King did describe this as a predicament, needs a swift response. There’s still the tradition of an introduction feast, but that is scheduled for tomorrow night. Advisor Hue Marked will be sure to see you make it to Where Topinabee Rests in time. You may even be staying as royal guests as you complete your mission.”

Roc felt Peter’s eyes on him, knowing they carried a worried look. The King could use Teleport Mavericks as much as he wanted, but due to the strain on one’s body to perform that Art, it was used sparingly. To have two on hand ensuring two mages and their supplies would arrive on time without any interruptions made Roc curious as to the gravity of this “predicament”.

Tamed Valley asked, “Is that an issue for either of you?”

“We’ll have to visit some people tonight,” Peter asserted. Roc knew that Peter’s family would need to be told right away. 

“I’m hoping I’ve spoken to you both early enough that you can reach out to whomever you need. With that, I must excuse myself and speak with Headmaster Stilled River about your absences.”

Another curious development, thought Roc. “With the urgency of this issue, will we need to be gone long from the College?”

Tamed Valley tilted his head to the side and looked toward the ceiling. “I hope not, but I can’t be certain. I’m sure the Headmaster can see to your classes while you’re out. You’re two of the younger teachers here, are you not? There will be others who taught your classes before.” As if he could sense Roc about to ask another question, Tamed Valley moved toward the door, once again gliding. “I must see to some things before tomorrow. All can be answered once you report to the King.” He stepped out and turned the corner, floating off. 

The two mages were left dumbfounded for a moment before Peter broke the silence. “What have you gotten us into, Roc?”

~*~
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The roaring hearth kept the dining area in Amalah Black Stone’s house almost sweltering. She had offered water to Roc and Peter. Both partook, yet Roc was clearly melting in his seat. Amalah’s back was turned to them, holding her beige skirt away from the fire as she used a flat stone to cook “Davy Cakes”, a Black Stone family maize bread recipe for special occasions. It was a strange mix of northern Everwarm Kingdom spices and Phuryan maize flour, usually served with beans. This batch was for breakfast in the morning, made after Amalah heard the mages were set to leave early for the capital. Roc did his best to not salivate due to the enchanting aroma. 
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