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Abedyssa (ah-beh-dee-ssuh) – abbess

Abekirku (ah-beh-kir-koo) – abbey / monastery

Akanottya (ah-cah-noh-tee-ah) – a belligerent tribe in Wolfsmere 

Argentärie (ahr-jenn-taah-ree-eh) – a genetic trait common in those of Isäntä descent, believed to be a blood disease

Aureelainen (ah-oo-reeh-lie-nan) – family name

Aurinkaa (au-reen-kaah) – sun deity worshipped in Finamörie and Wolfsmere

Asuntuo (Ah-zoon-too-oh) – training and living facilities for the Luvarii, existing throughout Finamörie and Borode

Avayn (ah-vein) – key

Asra (aah-zruh) – first name

Bergantyne (bur-gun-teen) – musical instrument akin to a violin

Blayne (as in Blane) – first name

Borode (boh-rode) - continent

Byrren (bee-run) – a root that is powdered and used to combat fevers and infections

Chaliddmey (kah-leed-may) – bush of fragrant leaves, like rosemary

Cauculasie (cau-coo-lah-see-uh) – a race of pirates, the bay where they have their headquarters, Cauculasie Bay, situated on a continent south of Borode, that of Evrolenn

Cirramin (see-rah-meen) – a fragrant plant, whose flowers are good for brewing tisanes

Col (as in Cole) – first name

Curmissia (coor-mee-see-ah) – a citrus fruit, similar to oranges

Crulise (croo-leess) – an ocean

Dalsen (dahl-sun) – a sweet berry

Darisel (dah-ree-zehl) – first name

Dayne (as in Dane) – first name

Delegoiida (Deh-leh-goi-duh) – the government’s representative adjudicated to small villages and hamlets, responding to the Pormestri of the nearest town.

Drydth (dreeth) – a lake in Finamörie

Duchy of Eclaterre (eh-clah-teh-rruh) – one of the duchies in Borode 

Duchy of Gerimaur (ge-ree-ma-uur) – one of the duchies in Borode

Duchy of Iseukenia (ee-zoo-keh-niah) – one of the duchies in Borode

Duchy of Osagga (oh-zah-guh) – one of the duchies in Borode

Duchy of Wolfsmere (wolfs- meere) – one of the duchies in Borode

Durnissa (door-nee-sa) – meat pasty

Evadel (eva-dehl) – first name

Felder (fehl-dur) - a fruit similar to grapes 

Finamörie (fee-nah-moh-rieh) - an island east of Borode, now an independent domain, but once part of Wolfsmere

Fluhsel (floo-zehl) – musical instrument akin to a flute

Frosttide (frost-tide) season akin to winter

Furholmen (Foor-hol-man) – family name

Gronter (Gron-tur) – ornamental bush, with very bright green leaves

Hageshi (hah-geh-shee) – first name

Haikal (hai-kahl) – a swimming mammal akin to a very large dolphin

Halla Hovi (hah-luh hoh-vee) – throne room in the Valinsarvii Isänteö

Halla Prinsessa (hah-luh prin-ceh-ssah) – ice princess, frost princess

Halla Prinssi (hah-luh prin-see) – ice prince, frost prince

Harppu (har-poo) – very large fish, that lives in rivers and lakes on Finamörie and Wolfsmere 

Harvesttide (harvest-tide) – season akin to autumn

Herra(heh-rah) – formal mode of address, akin to Mr, used in Finamörie and Wolfsmere

Herranii (heh-rah-nee) – formal mode of address imparted to the rulers of Finamörie equivalent to king

Herrin(heh-reen) – formal mode of address, akin to Mrs. or Miss, used in Finamörie and Wolfsmere

Herrinaa (heh-reen-ah) – formal mode of address imparted to rulers of Finamörie, equivalent to queen

Isäntä (ee-zan-tuh) – wardens

Jäät(as in yet) – deity associated with ice and frost worshipped in Finamörie and Wolfsmere

Järvien (yer-vien) – village by the Drydth

Jokirapp (yoh-kee-rahp) – a type of crayfish native to the Drydth region

Jhula Valoij (yoo-luh vah-loy) – a Finamörian and Wolfsmeran celebration akin to Christmas

Kaakoa (Cah-coo-aah) a dark brown powder akin to chocolate

Karys (cuh-reess) – first name

Kayne (as in cane) – first name

Kanelia (cah-neh-lee-uh) – a spice similar to cinnamon

Kestaminstri (kes-tuh-mins-tree) – village by the Drydth

Kettujen (keh-too-djen) – a species of large, feral foxes, native to Finamörie

Klod (clode) – wild berry, similar to seljann, found in wooded areas at some altitude, around Wolfsmere and the northern part of Finamörie

Kottwing (caught-wing) – a type of bird

Kuunvali (coon-vah-lee) – deity associated with the moon, worshipped in Finamörie and Wolfsmere

L’Etoyle (leh-too-ah-luh)

Lokien, lokiens (loh-kee-uns) – sea bird similar to seagulls

Lotta (loh-tah) – first name

Ludol (loo-doll) – village by the Drydth

Lyria (lee-ree-uh) – first name

Lyvstatt (lee-ves-taht) – a plant whose seeds have calming properties, akin to morphine

Maici (mah-ee-see) – edible cereal, akin to corn

Maisteri (maiss-tuh-ree) – formal address code for men of higher classes and male school teachers, in Wolfsmere and Finamörie

Maisterina (maiss-tuh-ree-nah) – formal address code for women of higher classes and for female school teachers

Manticressiiä (mun-tee-cress-ee-ah) – a snake with several heads

Mäntimetsä (mun-tee-meh-tsah) – wooded area in the north of Finamörie

Marsond (mar-sohnd) – an ocean

Merine de Saurel (me-rri-nuh duh soh-rrehl)

Metsyehn (meh-tsee-ehne) – a clan of nomadic peoples

Novisii (Noh-vee-sie) – the group of teachers and instructors at the Abekirku of Sylverspire

Oberyl(owe-buh-reel)

Ominna (oh-mee-nah) - fruit akin to an apple

Pokkuorin (poh-coo-oh-reen) – a type of bush

Pormestri (pohr-mehs-tree) – mayor

Pormestrisa (pohr-mehs-treezah) – city hall

Rökye (roh-kee) – a thin cylinder of finely cut herbs and weeds rolled into special paper, akin to a cigarette

Ruukin (roo-kien) – a cereal akin to rye

Ruukin water – a drink akin to whisky

Sauraamo (sau-raah-moo) – a plant, with golden flowers

Saurelainen (sau-ruh-lie-nan)

Sedaïta (seh-day-tuh) – protector of the nobility

Seedingtide (seeding-tide) – season akin to Spring

Seitseme Lapsenn (Sight-seh-meh Lah-psehn) – seventh child 

Seitseme lapsenn fum a seitseme lapsenn (sight-seh-meh lah-psehn foom a sight-seh-meh lah-psehn) – seventh son of a seventh son/ seventh child of a seventh child

Seljann (sell-ee-un) – wild berry, found on most wooded areas around Finamörie

Silmä (seal-mah) – eye

Simpukatï (seem-poo-kah-tee) – a kind of clam native to the Drydth region

Sorren (soh-run) – wild leafy bush, found in wooded areas at some altitude, around Wolfsmere and the northern part of Finamörie

Sohturii (soh-too-ree) - warrior

Suntide (sun-tide) – season akin to Summer

Surmesterin (soor-mehs-tuh-reen) – the highest ranking Luvarii in an Asuntuo

Tabel (teh-bul) – game of carved dice

Tähteä (tah-teea) – stars

Talen (as in talon)

Thäthianyste (tah-tee-ah-nees-tuh) – a seed similar to star anise

Toine de Flermontot (tuah-nuh duh fleh-rr-mon-toh)

Tuhli (too-lee) fire deity worshipped in Finamörie and Wolfsmere 

Tuonien (too-oh-niun) – range of mountains in central Finamörie

Turmella (toor-meh-luh) – a flower that induces visions

Turmiel (toor-mee- ehl)

Tuulo (too-loh) – river in Finamörie

Ushu (oo-shoo) – a bush whose leaves are used in tisanes

Uusi Kaupari (oo-see kau-pah-reeh) – New Kaupari

Vael (as in veil)

Valeri (vuh-leh-ree)

Valinsarvii Isänteö (vah-leen-sahr-vee ee-zun-teh-oh) – the Isäntä fortress in Finamörie

Valteri (vahl-teh-ree)

Valtamehr (Vahl-tuh-mear as in wear) - Deity associated with the water worshipped in Finamörie and Wolfsmere

Valyo (vah-lee-oh) – champion, chosen one

Vanyan Sea (vah-nee-uhn) – a sea south of Finamörie and Borode

Varesyan Sea (vuh-reh-sian) – a sea between Finamörie and Borode

Vayne (as in vain)

Vesy (veh-zee) – sea deity associated with water, worshipped in Finamörie and Wolfsmere

Vyonde (vay-on-dee) – low bush with fragrant purple flowers

Yilen (iy-lehn) – the palace guard of Finamörie's capital

Ylin (y-leen) – the overseer of Finamörie, not really a king, more of a vice roy.

Yksi ja ainö Halla Prinssi, nei Prinsessa vastaa hän istuimellansaa, nei laamöst sisalaa hän sydän (eek-see yah ai-noh hah-luh prin-see, nay prin-ceh-ssah vah-stah hen iss-too-ee-meh-lun-sah, nay lah-moh-st see-zuh-lah hen see-den) – line from an old Finamörie song, meaning “The one and only Prince of Frost, no Princess on his throne, nor warmth within his heart.”

Sea of Hate - Jervii Vihamielisyys

Sea of Fear – Jervii Pelkko

Sea of Greed – Jervii Ahneus

Sea of Ignorance – Jervii Tymhyys

Sea of disease – Jervii Sairaaus

Sea of senselessness – Jervii Tiperyys

Sea of Sacrifice – Jervii Uhraaminen
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The Luvarii nudged the young one, shoved him harder, noticing the boy's reluctance to walk. This one had the gift of omens, in the form of dreams that came when he was awake. He'd be caught under spell of his magic at the oddest moments, and so far, no one had been able to find a way of helping him control his powers. Which weren't even very strong, to start with. Another magical child no one would miss, for he had no parents to claim his life, he had no one who cared. As soon as magic manifested upon him, he'd been left to fend for himself. Barely out of his diapers, bawling his fear and panic for the world to hear, abandoned by his family on a large market square.

The Luvarii had stepped in, as they always did; having sensed the magic in his blood from across the square. He'd been taken to the nearest Asuntuo, and made to train his gift, but some magic is unruly, and some magic wielders unteachable. This poor thing, surely no older than thirteen, fourteen years in age, was sadly both. He was feeble, had no head for learning, and his powers did what they wanted, when they wanted. Good thing it wasn't battle magic, that would have been risky. But it had sealed his fate. Those like this child never became members of the Luvarii. In the past, they'd be put to death as soon as their condition was registered. But this was not the past, and here at the Aarkhut Asuntuo things were done differently.

Coming to the end of the long descent, the Luvarii touched the tip of his torch to the sconces on the wall, shedding light upon the narrow corridor. Leaving the stairs behind, he urged the boy on, wondering if death would not have been better than what fate lay in store for this child. Shuddering in slight horror, he brushed those thoughts aside; it was the kind of thing that could get you killed in here, should the ideas crossing his head be caught by those with the power to read minds. But he didn't agree with what took place inside this dank, musty, cold cellar. He didn't agree, and it hadn't been this he'd signed up for, when joining the Luvarii and climbing his way up the ranks. Magic was precious, and rare. A gift, bestowed upon only a few, who were made different by it, special. It wasn't something to be carted around and offered to everyone with a mind to have it.

It wasn't a wish to be granted.

You were either born into it, or you weren't.

And those who weren't, well, they clearly weren't meant to possess it, were they?

So no, he could not abide by what took place inside this cellar - the sullied attempt to transfer magic from talented individuals into those who lacked it. Killing the ones who had it in the process. 

Reaching the end of the corridor, he grabbed the boy's shoulder, staying him; saw his panic-stricken eyes that told him the child knew well what awaited behind the door. He'd help, if he could, he was of a mind to do it. But he'd risk his own life, and that was something the Luvarii wasn't yet ready for. So he knocked, and waited until a strong voice ordered him in.

Turning the knob with a suddenly clammy hand, he opened the door, shoved the boy forth, bowed his head inside the hood that hid his face. But his eyes searched around, took in everything. He'd later report it all, to those who mattered. Making sure he shielded his thoughts, the Luvarii led the boy towards the duo of hooded figures that played around with a contraption, more akin to a torture device than a magical instrument. The Isäntä had been the only ones constructing magical instruments. And the Luvarii had finished the Isäntä because of it, claiming these devices were evil, would rain ruin upon the people. But now they did the same? Now, they tried to imbue ordinary objects with powerful magic, just as the Knights of old had done? What morals did they have, to count themselves better than their powerful predecessors? No wonder there were those who longed for the return of the Isäntä, at least they didn't fuse people to their devices.

The only un-hooded person in the room slid towards the Luvarii and the boy, grabbing his hand in a claw-like fist. The child whimpered, hunkered, in evident fear, and the Luvarii nearly did the same. This woman was terrifying in every aspect, with her blazing eyes and her spent face. The scars covering her right side - from temple down to neck - told a story of sheer horror, one he wasn't privy to, himself; but which he'd heard various versions of carted around at meals' time, everyone spooning in their own theories as to who she was. 

Once pleasing on the eye, surely, a fire had taken away her beauty . Another victim of the fire rains that had ravished Finamörie almost ten years before, but this one was special. What made her so? Why was she taken in so promptly, and nursed back to health; why was she afforded the chance to be given magic when she had none, when there were others the highest members of the Asuntuo would certainly prefer to gift with powers, for they could be made into timely allies? Why was this woman here, ready to suffer the pains the procedure was sure to inflict upon her, if the screams leaving the cellar were anything to go by? Why endure such agony just for magic, if she wouldn't be free to use it as she wished?  

The whimpering boy tried to hide between the folds of the Luvarii's cloak, the man pushed him gently away, his eyes mellowing at the sight of the child's fear. He was sorry for him, but there was nothing he could do. 

“Go, now, it'll soon be over,” he whispered, and saw the woman cock her head as if to hear him better.

The smile on her lips was enough to freeze his heart; if he wasn't careful, one of these days it'd be him strapped to that horrid chair, with nothing to look forward to but a speedy death. Which never came, not when the Luvarii assigned to this task were careful enough to keep their subjects alive, lest the magic got lost during the transference attempt. But they all died, the victims of this cruel procedure; they all ended up dead, and the woman with the burn scar on her face stayed as magic-less as ever. A double-bladed knife it was, he was glad the procedure never worked, but he felt for the lives that were lost, and the time it took them to die. One day, the secret to the transference would be discovered, and that would change everything.

Turning his back on the act being performed upon an innocent who couldn't have defended himself, the Luvarii left the room, closed the door behind him, boots slapping against the hard-packed ground as he fled the cellar. This couldn't be allowed to go on, he must find his contact and present his report, this must stop. What if they succeeded? What would it be of their world, of the people? Where would their freedom go? Tyranny, the likes of which not even the Isäntä had dared dream of, would strike the land. Better to have the old order of knights reinstated, than allowing this to take place.

Covering his ears with shaking hands, the Luvarii ran up the stairs, wishing to place as much distance between himself and this cellar as he could, knowing time was of the essence. If the Luvarii managed to get to the Valyo and transfer his powers, his magic, onto someone else, what would that rain upon their world? Who would they place on the throne? 

It was a fate he didn't care to see come to fruition.
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Dayne lingered back, his steps slowing until Hageshi Nakamura, who brought up the rear of the small group, had caught up with him. The Osaggan took a slow, deep breath, pausing his heart rate, kept his eyes up front. Wondered what the man could wish with him, to lean back, put away the thoughts flooding his mind, plugging the array of images flashing behind his eyes and kick-starting his pulse back to an accelerated pace. Ever since he’d met him, Hageshi Nakamura didn’t know what to make of Dayne Saurelainen, but knew he could hardly keep the young man out of his head.

They walked deeper into the woods, Hageshi focusing on his surroundings for signs of disturbance, knowing Talen Omhersehn did the same. Vayne Saurelainen stayed at her elbow, watching her every step, while Kayne walked by himself, pulling away from the others. Hageshi knew him well enough to understand he was best left alone. Kayne was furious, and dealing with his rage in the only way he knew how. By keeping to himself and letting his anger stew, while he forced his self-control to reach new heights of efficacy. Hageshi knew his friend was best left alone, and yet, he longed to go to him and explain the need for his lies, his secrecy. Kayne had become his best friend through the three years the Osaggan had been forced to spend at Portswynde, pretending to be a fisherman, so he could keep an eye on the Saurelainen brothers. He'd been obeying orders from his first in command, Mage Captain Talen Omhersehn. It irked him that Kayne refused to listen, let alone understand. Hageshi’s vows prevented him from disclosing his true identity and mission without the permission from his commanding officer, and Talen had made it very clear he was to keep his reasons for being in Portswynde to himself.

Sighing, he sped up his pace, watching from the corner of his eye as Dayne tried to keep up, and at the same time find the nerve to say what he’d lingered behind for. A blush threatened to cover Hageshi’s face, as he wondered what could the bookish youngster want with him, wishing he longed for the exact same thing Nakamura did. Still, Dayne kept silent, stealing hooded glances whenever he thought the Osaggan was distracted. It wouldn’t do. Hageshi couldn't keep his concentration, his focus, as long as Dayne carried on like this.

“Is there some way I can help you?” he asked, voice carrying a cold deeper than what he actually wanted it to.

Dayne’s light blue eyes turned to him, the impending smile dwindling over his lips, and Hageshi knotted his fists. What he wouldn’t give to see that smile.

“I’m not the enemy, you know?”

Even his voice was soft, delicate, soothing. A light breeze, taking away the edge of a too hot day; a hearth filled with warm embers shedding comfort to a home on a cold, snowy night. Nakamura nodded, kept his eyes forward, nails biting the callused palms of his hands. 

“I didn’t mean to offend,” he offered, stole a quick glance.

“Kayne’ll come round. Just let him stew for a bit. He forgives easily, and forgets too.”

“Unlike you.”

Dayne’s cheeks tinged with red, the young man averting Nakamura’s eyes. The Osaggan still remembered when Vayne Saurelainen had been arrested on accounts of murder, and Dayne had discovered the truth about his brother. A truth Hageshi had found out before, when a countryman of his related the events taking place outside one of the most frequented brothels in Portswynde. A countryman who happened to know who Hageshi Nakamura truly was, and what he’d been sent to the coastal town for. 

Knowing what Vayne Saurelainen had done didn’t make it easier for the Osaggan to accept the boy’s actions, but he'd soon understood his reasons. Dayne, on the other hand, hadn't, and if at first he’d shunned his brother - shocked and angered that Vayne had turned out to be a murderer - when the verdict came and the boy was sentenced to death, Dayne had broken down, for he loved his brother. He still hadn't forgiven Vayne’s actions, nor forgotten them, but Hageshi knew the bonds between the three brothers were far from severed.

“Well, Kayne is unlike me in every aspect, is he not?” Facing Nakamura, Dayne’s eyes had taken a glint of coldness the Osaggan didn’t remember having seen before. 

“What is it you want from me?” The question was ambiguous at best, Hageshi intent on digging as far as he could into Dayne’s purposes. He hadn’t wished for the coldness seeping his voice, though, but at twenty-six he was well aware of every little scheme and trick he used for self-protection. Turning cold on those he cared about was only one of his usual resorts. After all, he had a world of experience on how to be let down and hurt by those he let in.

Dayne took a deep breath, as if searching for courage. “It was my fault that Vayne had to do what he did. It was my fault my brother became a killer,” he said.

Nakamura stopped walking. His eyes latched on to Dayne’s back, as the young man kept going; the way his lean legs moved inside tight leather trousers meant for travelling, catching Hageshi’s eye and imagination. After a few heartbeats, Dayne seemed to notice the Osaggan had lagged behind, and turned to stare at him, their eyes locking. Light blue against dark brown, large and round against small and slanted.

“What the fuck do you mean?” Hageshi asked. 

He knew why Vayne had killed those three men in the alley. According to the Osaggan bodyguard who worked at the brothel, the boy had been threatened; the men assaulting him wanting to steal his earnings and do away with his life. Until one of them saw the inking on his collarbone and knew Vayne for what he was, the Valyo. The boy had been forced to defend himself and protect his identity. If the Luvarii had caught word of him, gods knew what they would have done. 

As it was, they still posed a risk, and this was why they were travelling through the woods incognito, to avoid a well-thought ambush by the Luvarii that delivered Vayne into their hands. But the actions leading to Vayne’s conviction had nothing to do with Dayne, as far as Hageshi was aware.

“Vayne killed more men. Not just those. He’s been killing people since he was eight-years-old, Hageshi. To protect me, to avenge me.” Voice breaking, Dayne swallowed what the Osaggan took for a sob. “I’m weak, fragile. That’s how they see me, anyway, and both my brothers, my adoptive parents, they've sheltered me all this time, kept me safe. Vayne was almost killed for that. Because he felt he needed to do away with those men. Forme.”

Hageshi shook his head. “Vayne was mugged by those men, they wanted his money. I spoke to a witness, who told me what...”

“I don’t mean the ones that got him arrested,” Dayne shouted, unaware their companions had stopped walking and were watching the exchange with curious attention. “Before! He's killed before. Has healed, too, and I think the two actions are connected, but I can’t go on like this. Having them think it’s their responsibility to keep me safe, bound to protect me, to the risk of their own safety. I need you to teach me, Nakamura.”

Hageshi’s heart plummeted, a strong hand tightening around it. The icy way Dayne spoke his name shattered every hope he’d ever had about the young man, and he saw him now with brand new eyes. Dayne was as broken as the Osaggan, even more so; as afraid of letting anyone in, terrified of giving himself to others. He kept up a wall, and it was not of thick, strong stone, it was of fortified steel. Dayne’s fears far surpassed Hageshi’s, and turned him into a hollow, heartless shell.

“Teach you.”

Dayne’s eyes travelled to the two long scimitars the Osaggan wore strapped crosswise at his back. “To fight. To defend myself. I want to be able to fend off any attack, so that my brothers don’t need to feel they're my keepers.”

“Dayne, it’s not like that!” Vayne had run back to his sibling, tried to grab his arm, but Dayne merely shook him away, eyes locked with Hageshi’s.

Something in the depths of that blue snapped away Nakamura’s resolve, his very assumptions. A fire loomed there, in the deep, a fire he could work with, one he recognised as twin to what burnt inside his own soul. He nodded, one curt bend of his head, and a smile crept up his lips, which Dayne mimicked. Lopsided as it was, it came out like a blaze kindling Hageshi’s heart, the most gorgeous smile he’d ever seen. Heart drumming, the Osaggan registered his hands slick with sudden sweat, and the heat on his stomach that crept down to his groin.

“As soon as we stop for the day, we begin,” he said, and gestured Dayne forward. 

They picked up their pace, Talen walking at the front, with Kayne by her side, Nakamura bringing up the rear, while Vayne tried to contain his long strides and keep close to Dayne, who refused to meet his eye.

“I still don’t understand what you’re talking about, Saurelainen,” Hageshi said, both brothers turning to face him. “When you say the Valyo's been killing men to safeguard you?” Watching Vayne closely, Nakamura saw his cheeks tinge, knew the accusation rang true. “Look, Dayne, I know something happened to you, something bad. Something that's broken you and made you retreat into yourself. Whatever it was, and whatever your brother did, it’s not because we think you’re weak.” His voice softened, as memories of his own past flooded him, the well-known shudder of fear and hatred gripping his back, stiffening his limbs. “You’re not weak.”

“He’s right,” Vayne insisted. “You’re not weak, nor fragile. I’m the one who’s tainted, there’s a darkness inside me that won’t let me do right...”

“Enough, Vayne,” Talen shouted from the front, and the boy quietened. “Dayne Saurelainen, you’re not weak, no. But you’re one conceited arsehole, and an ungrateful bastard.”

The eldest Saurelainen grinned, a sadness blossoming on his face. Hageshi gripped the hilt of the dagger he wore strapped to his leather belt, focused his mind. Talen Omhersehn was his commanding officer; he owed her respect and obedience. But her words triggered the old switch inside him, snapping at his sanity for how much they reminded him of his father’s usual motto. That he, Hageshi Nakamura, was an ungrateful cur who deserved what came his way. And had the old man made sure retribution came Hageshi’s way. 

“I’d keep my mouth shut and my nose out of family business such as this, if I were you. I don’t care if you’re a warrior mage or an Isäntä knight, what I did, I did for my brothers. To keep them safe. I knew of nothing else to do, young as I was at the time. But I was the eldest, and responsible for assuring they had a roof over their heads, food in their stomachs.”

“And that’s why I had to do what I did, Dayne. So that you needn’t go through that. So that I didn’t go through it. It wasn’t just for you. I’m a selfish bastard, as you've so many times told me; I did it for me, too. When they came for me, I had to...”

“Enough,” Talen insisted. “You’ve made mistakes, fine, now put all this in the past. Vayne told you to stay back, Dayne Saurelainen, with the Laukari. You insisted on joining us, stating Vayne’s success depended on his siblings’ support. Well, then, support him! Starting right now. Or else, turn back, return to Portswynde. I won’t have dissent in the midst of this group; we need to be able to count on each other. There’s sure to be dangers ahead, we’re travelling through territories that have been avoided for ten years.

“Ever since the fire rains came, and destroyed most of the hamlets and villages along the coast north of Portswynde, no one knows for sure what lies there. Some account to wild tribes ravaging the land, laying ambush to travellers; others report of magical, eerie beings haunting the woods, getting people lost and killed. We need to keep our eyes peeled and trust each other. No more bad blood, no more grudges. And that goes for you too, Kayne Saurelainen,” she finished, eyeing the man in question.

Nakamura smiled, his eyes meeting Dayne’s with an amused glint at the way Talen’s voice seemed to mellow when speaking to the middle Saurelainen brother. But he kept his silence, one hand ushering the two siblings ahead, as he picked up his pace, ears peeled for the sounds of the forest around him, despite his focus laying elsewhere. 

For he couldn't help that his mind was filled with the thought of being so close to Dayne while training him, that he could smell his scent; and he couldn't help wondering what it would be like.  
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They made camp next to a dwindling stream that ran over smooth, dark rocks. It bore enough water for them to drink and fill their gourds; provided a safe place to spend the night, set as it was in a clearing surrounded by tall, cumbersome trees. The stream held no fish, but Kayne had managed to catch a few hares as they walked through the lush, green woods, his bow and arrow always at the ready, face alight with joy for being in the wild again, for hunting once more.  

Vayne had skinned the hares, skewered them, placed the beasts over fire to roast. Now he busied himself with peeling wild onion and a handful of root vegetables Talen had expertly unearthed from a patch near the stream. Wondering how he’d ended up on kitchen duty, his attention fled momentarily to his brother Dayne, who had shed his thick homespun tunic. His back and chest were coated in the sweat he'd broken with Hageshi Nakamura’s first lesson on hand to hand combat. A grin flocked to Vayne's mouth, his eyes catching the subtle undercurrents between his brother and the Osaggan. Their bodies entwined round each other, skin touching skin, wrestling lesson taking on a whole new meaning as they seemed to dance around each other. Scared of crossing whatever boundaries both had set upon themselves. Flushes covered their faces and necks, both men dripping sweat from pinned up hair, but there was a sparkle in the eye, and a smile in the lip, a joy filling each and every movement.

Further to the right, Talen Omhersehn tended to her own sword, carefully wiping the blade, a grinding stone sitting on a soft suede cloth balanced over her backpack. Vayne studied her for a heartbeat, the high cheekbones and dark eyes shadowed by long black lashes, the lips set in a grimace as thoughts seemed to flock her mind. She looked preoccupied, and Vayne could almost swear he knew what about. The mood around the small group hadn't been the best, nor the appropriate one for travelling through what was supposed to be dangerous country. Talen was right, they needed to rely on each other, and be sure they had each other’s backs. There could be no lingering grievances, no holding of minor grudges. Vayne’s attention turned to Kayne, who danced around swishing his sword, practising moves by himself. He hadn't yet come to forgive Nakamura the lie, and his anger hampered him from understanding the Osaggan had been following orders, bound by honour and vows.

“I’ll look after the food,” Talen said, breaking Vayne’s musing. “Go practice with your brother, I can see you want to.”

Vayne leapt up, strode to where he’d placed his sword leaning against a tree trunk, memories of the day he’d purchased it filling his mind. Eyes momentarily diverting towards Dayne, their gazes met across the clearing, and the elder Saurelainen smiled, breaking his concentration. Nakamura toppled him to the hard-packed forest ground, falling over him, both releasing loud, winded cackles. Kayne stopped his swishing movements, attention set on the wrestling men, the flickers of a smile creeping up his lips, and Vayne knew all was well. Kayne was finally coming round, and his anger would be spent with a good sparring session.

“Hey, keep your focus,” the boy said, forcing Kayne back to attention. 

Grinning at the sight of Vayne and a sword, Kayne placed his legs apart. He held his weapon with both hands, did a jig with his feet that had his younger brother laughing, allowing him to dive forward and strike an unexpected blow. But Vayne was quick, and parried it, blade flashing as it collided with Kayne’s. They struck and parried, skirted around each other, dancing their way through the routine they’d devised over the years. Both knowing each other’s fighting style so well, they were no longer practising but merely playing around.

“By the fires of Aurinkaa’s blaze, the two of you are atrocious,” Talen said, jumping from her seat by the fire. “You call that fencing? Looks like a jig dance, to me.”

“You can do better?” Kayne snapped, turning towards the woman with hooded eyes.

“Vayne, tend to the food, please. I need to show your brother a few things.” She grabbed her sword with one hand, the other set to her side, fist clenched as if holding a shield or straining for balance.

Vayne vacated the clearing, and even Dayne and Hageshi halted their practice to watch the two sparring. Kayne stood taller than Talen, his shoulders were wider, his arms much stronger. But her limbs were supple and nimble, and there was a focused energy humming from inside her chest, one she expertly directed to her hands. Kayne was the first to attack, jumping to where Talen had stood, only to be faced with an empty space and a whooshing of air. The tip of her sword nipped the back of his neck; just a touch, not enough to draw blood, and he spun on his heels, ready to parry her blows. But Talen was already out of his reach, smiling delighted at his clumsy attempts. 

She led him on a cat-and-mouse dance for a while, tiring him, Vayne amazed at her skill and the clever way she fought. Kayne was bigger, stronger, with wider reach of his arms, and therefore his sword, but Talen was quick on her feet. She used her small size to her advantage, making sure Kayne was breathing hard and sweating before she even started fighting. When the woman seemed certain her opponent was tired, she attacked Kayne with a rain of blows. Driving him back, back, until Kayne was pinned to a tree, unable to counter-attack, head and torso drenched in sweat, face red with the effort, eyes blazing and locked with hers.

Vayne took mental note of Talen’s blows, the efficacy of her fight, the accurate movements. Her clever placement of energy, and the intelligent way she read her opponent’s fighting style, served to further her chances. He took note too, of how good she looked. Thick fringe casually pushed to one side, the glow of her reddened cheeks, the way her muscles popped underneath tight black leather trousers. He noticed how her trim body affected Kayne’s demeanour, as Talen pressed herself against him, pushing him to the tree, sword under his chin, forcing a smile of delight on Kayne’s lips. Something snagged at Vayne, watching the silent interaction between them as if more could be read into it, should he wish to. He had no desire to search for what he didn't want to see, so his eyes returned to the hares, deeming them ready.

“Food’s cooked,” he said. “We better eat while it’s hot.”

Talen let go of Kayne and approached the stream, filling her hands with water to douse her face and neck, washing sweat away. Kayne mimicked her, the battle he fought with himself to stop staring at the young woman visible only to Vayne’s eyes. Hageshi Nakamura strolled down to the water’s edge to wash his sweaty torso, hair and face, too. To his right, Dayne did the same, quickly pulling a tunic over wet skin, sprinting to the fire, as if trying to put as much distance between himself and Hageshi as he could. 

Vayne smiled, wondered at his brother’s dual reactions to the Osaggan. It had been like that from the start. Dayne would stare at the man intensely, obsessively, whenever he thought no one was seeing. Only to turn a cold shoulder on Nakamura if the Osaggan happened to shed attention upon the eldest of the Saurelainen. The past must still hunt Dayne, a shadow so dark and heavy he couldn't yet push it away. Fear of being hurt, used, forced into what he could now understand all too well, but had been far too naïve and inexperienced to grasp years ago, still pushed his buttons. Keeping him away from feelings Vayne knew were necessary, and natural. Feelings Vayne suspected might be making a dent in Kayne’s heart too, by the way his eyes fell on Talen, as she bit into her small, tough hare.

“Your eyes are silver,” she said, gazing back at Kayne.

The stiffening of his back was very visible, and his eyes fled to the ground. “Grey,” he replied through a mouthful of stewed root vegetables. “My eyes are grey.”

“No, they’re not,” Talen insisted. “They’re silver, and so is your hair. The roots are just starting to show, you’ve been covering it with sauraamo paste, but it’s coming off. You have the Argentärie.”

Vayne’s eyes widened, he turned them on Kayne, who stood up, ready to walk away. Talen jumped to her feet, grabbed his wrist, forced him to acknowledge her.

“Why is this a problem to you?”

Kayne cackled, mimicked by Vayne and Dayne. Nakamura eyed the siblings, face expressing his own understanding of the problems having magic and carrying signs of the Argentärie posed for people in their world. Talen had been born and raised at Sylverspire, wore the blacks of the Mage Warriors; no one dared touch her. But common folks like the Saurelainen boys would've been hunted for the taint in their blood. Vayne for his magic, Kayne for the Argentärie.

“Well, are you going to answer?” the woman insisted. “Because it’s a problem to you, only.”

“Are you for real?” Kayne inquired, shaking his wrist free of her grasp. “Do you have any idea what they do to people who carry the Argentärie, back where we come from? Do you know what they tried to do to Vayne there, only because he predicted a couple of catastrophes?”

Talen blushed, but kept her eyes on Kayne’s. “Why don’t you tell me?” Her voice had softened, and she gestured the young man to sit back down, as she did the same.

“People from our village turned against him, came to our farm to kill Vayne because he predicted the rain of fire.”

“What rain of fire? The one from ten years ago?”

“That one, yes. They accused me of cursing the village, and Finamörie.”

“Finamörie?” Hageshi’s voice came out louder than he wanted.

“They crossed over from the island, Nakamura.” Talen smirked at her second-in-command, amused with his sudden distress. “One of the old portals, a mirror in a cave, deep in the heart of the old Sevenstreams Forest.”

“Mäntimetsä woods, now,” Dayne explained.

“The village turned against the Valyo? Said he cursed them? We didn’t know of this. My mother believes you were fleeing the fire rains, passed through by accident.”

Vayne shook his head. “I knew of the portals. Saw mother Iluäri using one, years ago, me and Vael. We found the other one in a cave, and when the villagers came for me, after Vael helped me hide in the barn, I ran to the woods, where Dayne and Kayne had been hunting. Saw in my mind what they did to our parents.” His voice took on a cold, detached hue, the only way he knew how to shield himself from the pain these memories still carried. “Father was killed, mother Desyderia too, and Villi was bleeding bad, but I think Lotta saved him.”

“Are those your siblings?” Talen asked. “Vael, Villi, Lotta?”

“Vael and Villi, yes. Lotta was Villi’s betrothed. I wish I knew they’re safe. Vael and I, we’ve always had a strong bond, I think I’d know if he died. We couldn’t go back for them, I would have been killed. So we had to run, like cowards.”

“You’re far from being a coward, Vayne,” Kayne assured him, slapping his back. “You saved us.”

“And placed Dayne in the hands of that pervert,” Vayne spat, his long legs pushing him up from where he sat.

“Enough with that.” Dayne stood up, too, head reaching as far as Vayne’s chin, eyes cast on his younger brother. “It’s in the past, let it rest. We both did what we believed we must, in order to keep each other safe. Kayne has done the same. Now give it a rest. We have a long way to go, and should be looking to the future, not dwelling on whatever we could have done differently in the past. Let it stand as a lesson learned, and nothing more. Sit down and finish your dinner.”

Vayne chuckled, his brother very seldom lost his composure, but when he did, everything about him reminded the other Saurelainen of their father. Dayne could be as assertive and harsh as Sami. Sitting back on the fallen tree trunk, Vayne picked through his stew, munched on the tough hare.

“What about you, Kayne?” Talen turned her attention to the middle Saurelainen brother. “Why are you so afraid of your Argentärie being discovered?”

“Talen, you’ve lived a sheltered life.”

“Have I, Nakamura?”

“Have you any idea what the Luvarii do, throughout the land? Both here and in Finamörie? Having the Argentärie will condemn you to death. They sell it out as a disease, a plague, a blood poisoning that'll eventually lead to insanity, meaning the ones who carry it turn into enraged lunatics, dangerous to themselves and all others.”

Talen was shocked, brown eyes darkening, wide and disgusted. Vayne watched her turn to Kayne, as if studying him under a new, different light. His chest closed, lungs locking air outside; a sudden, unknown pain grabbing the place where his heart beat. Not unknown, no; he’d experienced it before, when Gerd Vonbecker put an end to their secret tryst.

“He’s right,” Kayne whispered, focusing his attention on the embers in front of him. “I’d have been taken by the Luvarii, if they knew I carried the Argentärie, and eventually put to death. I have no magic, so they’d have no need for me. But seeing I carry Isäntä blood, they'd have put me down like a rabid dog.”

“Does my mother know this?”

“Of course she does, Enidh is the Abedyssa of Sylverspire. But what can she do, Talen? What can we do? As it is, we already risk far too much, in Sylverspire. A good thing the Duke loathes the Luvarii as much as he does, and has given his seal to the Abedyssa.”

“This is why she needs the Valyo. If he manages to lock the spells back in place, everyone will know Isäntä magic is a good thing. Everyone will know the Luvarii would have allowed the shield to collapse and the people to die, only so they could keep magic for their use alone. And an order of mage knights will once more be welcome. Not merely restricted to a handful of people at Sylverspire.”

“Your mother wants to use me? What gives her the right?”

Talen shook her head, faced Vayne. “When my mother was but a child, she had a powerful vision. Of you. The old Isäntä prophecy, that stated the birth of the Valyo would happen within the Saurel unbroken line, isn’t known to many. A few Luvarii are aware of this, higher ranking mages in Sylverspire too. Your surname, Saurelainen, is an adaptation of Saurel, the surname of one of the founders of the Isäntä order of knights. When the order fell, the remaining Saurels fled and changed their name. My mother’s vision told her the Valyo was to be born in twenty, thirty years’ time; she was four when this happened. She had no knowledge of the prophecy; why, she wasn’t even at Sylverspire; she lived in Telmark with her parents. That’s how they found out she had magic. 

“The old prophecy said the Saurel line would in time spawn a seventh son in its house, one who would himself father seven sons. The last to be born was the Valyo. Mother’s vision told her to seek Sami Saurelainen, who must have been about her age, or younger, when this happened. It also said the birth was to take place by a silver lake, in Finamörie, near the Sevenstreams Forest of old, where the Isäntä knights had placed portals and spells connecting Finamörie to all of Borode. 

“Sylverspire sent mages to Finamörie through their portals, and they were spread across the land, searching for that unbroken Saurel line. They found it in Fauli. A man, there, was father to seven lads. And the youngest had just left for the shores of the Drydth, the silver lake. Sylverspire kept a close eye on this young man, Sami Saurelainen, who was blessed by luck, as the prophecy stated, and who made his fortune from meagre belongings. As soon as he took a wife and had his first son, Sylverspire sent one of their healers to wed Sami, for she came from magical blood.”

“Mother Iluäri,” Kayne whispered, Vayne nodding his concurrence.

“She was the one to give birth to the Valyo. When you were born, Vayne Saurelainen, I was two years old, and watched it from my mother’s arms, through a seeing portal. I was made your Sedaïta that day, too.”

“You had no choice in it?”

Talen shrugged. “It’s of no consequence. My magic was already powerful, I could bend fire to my will, mother knew I’d become a Mage Warrior in time. Fully prepared to give my life for yours, fully equipped to assure your safety. We’ve been watching you all your life; well, mother and her Novisii have. Only you can seal the spells back into place and keep our world safe. Because the catastrophes happening both in Borode and Finamörie aren't going to stop, only increase. Sickness, disease, floods, draughts, earthquakes, giant waves, failed crops, plagues, you name it. Invasions by pirates, by other nations. It'll all fall down on us like a curse. Which, come to think of it, it is. The Isäntä cursed us to suffer what they kept away for so long. Until a descendant of their blood is placed upon the ice throne at Finamörie, or the Valyo comes and locks the seals back in place.”

“Why depend on the Valyo, then?” Dayne inquired, curling his legs underneath him, knees unwittingly touching Hageshi’s thigh, the action tingeing Dayne’s cheeks with red splotches. “Wouldn’t it be easier to place the elusive Isäntä princess on the throne?”

Talen and Hageshi exchanged a glance, Vayne wondered about its meaning, knowing the two mages were still hiding something.

“That’s probably a myth,” Talen finally said. “People talk of the Isäntä as if they were a race, a nation all on their own. They weren’t, and that’s the kind of talk that settled the order’s downfall. They were a branch of the military, just as we are. There’s no such thing as Isäntän blood, Isäntän magic, the Isäntän kingdom. People both envied and feared their power. Magic isn’t a trait solely of the Isäntä. Of course, to join the order, one had to be able to do magic. Battle magic, particularly. But there were many others who carried it in their blood, and never joined the Isäntä. They were never a race, a nation, and there were never any Isäntä kings or queens. Some of the knights ascended to Duchies, by marrying heirs to the ducal houses, but this never happened in Finamörie. The Ylins never married Isäntä knights.”

“But the Isäntä had their home in Finamörie,” Dayne interrupted. “They built a fortress far in the North and settled there. They did establish that region as if it was a nation, governing Finamörie. And there was a throne, sat by the highest ranking member of the order, was there not? It stands to reason, to believe there must be a descendant of that particular line as well, if there's progeny from the Saurel line. And the Ylin doesn't rule Finamörie; it's not like the Borodean duchies. The Ylin guards the nation until the return of the Isäntä, so they can claim the throne. So, there was an Isäntä throne.”

Talen nodded. “You have a point there. But as far as history tells us, none survived. Those in the fortress took their own lives, after sending away the knights who held the keys, so these could hide them and the spell could break. They knew they were doomed, knew even the Ylin must stand against them and ask for their heads.”

“Yes, they knew, and that’s why what you say doesn’t make sense,” Dayne insisted. “If they prepared for their downfall by sending away the keepers of the keys, then they would also have placed the descendants to their self-proclaimed throne in safety. There’s a chance one exists, but Sylverspire has neglected the possibility. Why’s that?”

Vayne hid his smile, proud that he was of Dayne’s knowledge, and how he used it to pry more information from Talen. The woman refused to reply, shrugging her shoulders, and Vayne wondered if she had any idea why. Perhaps she’d been raised to believe no such thing existed and only the Valyo mattered; after all, she'd been promised to him at an early age, and her complete loyalty must be assured. Talen would have grown up with one single thought forced into her head: that she was to protect Vayne at all cost, and make sure he fulfilled his fate. But it didn’t mean there weren't other ways to save their world. If there was a legend about a princess, there must be a reason for it. The Isäntä had left descendants, the Saurelainen were proof of that. 

But Sylverspire didn’t want a self-proclaimed king or queen to sit the throne of the north, and reclaim the Isäntä fortress. Sylverspire must not want that kind of power to once again be held by a single order, they’d shown as much by openly opposing the Luvarii. Perhaps the Luvarii had hold of the said descendant who'd one day claim the throne, and place the Isäntä wards back over Finamörie and Borode again.

What would they ask for it?

That must be what Sylverspire feared so much. That the Luvarii controlled whoever came forward to claim the Isäntä throne, whoever was strong enough to place the spells back just by thinking it. Would they demand the rest of the duchies bow down to them, to the Luvarii and the one who sat the throne? A smart move; it would ensure the Luvarii controlled magic and the way it was used, or who was allowed to use it. And hadn’t they scoured the land in search of anyone who had magic in their blood, or sported signs of the Argentärie? Why would they, if not to seek the supposed heir? Side-eyeing Talen, Vayne wondered if she’d ever thought of this, choosing to believe what she was told and never question the feebleness of those words. As he helped with the washing and the cleaning, he kept an eye on the girl, no longer feeling as confident as he’d been before. That Sylverspire was his only chance, and the only place where those like he and Kayne were safe.  
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“Papa, papa, can I help with the birthing?”

Vilmar ruffled his daughter's hair, smiled down at her, head shaking from side to side. The girl's countenance turned sour, darkened by the grief of her father's refusal.

“But I promise to be good, and on my best behaviour,” she cajoled; face alight with newfound hope as she read her father's eyes right. The beam of light returned to her cheeks, a smile splitting her face open and showing off two rows of white, slightly crooked teeth. “Please, papa, I've waited years for this!”

What harm would it do? 

Twain was eager to help around the farm, and she'd been his constant shadow, doing every kind of odd job Villi bestowed on her, never complaining, no matter how demeaning or boring the task might seem. It was time she started learning about the birthing, she'd be the one taking over him, when old age came to claim his strength and bones.

“If you promise to be careful, child, I'll let you stay the night.” Twain erupted into loud giggles, jumping up and down, hands curled around her father's forearm. “But it'll be a long night, are you certain you can handle it?”

Sobering, Twain nodded twice, her face serious and intent. “Father, I'll assist you as if you're the healer and I little Olen Tromsö learning his trade.”

Roaring with laughter, Vilmar patted her head. “Run along, now, girl, I'm sure there'll be chores you need to complete, and I haven't seen you attend to your school work yet. It's not because you'll be skipping classes tomorrow that you're free to not do your assignments today. Go.”

Grabbing folds of the long skirt between her fingers, Twain took off at a run, chattering away into the wind, as if informing the insects and the birds she'd be helping her father come night, she'd be delivering new lives into the world. Villi shook his head, laughed softly under his breath, watched her into the house, the small vanishing figure soon being substituted by that of her mother.  

Lotta waved, pointed towards the inside of their home, beckoned him to come.

“Break your fast, man,” she called, “you haven't eaten a morsel since day break. The girls have had their lunch, but there's fresh bread and cold butter, a morsel of cheese too, if you wish it.”

Villi searched the fields, saw the men busy at their tasks, knew he wasn't needed. If anything happened to change for the worse, inside either the cowshed or the barn where the sheep had been taken in for lambing, he'd be called. There was no reason why he couldn't take a break, although he was worried about the large brown and black cow. She didn't look her normal self, and he feared hers would be a complicated, difficult birthing. 

And then there were the horses, of course, which was always a worry to him, despite Lotta poking fun at his troubles. Every year his herd gave him healthy, lively foals, and his colts were in much request, with men doubling and trebling his asking price, just so they guaranteed one of Vilmar's horses found way into their hands. 

Sighing, he quickened his step, gathered Lotta in his arms, twirling her around, while she laughed against his shoulder. They kissed, eyes meeting, and he marvelled at how beautiful she still was. His wonderful Lotta, the woman who'd saved his life when a mob of angry, vengeful villagers came for the Saurelainen back in Kaupari. Shaking his head, Vilmar pushed those thoughts aside. It had been a long time, ten years give or take, since his life had changed so drastically and he'd lost his entire family. It had been a long time, with him believing himself alone in the world but for his Lotta and their girls, the cousins who lived nearby, estranged as he'd become from the rest of his father's siblings, most of whom he'd never even met. It hadn't been all that long, though, since Villi found out not all his brothers had perished under the vicious attack that killed most of his family.   No, not long, since he'd come across Valeri's name on a soldier rota, and there wasn't one single day he didn't think about him. There wasn't one single day he didn't wonder how Val was doing, if he was healthy, happy, cared for, loved. There wasn't a single day he didn't wonder if Valteri was keeping himself afloat, and his brothers safe, what with the lies he'd spread about. There wasn't one single day Vilmar didn't think of Vael, and what fate awaited the boy, who was a boy no longer. Frosttide would come and Vael turn eighteen. The appointed age for the Valyo to start his journey of righting the wrongs done to this world, saving the lives of his people, becoming the beacon of hope that shed light into the hearts of everyone who lacked faith.

There wasn't a day Villi didn't wonder about this, and Vayne's fate as well.

Sitting himself at the table where both his girls finished their school assignments, he let Lotta serve him. Pressed apple juice, a few slices of bread heaped with leftover ham, a round of cheese cut and laid for him to enjoy, fresh butter that gleamed pale yellow in the harsh, cold Frosttide light. The first snows would not be far off, he could smell them in the air, and even though his little village stood further south than Kaupari had, the cold season here was harsh, too, if not as frosty as up North. Biting into his bread, Vilmar nodded in contentment towards Lotta, letting her know just how hungry he'd been, and how good the simple fare she'd laid for him was. Simple suited him better, and helped ease the thoughts of doom flocking his mind.

Rumours abounded, that the world was coming to an end. Catastrophe after catastrophe was dished upon the village square - whenever people gathered round the stalls on market day, with a number of outsiders bringing word from places as far as Ahnea, Tuulo, Vihanmeera even. From Aarkhut, as well. Where it was said the Valyo had taken refuge, after being forced to flee the town of Ulneä, where he'd lived peacefully. Rumours about the girl, too, the pale ghost who lived at the Ylin's palace, said to be the Halla Prinsessa, rescued from certain death by the Luvarii, prepped to soon take the throne of Finamörie, side by side with the Valyo. Rumours, and every single one of them had Vilmar shuddering and wondering what manner of lies had his brothers been telling, what manner of trouble had they landed themselves in. He longed to travel to the capital, see for himself, hear what the people were saying. But fear kept him rooted in place, lest he brought disgrace upon his siblings.

If he came forth, if he sought his brothers, wouldn't he risk placing them all in danger? Wouldn't he risk the welfare of his wife, his daughters? If Valteri had Valeri and Vael lie, he should be the one sorting his mess out. Vilmar had his family to think of, why would he come after the brothers who'd never looked for him, as well-placed as they now were? Perhaps they didn't want to see him, perhaps they wished him to stay away; after all, he could become a liability. No one else knew the truth about them but Vilmar. Only he could expose their lies, tell the entire nation Vael wasn't the Valyo. The Valyo was dead and there was no running from the fate the Isäntä had hexed upon their world.

Another subject he didn't want to ponder on. 

Drinking long from his apple juice, Vilmar forced his focus upon the requests of his younger daughter, who wanted help with her numbers. Sliding down the bench, he took a long look at the rows and rows of tiny little numbers she'd inscribed upon her parchment, trying to make sense of her studies. Best put all those issues out of his head, he was a simple man, with a simple life, and simple worries. Let those in power care for the future of their land, he'd stick to what he knew: tending the fields and raising his cattle, caring for his family and making sure they had enough to eat, a roof over their heads, warm clothes on their bodies. He was not an ambitious man, and what he had sufficed him well. He was also not belligerent, but would fight if needed, for the sake of his lands, his wife, his children, his friends. War, were it to come, still stood far into the future, and Villi not being the Valyo, hadn't been granted the gift of the second sight, as his brother Vayne had.

The future would stay where it belonged, he had the present to think of, and presently, his daughter needed help with her school work. No point dwelling on things not yet come to pass.
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For the next three days, the small group immersed themselves deeper into the woods. Talen kept a fast pace, walked through the tangle of trees as if she knew the path, invisible to the others. With Hageshi, she taught the Saurelainen brothers about survival in the woods, how to find their way inside, what plants were poisonous and which were safe to consume; and when they stopped for the night, both took turns training the siblings in sword fighting and body combat. Vayne listened carefully to their teachings, struggled to break from the fighting style years of fencing inside a room with Kayne had brought him, watched as his brothers also made progress with their fighting skills. Dayne took everyone by surprise. The fragile, delicate-looking young man turned out to be far stronger and nimble of limb, excelling in the use of a staff, managing to thwart both Vayne and Kayne whenever set to train together. For a number of times, Dayne managed to beat them with his staff, knocking the others on their back, or dealing hard blows to their calves and knees.

Vayne also watched, through hooded eyes, as Kayne – noticing Talen’s penchant for bramberries – went out of his way to gather handfuls of the tart, yellow fruit. Each time he ventured off to hunt, he came back with the treat, putting a smile on Talen’s lips and a sparkle to her eye. Vayne’s heart caught and shrank whenever he spied the exchange between the two. Reading into it what he had no wish to find, knowing he might be seeing what wasn’t there, only because he’d put it into his head. But he was uneasy, all through their journey. 

Each day, he woke up with an impending sense of doom, one that seemed to grow along the day, and that kept him up late into the night. Scanning the woods as he walked, Vayne tried to find evidence of the myriad of eyes he felt constantly upon them. The sense of being followed and closely watched refused to leave him, and the young man had brought it to the attention of the others. Hageshi had gone to extremes, tracking back and trying to find proof of Vayne’s unease, to no avail. The youngest Saurelainen had ended up putting it down to his lack of knowledge of those woods, along with a deeply ingrained worry about his and his siblings' safety. And yet, that nudge inside his core wouldn't leave, so he kept expecting something to happen, something bad, that shattered his hopes.

He’d woken up rested, this morning, had even allowed himself a quick bathe in the river, cold as the water was, knowing Talen intended to take them deeper into the forest. Days might pass without them coming close to the stream. Their breakfast, consisting of a couple of flatbreads Hageshi had cooked on a hot, flat stone, added to the leftover roasted quails of the previous evening, filled his belly with warmth, washed down with a steaming brew of cirramin flowers and ushu leaves. His energy levels spiked, he’d taken advantage of the early hours and convinced Hageshi to spar for a few minutes, while the others went about their morning chores. 

As Vayne grabbed his sword and prepared for a hard lesson and a few more bruises, the familiar tingle in his hands pulled his guards up. Fear crept down his back, circling his loins and gripping his bowels in a tight noose. Belly cramping, he found himself faced with a choice: either he pulled back, explained to Hageshi why he couldn't train at the moment; or he went on and forced control over his magic. He’d have to learn how to work it, instead of being the unwilling tool to its whims. After all, the magic was his; it wasn't a separate, sentient entity that could guide his hand. No, his was the hand that must guide and use the magic, never the other way around. Taking a deep, steadying breath, Vayne decided it was about time he took control of his powers.

Stepping into the practice, muscles taught and pushed to the limit by Hageshi’s unrelenting speed, Vayne fought his way around the intricate moves. Using all he’d already learnt to further his chances, he managed to stay upright for longer than he had before. A smile crept up his lips as he noticed his own progress. But it was a short-lived one, Hageshi taking him by surprise with a back-handed blow Vayne failed to see, the flat of his opponent’s blade smacking hard into his lower back and buttocks, balance taken from him and forcing the boy to his knees.   

A sudden, uncontrollable rage swam across his brain, muffled all thoughts, imprisoning him within a cloud of red fury. Hands curling into fists, Vayne frowned, a low growl fleeing his bared lips. Black soot made its appearance along the back of his fingers, the palm of his hands, up to his forearm. Hageshi stumbled, dropped his sword. One hand climbed his chest to grab at the fabric over his heart, the other reached out to hold the trunk of the nearest tree. His face turned red, as the Osaggan fought whatever hit him. Vayne, drowning in anger and rage, found himself trying to regain composure, bring his own self back to the surface and put a plug on his magic. Sound disappeared from around him, as if he’d gone suddenly deaf, his balance shifting and collapsing. He doubled over, head swimming, forced it away, struggled to regain his hearing, wondering if maybe this was Hageshi’s magic.

For despite being caught in a rage, his mind still managed to work at a deeper level, and Vayne knew that to be a Mage Warrior, Hageshi need have magic. The lack of sound must be the after-effects of whatever battle skills the Osaggan possessed. He used them to lock himself and Vayne inside a silent world, one that forced the younger man’s attention into his own body and its reaction to such a disturbing environment. A very clever move, Vayne had to admit, for he was already losing his edge. The veins of his arms hadn't burst into flame, and the black soot receded down his hands. With a massive pull, he managed to tap his powers back, force them under his will. 

Raising his head, Vayne's eyes met Talen’s, no longer dark brown but bright blue. He shuddered, tried to catch sight of Hageshi, and was rushed off his feet by the return of sound. The sudden cackle of birds on trees, wind through the boughs, rustling leaves, all made his head spin and his stomach churn. One hand over his mouth, Vayne’s gaze switched from Hageshi, who was back to his normal self, to Talen, whose blue eyes sparkled menacingly while flames licked the palm of her hands. Poised and ready to be thrown at Vayne, should he prove to be a menace. 

He forced his legs up under him, head swaying. Watched, in awe, as Talen’s eyes dimmed and went back to their regular hue, the fire in her hands dying and disappearing, not even leaving trace of soot behind. Unexpected laughter broke through his lips.

“That is... amazing,” he said, gazing from Talen to Hageshi and back to the girl again.

“You know what’s not amazing? The way you nearly killed Nakamura.”

“I was never at risk, Captain Omhersehn.” Hageshi stood to attention, back straight, arms down the sides of his body.

“No, you weren’t. But someone weaker, powerless, might be. Vayne, this is what got you arrested, this hot-headedness.”

“I took hold of my powers, pushed them back inside me,” he tried to justify. “I’d never hurt someone who isn’t a threat to me and mine.”

“He’s right. His powers didn’t take the best of him, Vayne managed to control his magic and force it to do what he wanted.”

She nodded, sighed in relief. “You need to learn how to work with it. I can try and give you a few hints, but only the Novisii in Sylverspire can train you and assure you rule over your magic, and aren’t ruled by it. So the sooner we get there, the safer it is for all of us. We should get going.”

Talen turned round to grab hold of her backpack, Vayne’s eyes falling over her rounded rearside, the curve of her leg. His stomach tightened, as if punched, cheeks burning, red covering his entire face. Vayne forced himself to turn his back on the sight, already a flicker of lust threatening to awaken his senses. Taking hold of his own belongings, he sheathed the sword, caught Dayne’s enigmatic smile, and blushed deeper under his brother’s wink, shied away from his knowing gaze. Only then did he realise Kayne was nowhere to be seen.

“Where’s Kayne?” he inquired, and three pairs of eyes came to sudden life, searching the surrounding area for a glimpse of the missing Saurelainen.

“He was just there,” Hageshi said, pointing to where the fire had dwindled to ashes.

“His pack’s here.” Dayne held it up by a strap, head darting back and forth along the clearing, eyes wide with sudden terror.

Talen’s skin paled, Vayne marvelling at the efficacy with which she forced her eyes to remain steady. “He must have gone hunting.”

“Or searching for those damn berries you like.”

Her eyes met Vayne's and stared him down.

“Either way, we need to find him. Kayne,” he shouted, dragged his feet to the nearest cluster of trees, heart like a stampeding team of horses.

“Be quiet,” Talen barked, one hand clutching Vayne’s arm. “And be smart, have you learnt nothing? Search for traces of his passage. Over there, not through here, look. He went that way.”   She led him down another track, where muddy footprints covered the light grey stones embedded in the earthy forest ground. As if a path, a road, had once existed here. Vayne’s attention focused on the stones, noticing they made a pattern, despite being nearly overgrown with moss and shoots, covered in dirt and fallen leaves, twigs and bird excrement. There'd been a pathway through the woods, at some point, and all around, he caught evidence of Kayne having followed it.

“Did you know of this?” Hageshi inquired, taking the lead, for he was their best tracker, in Kayne’s absence. 

Dayne took to his side, followed by Talen, Vayne bringing up the rear. They marched on, following the tracks, intent on seeing where the path led to, almost forgetting about Kayne’s disappearance, if it weren’t for the repeated evidence of his passage. A curmissia peel dropped on the grounds, fresh and still fragrant; a few pips from the fruit, spit along the narrow hidden road; some disturbance in the leaves and bushes. The three followed along, but Vayne found himself pulled back, as if the very forest whispered his name, called him into leaving the road and entering its dark, fragrant depths. 

As if it had a secret to share, one only Vayne could be made privy to. One only Vayne could understand. 

Unable to decline the callings, he left the path, stepped into the darkness, pushed his way across the trees. Something was out there, reaching for him. A silent voice, a wordless chant, a call that would not be denied. Kayne’s absence obliterated from his mind, Vayne could only focus on finding his way to whatever wanted him, and he trudged through the woods until everything stopped. As if time stood still, and the day had paused, no longer moving along its track. 

The dark canopy didn’t allow for sunshine. Vayne might have been lost in space and time for all he knew, with no way of discerning whether it was still day or if night had fallen. All he knew was he’d come to the right place, he was needed here. There was something he must do here, in this narrow clearing, this circle of trees, this place of magical reverence. Casting his eyes about, Vayne searched for a clue, a hint to what he was supposed to do. 

Nothing. 

Nothing but the dull glint of metal by the root of one large tree, buried in the fragrant soil, only the tip visible to the naked eye. He took a step, then another, dropped on his knees, nails digging into the soft, mulchy ground, breaking apart the soil. From the clumps of moist earth, he dug what at first sight looked like a metal bauble, shaped like a star. It was rusty, and eroded by time and the elements, but the workmanship was splendid. The filigree lacings that formed the star drew a pattern in its centre, and as Vayne looked closer, he was able to discern it. 

A key. A key engraved within a filigree star. 

Heat clambered up his chest, breath left him. The forest hushed around him, as if in awe of his findings. A soft breeze caressed his hair, moistened his eyes. Scrambling to his feet, Vayne was hit by a familiar wave of dizziness. He pushed himself into the nearest tree trunk for balance, opened up for the vision to enter him whole. Behind his closed lids, a garland of filigree stars danced in his vision, six stars, each one with a key designed into it. Different stars, different filigree patterns, different metals, different keys. Six of them, and Vayne knew what they meant, and why he’d found one.

The seven stars of doom that locked the seven seas.

The keys the Valyo needed to lock back the spells cast by the Isäntä, the wards that had kept Finamörie and Borode safe through the centuries. The keys he must cast upon the seas, as told by ancient prophecies.

What more proof did he need, that he was the Valyo, the chosen one, the champion born just to save the world? What more evidence would be required?

Why were there only six keys? His vision had shown him six stars, but didn’t the legend mention seven? Were there not seven seas? Talen would know, perhaps only six of the keys were lost, the seventh held in place at Sylverspire, awaiting the coming of the Valyo.

Awaiting his coming.

Taking a deep breath, Vayne drank of the cool, verdant forest air, allowing it to infuse him with strength, with nourishing force. Heart filling with hope - that he’d soon be back in Finamörie, able to search for his other siblings and bring his family back together - Vayne allowed the sense of invincibility to wash over him. He was the Valyo; he was the chosen one, nothing could stand in his way.

A sudden, loud scream, filled with horror and pain, broke through his moment of glory, drenching Vayne in cold, numbing fear. Dayne’s voice echoed in his head, and his heart sped to impossible limits, threatening to explode his chest, as the shout died in the distance. 

And then, all was silence. Vayne was alone. 
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Running back to the rock-strewn path, forehead beading with sweat and heart careening like a drum, Vayne focused on his senses, as Talen had taught him. He knew they’d come from the east, taken the path heading west, and he’d stumbled into the woods south-east of the track they’d been following. Watching the sun, he caught his bearings, entered the path, ran along it, the silence broken by twittering birds and sounds from the wild. Up ahead he saw them, Hageshi standing slightly off, still on the path, Talen having entered the deeper wooded area, Dayne kneeling by the side of a bush. A bush with yellow berries, those Talen favoured, and that Kayne insisted on hauling for her. Whatever had happened to his brother, it had taken place while he was out picking berries for Talen.

A black rage held Vayne hostage, fists clenched and already summoning his powers. Then Talen turned her face round, stared at him. Her eyes were wide and moist, and Vayne’s resolve shattered. Fists unclenching, his fire was doused by whatever hold the girl had on him. Fastening his run, he sidestepped Hageshi, dropped down by Dayne, only to see Kayne lying unconscious on the ground. The laboured breathing and the slightly yellowish hue on his skin assured Vayne this was not just some simple faintness overcoming his brother, there was something amiss. But Kayne was uninjured; there were no wounds, no blood, no bruises he could see. It made no sense. It was as if he’d been overcome by poison, but Talen and Hageshi had stressed how they must never eat anything they didn’t fully recognise, when in the woods. A lesson mother Desyderia and mother Iluäri had also implanted into their brains, long ago. Kayne was the most careful of them; he wouldn’t touch something he was unsure of. And the only thing in sight that Kayne might have eaten was the ripe, fat, yellow bramberries.

“What’s wrong with him?”

Dayne shook his head, lips devoid of colour, hands shaking as he held Kayne’s neck, trying to make his brother more comfortable. “He was like this when we found him.”

“He was picking berries for you,” Vayne accused, Talen flinching at the hiss on his voice.

“He must have eaten them,” she said.

“He’s eaten bramberries plenty of times, never hurt him.”

“Those aren’t bramberries.” Talen picked one, squatted next to Vayne, showing him the berry. “See here? These white dots, they’re the seeds. Bramberries have black seeds.”

“Then if this isn’t bramberry, what is it?”

“Glusuö. It’s not poisonous for the majority of people.”

“What does that mean?”

“Some people are allergic to it.”

Vayne stared at Talen, eyebrow raised, demanding an explanation. She lowered her eyes, clearly lost for words.

“Those who carry the Argentärie tend to be severely allergic to glusuö,” Hageshi said. “It can kill them in a matter of hours, if not given an antidote.”

“You mean my brother’s going to die?” Dayne’s voice rose to near hysterics, bringing Hageshi to kneel by his side, one hand on the young man’s shoulder, a soft caress at the tip of his fingers, as the Osaggan pushed away a loose strand of golden hair.

“No, I saw a pokkuorin bush up ahead, if we brew it and give him to drink; it counters the effects of the allergy. I’ll go gather a few leaves.”

“How do you know this?” Talen inquired, her curiosity spiked.

“Dellon made this very same mistake, once. Ate a handful of what he thought were bramberries and just dropped down like dead at my feet. I carted him to the infirmary, showed Matron the berries, she explained what had happened. His Argentärie meant he was allergic to glusuö, but as soon as he drank the brew, he was all right. Make a fire, quick, and put water in the kettle, I’ll be back soon.”

Hageshi stood up, after delivering one last reassuring squeeze to Dayne’s shoulder, who followed him with weary eyes.

“Who’s Dellon?” he asked, diverting his attention back to Kayne.

“A Mage Warrior from Sylverspire. He and Hageshi were lovers, for some time.”

Dayne blushed, his eyes going back to Hageshi’s diminishing figure, where he entered a cluster of tall bushes. His cheeks reddened, and he licked his lips, in what Vayne knew to be an attempt at calming his mind.

“Why don’t you go help him?” the younger Saurelainen asked. “I’ll try to use my magic to bring Kayne up, surely I can heal him.”

“I seriously doubt that,” Talen said, working away at the fire. “But you can try.”

Vayne eased himself closer to his brother’s head, and placed one hand on his forehead, the other on his torso, over his brother's heart. He closed his eyes and allowed Kayne’s energies to come to him, tasting them, studying their print and what they told him. His brother was wasting, that was a given. Poison coursed through his veins, soon his organs would start collapsing and shutting down. Soon, he’d no longer be able to breathe, and his heart would stop. Gathering all his focus into one thought, Vayne pressed both hands over Kayne’s heart, willed his lifeforce to travel along his arms, enter his brother, infuse him with health and kill the poison in his body. 

It hit a wall.

As if there was a barrier over Kayne’s body, preventing Vayne from healing him. As if Kayne couldn't be healed by his brother’s magic.

“What does this mean?” His voice panicked, he insisted, tried to shed his healing powers on his brother. Once more, he felt them return to his hands, his arms, his entire body. As if Kayne kept rejecting Vayne’s magic.

“I told you. The Argentärie usually rejects any form of healing magic. Only natural healing, like roots and plants. But it also means those who carry it hardly ever fall sick. Still, there are a number of allergies they can get, and some are more dangerous than others. Glusuö is not the worst thing he could have eaten. Sweet-water eels would have killed him in a heartbeat.”  

Vayne shuddered, touched one hand to Kayne’s forehead, the clammy skin already cold to the touch. “What’s taking them so long?”  

Talen’s eyes went back to the pathway, following the route Hageshi had taken. The narrow strip of rock-strewn road was empty, with no sign of the two men. As her gaze met Vayne’s, his sense of impending doom increased, fear stroking the mouth of his stomach in a painful, coarse caress.

“I don’t know. Want me to check on them?”

He shook his head; the last thing he wished was to be left alone on that strip of road, with Kayne dying at his feet. He needed to be of use, do something. Vayne had never been one to stand down and wait patiently for things to happen, he’d always had the need to move events along their way, action was his natural state. Dayne was the patient one, not he. The sound of boots slapping over stone forced his head up from the bent-over position he’d assumed, while watching Kayne. Talen’s hand had already reached for her sword, the hilt inside her grasp ready to be pulled, but she released the breath she’d been holding at the sight of Hageshi running their way.

Alone.

Dayne was nowhere to be seen, and Vayne’s heart turned another cartwheel of fear-infused worry, this time apparently colliding with his stomach, forcing a gag. 

He swallowed bile down, licked dry, chapped lips, stood up to hear what the Osaggan had come to say. Noticed he carried no leaves, nothing whatsoever, and Kayne still dying at Vayne's feet. Hageshi halted in front of them, face covered in despondency, a flicker of terror running through his eyes, something Vayne had never seen. 

The Mage Warrior was scared, and the tremor in his voice attested to his fear, as he spoke.

“We have a problem.”
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Karys had a point, when declaring to love crowds. As Vael led her by the arm into the midst of the dancing melee, he realised how easy it was for both to get lost within the mass of people. No one spared them a look, the couple was just another pair of revellers, intent on having just as much fun. Vael soon forgot everything other than learning the intricate steps of the court dance, his feet following Karys’s directions, tripping over themselves in the midst of the girl’s effusive laughter. They danced for as long as their legs withstood it, and when exhaustion overtook them, fled once more to a quiet, secluded corner, having amassed between them enough food and drink to satisfy their needs.

“I can never do this, except for my uncle’s masked balls,” Karys said, biting into a miniature pasty. “And even then, have to be extra careful not to expose my eyes. Sometimes I let the Luvarii change their colour with glamours, but it never lasts long. And people get so terrified at the sight of them.”
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