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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 Dryth

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.”
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Book One of the Isäntä
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Prologue - Eighteen years ago

See them gather, outside the door, out in the fields. See how they flock to the Saurelainen farm. For this is the day which marks it, the birth of the one, the seventh son to a seventh son. This is the day foretold long ago, when time ran differently and the Isäntä roamed this world.

They’re all gone, now, or so we like to think. 

Deposed, dethroned, betrayed by lesser men and women, petty in their beliefs, their ambitions. Fearful of the unknown; no, fearful of what they themselves did not possess: the power of magic. The rule of thumb in which to control elements such as fire and water, the very earth. The ability to strike, unseen, unexpected, through wizardry. The power to allure, bewitch, command at will, and thus be obeyed. The sorcery to rule and defend the world, better than others. A cause for envy, wouldn’t you say? For not all people are born to this. Not everyone carries the curse in their blood, a magic so strong as to set whole worlds afire and kill life at a glance. 

Those were the Isäntä, and the world at large came to fear them for their hold over the realms. They aimed too high, fashioned themselves untouchable, indestructible. For years, they erected their strongholds along these lands - the Borode continent, the isle of Finamörie. 

Did you know they were not from here? 

The Isäntä first started in the Duchy of Eclaterre. Magic isn’t all that common, but it wasn’t unheard of, either, when the first order of knights was formed. There are records of magic wielders dating from a long, long time back. But Eclaterre saw the first group of organised mages band together and form an order, the Order of the Knights of L’Etoyle. As it happens, their symbol was a star. Merine de Saurel and Toine de Flermontot were the founding members. 

They travelled all over Borode, searching for others like them, who carried the magic inside and could wield it to fight. Unlike the old mages, who limited themselves to the use of magic in a healing capacity, these new wizards wished for more. They wished to be of more service. Across the lands they spread, from Iseukenia to Osagga, Eclaterre to Gerimaur, Wolfsmere to Finamörie across the sea. They established fortresses along each Duchy, but made Finamörie their own, private realm. There, they ruled unquestioned, and controlled the other fortresses, the order then taking the name of Knights of the Isäntä, the word meaning, as you know, warden. For that they were - wardens of the realm, every single realm upon Borode. They were the first and last line of defence. When the fleet of the Cauculasie came from across the Vendrian Sea, the Isäntä were there to keep Borode and Finamörie safe. 

This happened many, many centuries ago, and for a long time the people were grateful for their sacred knights. Their magic was such, they weaved spells to safeguard the lands. A veil of protection spread over our world, hiding it from those who dared cross the seas to fight against us. Borode and Finamörie remained shrouded. If any of our allies suddenly found reason to betray and attack us, they would have a very hard time locating these lands. The Isäntä, instead of vying for war - even though they were mighty knights, able to face larger, more powerful armies and still come out the winner - wished only for peace. So that those without magic could thrive and live safely. They trained the mages on the use of elemental control, and from them, learned how to brew healing potions and curative ointments. They helped found the Luvarii. 

But the Isäntä, although mystical, were also human. And as that, they had feelings, and ambitions, desires and passions, like any of us. They loved, they hated, they plotted and envied. They were passionate and others became passionate about them. Thought to be a cut above, superior, better than most.

Because they had magic.

And because they could fight.

Soon, men and women alike coveted them, for the Isäntä were also attractive. You've seen the luminaries depicting their liking; you know there were common traces to them. Fair of skin, some; very dark, the others. But their eyes were all the same; ablaze with a fire they could scarce control. Soon, a trend was seen amongst the newborn descendants of the Isäntä. That of the very dark or fair skin and silver-white hair, the silver-blue eye. In recent times, these have been the traits most associated with the curse of being Isäntä, known as the Argentärie. 

As if they'd become a race on their own. Which perhaps they have. 

But the silver eyes and the white hair are not all that makes an Isäntä, you know. Some might be unrecognisable and yet carry the powerful magic of the knights of old. Sight alone cannot be trusted, when it comes to recognising an Isäntä. Search for a face that is fair to behold, yes, and surely it will carry the blood. Search for a nimbleness of limb and an aptitude for fighting, and there will be an Isäntä somewhere down that bloodline. For they knew how to spread their seed far and wide, within the borders of Borode and Finamörie. Amongst themselves at first, begetting children in their midst, but soon attaching their fates to others. For as I said, they did love like we do love. 

Soon, the ducal heirs were marrying Isäntä knights, and providing their royal houses with the offspring, the seed assuring these houses a measure of magic to run through their blood. And they only became more and more powerful, the mighty Isäntä, high on their thrones and their fortresses, laying the law, enjoying the riches. Lesser men and women soon envied them their position and plotted against them. They found eager allies inside the Abekirkus. For the mages fancied themselves robbed of their previous standing in the order of the world, when they were the only ones who knew how to wield magic. Soon, fear spread across the Duchies: that the Isäntä planned to take over their entire world, put those with no magic to slavery, conscript the mages, force them all into servitude. This was done slowly, covertly, over the course of a few years. 

Isn’t it interesting, that although the Isäntä had been around for a few hundreds of years, spreading the greater good; it took only a couple of decades to turn people against them and bring the order down? What do you think this says of us? Are we not ungrateful? Turning against those who kept us safe and thriving, only because we envy them their gifts, although we possess different ones.

It started slow. An uprising here, a treason there. They were first eradicated from Gerimaur, hunted down like animals in the wild. Forced to flee for their lives, outcast, outnumbered. Most of the garrison were killed; Gerimaur is perhaps the most belligerent of our Duchies. Aside the Isäntä, they maintained a separate army, only too ready and eager to strike. The survivors were the ones able to cross the portal. Children, most of them. The mirror was broken as soon as they passed. Smart move, given there were those intent on laying hands upon the mysteries of the Isäntä. The mirror portals are still their best kept secret. 

But the die was cast, and soon Iseukenia was leading their own hunt, upon those who’d once kept their sea ports safe from the Cauculasie pirates. How quickly we forget those who’ve helped us, how fast we turn on them. Only a few managed to use the portal, a furious mob already at the fortress’s door. The bloodiest carnage happened on Iseukenia. Far too many perished there, both from the Isäntä as from the numbers of Iseukenes comprising the raging horde at the fortress’s gates. 

Eclaterre followed, if you can believe it. But Germondel de Clouzon was Minister Superior, at the time, and he had his eyes set on the ducal seat. History tells us he went on to marry Marganite Matin, the only child of the Duke. Clouzon later ascended, and left his mark well carved upon that Duchy, to this day. 

Osagga was not so easy. The Isäntä were well-loved there, and respected; the Duchess herself born of an Isäntä father. Magic ran down her line from times immemorial. But she was assassinated, and all those who lent a hand to the knights, punished with death. Fear guaranteed Osagga would be free of the Isäntä. No one dared risk their lives and those of their loved ones for an outcast. 

Finally, we come to Wolfsmere, where the Isäntä were put to horrible trials and predicaments. The reports of torture inflicted upon those of sacred blood are plenty; you need only go to the library to find an entire wing dedicated to it. Those who managed to run, either made their way here, to Sylverspire, or crossed the portal close to Portswynde, to go to Finamörie. The Luvarii saw to their demise, though, on both Duchies. Finamörie fell, Wolfsmere too. 

The Luvarii set their sights upon this place, and tried to take it, implanting their spies inside our sacred sanctuary. Some even ascended to rulers of Sylverspire. There are still those who abide by the old rulings of Abedyssa Mantia, and decline to learn the art of fighting with magic. But they know how useful it is, to have their own private army at hand. One that can use magic to fend off those foolish enough to try to conquer Sylverspire. And they're smart enough to know the Isäntä blood still lives, hasn't been completely eradicated. They know this blood will be needed for what’s to come.

But it was in Finamörie that the destinies of the world were set. For to the fortress hidden in the Ice Mountains they ran, all the Isäntä survivors, and they barricaded themselves there. The ruling lord of Finamörie, Akse Kilvensiirto, was publicly deposed and decapitated, his progeny persecuted, until the very last one had fallen. Or so they thought. A child survived. 

Someone the Isäntä stationed at Aarkhut - which was already the capital, in those days – managed to abscond the girl from the sure hands of death. A simple woman; who scrubbed floors around the palace; was charged with caring for the child, along another one. A younger boy, born of two Isäntä knights, filled with magic and the pale colours of the order. A Saurel descendant.

They lived in the woods and were mostly ignored, while the genocide against the surviving Isäntä raged on. Armies were sent from Borode, and for many, many years, these tried to assault the fortress of the Isäntä, to no avail. When it looked like the forces sent to wage war against the knights' were about to reach insurmountable numbers, the Isäntä used their magic in a most excellent way.

They raised the mist curtain.

They placed a curse upon the Varesyan Sea, and a wall of thick fog sprung to life. Boats could no longer leave Borode’s ports and make it to Finamörie, for they had no visibility beyond a certain point. The sailors would navigate around those waters until well and truly lost, to end up crashing against the hard jutting rocks along the coast, losing their lives and their vessels. And no boat from Finamörie was ever capable of reaching Borode again. Impassable, heavy mists surround the island. Their fishermen can only sail as far, and no one can reach those coasts. Finamörie’s been isolated from the world since the fall of the Isäntä. 

And to make matters worse, the knights cursed the land, cursed Borode as well. The magic shield they placed upon our world, long ago, is crumbling; they saw to it. For when the Isäntä realised they wouldn't survive, they came to terms with their fate. They brought out the Seven Stars of Doom, and scattered them along the world. Risking their lives and safety, the surviving Isäntä separated. Some crossed the portal at the fortress to wherever they found an exit door, so they could hide the key they’d been given care of. The keys that lock the magic in place and assure our world is never to be reached by those who wish to overtake our lands. 

The veil’s dropping, soon it will have fallen. The Cauculasie will be amongst the first to attack. When it happens, the people of this world will be turned into slaves, taken across the Vanyan, lost forever from their homes and the safety we've lived in. For the Isäntä swore, if one of them wasn't placed upon the throne of Finamörie, then their vengeance would befall the land.

It stands to reason - as there’ll never be another Isäntä placed on a throne in all of Borode, and this includes Finamörie - that the Seven Stars of Doom must be retrieved and destroyed. So the magic is locked back in place and we're once again safe from invaders.

Now, the knights who crossed the portal and hid the keys, the Seven Stars, those were soon found and murdered. The others, who stayed back in the fortress at Finamörie, they chose to die. And it was thought, all over this world, that the Isäntä were no more. But that isn't so.

The two children, they grew up, had children of their own. The Isäntä blood ran through their veins, although it didn't manifest for many a time, except in small, harmless ways. Healers were born again, weavers of curative spells and potions. Others were seers, and those were sent to us, for there are portals still scattered around, of which those who fought to bring down the Isäntä never knew about. We've sent some of our own to Finamörie, as well. For it was said long ago that one day, the Valyo would rise. 

The Saurel child's offspring was taken into Fauli, a small village in Finamörie, and there he became a Saurelainen. He grew and prospered, and had children, who begot their own children, and the lineage took hold. They spread around the island, from Fauli to other villages, but one remained at the enclosure. He helped it grow from a small, outback hamlet, into a proper village. Had children, who took his place. And these also had sons and daughters. Then there came one who bore only a child. And this one Saurelainen, he had seven sons. 

Seven sons, as the Seven Stars of Doom. 

And those seven sons took their places in the world, wanting to do better, be better. Some came here, for training. Some stayed behind, moving to fishing villages, larger cities, the capital, even. Only one stayed back, to tend to his father’s farm, the eldest boy. For that is the custom of these places, and although this young man wanted nothing to do with the business of growing crops and tending to cattle, he was forced to pursue such life. A life that would have been a dream for his younger son, Sami Saurelainen.

He was forced to find his own place in the world. With the few coins he’d made working tirelessly around the village, and a pair of cows he’d bought at a farmer’s market, he left Fauli, heading for a small settlement by a river, lost in the woods, near a lake. He’d heard of the place from a travelling man headed south, and his dream had been born. A place with four or five huts, where farming land could be attained by the felling of some trees. Trees that would build him a house, a barn, the fences to go around his domain. 

Sami’s mind was quickly made up. He left his native village, and soon was laying claim to his piece of heaven, not far from the shores of the Drydth. There, he settled and prospered, at Kaupari. For it is known that a seventh son is blessed with luck on all his ventures. A year after arriving, Sami Saurelainen was already the richest man in his village, with the best crops, the best herds. Cows, sheep, swine and horses, he had them all. What he did not have was a wife, and offspring. 

So he ventured forth and proposed to a neighbour who had a comely, talented daughter about his age. 

Desyderia Knuurt, owner of a quick tongue and a temper as fiery as her hair, saw fit to wed this man, this newcomer who’d brought prosperity along with him. One month after their nuptials, the young bride fell with child, and in nine moons’ time, presented her husband with his first son and heir, a boy as red-headed as his mother, who they named Vilmar.

And then one of our seers came forth, to tell us this man would father the one who’d put our world to rights. The seventh son of a seventh son, that prodigious omen of old lore, destined to greatness and to come from this man’s loins, to be imbued in such magic as it had never been seen. We sent him one of our girls, sister to the seer who predicted the birth of the chosen. 

Iluäri of Telmark crossed the portal to the Forest of the Seventh Stream, and was brought forth to wed Sami Saurelainen, who did not oppose the arrangement. After all, being the richest man in the village allowed him the privilege of two wives, and he was eager to partake of it. To Iluäri he was wed, and along with Desyderia, both have given him a good number of children. Five boys and a girl were born, before both Desyderia and Iluäri fell with child at the same time. The red-headed woman gave birth a day ago, another boy, the sixth, so if Iluäri's child is male, he will be the seventh son.

We've been watching, from afar, for it's been said the Valyo will soon enter this world.

So look, see how they gather around the fields, as if called there, not knowing what drives them to that place, that door, offering their assistance in caring for Desyderia, helping Iluäri. See how the whole village flocks to their door, as if they can feel it in their bones: that the world is about to change, and the Valyo soon to be born.

See how the brothers huddle together in the large common room. The girl, holding the newborn babe to her. The five boys, staring in wide-eyed wonder, as if they, too, know what’s about to happen. It’s good, that they sit together, that they hold on to each other, for they are stronger like this, and divided they’ll fall. The fate of the world will surely be dire, if these seven children are ever to part. So watch, observe.

There, have you heard? The mewling, the cry? See how Sami Saurelainen has jumped up from his chair, runs to the room’s double door, takes the bundle from the midwife’s hands. 

Ah, look, it’s a boy. 

This is the seventh son of a seventh son, the chosen one. 

See how strong he is, unlike his other brother, who’s weak and sickly. See how he cries loud in his hunger, a demand to be given what’s rightfully his. 

We much watch him carefully, this young child, study his progress attentively. For there are forces that’ll fight for the use of his soul, and two paths for him to choose from. Which one will he claim as his? 

We must watch, yes, and when the time is right, we must guide him to us. And you, my dear child, though you be but little and powerless now, will one day be joined to this boy’s fate. For you will grow to be his Sedaïta, and you will keep his life safe, so he can do what’s been ordained. 

So he can give his life to the cause. So he can give his life to see that others, his people, may live.
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Present day
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“You better pray there’s a well-honed blade on that executioner’s axe, boy,” the guardsman said, his rancid breath stale, laced with sour onions. “Good thing Wolfsmere got rid of the burnings and the hangings for murderers like you, huh? You should count yourself lucky.”

But Vayne Saurelainen didn’t count himself lucky. 

Not when he’d been made an orphan at the age of eight, forced to flee his family farm for the darkened safety of the Mäntimetsä woods with two of his elder siblings. Because the people of his village – the ones who’d known him from birth and seen him grow - wanted him dead. No, he wouldn’t consider himself lucky. Even though he’d known how to save his and his brothers’ arses, back then, as he led them through the fern-carpeted, mulchy forest ground, until the portal was at hand’s reach. 

The mirror in the woods. The gateway to another continent, a place where no one knew them, somewhere they could be safe. It hadn’t been hard, convincing them to jump into the mirror’s bright surface. Not when hell was breaking loose around them, and the sounds of destruction and death resonated through the greenery.

But he wouldn’t consider himself lucky, despite their safe arrival at the portal’s other side, a chipped mirror looking nothing like the one in Mäntimetsä. It delivered the three boys onto a sandy beach, ocean roaring to their right, the lights of Portswynde - further in the distance - guiding their steps into safety, a new home, hopefully. 

Eventually, they’d found a home in Portswynde, and lived the next ten years in moderate security. Or at least his brothers had, because Vayne had seen to it. Despite being the youngest, he’d seen to it, for he’d promised himself - his brothers would be protected at all cost, and they’d one day be reunited with the rest of their family, should any member still live. He refused to believe they’d all died. After all, the villagers wanted him dead, not the rest of his family. 

Even though father may have fought them off, and paid with his life for it along mother Desyderia - Villi acting the role of elder brother and heir to the farm by staying his ground - Vayne knew the others must have fled. All their lives, they’d been schooled on the importance of running to the hills at the first sign of trouble. And Vael had promised, he’d promised Vayne he’d take the brothers to the hills, like mother Iluäri had drilled into them.

If Vael had died on the farm that day, Vayne would know. Their connection had been that strong, one always knowing where the other was, able to find each other through a game of Hide, no matter how well-camouflaged they thought they were. Vael had fled to the hills, and must have taken Valteri and Valeri with him. For when Vayne came out of the tunnel he’d patiently dug along with his favourite brother - the tunnel leading from their secret hiding spot, underneath the stable floor, into the edge of the woods - he’d found only Kayne and Dayne. 

What a strange coincidence - he’d thought at the time, from the height of his eight years of age - that he was to lead to safety the two siblings who shared the same mother as he, Iluäri of Telmark; while Vael must have met with the siblings born, like him, from mother Desyderia. And thus, they’d been separated, against all advice from seers and rune-casters, who’d flocked to his father’s farm since he and Vael had been born with mere days between them. An unlucky string of events that had led him to where he was right now, the predicament about to seal his fate, or the end of his fate.

So no, Vayne Saurelainen did not consider himself lucky.

Not when he was about to lose his head for murder, despite the lack of evidence against him.

Oh, he was guilty, all right -Vayne Saurelainen was a murderer, if nothing else. 

But no one could pinpoint his crimes to him, he’d made sure of it. Still, being a stranger at Portswynde - despite having lived here for nearly ten years - meant fingers were first pointed at him, or his brothers, in lack of other scapegoats. He'd killed the men in question, and for that he would die. Putting an end to all the prophecies and sooth-sayings of old, that he had a role to play in the grand theatre of life. Fate would find a way to hinder him, he’d known this much. Destiny would try its best to stop his progress. Well, his progress was sure to be put to a permanent halt, now. Death normally did. Unfair as it was, for it forced him to break the promise that he’d reunite all seven brothers again. That the sons of Sami Saurelainen would stand side by side once more, for as the prophecy said, ‘divided they’d fall’. If only Vayne was sure Vael could take up the burden and try to bring the siblings together, he’d die with his peace made.

The guardsman poked his rib with the shaft of a pole, forcing him to move just a tad faster. Vayne’s feet - bound by strong chains - tripped. He was pulled back up, shoved forward. Arms tied behind his back; shoulders aching from having supported the weight of his body as they hung him by the wrists inside a dank cell; Vayne took a swift look around, trying to place his brothers. There, to the right of the gallows, Dayne’s head tipped close to Kayne’s tightly bound locks, as yellow as spun gold from the dye he used to cover their real colour. On his right, Kayne’s best friend stared with a look of contempt, searching the town’s square for something, or someone. Hageshi Nakamura’s eyes came to rest - worry in their depths - from time to time upon Dayne’s tear-streaked cheeks. Seeing his brother’s pain put a lump in Vayne’s throat.

“Peace be with you,” a gruff voice cried from amidst the crowd he was made to navigate, on his way to the chopping block.

Peace. 

How could peace be with him, if he was to die before seeing his eighteenth birthday? How could he find any peace to see him through to the otherworld, unjust as it was that he weren’t allowed to fulfil his destiny, make good his promise? There’d be no peace for Vayne Saurelainen, and none for those who were about to take his life, he’d seen to it. But still he managed to keep a despondent look upon the eye, courage within his gut, strength to face death without flinching. He’d not give them the satisfaction of seeing his fear, his anger, his revolt. Though Vayne was scared. 

No, not even that: he was terrified. The blood coursing his veins was like iced water from the mountain rivers, once the spring thaws began. The constricting grip around his speeding heart was painful - a vise that promised to explode his organ into a hundred million pieces of bloody gristle, soon to be spewed amongst the crowd who’d come to cheer his death. 

The pain in his gut - so intense as to almost break him - would soon force him to bend over, kneel down and cry, sobbing and begging for his life, like the coward he truly was. This, which he felt, was fear; it was all fear. Vayne Saurelainen was, not for the first time in his life, scared to death. And fear only led him to fuck up. Every time.

As he climbed the stairs that brought him closer to demise, Vayne took small, controlled breaths, forcing his heart rate to lower its rush, a sense of calm washing over him. His water-green eyes searched the crowd again, while the executioner tried to place a black sack over his head. Vayne pulled away. No, if they wanted to kill him, they’d see him die. He avoided the faces of the couple who’d taken him and his brothers in; the Laukari had been surrogate parents and Vayne loved them as much as the bookshop owners loved him. He couldn’t stand facing their pain, akin to Dayne’s.

Instead, his eyes came to rest upon the face of the man he knew was to blame for his predicament, Osmed Kepler, the perfumist. Vayne should have killed him, ten years ago, when they’d first arrived in Portswynde and he’d realised what the man demanded in return for housing the boys. But he’d been a child, back then, far too innocent and unaware of the ways of the world. He’d warned the man, promised him there’d be no second chances, shown him what he could do, but spared his life. That was his mistake, Vayne now knew. Osmed had promised he’d pay, and pay he would. With his life.  

He chuckled, firmed his gaze upon Osmed’s, studying the victorious glint in the man’s eye; the spark of fear igniting at the back hidden from the surface by a self-assurance Vayne had seen to, already. As soon as he died, Osmed would find retribution, one worthy of his crimes. The flinch on the perfumist’s face - his narrowing eyes, the turning of the head so he wouldn’t have to face Vayne any longer - brought a smile to the young man’s lips. One that didn’t falter even when the executioner made him kneel, head on the chopping block, splinters of wood biting at the tattooed word upon his skin. 

Valyo - the Champion, the Warrior. 

He didn’t feel very much like a Valyo, now. 

Closing his eyes for the briefest of moments, taking a deep breath, Vayne prepared for death.

“Stop,” a voice cried out from amongst the crowd.

Vayne’s eyes popped open, searching the masses gathered to see him die, meeting eyes of the darkest brown, hidden beneath the hood of a black cloak. The owner of those eyes pulled head free from coverage, showing a face too young to allow for the townspeople to give her any credit. A young face, yes, and one of the most striking Vayne had ever seen. She smiled his way, black eyes framed by thick dark fringe, and he couldn’t help but smile back.

“In the name of the Abedyssa of Sylverspire, I command you to stop,” she insisted, and the executioner’s hand faltered. “This man is to be brought to the Abekirku, where his just punishment will be dealt according to his crimes.”

“And who may you be, that dare order us around?” The Pormestri of Portswynde made his way through the crowd, to stand in front of the girl. 

Vayne studied the exchange. Maisteri Dulart’s paunch drooped over his thick leather belt, his height towering far above the girl, who seemed dwarfed next to him. And yet, there was an aura about her, of immense power, one that sent a chill down the spine of any who caught sight of her eyes, changing from dark brown to light amber and then blue. Magic swirled through her, filling the spaces in the air around.

“I’m Talen Omhersehn, Mage Warrior from Sylverspire, emissary to Abedyssa Enidh Omhersehn. And Sedaïta for that man. So, you see, it's in your best interest to deliver him to me.”

Vayne Saurelainen could not consider himself lucky. 

But as the words resonated across the now silent town square, he didn’t fail to see the hand of Lady Chance playing his fates once again. Aware that there was always a price to pay for a stroke of luck as big as this, it was with careful heart and baited breath that he awaited the outcome of the play at hand, eyes never leaving those of the girl challenging the laws of Portswynde, for the sake of his continued life.
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Eight years after the birth of Sami Saurelainen’s youngest son

––––––––
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Vael looked so small, inside that big bed, Blayne sweating by his side. Vayne’s heart skipped a beat, and his eyes misted at the sight of his beloved siblings, lying like the dead, unresponsive. If it weren’t for the soft, near imperceptible rise and fall of their chests, he’d think them long gone, For such was their pallor, their skins had taken the greyish hue of recent corpses. Vayne knew, for he'd seen them. He had seen them in that special place inside his mind; he'd seen the dead with the magic sight his eye sometimes gave him. And they all looked much like this.

Mother Desyderia placed soft hands on his shoulders, her face a map for the sleepless nights and concern over the sick children. Mother Iluäri sat by the large bed, mopping drops of cold sweat off Blayne’s head. 

His beautiful sister Blayne, fifteen-years-old, Iluäri's firstborn, her pride and joy. 

Vayne watched his mother’s enlarged eyes, her trembling hands, wishing he could force his secret sight to work, just gaze into the future and assuage Iluäri's fears, tell her Blayne would be fine, she’d soon be up and around, bossing her brothers, singing while she kneaded dough or swept the floors. But his sight didn't come when Vayne wished, and he stayed mute, guilt gnawing at his stomach. For his yearning was that Vael was soon up, running around the farm with him, playing with their wooden swords and hiding at their secret places.

Vael was his favourite brother, his best friend. Having been born mere days apart, they’d grown up as twins, sharing a room, everything. Where one was, they would find the other. Unless Vael was reading. Then Vayne was sure to be either fishing with Valteri, or hunting with Kayne. Perhaps being taught how to carve toy horses from lumps of wood, their father’s large, gentle hands guiding his small ones. Or following Villi around the farm, helping with the chores he was allowed to take upon himself. Father said he and Vael were still too young to do more than collect the eggs, feed the pigs and the chicken, milk Berit who was such a good, tame cow, or help with the harvest and the seeding. They were not to go near the horses, but of course, these were the most interesting of all. So they'd pried loose some of the floorboards in the stable and spent an entire summer digging a tunnel. 

One that remained secret to the rest of their family.

That tunnel, leading from the stables to the woods, now lay abandoned, for Vayne had no inclination to enter it without Vael. He sighed loudly, missing his brother, and Mother Desyderia placed a gentle kiss upon his head.

“Run along, Vayne,” she said. “You’ve seen your siblings, now you must go. We do not need more sick children around the house.”

Obediently, he took himself out of the room, which had once been the large study where the children learned their letters and their numbers. It had been transformed into a sick bay, once the disease spread as far as Kaupari and made its first victims. Vayne had warned them, he had. That a plague was coming and would take a number of people. 

Mother Iluäri started making provisions soon after her son predicted the sickness. She brewed her potions and pounded her ointments, concocted the salves and remedies to lower fevers and cool the bodies of the sick, but the plague was a hard one. It came, unbidden and unexpected. One day, the victim would be well and lively, the next, they were bedridden, bodies clutched by pain, fever rising, unable to keep food inside them. Vayne had seen it all, and he'd warned the villagers. The fact they’d been forewarned meant the number of people infected by was smaller than in other villages, where this sickness also struck, for mother Iluäri had seen to it, dosing around her remedies, forcing people to take them.

They’d had word from Fauli, Peskut, even Aarkhut and Ulneä. All had been stricken by this strange, fast plague. It came and went, moving on to the next village, the following town, as if intent on spreading chaos and leaving death in its wake. A living thing, it had seemed, and Vayne had said as much to his mother. Iluäri had done all she could to prevent it from grabbing even more people, using her knowledge in the healing arts. 

Vayne knew his mother’s secret, Vael, too. They'd seen her, deep in the Mäntimetsä woods, where the Turmella grows. A most magical thing, they’d seen, mother Iluäri parting the branches of the Turmella bushes - careful not to harm the flowers - to bring to light a large mirror. She’d sat in front of it, made gracious; twirling gestures with her hand, and a woman’s face had appeared in the polished, silvery surface. A woman not Iluäri. They'd spoken for a time, and then, getting up, mother Iluäri stepped into the mirror.

She'd entered the mirror and disappeared from sight.

Vayne and Vael had run to it, shouting for her, eager hands touching the smooth, clear surface, to no results. The mirror was a mirror once more. They’d gone back to hiding, their conversation hushed. What were they to do, if mother Iluäri failed to return? Vayne had insisted this was magic, the magic she must surely have, for him to be born with powers. 

He'd insisted mother Iluäri must come from the forbidden bloodline and carry the taint inside her. A taint she'd passed on to Kayne, born with the silver-blue eyes and the silver-white hair of that disgraced race of old, the Isäntä, the race that had been put down, due to their treachery. The race whose members were still hunted and killed, even to this day, if they were unlucky enough to be born with the telltale traces of their ancestry, as Kayne had. To disguise his silver-white hair, mother Iluäri forced him to wash it with a rank mixture that turned his locks dirty blonde like hers. For she, too, must be Isäntä. She, too, must carry the curse of the blood of the damned, the betrayers, the evil.

Vael had set Vayne to rights, telling him what he’d read in their study. The Isäntä weren't evil; they'd been valorous knights, betrayed by those they protected. And they'd placed a curse upon the world, which would only be broken when the Valyo rose to life. Vayne’s eyes had sparkled with interest, but his brother was prevented from saying more, as mother Iluäri suddenly stepped out of the mirror and into the Mäntimetsä woods.

Not much later, Vael had fallen prey to the plague, along with Blayne, and none of them had yet risen from their sickbed. A week later, they were still there, grey faces the only thing visible underneath the bedclothes swaddling them.

Oh, how he missed his brother.

As he stepped out of the sick room, mother Desyderia closing the door behind his back, Vayne made his way to the kitchen. He was supposed to help Dayne prepare the evening meal. Soon, Villi and father would be back from the fields, having seen to the cattle. Valteri and Valeri would be back, too, after finishing their chores. They'd bring fresh vegetables from the patch, and Vayne was supposed to wash and chop them, while Dayne saw to dinner. And Kayne would be back, as well, perhaps carrying a wild hare or two. He’d gone hunting as soon as he was done with lunch, having cajoled their father into allowing him the afternoon off so he could bring home a treat. They all deserved one, father had said, and so Kayne was allowed to take his bow and arrows and run off to the woods. Dayne had been left behind, sighing. The youth loved nothing more than hunting, except for reading. But he must lend a hand to their mothers, for bread must be baked, and pies as well. There were preserves to be made, and pasties father and Villi could carry into the fields when they left early in the morning, so they didn’t need to run back home for their mid-day meal.

With Blayne sick, mother Desyderia had been forced to tend to her and Vael. Mother Iluäri was given care of all the villagers taken ill, so it left Dayne and Vayne to see that there were cooked meals for everyone, including the soupy porridges mother Iluäri insisted feeding Blayne and Vael. Thirteen-year-old Dayne, and eight-year-old Vayne were turned into housewives, not only having to cook and clean, but also taking care of the washing and drying of linens and clothes, the general housework at large falling onto them. Yes, both mothers and father had stated clearly that Valeri and Kayne were to help, too, but the boys, ten and twelve respectively, always found a way of avoiding such chores. Occasionally, fourteen-year-old Valteri would lend a hand, scold the other two, complain to seventeen-year-old Villi of their siblings’ behaviour. 

No one wanted to worry father and both mothers more than what they already were, with the health of two of their children so poorly. Villi, being the eldest, was the one the other boys tended to run to with their complaints. Vilmar slapped the miscreants around a little, threatened them with a beating if they didn’t help around the house, but as soon as Villi was out of the way, they'd both take off and do what they liked best. Which wasn’t darning socks or peeling potatoes.

Vayne settled down to chop some carrots, Dayne humming off-tune in the background, while busy with bread making. The tune was a good one, though, something mother Desyderia used to sing to Vayne and Vael when she put them to sleep what felt like years ago, now. A song in the old Isäntä dialect, whose words Vayne couldn't make out. 

It relaxed his heightened state of worry; shoulders dropping from their tightened stance, his mind entering that near-like trance state where the brain isn’t really working, and all you do is let the body command. Muscle memory, Villi said, whenever they were sparring. Muscle memory it might be, but didn’t prevent his hand from sliding, and the knife from cutting a gash on his finger, instead of the carrot. Blood poured out, but Vayne didn’t notice. He was only there physically; head lost in the world of visions and portents it sometimes carried him into. Dayne’s voice was the only thing still able to slide into his mind, the song echoing in Vayne’s ears, the boy whispering the words as if these could guide him into a deeper trance.

Yksi ja ainö Halla Prinssi, nei Prinsessa vastaa hän istuimellansaa, nei laamöst sisalaa hän sydän.

There was nothing he could have done to prevent the onset of those visions. They came when they wished, grabbed him whole, showed him their story and vanished, leaving Vayne to make sense of it all. Leaving Vayne to understand the messages they conveyed. 

It was never easy, and never clear. He could never be sure he’d interpreted it right, for the visions didn't show him the whole, only parts. It was up to him - or others - to understand what it might mean, and provide for the fact they didn't get to know it all. The future wasn’t easy to change or avoid, every single action leading to its probable outcome. Unless he was shown exactly what to do, Vayne never knew how to prevent events from happening. All he could do was warn those involved, so they’d be prepared.

Well, not this time.

The sight running through his mind was a clear one. It wasn’t a warning; it wasn’t an omen; it was simply what must happen. No one could change or prevent it.

As his body began to convulse, his head dropping to the table he was working at - knife and board and carrot spilling to the floor, blood oozing from his finger - Dayne’s hands grabbed hold of his shoulders. Vayne could feel it, at a distance, as if his brother was pulling him out of the water, and the deep current kept forcing him down.

Then there was only noise, the sound of furniture being dragged, and voices calling his name, someone’s cold hand slapping his face until Vayne opened his eyes. And stared into the face of his mother, Iluäri's bright eyes burning feverish in an otherwise tired demeanour.

“What is it, boy, have you come down with a fever?” she asked, helping Desyderia pull Vayne up and onto a chair.

He shook his head, shoulders trembling in time with it, a cold twirl of fear running through the flesh on his bones, under his skin.

“A vision, then, another one? What did you see?”

“Vael will live,” he said, voice small, eyes watering. Vayne turned them to Desyderia, knowing he’d get no comfort from Iluäri, not with what he must tell her. “Blayne dies. Blayne dies in less than four hours.”

Iluäri's hand flew quick and righteous, landing across Vayne’s cheek with a loud slap. He bit back a sob, but couldn’t avoid tears from streaming down his face, large water-coloured eyes set upon his mother, hard and dispossessed of the love he should owe her.

“Iluäri, for the love of Aurinkaa,” Desyderia whispered, her voice as cold as Vayne felt inside. “The boy meant no harm, surely, he-”

“He has just cursed his sister to die,” Iluäri said. She got up on her feet, marched to the door, ready to return to her daughter’s side. “That’s all he does, he curses people. Because he’s tainted, evil.”

Vayne’s shoulders shook with distress, sobs spewing from his lips. Desyderia held him to her bosom, fondling his hair. 

“The child's visions have helped this village many a time. It’s not his fault, what the sight grants him. You should know better, this kind of power is uncontrollable. How many times has Vayne provided us with timely warning that has helped save crops, cattle, our fortunes? Even our health. He warned us of the plague, and it allowed you to brew potions that helped prevent more of us fell ill. How can you say he curses, when all this boy has done is save lives?”

“You’e always cared for him more than I could bring myself to,” Iluäri said, half turned to face Desyderia and Vayne. “And you’ve let yourself be fooled by him. Make no mistake, this child is tainted and will rain doom upon us all, if we let him.”

“Mother, I-”

“Quiet! Are you about to take it back, what you just said; that your own sister must die? Are you taking the curse back?”

Vayne freed himself from Desyderia’s arms, standing up to his mother, face contorted in anger, red with rage. “I haven’t cursed Blayne. I swear upon the sacred fires of Tuuli I wish no one harm. The vision I saw showed me Vael, alive and healthy. It showed me Blayne, too, in her casket. I do not ask to be shown these things.”

“Don’t you, Vayne? When Ismail played a prank on you, did you not set the curse on him? Did Ismail not fall into the river and drown, after he tied you to that tree in the Mäntimetsä woods?”

“I did nothing.”

“Mother, how can you?” Dayne asked, and Iluäri turned blazing eyes on him. “Vayne was tied to that tree a whole night; wolves could have come and killed him. The entire village was out, searching for him, everyone worried sick, and still that boy said nothing, never led us to where he’d tied Vayne up. If Vael hadn’t managed to find him, so deep in the woods-”

“Perhaps we’d been better off, without his kind around. Suffice it that we already have such a taint in our house, even though Kayne has no magic he can use against us. But if people were to see his true colours, why, he’d bring shame and disgrace upon the entire family. This one, he brings only ruin. Perhaps it would have been better if we left him to rot in the woods.” Iluäri stepped through the threshold and left the kitchen, her steps echoing down the corridor to the room where the sick children slept.

Vayne sat back down, eyes wide, mind numb. He didn’t know what to make of his mother’s words. He was only eight-years-old, could hardly comprehend the significance of meaning behind Iluäri's discourse, but the stab was there, knife plunged deep into his soul. His mother wanted him dead; she didn't care for him at all. As she didn’t care for Kayne, either, because he was Isäntä. Did that mean Vayne was like his brother, and the blood of the knights coursed his veins? He wouldn’t mind that, wouldn’t mind at all. One day, he’d flee to the woods, travel to the mountains, find the lost fortress of the Isäntä - the Valinsarvii Isänteö - and make his life there. With Vael and Kayne, and Dayne too, if he wished. Away from those who refused to accept them for their difference.

“Dear boy, mother Iluäri didn’t mean a word,” Desyderia assured him. “She’s just very sad, child. Blayne is the only girl this family has, her death will be a terrible loss. Are you quite sure you’ve seen it?”

Vayne nodded and wiped a tear. He loved Blayne, nearly as much as he loved Vael. She was soft and warm and good, and always kept a sweet bun, fresh out of the oven, for him to share with Vael. He didn't want her to die; he hadn't cursed her. If Blayne was gone, who would bake the sweet breads, or tuck him in at night, who would look after his scraped knees and his snotty nose? He'd never curse Blayne to die, or any of his siblings, Vayne loved his family too much. 

But Ismail, that was another story. When the older boy tied him to the tree, Vayne had shouted that he’d pay for it. As the afternoon progressed, and he still couldn’t free himself from the rope that bound him, he’d cursed Ismail between his teeth. He’d hated him. When night finally fell, Vayne had been so terrified he’d wished the other boy dead. Iluäri could be right; he might have cursed the boy to die.

For that was the day Vayne knew his powers far surpassed those of being given random visions. That was the day he knew something dark coursed through him, something evil and dangerous, uncontrollable, if he let it out. As he watched the sun set and night fall, inking the land in blackness, his fears were heightened by impotence to defend himself. Being tied to a tree had woken something inside him. 

His hands had begun to tingle. At first, a warm, pinprick feel at the tip of his fingers, as if small pins were being pushed against the soft skin. Then it had started to burn, heat rising along the length of his arms, like flames longing to break free. His hands had turned black, and that blackness had climbed up his wrist, his forearm, to his elbow. Tendrils of dark soot stained his skin, and underneath them, he could just about make up licks of flame wanting to rise from the embers, wanting to become a fire that devoured everything around him. Wanting to turn him into a living, walking, breathing flame. He’d forced it down, whatever it was, fear drenching his skin in sweat; and as rivulets ran down his arms, so did the black soot disappear, and the embers die. When his father, led by Vael, finally found him, it was as if nothing had happened.

But two days later, Ismail had fallen into the river and drowned, despite being a strong, avid swimmer. Vayne had always wondered if he’d had a hand in it. And he’d always pushed back the thought, every time it crept up his head.

He may be guilty of that boy’s death, but he’d never have wished the same upon his sister. Iluäri was wrong, and unfair, her prejudices thwarting her emotions, leading her to break her son’s heart. Vayne covered his face with an arm, crying, but another jolt took over his body. 

His spine stiffened, arched, eyes rolling back in his head, every nerve-ending vibrating. The pain was excruciating, but his throat was clogged, he couldn’t even force a whisper off his lips. His neck burnt, searing pain from his chin down to his chest, as if he’d been doused in flames, as if he was actively burning. Wondering if his arms might be turning black again, Vayne lost his senses to the sound of mother Iluäri shouting for Desyderia to come help. But Desyderia couldn’t move, her body refusing to obey her brain’s orders, while her eyes watched magic unfold before her.

Vayne’s neck had swollen, and upon it, as if written by the flaming tip of a burning stick, letters began to appear. Letters that spelled a word, one Desyderia knew well enough, for there wasn’t a single person through all of Finamörie who hadn't heard the tale before. When it ended, Vayne was left scarred - a tattoo-like imprint upon his skin, marking him forever more, lumbering a destiny upon him far too heavy for his eight-year-old fragile shoulders. A word that lay heavy upon his fate.

Valyo.
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“Over a month has passed, Iluäri, since we laid Blayne to the ground.” Sami Saurelainen’s voice echoed in the otherwise silent room.

His second wife raised tear-filled eyes to him, the spark of anger buried beneath that of pain. 

“You have no heart,” she accused him, not for the first time.

“It is you who are heartless and cold, wife. Vayne’s done nothing wrong, how many times have that boy’s visions been providential to us?”

“There’s a price for that kind of power. Husband, you rely too much on a child’s words, and cannot see past his demeanour. But Vayne has a dark heart inside; all you need do is watch him closely. When he broods, those eyes darken, and a look of evil comes across his face. When he doesn’t care for someone, he gets that very same look, and unsurprisingly, something or other always happens to the people that boy turns his eye on. An eye filled with evil intent, that’s what he has. I’ve been cursed with having only tainted children, but for Blayne. My girl was perfect, Sami, and that boy turned his darkened heart on his own sister, and cursed her to die. He killed my girl.”

Sami took a stride closer to Iluäri, grabbing her forearm, to shake it. “You stop that nonsense now, woman! Vayne's done nothing wrong, it's a tragedy the girl passed away. I loved her tenderly, for she was the only girl, but sickness kills, and many others perished from this plague, one Vayne warned us about. And that warning saved more lives than those we lost. Other villages have suffered a much harder blow because they had no forewarning, and couldn't prepare. None of our children are tainted; they’re all good boys, clever and pure of heart.”

Iluäri laughed. “Kayne has the Argentärie, how can you say he’s not tainted? If I didn’t wash his hair with the paste from the sauraamo, what do you think would happen to him? Just as well he carries no magic, but if his true colours were visible, he’d be hauled to Aarkhut and delivered of his head, as you well know.” She sighed, pressing the balls of her hands against her eyes. “He's a good boy, Kayne is; but Isäntä blood courses through him. He can turn evil at any moment, and bring death upon us, if he’s found out. As for Dayne... well, the boy’s not natural, is he? You've seen the way he follows other boys with his eyes, and you've seen him go around with that other unnatural boy, Teymo. A man should care for a woman, in the carnal sense, not other men. Dayne sick, too, and there's no cure for his sickness.”

Sami’s hand stopped short of Iluäri's face, not touching it. The current of air, displaced by the near slap he'd intended to strike her with, dislodged a strand of golden hair from behind her kerchief. It fell upon her cheek, a golden mark glued to the spot where her husband’s palm almost planted itself. He wouldn't strike her; he'd never hurt his wives, nor laid a finger on any of his children. That simply wasn't the kind of man Sami Saurelainen was. But Iluäri made him sick, disgusted him, with her prejudices, her thwarted, devious mind. 

He regretted having married her, although he’d been caught under the spell of her beauty for many a year. Unlike Desyderia, Iluäri was a delicate blossom, pale and blonde and fragile of limb, a beauty, with her plump, thick lips and large blue eyes. She reminded Sami of the dolls his sisters had, when they were children in Fauli. Delicate toys of creamy, pale porcelain, all eyes and mouths. He'd fallen for Iluäri's beauty and the fact she hailed from the continent, from Sylverspire of all places. Arrogance had trapped him to this marriage, the pride of showing off a wife hailing from the rich, luxurious cities of Wolfsmere. A woman delicate and elegant, pure and innocent, having been raised at the abbey of Sylverspire, trained as a healer, someone who could read and write and count her numbers.

He'd been tricked by all that, when he should have known better. After all, Sami was a simple man, despite being a wealthy one. But his wealth could not compare to that of a middle-class family in Wolfsmere. Those people were used to far more riches, more elegance, plenty more luxuries, than what he could provide his family with. Sami should have known better, and searched for another woman like Desyderia. 

Who was plain, yes, and practical; strong and hard-working, a loving wife, a caring mother. With a mane of red hair to match her temper, Desyderia had caught Sami’s eye the moment he set foot on Kaupari. Not a beauty, never one, she was large-boned and tall, long-faced, but her smile seemed to light up the day whenever she crossed paths with Sami. As soon as he had enough means to claim a wife, he'd claimed her. And the union was blessed with a boy, as red-haired as his mother, and as temperamental, as well. Vilmar had been Sami’s first born, but before the boy had completed his first year, the Saurelainen patriarch had already found himself another wife, such was his good fortune and wealth.

But Iluäri had been a disappointment. 

Not at first - Sami had still been too far under her spell to be annoyed by her strange ways. He put them down to her having been raised so sheltered - unused to hard, manual labour, only learning her numbers and letters and her healing potions. She’d soon turned into the most sought-after healer for miles around. But as a wife, as a mother, she'd failed. While Desyderia thrived upon raising her children and doing her chores, Iluäri had been bored by any type of household labour. She wouldn’t cook, nor clean or wash, leaving the hard work for Desyderia. Upon Iluäri fell only the mending of clothes, the darning, the sewing, and the teaching of the children. She set up a room for that, where Desyderia’s four boys joined Iluäri's three and her beloved Blayne, and she taught them to read, to write, to count. She taught them the history of Borode, Wolfsmere, Finamörie. And the geography of such lands, as well as the politics of every realm.

Sami had been annoyed, at first, but soon realised how this would prove providential for the children. Custom and tradition claimed only Vilmar could inherit his father’s lands, while the rest must make a life for themselves. If they were learned, they’d thrive. Already, the patriarch of the Saurelainen family noticed how their personal interests led them down specific roads. Valteri, Desyderia’s second born, longed for an apprenticeship with the village’s Delegoida, so he could enter civil service, and one day become Kaupari’s Delegoida himself. Valeri, who was Desyderia’s third son, dreamt of joining the armed forces, to become a soldier, a townsguard, to start with. His ultimate goal was being part of the Yilen, the palace guard at Aarkhut, Finamörie’s capital. All of Desyderia’s boys knew what they wanted to do with their lives, except for Vael, who was still so young. 

Only Iluäri's children stood in doubt, not knowing what to do with themselves, showing no interest on choosing a profession. Kayne liked to hunt and fish, having demonstrated some interest in making for Ulneä, and joining a fishing fleet, as soon as he was of age. Dayne, now, that boy worried his father. Sami Saurelainen saw nothing wrong with his son’s inclinations towards men rather than women, Valeri was the same. Sami himself had a brother who went off to live with a man, and a sister who joined herself to another woman, both now teachers at a school in Aarkhut. It wasn’t that which worried him - it was that Dayne, unlike Valeri, was fragile, tender, sensitive, unprepared for the world at large and already overprotected by his brothers. 

All Dayne liked to do was read, and study. Perhaps he could go into teaching, one day, but the boy had yet to show any interest in such thing. As for Blayne, Sami’d had her future all sorted. She would have been married to the son of another wealthy farmer, joining the families and providing her with security. But that was before the girl perished from the plague that had spread along the land - evidence that the magical shield the Isäntä had once erected upon Borode and Finamörie was on its final legs, ready to crumble down.

It didn’t make sense to him, his second wife’s gut reaction to the Isäntä and the possibility of her children carrying the blood in their veins. Only the return of the Knights and their magic would assure the world they lived in remained safe, and untainted by sickness or war.

“You should be glad for your son’s talents. This plague should have proven to you how necessary Isäntä magic is, its protection. Without it, we're prey to so much, for we’re all weakened by having destroyed that which made us stronger. When you accepted to wed me, you knew. You knew I descend from the very same knights who founded the Isäntä. That I descend from the Saurel, and therefore, carried the seed of their bloodline in my veins. You were aware of this, and of even more. That from my loins a champion would be born, the one who’d be marked as the chosen. You knew, and you still said yes.” He stepped away from her, moved to the window, pulling the curtains so he could look outside. 

The day was warm, unseasonably so. After weeks of hard work and chores, the boys had been given free rein to go down to the river, or into the woods, to fish and hunt and swim, if they wanted. Even Vael had run along, ready to throw himself into the now tepid waters of the Tuulo. 

“Iluäri, you were there,” Sami said, turning back to face his wife, “when Blayne passed and Vael’s skin burnt with the mark. Desyderia saw the same happen to Vayne. He’s the seventh son of a man who is in turn a seventh son.”

“A murderer is what he is.”

“He’s been marked, woman, how can you still resist the truth? Vayne sports the black tattoo on his neck, as we’ve been told one of the boys would. Turns out both have been marked, which must mean they need each other to succeed. Vayne is the Chosen, but Vael is the Key, we should be thinking of sending them to Sylverspire, as we speak. They need to be trained, taught, guided. The wards are falling, sooner or later the waters around Finamörie will be infested with pirates; Wolfsmere will be trying to re-capture the throne. We need the Valyo to keep our world safe. Turns out we also need the Avayn, and guess what? They were both born into our household. You should be proud, Iluäri, not scared. You should be crossing those boys over to your sister.”

“You refused to have Blayne sent there, so she could train as a healer and take my place when I’m too old for this. And now you want to cart Vael and that boy off across the seas? Do you not know, any ship that tries to make for Wolfsmere will be lost, and everyone inside it dead? Do you not know the veil of mist the Isäntä placed upon the Vanyan prevents any from reaching the shores of Portswynde? Or that vessels from the continent find our ports?”

Sami let out a bitter cackle. “It’s time you stop taking me for a fool, wife. I know you have ways of reaching Sylverspire, ways that don’t involve crossing the waters to get there. So I suggest you make use of them, before I lose my patience with you altogether.”

Storming out of the room, Sami banged the door, Iluäri jumping where she sat on a chair, her face pale but set, a rebellious look upon her eyes.
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Vael touched tips of his fingers to his brother’s neck, Vayne giggling and pulling back.

“Wait, I can’t feel it if you keep that up,” the red-headed boy said. “It’s like mine.”

Vayne drew his own hand up to where the tattoo was etched on his skin, the one that had burnt itself into him the day Blayne died. At the same time, Vael was undergoing equal torture, the searing pain of invisible hot irons being branded on both boys’ necks.

“Valyo,” Vael read. “Sounds so much like my name. And my markings, they read Avayn, which sounds even more like your name. We’re connected forever, brother.”

“Had you any doubts? Father says we’re fated to do great things. But we must keep together, work with one another.”

“You’re the chosen, I’m the key.”

The two boys laughed, pulling rough tunics over their bare chests, still wet from swimming in the river. Down by the banks, their brothers played in the water, diving from tree branches, splashing around, trying to grab the fast swimming harppu with their bare hands. Even Villi had put aside his chores and joined his siblings on an afternoon off. Soon, mother Desyderia would come round with a basket full of fresh bread, butter cakes and fresh seljann juice. They’d sit in the shade and eat their fill, the seven boys together, trying to get their hands on the biggest cake, the crunchiest bread, the thickest wedge if cheese.

Standing up, Vayne caught a flicker of movement entering the woods to his right. He recognised the woman by her long, golden hair, and her simple, dust-coloured dress.

“Look,” he whispered, one finger pointed to where he’d seen her enter the foliage. “Mother Iluäri’s making for the Turmella bushes, where the mirror hides.”

“You want to follow?”

Vayne nodded, Vael offering him a mischievous grin.

“Let’s go, then.”

No one knew the woods as well as they did, unless it was Kayne, who often immersed himself deep into Mäntimetsä when he was hunting, and never got lost. Knowing where Iluäri was headed, they chose to keep well off her path, and take an alternative route to the only place where Turmella bushes grew. Both Desyderia and Iluäri had warned the children off the plant, saying the flower was poisonous and could make you sick, but Vayne knew they lied. He had no idea how he knew, but was sure they were lying. 

The flowers, with their thick, velvety, red petals, and the yellow core like a golden gem, had no scent, but looked beautiful. He’d picked one and tore it apart, just so he could study the plant; and was surprised to discover the golden core to hold inside a creamy, pale yellow liquid, which was thick and sticky. Vayne had licked his fingers, and his head started spinning. Two or three visions immediately assaulted his mind. His eyesight was suddenly enhanced, so was his hearing. It was like every single sense and talent he possessed was amplified, just with a drop from the core of that forbidden flower.

He’d soon understood the mothers didn't want them to touch it because it was magical. And magic was frowned upon in Finamörie, after the Isäntä. Vayne kept his discovery secret, but from Vael. After all, they told each other everything. One day, as Vael complained about not having Vayne’s visionary talents, he’d taken his brother to the woods, picked a Turmella, pulled out the core, and offered it for Vael to eat.

That day, they swore never to touch the damn thing again. Vael had been caught by convulsions that had him thrashing about, head banging against the moss-strewn forest floor, legs. His face had been covered in sweat that fell in rivulets from his forehead, and his eyes kept rolling in his head. When the shakes finally subsided and Vael regained consciousness, it was to bend over and vomit the contents of his stomach.

But he’d had a vision or two - the calf father was worried about had nothing wrong, the fox that had been killing their chickens was soon to die, the river was about to swell ahead of its usual time. The flower granted everyone visions, if it didn’t kill you first. Vael had disliked the experience so much he never complained again, about Vayne being magically talented and he but a commoner. And they’d stayed away from the Turmella flowers, from that day on. They didn’t stay away from the mirror, though. Many were the times Vael and Vayne had gone off to where it hid behind thick Turmella bushes full of dark green, fragrant leaves, and tried their hand at waking up its magic. Once or twice, the sleek surface had seemed to hum and shiver, like water rippling, but nothing more. Only Iluäri could make that mirror open up for her.

Not so with the other mirror.

The one they’d found, by accident, one lazy afternoon, when the sun blasted heat over the land, and the two boys ran off to the woods looking for the cool shade of trees, the drone of bees and birds ready to lull them to sleep. They’d decided on a new route, staying off the tracks both knew so well, searching for new wonders, other enchanted realms where they could play. This had been before Vayne was struck with the visions heralding the coming of the plague. The seasons were changing, heat giving way to falling leaves and cooler days. Harvest time had been about to start. The boys had decided to take full advantage of what was sure to be the last carefree, lazy day they had at hand - before mother Iluäri resumed her teachings and mother Desyderia marshalled them into the kitchen to help with preserves, before father had them up at the crack of dawn to pick potatoes from the large potato field. They’d grabbed their toy swords and run for the woods, intent on making the most of that final, free from toil afternoon.

But the skies above had darkened, unnoticed by the two boys, and the wind had gathered strength, the weather intent on showing the first signs of harvest season. Heavy rains had caught them unprepared, in a part of the woods they didn’t know so well. From a distance, Vael had spotted what looked like a cave, where a rock agglomeration jutted out in between the trees. It wasn’t a hill, not even a knoll, just a large, tall rock, strewn with moss and wildflowers, hidden from sight unless you happened upon it. The children ran to hide inside, while the rain clattered down. It was dark, dank, cold, but at least they'd be dry. 

The cave was small, wouldn’t have held more than a straggle of children their age. Villi would be hard pressed to fit his large bulk inside. But Vayne and Vael weren’t big. They sat side by side with backs pressed against the hard rock, waiting for the rain to stop, eyes blinking in the sudden darkness, until they managed to adjust. And when they did, they’d finally seen it.

Against the back wall of the cave, hidden from view unless you went inside, a tall, slim mirror stood. The boys had slithered toward it, eyes wide, mouths agape. The silvery surface, mounted on a beautifully carved wooden frame, topped by a gold filigree star, quivered as soon as they approached it. Vayne reached a hand, and it flickered, like water disturbed by a pebble thrown into a lake. Whenever the boys went to Lake Drydth, they always had a pebble-throwing match. Usually, Valeri won, his aim being flawless, his ripples perfect. Both boys were reminded of the effect upon the surface of the lake, as the mirror floundered to life under Vayne’s touch. Then, an image sprung up, and both boys had jumped in surprised excitement, a little fear, too. It showed them something they'd never seen, but had heard of.

It showed them the sea.

On the other side of the mirror, a beach sprawled; pale, yellow sand cut by white and dark shells, or darkened by the rising water. Further off, the vast ocean was just visible, waves coming in to crash over the sand, almost as if they wanted to cross through the mirror. It was the most beautiful sight Vayne had ever seen. From that moment on, he’d fallen in love with the sea, a longing for it tugging the inside of his heart. If he could, he’d one day move to a coastal town so he could be near the ocean every day.

Before the boys could do anything, the mirror rippled again, and went blank. Its surface no longer showed them the beach and the crashing waves, it didn’t reflect them back, either. It had turned black, like the night, a night where someone blew out all the candles and there wasn’t a flicker of light in the inky blackness. Soon, the rain had stopped, and they’d left the cave, back to their play, sometimes speaking of it in hushed tones. They’d never returned. 

Not long after, Vael was lying sick in bed, and the household mourning Blayne, amidst the excess of work they now had. And after Vael recovered, and the world settled back, Vayne had forgotten all about the mirror in the cave. Even now, as they followed Iluäri through the woods, only a flicker of a memory tugged at the seams of his mind, calling to him. But he and Vael were far more intent on seeing what mother Iluäri was up to, for she’d barely left the house, or her room, after Blayne had died.

As they came to the bushes, the boys climbed a tree overlooking the spot, hiding deep in the foliage, far above, where the woman couldn’t see them. Soon, she was there, the sound of breaking twigs beneath her feet warning them of her arrival. She parted the bushes, careful not to disturb the buds, and brought the mirror forth. It flickered and vibrated, surface rippling silvery light into her face. Looking around, as if in search of something, mother Iluäri's eyes came to rest upon a large, rough stone. Vayne’s heart caught in his chest, breath stopping at his throat - surely she didn’t mean to do what he thought? Eyes seeking Vael’s, both covered their mouths, knowing what would happen. Mother Iluäri must have lost her head.

They watched, in horrified stupor, as she grabbed the rock, pulled her arms back, measuring her strength, and lashed out. The brunt of the blow collided with the surface of the mirror, hitting it straight on. A crack appeared over the surface, but it didn’t break. Both children bit back a cry of despair, eyes growing wider and wilder. Mother Iluäri struck again. This time, the crack widened, and the sound echoing through the woods was like thunder clattering in the distance. Looking up to the sky, Vayne noticed how it had darkened, fat grey clouds threatening to rain down on them.
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