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# ACT ONE

## Before the Revelation
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# Chapter One: What He Does Not Understand

The sheep did not drift.

Sael had noticed this first when he was seven years old, standing in the high pasture with Dauve's hand on his shoulder, learning how a flock moved. Dauve had explained it the way he explained most things - briefly, without decoration - pointing out the way the animals spread across a hillside like water finding low ground, each one following its own nose, the whole herd covering the available grazing in a slow expanding radius. A good shepherd learned to read that radius, learned where the edges were fraying, when to move. That was the work.

The sheep had not spread. They had clustered around Sael in a rough circle, perhaps ten feet out, and grazed the grass immediately surrounding him until they were standing on bare patches and he was sitting in the middle of the only green left on the hill.

*They're too close,* Dauve had said. *Walk them forward.*

He had. They had followed.

Dauve had watched this for a while. Then he had said nothing, and they had gone home, and it had never been discussed.

Now Sael was twenty years old and the sheep still did not drift. He sat on the high pasture in the hour before dawn and they moved around him in that same instinctive orbit, close enough that he could hear the steady tearing sound of their grazing, the occasional soft complaint of one jostling another. The sky above the ridge was the grey-purple of ash. The grass under his palm was warmer than the air.

He had stopped remarking on that too.

Below, the village of Ael Maret was still dark. It clung to the valley floor like a handprint, fifteen houses and a mill and the well-house where the elder's family had lived for six generations. Beyond it the valley narrowed toward the mountain pass, and in the other direction it opened onto the lower farms and the road south. Sael knew every house, every family, every argument between neighbours. He had grown up in this particular geography the way a tree grows in a particular soil - not by choosing it, but by being entirely shaped by it.

He liked the high pasture best before light. It was the one time of day when the village made no claims on him.

He took his hand off the grass. The warmer patch under his palm faded slowly, like the impression of a body in a bed.

He did not think about it.

—-
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The light came gradually, spilling over the eastern ridge and filling the valley the way water fills a bowl - from the bottom first. Sael watched it come. The sheep noticed it and began to range a little further from him, reassured by visibility, and he let them go, watching the direction and pace of their spread, calculating without much effort where he would need to move to gather the edges before the day got hot.

By the time the village began to show signs of life - smoke from the mill, the distant sound of Herath's donkey, the particular creak of the elder's gate - he was already working. The work was not complex. It was mostly walking and watching and the occasional gentle persuasion of an animal that had found something interesting in the wrong direction. He was good at it in the way of someone who has done a thing for long enough that it has become part of how they think.

He came down through the village at mid-morning to fill the water skins at the well.

The woman waiting there was called Mav. She had a daughter of about five on her hip and another child, a boy of perhaps eight, standing at her feet looking ill. Sael knew them both - he knew most of the children in Ael Maret, partly because he was young enough to still be in the intermediate register between adult and peer, and partly because children sought him out in a way he had never fully understood. They did not treat him like the other adults. They were comfortable with him in the way of animals that sense no threat.

The boy was flushed. He was holding himself carefully, the way sick children did, with a kind of internal concentration on the project of being upright.

Mav saw Sael coming and something shifted in her face - relief, and also a particular kind of purpose, the kind you see in people who have been waiting for permission to ask. *Sael,* she said. *Would you -* She did not finish the sentence. She held her son toward him slightly, the motion more gesture than movement, an offering.

Sael put down his water skins. He crouched to be level with the boy. *Hello, Tan.*

The boy looked at him. His eyes were too bright with fever.

*Does your head hurt?*

*Yes.*

*Here?* He touched two fingers to the side of the boy's temple, gentle. Tan nodded. Sael kept his fingers there for a moment. The warmth in his sternum - the thing that was always there, that he had learned to ignore the way you learned to ignore the sound of water near a mill - moved a little, like something shifting in a deep current.

He took his hand away. *You should keep him inside today,* he said to Mav. *Out of the heat. Plenty of water. He'll be better by evening.*

The certainty in his own voice surprised him, as it always did. He could not explain how he knew. He simply did.

Mav thanked him with a fervor that made him look at the ground. She thanked him the way people thanked something larger than a person, the way they thanked weather when it turned good, and he endured it and filled his water skins and said something ordinary about the cost of barley and extricated himself as quickly as was polite.

Walking back through the village he kept his eyes forward. He was not unfriendly - he greeted people he passed by name, asked after the things he knew to ask after, paused when someone needed a word - but he had developed over years a particular quality of presence that said *I am here* without saying *I am available to be made extraordinary.* It was an art, in the way that not being noticed was an art. He was quite skilled at it.

Whether he was skilled enough was another question.

—-
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Dauve was in the yard when Sael came back, mending a section of the fence that divided the kitchen garden from the animals' side. He mended fences the way he did most things: methodically, without commentary, with the particular satisfaction of a person who found virtue in maintenance.

He was fifty years old, Dauve. He was not large but had the density of someone who had worked outdoors since childhood. He had a face that had been weathered into something almost geographical - lines and angles that were more landscape than feature. He did not smile often, but when he did it arrived unexpectedly, like sun through cloud.

*Morning,* he said, without looking up.

*Morning.* Sael hung the water skins and took up a length of rope. He helped with the fence for a while without conversation. This was their habitual mode - not silence exactly, but the specific kind of quiet that has no tension in it, the quiet of two people who do not need to fill space with words.

After a while Dauve said: *Mav's boy?*

*Fever. He'll be fine.*

Dauve made a small sound that was neither agreement nor skepticism. He kept working. After another moment: *Old Vorin asked after you this morning.*

*I'll stop by later.*

*He's got that question about the boundary stones again.*

Sael nodded. He knew the question about the boundary stones. He had been answering it, in its various forms, for three years - a dispute between the Vorin family and the Caleth family about the precise line between their south fields, a dispute that had supposedly been settled by the elder twice and by the elder's father before that and that nevertheless persisted, regenerating itself like a plant that grows back from the roots. Both families kept bringing it to Sael. Neither family brought it to the elder, who had authority over such matters and lived forty steps from either of them.

He had pointed this out once, carefully, to old Vorin. Vorin had looked at him the way people looked at him when he said something technically correct that entirely missed the point. *We'd rather hear it from you,* the old man had said, with an air of stating the obvious.

Sael had not pushed further. He rarely pushed further. It was easier not to.

*I'll go this afternoon,* he said.

—-
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In the bottom of the chest at the foot of his bed, below the spare winter wool and the carefully folded work clothes and the small collection of objects that accumulate at the edges of any life, there was a piece of cloth.

He did not take it out often.

It was approximately two feet square, folded into quarters, and it was white - not the off-white of good linen or the cream-white of new wool, but a white that seemed to come from somewhere inside the fabric itself, as if it were lit from within, faintly and without warmth. The weave was finer than anything made in the valley. The edges had not frayed. In twenty years the cloth had not yellowed, not thinned, not acquired the faint general shabbiness of things that were used or stored or simply present in the world where time passed over everything.

Dauve had found it wrapped around him in the mountain pass. This much Sael knew. The rest - the circumstances, the precise location, what Dauve had thought when he unwrapped it - had never been spoken between them. Dauve had not offered it and Sael had not asked in a way that required an answer.

When Sael thought about the cloth, which was not often, he thought about it the way he thought about his orphan status: as a fact that was simply part of the topography of his life, present the way the mountain was present, requiring no commentary. He had never known a mother. He had never known a father - or whatever combination of persons the word implied. He had been found, and he had been kept, and that was the whole of the story as he understood it.

The thing the cloth made him feel was harder to describe. It was not grief - he did not think it was grief, or not grief for anything he could name. It was more like the feeling of standing in a room where something had happened before you arrived, where the air still held the shape of an event you were not present for. The cloth was evidence of something he had no context for, and the feeling it produced in him had no name he'd been given, and so he had folded it into quarters and put it at the bottom of the chest and become skilled at letting it stay there.

He checked it sometimes. He always refolded it. He always put it back.

—-
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The well-dispute took most of the afternoon.

Old Vorin had, it transpired, not actually been asking about boundary stones. He had been wanting to tell someone about his late wife, who had been dead for three years and whose absence he was still moving through the way you moved through deep water - with effort, without grace, making steady if exhausting progress. He had used the boundary stones as an entry point because you could not, in Ael Maret, simply say *I miss my wife and would like to speak about it.* The idiom ran counter to such directness.

Sael sat on the low wall of Vorin's yard and listened. He asked questions when he could. He did not offer solutions, because there were no solutions, because the old man did not want solutions, because the thing Vorin needed was simply to have the weight of the grief distributed across another person's presence for an hour.

This Sael could do. He had always been able to do this. He did not know why.

The Caleth boy appeared at some point during the conversation with an entirely separate question, about whether a particular fence post belonged to the Caleths or to the Vorins, and Sael listened to this too and suggested a measurement that both families had in fact agreed to in writing six years ago and that both had simply misremembered, and watched the Caleth boy write it down with a nod that was slightly too emphatic, the nod of someone who has been given an answer they will accept not because it is accurate but because it comes from a source they trust.

*You should settle this with the elder,* Sael said, again, because he could not stop himself.

*The elder agrees with you,* the Caleth boy said.

*Then you have two opinions to draw on.*

*We'd rather just have yours.*

He did not argue. He let it go, as he always let it go, with the familiar mild frustration that had nowhere particularly to land. He was not their elder. He was not any kind of official. He had no training in law or governance or divine right and had no aspiration to any of these things. He was a shepherd's son who was good at listening and occasionally had a sense of certainty about things he had no reason to be certain about, and the village had decided, without consulting him, that this was sufficient qualification for something, though they had never agreed on what.

He thought sometimes about leaving. He had thought about it more since turning twenty. Not because he was unhappy - he was not unhappy, or not in any way he could identify - but because he was aware of a vague pressure from the outside world, a sense that there was something beyond the valley that required his presence, or that he required of it, and that delaying this encounter was at some cost he couldn't quantify.

He had not left. He was not sure he could explain why.

—-
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The last light was falling golden and horizontal across the high pasture when he brought the sheep in, reading them back down the hillside with the easy patience of long practice. The evening was cool. The mountains were the particular deep blue they went at dusk, each ridge a little more washed-out than the last until the furthest peaks were the same colour as the sky and you could not tell where stone ended and air began.

He settled the flock in the lower field and latched the gate and stood for a moment in the dimming light, not quite ready to go inside.

He sat down on the hillside.

The village below was lighting its lamps one by one. He could see Mav's window - the warm yellow rectangle of it - and thought about the boy with the fever, wondering with the same certainty he had felt that morning whether the fever had broken. He was fairly sure it had. He was almost always right about these things. He had been almost always right his whole life and had never been able to explain it, even to himself.

He put his hand flat on the grass.

The grass was warm. It was always warm where he sat, warmer than the ambient temperature, warmer than it should have been on an autumn evening on a hillside with the wind coming down off the mountain. He had been noticing this since he was old enough to notice things. He had never mentioned it to Dauve. He had never mentioned it to anyone.

He pressed his palm down into it. The warmth moved up through his hand and into his wrist with a quality that was almost familiar, the way the warmth of a fire was familiar but different - this had a depth to it, a sourcing that felt like it came from below the ground rather than from any surface. The grass under his palm grew almost imperceptibly, lengthening by some fraction of a fraction of an inch in the time he sat there.

He lifted his hand.

He had been lifting his hand from the grass his entire life. He was very good at it. He did it without thinking, or with a particular quality of not-thinking that he had practiced until it was indistinguishable from the real thing.

Below, the last lamp lit.

He went inside.

—-
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Dauve had made soup, as he made soup on most evenings in autumn - a thin, good-smelling broth with root vegetables and whatever herb he had remembered to use, different each time in small ways that accumulated into variety. They ate at the table with the lamp between them, and Sael described the afternoon's events in brief and Dauve listened and made the occasional low sound of acknowledgement.

*Did you sort out the Vorin business?*

*Mostly. Vorin wanted to talk about his wife.*

*He usually does.*

*I know.*

*You should tell him to talk to Benet.* Benet was the village healer, an older woman who was generally respected and notably direct. *She's better at grief than you are.*

*I don't think he'd go to Benet.*

*No,* Dauve agreed. *He wouldn't.*

They ate for a while.

*The Maret boy came by,* Dauve said. *The youngest one. He said his mother's garden was doing well.*

*It's a good year.*

*He said it was especially well where you'd walked through it. Two weeks ago, when you helped them move the stones.*

Sael looked at his soup.

*The vegetables,* Dauve said, in the same neutral tone he used for everything. *He said the rows where you'd worked were outproducing the others.'

*I expect they just got more turning.*

*Probably.* Dauve took another spoonful. His face was exactly as it usually was. *Eat your soup.*

Sael ate his soup.

This too was their mode - the approach and the withdrawal, the way Dauve would come close to something and then step back from it without pressure, leaving Sael the space to engage or to let it pass. It was a kindness, Sael thought. It had always been a kindness. Dauve had been offering it for twenty years and Sael had been accepting it with the particular gratitude of someone who understood, in some wordless lower register, that the kindness was costing something.

He did not know what.

After dinner he went to bed early, as he often did - the shepherd's life ran on dawn time, and he was habitually asleep before the village was fully quiet. He lay in the dark and listened to the sounds of the house settling and the distant sound of the mountain wind and the faint, very faint, sound of something he had never been able to identify, a low hum that was not quite a sound but more like the physical sensation of sound, felt in the sternum rather than heard, present in certain qualities of silence the way a note was present in a struck bell after the initial ring had faded.

He had been listening to this his whole life.

He could not tell if it was beautiful or if it was a warning. He had decided, pragmatically, that it was neither - that it was simply part of what being him was like, the same way the warmth in the grass was part of it, and the way people looked at him, and the way animals came close, and all the other small particular wrongnesses of his existence that he had folded away like cloth and placed at the bottom of a chest and decided not to examine.

He was twenty years old. He had gotten quite good at not examining things.

He closed his eyes and slept.

Outside, in the kitchen garden, the plants that Sael had brushed past on his way to check the fence that morning had grown an inch and a half since noon.

Nobody noticed. Nobody had been measuring.

—-
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# Chapter Two: The Priest on the Road

The stranger arrived on a Tuesday, which was market day in Ael Maret, which meant the village was fuller than usual and the man's arrival was observed by more people than it might otherwise have been.

He came from the north road, which was the mountain road, which was not the road people usually came on. The south road brought merchants and travellers and the occasional inspector from the district administration. The north road brought people who had crossed the pass, and the pass was hard going in autumn, and the people who came that way were either very purposeful or very lost. He did not look lost.

He was perhaps sixty, lean in the way of people who had been walking for a long time, with a satchel over one shoulder that was so full of what were presumably books or papers that it had reshaped itself around them, acquiring the particular lumpen dignity of an overfull thing. He wore a travelling coat that had been good once and had accumulated the careful repairs of years. His hair was grey and cut practically short. He had the look of someone for whom the physical world was primarily logistical - something to be moved through en route to wherever thinking actually happened.

He asked at the well-house for water. Sael was not at the well-house when this happened. He was in the upper field, sorting out a disagreement between two rams that had decided the same patch of hillside was individually theirs, and he heard about the stranger later from Heral, the miller's wife, who had a comprehensive intelligence network and considered it a public service.

*Old man,* she said. *Scholarly type. Polite. Didn't say where he was going.*

Sael had nodded in the way he nodded at Heral's reports - acknowledging without necessarily retaining. There were sometimes scholars, occasionally. The valley was not without interest to people who studied things - there were certain rock formations that attracted geologists from the city, and the annual migration of a particular bird species drew the occasional naturalist. He had filed the stranger under *passing through* and gone back to the rams.

He came home to find the man sitting at his kitchen table.

—-
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Dauve had invited him, which was not surprising - Dauve's particular form of hospitality was blunt and absolute, a function of his belief that people who were travelling deserved a meal and that if you had a meal to give and didn't give it you were the worse for the withholding. He had apparently met the stranger on the south end of the village asking about lodging and had simply said *come on then* and walked him home.

The man - he had given his name as Maret Oen, which was interesting, since Ael Maret was the name of the village, though the coincidence might have been nothing - stood up when Sael came in, and for one fraction of a second, something happened in his face.

It was not a large reaction. Sael had spent his life reading small reactions in animals and people, and this was the kind of thing that most people would not have caught - a brief, involuntary quality of stillness, the stillness of a person who has just seen something they were not certain they would ever see, followed immediately and efficiently by the recovery, the social mask reinstated, the hand extended. *Maret Oen,* the man said. *Theologian, for my sins. Thank you for having me.*

*Of course,* Sael said. He shook the offered hand. The man's grip was firm and his hand was cold and he let go a little too quickly, as if he had thought better of extended contact.

*Sael,* Dauve said, from the fire where he was doing something to a pot. *Maret Oen is on his way south. He'll stay the night.*

*Welcome,* Sael said. He hung up his coat and washed his hands and helped Dauve with the dinner and tried not to be aware of the old man watching him.

He was watching him. Not rudely - the man was far too careful for rudeness - but with a quality of attention that Sael recognised as deliberate, the attention of someone committing things to memory or looking for something specific in what he observed. Sael had been looked at like this before. Rarely, but before. The scholar two years ago who had come to catalogue the rock formations and had ended up spending more time watching Sael in the market than examining any formations. The district healer who had passed through the previous spring and asked Sael three questions about his health with a careful precision that suggested she was looking for something in his answers.

He had developed a strategy for these moments: answer clearly, volunteer nothing, be entirely ordinary.

*Are you from the academy at Veleth?* he asked, sitting down across from the man. This was both genuine curiosity and deflection - if the man was talking about himself he was not studying Sael.

*Originally. I haven't been based there for many years.* Maret Oen considered his hands, which were folded on the table. *I travel, mostly. I'm engaged in a long-term research project that doesn't require an institutional address.*

*What do you research?*

The briefest pause. *Theology. Specifically the theology of Avar - do you know the name?*

*I've heard it.* He had. Avar was old - one of the older divine names in the regional tradition, a god of the growing world, of abundance and continuation. There had been a temple in the valley once, before the god's death, or what the faithful called the god's Withdrawal, depending on their doctrinal position. The temple ruins were on the south road, half a day's walk from Ael Maret. Sael had been to them twice, as a child, the way you went to ruins: for the sense of oldness in the stone.

*Yes,* Maret Oen said. *Well. There is still much to understand about the tradition.* He said it the way people said things that were technically true and functionally incomplete.

Dauve put food on the table and they ate.

—-
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The candle between them leaned toward Sael.

He noticed Maret Oen notice it. The man's eyes went to the flame and then away, and after a moment they returned, observing with the quality of someone confirming an observation rather than making a new one. Sael watched him watching without moving or acknowledging it. The candle flame leaned toward warmth, toward breath, toward the current of air created by a nearby body. There were a hundred explanations. Sael had been explaining it his whole life, in the privacy of his own head, with the efficient creativity of someone who had learned that explanations kept things from requiring examination.

They talked about the valley. Maret Oen was interested in it in the way of someone who had already been interested before arriving - he asked questions about the name, the history, the families who had been there longest. He was a good conversationalist: precise, genuinely curious, appropriately interested in Sael's answers and Dauve's occasional contributions without making either of them feel catalogued.

Dauve talked more than usual. Sael noticed this with the background awareness he maintained for Dauve's moods and departures from habit. The old man was not performing ease - he was at ease, or as close as he got - but there was something else in the way he spoke to this particular stranger, a quality that Sael could not entirely name. Deference, perhaps. Or recognition. Or the specific loosening of someone who has been carrying a secret for a very long time and who, in the presence of someone who already knows the secret, can relax the particular muscles you used to hold it.

*A quiet place,* Maret Oen was saying. *I imagine it's changed very little in twenty years.*

*Some,* Dauve said. *Not much.* He picked up his cup. *Sael's changed, of course. Twenty years, he was rather small.*

Maret Oen smiled at this and looked at Sael and again the fraction of a second of stillness passed over his face, so brief and so thoroughly recovered from that a less attentive observer would have missed it entirely. *Yes,* he said. *I imagine so.*

Sael waited to see if more would follow. It did not.

After dinner Maret Oen was shown to the small spare room that Dauve kept with the specific austere tidiness of a man who expected to use it infrequently. Sael banked the fire and cleaned the table and went to his own room, and lay in the dark listening to the low hum of the house and the mountain wind and the sound that was not quite a sound, and thought about the stranger's face when he had come through the door.

The stillness. The recovery.

He had seen that before, too. Not often. Four or five times in twenty years, perhaps.

He had always explained those away as well.

He was less certain, tonight, that the explanation held.

—-
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He woke before dawn and dressed in the dark and went out to the high pasture before the village was stirring, as was his habit. The flock was settled. The sky was clear and very cold and the stars were still visible, dimming at the edges where the light was beginning. He sat in his particular spot - the grass greener, the ground warmer - and watched the light build and thought.

When he came back down two hours later, the stranger was standing in the yard.

He was holding something. A piece of paper, small, perhaps four inches by three, with writing on it in an ink that Sael could see from ten feet away was not ordinary ink - too dark, with a quality that was almost luminous in the early light, as if the letters retained something of whatever they had been written with. The man's face was entirely composed, with the particular stillness of someone who has moved past surprise and arrived somewhere else.

From the bottom corner of the paper, a green shoot emerged. It was perhaps an inch long. The paper was otherwise undamaged.

Maret Oen looked up and saw Sael and they regarded each other across the yard.

*Good morning,* Sael said.

*Good morning.* The man looked at the paper in his hand and then at Sael and then back at the paper, with the expression of someone confronting a conclusion they have been avoiding for twenty years. *I placed this under your door last night.*

*I know.* He had heard the soft sound of it. He had not gone to look.

*It is a fragment of sacred text. The syllables are written in an ink made with water from the River Avel and pigment rendered from -* He stopped. *It doesn't matter what it's made with. The point is that it responds.* He turned the paper over. The shoot was coming from the back as well, grown through the page. *I have tested this text against fourteen people I considered potential candidates over twenty years. None of them produced this result.*

The yard was quiet. A bird called somewhere on the ridge.

*You placed a piece of paper under my door,* Sael said carefully.

*Yes.* The man had the grace to look slightly shamefaced. *I apologise for the method. I needed to be certain before I said anything. I could not risk -* He paused. *I could not risk saying the wrong thing to the wrong person.*

*What are you certain of?*

Maret Oen looked at him. His eyes were grey and extremely steady and held in them the quality Sael associated with people who had thought about something for longer than was comfortable. *That I have found what I was looking for,* he said. *And that I owe you a conversation I am not sure you are ready to have.*

*Try me,* Sael said, which was not what he had intended to say, and which surprised him slightly with its firmness.

The man nodded. *Not now. Not here. Would you walk with me?*

*I need to check on the flock first.*

*Of course.* He tucked the paper with its sprouted shoot into his satchel with the care of someone preserving evidence. *I'll wait.*

—-

[image: ]


Sael did not rush with the flock. He did the work at the same pace he always did it, which was the pace the work required, and he was aware while he did it that this was partly genuine shepherding and partly the use of familiar routine to think.

The stranger knew something. The stranger had been looking for something for twenty years and believed he had found it, and what he had found was apparently Sael, and the paper with the shoot growing from it was apparently his evidence.

He tried to think about this calmly. He had lived twenty years with a low-level awareness that something about him was outside the range of normal, and had managed this awareness by not pressing it, by treating it as a condition of his life rather than a question requiring an answer. The warmth in the grass. The animals. The way children came to him and the way the sick improved. He had been explaining these things away for so long that the explanation had become a kind of truth, the repeated lie that forgets it is lying.

The stranger's face when he had walked through the door. That particular stillness.

He had seen it twice before in his adult life. Once in the district healer, who had asked her careful questions and then gone south with the look of someone who had verified something she'd hoped was wrong. Once in a merchant who had passed through three years ago and who had turned on the road after meeting Sael and looked at him with an expression of such complex feeling - recognition and grief and something that was almost reverence - that Sael had stood in the middle of the street feeling naked, before the man had shaken himself and driven on.

He had not been to the ruins of Avar's temple. He had been twice, as a child, and had not gone back. The second time he had gone alone, at twelve, and had stood inside what remained of the outer walls and had felt something he had not been able to name then and did not name now - a feeling of enormous proportionality, like standing in an empty space that was not empty at all but full of an absence shaped precisely like what had been there before. Like a room full of the exact shape of the thing that was no longer in it.

He had gone home and not gone back.

The flock was settled. He latched the upper field gate and walked back down to the yard.

—-

[image: ]


They walked out along the eastern edge of the village, away from the market area and the well-house, along the path that ran beside the boundary stones toward the lower farms. Maret Oen walked with the deliberate pace of someone calibrating each step. He had his satchel. He had, Sael noticed, the look of a man preparing to do something he considered necessary and very possibly wrong.

*Tell me about your childhood,* Maret Oen said.

*Why?*

*Because I would like to understand what you know, and what you don't.* He glanced sideways. *I'm not asking to pry. I'm asking because what I have to tell you will land differently depending on what you already understand about yourself.*

Sael was quiet for a moment. The path ran along a stone wall and the lower farms were visible below, their autumn fields still golden in some places, turned dark earth in others. *I grew up here,* he said. *With Dauve. You know he found me.*

*Yes.*

*Then you know more about it than I do, since he hasn't explained the particulars and I haven't asked for them.* He said this without resentment - it was simply accurate. *I've always known something was unusual about my situation. I've never pressed it.* He paused. *I'm pressing it now, I think. Or you are.*

*I am,* Maret Oen said. *Yes.* He seemed to be choosing his words with the care of someone laying down fragile objects. *When you were found - do you know how old you were?*

*Newborn. Or close to it. Dauve's never been precise.*

*You were three days old.* The man said it with the authority of someone who knew. *You were found wrapped in cloth that does not decay.*

Sael said nothing.

*The cloth is still undamaged.*

*Yes.*

*Have you ever looked at it carefully? The pattern? The weave?*

*Not - not carefully, no.* He had looked at it the way you looked at things that made you feel something you couldn't name: briefly, sideways, and then away.

Maret Oen nodded, as if this was exactly what he had expected. *I would like you to look at it carefully,* he said. *After we speak.* He stopped walking and turned to face Sael on the path. The morning light was full now and fell on the man's face with a clarity that showed everything - the lines, the exhaustion, the particular quality of someone who has been careful for a very long time about something that mattered enormously. *I need to ask you something first, and I need you to answer honestly. Not what you think I want to hear. Not what is polite or what sounds ordinary.* He paused. *Have you ever felt - not thought, felt - that something was missing that you could not name?*

The question landed in Sael's chest the way a stone lands in water. Not because it was new. Because it was not new at all. Because it was the exact question he had been not asking himself since he was old enough to not ask himself things.

He looked at the man for a long moment.

*Every day,* he said.

Maret Oen closed his eyes. He closed them and stood with them closed for several seconds, and in his face was something that was grief and relief and the complicated thing that sat between them. When he opened his eyes they were wet at the corners, which he did not seem to notice.
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