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O Fruit of the secluded grove, holy in its shadow,

make fertile the clouds, restore the land,

awaken our blood to magics sublime!

O Fruit, your skin dark as a bruising, flesh bright as a wound,

let us feast, let us turn this one gift to thousands –

at last we will see what lies below!

— Akāsien Ttarvek, from “The Plague Litany”

––––––––

[image: ]


45th Day of the Season of Opening, 985AC



The first time you are challenged – truly challenged – will echo through the rest of your life, coloring it in ways you could never imagine: whether you allow it to teach you, or shackle you, will define who you are.” 

If you had asked me a season ago whether I believed the words of the great himazé Vaaqhi, I likely would have chosen a diplomatic response: that we eisorcei are creatures of the desert, and thus prone to seek value in challenge. That Vaaqhi was given the title of himazé for a reason, and what else could we expect from them but wisdom. If pressed, however, I would admit I did not fully believe it for myself. Yet recent events have prompted reflection, and now I believe them utterly. 

I look back on these thirty-six years so far from those very deserts – thirty-six years clutchless, thirty-six years fighting a slip of the tongue that would introduce me as ‘Kairt-Agüthsha’, and tear open my disguise – with eyes newly opened. Was it not that creature’s arrival that has echoed through my life, steers its course, no matter how far I’ve run from it? Is it not its mysteries that compel me to this day? I rarely let myself remember, but I feel I must, for the first time, write down what happened. Perhaps this compulsion, too, is part of the echo.

I was young then, and fearful, and concerned solely with my clutch. Though, who would not have been? It is easy to interrogate oneself: Why did I not ask more questions? Why did I not press for answers? Why could I not see what was happening, and be braver sooner? Instead I waited, hovering, relying on whatever Rasoush allowed me to see or hear. By the time any of us realized it was too late.

I don’t know what day it was that it arrived; I hadn’t yet adopted the rigors of a scientist in my recordkeeping, for I had no reason to. I know only that I felt a trembling in the earth below – gentle, like a tired shiver – and soon after, glimpsed our Honored Himazé Rasoush retreating into her room, for the trembling came from there. She turned us away, would not let us within ten steps of her curtain, and would not answer our questions for two days. 

Then, on the third day, she tasked me with her needs: food, water, fresh cloth. She let me glimpse things through the curtain and there I saw a creature of strangely indeterminable form in the shadows of the room, the gleam of something sharp beside it. Nearby was a passage cut into the ground that I had never seen before, with descending steps. The creature lay there barely moving, its breath ragged, and Rasoush knelt beside it to tend to it in its weakness. All around it were shreds of dark skin, curled like carapace, and rust-colored clouds darkened the ground. 

I was timider then. I did not dare ask of it, but on the fourth day she spoke to me and me alone at the curtain: “It has come from belowcloud; it was dying. In healing it, it re-emerged, and has a poorer memory of itself. We hold counsel.” When she saw my eye move to the sharp thing, she said: “It asked me of drakes, and I told it what little I know – the Üstrarian story of the Great Sky Drake, Somil’feth – and in turn, I asked of its weapon. It called it a thing of drakeblood, with what could have been a smile. It shifts, but means us no harm.” I understood what she told me to be a secret thing, and I regret that to this day. I did not sense the cloying air of her rooms, or the bitterness of her fire.

On the fifth day I went to them, and fans of ribbed gray were a watermark on her curtain. I touched the curtain to part it and it fell in a wave of dust; in Rasoush’s room she lay prone, her breathing ragged, with her walls covered in inky branches like crystalized air currents, blooming cascades of which surrounded the being so that I could not see it. Unthinking, I pulled Rasoush from the room and called for help.

We kept her alive for a few more hours – in those hours half of our clutch fell victim first to fierce visions and then stark violence. Madness gripped them; they slaughtered each other. When Rasoush died, I became himazé, for there was no one else. Those of us that survived emerged at the surface, and by my order and through our fire we collapsed the clutch. Yet I saw the being – reborn again in another inscrutable form – emerge from the rubble and, with its shifting weapon, retreat into the night.

I told the survivors to go to other clutches – my second and last order – and insodoing the Tuth truly died. I myself traveled to Ghûn, and though I told the Dawnseekers that no one was to go near the Tuth clutch because of a dangerous outbreak, I did not tell them of the creature or how it may have arrived there. I could not say why. Some days later I noticed swelling and mottling of my third arm and, fearing contagion, isolated myself to sever it and study it. My observations yielded little, and I destroyed it in fear.

In the years to come I traveled as far as I could from that place, yet I could not stop myself from seeking word of similar outbreaks. There were none. I have been plagued with nightmares; it drives me into the depths of my science. Had I imagined it all? And if I did not, are there other such things deep in our tuya? No other flora I have seen can cause such quick psychosis – is the contagion truly dead? To say nothing of the creature and its mutable silhouette vanishing among the dunes. 

The Union has been generous in their support of my research into atypical botany, but the past two days I’ve found something to rival my preoccupation. Something far different – yet, I fear, somehow familiar: one of the mercenaries they have hired to escort my domestic expedition to Gell’s Landing. A human, carrying an axe; he calls himself Iknaïs, and no one can tell me much more. In the way he caught my glance and held it, and in the way we both repeated this the second time we met, I feel assured he is preoccupied in a similar manner. 

It is not love, but it is like love in that strange pulling within oneself, in that recognition of a mirroring and the fear of it. It’s only now I realize that must have been why Rasoush walked through her fear and knelt beside that creature, and tended it. It seems inevitable now – though I cannot imagine the circumstances – that I too will walk through my fear, kneel, and reach out my hand.
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Chapter 1: 

The Death of the General
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And O how the brutal spring burst over the land,

a verdant cloud joyous and ruthless like a maid.

All fell before her, and still she bloomed.

— Akāsien Ttarvek, from “The Plague Litany”

––––––––
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27th Day of the Season of Opening, 1001AC



The coughing subsided at last. Iknaïs drank deeply from the flagon of water he kept on his bedside table – fresh blood was left behind on the metal. He stared at it for a moment before gently replacing the flagon. He could hear the fluid rattling in his lungs with every labored breath. It was worse at night. Harder to ignore at night.

He supposed he should count himself lucky. His sores had been minimal, all limbs accounted for. Seizures infrequent. Able to avoid being bedridden most days. He had tried his best to live for all of them.

All of you, gone in the mist.

He’d always thought it was just a saying – that somehow, someway, you just knew when it was time. Had even been present when the knowing came upon someone being taken early. 

It had settled on him gradually over the course of the day like cold in the bones, but not unpleasantly. He had gone through the day as he had initially wanted, tilling his small field in the first truly warm day of the Season of Opening. For lunch he had eaten his cured meat on nutflour bread gifted to him a few days ago by Alasse, his neighbor, while listening to the birds sing. He had thrice applied the spicy-smelling ointment given to him by the esteemed Physiçias Eburos. Mended the shutter on the back of the house, which he’d put off for a while now. Cut his hair. Chopped wood for tomorrow and brought it in. Throughout, he had thought little of its coming.

Thought little of it even when, that evening, the ache in him grew worse, more painful than it’d been in some while. His heart would skip even as he sat still. When he was pouring water on the back of his neck over the basin, the room had spun as it never had before. His body had rioted against him like a spooked horse, seizing and shaking and thrashing, his large fist locked around the pitcher handle even as he smashed it uncontrollably into the wall when he fell. His vision had gone dark for a few minutes. When he came to, the broken handle was still in his hand like a stolen rib.

He had swept the pieces of clay against the wall to deal with in the morning. Wiped himself down and dropped the towel on the floor to soak up the spilled water. Again, for the morning. He’d laughed at himself at last, then. Lain in bed with the sound of the crickets – not to sleep, but to simply wait.

All of you, gone in the mist, he thought again, his eyes narrowing on the worn hilt of Somil'feth’s Howl, his battleaxe, that hung over him on the low, sloped ceiling above the bed. Joibri. Xo. Amathara. Andras. Nerise. Obékona. Talo. Saraphne. 

For all eight of them he had carved a small circle in the hilt. When he would wrap his hands around it, they would be hidden from view – part of why he had not objected when people began calling them ‘the Hidden’. For all eight of them he had scored a line through those circles, one by one, when they died.

I could not live until I was old – I’m sorry. Not even a gray hair, Saraphne. He smiled weakly. Their faces came to him like he rarely let them. These days...these days have been long in your wake. How I’ve missed you. Though I have failed us in my living and my dying, I shall not fail those who have yet to live. I’m sorry I could not tell you. Trust me one last time, and welcome me home. 

A hand slid over his stomach and a fresh, raised scar there. 

I promise it will not have all been in vain, Agüthsha. I’m sorry it was only now that I remember – remember why I came here...

* * * *
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28th Day of the Season of Opening, 1001AC



Green. Swaths of green in every hue. And a softness, brushing down every limb like feathers. But terror. Choking. How all that lightness rapidly became water, erupting in clouds and then waves. Tree trunks splintering, an entire forest crashing. Screams. Decay. Steel on steel but then running, thousands of pounding footsteps that all too quickly stuttered and sluiced to a stop. A sinking into blackness. 

Fîeron slowly woke. The dream faded but stiffness made it a struggle to roll over; he lay there on his back in his twisted sheets, managed to raise one knee. From under the arm cast over his face he glanced at his window – the gaps in the latticework were a paling navy blue, indicating the cockerel would have woken him soon anyhow for pre-dawn devotions. He wiped the sleep-sweat from his face with both hands. He’d collapsed in bed maybe five hours ago at most and hadn’t bothered to change out of his robes from yesterday, or wash.

Knocking sounded on his door. Faint candlelight flickered beneath it. Fîeron groaned.

Three seasons. Three seasons since the Eyes promoted me to Apprentice Shepherd. Because there were none left, even of those, in the city. Two hundred and twenty-five days of guiding the dead, alone.

The knocking continued, hard enough to rattle the heavy latch.

I may as well be the Korzhûn Master Shepherd for the amount of rest I’ve been able to have since then. Surely they could borrow an actual Master –

“Shepherd Eburos, please, it’s urgent.”

Though everything felt urgent lately – and had for the past ten years when he’d turned fourteen and been inducted, and thus old enough to understand the true state of the post-war world – there was something different in this voice. Something even more pressing. That was a thought.

“Coming, coming,” he muttered, but his irritation did not have its usual strength.

Opening his door made the candle flame wave and cast frantic shadows on the anxious face of the young man in front of him – presumably also recently-woken judging by the twisted cerulean shawl-collar, marking him as an Acolyte, half-in and half-out of his misbuttoned indigo jerkin. 

“What is it, Shepherd?” Fîeron recognized the face as belonging to one of the more hardworking Acolytes around the House, one who had graduated with him, but it was taking longer for his name to resurface. 

Evidently the news was too important for the young man to react, for he pressed on, bad breath patting Fîeron’s face as he blurted, “Jal Iknaïs has died in the night, Tal.” He swallowed. “You’ve been called.”

Fîeron was grateful he was already bracing himself on the doorframe – he needed it now. The weakness in his knees was not from having known or even met the decorated war hero. It came from having not realized until now that being made Apprentice for lack of Apprentices was because there were no Masters, either, and that there would still be deaths that would normally be attended by Masters. The War of the Six had taken many, and the rest had gone in the Plague of the Bitter Hand that had ended it. He was currently the highest-ranking Shepherd in Korzhûn, and that meant he was the one charged with attending the upper echelon, including army generals like Iknaïs. He’d shepherded thousands of souls in these three long, terrible seasons, but he still felt unready.

“Tal? You look paler than usual,” the Acolyte risked and then seemed to think better of it. He shifted feet and looked intently at the wax collecting in the dish of the candleholder.

Fîeron was still in a fog and didn’t bother with a retort. He tried to remember useful things. “Ironic that such a man would be taken in the night, and by a plague rather than a sword,” he said.

“Is it true that he fought it for twelve years, Tal?”

“Possibly less. He only began exhibiting third-stage symptoms five years ago, though it’s possible he simply hid earlier ones,” Fîeron said distantly, remembering information oft-repeated by his parents, the Jal’s attending Physiçia. His eyes were trained on the spiral ramp that led up out of the Shepherds’ sleeping quarters to the darkened cloisters above. 

He didn’t realize he’d been silent for too long until the Acolyte prompted, “Will you go, Tal?”

“Of course I’m going,” he said curtly. “Who else is there to go?”

The Acolyte nodded quickly. “Of course. I’ll have them ready a horse, Tal.” The overuse of the formal honorific had ceased to bother him – he welcomed it, let it remind him of who he was.

His name came to him: Orron; Orron Tyreah. “Get yourself washed up as well – I’ll need someone to assist me and you’ll do as well as the next.” The team tasked with collecting the body itself would come later, to avoid distressing the soul.

Shepherd Tyreah rushed away.

Fîeron closed his door behind him, rummaged about to get a lamp lit so he could make himself presentable. There wasn’t time for a full bath, so the jug and basin still full from the night before would have to do. 

* * * *
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Fîeron rode as quickly as was dignified through the sleepy streets of Korzhûn; Orron tried to keep up. 

He wasn’t so young that he couldn’t remember when there would have been activity at this time of the morning – a muted bustling to prepare for the day ahead that would gradually give way to laughter, joyous shouts, and the ever-present sound of bells – chimes in houses and places of business, tiny ones sewn into hems – to please the Great Sky Drake. Now the great city struggled to return to something resembling even a husk of its former glory much less normalcy: the East Road had a few boarded-up shopfronts and vacant houses with broken tiles and not-so-temporary shabby thatch, overgrown hedges, unswept alleys with slouching refugees, half-empty agoras with weeds sprouting between the honey-colored cobbles. The blacksmith was only just now lighting the forge. The lamps lining the street should have been put out by now and only some had been lit in the first place. The bells were a whisper. The war itself had not come here, but so much had not come back from it. The Long Wake continued, some fifty thousand Khor souls on.

Four roads led to the stately Embermore Keep from each of the cardinal directions, the only straight ones in all of Korzhûn and built atop far older byways, he was told. He could see some sense to it, or rather feel it, in the way that the Éga – to which all returned – flowed beneath him like an unseen river that he felt drawn to and heady from. He sometimes envied his ethera cousins and their training; it took far more for the Éga to disorient them despite working with it more closely than he did. He tried to focus on the beauty of the sun appearing from behind the three-spired Keep instead and the way the amber light transformed a lilac sky into a fierce peach and fell on the russet rooftops. No doubt his sister Phìdene was already on duty and rousing her barracks.

He was not headed to the Keep, however. Two streets before the eastern gatehouse Fîeron cut north and into the cool shadows of the buildings. General Iknaïs had famously rejected offers of quarters at the Keep itself and even a barony outside of Korzhûn, opting instead for a modest dwelling on the outer north edge. As seemed to be typical nearly everywhere Fîeron had ventured – which was not far – the land gently but relentlessly sloped uphill; Korzhûn’s northern edge was the highest of all the town except for the Keep and the outer defensive wall, over which could be seen the Maidra Foothills that held up the Praethin River. The land beside this wall was some of the poorest, and yet it was here that the great Jal had chosen to make his home.

Fîeron knew only what everyone ‘knew’ about Jal Iknaïs, which was a variety of tales with no doubt varying degrees of truth revolving around his deeds as the de facto leader of the Hidden Company and his affiliation with the Shadow Warmaster. Most had been spun after he became one of the few notable figures to return from the War of the Six. The Pact of the Blessèd had granted him the title of Jal after the fact, though he and the rest of the now-infamous Hidden Company were granted the name of Droxir a little sooner by the Golden Itoqîr, the Pact’s military. 

Most of them posthumously, Fîeron reflected, a little sourly. 

The Jal never gave a second name. Some believed Iknaïs to in fact be a forgotten family name, others that it was a given name and indicated he was from an impoverished or even slave background, though slavery itself had been abolished in all but the narrowest and darkest nooks and crannies of civilized society hundreds of years ago. Some believed he had been called to participate in the war by divine intervention, and that he was from the more neutral countries of Balaqalneyis or Seyis-Gol. No one knew for sure. What was certain, however, was that he was an accomplished axeman with great leadership qualities besides, and was well-loved and respected. Fîeron had heard many heroes read to him as a boy but none had been spoken of so admiringly as Iknaïs, including from Phìdene, his own hero. 

Fîeron was not one to hero-worship. He was too practical, even somewhat cold he’d been told. He’d also been told it suited his line of work and his ambition welcomed this compliment. None-theless he was anxious to attend to such a larger-than-life figure. Up until now he had been inundated with other types of war veterans and their families, but no one higher than Master Shepherd Altith last Season of Waiting and certainly none of the Hidden, the last of which – other than Iknaïs – had passed during his predecessor’s time. 

Everyone is the same in death, he reassured himself as he curved his brown mare around a well. The Rites are the same. The leaving is the same. We all return to the Éga, and all we were is left behind.

The handful of juna trees that he’d been told to look for swung into view at the end of this street; as he rode closer he could see the clusters of their first sickle-shaped, pale green leaves unfurling among the narrow silvery unopened flower buds. As he passed, fallen peeling bark was crushed under-hoof and released an acrid, peppery scent that reminded him of his childhood – of the herbalism and pharmaceutical lessons he’d been given by his parents – that he rapidly left behind. 

The thatched houses around him began to grow scant until they gave way to a narrow, tiered strip of farmland cut by a winding dirt path, at the top of which was a cottage. Four horses with braided emerald heavycloth peytrals across their chests were tied up down the side of the cottage that was not immediately visible from the road. Only one window had its shutters open, and a small tendril of smoke rose from the chimney. 

Horses are rare after the war, and the emerald denotes govern-ment. Stewardship, probably. He’d neglected to ask Shepherd Tyreah or indeed anyone in their House who had called for him exactly. Not that it mattered. But he understood the need to keep the death from the general public for a while longer – their presence in particular was conspicuous and he was glad no one around here seemed awake or home. He dismounted and listened to the distant roar of the great falls of the Eizunuth Veil, visible from here and audible even at this distance. Fainter still was the chiming of the thousands of memorial bells on the Bright Terraces on the opposite side of the Keep, like a mist over the senses so gentle one might have imagined it.

Fîeron tied his mare with the other four horses to the side of a small wagon half-filled with sacks of grain. He paused. It rained day before yesterday. He glanced at the tilled field not far from the house. This grain can’t have been here long. Was he really working up until the day before he passed? In such a condition? Did he not have someone to tend to him in his final hours? That concept from the teachings of the House of Leavings, at least, had the ability to reach in and affect Fîeron: the idea that where possible, one’s passing need not be alone. That such a great man could not be granted that basic grace if nothing else stung him. 

“Shepherd Eburos?”

He was reminded that the Acolyte was there, tying up his own horse. They were around the same height and age but Fîeron was of the opinion that Orron’s rounder face had the same effect as a stoop. Even his eyes were watery looking. 

Fîeron had rapidly learnt over the past year that worry was best distracted. “Do you recall who sent for us?”

Orron blinked rapidly. “Um. No names, Tal. Just ‘the Stew-ardship’.”

“That’s normal,” he said. “What government remains likes to be aloof where it can.” 

They moved to the front of the house, where two City Guards framed the door like age-stained ivory statues in their whitebark-bleached lamellar leather armor. They raised hands from the hatchets on their belts and saluted the Shepherds as they approached. Solemn greetings of “Honored Guests” drifted over the shortening distance.

Fîeron took a deep breath and gathered too easily the air of somberness required of him, straightening his navy semi-formal robes. Begrudgingly, he forced himself to additionally treat this as an educational opportunity despite his own anxiety, to say nothing of the highly charged pocket of Éga that was already trying to pull them into its arms. He could see Orron was feeling its effects too, in the way that his face tightened further and he wavered a little on his feet.

He held Orron back a moment. “Close yourself, and observe only if it’s safe. Collapsing at the feet of four Primes would not be a good remark on your record. What do we do first?” he prompted.

Orron swallowed, tried to focus on Fîeron. “We – we confirm the death. Calm the Éga if needs be. Perform the –” he swayed a little.

Fîeron rolled his eyes and reached into a pouch at his belt, procuring a small vial of pinkish coarse powder. Yeccasphate was normally only given by the Eyes to Master Shepherds; he was grateful they’d made an exception for him. He uncorked it and held it under Orron’s nose. “Deep breath.”

Orron obeyed and after a moment or two, stood straighter.

“Once more for good measure.”

He inhaled again. Color returned to his face and his gaze sharpened. “My apologies, Tal.”

Fîeron didn’t remark on it. He recorked the vial and put it away. “We perform...?” he prompted.

“We perform the Rites of Leaving. The departed is taken unto the attending Shepherd and thus carried before the discarded vessel to the Well of the House, so that it may be given back to the Éga.”

Fîeron recognized the near-verbatim rhetoric from the teachings, but allowed it. “I will lead – you need only follow,” he reiterated, and once Orron nodded at him he turned.

He knocked. The door was answered quickly by an older woman with face and eyes puffy and red from crying, and she wiped her nose quickly on her embroidered apron. She dipped a quick bow to them, murmuring, “Honored Guests.” She stood aside for them to enter. A glance left into the kitchen area showed him she had been in the middle of rekindling a fire in the hearth, and his foot nudged an abandoned handbasket of cloth-wrapped bread – expensive to make – and discarded gloves.

Stepping inside the cottage was like entering a fog that was neither cold nor warm to Fîeron, and it was both heavy on his shoulders and made his exposed skin tingle. Orron’s presence faded away and he could only hope he would look out for himself. In this fog he let himself become a different person: a vessel through which emotions flowed, a living bridge between the living world and the beyond-life. If he allowed himself to connect fully to the Éga in this house – the Éga he as a Shepherd was able to touch, anyhow – there would be shifting colors, muted but melodic tones. But to Immerse right now would be irresponsible and unnecessary. Instead he obeyed the familiar pulls on his own Éga that had him turning to the woman standing with him in the tiny foyer. 

There was a gravity to her own Éga – a sort of additional flavor to it like too much salt in a broth. The touch of grief, both fresh and remembered, to which Shepherds in particular were empathetic. It did not feel like the grief of a family member, nor of a complete stranger.

“You knew the Jal?” he asked, aware that his voice was softer than he would like.

She bowed again, wiped her face. “Yes, Honored Guest. He was my neighbor. He liked to hunt with my husband, in past seasons...”

“And you found him.” It was not a question. Those who first came upon the dead had a different type of salt to their grief than others.

“Yes, Honored Guest.”

Fîeron said nothing, fixing her with a knowing and warm gaze, and squeezing her shoulders with both hands – something he would never have done outside of his calling. He felt the Éga within him changing and flowing to hers, greeting it, holding conversation with it, warming it in turn. This alone seemed to comfort her and she smiled, teared up a little more. 

“They’re in his room,” she said, gesturing up the stairs immediately in front of him.

“Thank you.”

The stairs were narrow and creaked underfoot. He felt and heard Orron following him but it was distant. Ascending to the second floor with its angled plaster ceilings condensed the Éga and under its weight Fîeron endeavored to stand straighter. It was an attic-like, open room at least, with one window immediately opposite the stairwell and another opposite the bed on the far wall. On this bed lay the sheet-covered body.

Despite the space available, the four visitors crowded together near the stairs. The two men – one human, one nae’cthosai – and two women – one part-faun, one human – were dressed in the rich emerald robes of the Stewardship, confirming Orron’s words. He could only assume that the status of the recently-departed was what demanded there be four Primes. All wore gloves, and he was reminded to pull on his own as a precaution.

They turned, and though he vaguely recognized them his thoughts felt like a slurry and names weren’t forthcoming. Despite all of them appearing older than him, they bowed deeply as ceremony demanded with reverent murmurs of, “Honored Guest”. Fîeron felt too mired in the grief-Éga to feel any sort of satisfaction or strangeness at being given such courtesy. He noted their glances at his violet shawl-collar, however, even if the gazes did not linger long. No doubt they too were hoping they would see the scarlet collar of a Master conjured up from somewhere.

“We’re grateful you could come so quickly,” one of the men said.

Not fully in control of his body, Fîeron was already moving away from them across the wide planks toward the veiled Jal. Though it had not yet been a day, the easily identifiable smell of those affected by the Bitter Hand reached out and stung his nose with its vinegary rot. How the Jal could have lived this long – intact, much less active – having contracted it was a mystery. Fîeron’s footsteps gently rattled shards of a broken pitcher swept against the wall beside the washstand, but otherwise all was silent. 

He came to a stop under the watchful eye of a five-step, crescent-headed battleaxe mounted to the sloped ceiling. Somil'feth’s Howl. He regarded it for a moment, squinting, and noticed with interest that its Éga appeared oddly mutable rather than the un-nerving void all metal normally presented. It seemed to be taking on the dull gray of the wood of the ceiling, like cloth wicking water. It was so subtle it could have been a trick of the light.

“Tal?” Orron, distantly.

You’re not here to study an axe, he reminded himself. No doubt someone as well-traveled as the Jal has discovered some special oil or other means to disguise something so important to him.

Carefully, Fîeron folded back the sheet until it hung over the Jal’s ankles. The throbbing of the Éga paused for a blessèd moment. 

A man. Just a man, Fîeron thought, awed and humbled in equal measure. It was not the larger-than-life myth Phìdene had cultivated for him in her letters from the front; nor was it the storybook hero he remembered seeing from a distance atop a kōza, returning from war.

The full head and beard of auburn hair belied what Fîeron knew to be a man just past his fiftieth year, if his information was correct. A square jaw but not a stern countenance despite the weathered skin and the lines across his forehead and framing his mouth. His nose seemed to have been broken more than once, and a narrow scar was reaching from his right ear – partly-split – into the meat of his cheek. He was of average human height, Fîeron guessed, at about six steps, and similarly-average sturdy build. Peeking from underneath the cuffs and collar of his coarseweave shirt were the telltale violet-red sores of the plague, but not as many as he expected. Though they still showed evidence of the black-flecked pus that preceded the descent into necrosis, it was obvious he had been using the medicine Fîeron’s parents had given him to tend them. A small trail of dried blood was at the corner of his chapped mouth.

Fîeron exhaled. Though the Bitter Hand was waterborne and practically non-contagious in the third stage, he inhaled habitually slowly, warily. His hands hovered over the body as he prepared to Immerse in the Éga again.

The cloud enveloped Fîeron. He likened Immersion in the Éga as walking first into steam, then into an endless pool – one could walk with it lapping at one’s ankles or wade up to one’s waist, or even dive under entirely. Different levels were suitable for different works and different levels of ability. This time he let himself wade up to his calves, and see the Aré facet that the Éga presented to Shepherds – a riot of emotions and extremely faint images veiled in a myriad of colors and textures, each with their own unique musical tone that drummed in his ear and through his body, all belonging to the Departed. If he was not careful he would feel them as if they were his own, and in those deep waters lay the dangers of self-annihilation.

Shepherds did not read what had happened to a person as one would read a last journal entry, but rather they intuited it with great accuracy by letting the spirit of the departed impress information upon them through precise emotion. Though Fîeron knew he could see images in front of him and that these were Iknaïs’ memories, they were impossible for him to comprehend. He’d heard rumors that some Master Shepherds could go so far as to actually comprehend what they were seeing, as if they had translated some lost language, but no one had confirmed this for him. He did not know if he wanted to see such things anyway.

Instead Fîeron read the concentrated emotion from Iknaïs around his wounds, his spine – which was frequently the cause of great seizings of the body in victims – and heart. He reluctantly admitted that his parents’ training often helped him with this part of the process. It was at its most intense around his heart, so much so that Fîeron felt the beginnings of a hammering pain around his own. He drew back into the shallows.

“Well?” the human woman prompted. It took him a moment to process it as a living voice, and he wondered if he’d Immersed longer than he thought.

“Yes, the plague took him. I felt its hold more strongly around his heart – I suspect the heart was what gave in.” He tested the waters again, since they seemed to be waiting for more. “It did not seem too painful.” He could feel them relax a little. “I will perform the Rites of Leaving, and take his spirit unto my own so that I may carry it to the Well of our House.”

“Hopefully it isn’t too heavy a task for an Apprent–” she had not been wise enough to hold her tongue, but wise enough to cut herself short. He remembered her, then: Prime Mazan. 

Fîeron bristled. He moistened his lips and did not turn from the body. “I have carried more souls in the past year than the great man laying here cleaved in the Widow’s Siege entire, Prime. I am capable. Unless you would rather wait to negotiate a borrowing of a Master from Ünenshuut?”

No one responded. 

His heart hammered in his chest – that had been a little bold of him so relatively early in his career, but there seemed little point in avoiding asserting his authority. Or maybe it was the presence of Iknaïs. He returned his attention to the task ahead, and knelt at Iknaïs’ side with his palms turned skyward at his chest and the tips of his fingers gently interlaced. He would stay in the shallows – going any deeper was rarely needed to simply Gather a soul.

Fîeron spoke slowly but clearly. “We the living give honor to our womb and our root,” he said first, bowing his head graciously. The Éga stirred warmly in response like wafting steam, but he was focused on the far more hesitant, colder, vaguely human-shaped core sitting up from the body in front of him. “I, Fîeron Eburos of the House of Leavings, greet you, Beloved Departed – the one known in life as Iknaïs. I am honored to guide you.”

Fîeron paused to judge the temperament of Iknaïs’ spirit. The hesitation – a prickly brown-yellow feeling to him – was subsiding into the silky peach of calm. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but that certainly made things easier for him. It was difficult to proceed immediately with the Gathering when a spirit was in denial or angry. Nonetheless he smiled reassuringly in the same way he’d done to the neighbor downstairs and presented the most trustworthy, beatific energies of his own Éga to the spirit like open arms, though his hands remained linked in front of him.

“O Beloved Departed, come unto me, this humble vessel;

in me you shall be freed from fear and burden,

in me you will find rest and forgiveness.”

The spirit, as if it was familiar with being Gathered, responded easily to Fîeron’s Éga and reached out for its open arms, more and more of it flowing up and out over the body like sunrise-painted clouds tumbling down a mountainside. 

“Together we shall walk through hallowed fields

and be blessed by sacred waters;

all that you were is thanked for its small yet mighty purpose,

but it is time for you to return home.

Come unto me, that I may guide you there.”

Fîeron felt the spirit entering his own and gave a little concentration to ensure the boundaries were kept – as he was taught, creating a smooth-walled hollow within himself in which the spirit and all its images and emotions could be safely held. He felt heavier, and was surprised by it. Most spirits that came willingly when he called were lighter by this point in the Rites, but Iknaïs’ held no malice or torment. His impression was one of purpose. There was no time to think on it now. 

“I welcome you. We will go together to the waiting door

that is the Well of my House,

so that you may shed what is earthly

and be reborn. Rest – you are safe.”

Gently he enclosed the spirit within his own, as he had captured the glowing mialines in his cupped hands as a child, and took a deep breath to conclude the Rites.

“There is no death that is not life, no life that is not death. We are one.”  

Fîeron carefully brought himself out of the Immersion; the brightness and color and music faded into the more grounded colors of the attic bedroom. He clamped down on the natural empathetic responses of his own Éga and body – tearful, near-overwhelming gratefulness and joy and sorrow – and got to his feet. As the physical world came back into focus he allowed a moment for the still-strange feeling of seeing it with two pairs of eyes and two minds.

Yes, that is what you once were, he thought to the spirit as they looked one last time upon the body. It served you well, but its time is over. Thank it, and let it go. He gave the spirit a moment, feeling the regret calm again, before he gently closed the view to it like closing a window. He drew the sheet back over the body, which was now just a body, and turned.

The four Primes continued to stand quietly with their hands clasped before them in the appropriate amount of reverence, and lifted their heads at the sound of his weary footsteps. Orron, he noted, had been kneeling as he had, and got quickly to his feet. 

Orron made a quick bow, remembering custom. “We are one,” he repeated, and the Primes echoed him uncertainly. He app-roached Fîeron. “Tal.”

Fîeron quickly twitched his fingers to reject the arm Orron was raising to support him, despite feeling like he may need it. “Ride ahead to send them here for the body. Remind them to bring the green shroud.”

“And you, Tal?” Orron asked quietly in concern.

“I will be fine to walk us alone. Go,” he prompted but not unkindly.

Orron nodded and left, the Primes bowing to him with murmurs of “Honored Guest” in his wake.

One of the Primes – the human man, whom Fîeron definitely did not recognize – bounced on his heels and Fîeron groaned inwardly at the attempt at good humor that was sure to follow. “You’ll travel to the Glory next, I imagine?” He was younger than his companions but still older than Fîeron; new to the post, perhaps, but in any case not a good listener and lacking in etiquette.

“The House of Leavings does not need to associate with the church, Souser,” the eldest among them said to his junior. He was a nae’cthosai man with a rope of gray-white hair beneath a crest of carefully pruned, dark gray-brown moutervain branches emerging from his head. “Though one would hope the happy tradition will strengthen again in the coming seasons,” he added in a derisive tone with a hard glance at Fîeron.

“I have to admit I was expecting something...” Prime Souser continued.

Fîeron fixed him with an icy stare. “Something?”

Prime Souser shrugged a little, puffed out his chest. “Some-thing with more pomp, I suppose. More formal.” He chuckled lightly, “For the nature of the act, you understand.” He glanced again at Fîeron’s semi-formal attire.

Fîeron thought about what he really wanted to say, and then said instead, “We do not need finery to be reverent, Prime. I am but a vessel for that which is present in all things. Death will touch those in a feather bed as easily as those in the mud.” He released Prime Souser from his stare. “Shepherd Tyreah will return with my brethren for the body as soon as possible. I must go.” He moved steadily past them.

“Go in safety and great thanks, Shepherd Eburos,” one of the Primes – the part-faun woman, Prime Gylagidalza, said with a bow; though it was a customary farewell, from her tone Fîeron had the impression that it was more to emphasize that his name had been noted. It was confirmed when her voice echoed down the stairwell, “Please extend our good wishes to the Physiçias Eburos.” That he ignored too, and shook off the chagrin sparked by thoughts of his parents – his task was not yet finished, and there was no time to feel like a child.

Once outside the City Guards excused themselves from his presence with repeated murmurs of “Honored Guest” and entered the house, no doubt to attend to the Primes. The woman who’d been downstairs when he’d arrived was being comforted in the shadow of the cottage by a man Fîeron intuited as her husband. A couple of small bales of straw for the horses by his feet told Fîeron the reason for his late presence. When they noticed him they came into the open and composed themselves, bowing and curtsying deeply. The husband then untied Fîeron’s mare without hesitation and brought it to him, holding the bridle while Fîeron unsteadily swung into the saddle, and then stepped back beside his wife. 

Though the sacred task of carrying a soul from the death-place to the closest Well was something typically kept private or at least hushed, the three of them were alone in the sun and so Fîeron felt no aggravation when together they said, “Be at peace, good friend Iknaïs. Safe journey home.”

Fîeron felt the spirit within him warm like a coal, and allowed himself to translate its feelings to the couple by letting a tendril of his own Éga touch theirs in love and thanks, then retreat. Despite his tiredness he sat up straight in his saddle as his station demanded of him. A small nudge of his heels into his mare’s flanks and they began the steady walk back to the House of Korzhûn. 

The streets were more awake now than when Fîeron had ridden through them nearly an hour ago, but their level of activity was more fitting for a township than a capital city. Nonetheless he avoided people where he could by taking a more circuitous route. Though his House was firmly set as the destination, he entertained some of the spirit’s whims along the way. They occasionally took an unexpected turn, or paused at a certain corner. These fancies did not mean much to Fîeron, but it was custom to allow the spirit this courtesy to calm them further. 

Whenever they did happen upon another person, also out of custom the bystander would carry on as normal, whether they knew or detected that the Shepherd was carrying a soul – something made more obvious by the leisurely stroll of their horse but never confirmed. It was an immensely private process belonging to the spirit and the Shepherd alone and interruption was regarded as the most disrespectful of behaviors. The time allowed for giving respects, mourning, and celebration was when the body was taken to the House, and for a short viewing period thereafter before it was cre-mated. Thoughts of how full the House would be if the Stewardship did not arrange an alternative viewing-place crossed Fîeron’s mind briefly before they were washed back into the haze of his task. 

Fîeron was compelled to stop on a small bridge crossing a canal running from one of the great aqueducts. An old kyrti vine had grown impossibly large and thick-trunked next to an inn off the small courtyard nearby – The Blushing Lioness – and the tender breeze brought the near-overpoweringly sweet scent of its pale orange flowers to him. Fîeron felt a strong pull of nostalgia here from the spirit and was willing to linger a moment. The midmorning sun was warm on his back and birds flitted across his view. It is a beautiful day, Fîeron said to the spirit. The Season of Opening welcomes your return. If one had a choice of time of year to travel, it is not the worst that can be made, he offered.

Something earnest began to press at Fîeron’s mind from the spirit – no, something urgent. The difference was plain. It was a strangely conscious act from a spirit he was carrying, and grave, and powerful. Out of curiosity more than anything, since he had been certain the spirit had been divested of all such thoughts in the Gathering, he decided to give it more attention. His eyes narrowed as he Immersed ever so slightly, focusing inward.

Something about the body, and a scar, long as a finger. Fîeron squinted at the half-remembered pain of a knife deliberately slicing, but it took a long moment to pinpoint where. Torso, left side. One hand traveled there.

What of this?

Open. Take. Open. Take. Over and over in Fîeron’s head, making him dizzy in his saddle.

The tang of blood in his mouth. The urge to run. The same screams of dying armies he had heard in his dream the night before. The vast greenness coalescing into glossy dark leaves, ripening into red as they tessellated into the figure of a woman with a reptilian crest disappearing into her black hair. An eisorcei. Fingers – his fingers – prying into a wound.   

Open. Take. Open. Take.

The distinct Éga-void of something metallic meeting his fingertips.

Fîeron’s dizziness soared. He tried to withdraw but was too late, and felt himself fall from his saddle as darkness took him. 

​
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Chapter 2: 

The House of Korzhûn
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So too did Cleric Fýdi’s hands burned red with blood and purpose;

so too did he lend his strength to the yoke of war,

bend his young shoulder to carry what was dead and dying,

tend what he could in the surgeries and the fields of what struggled to end.

— Akāsien Ttarvek, from “The Epic of the Hidden”

––––––––
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A door squeaking open woke Fîeron, followed by hesitant footsteps on wood and then on carpet. His head was pounding, but the spirit within him was calm, innocuous, as if it were that of a newborn rather than a war hero with something to say. He squinted and tried to sit up in the simple bed in which he found himself. 

“Best mind yourself, Honored Guest,” said a cautiously kind voice. Fîeron looked at the pudgy, tawny-furred faun, who was closing the door to the small room with a cloven hoof and bearing a tray with a small flagon, a bowl of something steaming, and a fist-sized roll. “Wouldn’t be wanting to worsen yourself for being too speedy, now.”

Fîeron completed the move, however, and swallowed testily. The room spun only for a moment, but his faintness was beginning to subside. He gingerly touched the back left of his bandaged head, which felt tender and hot. “Where am I?” The room was a fine one – almost too fine to be an average offering, suggesting he’d been taken to their best.

“The Blushing Lioness, Tal. You took a tumble from your horse on the bridge out there, so they brought you to me. My daughter is a novice Cleric and saw to you before she left. Moduut-Hephin, innkeeper at your service,” he dipped his curve-horned, broad head to him.

“I appreciate your hospitality, Tal Moduut, and your daughter has skill,” Fîeron said, remembering the family name as coming first in faun introductions. 

Hephin seemed pleased by this etiquette and smiled more broadly as he set the tray on the bedside table. “Here, to set you to rights. Our gift.”

He recognized the traditional faun saying, too. It was not unusual for Shepherds to be given things for free, but Fîeron resolved to pay anyway on his way out. He eyed the root vegetable soup gratefully and recalled that he had not eaten since perhaps early yesterday. He glanced next at the small window behind Hephin. 

“You haven’t been resting long,” Hephin said at the unspoken question. He stood upright and nearly filled the room, like a sentient haystack. He scratched at the base of his broken-off left horn, “It’s about noon by now I should think.”

They will have the body back at the House by now, Fîeron thought. It was atypical for the spirit to arrive after the body, but not unheard of. Considering the message the spirit had given him earlier, he wanted to be present before they began preparing it. “Forgive me, but once I have eaten I’m afraid I must be on my way to the House.” 

Hephin seemed to recognize the delicate, customary hint – the Shepherd was carrying a spirit and should not be delayed. “Of course, Honored Guest.” The confirmation meant his eyes no longer met Fîeron’s. “Please, don’t let me hinder you. I’ll have your horse waiting out front.” He backed out of the room and closed the door behind him.

Fîeron ate quickly. The food was decent – for post-war standards, anyway – and settled him. He took a small inhale of the yeccasphate vial he’d offered Orron earlier just in case, and downed all the crisp sweetwater in the flagon in one go. On the tray he left more than enough compensation – five rose-gold hyinàt where one would do – and saw himself out quietly. Luckily most of the patrons downstairs were absorbed in lunch and if they saw him, wisely kept their attention directed elsewhere. His mare was tied to a propped-up branch of the kyrti outside as promised, her chestnut mane dotted with fallen flowers; he tutted at her irritably and pulled her away by the bridle so she would stop nibbling on the young gold-green leaves. 

He walked her back quickly now, paying no attention to any whims for detours the spirit might have – luckily there were none. It seemed the spirit, too, was invested in Fîeron returning to the body above all else.

He could not think too deeply in case he fell under again, but questions crossed his mind nonetheless. Why would Jal Iknaïs be trying to communicate this? Surely something of such gravity would have been taken care of before his death? Why leave it to a Shepherd? And did all of that mean... he shuddered, feeling the small twinge of pain in his left side. Did all of that mean there is something hidden within the Jal’s body? Since when, and why?

The House of Korzhûn was a league southeast of Embermore Keep, and according to some was older than the keep itself. A promenade began on the East Road and forked southeast to meet the Kor Well, a once-large spring that had eroded the bedrock some five stories deep and nearly as many across at its widest, but whose waters were now far quieter and smaller. The Kor Well was also a strong Éga Root – a node of sorts with more concentrated Éga, and where channelers could connect and interact with it more easily – and the Shepherds’ House had been built into and on the eastern side as a result. 

The front façade on the upper level sat on the promenade under a stately, vertically fluted stone dome capped with a vane of the four crossed shepherd’s crooks of the House of Leavings. That same four-armed symbol embossed the large wooden gates that stood open to the fine air, and the rest of the visible building was otherwise well-crafted in plain masonry the same honey-colored tunnite of Korzhûn’s cobbles. Evergreen sleeper’s ivy had blanketed much of the building and, on the side that overlooked the Kor Well, cascaded down to partly-curtain the balconies of its five floors. 

Fîeron rode his mare up two shallow steps through those double gates immediately into the large receiving courtyard and dismounted; an Initiate was already running to him to take her reins. This close to the Root he felt more himself and the urgency of his curiosity increased, as did the weight of the Jal’s spirit. He did not break stride as he headed for another set of gates, somewhat smaller and only one ajar.

Orron intercepted him from the left carrying the anointing box from the Room of Gifts, relief comically visible on his face. “Shepherd Eburos! We were concerned when – You’re injured?”

“I wasn’t gone that long, Shepherd Tyreah,” Fîeron commented tiredly. As much as he wanted to immediately investigate the images Iknaïs had imparted on him, it was important now that he act normal. “You know how some spirits are long-winded.”

“Err, yes, Tal.”

He was sure Orron could not have known anything of the sort. “I trust the body made it here safely?”

“Yes, Tal. I had it placed in the Mortuary.”

“Good.” 

They entered the smaller, round cloisters that surrounded the main stairwell down into the rest of the House. Immediately opposite, behind stone lattices intricately carved with octagrams, was the chapel; beyond it was a wide balcony providing a glimpse of the Kor Well. They began their descent down a wide, shallow-stepped spiral ramp to the second level.

“How many of us will you need, Tal?” Orron asked.

“I’ll call should I need anyone.” He began to pull off his riding gloves.

The second floor was riddled with narrow halls extending like the spokes of a wheel from its cloisters, and dedicated to the Shep-herds’ dormitories. Here Fîeron stopped them and turned to Orron.

“I’ll take this down,” he offered, holding out his riding gloves to exchange for the ribcage-sized anointing box. “Have word sent to the Stewardship to confirm the location of the Jal’s Viewing. Following afternoon devotions have others assist you in preparing the Basin.”

Orron bowed and left him. Fîeron’s mouth set into a thin line and he continued the journey down the spiral alone. The first task would be to prepare the body – something normally done by Acolytes and occasionally Initiates for its Viewing – before dusk fell on the first day; at sundown the spirit would be Released from the Shepherd back into the Éga via the Well. These auspicious timings were not always possible but Fîeron preferred to follow the book where he could. The constancy of ritual was all many of them had left.

The Mortuary was on the fourth of the five floors; most Houses kept their mortuaries underground out of practicality as much as spiritual significance, and gooseflesh erupted over Fîeron’s arms from the chill. The only thing typically below a Mortuary was the Well and its Basin, an altar of sorts where the returning of the spirit into the Éga occurred since it was closest to the Root. The House of Korzhûn was admired for its deep Well so close to such a strong Root – a gift from the water erosion that had taken place over thousands of years in the physical Kor Well – and indeed, sometimes the House received petitions for non-residents to be released here.

Fîeron wanted desperately to wash and rest, maybe even lead the afternoon devotions, but this could not wait. It would be unlikely that he would be able to refuse assistance in preparation of the body – especially a victim of the Bitter Hand – and so if he wanted to investigate Iknaïs’ message, the time was now. Such physical investigations were not outside the scope of the Shepherds, especially if foul play was suspected. Fîeron himself had a little more leeway than most owing to his parents being the widely admired and respected Chief Physiçias of Korzhûn, but he did not like anything resembling the crutch of nepotism. Traditionally the Shepherd carrying the spirit did not partake in the preparation of the body, but under Korzhûn’s circumstances and the House’s limited numbers he had been doing many things non-traditionally. It was no longer much trouble for him to shield a spirit from their erstwhile body.

He crossed the Mortuary with the anointing box clutched in his hands. Originally this floor had been separated into individual rooms by half-walls when the city was young; as time went on these were replaced with heavy but movable folding wood screens, then with wood-framed silk screens, and then in the early days of the Long Wake when so many were dying by the day, all barriers were removed entirely. The rows of what were meant to have been temporary wood tables stretched twenty long and four deep throughout the room, which was lit by intermittent braziers overhead. The body of the Jal had at least been afforded the dignity of being placed on the original stone embalming table occupying the far side of the room, carved out of the same stone as the walls, pillars, floor, and ceiling. He had been covered with the emerald-green shroud reserved for the highest dignitaries, and it was luminous under the fireglow of the four extra standing torches that had been placed at the four corners of the table, their swiveling mirrored half-collars directed inward for more light. Fîeron stopped before the body and placed the anointing box on a folding side-table already laden with preparation tools, including a pair of exceedingly thin avala skin gloves that he pulled on. He was, for once, thankful neither Orron nor any of the others seemed to have remembered what was or wasn’t needed, because practically everything was here. 

The air was heavy, not just from the low ceiling and still, humid air permanently half-scented with century-old oils and balms, but from the Éga emanating from the Root. It swayed Fîeron’s own, making his heart skip a beat, and his own Éga slid into rhythm with it – an even, slow throb – normally a comforting, regular occurrence. This time, however, it meant that the vessel in which he held the spirit within his own was being squeezed and pulled, and growing thinner. His purpose for being here was like a Ba’athorog breathing down his neck.

Once again his gloved hands reached out and folded back the shroud covering Iknaïs’ body, and let it hang over his ankles. His clothes had already been removed and disposed of, revealing the suggestive shadow-stain of the blood-settling peeking out from the undersides, and more battlescars. They were obscured by the sores from the Bitter Hand that had bloomed more on his trunk than anywhere else, the skin blackened and pock-marked where it had been eaten away and then tried in vain to heal; there were even the slightest red chafe-marks where regular bandages had been bound. Fîeron felt his own skin crawl at the thought of the plague, then felt immense pity and sorrow – not just for the Jal, but for the countless thousands that had died in the past twelve years from it. There was no cure, exactly, and though his parents had been studying it relentlessly and medicines to relieve the symptoms had improved, it was inevitably fatal and a miserable way to go. That neither he nor his parents nor sister had contracted it was a miracle he gave thanks for every day.

He turned to the side-table and unrolled a leather wallet; inside were tucked various Physiçia’s tools and though they were not as fine as those carried by his parents or those they had tried in vain to gift to him, they were polished and well-kept. He barely had to think as he removed a scalpel with a gently curved blade and a blunt back edge, though it did feel strange in his hand on account of the absence of Éga. He took a curved needle, scissors, waxed thread, and a clean cloth and rounded to the left side of the body, and gave a cursory scan of the room – he remained alone.

On the outer edge of a patch of sores lay the finger-long pink-brown scar Fîeron was looking for. By his best guess it was a few years old, and in the manner of many of Iknaïs’ scars it was raised a little. He wondered idly if Iknaïs had asked whomever had healed it – if he’d seen a Cleric or Physiçia at all – to restrain their ability so it would leave a mark for this purpose.

Open. Take. Open. Take. The whispering was back and thrumming in his skull with the pulse of the Root. The urgency the spirit felt put his teeth on edge but this time it honed his concentration rather than made him dizzy. Open. Take. Open. Take.

Fîeron stretched the skin taut around the scar with the forefinger and thumb of his free hand, and made the incision without hesitation. He drew the scalpel steadily down the side of the scar tissue and once he reached its end, lay the scalpel aside. 

Open. Take. Open. Take.

He hadn’t been squeamish since he was a child. With the folded cloth held in one hand and gently pressed beside the incision to catch any blood, Fîeron pushed his other hand up to his knuckles into the cold wound. Half feeling with gentle movements of his fingers, half trying to look for the Éga-void with his mind’s eye to guide them, he searched for something foreign below the stomach among the intestines. 

There. A deep frown scored his face when he felt it, grasped it, pulled it free – a thumb-length, plain cylinder with its tarnished ozé glossed with red. He blotted the small amount of blood that’d trickled from the wound and set the cylinder next to the scalpel, hurrying to stitch up his work. This done, he removed his bloody gloves and turned them inside-out, one with the cylinder inside and the other with the blotting cloth, and cleaned and packed his tools away. As he drew the shroud back over the body the spirit inside him calmed – almost seemed to give off an air of pride amongst the relief.

Still it said, Open. Take. Open. Take.

Realizing what he had done and discovered set a chill in his bones and disbelief in every muscle. Fîeron, glove cuffs gripped white-knuckled in one hand, left the Mortuary at a swift walk. He did not stop until he reached his quarters on the Well side of the second-floor cloisters. Here he locked his door behind him and hastily lit the lamp sitting on his tiny desk, then covered part of the desk with the robe he’d woken up in. Using the free ends to cover his hands, he pulled the cylinder from the glove. 

“Open,” he repeated the spirit’s instruction to himself. Come to think of it, it did look like something resembling a message capsule. He rubbed away more of the blood and found that there was indeed a seam in the middle, and with a short twist at either end it opened. A slip of pristine ivory parchment fell free.

What in all truth is this? he wondered, feeling again that sensation of the Ba’athorog breathing down his neck and now also its talon-fingers digging into his shoulders. Contrastingly the spirit of Iknaïs urged him on. He freed his hands and plucked the tight curl of parchment from the desk. Opening it and holding it taut to the lamplight, he read carefully and fearfully.


Forgive me for what I have done and what I must ask: If you have any care at all for Ícalar – for anything that wants only to live and flourish – whatever it takes, you will find the true ìkam entrusted to me. Agüthsha saw what I could no longer see. I hope you will finish what we both, in our foolish hope, began.



Go where I bade you rest. Seek a twin that cannot be seen; safeguard it from those that did not die. Learn the truth of five, and unlearn the truth of the world. Beware the harbinger of the Great Decay, for it guards the way. May wisdom guide your steps.



~ Iknaïs, last of the Hidden



Fîeron had not realized he’d sat on his rickety chair, but was grateful for it. He read the note five times over and there was no mistaking the words written by a clear, confident hand, yet he wished there were. “Find the true ìkam”, “Agüthsha” – those were words that, standing alone, were shocking enough, but the implication that she and Iknaïs had collaborated on something, or at least knew each other, made Fîeron’s blood run cold and his heart hammer in his chest. Treason – they amounted to treason. Posthumous treason on the part of the Jal, and a far bitterer betrayal for whomever obeyed his instructions.

“‘Where I bade you rest’,” Fîeron repeated. That can hardly be coincidence, surely? He thought of his fall on the bridge, waking in the inn. This was specifically written for whatever Shepherd came to carry his spirit. 

Fîeron’s throat felt dry; his hands and legs shook. He poured water from the pitcher into a thin clay cup and spilt a little on himself and the floor; as he drank he braced his wrist on the edge of the desk and the hand still clutching the message shivered, glowing under the lamplight. It felt made of iron rather than paper. His thoughts were racing and he tried to calm them.

Agüthsha... Why would one of the enemy generals – the one that with her dying breath released the Bitter Hand and destroyed the Inebi Grove – entrust the most sought-after of objects, ìkam, the fruit that awakens and strengthens one’s Éga abilities, to her counterpart Iknaïs? Never mind that I thought – we all thought – ìkam are extinct now. And why in the world would Iknaïs want it found and ...something finished with it? He was never treasonous in life. Why have such an act as his last?

He risked turning inward for guidance, but the spirit was strangely silent. It seemed ever since Fîeron had opened the capsule the spirit had lost whatever strength it’d had to influence and speak to him. A bittersweet thing. 

Had he gone mad in his final years? Fîeron wondered. Madness had not been recorded as a plague symptom and as far as he was aware, the Jal had had no prior history of it. His gaze fell on the blood-smeared ozé capsule. But to be willing to slice open one’s belly to hide such a thing... 

He cleaned the capsule with wastewater in the basin from this morning, dried it, stuffed the message back inside, and tucked it beneath his mattress. He bundled his old robe, gloves, and the cleaning cloth together and put them by the door for burning later. This done he stood uncertainly in the center of his room with his hands on his hips. He felt a sudden longing for the reassuring presence of his sister; his hands drifted together and he twisted the ozé ring on his finger that she’d given him – it was wide and came to a rounded, scale-like point, and was engraved in the style of older Üstrarian death-tokens. A reminder that the Great Sky Drake would come for him someday, but protect him until then. The soft churning sound of the waters of the Kor Well drifted through the lattice of his window.

There cannot be more ìkam. It is extinct. But...what if there was? How wonderful, and terrible. But why ensure its resurrection when its extinction was a hollow victory that cost both sides so much? At least, resurrection was what he assumed to be step one of what the message was implying when it said to finish what was begun.

Fîeron felt as though so many eyes had seen what he’d done. He had to keep telling himself he had been alone – was still alone. He wasn’t sure if that wasn’t worse.

He picked up the cloth bundle by the door, held it underneath a change of fresh clothes. “Bathe, rest. Pray. You still have a spirit to return.”

* * * *
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Fîeron let the seven Acolytes lead the fifty-some Initiates of the House in the afternoon devotions, opting instead for private meditation. Even if there’d been any upstarts among them, the fact that he was carrying a spirit – and of the Great Jal Iknaïs, no less – was excuse enough. The meditation helped him push the merest notion of the message hidden in his room to the back of his mind and focus on the tasks still in front of him; by the time devotions were done he was ready to pick a few assistants and return to the Mortuary as if this were any other body being prepared for a Viewing.

The four of them were dressed in light plaincloth, including aprons and kerchiefs wrapped around their mouths and noses – the latter of which meant happily for Fîeron that they worked largely in silence – along with more thin, waxed avala skin gloves. A plague victim, no matter their station, was treated to an altered version of the preparation rituals: after a careful bathing the body was still anointed with the three sacred oils, but in addition the Jal’s wounds were rewrapped in thin gauze – Fîeron took special care to wrap over the wound he’d made as quickly as possible. He was thankful that the alternately spiced and floral scents of the hetul’n’gosh covered the far bitterer smell of the plague wounds.

This done, the body was slowly wrapped – beginning at the left ankle, traveling up the left side of the body, and then crossing to the right and moving down – in the single long, wide ribbon dyed violet in the Kor Well itself and painted in white with a Luk’Eishar script rendering of the mantra “There is no death that is not life, no life that is not death. We are one.” over and over, just as they murmured it over and over. It had only been in the past couple of seasons that the use of the ek’suul was possible again – for a time there were too many to prepare, and not enough dyers, and not enough cloth, and words had had to do. 

Finally the body was clothed in a simple white, plaincloth, long-sleeved robe that reached the ankles, and the hands were folded over the chest to lie in repose until it was time to move the body to its Viewing place. A simple androgynous mask made of hammered heseta glowed like the sun on water when Fîeron removed it from its straw nest in a crate, and he laid it on the chest of the body. Once the Viewing was over it would be placed over the Jal’s face for the cremation. Their chanting came to a stop.

Fîeron stood at the Jal’s head and, with eyes closed, held a hand over the Jal’s face. “On behalf of the shard of life you carried, I thank you. You served well. Return to the earth from which you sprung, and may your waters come to nourish a new life. Rest now.”

He opened his eyes and stared at the Jal’s peaceful face. It did not look like the face of a traitor, or a madman. It did not look like the face of a man whose word meant nothing.

“It’s sundown, Shepherd Eburos,” Orron told him quietly.

Fîeron took a deep breath and refocused. “Thank you.”

One of the Acolytes brought a fresh basin of steaming water and set it on a side-table. All of them removed their aprons, face kerchiefs, and finally their gloves and discarded them in a bucket to be burnt, and proceeded to wash their hands and arms up to their elbows. The drying-cloths were tossed in the bucket with the gloves.

“If you’re ready, Tal,” Orron said.

Fîeron glanced and gestured quickly, “You, clean up here. You, inform the Stewardship that the body is ready to be moved.” His gaze flashed to Orron, “Since you’re here, you will assist me.” He was grateful the Acolyte seemed to be surer of himself as the day had gone on, especially now that they were in the House, and he was not so proud to assume handling a Release by himself was wise.  

The two of them strode to the stairwell and began the descent to the lowest floor – the Well. It was a far narrower and older spiral than the rest, with the middle of its path worn into a shallow valley by so many footsteps. It would take them six turns to reach the bottom compared to the two turns of the other floors.

As they descended, Orron said, “Shepherd, may I ask...”

Fîeron held his breath and kept his eyes on the dimly lit passage. What if he asked about the opened scar? What then?

“One thing I never understood was how little ceremony there was for the Release. After all, it’s just the two of us, and who are we to the Jal? I’m essentially here with you by chance.”

He released the breath he’d held, relieved. “We are no one and yet everyone to a spirit. That is the point, in a way.”

“But...no one knows we’re about to do this, except the other two Acolytes. It feels like something that should be announced.” He heard Orron behind him scratch at his close-cropped hair. “I may not be explaining myself well. It all just feels very...anticlimactic.”

They made the third turn. Fîeron decided to treat the concern seriously. “I can understand your feelings. I once thought the same way. Then of course, it was just us left in the House, wasn’t it?” He paused in a moment of wistfulness and buried bitterness. “We had to quickly come to terms with things for which we weren’t ready.” 

“We did, Tal,” Orron agreed quietly.

“The way I see it,” Fîeron continued as they rounded the fourth turn, “is that being born into the world is a private occasion for a spirit, no matter how many are present for its arrival. At a stretch you could say it is also between the spirit and its mother, or if there’s a twin. Ultimately, though, a spirit is a piece of the greater cosmic energy – the Éga – gaining physical form. No one else is involved in that. I think that when Yi’suiha Mis and the other first nae’cthosai Shepherds began writing down our teachings, they believed that death is merely the reverse of that process – something inevitably done alone.”

They reached the very bottom of the stairwell. Compared to the Mortuary the stairwell was an incredibly small area – if he and Orron stood in the center with their arms stretched out, side by side, they could have touched each wall – and lit with four simple sconces in the corners. Directly opposite was a single door, standing open, with a brazier illuminating it to be nothing more than a foyer of sorts with two tables flanking yet another single door, this time closed. They moved into this foyer.

“As for the anticlimactic nature of it...” Fîeron continued. “On the outside I can see that interpretation. But I think it appears that way because we are applying the wrong framework of under-standing – we are judging it on earthly terms. It remains of immense significance, despite its lack of earthly fanfare. To do otherwise I feel would cheapen it. Besides, such displays are what the Viewing of the body is for. It is our task to keep the important part of the journey sacred and pure.”

“I’d not thought of it that way, Tal, thank you.” Orron began to help Fîeron change his utilitarian robes for the simple violet ones custom demanded he wear for the Release, though he had done without them plenty of times. “You’ll make a great Master Shepherd one day, Tal.”

As Fîeron removed his shoes he reflected with uneasiness that such a compliment did not make him happy like it normally would. He had treated the concept like an inevitability for a while now, but suddenly it seemed foreign and out of reach. Ironic, considering his cultivated resentment over acting as a Master Shepherd for so long now without being called for promotion by the Eyes. 

He was brought back to the present by Orron hesitating over which part to do next, and he guided him. “The hetul’bii – the oil in that vial there. Yes.”

Orron painted a red line of the chypre-scented bijeasia oil down Fîeron’s face, splitting it in two. He felt a drop fall from his chin to his clavicle and that small impact seemed to wake the spirit up.

The two of them stood for a moment looking at the last door – the one that would take them into the Well proper. For a moment Fîeron felt as inexperienced as Orron, like it was his first time seeing that door. The Éga was potent down here despite the ward painted onto the wooden floor of the foyer, and Fîeron felt the weight on him returning along with the clamoring of the spirit inside his own. Despite his own obvious struggles with it, Orron saw Fîeron sag and leant an arm to support him – this time, Fîeron took it. He nodded for the door to be opened; sundown would soon be over and the auspicious time would have passed. 

The Well looked like nothing more than a cave, with the ceiling barely eight steps at its highest and the ground largely unlevel but worn smooth by water erosion long ago and, more recently, the passage of so many feet. A crowd of thirty or so could fit inside, not that there was ever more than two. On the far side, however, was the broad open mouth of the cave. Veiled by a cascade of springwater, by the grace of the fall of the land it faced directly west and at sundown – as now – this liquid veil was aglow with the vibrant pinks, reds, violets, and golds of the setting sun, painting the cave with a host of delicate dancing shadows. They lapped over the Basin in the direct center of the room, which was a shallow, human-sized dish carved from the palest sapstone. The room was lit only by a short line of torches acting as guideposts from the door to the basin in what would otherwise be an extremely dim space crowded with the sound of pouring water.

Ritual demanded that Fîeron begin his Immersion as Orron walked him to the Basin. With every step he let more colors and textures grow visible to his mind’s eye, the echoes of old feelings that had been felt here, the aftertaste of so many centuries of Releases. His ears were filled with a relentless melodious rush. Unlike the cloud at the Jal’s cottage, though, here the Éga was bright and structured like the taproot of a great, only partly visible tree under and in which the Basin sat. Éga could be seen flowing like blood in a vein and his and Orron’s own pulsed with it. They shielded their spirits against the unnatural urge to return to this piece of the Source so close to their own reality – helped by the intricate, eye-shaped wards tattooed on their sternums – and pressed on.

As with every Release he’d conducted, Fîeron’s hand drifted up to his own ward. The tiny scar there was pale, nearly invisible, not even raised, but each and every time he prayed this tiny fracture wouldn’t betray him.

Fîeron laid himself on his back in the Basin and Orron stepped away to a safe distance at the twitch of Fîeron’s hand. It felt as though he were laying in warm water that reached the backs of his ears, but he knew it was only an illusion – a thin bath of neutral Éga laid here over the centuries with the purpose of helping facilitate the connection. Above him the Éga swirled and churned and flowed like a kaleidoscopic maelstrom that was visible whether his eyes were closed or not. Carefully, he continued to shield his own spirit while at last opening a path to the hollow in which he carried the Jal’s. The next step could take minutes or hours, but no matter the duration, it held great risk for a Shepherd – one’s own spirit could be taken too, if you weren’t careful, and strange things happened when Source-Éga recognized a void in what should very much be a living thing.

Fîeron began murmuring, “You have honored us with your time here. Return now to nourish the Source. We will see you again.” He felt the Jal’s spirit stir. “Return now to nourish the Source,” he repeated over and over in a low hum.

The spirit slowly blossomed from the hollow he’d created, an undulating, symmetrical dance of orange-red and amber that, as its many petals reached outward, faded to green and gold. It shivered above his chest. Pieces of the Source-Éga reached out from the Root and touched the spirit, coaxing, their attention fixed on it rather than the vessel that had carried it. 

Fîeron had the distinct impression of the spirit turning to him somehow. What he had thought was passive acceptance, even anticipation, of rejoining the Source now had that same urgency as when he stood over the General’s body. It was waiting.

Though his lips still spoke the mantra, Fîeron recognized it for what it was. Yes, I will go. I will find it, he said inwardly to the spirit. It wasn’t precisely the truth, but the strain of the Releasing was pressing on his chest cavity and making his head pound. He wasn’t a Master Shepherd yet, after all; he could feel the strange benevolent hunger of the Source-Éga eating at the walls of the hollow within him.

The spirit hesitated a moment more. Then, with an involuntary gasp and convulsion from Fîeron, it sprang free of the hollow in which it’d sheltered. It dissipated in countless specks of glittering dust that were swept home into the Source. A moment later the sun of the physical world dipped below the horizon, and the cascade became only water instead of liquid light.

“Deepest rest, Beloved Departed. We will see you again,” Fîeron recited in the half-dark. He quickly closed the gap within his spirit and it was a relief to feel whole and solely oneself again. Unfortunately, left in the Jal’s wake was the small but dangerous inheritance of his final request, and Fîeron knew he could not ignore it forever.​

​
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Chapter 3: 

A Twin that Cannot be Seen
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Deeply sings his axe, as the soldier to the dead.

Lightly sings his axe, as the fire to the hearth.

Deeply falls his axe, as the stone to the riverbed.

Lightly falls his axe, as the kyrti blossom to the earth.

— Akāsien Ttarvek, from “The Epic of the Hidden”

––––––––
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Fîeron lay in the dark of his room fully awake despite his exhaustion. Beneath his back the message capsule was a fiery ingot burning its way through the mattress into his skin but he refused all temptation to look at it, having told himself he needed sleep in order to even think about such a decision. His mind kept drifting to the battleaxe that had hung, in its cloak of mutable Éga, above the Jal’s bed in the cottage. At first it had seemed practical to have it nearby – an understandable habit for a man of war – but the more he thought about it, the more Fîeron wondered why it was above the bed rather than beneath it, or over the headboard, or on the nearest wall. It had a note of precariousness about it that Fîeron could only empathize with now that such a controversial message was under his back, but why anyone would want to willingly subject themselves to such a feeling was beyond him.

What will they do with that axe? he wondered. Since there is no next-of-kin to my knowledge. Come to think of it, did any of the Hidden Company marry other than Andras and Amathara, the kōza riders? He wasn’t even sure if they had had children, much less any of the others. Only two of the Hidden prior to Iknaïs had been able to be given state funerals – Talo’eran Elbusgar and Saraphne Vil’rabenen – and thus present the opportunity for their families to be revealed; not that there were any to reveal. They had died in true peacetime, when things were beginning to settle.

Fîeron’s eyelids began to droop. Just as they closed, noise from the cloisters outside made them fly open again. Familiar noise. He groaned inwardly, but it was more good-natured this time. Words came muffled through his door but became clearer as the speakers approached.

“Éba-Qalîr, if...”

“...’s fine...”

The title confirmed who approached, and made him smile.

“...the hour...-Qalîr – ...-herd Eburos...completed a Release.”

He sat up. Thoughts of the capsule under his mattress faded away.

Footsteps stopped outside his door. “He’ll be glad to see me.” However true that was, he deliberately hid his smile. 

Fîeron opened his door before the knock could come; he had enough time to see the apologetic face of the unfortunate Initiate before Phìdene filled the doorframe and pushed her way inside. He waved the Initiate away and closed the door. “What hour do you call this?”

“Prime visiting hours! You look terrible!” she said. She tossed a heavy gearbag on the floor. “You should be sleeping.”

Fîeron made an unamused noise.

She laughed a hearty laugh that threw her head back and shivered her loose mane of red curls. Standing a couple of knuckles taller than Fîeron and of a broad and muscular stature, she was truly an immense presence, though that was owed just as much to the warm and energetic Éga she exuded. She wrapped him in a crushing embrace that lifted him onto his toes and the smile returned to his face. Eight years his senior and a stark contrast to his paler complexion and ink-black hair, to say nothing of their differences in temperament, most were surprised to realize they were related until they saw a portrait of their paternal grandmother.

“No really, why are you here at this hour?” he teased as she released him. He turned up his lamp, revealing she was dressed in her casual uniform of a brown leather jerkin, trousers, and bracers with a red plaincloth shirt beneath; the latter was rumpled from the day. She’d had many long ones recently from what he’d heard. The medals of merit she’d been awarded over the years were missing, unsurprisingly – she disliked wearing them – but the reddish-gold, scale-patterned torque of a captain coiled around her neck had been polished with pride, unlike many these days.

She heaved a sigh and collapsed on his bed, which creaked under her weight. A ridiculous thought that she could feel the message capsule through the mattress made Fîeron tense, even though she was ungifted and unable to see or feel the Éga much less a conspicuous absence of it. “I volunteered for the assignment to bring Jal Iknaïs’ body to the Keep. The rest of them will be here in the morning, but I figured I would stop by early to see my accomplished baby brother,” she grinned wickedly at him, but it was entirely absent of true malice. He doubted she had a malicious bone in her body.

He scoffed. “Stormbane isn’t terrorizing our stables, is he?” he asked, rubbing one eye and lowering himself into the chair at his desk. A valsar that size could take out three horses with one swipe of its broad paw, provided it could fit through the stable doors to begin with.

“I came by horse since it’s late – didn’t want the townspeople to think anything was wrong. They’ll bring him in the morning.” She stretched. “And even if he was here, he’s a good boy. He’d never do such a thing,” she mock-pouted. “He’s practically one of those cuddly vale bears you see in the low countries. Just...four times the size.” 

“So they concluded on the Keep, then?” Fîeron said. That meant a long procession up the East Road that was practical in intention but turned pseudo-ceremonial along the way once people started to connect the dots.

Phìdene shrugged and picked at an old callous on her palm. A death-token ring matching his glinted on her left thumb. “A man like that would’ve been hard-pressed to avoid a Keep Viewing.”

“‘A man like that’,” he teased her in turn, though it felt a little uncouth. “You getting here early wouldn’t have anything to do with your schoolgirl infatuation with Iknaïs? Because if you’re here to ogle a corpse I’ll have to use my station to step in.”

“No,” she drew out the word. “And let’s be fair I spent just as much time swooning over the Vil’rabenen sisters. Anyway, seeing as there’s no next-of-kin or last requests...”

‘Last requests’... Fîeron repeated inwardly. He frowned at the floor as the third presence of the message crept back to him, darkening the room even with Phìdene here. 

“I know you had a long day, but you look like something’s bothering you.” Phìdene’s hazel eyes sparkled despite the worried frown on her face. “I don’t have to be a Shepherd to tell.”

If there was one thing they had in common, he supposed, it was their inability to hide how they truly felt. Especially for him around her. She had always felt like safety to him – ever since child-hood – and Fîeron’s muscles and mind would never fail to react to that. Nonetheless, he contemplated whether to tell her anything of what had transpired that day. Yet... He did not trust easily, but he unquestioningly trusted Phìdene. And the knowledge was so heavy...

“Fîer’?”

He met her eye. “You must promise to keep it to yourself.”

“Sure,” she shrugged.

“Seriously Phì’ – I mean it.”

“All right all right,” she said and sat up again, leaning toward him. She glanced between window and door. “You’d think the entire Hidden Company had risen again and were coming for you, by the look on your face.”

Fîeron rose and opened his door very quietly, checking for eavesdroppers and, finding none, closed it again and locked it. After a deep breath he told her quietly, “Look under the mattress.”

Phìdene raised an eyebrow at him quizzically but did as instructed. Fîeron paced, not looking but listening as she opened the capsule and pulled out the parchment. 

She must have read it a few times over as well, because several moments went by before she muttered, “‘Agüthsha’...‘finish what we both, in our foolish hope, began’ – Fîeron what is this?” She looked up.

Fîeron stopped pacing and sat beside her. He moistened his lips. “I found that capsule...inside Jal Iknaïs’ body.” 

“Inside?”

He explained to her the course of events, only looking at her when he was done. She was confused, but not precisely doubting him. All joy and mischief was gone from her face, replaced by the sternness that so easily commanded her Qalîr and had led to her swift rise in the ranks.

“And...you believe this?” Phìdene waved the message between two fingers. 

Fîeron shrugged helplessly. “I’ve never had an interaction like this with a spirit I was carrying. As much as I would like to discount it all as the act of a madman, I cannot. Madmen have a particular ...cloak on their soul when you first meet them, that we have to remove before we can carry them. Iknaïs didn’t have anything of the kind.”

“Fuck.” Phìdene stuffed the message back in the capsule. “Think of the implications!” she hissed. 

“You think I haven’t?”

“Just this idea that...all we fought for – all that he helped us fight for – was a hoax, because he wants to find more ìkam. That he was working with the enemy. Let me guess, I suppose if it is found, we turn it over to the enemy?”

“Technically Ünenshuut, Kiva, and others that were in the Violet Accord are no longer the enemy,” he reminded her. The Bitter Hand had been a huge leveler of the field – or at least, been employed as a reason for less-than-subtle blurring of geopolitical boundaries and former trade agreements. Most lines and connections had become largely meaningless in the Long Wake.

“You know what I mean.” It was her turn to look at the floor. She hesitated, and when she spoke her voice was unusually melancholy. “Our country lost two thirds of its people in a war that lasted three years and a plague that has only just now, some twelve years later, been classed as ‘receding’. Two thirds. That’s just Üstraria alone, not the other three that fought, and I’m sure even Seyis-Gol and Balaqalneyis got the Bitter Hand too even if they didn’t really take part in the war.” The capsule was turned idly in her rough, large hands but she was looking into the room at something unseen. “Over a damn fruit. I know I’m not alone in having been relieved, in a way, when that grove was destroyed. Just the thought of that fruit existing again...what if it starts another war? Where does it end?”

The siblings were quiet. Fîeron hadn’t heard Phìdene talk so bleakly about anything in a long while that wasn’t to do with their parents, and even that was a stretch. 

“What should I do?” Fîeron asked, half at her and half at the room. He twisted his ring.

She tossed the capsule into the air above him. “No idea.” She stretched again, as though shaking her earlier heaviness off her shoulders.

He caught it. “Well that’s helpful.”

Phìdene lounged on his bed again with her head propped on one hand. She wore a languid smile. “Seems to me that this is some-thing the Jal left to your judgment alone. Personally, though, sleeping on it seems like a good start.”

“I would if you’d let me.”

* * * *
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29th Day of the Season of Opening, 1001AC



The next morning saw the prompt arrival of a small squadron – known as a scale – of the customary eight regular infantry, or Nalîr, at the House of Leavings. Four were on horseback and bearing the gold-bordered emerald standards of the Stewardship and wearing the burnt-orange waist sashes of the Itoqîr. They entered the main courtyard-vestibule in a box formation around Stormbane, a huge warbear the height of two men and nearly as wide as the double gates, his clawed paws thudding on the flagstones they nearly obscured. The early light was lost in the black areas of his dappled pelt but made the amber-copper streaks glow. While the rest of the risen House shied away from the slightest movement of his thick jaw, Phìdene ignored everyone and hurried to her valsar, throwing her arms around the broad neck that he lowered to her. He bumped her with his snout in greeting, a move that would have knocked a slighter person off their feet. He snorted in response to her cooing and the low sound echoed through the courtyard.

Fîeron shook his head and put away his smirk. A hand semi-consciously patted at the inner pocket of his robe where he had tucked the message capsule – somehow it seemed apt to keep it with him as he escorted the body. Phìdene had agreed that it was safest. He glanced at the sky – a clear one so far, but there had been a promise of rain later. He turned on his heels at the sounds of footsteps.

As was custom, the Jal’s body had been laid on a canopied, gilded ironwood litter and covered with an emerald shroud; four Acolytes dressed in their formal indigo robes, including Orron, carried a pole each. It emerged into the courtyard and was set down while they awaited further instruction. Someone at the Keep had requested that the battleaxe be laid with him, which, while not customary to include earthly belongings, Fîeron was willing to concede, especially since they would be retrieving it afterward – he assumed for further study, on account of its strange Éga. He did a circuit around them and the litter making minor corrections but most was to his liking. An Initiate had his mare waiting.

“Ready to depart, Shepherd Eburos?” Phìdene called to him. She tightened the spice-colored sash – worn across her body, instead of around the waist like the accompanying Nalîr – and accepted the tall glaive handed to her; the breeze stirred its matching sash and wisps of her tied-back curls. A rigid leather, crescent-shaped collar lay across her chest, at last brandishing her medals and ribbons earned over the years in and out of combat, including the four prickly octagrams earned in wartime.

“We are with you, Éba-Qalîr Eburos,” he replied, mimicking her smile at their shared small joke, and pulled himself into the saddle. He adjusted his ceremonial cap. It was meant to be worn only by a Master Shepherd on the occasion of state funerals, but it would have been worse for him to have not worn it at all. He pushed its shoulderblade-length cape over his shoulder and accepted his reins and the equally ceremonial short-poled shepherd’s crook from the Initiate.

Phìdene pulled herself onto Stormbane’s saddle too and everyone fell into position: her at the head of the small column with two riders slightly behind her, then Fîeron, then the litter and its bearers flanked by the four footsoldiers, and finally the other two riders bringing up the rear. They left through the main House gates and made their way toward the East Road at a slow walk. 

The shady promenade was quiet but by the East Road, they had attracted the first of the onlookers. By the time they’d passed a couple of side streets, more had come and the morning light was stronger, glinting off Phìdene’s formal scale armor and medals and her glaive, the crook Fîeron held ahead of him, the gilt of the litter, and the chapes and lockets of the infantry’s shortsword sheaths, like slivers of the sun had fallen to earth. The road sloped upward, the Keep with its blinding crown directly ahead. Slightly behind them westward, however, Fîeron could see the stormclouds matching their pace to meet them. 

More and more people were coming to the side of the street now. How word managed to travel so quickly, Fîeron did not know, but soon they stood at least two deep. Some followed at a respectful distance. A few began to chant one of the old funeral songs, which surprised him and yet did not – there had been so much death that there had been too many to sing for, but now it seemed word had got around who this was and that it was worth the breath. Someone had found a skin drum and walked with them, beating it somberly in contrast to the more energetic melody of the chant. Well-wishes and hastily plucked flowers were tossed in their path from the windows of the second and third stories. The ringing of bells swelled, like the wind itself was singing.

“Be at peace, General Iknaïs!”

“Safe journey home!”


“...Sing me a bier,

drum me a bridge.

Oh! Let it carry me!

Oh! Let it carry me!...”



“Rest to Iknaïs of the Hidden!”

They proceeded in this manner for a few more streets; barely audible over the chanting, hoofsteps, bells, and shouting was the rumble of thunder and he saw Phìdene look to the clouds.  

A mighty crash and screech landed behind him. Fîeron did not have time to turn before a huge shockwave cracked the street and threw both horses and men outward. Townsfolk and horses shrieked, wood splintered, his ears rang as he tumbled. As he rolled to a stop he saw his mare scramble to her feet and into the retreating crowd; he jerked to a halt as over him, Stormbane turned surprisingly delicately until Fîeron was in the shadow of his great belly. He saw that belly heave and covered his ears. Stormbane let out an equally mighty roar at whatever it was. Fîeron squinted back down the street.

Four brown-robed and masked figures surrounded the litter; two with long knives were rushing outward to catch fleeing Acolytes and accompanying infantry. Another lashed out a hand and a sickle of ice scythed away the litter’s canopy, and then they were standing over the Jal’s body and ripping the shroud aside. The battleaxe toppled to the cobbles.

An ethera – an Üon’ethera, Fîeron realized.

His attention snapped to the fourth figure – only their eyes were visible and they showed no fear as they glared directly at Phìdene and her valsar in front of them. Around him, Fîeron saw Stormbane’s muscles tense and his body hunch; he roared as he leapt for the figure. The figure held up a short scepter with two crossed crescents at its head; from an eye at their center a vivid ray of magenta Éga shot forth and struck Stormbane in the head, halting him as if he’d hit a solid wall head-on. Fîeron scrambled away as the beast collapsed but hid in his shadow – a palm against his ribcage told Fîeron that he was still breathing. He heard Phìdene’s mail scrape on stone and, over Storm-bane’s haunch, saw her stand. Her glaive was in hand, and she tore off the sheath.

Magenta Éga... That’s vitria – shadow-work! He’d never seen it for himself first-hand. It had a dissonance to it that made his own Éga recoil.

Phìdene, undaunted, continued to shout orders above the screams of the townsfolk to try to rally what few troops had been given to her. One hopped onto a horse from behind and saluted her, galloping up the East Road for, presumably, reinforcements. The two figures with knives were occupying the other infantry. She took a moment to turn around and point at Fîeron, ordering, “Stay back.” 

She then stepped forward, jabbing her glaive outward almost to its full length in one hand as if the five-stone weapon were nothing but a telwillow stem. The scepter-wielder jerked awkwardly to avoid the stab and nearly tripped on a fallen Acolyte. Phìdene palmed the butt of the glaive with her free hand and pushed, twisting the blade into a deft, swift stroke that cut off the hand that held the scepter. The figure wailed and clutched his wrist as it fountained blood. Her glaive rose and spun above her head. 

“What have you done with it, you larvae?” came the guttural, bone-chilling demand from the Üon’ethera beside the Jal’s body. The voice halted Phìdene and everyone else in the vicinity; it was neither male nor female, and boomed out over the street with a volume it should not have. As the figure stood to scan the immediate area Fîeron realized their hands were dripping red, and that his painstaking wrappings of the body had been torn open.

The scar. They knew about the scar – they’re looking for the message. Who are they?!

Phìdene recovered. She stepped forward two paces, her glaive shifting back until her hands were centered on the shaft and the blade pointed backward. Then, without hesitation, she swung it up over her head and came down hard, slashing the scepter-wielder deeply across their body. They followed their spilling organs to the cobbles with a wet thud. 

She looked again at Fîeron, hissing, “Go!” At his hesitation, she yelled, “Now! Go!”

Though every instinct revolted at the idea, he was no fool – Üon’ethera presence or not, Phìdene had more martial ability in her little finger than ten of him, and they both knew the price of whoever this was getting their hands on what he held. He watched her turn to the Üon’ethera and then retreated in a crouch down an alley.

“You will give it to us! We will find the ìkam!” The bellow raced after him and left him with no doubt over what he had to do.

Suddenly the city in which he’d been born and raised was nothing but a maze; Fîeron ran blindly. He hurried through a busy agora that was already muttering to itself about the noise and the news of the procession and into the shadows of another alley, and kept going. Eventually he gathered enough wherewithal to orient himself in the direction of The Blushing Lioness.

He stopped to catch his breath in the shadow of an open-air blacksmith’s, the relentless gushing and clanking and heat mimicking the nauseous roil of his insides. Luckily no one seemed to be paying him too much attention and his robes, though technically formal, were not of uncommon color or cut; his cap had been lost somewhere under Stormbane.

“Blessèd Éga, Phì’...” he gulped, pressing his back to a warm stone chimney. 

He tried to reassure himself that Phìdene was no stranger to ethera combat; after all, she had been old enough to fight in the War of the Six, even if she’d been a Shogu fresh from training at the time. Thoughts of making his way to the keep or a guardhouse pressed at him, but not strongly enough to seem wiser than solving the riddle the Jal had set for him before the attackers found it.

Fîeron retrieved the message capsule and opened it, pulling out the message, glancing over it one more time, and tucking it back in his pocket. The capsule itself he threw into the forge when the smithy was looking away; the Éga-void the metal created was too conspicuous to anyone who knew what they were looking for, but paper was less so. 

“Go where I bade you rest. Seek a twin that cannot be seen; safeguard it from those that did not die. Learn the truth of five, and unlearn the truth of the world. Beware the harbinger of the Great Decay, for it guards the way. May wisdom guide your steps,” he reminded himself, starting to walk again. The first, in this case, was obvious: the Jal’s spirit had indeed caused him to rest at The Blushing Lioness.

It took a little longer to get there on account of not having a horse but at around mid-morning he stood again at the small bridge over the canal where he’d fallen. As it had yesterday, the inn did not appear busy yet with a lunch crowd but – he glanced at the sun arch-ing toward noonday – it would not be long. It also wouldn’t be long before the noise he’d left behind reached here, along with the chin-wagging that tended to transform information as easily as it spurred intense scrutiny.

He considered the next part of the riddle: a twin that could not be seen. A person? But how can a person be invisible? Or else, a twin to what? he pondered as he descended the bridge and walked closer. He glanced over his shoulder, convinced whoever those people were could only be a stride away. Think! 

His eyes alighted on the buoyant, fragrant cloud of the blooming kyrti embracing the nearest inn corner, its huge trunk. A short jog brought him within its green-gold shade and Fîeron tucked himself down the side of the building to be out of view while he thought some more. He could hear a rug being beaten in the backyard with a steady thwop thwop, and someone inside was singing. He ducked against the cobbled wall as a window next to him was thrown open to the good air, but he was not noticed.

“A twin that cannot be seen...” Fîeron looked around helplessly. How am I supposed to find something that can’t be seen? It hit him like Master Shepherd Altith’s disciplinary cane on his knuckles – the Éga. He took a calming breath and let the Aré-Éga reveal itself to him. Stone, wood, even air held their own dim forms of Éga; he could even see that of people inside the inn and the other buildings nearby. He was not so accomplished at aura-reading in this way that he could see any farther than a few casts to any great level of detail or with ease, though his sensing of emotions was more adept; he walked out from behind the building to make sure he could look at all of the immediate area. He slowly scanned the tile and thatch eaves, down stucco and brick walls, to –

A small, cylindrical-shaped Éga-void lay between the kyrti’s trunk and the wall of the inn near the ground. Fîeron crouched, frowning. Fumbling around in the split-sight of the physical world and that of its Éga veils, he dusted aside dead leaves and twigs and dug into crumbled plaster – a rough hole had been chipped away in the wall and it scraped the backs of his fingers as he wedged them in and curled backward, into a natural hole in the kyrti’s twists. There they brushed metal. He looked around, checking for passersby, before wrestling more. Blossoms rained down on him.  

Fîeron pulled out another message capsule a little thicker and longer than the one he had discarded in the forge, but otherwise identical. Not quite a twin, but close enough, he thought, rubbing dirt off its tarnished surface. Something knocked dully around inside it and the sound both intrigued him and laid a cloak of dread across his shoulders. 

He did a haphazard job of covering up where he’d been rummaging and retreated back down the side of the inn, this time farther out of sight from the road – he tucked out of view behind an untamed piece of hedge and propped himself against the inn’s woodpile.

It took more effort to uncatch this one – Who knows how long this thing has been hidden there. – but at length he managed to open it, bending the catch’s teeth in the process. He carefully parted the halves and the sun fell on the curves of something round and off-white. He tipped one into his palm. It was wood, certainly, and though it had a faint grain it was smooth and colored like ivory – a round fruit-stone roughly the length of his fingernail in diameter. He had never seen its like and that more than anything identified it.

“Blessèd Éga,” Fîeron cursed under his breath, shoving the stone back in the capsule. He tried to close it but the bent catch-teeth resisted, leaving him to hold the capsule closed awkwardly with one hand. He looked up at the sky as heavy clouds blotted out the sun, but sweat beaded on his forehead and suddenly his clothes were stifling. Ìkam stones. Are they real? If these are the ones Iknaïs spoke of – and by his guess there were five – then I highly doubt they are not. Blessèd Éga. He squeezed his eyes shut. Now what? 

There was little choice but to consider the next part of the Jal’s riddle – he couldn’t very well just go home with the most valuable prize in the whole of Ícalar and wait it out.  

“Safeguard it from those who did not die,” he thought. Considering the attackers, safeguarding seems something to do regardless, but ‘those who did not die’? Then to ‘learn the truth of five, and unlearn the truth of the world’...five. He faced the wall of the inn and reluctantly opened the capsule again, then emptied it into his palm. There were indeed five stones. With a grimace he scooped them back into their manmade pod. It may be coincidence, but it may not. If it isn’t...then what truth –

“Honored Guest?”

Fîeron shoved the new capsule into his inner pocket with the message, stood, and spun on his heel. Hephin stood a few steps away with a large rug draped over his shoulder and the woven-reed beater in his free hand. An uncertain smile was on his face. 

Fîeron thought quickly, first conjuring an embarrassed smile. “Forgive me, Master Moduut. I was in the area and wanted to stop by to thank you again for your hospitality yesterday, and was distracted by this wonderful kyrti. They’re my mother’s favorite so I could not help but notice.” He brushed blossoms off his shoulders and out of his hair.

“Oh, yes!” Hephin rocked back in delight. He tapped the brick wall with the rug-beater. “This inn must be double my age, but the kyrti is probably about as old as I am.”

Fîeron recalled, too, that fauns typically lived a little longer than humans; though he wasn’t the best at guessing faun ages, to him Hephin seemed to be in the middle ground between middle-aged and old. “Is that so?”

“I remember it being given to my father from a friend of his at the time – Carabal Acosaphaura – when I was a child. Eraleon Acosaphaura’s father, you know. Though it was Eraleon that told us how to take care of it and help it thrive.”

The name surprised Fîeron, enough to make him hesitate in extricating himself from the conversation. “The Acosaphaura, truly?” A prominent family of the Etîr tribe from Kiva – the only tribe to have not sided with the Accord during the war – that had been catapulted into infamy.

“Truly as I stand before you!”

Fîeron began to put the pieces together. Two of Iknaïs’ comrades in the Hidden Company were the kōza-riders of the Hidden Company, Andras and Amathara Acosaphaura; Andras was well-known to be the son of the influential Eraleon and, moreover, of the Chief Warmaster in all but name, Devatska. As far as he was aware, Devatska was the only Acosaphaura still living. Was it coincidence that Iknaïs would have ‘bade him rest’ here of all places? Unfortunately, as he vaguely recalled, Devatska had retreated into obscurity. Hardly surprising, given the rumors that two of her other sons had started the war.

“Such a shame for so talented a family to have met such an end,” he said as casually as he could manage, hoping to solicit more information. He wanted to look away, over the tidy close and the bridge to see if the attackers had caught up with him; instead he folded his arms.

“Ah yes,” Hephin agreed sadly and mimicked him – as much as he could with the rug over his shoulder, anyway; he patted it gently. “I don’t see her much anymore, but I hear Vati mostly just works on odd things out of her shop on Mine Trace. Totally forgone anything to do with kōza.” He sighed and shook his head, began slowly escorting Fîeron in front of the building. He brightened. “Listen to me blabbering on – don’t let me keep you, Honored Guest. Clescae will be happy to hear you’re better. Come to think of it, is the Jal’s funeral procession not today?”

For once Fîeron was glad he already had a pale complexion. He scrambled inwardly for a response. He did not like lying, but there was little choice. “There was a slight delay; with such a grand figure, the Stewardship is being very particular about the arrangements.”

“Ah, of course. Think of the foot traffic, for one!”

Fîeron forced a laugh. He was reminded he’d dallied too long. Soon word of what had happened – what was potentially still happen-ing – on the East Road reached the inn, or worse, the attackers would find him. “I must be on my way, unfortunately. Thank you again.” He dipped forward in a mild bow.

“Of course,” Hephin bowed back. As Fîeron turned to go, though, he called, “Oh! One more thing!”

Fîeron tensed and groaned inwardly, but looked over his shoulder.

“If horticulture interests you, as it happens Devatska is a good person to talk to.” Hephin chuckled, “I’m sure she knows about trees and plants that no longer exist, even!” His smile became somewhat sad. “And I’m sure a visitor would do her good.”

Fîeron hesitated. Was the comment deliberate? No, surely not. However, if learning the truth about these stones was part of the next step, then it was as good of a place to start as any. He smiled, and went on his way.

Once he was out of the close he kept moving as though hounds were on his heels. If there was one thing he was thankful for now that he was calmer, it was his knowledge of Korzhûn. Being the busiest Shepherd in the city meant that there was rarely a road or landmark he did not know, even one so out of the way as Mine Trace. The only problem was that Mine Trace was in the southwest out-skirts, a good distance from his current location. In the process of patting his pockets for his purse – garneries weren’t typically worn on ceremonial occasions – to see about renting a horse, he felt the capsule containing the ìkam stones. 

What am I doing? I should be finding Phìdene. I should be taking these to the Stewardship and letting them handle it. But even as he thought such, he reminded himself that Iknaïs himself did not entrust them to the Stewardship. Or to anyone but a Shepherd. The specificity was absolute. Fîeron groaned to himself and kept walking southwest, looking for a public stable. 
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