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Oath of the Seasonkeeper
Victor Larnen
Beneath a failing heart of seasons, an apprentice discovers that the core of her world's cycles has been secretly plundered. As the living stone thins, she must enter a liminal realm, confront the steward who has hoarded weather, and decide whether to hollow herself to seed a shared, fragile stewardship.
ProseHub


    
Cracks at the Core
The morning came like a question no one could answer. Eira found the north fields stitched with frost as if winter had been sewn into the wrong month, and the air tasted metallic, the tang of something not meant to be breathed. She wrapped her wool around her shoulders and moved between rows of stunned barley with palms that still smelled of the ritual oils she handled every dawn. The Aure lay at the center of the green — a hollowed stone crowned with light and lichen, faint veins of warmth pulsing beneath its skin like a slow heartbeat. For years Eira had been learning how to listen to that pulse: the way it shifted when a storm would climb early into the hills, the small quickening when a river found a new channel. That morning the pulse was a whisper, something folding thin as paper. Corin stood beside the core in his long gray robe, hands flat against the stone. He had tended the core longer than most could remember. His face had the brittle set of a man who had once held too much authority without asking how it weighed him.
They began the season rite with the practiced choreography of people who had kept the same words and the same steps for generations. Eira hummed the outer line of the chant while she laid out the woven cords that bound the minor readings, letting the threads kiss the Aure as she would a sleeping thing. To her muscle the motions felt right, but the lights that should have answered the cords were thin, like answers given through a cracked cup. A current that once ran full and sure through the stone stuttered. Somewhere beyond the ring of watchers a child began to cry, and even that small sound seemed too loud. Corin's brow furrowed. He steadied his breath and added a low note to the chant, a tone meant to steady both beast and weather, but the Aure did not take it.
When the final chord was supposed to rise into a warm, steady glow, the stone only warmed under Corin's palms for a moment and then went distant, dull as a lamp whose wick has failed. The cords dimmed; some of the watchers murmured worry. Eira's fingers pressed against the edge of the core, and the skin of it gave like old paint. She felt a soft flake come away under her nail — a pale sliver that hummed faintly in her palm. The shard was colder than it should have been and yet inside it something moved, like a minute weather. As her eyes widened, the shard flashed with a vision that was not the field nor the stone but a place of shifting weather and voices that braided together. She drew her hand back so fast the motion sent the shard skittering across the carved floor and it slid beneath Corin's robe, lost to the hem. For an instant, Eira thought the core had lied to the whole world. That lie had weight.
Corin folded his hands, smoothing the hem of ritual as if to hide the tremor of the moment. "It will settle," he said, voice low. "Old stone grows thin. A good binding, and it will take again." The watchers wanted to believe him; they wanted any promise that the land would hold. Still, a frost had already salted the barley and the sower's faces now carried the colour of midwinter worry. Eira looked at the shard she had set back along the carved channel, its surface already dulling. Her palm still tingled where it had touched it, as if the weather inside the sliver had brushed her skin. She did not know then whether it had been a warning or an invitation. The villagers drifted away, talk threading around the core with questions and small remedies, but Eira remained, feeling something settle into the bones of the valley: a suspicion not merely that the Aure was failing but that its failing had a hand guiding it.
By the time the watchers dispersed and the last of the bakers returned to the ovens, Eira had traced the faint lines of energy that should have run unbroken from the Aure to the small wardstones placed at village thresholds. Where there ought to have been a steady thread, a pattern of dimness repeated itself like footprints at low tide. She knelt, mapping with the tips of her fingers until a logical pattern emerged: the drains occurred not as a slow leak but in sharp, measured losses, like someone plucking coins from a purse at regular hours. The idea made her stomach tighten. She could imagine many explanations for a failing core: age and neglect, a strain of weather like nothing recorded, an old wound reopening. Intent, however, carried a different, colder face. It meant a mind, a plan.
Eira lifted her chin and walked the path to the steward's quarters, telling herself she would greet Corin, ask questions she had learned to ask, let him offer explanations. The building was close enough to the Aure that the hearth smoke carried the scent of lichen, and its door had been open since dawn. Money from offerings and small gifts to the steward sat on a shelf behind glass; the place smelled of the attic and slow paper. Corin worked there sometimes, hunched over charts and lists that measured the care of seasons with ink and charcoal rubbed soft. The charts were not what Eira expected to find right then. Instead, her feet took her to the worn plank near the hearth where the wood had soaked in years of footfall. Something had been shifted recently; the grain of the board sat slightly proud of its fellows, the crease cast a hairline shadow. Her fingers found it before she decided to look. The plank lifted with a small complaining sound and there, nested like a clutch of stolen birds, lay a small cache.
The cache held shards and small, warm things that hummed faintly when she touched them. They were not the polished, communal fragments used in daily rites but irregular bits, each carrying the faint echo of a season — a summer hiss, a winter breath, an autumn taste of ash. One glowed a slow, private blue that made Eira's chest ache. She pressed a finger to it and felt the same flicker of vision she had felt at the core, only sharper: a memory folded tight and kept for a single hand's use. Her heartbeat moved loud in her ears. Whoever had meant these pieces to be private had gone to the trouble of lifting the board and hiding them where the hearth's heat might make their edges soft. They had kept them as one keeps a fever from being known.
Eira replaced the plank with fingers that shook and pressed it down until it sat true. She could not yet name Corin guilty. The steward had done many things to keep the Aure alive; he had a reputation for hard choices and harder bargains. The presence of shards so obviously pilfered meant something had crossed a line. She set her palm on the cache's place as if she could seal the secret into the wood by strength of hand. Night moved in like a slow curtain beyond the window. From outside the muffled voices of a family arguing over whether to replant rose in the back row reached her — minor human longings in a place that suddenly felt fragile and public. Eira kept her hand where the board had been until the house was quiet and the hearth coals had burned low, and then she went back to the Aure to watch the stone breathe in the dark.
The moon rode low that night, and the Aure shone like an exhausted sentinel. Eira sat on the ring of carved stone and watched the pale throbbing, memorizing the little arcs of light, the way a single beat could grow and then falter. The core's hum was a living thing when it was well, but tonight it was a thin memory of hum. She could still feel the shard's phantom at her fingertips, the echo of weather breathing inside of it. She tried to gather the words she had learned to say when the core slept too deeply, the collection of songs that had been passed down not only so the people would remember how to ask but so the core could be reminded it was part of a world. As she sang, a wind moved through the valley full of distant things; instead of answering, the Aure pushed out a thin mist that smelled like old pages and far-off rain. Eira's voice felt small under that scent.
When the first of the villagers returned for a forgotten talisman or to check on a sick goat, she told them what she had seen: the flakes, the dimness, the plucked rhythm on the wards. People nodded and offered practical remedies at once — salt, a prayer, a sacrifice of seed — small measures that eased immediate fear but did not steady the stone. Word runs like a quick river in a place where the seasons are named like family, and by dawn the story had gathered teeth. Arriving at the steward's door later, Eira found Corin pacing, rubbing the back of his neck as if trying to flatten the worry into something manageable. "Old things need mending," he said, which was both a statement and a refusal. "We have tides. We have times when the core grows weary. Bring more oil, a new braid, let us hold vigil."
She wanted to tell him the board had been lifted, that she had found the cache. Her mouth closed. There is a different kind of language for when a person is not sure a friend is also a thief. If the steward had been taking pieces, was it because he thought himself the only one fit to hold them? Had he been saving the core and sacrificing the fields, or stealing to keep his own life steady? Corin's hand rested on the ancient list of rites as if he could steady himself by touching a page that had not yet lost meaning. "If we are alert," he added, forcing a small laugh, "we can close whatever hole is open. Fear does worse things than frost." Eira wanted to believe him; she wanted to trust that what he called a hole would not mean that someone had been fishing the heart of their home for private warmth. Yet the shard had shown her a place where seasons were stored like coins, and the thought would not be softened by ritual words.
She chose to take nothing to him but questions. Instead Eira went back to the fields, moving between the rows like someone looking for a lost stitch. The farmers looked at her with new suspicion; dependence on the Aure had made the villagers gentle and obedient, but it had also taught them to expect a pattern and to be cruel to anyone who broke it. A woman with callused hands met her at the ridge and said, "If the stone is ill, is it our sickness too?" Eira could only answer by showing the woman the wardstones; one near the well was thinner in its glow, a strip of night running through its usual dawn. "We must keep watch," she told her, which was both a plan and a plea. That night as she walked the boundary she thought of the cache under the floorboard, its warm contents hidden in a place meant to comfort by heat. Someone had wanted those pieces to remain private.
Nyssa found her by the western fence at dusk, wrapped in a traveling cloak despite the mild month. Nyssa's hands smelled of herbs and horsehair, and her eyes were bright with the sort of pragmatic warmth that made people trust her in a hurry. "You look like someone who has seen a bad secret," Nyssa said without preamble. She did not ask for gossip; she offered a healer's steadiness. Eira told Nyssa what she could: the frost, the dimming, the shard that had stung with remembered weather. Nyssa's mouth made a small O. "Ayria says such things happen when memory is miskept," she said. "But who would hoard season?" She tucked a strand of hair behind Eira's ear in a gesture that was both friend and comfort, and then she said, "You are not meant to carry this alone. Even a steward cannot bear the whole of such a thing." Eira did not answer. She thought of the cache and the smallness of the hiding place and realized that even the people who built their houses nearest to the stone could be furtive in their needs.
They walked together back to the core under a sky that had the pale silver of unripe fruit. The Aure breathed with a thin, metallic note, and the village slept around them like a body with a fever. Nyssa pressed a hand to the warm stone and did not seem surprised to find it faint. "If someone is taking shards," she said slowly, "they are trying to keep a piece of the world from passing. To hold a season for yourself is to steal a story from everyone who needs to tell it." The phrase sank in like a leaded weight. Eira's throat tightened. She had not yet decided whether to accuse, to seek proof, or to protect. What she had was a memory that cut like frost through marrow — someone close to the Aure had moved pieces of it into secret warmth. The thought of a single person hoarding the living history of weather felt like an act that would unmake small things: a child's harvest, the scent of bread, a neighbor's bedtime light.
The days that followed moved in the thin way of things unsteady: chores performed with urgent hands and traders arriving with odd tales of weather gone wrong farther afield. Each morning Eira returned to the Aure, mapping its voice like a doctor listening for an arrhythmia. With each passing dawn the pulse seemed less sure, and the pattern of loss grew clearer: wards along the southern road fluttered in dimness near the same small hour, and a militia of crows that usually hung like punctuation in the eastern hedges now flew sullen circles above the fields. Eira kept the secret of the cache close as if it were a wound. She visited the steward when she could and asked him the questions of someone learning to be wise rather than someone learning to betray. Corin answered with the dignity of a man who had steadied towns through droughts and storms. He gave lists of past crises and the measures he had taken. "If I keep more in reserve," he said in one of their conversations, "I do it to prevent collapse. Better that a few have warmth than that all freeze."
The logic of his words carried a certain cruel comfort. It could be told in stories that he had saved a valley from famine or carried the memory of a blizzard in years before anyone else had called it by name. But the shards under the board were not meant for a cache; they were meant for repair at the core, to be folded back into the living heartbeat and given voice again by those who had always sung. Eira sat on a low stump outside the steward's window and chewed the end of a reed as she watched Corin move within, his shoulders bent, his hands steady over papers that measured care. A small poster on the inner wall listed the names of families who had provided offerings for the season rites, and the ink there had been blurred with many hands. Eira imagined those offerings turned into private light and slipped into pockets like stolen coins. She imagined the faces of those families waking in winter to find their thresholds dark.
That night, Eira took another shard she had kept secret from the others and set it to the light. The piece breathed softly and for a moment yielded a clear vision: a road not far from their valley where a storm had wandered away from its proper month, where a woman had wrapped a tiny shard into a cloth and whispered the name of a child she could not save otherwise. The image was small and terrible, and it told a story she did not want to tell aloud: sometimes people stole seasons not for immortality but for grief. Puzzle pieces of motive and desperation shifted in her mind, making the picture neither simple nor clean. She slept like one who has been given a hard truth and knows it will not rest quiet.
In the early grey of the following morning, Eira returned to the steward's quarters with a plan forged from unease. She would not accuse without sight of the hidden place; she would not alarm the villagers without proof. So she moved with the slow patience of someone who understood that haste could break the very thing she wanted to save. The plank beneath the hearth was the same, its grain matched to the floor, as if no hand other than hers had been near it since she first found it. She lifted it quietly and lifted her eyes toward the curtain that hid the inner cupboard where Corin kept his ritual bindings. Her fingers brushed the warm edges of the shards and a strange thing tightened inside her: the shards seemed pleased to be found, like stones glad of the sun. She wrapped one in a scrap of cloth and slid it into the inside of her cloak.
Down in the yard the first roosters claimed the light and the villagers began their low, practical talk. Eira walked out past them, the shard held against her chest as if to keep her heart steady. When Corin passed her by the cider press, she could smell the tang of work on him, and his face was a portrait of a man who had chosen duty a long time ago and had come to mistake his refuge for a right. He lifted his chin and offered a curt nod that was at once formal and intimate. Eira found a place near the well where she could watch without being obvious and waited. The shard in her pocket warmed her skin and the vision it carried moved at the edges of her thoughts — a woman stooping, a child shivering, a single blade of frost-gnawed wheat.
When Corin eventually crossed the green to the Aure, he moved with a careful gait, hands folded as if in prayer or calculation. He stood beside the stone and for a moment their eyes met; something passed between them quick as a bird. He did not look surprised to see her, but he had a manner that suggested he knew more than he let on. He moved his hands across the core in a way that spoke of ritual knowledge and ownership; his touch was at once tender and exact. Those watching bowed with trust. Eira's throat filled with a cold that was not quite wind. She kept the wrapped shard pressed against her sternum until she felt the hum of it like a small animal. There are kinds of truths that require a witness. Eira recognized then that she still needed one if she were to understand what the toma leaving little hollows in the stone really meant.
She did not want to accuse Corin out loud in the ring of watchers. He had soothed storms and tended weddings and presided over funerals; to name him a thief would be to sunder a community's sense of safety. Yet to keep silent was to become an accomplice to whomever had been slipping shards into secret warmth. The shard under her cloak felt like the weight of a bell. She moved away from the core under the excuse of checking the wardstone beside the baker's door. No one stopped her; there is a politeness in small villages that lets people pass without questions when they wear the right concern. She touched the wardstone and felt its thread — thin as a reed now — and then followed it with the tip of her mind back toward the steward's house. The pathway ran like a memory through the valley, and at its source she thought she could see the places where the light had been taken. The notion sat in her like a splinter.
At the edge of the steward's yard a child had left a small wooden toy beside a post. Eira knelt to pick it up and the action took her hands close to the very board where the cache had been. She did not mean to lift it again, but her fingers found the seam and the plank lifted as if answering to something. A sound came from beneath the floor then, the soft, minute chinking of a stone against stone, and a hush fell for a single breath like a held prayer. Her heart jumped into her mouth. She slid her hand into the hollow and felt the edges of pieces and then a small roll of paper that had been folded many times. Unfolding it, she found a list written in a hand she recognized: not the careful steady hand of Corin's official records but a cramped scrawl that kept itself small as if to be ashamed. Names, places, hours: a map of small thefts. Eira swallowed. The letters trembled as if they themselves had thieved warmth from the pen.
The list told of shards taken at certain nights, of little divisions of season parceled out to unnamed recipients. The handwriting was coy with the economy of secrets. Eira could not read every notation in full — some words were smudged, as if hands had tried to erase them in the past — but she could see the rhythm of theft: measured, timely, something done with purpose rather than madness. The quietness of the yard seemed suddenly obscene; there were secrets underfoot here as much as cooking pots and small repairs. Eira rolled the paper back up and tucked it into her cloak with the shard. Her chest felt hollowed by the knowledge; as if she had turned a stone and found not treasure but a thread of compromise.
She did not leave immediately. Instead she waited, listening to the house settle and the distant bark of a dog. Night was a slow thief; it could hide the movement of a hand or the soft hush of a lid. She imagined the steward moving with the script of nightly rituals — moving pieces into pockets, taking warmth into his palm. The idea of a man so long associated with the balance of weather now carrying private seasons like an illicit coin felt like an act of violence against the village's memory. Yet she also felt the other possibility tug at her: grief. Perhaps the hand that had lifted a shard had been gentled by loss and had not known how to return a season to the world. The shard pressed against her ribs seemed to pulse in time with the questions.
When Corin came to the door and closed it behind him with the small respectful clang meant to stop drafts and gossip, Eira slipped away into the night. She moved across the green like someone stitched to shadow, the paper and shard heavy at her side. Her head swam with indignation and the strange, sick sick tenderness that comes to those who realize that the people they trust are sometimes those who most need to be held accountable. She walked back down the lane toward the place where the Aure stood waiting, thinking of the list and the thin, regular way the wardstones had been drained. The theft was not a one-off error but a plan. Someone close to the core had been taking pieces of it and hiding them where a hearth’s warmth could make them feel like home. The idea settled inside her: the problem was not merely the failing of an old stone, but the presence of hands that had quietly betrayed a common trust.
Dawn edged the sky with a hard white that morning, and Eira stood once more before the Aure while the village woke in a cautious, quiet way. She held the folded list in one hand and the wrapped shard in the other and considered how to set them together like a fusing of evidence. It was not enough to feel sure; proof required being known to more than herself. It required a witness or a confession. She thought of Corin, of Nyssa's steady comfort, of the villagers who would find their thresholds dim if the habit of hoarding continued. The shards in the cache had been warm. Warmth meant someone keeping the memory of season for private use, and private use meant the world could be altered by a handful of choices.
She resolved not to make a spectacle, not yet. Instead, Eira would learn what the shard wanted to show her, what it held when it breathed; she would listen to the shard's weather the way one listens to a friend's sorrow. She would ask the questions she had learned to ask the Aure. Night had made secrecy possible; the day would make it accountable. Corin would be there and so would the watchers. If she brought the shard into the open, if she let it speak its vision in the presence of others, she might force a truth that could no longer be smoothed over by ritual. She tucked both the folded list and the shard deep into her apron and breathed once, tasting the cold iron of resolve. The core breath rose and fell as if it too were waiting to be told what to be. Eira set her jaw. The first step in answering a wounded thing was to name the wound. Whoever had taken the shards had brought that wound into the light, and Eira, who had once learned to steady a chant, now felt the weight of beginning to unweave an old lie.

    
Through the Hollow
Eira had thought the Hollow was a story told to children at the edges of punishments: a place of odd weather that belonged neither to spring nor to winter, a margin behind the Aure where old bargains kept their teeth. That day it became a threshold she had to cross. She met Nyssa at the western marker, where the last of the village lanterns left their pale halos and the road turned to moss. Nyssa had packed only a small satchel: herbs for grounding, thread to bind a wound, and a thin map of the valley's lesser laylines. Her face was crowded with questions that she did not voice. When Eira told her what she had found beneath Corin's hearth and showed the folded list, Nyssa's jaw tightened into a line of practical sorrow. "We go because they took pieces we all need," she said. "We go because only being there will tell us the truth." They wrapped their cloaks and walked together toward the Aure, the stone's light now a cautious glow rather than a song.
Crossing into the Hollow required more than steps. The ring of wardstones around the Aure had been placed to keep the core steady and to mark the seam where the world's daily weather met the place of seasons. Eira had always been instructed how to touch the boundary and whisper petitions; tonight she pressed her palm to a cool stone and felt a thin seam like the first cut in paper. The shard she'd kept inside her apron pulsed once, and the seam widened with a whisper as if hearing its own name. Nyssa tied a small bit of sage to Eira's braid and braided a strand of her own hair into it as well, a knot meant more to anchor than to bind, a promise that if the Hollow took something of Eira, someone knew where it had gone. They stepped through together and the world rearranged itself as if someone had rearranged the rules of weather on a whim.
The air inside tasted of rain before any rain could be seen. A river ran beside them only to peel away and climb a bank, droplets hanging suspended like clear glass necklaces. A field ahead bloomed with autumn leaves that rose and circled like birds, and then a wind rolled through that smelled of citrus and smoke and old page. Light did odd things: sometimes it elongated, making shadows long and lithe; sometimes it gathered in small pools that hummed. Time loosed itself into ripples: a single footfall might echo back as a laughter from years Eira had not yet lived, a bird call might answer from a season she could not name. Nyssa kept her hands practical, plucking a leaf that was also a note and grinding it into a poultice of memory she pressed to Eira's wrist to steady the blood. "The Hollow will test what you carry," she warned quietly. "It will not be content with surface answers." Eira felt the shard under her cloth warm to a heartbeat that was not her own and understood that the place would not yield its truths easily.
They moved deeper where weather seemed less like phenomenon and more like thought. The rules that governed life behind the Aure felt like something made of old promises and the weight of people's songs. Voices braided around them, not in the sense of repeating words but in smells and textures and scenes: a child's laugh that tasted like blackberry; an argument that came down as a spatter of hail; a lullaby that was a sudden clear fall of dew. Eira's chest ached with the sensation of standing inside too many memories at once. The Hollow asked for language the way a tree asks for light, and she found her songs unsatisfactory. Yet the shard at her side pulsed and sometimes opened windows into particulars: a widow in a mountain place keeping the warmth of a late winter in a wrapped bundle; a fisherman trading a piece of autumn to buy his daughter's passage across a frost. Those lives felt immediate, and each small theft took on a human face.
As they went, the land set little challenges—riddles without words. A lane of frost would bar their way until each of them remembered a particular thing about their village aloud: Eira recited the name of the baker's granddaughter and the sound calmed the ice; Nyssa offered the taste of a certain thyme and the frost melted. Another time, a cobweb of sunlight stretched across a hollow and demanded a promise in return for passage; they offered the first true song they had learned and the web opened like a curtain. These tests were not cruel, merely exacting. The Hollow seemed primarily interested in reciprocity: it wanted to know whether those who entered would take and not give back. Eira felt the moral weight of the stolen shards multiply with each answered riddle. It was not only their duty to bring proof. If the Hollow was to be righted, it insisted, its restoration must be done with recognition of the debts owed.
Then, a presence stepped into being that felt like the crossing of two seasons: a shape that shifted between young bark and old bone, between a breeze that smelled of late summer and the mineral stillness of an early frost. The Warden did not arrive with a voice so much as with a pressure; the air itself thrummed with a sound that might have been its speaking. It regarded them with a patience that did not wear easily. Eira wanted to speak first and did not know what to say beyond the simple truth: Corin had taken shards, the Aure was thin, and something had to be done. The Warden's answer came in images more than in sentences. It held a memory of the world's early ways when stewardship was a circle and not a hermit's cloak. It showed long lines of people chanting into a night where the stone glowed with many hands instead of one.
The Warden's revelations were not flattering to anyone who had ever believed that a single steward could carry the whole of a people's seasons. It spoke of an old bargain, how once the Aure had been tended by a chorus of voices and the stone welcomed them, and how over time the chorus had been thinned until only a few sang. The Warden did not scold; it named facts in the way a weatherboard names a coming storm. "You have made a good stone smaller," it said in a tone that set the hairs on Eira's arms upright. "You have taught it to trust one hand over many. The Aure remembers what it was given and forgets those who are not asked." That its reprimand landed on Corin as easily as on the rest of the valley made Eira's chest ache. She felt a rising fury at all the small private choices that become public ruin. Yet when the Warden widened the vision and showed the reasons — drought that would have taken whole hamlets, winter that would have killed infants had someone not sealed it away for those nights — Eira's anger found a quieter shape. Human choices had been grim before they became greedy.
The Warden offered them knowledge the Aure would not speak plainly: shards were living memory condensed. They were not inert chips but folds of time and weather, each bound to the moment and the people who had needed it. If taken without leaving a story behind, those fragments grew heavy and sick, and the Hollow itself felt the strain. More, the Warden hinted at what Eira had already feared: someone close to the Aure had fused a shard to the self, drawing from the stone in order to hold a life. Such a thing was possible because the stone could be tempted into bargaining. "Binding is a wrong kind of keeping," the Warden said. "It makes the steward into a vault and the world into an offering left to rot." The idea of binding carried a new brutality in Eira's mind; it explained why the stone had thinned not by accident but by design.
Their words were still settling when a step came behind them that they had not heard. Corin appeared as if pulled out of the weather itself, robes damp with dew though no rain had been seen. Where the Warden's voice was a chorus of seasons, Corin's arrival felt like the narrowed life of a man under pressure. He looked older than his title gave him leave to be, and there was a deep tiredness around his eyes line as if he had slept in fragments over the years. For a moment he simply stood and watched them, and Eira's pulse shaped itself around a thousand things she wanted to say and then kept quiet. He did not hurry to deny or to run; instead his hands went to the seam at his belt and a glint ran across his fingers — the same slow private blue Eira had felt under the floorboard. Corin's jaw worked. "I will explain," he said. "I will not excuse what I have done, but I will make the case that you will not understand if you have not seen the choices before mine." The Warden inclined its head and made room like an old thing that had seen this pattern before.
Corin's voice when he spoke was not simple thunder. He told of years when the valley had been a hard place, when storms came without warning and entire orchards—Eira flinched at the word though she knew the valley still bred apples in late summer—had been lost to weather that did not care. He spoke of famine and of a night when he took a fragment to keep one road from icing and a mother from losing her newborn on the crossing. His narrative began like a plea and then hardened into a logic: when the world broke, he argued, the calculus of care could demand a single hand to hold a piece while the many were still learning how to sing. "If I had not," he murmured, "we would have been less." His speech offered small exact memories as evidence: a time when a shard saved a caravan, the name of a village he claimed he had kept alive. Eira had to face that sometimes theft is born from grief and duty rather than monstrous greed.
He did not raise his hand in anger, but his stillness carried threat. He showed, with a motion toward the seam of his robe, that a shard had been anchored to him. The binding had not been neat. It had drawn life as a vine draws sap, pulling the warmth of season into a private stem. The Warden's face—if a rim of moss and frost could be called a face—sulked with something like weariness. "He has taken warmth to keep a portion of the valley safe by himself," it said in a tone that acknowledged truth and offered no absolution. "He has taught the stone to answer only one voice." Corin's hands trembled now with the weight of what he had done. He insisted he had made the choice to prevent more harm than it caused. Eira wanted to ask whether those saved had known they were being kept by one man's cold favor. She wanted to fling the list at Corin and demand every name be read and every place be made to return what had been taken. Instead she felt the shard at her side beat in sympathy with the one under Corin's robe and her own body found sympathy she had not invited. She had seen the images of grief the shard had given her; she could imagine the hand that reaches into a fire because someone you love is burning.
Conversation gave way to argument not with blows but with a wreathing of weather. Corin's explanation carried the weight of desperate logic and the clarity of someone who had convinced himself his hoarding was mercy. Eira, who had watched fields fail and heard children's mouths form the name of a missing season, replied with a steadiness that had grown from her fear into will. "We cannot let a single life become a vault for what belongs to all," she said. "If you continue, there will be places that never sing again. Memory will shut like a wound and never open." Corin's counter was that the many were not yet ready to bear such an ancient thing as the Aure and that it could break them if they attempted to hold it without apprenticeship. The exchange was less an argument and more the meeting of two kinds of care: the kind that clutches and the kind that disperses. Both bore weight, and neither felt wholly wrong to the person who uttered it.
As they argued, the Hollow listened and tested them with scenes so intimate it felt as if someone had opened windows into their childhoods. Eira's blood thinned with the strange sensation of bearing too many seasons at once. A pocket of early spring unfurled to show her a small market where she once sold herbs; at the same time an ember of deep winter showed her a frozen grave she had not known in her bones yet felt as if she had visited. Nyssa's fingers tightened on Eira's until the knuckles blanched; she murmured grounding verses and crushed a leaf underfoot that smelled like sea and home. The shard in Eira's apron vibrated with a note that felt close to singing and also close to a memory she had not had. She was learning in small, dislocating increments what the Warden had said: shards hold lives, and to touch them was to be touched in return.
Something shifted when Corin's hand went to the blue glint again. The stone under his palm answered with a cold flash and a pocket of air around them grew flat and hard as an old bone. Corin's face closed; the man who had told them about saving caravans hardened into someone who would not let go. "If the hearth of the valley is to be torn into pieces on an experiment about sharing," he said, voice low and sharp, "then you would be happy to watch the children shiver? Are you willing to let our small lives gamble for a theory of fairness?" His words were not entirely false. He had, in the past, saved small lives. He had also made his heart a safe for weather. When he spoke about severing the tether, the Hollow itself seemed to bristle. To sever the tether would be to cut the subtle, threadlike connections that let the Aure answer to a village. If Corin acted violently, the stone might splinter. If he succeeded in severing the known channels, stewardship would be his private inheritance.
A panic rose like a sudden wind. The Hollow, which had been attentive to their conversation, began to react as if menacingly sympathetic. Branches of frost jackknifed out of the air; a bloom of late summer wind surged and made a laugh turn into a high keening. Eira felt the shard pull at her like a leash. She could have fled; Nyssa would have gone with her. But the knowledge at the center of her thought was simple and terrible: the more Corin clung, the more the entire valley's seasons were at risk. She thought of the cache under his floorboard and of the list of names folded into her apron. The math of obligation sharpened into a kind of blade. Neither clarity nor certainty offered a clean solution. Eira realized with cold resolve that they could not simply return to the village and accuse without proof and without plan. The Hollow demanded a different kind of response: one that acknowledged the wounds and proposed a way to knit them back together.

    
The Oath
The Hollow felt smaller the moment they decided not to flee it. The arc of sky above them tightened, colors folding like fabric until the light itself seemed to be listening. The Warden hovered at the seam of things, not so much stern as simply ancient, the kind of presence that has no need to enlarge its voice because the world already understands what it implies. "There is a way," it said, and the sound bent the weather into something like hope. "The core can be mended by many hands. It will not bloom because one man keeps the seasons like coins. It will answer when a covenant is made." Eira had wanted the word covenant to be smaller than a destiny, but the syllables landed inside her like seeds.
The Warden explained in images and touched words. The Aure, it told them, had once been a chorus and could be so again, but the chorus had to be sewn rather than offered; the stone would accept fractions only if those fragments were braided into living rituals across the valley. To break the Aure openly would be to risk shards shattering into meaninglessness; the stone needed a focal seed — a willing bond — that would fracture not into empty pieces but into living fragments that could be taught, cradled, and kept by a hundred hands. That seed required a sacrifice of the sort that changes a life: certain memories or senses would be given up, fused into those fragments so they would carry not only season but also the place of origin, the story of need.
Corin listened as if each phrase were an accusation. His face, already mapped with years of decision, tightened into something older and more private. "You ask a life to be hollowed, then woven for strangers," he said finally, and his voice carried both fear and a fatigue that was nearly grief. "You ask me to give up what kept certain people from dying. I cannot be the first to step away from the shelter I built." Nyssa put a hand on his sleeve, a touch meant to soften, but Corin drew back. The hollow answered with a small gust that cold the hair on their necks: there was a real and immediate cost to release. To free the Aure meant undoing the habit of relying on one safety, and that unraveling could hurt. The Warden was frank: the ritual would need a person who would become the original fracture, a body that would be split into shards and whose loss would seed many holdings. It would take a gift that could not be undone, and the moment of the gift would be the point where the old order either healed into something new or collapsed into ruin.
Eira heard the words as if through water and felt their gravity at the ribs. The idea of becoming a seed had an immediate, savage clarity: it was not merely losing some things; it was being made small, a crucible for what would go out to become other people's weather. She tried to picture what would be taken. The Warden showed her images that arrived like swallowed seasons — the name of a sibling that no longer rose in the mouth, a memory of a certain river bend gone like fog, the sense of a particular kind of rain that comes only in the valley. It would not steal everything but would pick small, sharp parts of identity and press them into the shards so that each shard carried a piece of the seed's life along with the season-memory it held. "They must know why a shard hums when they hold it," the Warden said. "It must bear a story as well as a weather, or it will not answer properly."
The moral calculus twisted in Eira's mind. She could imagine it in ledger terms: the valley's vitality restored in exchange for fragments of someone. She could also imagine the other ledger, the ledger of what Corin had already taken in secret, and the lives that had been warmed privately while others learned cold. Eira felt fury bloom for a moment so sharp she tasted iron. Then she thought of the faces the shard had already shown her: a mother wrapping a shard to warm a baby, a fisherman trading autumn for a voyage. Corin's defense began to look not only like selfishness but like a terrible mercy — the shelter of one hand that saved some by damning others. There was no tidy truth to hold; every option cut.
Nyssa's voice was steady when she spoke. "We gather the valley. We tell no lies. We show the Warden and we ask who will step forward. If no one does —" She hesitated and the Hollow filled in the meaning: if no one took the seed, Corin might either continue or break the core in a way that could not be repaired. "If we teach the people to keep the shards themselves, the core will answer a hundred voices rather than one. But someone must be willing to let the first pieces go. The wound will hurt either way. Better that it be chosen than that it be forced in secret." Eira thought of how secret theft had already hollowed them. She thought of that list under Corin's floorboard and of the hidden cache's small warmth. The choice was not between comfort and pain but between two kinds of cost: a deliberate, shared pain or a quiet, continuing theft.
They spent the hours of the Hollow making plans the way people make war plans: with the urgency of improvisation and the steadiness of ritual. The Warden taught them the outline of the rite: a ring of voices (at least seven, but better if the chorus was larger), the binding of shards to living hands, a naming of place for every fragment. Each family that would take a shard would be required to learn a particular chant and a small tending practice, to ensure long-term stewardship instead of careless possession. The seed's role was to offer an intimate set of memories to bind to the shards while the chorus taught the rest. "A shard holds more than weather," the Warden intoned. "It keeps a reason to remember. If you do not teach the reason, the stone will forget and the shard will grow cold."
Nyssa proposed that they return to the valley and call a gathering at dusk, not as an accusation but as a reckoning. Eira thought of how the villagers would react: many would be frightened; some would be angry; others, she knew, would be quietly relieved that something might be done to steady the fields. Corin did not want an open gathering. He argued that to parade accusations would break trust and that the work should be done secretly by those who knew. Eira's answer rose from some small, stubborn place that had learned to steady the Aure's chords: "If you will not release what you have taken, then we will bring the world together. People must decide with eyes open. If we keep secrets, we do violence to our memory again and again." Her voice was not loud but it carried. The Warden breathed a response like a leaf falling into a river and set a rule: whatever choices the valley made, they must be made openly, by those who held the songs.
They left the Hollow with a tired sort of clarity. The weather outside had not changed much — the village still smelled of baking bread and of the low animal life of barns — but everything felt different in that thin way a place feels after its people have been spoken to honestly. Eira and Nyssa walked back across the green with a plan: gather the village at dusk, offer the Warden's explanation, and request volunteers for the seed, promising transparency. Corin shadowed them at a distance and his face read like a map of decisions. He would not give up his claim easily. At the edge of the green he turned and spoke to Eira in a voice that had not lost its softness despite everything. "If this is what you want, do this cleanly. Do not let other people make martyrs of themselves because they have been asked poorly. Teach them what the cost is." He did not say no. He did not say yes.
Word moves like water in a valley that names its seasons. By midday the notice of a gathering had threaded through lanes and kitchens, passed by children skipping and loitering, and pooled at noticeboards and doorways. People came with faces that carried the small, obvious marks of those whose daily lives intersected weather: a farmer with callused thumbs, a baker with a faint burn along the wrist, a woman whose hair smelled of river reeds. Eira looked at them and felt something she had not known before — responsibility loosening into something like love: not the romantic kind, but the fierce, household love that keeps edges mended. Nyssa moved among them, handing out small leaf notes with the Warden's outline and a promise of truth. The first to speak that dusk was not Corin but an older woman whose hands had folded for both births and graves. "We are tired of nights when our thresholds go dark," she said, voice thin with years and not given to drama. "If there is a chance to hold our pieces ourselves, I would learn."
The meeting that evening by the Aure was more raw than Eira had imagined. Corin came and with him a retinue of those who trusted his judgement — men and women who remembered winters he had steadied. They stood like a human wall between the stone and the rest of the crowd. Corin's voice was steady when he spoke, recounting the times he had taken a shard and saved a crossing, the nights he claimed he had kept from being annihilated. There was gratitude in the faces behind him that complicated everything; people who had been helped whispered his name with affection and relief. Eira saw why he had kept his secret. Gratitude has weight; indebtedness can blind.
She also saw the other side: the faces that had known only the loss, the ones who came because their wards were thin and their harvest had failed. People stood and spoke about missing rains, about children who could not learn the rites because no one taught them, about the small cruelties of thresholds that did not glow. Nyssa guided the meeting with a cool hand, reading the Warden's conditions aloud and asking who would step forward to be part of a new chorus. There were hesitations and then, from the back, a murmur: a young couple with small ears for songs, a teacher who taught old chants to boys and girls, a mason who promised he could help carve wardstones into household items for keeping. The chorus grew in fits and starts until there were nearly fifty hands raised — enough to begin a slow, distributed stewardship if the seed could be given and the ritual performed correctly.
Corin watched the hands like a man watching the weather move across his land; his face twisted in something between pain and recognition. Eira stepped forward then, because she could not stand to watch him make her choice for her. She felt the shard inside her apron like a small, urgent animal. "If this is to be done," she said, and the crowd looked at her with something like hunger and fear, "it should be done with honest eyes. I will be the seed." The hush that followed was the sort that can be heard in barns when the animals sense a storm: an anticipatory silence. Corin's mouth tightened. Some called out her name with surprise. Nyssa's hand found Eira's and squeezed. The Warden's wind circled like a promise.
Corin did not explode; he looked as if someone had struck him gently. "You would give yourself up to fix what I have broken?" he asked, not quite believing and not ready to accept. Eira met him with a steadiness she had found in the long hours of watching the Aure. "I will not let theft decide who keeps memory," she said. "We will make the choice together, and I will bear the first heavy piece if that is what it takes." She felt the old apprentice fear — of losing the particular threads that braided her to home — but something deeper had taken hold: the sense that her life, however small compared to the ages of the stone, could be a turning point. The people cheered in a scattered way, not from joy but from relief, and the Warden's presence seemed to settle like a soft rain.
The rites began with teaching. The chorus gathered in concentric rings, each family taking a shard that would be warmed in a communal fire and then taught the name and the story that would bind it to that place. Eira unwrapped one of the small shards she had kept and placed it in the open palm of an aging baker, telling him the image the shard had given her the day she first felt it: a child’s laugh folded like bread. The baker hummed a tune that fit the shard and promised to teach his apprentices the tune until the song no longer felt foreign. Nyssa moved among the rings, binding little pouches of herb and salt to the shards so they would be carried in kitchen drawers and under beds and taught to children as lullabies. The Warden oversaw with a patience that was almost surgical; when a family made an oath to keep a shard, the Warden breathed its approval and the air around the shard warmed slightly, as if the stone itself accepted the new custodian.
Corin stood apart, the blue glint under his robe like a wound in the fabric of his chest. He did not raise his voice but his eyes followed every move as if keeping a careful account. When Eira offered herself to the ritual, the Warden instructed them to hold a circle at the hour when the Aure's light was thinnest — that seam between night and day when the stone answered to both itself and to the world. The seed would need to be held and sung to, then offered into a breaking pattern where the shard's voice would divide and be taken by the chorus. The price would be clear: the seed would no longer hold those memories intact. They would be eaten by the shards so that those shards could carry memory out into households. It was an erasure made useful.
The night of the rite was raw and honest. People came bearing objects and songs: knives dulled in gratitude, doll clothes with seams from many menders, lullabies forgotten and reclaimed. The Aure lay at the center, paler than any of them had seen, as if exhausted and relieved at once. Eira sat upon the stone's ring with the shard held in cloth, and the chorus formed like a tide around them. The Warden's voice braided their songs into something that was not unlike a storm, but a storm tempered by lullaby. Eira felt each phrase like a stitch. She had been taught to tend the Aure with small, steady hands; now her hands were to be opened and poured out.
The first part of the rite was to name aloud what would be given: not just seasons but the small human maps that made a shard holy. Eira spoke of a rain that smelled like wet hay and of the baker’s apprentice who sang off-key; she let the words hold what would be woven into the fragments. Each oath she made did not taste like loss at first but rather like a compact — a decision made in clear light. Nyssa guided the chorus and taught families how to listen for the shard's voice once it warmed in their palm. Corin watched with an expression like a man learning the terms of his own undoing. The air thrummed; the Aurora's veins pulsed. When at last the Warden signaled, the shard warmed and the moment arrived like a breaking of glass that does not cut but instead scatters light.
Eira felt the shard peel away from her as if some invisible seam were pulling the thing into smaller and smaller hearts. Voices around her rose — the baker's loud and steady, a child's thin and exact, the mason humming under his breath a tune he had learned from his grandmother. The shard did not vanish so much as unravel, threads of memory and season looping outward to hands willing to keep them. Each family took a piece and the first parts belonged like the simplest kinship: a fall song to a school, a winter hush to a midwife. Eira felt the breaking as a hollowing sensation and yet also as if something were being born: the world she had known would be re-tuned to many musicians rather than a single bell.
Corin did not try to stop the unweaving. Instead he stepped forward when the last fragment separated, and for a moment the field was all silence and breathing. He brought forth from beneath his robe a small shard, darker and dull as one kept too long in the dark. "I have been part of this theft," he said, and the admission held all the weight of a confession. The crowd shifted; some voices were cold, others trembled with compassion. Corin knelt before the Aure and laid his shard down. The Warden's presence touched it and the shard flared with a color that felt like apology. No glory accompanied Corin's act. He did not ask for forgiveness; he asked to be accounted for.
The Warden then proposed another thing: if the seed had given pieces of memory to the people, then someone who had taken private warmth must also offer a reckoning. Corin's eyes closed and when he opened them they were wet with exhaustion. "I will go into the Hollow," he said, voice small and raw. "If there is a way for a man to be held to what he took and to let the Warden judge what should be returned, then I will answer for it. Not because I deserve absolution, but because I have no more use for a hoarded life." The people were not sure whether to condemn him or to leave him with his decision. He walked slowly into the seam of weather, and the Hollow received him with a wind that might have been pity.
In the days that followed, the valley felt the slow return of pattern rather than a loud reunion. Wardstones warmed in new places, and children learned new chants about how to tend a shard in a kitchen drawer. The rhythm of weather returned as a chorus: rains came more belated and more precise, snows fell in the places they had always visited, and the Aure's heartbeat steadied though it felt different under hands that were no longer used to hearing only one tune. People had to learn the chores of stewardship. It was messy and beautiful. Eira walked among them like a woman whose face you know but whose name is sometimes stubbornly absent. She had kept an edge of herself like a thread still tied to the stone, but certain things no longer fit easily in her mouth — the name of a childhood friend, the exact taste of her mother's bread, whole afternoons of being small. Those losses threaded through her like missing stitches.
She felt grief for what had been taken and an unexpected quiet pride. The valley's songs carried a new texture: many voices, imperfect and alive, that had to practice remembering. Nyssa stayed close, weaving small habits into the chorus of households, teaching children how to carry a shard with humility. Sometimes, when dusk pooled on a field and the wind smelled of distant rain, Eira would stand at a threshold and listen while someone hummed the tune she had taught them, and in that humming she would find a memory she could no longer bear as a private thing. The Warden watched without praising, as if knowledge of the rightness of the world was not its business to announce. The people tended the shards and, as they did, the Aure warmed differently: no longer the voice of one sentinel but the murmur of many mouths.
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