Beinj an account of the spiritual beliefs and practices of
the 4yl7e, mysterious cousins of the Suaq, compiled from
testimonies and ewperiences received from and bY those who
went- amongst- them from the Assembly of Pride in 38sYF

we will never forjef) | think, what we have seen and heard, here
by the shores of the lake. There are strange things in this world.
| see that now. It 15 50 much bigger, and wider than | had ever
7'm0vﬂ7'nea': like the lake, 7t contains strange dept-hs.

When we went amongst- the sylje, led by Fska Crowspeaker, e
thought it would be easy enough. They were cousins to the Suaq,
after all: thinking, free beings, declared as such by treaty and
Synod and law. Many of ws had seen them Fijhf; benefited From
their protection, and oere eager to learn of their ways - and
bring them owr waly. Could they, too, not become Followers of
Virtue? But the First step was to learn of them.

we met first with Koskinen, our contact in the éy/]é and an
ndividual famitiar to many amongst us. #e was somewhat
surprised to see so many unfamiliar priests, as many Fride
priests across the Empire had answered Fska's call. in particular
he was fascinated by the unfamilar dress of the Freeborn and
Uriz-eni representatives in our number - +he do{-hmj of  these
nations being particularly wnlike anYything ever seen in the
Frozen north.

In discussions with kKoskinen and his warband, tall twrned +o
reéiﬂv’on. In owr number, S50meonet broujh{" up that they had been
sent by the Fride Assembly - Koskinen asked what this was. we
began to explain the Synod to him, and he clearly tried to listen
but- was a lttle bored. when someone began to explain Fride to
him, however, he smiled and nodded and explained t+hat on t+hat
basis the 4ylze were certainly a proud people. #e explained that
to be 4ylze is to walk a narrow path, and to Live the life of a
cousin of the Suag with on€'s whole heart. There is a way to be
a hylje, that every 4ylfe  fknows and understands: and
understands that to turn fFrom # 75 as death.



He explained that the life of the 4ylze is inherently seasonal:
lLike the tides which hold dominion over the seas and the larger
lafkes, their numbers and +heir ho(d‘mjj ebb and Flow, in a way
that every 4ylje seems to have some inherent understanding of.
They have, it seems, festivals of a kind: events that mark the
equinoixes and the solstices, for instance, and the new moon and
the old moon., At these Festivals - “w@jﬁf@ﬁa o time - Ay/]é
una'erjo transitional events: new leaders are crowned, old leaders
take a,a'v'l/ojry positions, children become adults, newborns become
as children. I+ was difficult to wunderstand the sense in which he
meant-  this, or what  precisely  these Qcknow(edﬂemenfj of
transitions looked Gke: he was relunctant to be drawn into too
much detail on the subject. #He was clear, however, that to
forejo these ceremonial ma,rkmjj of time would nevitably lead
to a éﬂ/]é jfra,ymj From the path, and towards a doomed
fate.

we asked, curious, exactly he meant. At this, koskinen's Face
darfened. He explained that to do this wowld be “as death’, and
that anyone who did so was “C/IOOJ')'/?ﬂ to walk amongst the
bloodthrrsty ones’. This seemed a clear reference to the strange
erstwhile allies of the 4ylze who dwell in the Gullet, those that
are sometimes called the afilut, who ke the 4ylze can
transform but transform not into seals but orca: black and
white prea'a,f—ory whale-like bemjs.

we inquired further as to what he meant. It seems that ke
believes - that all 4ylze believe - that to walk aside from the
ways of the éj/]é and to deviate from the way of life that
their mother Sermersuaq._tawght them so long ago, is to condemn
Yourself to a terrible fate: “yowr skin will fray, and tear,
and wwoind, and become as wunto sharpness and pain’. This
caused some interest in the wWintermarkers of owr party, close
as it seemed in concept to the Stéin in which they believe. And
indeed, while “skin’ here seems quite literal - the sealskins that
all sylje wear, that are somehow totemically linked to their
seal-forms and their very natwre as 4ylze - it does seem that in
those skins is woven some anticipation of their own destiny: t-hey
have agency, and their Fates are not written For them, but



they do possess an inkerent sense of the narrative and rhythm
of their lives and the ives of others - he explained that his
jr@ndmofher had had premonitions of the howr of her pPassing
From a,je’j toll many weeks before it had %7‘17@(@ come.,

So it was that conversation turned to death. what do the 4ylze
believe  happens on death? we  expected  some  belief  in
reincarnation, perhaps - For it 45 easy to think of them as,
essentially, strange humans. But this was not what was
explained.

AL 4yl7e, he explained, come from the Great Sea. This 75 a body
of ... lLiguid, | suppose - that lies elsewhere, in a place beyond the
world: that the world we Frnow is to 4+ as the land 75 to our
mundane oceans. The Great Sea is the place from which 4ylje
Flow, and 1t 75 the place wunto which their spirits Flow on death.
This seemed quite similar to the Labyrinth, in concept, but when
we began to explain this he shook his head. #e explained that -
Far From owr concept-ion of the Labyrinth - individual éj/]é
spirits do not- exist in the Gréeat Sea. It simply 75, Tt 75 oF
aptie, and all within in it are as one. One slightly mischevous
Freeborn amongst owr number asked of the akhlut. This was an
impolat-ic  comment, clearly, but after a lttle while owr host
admitted that the akhlut, too, Floved From the Great Sea,
and that somehow their individual natures were not- contained
there. He took pains to explain, however, that the way of the
akhltut was a dark and evil one: that they had twisted the
way that the Flowo of sprrit- functioned, and that the natural
way of things was For the stufFf of the Great Sea to be as
4ylze. te of f-handedly ment-ioned that the Great Sea was part
of a wider location - 7t seems ot-her i‘/n’njj may Flow From 7t
and that there was also a Sty above, of which he fnew and
understood lttle. But for the 4yl7e, it s the Great Sea that
75 their Focus,

They do not believe, however, that the flow can be sped up by
acting in a particular way - the very idea that virtue could
do this seemed laughable to them. #e said that the flow was
simply the flow, and what they cowld do was, by (iVing in an



appropriate éﬂ(]é manner, direct 1t and siphon it when Tt
entered the world, ensuring that it became shaped as the hylze
and nothing else. It was here things became hard to Follow, as it
was clear he did not- mean this metaphorically, that For him
and all hylje this flow was a literal thing, but that it wasn't
in any physical location that he could speak of: and yet all of
them were aware of it in spirit. #e explained also that to lose
on€’s skin was to be cut of £ from the sylie-nature, and in this
vulnerable state, the Floo that made wup on€'s existence could be
corrupted into that of an akhlut, or other, stranger things. It
was clear they regarded this as death, but unlike their
natural, pre-ordained deaths, i+ did not let the Flow re-enter
the Great Sea but warped Tt, until such time as it Found
anot-her end.

These conversations took place over several days, and by that
time Tt was not simply koskinen but- others who had Joined ws: |
am presenting them here in an a,brfdﬂed Form. There were also
amongst- us several Younger 4yl7e, looking perhaps in thewr early
twenties, unblooded oarriors: they became @(7’6,6 and Firm Fast
Friends with Thom and katie of the Marchers, a pair of twins
From Mitwold who had travelled with ws and were of a similar
Q/ﬂe.

At some point, the topic of auwras was broached. we did not
think this would be necessarily controversial. It was clear that
awylze beliefs were an ll fit for the way, but the power of
Virtue +o move the Virtuwous heart is well-Frnown. One of our
number set- wup a Consecrated space. when Koskinen wallked into
7t he éejan to act extremely strangely, Jfrujjémj under t+he
profound sense of greatness that the awa imparts. #e moved
himself quickly out of the space.

Confused as to what the problem had been, we talked to him. He
explained that such auwras were the reason his people lived mostly
apart from humanity. By their very nature, he explained, they
pull us From the path of the éy/]é - which we do walk with this
f‘hmj You call pride, yes, but which we wallk as our natural
selves, wearing ouwr skin. Under the influence of auwras, he



explained, it s natwral for hylje to behave in ways that are
not- éy/]é) and as such risk f@((mj nto the way of the atilut
“or other, stranger w@yjn) the second +ime he had wused +his
phrase.

we showed him a couple of #allowed items we had with ws and he
- certainly brave - agreed to use them. It was clear that thewr
effFect- on him was less dramatic but he clearly did  not en]by
domj 50, and put down the items swiftly enough. e said that
these were less bad, but in other times, where conflict had
existed between the sylie and humans, humans had “done this’ to
many items to stop them being stolen by 4sylje raqders: that to
place an awura on jomef"hmj was almost, for them, akin to a
wardmj.

This was d7’5{“urb7’nj: what did 7t mean that Virtuous auras
were  anathema to his people? One of owr number, one of the
Urizeni, set- wp a Chamber of Fallas, to see if it was only
Virtuous auwras that caused +this reaction. #He Found +his
similarly — wuncomfortable, but less so than he had  the
Consecration of Fride: he explained that the 4ylje are somewhat
resistant to “that which is drawn From the Realms , in which
they take little interest. But virtuous awras are something
different - “they are of the world, and so the pressure they
put- on the Hlow s jreafer”. (/ncfa'enfa,lly: after a,J/cmﬂ) 7t Seems
hy(]é can make rno wuse of liao, which is mainly For them a mild
narcotic = not- poisonous, in the way it 15 to orcs, but whatever
it awakens in humans, it does little For them) This raised +he
quest-ion of Anointings. It seemed clear that - while we had
intended to of fFer them - they world not- be wanted. Still, out
of formality, we did ask - and indeed were streauously refused,

Unfortunately, not all of our number were amongst us for this
conversation. Many of the assembled priests had been amongst
the people, and at around this time we realised we had not- seen
Thom, katie, or their friends amongst- the hylje for some time.
At this time, this Very priest can running through the woods,
crying and screaming - pursued by therr erstwhile Friends.



| want to stress that they had not changed their fForm. They
appeared to us much as they had earlier. But they acted
differently - an energy fFilled them, not a wholly wnfamiliar
one: Pride, unalloyed, raw. They were castigating Thom For 97Ving
them some insult and were harryfﬂj him half to death, katie
fighting them of £ as they fled together. At the sight of them,
however, the other hsulze drew their weapons. “Atuut!”, kKoskinen
shouted, and Thowm's Friends were cut down, bleeding on the
jround. we screamed at them, asked them what they were a’ov’nj;
why they attacked their own, even as we ran to ensure that
Thom and Katie were alright - but none of the hylje could
recognise those that were on the floor, and indeed no recognit-ion
burned in their own eyes. Insight-ing them revealed anoint-ings of
pride on them - but wunusually, they were durable, more solid
than that produced by an ordinary priestly anointing, more (ike
those spont-aneous auras that form under poorly-understood and
miraculous conditions.

we removed the anointings, and suddenly all the ot-her hyle could
see them as hylje again, and began to treat thewr wounds.
koskinen onlYy now beja,n to realise what had happened, and sat
down, in shock and sorrow. we told him that it was alright -
that Lof had removed the anoint-ings.
“No. It 75 too late. You have [Filled them” #e shook his head.
“Whatever was there before, it s gone. They are new people now,
Chamjea' beyona’ recognit-ion by what was done to them. They will
not- Frnow the Face of their parents, nor their parents them. | do
not- fnow their faces, even - they look, perhaps, like those that
were here before, but to our si9ht- they are as different as
brackish water to clear. You have Filled those that were before,
and brought us back orphans.’

Indeed, as the wounded hylje were treated, it was clear that
they did not know us, nor any of the others. whatever the
experience of being briefly anvinted had done, it had rendered
their histories a blank. The hylje looked with suspicion and anger
towards Thom, but- koskinen raised a hand.



“You fnew not what you did, and | will not have the friendship
between our people damajed Form 19norance, | will et the rest of
You stay, but this one must leave, and never return to the
land of the éj/]é. Such is the fate of murderers] It was clear
that a harsher Justice could be meted out, but  Koskinen
commanded enoujh respect and power to stay the hands of those
amongst his people who wished to see blood spilled: and it 75 the
way of the 4ylze to respect their leaders. | suddenly realised some
of the things he had been fe((mj uUs - that to act out now and
cut ws down despit-e his orders, which clearly some of them wished
to do, wowld be akin to choosing to walk the path of the
afalut. Thank the Faragons, they resisted the urge - but at
this time Thom lef+ owr number and beﬂ@n the (onﬂ tref back to
human settlements. #e made it back, | am told, though the
Journey was a perilous one alone.

katie stayed with us, and explained what had happened. She
said that they had been running in the woods with their rew
Friends, talking openly of virtue and explaining virtue and the
way and anointings: and then, indeed, Thom had ofFered to
perform  FPride anoint-ings and  their hylje  friends, lacking
Koskinen's caution, agreed. It was then they they had been seized
by a strange aqggression, the awras having a powerful  but,
frankly, sinister hold over them, and they had ceased to
recognise Thom or katie, who suddenly became powerfully aware
that they were in unfamiliar lands with people who were,
perhaps, not as hwuman in their nature as they had appeared,
So they had fled, as we had seen, and events had transpired as
described.

That night was the last night we spent amongst the hylje on
this trip, the so-called death and imperfect rebirth of the
anointed hylje a strange and dv'jfurbmj experience that had
cast a pall over what had come before. There was much to
consider about what they had told ws. Their beliefs were not
compatible with the way - indeed , oere barely compatible with
a,nyfhmj we  wunderstand about- the world. Their response to
auras was d?’ﬁ{"urbinj) and two #7’3}160/07 amongst- our nuUmber
began to mutter that creatuwres inherently antithetical to



virtues cowld not- be friends. And while they seemed interested
enough in some of the principles of the Virtues, at least, they
clearly were of less interest than fioaowmj the embodied way of
the 4ylje and their traditions. It seems we cannot bring them to
the way.

The next day, we bid jooa'bye to kKoskinen, who was in a strange
mood. It was clear things were calmer than the day éefore,
anger given way to a melancholic sorrow. He spoke of his hopes
that the close relationship between the 4ylje and their cousins
could continue, and that these events had cawused no d@maje
that would not heal in time. But he asked that rno more priests
be sent- amongst them to talk of religion - that they would
surely  not respond  well  to such approaches. “we may Fish
together, and enjoy the waters together, and share owr
traditions. But we remain apart fFrom You - in these matters,
and all matters of the spirit. This 75 the way of f“/zmjj.
Sermersuaq_said this, when she birthed us. It 75 said that the
Suaq, those who cast aside their skins and walked to land, were
those that could not bear the 4ylje way. There is no shame in it
- but we are apart.”

This was one of the last {—hinﬂj he said to wus, before he and the
assembled hylje, on his signal, began to walk into the water. we
5w them cast their skins about their showlders, and t+hen the
water was Full of the heads of seals, bobbing in the water. One
looked back - and then, as one, they dived into the dark waters
of the lake, éecwmy nof-hmﬂ behind but- the wind ro((mﬁ oVer the
still waters.



