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  CHAPTER 1: The Court That Did Not Grieve


Point of View: Elias 
Timeline: Week 1, Day 1. Early winter. Eleven years after the Black Winter ritual.
The Morning Court
Lord Aumer fell silent in the middle of his petition.
The court watched him stand empty, and Prince Elias watched the court, not for grief, but for envy.
Blackthorn Keep made every human sound seem temporary. Voices rose into the dark arches of the audience hall and came back thinner, stripped by height, glass, and old royal design. Winter light fell through narrow windows in pale bars. The floor drank it dry. The air smelled of old wax, damp wool, lamp smoke, and the faint iron polish used on the guards’ armor.
Elias sat beneath the unfinished crown arch.
The bare place above his head had become part of court language. No one mentioned it. Everyone noticed it.
Prince Regent.
Not king.
The Covenant of the Whole Soul kept the difference alive. Elias had learned the covenant from his mother when he was sixteen, when she still believed old law could protect the kingdom from the hunger of rulers. Queen Mother Lysandra had stood behind him in the royal schoolroom, her hand over his shoulder, and guided him through the copied text.
Royal blood could rule in crisis. Royal blood could inherit a house, hold a regency, open lesser locks, and command armies. But the Heartstone would not accept a sovereign bond from a divided soul. The king or queen who bound Asterfell to the stone had to be whole.
It was not a council custom. It was not a law scribes could soften. The covenant lived below the palace, older than any living judge. No vote could rewrite it. No Soulwarden could cut it without damaging the Heartstone itself.
That was why Elias wore a circlet instead of a crown.
That was why certain nobles bowed to him with loyalty in their knees and calculation in their eyes.
The morning court had begun with ordinary hungers. A boundary dispute. A grain storage appeal. A widow asking for the return of a workhorse seized after her husband’s death. Elias granted the horse returned because the merchant had filed his claim two days late. The widow cried into her sleeve. The merchant bowed with his jaw tight.
Elias watched the wet mark spread across the widow’s cuff.
He moved to the next petition.
Lord Aumer stood at the center of the hall in sable velvet and a ruby collar too bright for winter light. He governed the northern road taxes with the clean cruelty of a man who believed suffering became orderly once written into ledgers. His left thumb rubbed the inside of his right wrist as he spoke. The movement repeated at uneven intervals.
“Your Highness,” Aumer said, “if the crown permits provincial refusal under the excuse of winter hardship, every lesser town will learn to clothe defiance in misery. Order must be kept before softness weakens the roads.”
A murmur traveled through the benches.
Lady Marst of the treasury tapped one finger against her folded petition. Lord Oric looked down at the statute scroll in his lap. Lady Vesper Harrow stood in her white Soulwarden robes with both hands hidden inside her sleeves. Lord Garron Thorne watched from the war ministers’ side of the hall, his iron-gray uniform severe, his expression still enough to be mistaken for patience.
Elias looked back at Aumer.
The skin beside the tax lord’s mouth had gone pale. Not the pallor of faintness. A grayer thinning, as if color were being drawn inward from beneath the skin.
“Continue,” Elias said.
Aumer inhaled.
His mouth opened.
No sound came.
The silence gathered around him first. It held his open mouth, his lifted chin, the hand still curled around the petition scroll. Then it widened through the hall. A clerk paused mid-stroke and left a bead of ink swelling at the end of his quill. Somewhere near the rear benches, a woman’s bracelets clicked together once and stopped.
Aumer’s mouth closed.
His shoulders lowered.
His face smoothed.
Elias leaned forward by a small measure.
“Aumer.”
The tax lord turned his head at once.
Too fast. Too clean.
His eyes had been brown when the petition began. Now they were pale silver from rim to rim.
A cup fell. Metal rang against the floor and rolled until a guard stopped it with one boot. Lady Aumer rose halfway from her seat, hand pressed to her throat.
Elias lifted one hand.
The hall quieted, but not fully. Fear remained in the small sounds: silk shifting over knees, breath catching behind fans, rings striking chair arms.
“Lord Aumer,” Elias said, “step back from the petition line.”
Aumer obeyed.
Three steps. No hesitation. No insult. No attempt to ask why a prince had ordered him in front of rivals who would dine for months on the memory.
His hands rested at his sides.
His face held nothing.
The court saw obedience.
Then the court understood what obedience looked like when no will stood behind it.
Lord Aumer Falls Silent
“Physicians,” Elias said.
Master Pell came first, old enough to remember Asterfell before the soulcraft ban. Mistress Valeen followed with her leather case. Young Caldus came last and nearly stumbled where the floor dipped before the dais.
“Do not touch him until I give leave,” Elias said.
The physicians bowed.
Lord Aumer did not.
That small absence disturbed the court more than the changed eyes. Aumer had bowed to men he hated, women he mocked, and laws he meant to bend. He had understood form as deeply as greed. Now he stood in the audience hall without pride, fear, contempt, impatience, or performance.
Elias descended three steps from the dais.
Rowan Vale shifted near the left stair. Not toward his sword. Only into readiness. The captain’s discipline had always been useful because it did not ask to be admired.
Elias stopped several paces from Aumer.
“Raise your right hand.”
Aumer raised it.
“Lower it.”
Aumer lowered it.
“Say your name.”
The lips parted. The throat moved. No word came.
The body had begun the act of speech. The person did not arrive to finish it.
“Enough,” Vesper said.
Her voice carried without force. Soulwardens learned to make quiet sound final.
Elias did not turn. “Not yet.”
“Your Highness, this happened before the court. It must be contained before rumor gives it more reach.”
Contained. Not understood. Not healed.
“Physicians,” Elias said.
Pell approached with cloth around his fingers. He checked the eyes, the pulse, the inside of the mouth. Valeen held a mirror beneath Aumer’s nose. Breath fogged it faintly. Caldus uncorked smelling salts. Aumer did not flinch.
“Pulse steady,” Pell said. “Too steady.”
“Can he hear?” Elias asked.
Caldus leaned closer. “Lord Aumer?”
Aumer’s silver eyes moved to him.
Caldus stepped back.
“He hears address,” Elias said. “Possibly command. He does not answer identity.”
Vesper’s medallion tapped once against a sleeve button when she moved. “A wound to the will, then.”
Pell did not answer.
Garron did. “Or a form of discipline made by uglier means.”
Several councilors turned toward him.
He stood with his hands behind his back, studying Aumer as if the man had become a military problem. “If he obeys, chains may be unnecessary.”
Lady Marst recoiled. “Unnecessary?”
“If he is calm,” Garron said, “restraint may create more fear than safety.”
The sentence settled badly. It did not praise the condition. It placed obedience beside order and allowed frightened minds to do the rest.
Elias looked from Garron to the court.
Some nobles had drawn back. Others stared at Aumer with horror. A few did not.
Lord Pennor’s gaze lingered on Aumer’s blank face with an interest too bright for fear. Lady Sevrin, who had three sons and no heir she trusted, watched the tax lord’s obedience with her lips slightly parted. A lesser judge from the east provinces lowered his eyes only after Elias looked directly at him.
The court had praised Elias’s calm for eleven years.
Now calm stood before them in another body, stripped of rank and self, and some still found it useful.
“Take Lord Aumer to the physicians’ wing,” Elias said. “Separate chamber. Two guards. No chains unless he resists. No Soulwarden mark.”
Vesper turned. “Your Highness.”
“No Soulwarden mark.”
Pell bowed quickly. “Yes, Your Highness.”
The guards led Aumer away. He walked between them without struggle. Lady Aumer made one thin sound and took a step after him. Vesper touched her arm and bent close. Whatever she said made the woman lower her head and go still.
The doors closed behind Aumer.
Elias returned to the dais.
The bare crown arch waited above him.
The Court’s Envy
“Petitions are suspended,” Elias said. “The High Council remains. All others withdraw to the east gallery until called.”
No one moved at first.
They wanted dismissal. They also wanted to know whether panic had permission.
Elias waited.
The room obeyed.
Nobles gathered their silks, furs, papers, gloves, and frightened whispers. The widow with the horse writ clutched the parchment to her chest and left quickly. Lord Pennor went more slowly. Lady Aumer did not look back toward the door that had taken her husband.
When the hall emptied, the council stayed.
Vesper. Garron. Oric. Marst. Pell. Rowan by the stair. Two clerks. Three guards.
The room sounded larger without the crowd. The braziers hissed softly. Far above, wind pressed snow against glass.
Vesper spoke first.
“The shape of this matter is older than plague.”
“How quickly you see its shape,” Elias said.
A pause.
“I see what my office trains me to see. Silence in the self. Obedience without will. Silvering of the eyes. These are not common symptoms.”
“No,” Pell said. “They are not.”
“Then spiritual damage must be considered.”
“Poison must be considered,” Elias said.
Pell nodded. “Poison remains possible.”
Garron looked toward the closed doors. “Poison rarely makes a lord obey like a well-trained hound.”
“No,” Elias said. “But men make poisons for purposes.”
Lady Marst folded her arms. “You believe this was done inside Blackthorn?”
“I believe Lord Aumer did not become that way because his petition bored him.”
One clerk almost wrote the sentence. He stopped when Oric glanced at him.
Vesper rested one hand near the Heartstone medallion at her throat. “There are injuries ordinary medicine cannot read.”
“You mean soulcraft.”
The word changed the air.
Soulcraft had been illegal in Asterfell for eleven years. Before that, it had been feared, regulated, requested in secret, and condemned in public when convenient. After the Black Winter, the law gave it a single face.
House Renne.
Vesper lowered her voice. “Forbidden soulcraft nearly destroyed House Corvain once before.”
Elias looked at her.
“Did it?”
The council went still.
“That is the judgment recorded by law,” Vesper said.
“Law records what witnesses survive to say.”
Oric lowered his eyes.
Pell’s hand tightened around his physician’s case.
Garron leaned back. “Is this the hour to reopen old trials?”
“This is the hour to keep Lord Aumer alive long enough to tell us whether old trials have reopened themselves.”
Vesper’s fingers closed inside her sleeve.
“You risk confusion,” she said.
“No,” Elias replied. “I risk sequence. First body. Then cause. Then judgment.”
“That is not how curses always move.”
“Then cure him and correct my method.”
She did not answer.
The Royal Physicians Fail
Master Pell returned after midday.
The council had moved into the inner chamber behind the audience hall, where the air smelled of ink, wax, banked fire, and damp wool drying too close to heat. Maps of the road provinces lined one wall. A clerk’s sand shaker clicked softly whenever his hand trembled.
Pell bowed. “No fever. No wound. No swelling of the tongue. No seizure signs. No bruising at throat or skull. Breath even. Heart steady. Reflexes answer pain, but his face does not.”
Lady Marst pressed her fingers to her lips.
“You tested pain?” Elias asked.
“A pin beneath the nail. Lightly.”
“And?”
“The hand withdrew. The face did not.”
A body that protected itself. A face that did not object.
“Poison?”
“No known poison detected yet. No bittering in the mouth. No discoloration under the nails. No scent in the breath that I recognize.”
Vesper stood near the hearth. “Because this is not a physician’s illness.”
Pell said nothing.
Elias turned to him. “You disagree?”
“I do not know enough to disagree, Your Highness.”
Honesty under pressure. Useful.
Vesper said, “A wound to the will requires spiritual authority.”
“Your order does not practice soulcraft.”
“No lawful order practices Renne corruption.”
The old name entered the room.
House Renne.
Pell looked down. Lady Marst’s mouth tightened. Garron watched Vesper rather than Elias.
Elias turned a page of Pell’s report. Lord Aumer’s name sat at the top in neat ink. Beneath it: silvering of eyes, loss of speech, obedience to direct command.
“Continue testing food and drink,” Elias said. “Petitioner hall. Noble wine. Kitchen staff. Anyone who served him this morning.”
Pell bowed. “Yes, Your Highness.”
“And the servants?”
Pell looked up sharply.
Vesper’s gaze moved to him.
Elias did not look away from Pell. “You examined more than Lord Aumer.”
Pell’s face paled.
Rowan, standing near the door, remained still.
“Your Highness,” Pell said carefully, “I had not yet given that report.”
“Give it now.”
The chamber tightened.
“Mira Tole,” Pell said. “Laundress. Seventeen. Haden Vusk. Coal boy. Twelve. Both silver-eyed. Both found before dawn. Both quieter than Lord Aumer. Their symptoms are deeper.”
Lady Marst’s chair scraped back. “Servants?”
“Before Lord Aumer?” Garron asked.
Pell nodded.
Vesper’s expression did not shift. “Lower-household contamination spreads easily. Servant quarters are crowded.”
“Names,” Elias said.
All eyes turned toward him.
He looked at the clerk. “Write their names fully. Mira Tole. Haden Vusk. Their places of work. Their ages. Their household ties.”
The clerk wrote.
Elias turned back to Pell. “Continue.”
“Haden responds most often to male voices. Mira turns toward sound but does not always obey. Neither speaks.”
“Keep them separate from Lord Aumer,” Elias said. “No burning. No sealing. No Soulwarden mark.”
Vesper said, “You forbid the only spiritual defense available.”
“I forbid alteration before diagnosis.”
“Your caution may kill.”
“Your haste may hide the killer.”
Silence followed.
Pell bowed and left with the relief of a man escaping a room full of knives.
Vesper remained by the hearth.
“You distrust me,” she said.
“I observe you.”
“That is not the same.”
“No.”
Her mouth curved without warmth. “Observation has limits.”
“So does doctrine.”
The Regent’s Limit
The law came before sunset.
Lord Oric brought the royal statute book himself. Two clerks carried it to the table and opened it to the coronation covenants. The volume smelled of old leather, dust, wax, and many hands.
Elias did not ask why.
The council wanted the unfinished crown arch placed between them again, even inside the chamber.
Oric set two fingers on the page. “Your Highness, given the public nature of Lord Aumer’s affliction and its possible resemblance to spiritual severance, the council believes constitutional clarity is required.”
“Clarity,” Elias said.
“Only regarding standing.”
Vesper stood beside Oric. Garron remained near the maps. Lady Marst had not sat since the book opened.
Oric read.
“The Covenant of the Whole Soul remains binding. It is not council preference or ordinary statute. It is woven into the Heartstone’s first royal bond. A ruler whose soul is severed from the body cannot complete full coronation. Royal blood may govern through regency. Royal blood may open lesser locks of House Corvain. But the Heartstone will not accept the sovereign bond from a divided being.”
Elias watched the candlelight move across the silver clasp of the book.
His mother’s voice came back as fact, not comfort.
Read the old laws before the men who profit by them read them to you.
Lysandra had taught him that in the schoolroom. She had tried to challenge Vesper once after the Black Winter too. Elias remembered it as a series of images: his mother standing before the lower chapel doors, hair unbound, voice breaking; Vesper holding charts of barrier strain, northern casualty counts, and Soulwarden measurements; Garron’s early reports from the border; Lysandra’s hands shaking as she read the projected deaths if the ritual were disturbed.
After that, she had wept in private.
She had stopped arguing in public.
Grief had made her easy to corner with numbers.
Oric continued. “No council can rewrite the covenant, and no Soulwarden can sever it without collapsing the Heartstone itself.”
Garron’s jaw tightened.
Elias recorded the reaction.
“If concern arises that Lord Aumer’s affliction is linked to Your Highness’s condition,” Oric said, “the council must insist that extraordinary powers remain subject to majority approval.”
There it was.
Control presented as caution.
“For eleven years,” Elias said, “this council has praised my condition when it steadied markets, ended duels, signed ration orders, and sent soldiers to the northern roads without public distress.”
No one answered.
“Now another man stands calm and empty in public, and the council remembers limits.”
Vesper lowered her chin. “No loyal servant doubts your sacrifice.”
Sacrifice.
A useful word. Clean. Portable. Easy to place in prayers.
Elias remembered the Black Winter in fragments: white sleeves, a silver basin, his mother’s hand on his cheek, a circle under the chapel, blood dropping from his palm, Vesper saying the barrier must hold. He remembered the documents after. The trials. The wax. The witness summary. The signature.
Nothing had stopped the pen.
“The matter is Lord Aumer,” Elias said.
“The matter may become succession,” Lady Marst said.
She regretted it at once.
Elias looked at her.
She forced herself on. “If the court believes this condition can spread or be imitated, factions will form. Some will call Your Highness vulnerable. Others will call you source.”
“Then we give faction less time than fear requires.”
Garron looked toward the open door, where the unfinished arch could be seen beyond the hall. “The army will need clarity.”
“The army will receive orders.”
“From a regent whose condition is now part of the investigation?”
“From the only lawful regent in the room.”
The clerks stopped writing.
Garron bowed his head a fraction. “As Your Highness says.”
Elias rose.
Everyone else rose.
“The covenant stands,” he said. “I remain prince regent until the Heartstone receives a whole soul in coronation, or until lawful succession removes me. Until then, Lord Aumer, Mira Tole, and Haden Vusk are not symbols. They are victims of an active threat inside Blackthorn Keep. I will investigate under crisis authority.”
Vesper said, “Hollowing. That is the word you used.”
“Yes.”
“You name it quickly.”
“I name what I can see. A person remains, but something closes over the self.”
Her gaze sharpened.
Elias looked to the clerk. “Use that term for now. Hollowing.”
The clerk wrote.
Vesper watched the ink dry.
Rowan’s Hidden Report
Rowan found Elias in the west passage after the council dispersed.
The captain did not bow deeply when they were alone. Years of correction had reduced the motion to something efficient and reluctant.
“The Graymere wagon,” Elias said.
Rowan’s mouth tightened. “Left before Mira and Haden were found. Before Pell reported. Before we knew enough to stop the relief routes.”
“Status?”
“Rider sent. Road iced. No confirmation.”
“Other wagons?”
“East mills stopped. Bell Street stopped after partial distribution. Names being gathered.”
They walked toward Elias’s office. The passage held the muted echo of servants moving behind walls, carrying trays, rumors, and fear from room to room.
“Graymere receives bread twice weekly,” Rowan said. “If the wagon distributed before the rider arrived, there will be witnesses.”
“And victims.”
“Yes.”
The office doors opened. Inside, the north windows looked toward dark pines and the pale rise of the barrier mountains. A silver bowl sat on the desk beside reports and blank paper.
“Record the relief routes with the victim names,” Elias said. “No servant is filed as lower-household contamination. No child is filed under incident number only.”
“I already started a sealed ledger.”
“Good.”
Rowan stood near the desk. “Vesper will ask to move the servants.”
“She will be refused.”
“Garron will say the supply panic must be contained.”
“He will be told that poisoned bread is more disorderly than public truth.”
A faint sound came from Rowan. Not laughter. Close enough to be noticeable.
Elias looked at him.
Rowan straightened. “Apologies.”
“No need. Continue.”
The captain’s face settled again. “Pell wants to speak privately. He says medicine cannot read this.”
“Then he is ready to name something dangerous.”
“Yes.”
Elias touched the rim of the silver bowl. The water inside lay still.
“Send him.”
The Name Under Ban
Master Pell came at dusk.
He entered the small map room with a leather case gripped in both hands. The chamber smelled of ink, stitched cloth, old wax, and the mineral damp that rose from Blackthorn’s lower walls. Maps of roads, mines, river crossings, shrine routes, and winter relief lines covered the panels.
Rowan stood inside the door.
“You asked to speak without Lady Vesper,” Elias said.
Pell swallowed. “Yes, Your Highness.”
“Speak.”
The physician looked down at his case. “I cannot read the wound. Not with medicine.”
“Who could?”
Pell shut his eyes once.
When he opened them, shame had settled into his face. “Before the ban, some soul-healers could read injuries of will and memory. Not street charmers. Not frauds. True practitioners.”
“House Renne.”
“Yes.”
The name stayed in the room like smoke.
“House Renne is dead,” Rowan said.
Pell’s fingers tightened around the case. “Not all.”
Elias turned to him.
“One daughter survived, according to old rumor. The younger child. Isla. A body was never found among the house dead. Some said a nurse carried her out. Some said Mara Renne’s sister hid her.”
“Mara Renne,” Elias said.
The name belonged to the Black Winter records.
He remembered parchment. Wax. Vesper’s witness summary. The charge that House Renne had severed the return path and corrupted the ritual. His signature beneath the execution order.
Nothing had stopped the pen.
“You knew Mara Renne,” Elias said.
Pell looked at the floor. “I consulted with her once. Before the Black Winter. A soldier came back from the northern watch unable to remember his son’s face. She restored enough for him to know the boy.”
“And you did not speak at her trial.”
“No.”
Rowan looked away.
Elias did not.
“Why speak now?”
“Because Lord Aumer’s body is alive and waiting for someone else to use it. Because two servants are young and poor enough to disappear if this becomes inconvenient. Because if this is a wound of the soul, there may be one living person trained by blood to see it.”
The door opened without permission.
Rowan’s hand moved to his sword.
Lady Vesper Harrow stood at the threshold. The guard behind her looked pale and apologetic.
“Forgive the interruption,” she said. “The council sent me to ask whether Master Pell had completed his report.”
No one answered at once.
The silence did its work.
Then Elias said, “He has.”
Vesper’s gaze moved to Pell, then returned to Elias. “And?”
“House Renne was named.”
Her hand moved toward the medallion at her throat. It stopped before touching.
Small. Fast. Not wasted.
“That family was executed for treason against crown and kingdom,” she said. “To summon Renne blood into Blackthorn would insult every life risked during the Black Winter.”
“Every life,” Elias said, “or every lie?”
Pell took one sharp breath.
Vesper’s face stilled. “Your Highness speaks from strain.”
“You will take instruction, not offense.”
She went quiet.
“If Isla Renne lives,” Elias said, “she is to be found.”
“She is a criminal by blood and training.”
“Blood is not conviction.”
“The law says otherwise where forbidden soulcraft is inherited.”
“Then the law may have been written by frightened men.”
“And if she finishes what her family began?”
Elias looked at her. “What did her family begin?”
No answer came quickly enough.
Elias turned to Rowan. “Find her. Quietly. No chains. No public warrant. She is to be approached under protection, not arrest.”
Vesper stepped forward. “Some doors should remain sealed.”
Elias looked at the maps. One red thread marked the road to Graymere.
“Sealed doors have served Asterfell poorly,” he said.
Rowan bowed and left.
The Quiet Below
Night settled over Blackthorn with bells, footfalls, and rumor.
The court withdrew behind guarded doors. Soulwardens lit white lamps in the lower chapel. The physicians’ wing gained two more guards. Lord Aumer’s household sent sealed notes. Lady Aumer sent none.
Elias remained in his office.
He read the reports until sequence became clearer than language.
Aumer had eaten pheasant, winter greens, candied roots, and dark wine before court. The wine came from stores reserved for noble petitioners. Mira Tole had eaten laundry-kitchen bread and stew. Haden Vusk had eaten bread, apple peel, and watered beer.
No shared table.
No shared rank.
Shared supply.
The lamp flame nearest the desk bent.
No window stood open.
Elias looked at it.
The water in the silver bowl trembled once, forming a single ring that touched the rim and vanished. The floor did not shake. No vision came. No voice. Only pressure, low and brief, rising through the soles of his boots and gone before it could be measured.
He placed one hand flat on the desk.
The Heartstone had not stirred for him in years.
Now it answered something.
The Hollowing. The mined dust. The servants. Aumer. A warning. A call. There was no evidence yet to choose among them.
A thin crack appeared in the silver bowl.
Not enough to split it. Enough to hold the light.
Water slid through the crack in one narrow line and touched the edge of Aumer’s report.
Elias moved the page before the ink blurred.
Then he took a clean sheet and wrote the names again.
Lord Aumer.
Mira Tole.
Haden Vusk.
After a pause, he added one more.
Isla Renne.
The lamp flame steadied.
The office returned to ordinary silence.






  
  CHAPTER 2: The Healer in Exile


Point of View: Isla 
Timeline: Week 1, Days 2 to 3
The Winter Market Clinic
Isla Renne had learned to heal without leaving proof, because proof was what the crown had used to hang her mother.
In Graymere, proof could be a needle cleaned too well after touching blood. It could be a fever broken too quickly, a miner who returned to work after forgetting the shape of his own hands, a widow who slept through the night after months of waking with her dead husband’s name caught in her throat. It could be a child breathing after the village physician had already folded the sheet over his face.
So Isla left no proof.
She worked in the back room of a winter market stall that sold bitter roots, lamp oil, cracked pottery, and salt fish wrapped in brown paper. Mistress Corra owned the stall and asked no questions. She had one clouded eye, three sons in the mines, and no affection for palace law.
Outside, Graymere’s market square struggled through snow and slush. Cart wheels cut brown tracks between the stalls. Miners moved toward the road pits with scarves over their mouths. Children waited near the charity corner for the royal wagon that came twice a week with hard loaves and turnips stamped under the crown’s winter relief seal.
Inside the back room, the air smelled of vinegar, dried nettle, lamp smoke, and damp wool.
Old Benna sat beside the brazier with both hands around a cup of root tea she had not tasted. She claimed her knees had brought her. They always did. Her joints were swollen, but the deeper wound sat under her ribs.
Grief had weight.
Isla felt it before she touched the old woman. A dense pressure beneath the breastbone. Cloth pulled too tight around breath.
“You have not slept,” Isla said.
Benna looked at the cup. “Who sleeps in winter?”
“People who are tired.”
“Then not me.”
Isla knelt and took her hands. Benna’s skin was thin and warm. Soap had roughened her knuckles. Years of laundry work had bent her fingers. Isla began with ordinary work first: comfrey oil, slow pressure, talk of flour prices, chimney drafts, and Benna’s granddaughter climbing the mill wall again.
Ordinary talk gave pain somewhere to look.
Only when Benna’s shoulders lowered did Isla let her true sense open.
Soulmending did not arrive as light. It came as texture. Fear had edges. Shame stuck like wet cloth. Old anger burned rough. Grief frayed and knotted itself around breath.
Benna’s grief should not be removed. Some wounds belonged to love. Taking them away would be another kind of theft.
Isla only loosened the knot enough for air.
Benna’s fingers jerked.
“Stay with the cup,” Isla said. “Feel the heat.”
“It is cold.”
“It is warm. Your hands are wrong.”
Benna swallowed. “It is warm.”
“Again.”
“It is warm.”
Isla pressed two fingers to the inside of Benna’s wrist and followed the tight place beneath her ribs. She did not pull. She did not cut. She made space, no wider than a thread.
Benna breathed in.
The breath broke.
Then another came.
“Oh,” Benna said.
Isla withdrew at once.
Shallow work. Stabilizing work. Enough for one night’s sleep, perhaps two. Not enough to change the wound. Not enough to cross the line her mother had pressed into her palm years ago.
Benna looked at her. “You did something.”
“I rubbed your hands.”
“You did more.”
“I listened.”
The old woman held her gaze too long.
“Benna,” Isla said softly.
“I know.” Benna took the packet of willow bark Isla gave her. “My knees. Your tea. Nothing more.”
“Good.”
Outside, the market bell struck noon. Men argued near the grain stall. A child cried. Graymere returned to itself.
Isla wrapped the herbs in plain paper.
No marks. No names. No proof.
The Cost of Touching Souls
The cost came after Benna left.
Isla had cleaned the cup, swept ash from the brazier, and measured feverweed for Corra’s youngest grandson when her right hand failed to close.
The packet slipped. Yellow flakes scattered over the table.
Isla looked at her fingers.
The smallest two had gone numb.
She flexed them. Tendons moved. Feeling did not. She pressed her thumbnail hard into the pad of her smallest finger and felt nothing. She pricked the skin with a bone pin until blood rose.
No pain.
“One hour,” she said. “Maybe two.”
Shallow work still took payment. Anyone who claimed otherwise had never done it honestly or had pushed the price into someone else. Pain could be moved. Grief could be shifted. A soul could be lightened by making another carry its weight. Magic did not care whether a bargain was decent unless the healer did.
House Renne had cared.
No soul taken. No soul held. No soul healed past its yes.
The words came incomplete, worn at the edges.
Isla cleaned the spilled feverweed with her left hand and the clumsy help of her right. The deadened fingers dragged over the wood. Good. The body should remember cost. If the hand worked too well after touching sorrow, the healer might forget what had been spent.
She pulled her hidden ledger from beneath the loose floorboard.
Not a patient ledger. Names killed people.
This one held marks that looked like herb counts. One dot for shallow grief work. Two for memory touch. Three for curse contact. A line through the mark if the patient was a child. A circle if emergency left no time for consent.
Benna received one dot.
After a moment, Isla added a smaller one beside it.
Two numb fingers.
Then a memory slipped.
Her father’s laugh.
It had always lived in her mind with a shape. Low first, then rough, then open. It filled doorways. It made her mother look up from work and pretend not to smile.
For one breath, Isla remembered that he had laughed, but not the sound.
Her left hand closed hard around the ledger.
“No.”
The room did not answer.
She sat and breathed until panic loosened. Lost memories sometimes returned if the healer did not chase them. She named what remained.
Mother’s needle in the hidden pocket beneath her bodice.
Saltglass under the herb jars.
False papers beneath the flour sack.
Three coins in the blue cup.
Knife under the table lip.
Her father’s hands, broad and scarred from carving bone handles.
Her father saying, “Isla-bird, a closed door is only wood that thinks too highly of itself.”
The laugh returned at the edge of the sentence.
Faint. Not whole. Enough.
Isla closed the ledger, hid it, and cleaned the table twice.
No proof.
The Childhood Law
Snow began after midday, dry and thin.
Mistress Corra shut the stall’s front against the wind and left only the side hatch open for stubborn customers. The market thinned. Miners returned to the road pits. Women pulled children indoors. A dog curled under the cabbage cart and refused to move.
Isla used the quiet to clean her tools.
Most could be explained. Small scissors. Bone tweezers. Linen boiled in vinegar. Herb knives. Copper spoon. Narrow awl. Saltglass chips wrapped in dark cloth.
The needle could not be explained.
She took it from the pocket inside her bodice and set it on the table. It was as long as her hand from wrist to first knuckle, made of polished bone, with a narrow channel down the center and a handle carved like a closed hand. Her father had carved the handle. Her mother had set the channel.
Heartbinder work.
Isla dipped cloth in winter spirits and cleaned the needle with her left hand. Her right fingers were still too dull for precision.
The motion opened a memory.
Rain on the workroom windows at Renne House. Her mother’s hand over hers. Lavender soap. Hearth smoke. The needle between them on white cloth.
“No soul taken,” Mara Renne said.
Young Isla repeated it. “No soul taken.”
“No soul held.”
“No soul held.”
“No soul healed past its yes.”
“No soul healed past its yes.”
Mara’s fingers tightened gently. “Again.”
“I know it.”
“You know the words. That is not the same as knowing where they must stop your hand.”
“What if they are hurt?”
“Especially then.”
“What if they are dying?”
Mara looked toward the rain.
Then she knelt.
“Then you may hold the door open. You may keep them from falling if you can. But you do not drag a soul back because you are afraid of an empty chair.”
The child had not understood.
The woman cleaning the needle understood enough.
No soul taken. No soul held. No soul healed past its yes.
There had been more. Isla knew that. Something about offering. Something about returning. Something about shared burdens renewed and named. The rest had burned with the house or vanished with Aunt Mirel into years of hiding.
Isla wrapped the needle and slid







