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The Orchard at Duskwell
Marta Givern
In a town where a glass-barked orchard once set the rhythm of life, the living heart is stolen and reworked into instruments of frozen mercy. A young steward, a wary mentor, and a streetwise child steal back the pieces, forcing a confrontation with a faith that binds grief into exhibits. The orchard responds as lives rearrange and seasons begin to move unpredictably.
ProseHub


    
First Frost
The orchard hummed like a thing that knew how to keep time and also how to forgive itself when it faltered. Glass-barked trees rose in deliberate ranks from the shallow loam, their veins like fine filigree beneath translucent skin. Fruit hung there as if someone had set jars of seasons in the branches — some carrying the tartness of a late spring, others holding the honeyed memory of a long-ago autumn. People came to the orchard to learn the small rituals of living: which fruit to offer for a safe birth, which gleam to read for a fair rain, how to sing the harvest-song so that sweetness would not be stolen by worry. Rowan Vale learned those rituals with his palms and his bones. He had no patience for fancy phrases; the orchard spoke best to the body. A tilt of a bough meant one thing, a shiver in a gleam meant another. He could coax a stubborn blossom into ripeness by holding a cord of the old songs against his cheek and whispering, and the trees would answer, sleepy and obliging.
That morning the orchard answered with absence. Birds kept thin company over the rows, their song clipped into few notes and then silence. Bees circled the edges and refused to land. The usual low murmur — the sound like many clocks breathing together — lay flat, as if someone had pressed a hand over the whole grove. Rowan met Tamsin Morrow at the gate. She had tied a shawl close and moved with the economy of someone who had practiced making calm out of small disasters. Her hands were quick as maps; she could read a broken branch like others could read the weather. Her face, when she looked at him, carried a tiredness that always made his own throat tighten.
They walked beneath the glass-bark. A frost lay upon the trunks where summer ought to have warmed them; the white seemed to gather with a purpose, like powdered salt at the edges of a wound. Fruit that should have been sweet and soft stood shriven beneath a rim of ice. One pod had split and spilled seeds that glittered against the dark earth, uselessly bright. In the grove’s center the oldest trees leaned inward in their habitual embrace, but the circle they made had a bluntness to it, a hollow where warmth should have pooled. The stone crescent where the heart seed sat — Aurel — was bare.
Rowan crouched at the plinth and felt the air like a pulled string. The place smelled of cold iron and a faint salt he did not like to name; it felt as if the grove had been opened and left to catch its breath. He saw the scrape: a crescent of abrasion across the polished stone, as if something had been dragged free. A ring of frost clung to the rim where Aurel’s glow should have held its own light. He followed the frost to a single boot-print pressed into the dust that had settled like powdered snow. The print was too wide for most village workboots, the leather roughened and the tread worn at odd angles. There was a small curl of bark caught in the sole, and a faint smear that looked like old salt.
Beside the print lay a sliver of shell, thin as a fingernail and honey-colored from within. It pulsed with a dim inner light that was not the orchard’s green but the peculiar pale of far coasts. Rowan had grown up on local stories and the steady geometry of the orchard’s turns; the shell belonged to the sea’s stories. He had seen such color only once in a traveling trader’s wares, set in a callous ring that sighed with a tide-song. Here it nested in the dirt as if someone had dropped a memory.
Tamsin’s fingers hovered over the sliver and did not touch it. She did not move when Rowan picked it up; the way her jaw worked told him enough. For a long moment neither spoke. Beyond them the grove kept its silence, and even the light seemed to wait.
The news moved through Duskwell like smoke. People gathered at the steward house in drifts, shoes powdered white where they had walked the orchard paths. Some came with knives on belts jolted from habit; others came with baskets and shawls and the simple questions of those who know crops will answer. A tall woman from the east lane wanted the council called and banners sewn for watch; an old man said the trees misremembered because someone had been careless with their grief. Mothers clutched infants and looked to the trees as if the grove could comfort them. A few faces went pale in an old way that had nothing to do with frost — the look of those who knew what it was to lose a turning.
Rowan moved among them like someone carrying a private ache. The absence of Aurel felt like a blow to his chest; he had been taught, when he was small and bent over seed trays, that the heart kept a pattern: it did not merely hold time, it held the agreement between seasons and the people who lived under them. Without the heart, turns could still come, but they would be crooked and uncertain. He thought of his sibling, gone in a turning that had not waited for skillful hands. He thought of all the little bargains he had whispered to the orchard while it slept, promises that the harvest would be generous if he was careful. Grief had taught him why the orchard mattered, and that knowledge made him clumsy with fear.
Tamsin organized watchers and placed thin, steady hands on those who lurching toward panic. She sent two to check the boundary hedges and two to the rootwells where the trees kept the murk of memory. She asked for someone to go to the market and ask if any traders had come with sea-glass goods lately. People started whispering names that tasted like blame.
Lio Coren arrived as dusk rolled its coat across the high limbs. He was shorter than Rowan by an inch or two but always looked as if he might fit into narrower places — the sort of child who had learned to find comfort in back alleys and root cavities. He had a grin that was useful in times of argument and a mood that could slide from laughter to fierce loyalty in the same breath. He had known Rowan since they were small enough to hide under benches when storms came, and when he saw the look on Rowan’s face there was a particular quickness to his step.
“Where’s Aurel?” he asked before anyone could tell him. He had a way of asking things as if he should already know, because children like him are allowed a presumption of belonging. Rowan handed him the shell. Lio turned it in his hands and his fingers trembled a little, not from cold but from that special kind of fear that felt like an animal’s alertness.
“Mirrshore,” someone muttered. The word floated through the steward house like a grain of salt. It came with a memory of sea-spray and plastered roofs and people who kept different rules about time. The place sat on traders’ tongues and the edges of old sea-maps; it was not a place one expected in the orchard’s careful world. People looked at one another as if they might find someone to point at as guilty. When you wanted to make someone accountable in a small town, you named someone else.
Rowan thought of the old stories his father used to tell, about people who tried to hold a single hour and keep it like a coin in a box. He had been told those stories at the hearth when rain hammered, told in a voice that turned grave, and that voice had underlined the moral with a clear line: there is no kindness in stasis. His palms found the harvest-song under their skins anyway, and he hummed it, a thin thread meant to hold the edge of panic. The sound disappeared into the sharp air as if the grove refused to be soothed by old charms tonight.
Tamsin paced and between her measured steps she kept stealing glances at a small satchel she had set by the door. No one saw her take it; no one needed to see. She had been steward long enough to know the weight of things that had to be kept hidden until the moment they could be honest. Something in her tightened when villagers began to cast their eyes toward the sea, as if she feared the naming of Mirrshore might be a starting gun.
A hush fell as the first watcher returned from the hedges. He carried a scrap of cloth picked clean from bramble, and his face was pale. "Salt," he said, and the bloody edges of his sentence made people look at their palms.
Night gathered slow and heavy. Houses put out lights and closed shutters with hands that shook just enough to betray the fear they tried to hide. The orchard, visible from the steward house windows, looked like a field painted wrong — greens gone grey, fruit under glass frost. Rowan found it harder to breathe when he set his face toward the grove again. He walked along the path that led to the rootwells, places where the trees dropped their deepest memory and where the gleams, small living lights, slept in hollows like the last bright thoughts of an animal.
In the rootwells the air smelled older. The gleams were dimmer than they had been on other nights; they clung to their hollows and did not drift free. Rowan knelt and put his hands in the earth. The dirt was not warm; it was cool and smooth, as though someone had wiped it. He pressed his forehead to the ground and listened. The grove answered not in words but in impressions: a beating that was too slow, a memory that felt knitted wrong. It was like listening to a song with one essential note missing.
He tried the harvest-song on the trees, weaving in a low counterpoint to the missing note, hoping to keep the trees from truly recognizing the loss. The sound pressed out small sparks in a nearby gleam. One of the lights reached toward him with something like sympathy and then retreated. When he opened his eyes he found a curl of hair caught in the root and a smear of pale shell dust on the bark above.
Rowan left the rootwells and walked back toward the steward house with hands that smelled faintly of peat and cold bark. He felt as if he were carrying secretive knowledge that would make people either grateful or afraid. The village had always relied on the orchard not only for harvests but for a shape of life; if the heart was gone, so much of what people counted on would wobble. He thought of the women who would need the orchard’s mapping when they chose names for children, of fishers who timed their seasons to the fruit’s particular cues. It felt wrong that a single stolen object could unbalance so many small economies of hope.
At the house door Tamsin waited with her satchel again, the strap looped around a peg like a talisman. She looked more tired now, and there was a fissure in her control that made Rowan uneasy. "We will talk to the council at dawn," she said. Her voice was chosen to steady, but the choice felt brittle. "We will ask for two to go to Mirrshore if the traders’ tale holds. We will send word to neighboring stewards. We will not let this become a thing that eats the village from the inside." She gathered a handful of those present and assigned tasks with a practical economy that suggested she had already rehearsed for this. That made Rowan both grateful and suspicious; people who rehearsed often hid parts of their past.
Lio stepped forward, shoulders square and eyes bright even with fear. "I can go," he said. His eagerness had always been threaded with courage and the kind of foolishness that keeps a small town alive. "I can follow the shore trails." A few people protested. The thought of sending the boy out unsettled elders who remembered rough weather and the sea’s appetite for small things.
The night kept laying itself thick on the roofs. Rowan did not sleep well. He dreamed of branches producing glass instead of fruit and of hands that tried to close the grove like a lid. At some point before dawn he rose and went back alone to the heart plinth. The stone was colder than he expected. He ran the pad of his thumb over the scrape and found a tiny catch of splintered shell like the tiny teeth of a broken comb. He wrapped the sliver in a scrap of cloth and tucked it inside his shirt near his heart, as if contact might conjure the lost presence back.
By the time morning came the village had turned into a place of congregations. People moved in small knots and clusters like flocks unsure of a shepherd. A woman with a voice like a rolling kettle suggested they post guards along the hedges to watch for thieves; an old man asked if anyone had seen strange candles burn on the orchard path at night. The talk was a study in small-town economies of blame and fear, and it brushed against something deeper: the sense that grief, if left unchecked, could gather into a thing that swallowed order.
At noon, just when the shadows of the boughs lay shortest, a child came running down the lane toward the steward house. He tore through the gathering like a wind tearing at paper flags, cheeks frosted in places that should not have been cold. His breath steamed in quick white puffs. People turned when he reached them, some in annoyance that their murmured strategies were being interrupted, others in hope that someone would bring an answer.
The child stumbled and nearly fell in front of the stewards. Rowan moved before he could think and caught the boy’s shoulders. He smelled of sea-spray and cold and a fear that had a rhythm to it like a fast drumbeat. There was a smear of salt on his sleeve and a fine dusting of pale shell in his hair. He had claws of cold along his lashes.
He thrust a small bundle into Rowan’s hands and opened his palms. Nestled there, wrapped in a piece of cloth, lay a shard that matched the honey-pale of the one Rowan had kept. It looked as if the sea and the orchard had disagreed about what had been taken and left a remains of their argument. The boy’s fingers were red and chapped. He did not seem like one who had crossed tides on his own; he seemed instead to have been somewhere close to where tide and land argued.
"I found it where the tide forgets its own rhythm," he said. His voice was small and raw. He looked at Tamsin with a certain accusation that was only a child’s: surprised that adults had let a place become dangerous. He blinked hard, and his lashes were crusted with the thinest frost. Rowan felt the charged silence gather into a single thread. The boy’s mouth formed a name, and it was the name of a coastal stronghold that felt wrong in the orchard’s mouth.
He said Mirrshore.

    
Beneath the Boughs
Dawn found the orchard in a state of small, disciplined mourning. The glass-bark held a pale film where warmth should have been, and the gleams in the lower hollows blinked as if waking from a bad dream. Rowan had slept fitfully, the sliver he carried close to his breast like a coin pressed against skin. He met Tamsin at the rootwell gate before most of the village had summoned courage to attend the day. Lio arrived with mud on his boots and questions already shaped on his tongue; his eyes darted to the grove as if expecting answers to hide themselves in leaf veins.
They went without ceremony. Tamsin brought the satchel she had guarded since the first night, and when Rowan glanced at her tight hands he felt something like guilt sharpen under his ribs. She had been a steward longer than Rowan had lived; she moved as if memory and duty were cords that braided through her fingers. He watched her tuck the strap under her arm and wondered which parts of the past she kept stitched into that small bag. He thought of the scrap of shell he had found on the plinth and how its light had tasted of distant water. There are things an orchard keeps that a steward must not, and there are things a steward keeps precisely because no one else can.
The rootwells were not a place for loud voices. They were hollows bored by generations of roots where the trees pushed their oldest weight and let it settle into the soil like notes pressed into a lute. Gleams nested in hollows, small living lights that stored the orchard’s lesser recollections — a midwife’s first successful harvest, an old man’s last promise, the sound of a child laughing under rain. People came to them for direction, to read a gleam like one reads a map. Rowan had learned to listen to their flicker: a rising pulse meant quick weather; a slow, steady throb meant a season would keep; a stuttering flare promised trouble. That morning the gleams moved like trapped moths.
Tamsin halted near a well whose lip had been smoothed by many hands. She set the satchel down and pulled from it a small cloth bundle. Before Rowan could ask, she unwrapped it: a neat square of woven material that held a dust of pale shell like the pieces that had been found at the plinth. Her fingers were steady enough, and the gleams leaned toward the cloth as if recognition rose in them like scent. Lio crouched so close his breath fogged on the earth; his face was a study in curiosity and boldness. Rowan felt the first prickle of something that tasted like betrayal. She had not told him she had kept this.
Tamsin said nothing of why the fragment had been in her satchel. She folded the cloth back with the economy of someone who could pack away entire conversations in a glance. Rowan’s mouth went dry. It is one thing to suspect a steward of negligence and another to imagine them as a keeper of secrets that might wind the orchard’s life in new directions. He could see the logic of a man who thought to save a moment by holding a shard close; he could imagine the fervor that would lead someone from good intention to ruin. He watched Tamsin watching the gleams and did not know which world to prefer: the one where stewards act purely as stewards or the one where stewardship implies heavy human intervention.
They began to listen. Rootwell listening is not the same as the orchard’s surface music; it is less song and more braided breath. Rowan cupped his hands and placed them against the well’s lip. The gleams answered in small bursts of blue and green: images, impression, a smell of bread, the echo of feet in a kitchen. The first image rose like a mist — a woman with a child at her hip, a fragment of Aurel hidden in a pocket so that the grove’s light would ward a fever. The memory showed not theft but concealment: someone slipping away with a shard to save a loved one from a turning that threatened to take them. The impression thinned and the gleams gave up another scene: a trader in a wet city, a shard traded for a small fortune and then hung in a ring, warm against an old hand. The images were quick, and each one carried the same bitter lesson: the pieces had been carried through people rather than stolen for gold.
“Pieces can be passed like stories,” Tamsin murmured. “You take a piece of the heart to mend something else, thinking you do the right thing. You think the fragment will hold. People are not good at knowing when a warm thing becomes a permanent thing.”
Rowan wanted the simplicity of blame. He wanted a villain with easy features to set the orchard’s pain upon and drive out. Instead he found a braided path of attempts at kindness that had become a bartering of the grove itself. The gleams showed a young man with sea-sprung hair wrapping a shard into the lining of his coat, tucking it there like a talisman before he boarded a cart bound for the coast. Another memory showed a woman on a ferry pressing a fragment into a child’s palm with a look that mixed relief and sharp fear. These were not violent thefts so much as desperate migrations of hope.
As they worked, Lio found a small cluster of pale spores at the edge of a well. They lay in a pattern no one would notice unless they had been taught to see — a tiny line, a lead, a trail. He pricked the spores with a finger and the gleam above leapt: the image of foot traffic to the west. He looked up at Tamsin with a grin that was half triumph, half an apology for the restlessness of his kind. Their trail ran in a long crooked line away from the orchard and toward roads that led to the water.
They followed the signs through the lower tangles of roots, where the air smelled of old sap and the damp bones of leaves. The surface of the paths changed as they went, and Rowan noticed small details that would have escaped anyone not taught to watch the grove’s signals. A patch of moss stood slightly tarter than the rest; it had been trodden recently. A gleam hung low between two roots and shivered at the sound of their feet, as if eager to point. Rowan hummed a minor variation of the harvest-song beneath his breath to keep the grove from retreating from them in fear. The song was a thin thread. Tamsin’s jawline set and she moved with the careful speed of someone who has to choose whom to trust as companion across a tense field.
They were not alone. A single acolyte of the Order of Still Hours confronted them not long after noon. He was older than the youngest of the order but not yet grey, and he wore the simple dark robe of his faith with the quiet conviction of a person certain of a truth. He had the look of someone who spoke in measured sentences and believed them to carry the weight of mercy. “We have reason to inquire,” he said, and there was no polite way to hide the hand that rested on a banded pole at his side. He suggested they hand over the fragments if indeed they had any. Rowan felt his fists clench. The acolyte’s expression was neither cruel nor cruelly naive; it belonged to someone who thought himself a savior.
Tamsin answered with flat steadiness. She held her hands open to show she bore nothing overtly incriminating. Her voice carried the authority of someone who had before stood between two hard things and chosen to hold them both for as long as possible. The acolyte asked questions about their movements and about the gleams. He spoke as if he had the right to demand the orchard’s memory in the name of a higher mercy. Rowan suspected that he had not come alone but had sent small signals to others. He looked at the line of roots and realized his heart thudded like a trapped bird.
Argument tightened into a standoff. The acolyte’s robe brushed the leaf litter with the faint whisper of practiced movement. He used words that had weight in Mirrshore and among sympathizers: stillness, reprieve, preservation. He argued that some griefs were cruelty manifesting over and over, and that to choose a single hour to hold was an act of kindness toward those trapped in perpetual loss. Tamsin’s eyes glowed with a hard fire at that. “Holding grief does not mean you do not live,” she said. “Grief is a kind of fidelity, and fidelity cannot be rewound.”
Words became sharper; Lio lurched forward and almost struck the acolyte in the heat of his childish defiance. Rowan grabbed his arm, hard. When the acolyte made a small signal with his thumb, things changed in a blink: from the bush a figure stepped, not robed but plain clothed, and they had the quick movement of someone used to closing distance fast. The acolyte’s companions had been hidden in the tangle; Rowan had not thought to look for ambush. The three of them made a sweep that drove the stewards back toward the wider path. Rowan had a brief, hot thrill of anger that rose toward violence — not a useful feeling in a rootwell where flailing hands could crack a living thing and make the orchard’s memory bleed.
They fled, as much to protect the grove as themselves, slipping through places the Order’s sweepators might not think to look. The acolyte and his party called after them in voices that tried to be louder than gentle accusation; their words struck the leaves and scattered into the air, as not-quite threats often do. Tamsin moved with a fury that had the outline of a woman who would not allow herself to be judged for the sins she had once committed in the desperate name of care.
Out of breath and pressed along a low bank, Rowan found a place to stop and press his palm to the glass-bark. The tree answered with a slow warmth that felt like a hand laid to his forehead. One of the gleams drifted toward him exactly as it had done the night before, curious and small. It flitted across his fingers and left behind a faint impression — an image or a smell — of an older steward called Troyan sitting by a hearth while someone with the folded grey mantle of an Order member held his hand. The gleam’s light thickened into a memory so sharp it hurt: Troyan sobbing hushedly as the other murmured about mercy and the simple rightness of a life stilled. Troyan’s face, in that memory, was the face of someone who had made a bargain.
The image was a painful thing. Troyan had been steward in times of harder winters. Rowan had only heard whispers of his methods and not always flattering ones. That he had been consoled by an Order member did not mean he had become their ally; people sought solace in many places. But the gleam’s suggestion was crystalline: this theft had not been a single, isolated crime. It had the shape of a plan that had been delayed and repeated, a plan that had folded in pieces of the heart into a chain of human kindnesses that eventually led away from the orchard’s beating center.
Tamsin’s face was a mask of shame and something like recognition. The satchel she had kept so guarded now looked heavier than it had the morning before. Rowan watched her jaw as she tightened and then let out a breath that was small and steady. Lio sat on his heels and let his fingers pick at a tendril of root; his face lost some of its earlier bravado and settled into the difficult, raw attention of someone suddenly old enough to be unsettled.
The way out of denial often looks like a narrow ridge. Tamsin spoke then, and her voice had the cadence of a person arranging a confession to fit the contours of necessary defense. She did not lie. Years before, she admitted, when the orchard had been weaker and Troyan’s steadiness had been brittle from loss, a fragment had been taken and given in a quiet panic to someone who begged that it might keep a child alive for a day more. She had lied once and then lied again to cover the lie, and the pieces had passed through hands like secret prayers. The admission came like a small, painful bright — the kind of truth that stings because it burns away soft excuses.
Rowan felt as if the ground under him moved. He had admired Tamsin with a certain filial affection; he had also trusted her with a kind of naive certainty that she would never bend stewardship toward private acts. Her confession reframed everything. In his chest the orchard’s absence became a lesson: people will use living things like bandages in the dark when they cannot otherwise protect what they love. That did not excuse the theft, nor did it make the heart’s removal any less ruinous.
Lio, who had been leaning forward as if to catch each syllable, surprised both of them by bursting into a fit of angry laughter. It was not the mirth they were used to; it sounded like the raw exhalation of someone who had held his breath too long. “So we’re all knitting with the same thread,” he said, and then flinched at the word as if it had teeth. The laughter had in it a sharp disapproval and a sudden recognition of how complicated people could be when fear defined their choices. They had chased not a single thief but a pattern of salvage performed by people who loved too much.
They traced the path the gleams lighted — a winding line that moved west toward the roads and eventually to shipping routes. Each stop in the memory-line was small and human: a midwife pressing a shard into a young mother’s palm to keep a fever at bay; a mason slipping a piece into the joint of a wall so that the house would not be eaten by a winter; an old fisher wrapping a fragment in cloth and hiding it beneath tie-fishing nets as though it were a protective talisman. People had turned the orchard into a catalogue of private remedies. Rowan thought of the ritual uses the orchard formerly underwrote — public, communal, and regulated — and felt a sorrow for how those public rituals had been replaced by private bargains.
They came across a memory that made Rowan dizzy: a child asleep with a shard stitched into the hem of their blanket, eyes open in the memory but clouded as if something essential had already been removed. The gleam that bore that memory pulsed with a small, terrible compassion. Whatever warmth that shard gave the child had come with a cost. He realized that the theft had spread like a disease of good intentions: each act was a cure that demanded more cure, a cascading barter that had turned the orchard’s single heart into many small lies.
Tamsin’s confession deepened as they walked. She told them of an earlier winter when Troyan had been so singularly broken that she had counted his hand among those too weak to watch. In a quiet house she had slipped a piece of Aurel into a cradle, telling no one. She believed then that she had saved a life and paid a small debt to a steward whose grief had been too heavy. In telling them she gave up a comfort she had carried alone. The admission did not absolve her; it only made her culpable in a new, clear way. Rowan felt a complicated empathy that smelled like rain on hot stone.
The grove’s gleams, sensing the new honesty, flared with brief clarity. In one memory they showed a man with a scarred jaw — a figure Rowan did not know by sight but who had the posture of a person who had often folded his hands in prayer — meeting with a hooded figure at the edge of a quay. The hooded figure’s voice was low and persuasive. He promised a way to fix the restless grief for those who could not bear its pressure. The man with the scar had on his lap a clasped piece of shell. He placed it in the hooded man’s hand like an offering, and the hooded man’s eyes glinted. That small exchange had the air of a bargain struck for a desperate reason.
Tamsin’s face had a look now that was less of shame and more of a weary clarity. She had lived with an impossibility for years — how to steward a living system while being human enough to make desperate choices. She had thought herself clever then; now she understood how the cleverness had become complicity. Rowan felt anger and sorrow braided in his chest. He could see now that the theft of Aurel had roots that grew from kindness that had been poorly reasoned. The orchard’s missing heart was an end product of a long, crooked chain of small mercies.
There was a new urgency. If pieces had been dispersed among traveling folk and coastal traders, then the trail would lead beyond Duskwell’s hedges. Rowan felt the pressure of duty sharpen into a plan. They could not rely on accusation alone; they must trace, recover, and persuade where persuasion still mattered. He thought of Mirrshore and how the town smelled of sea and trade. He thought of the kind of men who would find theology a useful handmaiden to power.
Night fell on them halfway through the tracing. They made camp in a hollow where small roots arched like ribs above their heads. Rowan stoked a tiny fire that smelled faintly of resin, careful to keep the smoke low so as not to disturb the gleams. The light of the flames played on Tamsin’s face and gave her an almost imperceptible youthful look for a moment, as if the long confessing had unburdened something beyond shame. Lio curled up with his back to a root and pretended to sleep, but his small hands marked impatience. Rowan thought about the sound the orchard made when it was itself again: not loud, but steady, and he wanted that steadiness as much as he had wanted to be right.
They took turns watching. Tamsin and Rowan spoke in low sentences, sorting decisions into boxes that had been stirred by the day. Tamsin admitted she had perhaps once believed the orchard could bend to human stratagems without cost. She said she thought then she had done the right thing for a person; she had never accounted for how one saved moment might propagate a hunger for more. Their conversation wandered into the dangerous territory of moral arithmetic — an area where lists of pain and lists of ease are weighed and human beings are assigned numerical values until it becomes possible to make and justify monstrous choices.
Before sleep took him, Rowan looked up at the trees and pressed his palm against the soil. The gleams thrummed like the pulse of a living thing and one of them rose to brush his cheek with a soundless empathy. In that moment he thought of the list of things he had promised the orchard: to guard it, to mend what he could, to learn how not to break what was already fragile. He tightened his fist around the sliver near his heart and felt the weight of the choice ahead. The path led west and out of the orchard’s ordered world toward roads where people dealt in need and proved to one another that mercy, when misapplied, could resemble theft.

    
Mirrshore
They came to Mirrshore by a road that smelled of spray and iron, a route that unspooled like wary ribbon from the orchard’s ordered hedges into the city’s anarchic quarters. Mirrshore sat at a lull where rivers met an open bay; its roofs were laced with polished panes and sun-baked plaster, and every street folded into another as if the town had been laid down by someone who liked surprises. The harbor boasted a geometry of ropes and carved timbers, and the markets were loud with traders who spoke in clipped dialects Rowan had not been taught. It was a place of commerce and oblique loyalties, a town that thrived on immediate bargains and postponed promises.
Rowan watched it all with a steadiness that felt forced. The city’s lights — the glass-glints set in shop windows, the reflective ribbons hung over stalls — leaned into him as if to show what he had come to judge. He carried the little piece of shell wrapped against his chest, an anxious heart held inside a shirt of linen, and the weight of the thing was both literal and emblematic. Tamsin walked beside him with the satchel shy under her arm. Lio moved between them like a sparrow doing looped tricks for attention, ears tuned for gossip. The more Mirrshore unfolded, the more Rowan felt the distance from Duskwell as if a geography of choices lay between them: here the world treated grief as a thing to market and to organize; at home it had been a shared, public shape.
They chose a crooked inn near the quayside — not the sort of house that pretended to be respectable but one that welcomed questioning feet. It had an inner court where lines of sailors dried nets and a woman with a voice like a broken bell sold frying fish. They left their few possessions in a small room and moved out into the evening where the city’s heart beat hard with meetings and displays. The House of the Still Hours — the Order’s seat — rose on a knoll like a business of mercy wound into stone and glass. Banners hung from its buttresses: pale cloth with an hour-mark embroidered into them. The embroidered hour looked less like punishment and more like promise in the way it was displayed. People streamed toward the building, carrying candles and wearing scarves tied in a hundred private ways. Rowan felt the crowd pressing at him and wondered how easily a person might surrender the future for the comfort of one unchanging moment.
They watched the first public gathering from a narrow lane facing the square. The Order made a spectacle of gentleness. Elder acolytes moved among the people offering counsel with the soft certainty of those who mean to create a refuge for the broken. The rhetoric was smooth: they spoke of reprieve, of mercy as a right and not a privilege, of how remaining within a held hour could unburden hearts. Rowan listened for the tricks between phrases — the sleight that allows a lie to pass as truth — and found instead the steady, practiced cadence of a persuasion honed to tenderness.
Elden Sorn appeared at the podium like a man who expected people to lean toward him. He was not an overbearing figure; he used his voice like a hand laid on a fevered brow. His hair was flecked and his eyes were river-sure. He told stories of lives interrupted by relentless return of certain kinds of pain, and his voice carried the kind of argument that could make a neighbor feel less monstrous for longing to halt the turn of things. Rowan watched the crowd as it drank in his words. Some faces lit with hope; others turned inward as if considering whether to surrender a part of what made living risky.
Near the base of the stage several glass cases stood open to the air. Within them were figures — not mannequins but people still breathing with a faint and impossible bloom, arranged upon pedestals. Their chests moved in a whisper, and a soft radiance lay under their skin like mica. The effect was beautiful and immediate: tears and clutches of hands. For a moment Rowan felt the usual human response to preserved beauty. Then his gaze sharpened and he noticed what the crowd did not: their eyes held no future. The preserved ones did not reach for a world to come; their faces were posed as if memory had been coaxed into a portrait. They were alive enough to be mourned, but not alive enough to change. The contradiction felt like a violation to the sort of stewardship Rowan had learned under glass-bark.
The Order’s performance had craftsmen and liturgists working together. Bands of fine shell and carved bands of other materials netted the wrists and the necks of the preserved. Around the pedestals lay soft rugs and fresh herbs — the trappings of an art that sought to hide the thing it did. Tamsin’s hand tightened at Rowan’s sleeve. He turned and saw the faint paling of color in her face, a memory made visible. “They do not tell the rest,” she whispered. “They do not say what is taken.”
Rowan wanted to listen to the speech and to the hush of people who traded fear for a moment of stillness, because the Order’s promise was as seductive as any prayer. But he needed to know more than warm phrases. He needed the ledger of technique: how did they make the preserved? How many shards had been remade into rings? The gleams in the groove of his mind sought answers with a practical hunger.
They circled the gathering looking like strangers in a crowd of converts. Lio slipped through the legs of a pair of women and ducked behind a cart piled with sea-weed. He liked to flirt with danger as if danger were a game that could be left and picked up again. Rowan had learned to restrain him. “Don’t be theatre,” Rowan hissed. “Stay watch.” Lio grinned and waved a hand as if he meant to obey while plotting something else. The boy’s reckless hope — that one might pluck a shard from under the Order’s nose — made Rowan’s heart turn cold with a fear that felt like a stone catching the throat.
Acolytes moved through the crowd offering cups of warmed brew and listening for stories they could shape into arguments. A man took the cup and his hands trembled; he drank and lapsed into speech as if unburdened. Elden listened with the patient devotion of a man who knows his lines work. At a signal, the acolytes who ministered at the pedestals began the liturgy. They sang in a close-sung key and the preserved ones were turned as if recumbent images were being offered to some private altar of comfort. The music pricked at the crowd’s old wounds in such a way that several people began to weep with relief — the sort of relief that looks like worship.
Rowan kept his attention on the craftsmen among the pedestals: men and women with tools who moved like surgeons, setting bands and adjusting fine shells like measurements in a delicate clock. One of them carried a small casket that glittered with honeyed pale inlays — the very color of the sliver that had burned against Rowan’s chest for days. Rowan felt time bleed from his limbs. He found himself inching toward the pedestals, as if the weight of all he had learned might be remedied by a sudden clever theft. He had rehearsed quick, quiet hands on the orchard’s plinth; he had not rehearsed theft in a city where eyes and faith and law braided themselves into a single, devotional rope.
When the soft ring of song reached a peak, there was a hush. Elden’s closing lines promised the virtues of a world where grief could be removed by choice. Someone near him gave a soft cry that sounded like a surrender. That was when Lio darted. He slipped between onlookers and made for the nearest pedestal with the kind of speed only a child who has nothing left to lose can manage. He reached, palmed the edge of the pedestal, and found the band — a circle of pale shell and carved metal — lighter than he had expected and colder. He had not accounted for the craft that made it quick to snap if mishandled. The sound the band made as it separated from its fitting was a tiny, cruel bell.
Acolytes snapped toward him with movements too fast to follow by the eye. The crowd’s murmur swelled into shocked gasps. In the space of a heartbeat Lio’s small hand was seized and the boy’s lungs filled with a sudden, stunned panic. Rowan lunged across the gap before he thought and grabbed at an acolyte; he did not manage to reach his friend. The scene pivoted into a kind of public justice. Elden’s voice rose above the din — not in anger but in a measured sorrow that seemed to do the work of accusation and comfort at once. “You see,” Elden said, “those who seek to steal consolation have chosen a path that breaks not only themselves but the order of care.”
Hands closed on Lio and drew him toward a side chamber as if he were already a lesson. Rowan felt fury and a cold, animal fear. He should have been faster. He had rehearsed barley-songs and grafts, not the quick brutality of a city that policed faith. Tamsin moved like someone whose past could not remain secret; she stepped forward and there was a flash of recognition in an acolyte’s eye. For an instant she looked like a woman who had seen her former self in a mirror and hated what she had been.
A hush fell as the solid doors to the side chamber closed. The crowd’s attention pooled and spun into a rumor. A child had been taken for disturbance of ritual; some clapped in harsh approval, some pressed palms to their mouths and sobbed. The noise was the sort that resembled a storm and a blessing at once. Rowan gripped something inside himself that felt like a promise and tried to thread his way forward, but a hand on his elbow stopped him. It was light, polite, and efficient — the touch of someone trained to keep order.
He saw Tamsin then, but she was not the same woman who had stood by him in their orchard. A gray-cloaked figure across the way pointed at her with the kind of slow certainty that is sharpened by recognition. There was a slight ripple of attention and then the acolyte who had caught Lio’s hand came back into view with a grave, almost gentle expression. He accosted Tamsin with the name of someone she had once been: a steward call that had meaning beyond the civic. People turned to look. Tamsin’s face went a shade paler and she withdrew. For a moment every plan Rowan had made evaporated into the sudden heat of a new worry — she had kept fragments, she had touched the heart. Did she come now as guilty or as defender?
Then she vanished. Not dramatically, with shouting and doors banging, but like a person stepping between stalls and melting into the press. For a single held second Rowan thought she had been seized. He scanned the throng and saw nothing: no restraining cords, no acolyte marching her away. It was as if she had chosen to disappear rather than to answer. The thought land on him heavy and personal: had she fled culpability? Had she run to hide what she had done? Or was there some other calculus he did not yet understand?
Elden’s voice smoothed even more as he spoke again, now delivering a hymn for patience that sounded like a kindly verdict. “We will care for those who seek us,” he said, and his manner promised an inevitability: there is safety under our sort of mercy. The people cheered as if liberated. The preserved ones remained upon their pedestals like an exhibit of a tender cruelty — admired, admired away from the future.
Rowan’s hands shook. He thought of Lio’s small face, of the way the boy had flashed courage as though it were a lantern in poor weather. He thought of Tamsin’s satchel, the quiet admitted fragments that she had confessed to him in the orchard’s rootwells. His mind found the clear geometry of the next step and knew it was dangerous. He had to choose: flee and bring news back to Duskwell so stewards could prepare, or act now and risk everything to retrieve Lio and whatever pieces of heart the Order might already have bound.
He went looking for the side chamber where they had taken Lio. The building’s interior was not like a temple but more like a place of business dressed in benevolence. A corridor led away from the square and narrowed into rooms where people sat to speak soft confessions that sounded almost like bargains. Rowan walked with a deliberate slowness, trying to make sure his presence would not advertise him. He kept the shell sliver inside his shirt so near his ribs that it felt part of him. The corridor’s light caught glass and brushed it into the air in small bright fragments. He passed a door that was half ajar and heard the sound of voices: someone reciting a litany, and beneath it the muffled whine of a person who had become a cautionary tale.
He slipped inside and found a chamber where an acolyte and a thin-crowned woman attended to jars of honeyed liquid and a band of pale shell laid upon a table. The band was being readied for a fitting; its surface gleamed with the same honey color that had haunted his pockets. The acolyte looked up and his eyes, for a moment, seemed to search Rowan’s face with a recognition that had the edge of accusation. He stepped forward and the acolyte’s hand moved like muscle memory toward the band. Rowan understood a new, bitter thing: the Order was not only preserving moments, it was making new rings in secret, weaving pieces of shell into instruments that could be used to still people’s hours. Their craft was not only liturgy but manufacture.
A small, private ritual was being prepared in a room off the corridor. The acolyte’s lips moved through a prayer that sounded almost reasonable; the woman arranging the band looked older than her years and spoke in a voice that barely disguised a maternal intent. There was a child in the room — not one of the preserved members on the pedestals but a prisoner of circumstance who had been brought here in fear. The child’s eyes were wide and he trembled not just with cold but with the shock of being caught in a machinery of mercy he had not chosen.
Rowan stepped forward without thinking of consequence. He wanted to snatch the band and toss it away, to break the idea that choice could be bought by craft and careful hands. He moved faster than his judgment and the acolyte’s hand flicked a signal. The corridor doors banged open and the square’s noise flooded through like a tide. Before Rowan had fully grasped his motion, he felt firm fingers at his shoulder and another voice near his ear: “You are far from home,” it said in a soft tone that carried a question and an accusation both.
In the sudden flare of motion someone in the courtyard cried out. The preserved ones on the pedestals gave a minor shudder as if a draft had passed over them. Rowan’s heart did something violent and animal. The acolyte from earlier — the one with a practiced gaze — had returned and was not alone. A ring of attendants formed silently like a net. Rowan understood then that the Order guarded both its spectacle and its secret with equal devotion. His reckless attempt to act had lit a beacon; their watch had answered.

    
Shards and Decisions
The hands that closed on Rowan’s arm were practiced, not brutal. They moved as if used to shepherding more than punishing, the sort of hold that trusts firmness to do the shaping a shout would not. He was set between pillars that smelled faintly of citrus oil and old smoke, the corridor a narrow spine leading away from the square where the Order had staged its mercy. The voice that had drawn him there an hour earlier still hummed in his head, a measured sympathy that had the ease of rhetoric designed to still a crowd. Lio’s footfalls came from ahead, quick and uneven, the sound of a frightened animal. The boy’s small mouth worked as if it had a name to call and could not find it.
Elden Sorn stepped from the half-shadow with the certainty of a man who expects agreement. Up close his face was not what Rowan had imagined from the gatherers’ stories; he lacked grand cruelty and instead wore an attentive kindness that made Rowan want to bargain with himself. The acolyte who held him eased a little at Elden’s nod as if the leader’s presence smoothed rough edges. Rowan felt the familiar tightness coil under his ribs—that old ache of private memory suddenly raw, the memory of a laugh gone thin, a hand that had not returned. He had walked into this place believing that action would be simple: retrieve what was taken and restore the grove. The world, the city, and Elden had other plans.
“We will not harm the child,” Elden said, and his voice carried an impatience with those who confuse mercy and cruelty. “But nor will we let desperate hands undo a delicate economy of care. You have upset a ritual that many depend on.” There was a patience to his phrase, but also the lift of an offer. Rowan’s mouth moved in a sound that failed to form a sentence; the sliver he kept beneath his shirt seemed to chill against his ribs. He had not expected that the Order would speak in terms that tried to make sense to him. The paradox of it breathed on his neck: there were people who truly wanted to keep pain from returning.
Rowan tried for a hard answer and found himself groping for an anchor that might not exist. He had been taught to speak in harvest-terms—patterns, grafts, the slow negotiation between root and fruit—but those words felt small here. Elden’s next step narrowed the corridor’s air. “We are close to finishing a binding,” he said. “We will create a ring that holds an hour for those crushed by repetition. We do not make this choice lightly. It has been refined. If someone with ties to the orchard would help ensure the work does not rend life beyond repair, we might find a way to accept your presence and avoid the loss of what you seek.”
The offer lay on Rowan as an impossible geometry. The promise of seeing what had been taken again—the return of a sibling’s face, the hush of a voice he had learned to store—threw a pull at him that undercut his careful anger. He pictured a preserved smile, a sealed laugh, a moment fixed like a jewel. Surely that was mercy, too. The image frightened him because it felt like a yielding. He knew the orchard’s law in his bones: living things change, and the heart’s pattern was binding because it allowed motion. To make a thing unchanging might comfort some, but what of the life that could no longer breathe into another shape? He could almost feel the orchard bristle with the wrongness of it.
Beyond his confusion, however, something harsher threaded—Lio’s small face, the way the boy had leapt when the band had fallen. Elden’s acolytes moved with a calm efficiency and the corridors smelled of vinegar and warmed wax. Rowan kept finding himself touching the sliver beneath his shirt as if contact with it could keep a pulse steady. He did not trust Elden’s kindness and it was not only because of the Order’s gleaming cases; it was because bargains that looked like mercy could rearrange what people owed one another. The thought made his jaw tighten.
Tamsin returned to them then, not as a captive but slipping from the press of a side street with the economy of a steward who knows a city enough to make herself small. She had been missing since the earlier moment when the crowd had turned its attention to Lio’s failure. Rowan felt an odd relief at her appearance and then a prick of unease. She carried herself differently, less composed than he recalled; there were shadows under her eyes as if sleep had been traded for worrying plans. Her satchel hung at her hip the way a handler straps a vital instrument, and a faint grit of harbor sand clung to its hem.
For a heartbeat Rowan thought she would deny everything or cry out at his side like a loyal defender. Instead she stepped forward with the air of someone ready to offer an account. “I have something to say,” she announced softly, and the corridor turned its small attentions toward a woman who had been known to keep confidences. Her voice carried no theatricality; it had the bluntness of confession. She told them, in quiet sentences that felt like stitches being undone, about the winter when Troyan had been too thin with grief and she had slipped a shard into a child’s blanket so that the fever might ease. She had not meant to make commerce of the grove, only to steady one frantic household. The admission landed heavy between the pillars.
There was a brittle silence. Elden’s head tilted the barest fraction. Rowan watched the color move through Tamsin’s face: the steadiness of a steward encountering the moral arithmetic of her own past. She did not attempt to excuse herself with speeches about the rightness of desperate acts; she sounded older and less sure. The corridor’s air pulsed with something like pity, and Rowan felt his own anger shift into another register—helplessness made luminous by the complexity of human choices. The Order’s rhetoric had been capable of making mercy appear necessary; Tamsin’s confession made it possible to see how small mercies migrate into larger harms.
Elden held Tamsin’s words like a scale and then offered a bargain that smelled faintly of inevitability. “You are not accused of malice,” he said. “But your act sets a precedent that makes the ring less a tool than a temptation. If those with connections to the orchard will help us complete this binding in a way that is honest to life’s shape, we will put a halt to the further scattering of the heart’s pieces.” His eyes held a softness that suggested he believed what he said. It was a maneuver with the grain of truth: to suggest that collaboration might undo a problem wrought by compassion. Yet Rowan heard inside those sentences an easier path for many, a way to stop grief by choosing stillness for some.
Rowan’s chest wanted to answer with anger. He wanted to seize Lio back and drag the boy to the orchard and declare the whole enterprise criminal. Instead the world pressed its choices like a stern tutor. He heard his own voice small and steady, shaped by the orchards where promises were made by hand. “If you bind an hour for the sake of stopping sorrow,” he said, “you do not remove sorrow. You move it into a space where it becomes a dead thing. That is not mercy. That is a museum of pain.”
Elden listened without obvious impatience. “Perhaps,” he conceded, “but there are those who would rather a small fixed mercy than continued ruin. The moral field is not a clean geometry.” He looked at Tamsin and at Rowan with an expression that tried to hold both blame and offer. “We will make you an offer,” he said finally. “Help us stabilize what we are trying to build and we will not punish the child. We will also show you, in private, what the ring can protect.” It was a line that cut toward Rowan’s most private fear like a narrow knife—a demonstration of what might be, a promise of seeing what he had lost in a state that would not change. The temptation sat between them like a palpable thing.
Rowan’s mind rang with the old songs his palms knew; his body remembered the orchard’s measures. He could hear the distant clatter of the quay and smell the fish-curing pits of the harbor where the city sealed its bargains. The idea of seeing a face again, arranged into a fixed perfection, was a terror and an ache both. He thought of the orchard’s living light, how a gleam might shift with a child’s laugh and then with a weather’s passing. He thought of how the grove taught patience with its blossoms, not the avoidance of loss. Perhaps, he considered with a reluctant clarity, the only honest answer to grief was to accept its shape.
Still, temptation was a potent thing. Elden’s offer carried a practical mercy Rowan recognized in moments when the orchard threatened to break and people needed calm. He wondered whether there was a way to secure Lio and deny a false solace to many. Tamsin watched him with an expression that was not pleading so much as weighing whether she could stand behind whatever he chose. Her past confession had made her vulnerable, and Rowan had the sick awareness that his decision would affect her as much as Lio. The corridor seemed to narrow until his options were made of only a few sharp pieces.
He could say no and risk the child and return with nothing but accusation to the orchard. He could accept and risk the grove’s integrity by lending a steward’s hand to the work of preservation. Or he could try something else entirely—an action that might save Lio and also undo the Order’s ability to hold the heart in a way that changed the pattern for good. The last was the most dangerous and, in a strange and private way, the only one that felt worthy of the orchard’s living manner. Rowan’s palm closed over the sliver at his breast and he felt a small warmth there, as if the fragment acknowledged a companion.
He made a decision that tasted like iron and soil. “We will not join your binding,” he said at last. His voice was small but it carried a weight. “We will not lend our work to a project that makes life unchanging. But we will not let you keep a child for spectacle. Release Lio and we will find another way to put the pieces where they belong.” His tone left no room for tender persuading. Elden’s eyes flickered with a hardness that betrayed his calm veneer. The moment felt like a hinge springing closed. Around them, the Order’s attendants braced as if a quiet wind had shifted into a storm.
Elden’s face softened in a way that was almost kind and almost cruel. “Then you will make your choice and suffer its consequences,” he said. “I will give you time to act.” The corridor opened a sliver and the acolyte who had held Lio for the procession drew the boy away toward a set of guarded doors. Rowan had one advantage and it was stubborn: he knew the orchard’s patterns and the way living things answered certain songs. If he could move quickly, if he could gather truth from people who had been given small shards, perhaps he could stop the Order without making a bargain that froze a life. But to do so he had to act not as a steward who tended but as one who breached a trust and risked becoming what he most dreaded.

    
The New Turn
Dawn came like a held breath, pale and taut against the quay, and Rowan woke with the taste of saltless air still in his mouth. The sliver he had kept pressed against his skin thrummed with a faint, inland light as if eager to be anywhere but the pockets of men who fashioned comfort into rings. He dressed without ceremony, the knot of his decision tightened inside him like a fist closing on a rope. Lio’s small face rose in his memory—terrified, surprised by his own courage—and it was enough. He would not let the boy become a lesson in a liturgy that taught people to mourn in museums.
Tamsin met him outside the inn where gulls circled lazy and loud. She had been gone during the night and returned with a quiet that no one could mistake for ignorance. Her satchel hung at her hip, and the hem of her cloak still carried the faint grit of Mirrshore’s docks. When she saw Rowan the edge in her softened, and for a moment the two of them were only gardeners who had come to a field that needed immediate tending. She did not ask for confidence; she offered it. "We cannot let them finish the binding," she said. "If they do, they will not only keep grief for a few—they will sell it as salvation." Her voice carried the worn patience of someone who had already counted the cost of a single secret.
They moved through Mirrshore with a speed that came of knowing how to look like other kinds of pedestrian—one hand on a bag, another holding a small, useful prop; they were not the kind of people the Order would watch closely. Tamsin had the advantage of being known in certain circles as a retired steward who sometimes crossed into city business to speak plainly about grafts and seasons. Rowan had the advantage of being a young shape people often ignored. They split briefly at a crossroads: Lio would be kept with a woman at the market who would hide him among bolts of cloth; Rowan and Tamsin slipped toward the House of the Still Hours, toward the stone that housed both the spectacle and the secret workshops.
The building’s doors yawned like a mouth that had fed on the city’s hunger for fixed mercy. Inside, bands of craftsmen still worked on rings and ornaments in the dim rooms: soft lit bands set with pale shell, wreaths of carved metal interlaced with minute teeth that might hold a time like a seam holds fabric. The room smelled of wax and warmed shell, an odd perfume of trade. An attendant hummed a minor tune and fingers moved with the careful economy of someone who has learned to keep a fragile thing alive in the palms of a hand. Rowan’s heart thudded a counterpoint; he felt the orchard’s root-beat at his sternum and the sliver against his skin pulsed in agreement. This was the place to stop them or to lose everything.
They watched from a low shadow near a stair where the stone had been polished by so many feet it shone like a shallow pool. In the inner courtyard a small banding was being prepared, a ritual that would not be finished until dusk when the public throng had left and the lighting could be controlled. Rowan found himself remembering the look of the preserved figures on the pedestals—their still faces like careful photographs—and beyond that memory the ache that had made his bones a home for grief. He tried to imagine a world where such an instrument could be used without consequence and could not hold the thought to the end.
Tamsin slipped a narrow knife from her satchel, its edge fine and clean. "Do not let them cage the orchard’s life in metal," she whispered. "If we destroy the band, the power dies fragile and uncoiled. If we scatter the fragments back to living wood, the orchard might take them and turn them into sap and shoots." The idea had a hazardous beauty: it meant breaking the single center and trusting the grove to reaccept what had once been part of it. It meant letting go of a kind of control that had comforted whole communities. Rowan’s throat closed at the thought, but he could also hear the orchard in the memory-gleams: an insistence that life move.
They slipped through corridors with the craft of people who had practiced being unremarkable. At each door they listened: a litany here, a muffled argument there, the clink of metal against shell. The binding room smelled warmer than the rest—oil and shell warmed in gentle hands—and a single window opened toward a slice of sky that promised rain later. Inside, an acolyte prepared the last fitting. Lio had been kept in a chamber but not near the pedestal. The sight of the boy from across the threshold clipped Rowan’s breath; the child was small and pale and his hands clung to his knees. A guard watched him like an exhibit.
Elden appeared as if conjured by the room’s hush. He did not seem the man of menace his enemies painted; he was older and softer, and there was a gravity to his kindness that had, in some places, been mistaken for proof. He approached with the deliberate gait of someone who believes in the rightness of his own measures. When he saw Rowan, his face did not harden but opened abruptly into an expression of courteous, dangerous offer. "Come forward," he said gently. "There is a moment you may yet choose. You have shown you oppose us, but you also carry a steward’s knowledge. Help us finish this in a way that does not make harm." It was both bait and plea.
Rowan tasted the bait and almost took it. Elden’s words had the old, bright music that made promises sound like prayer. He imagined the band serving as a balm to those whose days were a constant return to the worst night of them all. His hands trembled and the sliver against his skin chilled as if warning him. Tamsin watched him with an expression that was not judgmental but urgent. "Do not," she said softly. "If we lend them the orchard’s method we become co-authors of the thing we mean to resist." Her voice carried a tired righteousness, the kind lying somewhere between apology and command.
The acolyte handling the band moved with a careful cruelty—his motions smooth as if practiced by someone who bows to the gentle orders of comfort. He raised the ring to test its balance and the band made a small, musical click that sounded uncannily like a sigh. Elden’s fingers hovered near the assembled group and then he did a thing that cut the air like the end of a lesson: he placed a small token on the table and opened it. Within was the likeness of a face Rowan could name. For one slow heartbeat Rowan thought of his sibling—the sudden, sharp ache of memory that opens like a knife. The token glimmered with a captured light; it was a portrait not of a person but of a single hour preserved.
Rowan felt the world sway. The temptation of that portrait was immediate and ugly; it offered the forbidden possibility of undoing the ache that hollowed his chest. He had rehearsed defiance, not surrender. His fingers closed instead around the knife in Tamsin’s hand, and what he held was less the thing he would use on shell than the instrument of a choice. He could either step forward and help Elden refine a mercy that he could not trust, or he could tear the band and the token both and risk the fury that would follow. The orchard’s gleams inside his bones urged him toward the latter. If mercy is to be chosen, he thought, it must live not as a sealed thing but as a movement.
Action is often simple in its first inch. Rowan moved before he could catalog the consequences into tidy lists. With a motion that surprised him he stepped over the threshold, knife in hand, and lunged at the table where the band lay. The acolyte’s reflex was quick as flame; hands closed on him and the small room thrummed with the abrupt shock of struggle. Tamsin’s voice rose in a note that cut clearer than any bell—she did not scream but she sounded something like command, a sharp order that made two nearby attendants turn. In the press Lio cried out and the boy’s small body twisted toward Rowan’s direction. For a breath the room held its collective air; then everything accelerated.
Tamsin moved like a woman who had chosen to undo a pattern she had once helped begin. She reached for the band with a deliberate honesty and, in the instant the acolyte was distracted by Rowan’s clumsy attempt, she slipped the band free from its resting place and snapped it—not with neat skill but with the force of someone who had counted the cost of secrets. The band split with a sound like a small bell breaking and shards of pale shell skittered across the table. For a moment everyone—guards, acolytes, Elden—stared at the pieces as if they contained a new geography of right and wrong.
Elden stepped forward then, and for the first time his smile frayed into the exact shape of anger. "You have chosen chaos," he said, though his voice was not screaming. It was the tone of someone who had lost a carefully made instrument. Rowan felt a sick, immediate awareness of what they had done: a binding half-broken, shards unleashed in a place that was not ready to accept them. A danger hummed at the edges of perception, an alive and unaccounted-for energy that seemed to want to move.
Tamsin did not hesitate. She had wrestled with questions of right for years and had resolved, in that knife-split second, to accept the consequence of honesty. "We will take these back to the orchard," she said, her words level. "We will not let you keep making a prison of mercy." Her voice pulled a cord through the room that shocked even the acolytes; she gathered the larger fragments and tucked them into the satchel against her side. Lio, meanwhile, had been scooped up by a woman from the market—Rowan recognized her later as the cloth-seller who always kept an eye for children—and the boy’s hands clung to his rescuer’s sleeves like a bird greedy for warmth.
The exodus out of the House of the Still Hours was a messy thing. Guards surged, shouts rose, and a few hands grabbed at cloaks and sleeves. Rowan felt the press of fingers and the scrape of fabric as they headed for the narrow alleys that Tamsin knew like the grooves of a well-loved map. The pale shards in the satchel thudded against one another with each hurried step and Tamsin’s face had the exhausted build of someone who had carried a confession too long. In the chase a bell rang from the quay—a sharp, unamused note that meant the harbor’s tides had shifted and Mirrshore would soon be in uproar. Rowan’s lungsburned with an odd mix of adrenaline and relief; they had what they had come for, and yet the world had punctured itself in a way that would not be easily mended.
They ducked into a narrow passage that smelled of seaweed and old wood. Behind them the city reorganized itself into rumor. From a window a dozen faces peered; a child called something down to the street that sounded like accusation. The satchel pressed against Tamsin’s hip, muffling the shards’ tiny clatter. Rowan could feel the orchard in his bones as if the grove itself leaned toward the sound—an expectant, hungry ache. He thought of the way roots will take an unexpected thing, draw it under and build around it, make it into something new. The idea steadied him, though he had no guarantee it would work. All they could do was return the pieces to a living system and trust it to remember what it had been.
They left Mirrshore at a pace that made them look like fishermen stealing away from a port. The roads that ran back to Duskwell smelled of rain-silt and overturned earth. Evening folded around their shoulders as if trying to keep them small. News of what had happened in the House of the Still Hours traveled ahead in leaks and whispers; men on carts turned their heads to look after a group of furtive figures. Elden’s voice—calm, weary—echoed in Rowan’s mind like a caution that would not be silenced. He had not expected to make enemies so quickly, and yet the world sometimes insists a person chooses their side.
By the time they reached the orchard’s edge, the stars were a thin scatter and the glass-bark trees stood like a line of quiet witnesses. The place where Aurel had once sat was now a scar in the grove’s circle—stone that accepted absence the way people accept grief. Tamsin opened the satchel and spread the fragments across her palms like impatient seeds. The gleams, sensing the return of their lost matter, fluttered in the hollows and drifted nearer as if to assess whether the pieces were poison or nourishment. Rowan felt something like reverence then, a hollow-sharp ache where fear and hope braided.
They did not perform a neat ritual. Instead the three of them—Rowan, Tamsin, and Lio—walked into the circle and placed fragments at the base of trees with hands that shook but did not flinch. Rowan sang the low counterpoint of the harvest-song; Tamsin leaned into its rhythm and hummed the old staff-notes she had kept secret. Lio buried his face into the crook of a young sapling and, in a child's bluntness, whispered apologies to the grove. The pieces warmed as if the wood itself accepted the touch. The gleams threaded through the air and touched each shard, leaving a faint halo of blue and green. It was like watching frost melt into spring water—small, almost indecipherable movements that promised slow change.
As the last piece sank into root and loam, the ground under their feet gave a minor tremor, not violent but as if something within the orchard had remembered the feeling of being whole and sighed. Leaves quivered with new color in places where no leaf should have colored then. A coolness brushed a bough and, for a short second, Rowan could have sworn a small voice—neither male nor female, neither old nor young—ran through the gleams and whispered a single, homely sound: yes. It was less an answer than a promise of negotiation between living things. Their act had not instantly undone what had been done but had opened a new path for the orchard to take the scattered light back into itself.
Word of what they had done spread slowly, first as gulls tell of distant storms, then as people in the lanes noticed odd fruit on odd boughs. Duskwell’s stewards and neighbors gathered—not in an accusation but in a stunned curiosity that felt close to the feeling of someone hearing a child speak for the first time. Those who had loved the idea of frozen mercy found themselves unsettled when the preserved began to stir: not all awoke with joy; some opened eyes bewildered by the smallest things, the passing of a bird, a child’s laugh that came from nowhere in particular. The preserved ones were free of their posed composure but carried the soft bewilderment of those who had lost a scripted future. They did not remember being preserved as if it had been a vacation; they remembered it as a season they had not chosen.
Elden confronted the gathering at the orchard’s edge with the dignity of a man who had believed himself in the right. He carried no iron or rope; he brought instead a roster of those who supported the Order. Around him clustered a few who still thought frozen mercy preferable to the ongoing ache of living. "You have undone a careful instrument," he said, more weary than enraged. "You have returned pieces that have been woven into lives and opened a wound among those who thought themselves resolved." His words were measured and sorrowful and his followers took them up as if learning a catechism. But something else had also diffused in the air: names of freed people who could now speak for themselves. A woman who had been preserved on a pedestal stepped forward and, with a voice roughened by time, told of how she had been kept like a memory in a glass case and how she had not wanted her days arranged by decree. Her testimony returned the argument from the abstract to the human.
The gathering did not split into war; it split into conversation. People argued with blunt heat in the orchard’s shade about rightness and harm, and those arguments were messy and intimate in equal measure. Tamsin took her place as one who had made a wrong and sought to make it right; she did not plead for leniency. She listened to the preserved, to Elden’s followers, and to those who claimed to have lost a small but vital trust. Rowan listened to all and found that his own grief lay less like a wedge and more like a place of joining: he could say nothing to restore a taken sibling, but he could help make a system where the living kept changing and where the community bore one another rather than locking away pain.
The immediate result of scattering the shards was not perfect healing. The orchard began to reassert a new pattern of micro-seasons. Some trees took the fragments gladly and began to offer fruit that carried the memory of near-frozen moments folded into the texture of life; others resisted and their branches produced odd buds at odd times. Fishers and farmers adapted uneasily; nets were cast by the calendar and by the new wheel of fruiting. Some hearths swore at the changing rhythms, and a hardening of anger took shape among a handful who had relied on the predictability the heart had once offered. But more people learned to listen. New gatherings arose where people read gleams together and rendered collective decisions for harvests and births. Stewardship, once a private craft, became a public practice rooted in shared tending rather than singular control.
Elden’s fate was neither simple nor theatrical. He stood before a council of stewards and townsfolk and listened to testimony—some furious, some tender, some raw. He admitted that his intent had been to spare those crushed by repetition; he also admitted that the Order had misapplied a tool and that in doing so they had become a force of settlement rather than stewardship. The hearing did not end with a sentence of exile or a crown of punishment. Instead Elden was assigned to a work of restitution: he would walk for a season among those who had been freed and those who had chosen stillness and learn to tend them without imposing a fixed hour. Some of his followers left to seek a permanent stillness elsewhere; others stayed and apprenticed as stewards under Tamsin and Rowan’s watch.
Lio recovered with the slowness of someone who had found strength in fear. He spoke less of wanting to be a hero and more of wanting to learn the steadiness of hands that prune rather than cage. He apprenticed to Rowan and to Tamsin, learning grafts and songs and how to read the gleams in a way that honored change. Tamsin, bruised by confession and by the knowledge of how secrecy can twist, opened a school for listening. She taught a method of stewardship that insisted on public choices, on the co-authoring of ritual, and on refusing solitary bargains in times of grief. Rowan, who had once hoped to mend small losses with careful hands, learned to hold memory like a living thing: not to preserve it from changing but to honor its changing. He found a new steadiness not in restoring what had been lost but in making the ground for what would come.
The orchard healed, or rather it rearranged itself around a different logic. Fruit grew in odd timelines and people adjusted. Children learned to consult a gleam before planted seeds instead of trusting only an old calendar. Migration of beasts altered their rhythms, and some old festivals were remade. Not all were pleased; there were bitter voices who said the world had become too uncertain. But in small ways life hummed with a new kind of possibility. The orchard’s lights—those gleams that once nested like small suns—stretched their small wings and took up a different duty: to keep memory mobile rather than sealed. Rowan found himself listening more and speaking less. In those moments he felt useful; not triumphant, nor fully healed, but part of a network that could live with the ache and with the sudden gifts of unpredictability.
Months passed and the orchard’s new order revealed itself in curious fruit. In the first cycle after the scattering a slender, pale fruit formed beneath the old circle; it tasted faintly of both frost and new blossom—a condensation of two seasons that had formerly been kept apart. The town gathered to taste it with the kind of nervous reverence one reserves for small miracles. Some chewed with disbelief; others wept at the small, impossible combination of flavors. Tamsin watched from the circle’s edge as if counting breaths she had at last made honest. She and Rowan stood quiet, hand near hand, an admission that repair required patience, not a single heroic act.
Elden did not vanish into villainy. He tended a small patch in the outskirts where the people who had once followed him could bring their questions and meet the freed. He learned to listen without promising a fix. Some evenings he would stand at the orchard’s rim and watch the scattered buds sprout, and his face—lined now more with fatigue than with certainty—would shift in a way that suggested a slow humility. People in Duskwell still argued in the lanes about what had been right, and some chose to leave for the quiet life of those who never wanted change. But many stayed and learned to inhabit a world where sorrow was not frozen into a museum piece but carried forward, shared and held.
On a quiet morning several seasons later Rowan sat at the plinth where Aurel had once rested. He did not try to reconstruct the heart; instead he ran his palm over the stone and felt the warmth of the orchard under it. Around him the trees bore small, surprising fruits at odd times and the gleams hummed with a slow, complex brightness. Lio, now steadier, practiced grafts nearby and hummed a tentative line of the harvest-song that had kept them breathing through the worst days. Tamsin paced the outer paths with a stack of notes and a laugh that had lost its sharp edge. There was a sense, not of triumph, but of work resumed—repair as a practice, not a destination.
When the pale, split fruit ripened again that season people came from lanes and fields to taste it. It held the memory of winter and bloom in a single, slight flesh, and the first bite tasted of a world that could hold more than one weather at once. Children squealed and elders nodded; someone told a story and another corrected it gently. Rowan closed his eyes and, for a moment, let the memory of what he had loved come like a warmth through his chest. He did not reach for it to hold; he reached for it to honor. The orchard had not been repaired in the old sense—it had become something else, an organism that would grow in curious, communal ways. That, he decided, was enough for now.
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