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The Fruit Beneath the Snow

Long before Isolde Valmont was born, before Ren Arden learned that grief could sharpen itself into rebellion, before King Marceau died in the mud outside the orchard he failed to possess, the valley had known another winter of kings.

The year was 514 by the southern reckoning, though the trees counted years by hearts and did not care for royal calendars.

Snow lay over Saint Aurelia Valley like a sheet pulled over a body.

Every branch in the orchard was bare. Every path vanished beneath white silence. The irrigation channels froze. The outer wall glittered with ice. Even the First Tree, which never truly slept, stood still at the valley’s center, its white bark almost indistinguishable from the storm around it.

No fruit grew in winter.

That was the law.

Not Valmont law. Older.

Older than the wall. Older than ledgers. Older than the first king who ever knelt with a dying son and called his fear a prayer.

Fruit belonged to spring, summer, and autumn. Winter was the season of roots, rot, memory, and rest. To demand fruit from a sleeping orchard was not merely impatience. It was trespass.

But kings were professional trespassers.

That winter, King Odran III of Veyrune arrived with an army, a dying wife, and a cradle carved from ivory.

The queen was nineteen. Her name was Aveline. She had been beautiful before fever made a ghost of her. In the cradle lay a child who had lived six hours, long enough to be named, baptized, and kissed by a mother who refused to accept that love did not grant legal authority over death.

The king demanded a winter fruit.

The Valmont head of house refused.

The king hanged him from the southern gate.

The second Valmont refused.

The king drowned him beneath the ice in the lily pond.

The third Valmont was a woman named Seraphine, seventeen years old, newly married, and pregnant. She listened to the king’s demand in the great hall while blood from her father and brother marked the snow outside.

Then she asked to see the dead child.

The queen held the infant so tightly that the child’s face had taken the shape of grief.

“Give him back,” Queen Aveline whispered. “If your orchard is holy, give him back.”

Seraphine looked at the child and felt her own unborn baby turn inside her.

There are cruelties only mothers can imagine for one another.

That night, Seraphine went to the First Tree and asked what winter would require.

The roots answered.

A living heart.

Not recently dead. Not condemned. Not volunteered on a clean sheet of law. Living. Beating. A heart taken while winter still heard it choosing or screaming.

Seraphine returned to the castle and lied.

She told the king there was no rite.

He burned three orchard rows.

By dawn, smoke blackened the snow.

Queen Aveline carried the dead child into the orchard herself. She wore no cloak. Her hair froze in pale ropes down her back. She stood before the First Tree and placed the infant at its roots.

“My heart,” she said. “Not his. Mine.”

The king begged. The priests screamed. Seraphine ran too late.

Aveline cut herself open with a ceremonial blade and pressed both hands into the snow.

The First Tree drank.

By sunset, one golden fruit hung from a branch buried in frost.

The dead child did not rise.

But the queen did not die either.

Not fully.

Something of her entered the winter root system and remained awake when all other trees slept. The fruit, when the king ate it in madness and despair, preserved his body and destroyed his reason. He lived thirty more years, unable to sleep, unable to sire another child, hearing a baby cry whenever snow fell.

The Valmonts sealed the rite.

The church erased Aveline’s name.

The northern kingdoms, however, remembered differently. They told a story of a queen who loved so deeply that winter itself bore fruit. They forgot the madness. They forgot the dead child. They forgot the king who clawed his own ears bloody at the sound of snow.

Memory, like fruit, sweetens when removed from blood.

Centuries later, when rulers learned the golden harvest had stopped, old books opened in northern libraries.

And men who feared dying began to whisper the same sentence into candlelight:

There had been a winter fruit once.

There could be one again.
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The Kingdom That Would Not Bury Its King
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A Crown in Mourning

Winter entered Saint Aurelia Valley without asking permission.

It came first as frost on the orchard gates, then as a silver rim around the leafless branches, then as a silence that made every whisper of the trees feel larger. By the first week of Snowwane, the valley had changed color entirely. The green of the orchard had withdrawn into roots. The golden blossoms had ceased falling. The Hall of Names stood stark and pale beside the northern gate, its stone plaques dusted white.

Isolde Valmont had once loved winter.

As a child, she had loved how snow made the valley honest. It covered marble and mud alike. It erased the hierarchy of paths: royal gravel, servant track, orchard trail, grave road. Everything became one surface waiting for footprints.

Now she knew snow did not erase anything.

It preserved.

Beneath the white, roots slept around buried hearts.

Or pretended to sleep.

Isolde stood in the Hall of Names with a charcoal pencil, correcting a mason’s spelling on a newly carved plaque. The dead deserved accuracy. It was the smallest mercy and therefore one of the most frequently neglected.

ELIAN VORST. AGE UNKNOWN. CONDEMNED SOLDIER. CONSENT DISPUTED. TREE 119.

She crossed out the mason’s “Elyan” and wrote the correction in the margin.

Behind her, Mara Vale read names aloud to a group of visiting families.

Mara had changed since King Marceau brought her to the valley as a coerced offering. She no longer wore gray unless she chose it. Today, she wore deep blue wool and a red scarf, and she carried a ledger under one arm like a weapon. She had become secretary of the Witness Board, which meant she told nobles no in beautiful handwriting and frightened priests with minutes from public meetings.

“Tree 322,” Mara read. “Jessa Mar, age twenty-seven. Plague volunteer. Consent witnessed by sister, husband, and parish physician. Family visitation permitted.”

A middle-aged woman in a patched brown cloak began to cry.

Mara’s voice softened.

“Would you like to visit the tree?”

The woman nodded.

A guard escorted her through the orchard gate.

Witness, Isolde had learned, was not an event. It was an institution. An exhausting, underfunded, politically unstable institution staffed mostly by people who had either lost someone to the orchard or nearly been lost themselves.

From outside came the sound of hammers.

Workers were expanding the Hall of Names again.

Three hundred and nineteen disputed or unlawful plantings from the sealed archive had become four hundred and two after families began bringing evidence of disappearances. Some claims were uncertain. Some were false. Many were worse than the records admitted.

A year earlier, Isolde had thought the orchard’s history was a sacred trust.

Now it was an open wound with filing requirements.

Lady Celeste Valmont entered just before noon, leaning on a black cane she insisted was decorative. She had aged twenty years in four months, though never evenly. Some mornings she looked almost as she had before, deathless and silver-gold. By evening, time returned to collect interest. Today she looked fifty, perhaps fifty-five, beautiful in the human way that did not deny gravity.

“You are correcting masons again,” Celeste said.

“The dead cannot correct them.”

“The living rarely appreciate corrections either.”

Isolde looked up.

Her grandmother wore dark green velvet trimmed in black. Not mourning. Not exactly. Since the golden harvest ended, Celeste had stopped dressing like a widow and begun dressing like a battlefield.

“You came to say something unpleasant,” Isolde said.

“I have many talents. That is the reliable one.”

Mara joined them, closing her ledger.

“Should I stay?”

Celeste said, “You usually do whether invited or not.”

“Then I will save time.”

Isolde hid a smile.

Celeste handed her a letter sealed in white wax. The seal showed a crown inside a winter sun.

Ivrath.

Isolde knew before breaking it that the news would be bad. Northern letters had a particular weight, as if the paper had been pressed under snow.

She opened it.

The wording was formal, elegant, and hostile.

King Nestor of Ivrath, Sovereign of the White Crown, Protector of the Northern Passes, Lord of the Winter Sun, demanded immediate recognition of the Old Reliance Accords. He accused House Valmont of destabilizing the kingdoms by suspending the fruit harvest. He declared the death of King Marceau a preventable failure of Valmont duty.

Then came the true demand.

Ivrath requires one winter fruit for the preservation of royal continuity. The rite is known to your house. Denial will be understood as aggression.

Isolde read the line twice.

Mara said, “There is no winter fruit.”

Celeste watched Isolde.

“There was once.”

The hall seemed colder.

Mara’s expression hardened.

“Of course there was. Every impossible horror in this valley has precedent.”

Isolde folded the letter carefully.

“What does the rite require?”

Celeste did not answer.

That was answer enough.

“No,” Isolde said.

“You have not heard the terms.”

“I heard enough in your silence.”

Mara took the letter and read quickly. Her lips tightened.

“Royal continuity. That means Nestor is dying?”

“Or someone close to him,” Celeste said. “The letter says continuity, not survival. Northern wording is rarely accidental.”

“His heir?” Isolde asked.

“Possibly.”

“And if we refuse?”

Celeste moved to the nearest open arch and looked out at the snowy orchard.

“Then Ivrath will do what hungry kingdoms always do. It will claim morality, gather soldiers, and march toward what it wants.”

Mara muttered, “Kings are remarkably predictable for men who keep poets.”

Isolde looked down at the plaque beneath her hand.

Elian Vorst. Consent disputed. Tree 119.

A man reduced to a name after centuries of being fuel.

“No winter harvest,” she said.

Celeste nodded.

“I assumed.”

“Then why bring me the letter?”

“Because refusal is not a feeling. It is a strategy.”

Before Isolde could answer, bells rang from the southern road.

Not alarm.

Arrival.

A guard entered, boots wet with snow.

“My ladies. A rider at the gate.”

“From Ivrath?” Celeste asked.

“No.” The guard looked at Isolde. “From Eastmere.”

Isolde’s breath caught before she could stop it.

Ren.

The guard continued.

“He is not alone. He brings a coffin.”​
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The Hall of Names

Ren Arden returned to Saint Aurelia Valley with snow in his hair, a split lip, and a coffin tied behind his horse.

Isolde saw him from the hall steps and forgot, for one undignified heartbeat, that she was co-governor of a valley on the edge of war. He rode through the southern gate wrapped in a dark traveling cloak, shoulders bent from cold and distance. The coffin behind him was plain pine, too short for an adult.

The sight of it extinguished the warmth rising in her chest.

Ren dismounted before his horse stopped fully. Captain Roen caught the reins. Mara came down the steps behind Isolde. Celeste remained in the doorway, eyes narrowed against snow.

Ren looked first at Isolde.

That was enough to hurt.

Then he looked at the coffin.

“His name was Tavin,” he said.

No greeting.

No embrace.

Just the name.

Isolde descended the steps slowly.

“What happened?”

Ren’s face was drawn in a way she had not seen since the night he heard Liora speak through Tree 707.

“He was nine. Fever in Eastmere. Ordinary lung fever at first. Then worse. We treated him with everything the town physician had. I sent petition to the valley for blossom medicine.”

Isolde turned to Mara.

Mara’s face had gone pale.

“I remember. Eastmere request. We approved dried petals for dispatch.”

“They never arrived,” Ren said.

Mara whispered, “They did. I sealed the packet myself.”

“Then someone took them.”

The cold around them deepened.

Ren untied the coffin rope with stiff fingers.

“Tavin’s mother asked me to bring him here.”

“Why?” Isolde asked, though she feared the answer.

“Because she heard the Hall of Names was for people the orchard failed.”

Mara closed her eyes.

Celeste stepped forward.

“The Hall is not a cemetery.”

Ren’s gaze snapped to her.

“No. It is a confession with architecture.”

No one spoke.

Celeste inclined her head once.

A concession. An apology would have been smaller.

Isolde touched the coffin lid.

The wood was rough beneath her glove.

“Tavin was not planted.”

“No,” Ren said. “He died because medicine never reached him. That belongs in your records too.”

He was right.

That hurt worse than accusation.

The new system had promised care without stolen hearts. But promises traveled through roads, clerks, seals, storage rooms, weather, theft, sabotage, and human failure. A child could die in the space between moral reform and delivery logistics.

Isolde looked at Mara.

“Find the dispatch copy.”

“I will.”

“Find everyone who handled it.”

“I will.”

Ren laughed bitterly.

“Ledgers first.”

Isolde turned back to him.

“No. Truth first. Ledgers are how we keep it from vanishing.”

His anger faltered because it recognized her. That did not make it vanish.

The coffin was carried to the old washhouse until arrangements could be made. Tavin’s mother had included a letter. Isolde read it alone in the small office beside the Hall of Names.

Lady Isolde,

My boy was not taken by your trees. But he
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