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Chapter1: The Glass Fruit Before Dawn

[image: ]


The prince’s vowfruit sings before I touch it.

Not loudly. Glass never raises its voice unless it is breaking. This is a thin sound, almost polite, a breath against the inside of a cup. I pause with my polishing cloth pinched between two fingers and listen.

There it is again.

A whisper.

Not words. Not quite. More like a promise being dragged over a blade.

I should call Aunt Mabel.

I do not call Aunt Mabel.

At this hour, before the sun lifts its first pale edge over the east wall, the Glass Orchard belongs to the people with cracked hands and sore knees. Princes come after breakfast. Ministers come after bells. Priests come when they need to look important beside something older than they are. Before dawn, there is only mist between the rows, dew gathered along branches too clear to see until they cut the moonlight, and me kneeling in damp soil with a royal fruit the size of my heart hanging in front of my face.

The vowfruit waits on its silver cradle of twigs.

It is perfectly round. Too perfect, the way all high royal fruit is. The common wedding globes that grow near the outer rows bulge a little at the stem or thicken on one side, like real pears trying to pretend they are jewels. This one has no such mercy. Its skin is transparent, not empty but layered with folded light. If I tilt my head, I can see the branch behind it, the white ribbon tied there by the Ministry of Blessings, and the tiny gold seal stamped with Prince Bastian Larkspur’s crest.

A skylark.

Wings spread.

Beak open as if it is already singing for a bride.

I press my thumb beneath the fruit to steady it and begin another careful circle with the cloth.

“Do not chip,” I mutter. “Do not cloud. Do not decide to ruin my life before sunrise.”

The fruit gives one soft click.

“Thank you for your cooperation.”

Mist beads on my lashes. The orchard is cold enough to make my breath show, though the season has already dressed the city in festival banners and smug little garlands. Beyond the walls, Averrane is awake. I can hear cart wheels bumping over stone, a woman scolding someone for dropping flower crates, the distant bleat of goats that have no respect for sacred mornings. The Blooming Vow Festival fills the whole kingdom with petals and music and people pretending love is tidy because they have ribbons to tie around it.

Here, the air smells of wet leaves, old soil, lamp oil, and glass dust.

Glass dust has a smell. People who do not work here think I invented that because they cannot stand the idea of a fruit having bones. But it does. Dry. Bright. Bitter at the back of the throat. When a branch sheds fine powder after a bad pruning, the scent clings to the skin no matter how much ash soap you use.

My hands know it better than my nose.

The backs of my fingers are webbed with little white lines from years of trimming sharp stems. A fresh nick on my left thumb has opened again. The skin pulls each time I turn the cloth. I should wrap it, but wrapped fingers slip, and slipping near a royal vowfruit is the sort of mistake that ends with a Wrenlock dragged before three men in embroidered coats who have never watered anything in their lives.

The fruit clicks again.

I stop.

“Do not start.”

The orchard answers with its usual pre-dawn murmur.

Branches knock softly against one another though there is no wind. A hundred glass apples, pears, plums, and strange little bell-shaped things hang above the dark paths, each holding a different kind of light. Some glow faint gold from promises kept between old married couples. Some carry blue threads from sailors’ vows. The young betrothal fruits near the south wall blush pink when apprentices sneak in at night to swear forever over hands they will not be holding by winter.

The royal row is different.

No ribbons from sweethearts. No little scraps of paper tied by trembling fingers. No laughter pressed into bark. Only sealed labels, polished stakes, Ministry wax, and enough rules to strangle a pear tree.

I lean closer to Prince Bastian’s vowfruit and breathe across its surface. It fogs for half a heartbeat, then clears. Good. A healthy high fruit clears quickly. I rub the last faint smear from the curve facing east.

It must catch dawn cleanly.

Everyone says that when the first sunlight enters a royal vowfruit on the morning of the festival, the face of the prince’s destined bride appears within. Everyone says it as if the fruit has a tiny noblewoman tucked inside, waiting with folded hands and the correct bloodline.

Everyone also says orchard keepers are lucky because we stand so close to miracles.

Everyone is welcome to wake at third bell, freeze their ankles in muddy grass, scrape fungus from a glass root with a bone knife, and explain again how lucky they feel.

A thread of sound slips through the fruit.

This time it is almost a word.

I jerk my hand back.

The cloth falls against my knee.

No.

Royal fruits do not speak before dawn. They do not show, stir, cloud, ring, darken, or crack before the appointed hour, especially not when half the kingdom is waiting to learn which noble house gets to pretend it has always been the kingdom’s heart.

I glance down the path.

No one.

The lantern at the gate burns low and yellow. The two palace guards posted beyond the ironwork are shapes in cloaks, their breath steaming, their spears angled in boredom. They are not looking at me. Why would they? I am one more working girl in a brown overskirt, hair pinned badly beneath a kerchief, shoulder aching from hauling dawnwater.

I look back at the fruit.

Its center has changed.

Not much. If I were not trained to catch the smallest fault, I might miss it. A dimness gathers near the core, where light should fold evenly. It is not black. Not rot. Not the smoky brown of a vow bruised by fear. It is a pale pressure, like breath trapped behind a window.

I reach for the branch instead of the fruit.

The bark is cold. Glass bark always is, but this cold bites up my fingers and into my wrist. A tremor moves under the surface. Not through the wood. Through me. The old trees do that sometimes when I have been careless enough to work too long without eating. Aunt Mabel says it is only my pulse answering the orchard’s hum.

Aunt Mabel lies when she thinks kindness needs help.

I crouch lower, bringing my eye level with the fruit.

“Show me what is wrong,” I whisper.

A foolish thing to say. Fruit do not take orders. Royal fruit especially do not take orders from women whose best dress has mended cuffs and whose family name can be found in palace ledgers under Maintenance, Orchard, Seasonal.

The dimness stretches.

My mouth goes dry.

Inside the vowfruit, a shape moves.

I snatch the cloth and wipe the surface again, too hard. The fruit swings on its stem with a delicate, dangerous chime.

“Steady,” I hiss at myself.

The shape remains.

Not a flaw on the glass. Not a reflection from the lantern. Reflections lie on the surface; this sits deep inside, past all the folded light, as though someone stands on the far side of a frozen pond.

A human figure.

I go still enough that dew gathers on the loose hairs beside my cheek.

The eastern wall is still dark. Dawn has not touched the orchard. No official bell has rung. No blessing has been spoken. The prince is not here with his ministers and his polished smile. The noble daughters of Averrane are not gathered under the festival canopy with their mothers gripping their wrists and their fathers pretending not to count alliances.

The fruit should be empty.

The figure turns.

My heart bangs once, hard and stupid.

I lean in before I can stop myself. The glass is so clear that the branches behind it cross the figure’s face like scratches. I shift to the left. Mist slips between my boots. The fruit turns by a hair.

The figure inside turns with it.

No.

I lift one hand, slowly.

The figure lifts a hand.

My fingers hover beside the glass.

Inside the fruit, a girl with mud at her hem and a bad kerchief over her hair does the same.

For several breaths, I cannot make sense of my own face.

It does not belong there. That is the first thought, sharp and plain. Not fear. Not wonder. Irritation, almost. My face is a working face. It belongs in wash water darkened by soil, in warped copper mirrors, in the quick glance of a kitchen window when I pass with a basket. It does not belong suspended in a royal vowfruit beneath a skylark seal.

I touch my cheek.

The girl in the glass touches hers.

A small cut marks her thumb.

Mine throbs.

“Absolutely not,” I say.

The fruit sings.

This time the sound is clear enough to hurt my teeth.

I stagger back and nearly crush the dawnwater flask under my heel. The branch above me shivers. Other fruits answer, faint and far along the rows. A hundred tiny notes ripple through the orchard, not music, not warning, but something in between.

“Quiet,” I whisper.

The orchard does not listen.

Of course it does not listen. I have told beetles to leave the sugar roots, moss to keep off the south panes, and Aunt Mabel’s old ladder not to collapse under me. Nothing in my life has ever obeyed because I asked politely.

I look toward the gate again.

One guard yawns.

The other adjusts his scarf.

Neither has noticed that the first prince’s sacred vowfruit has apparently lost its mind.

Good.

No. Not good. There is no good shape for this problem. If the fruit shows me during the official breaking, the Ministry will call it a sign. The nobles will call it an insult. The city will call it a scandal before noon and a curse by supper. Aunt Mabel will pinch the bridge of her nose so hard she leaves marks. My mother will hear whispers before I can explain, and her cough is always worse when she worries.

And Prince Bastian—

I stop that thought where it stands.

I have seen him from a distance twice. Once in the spring procession, when he rode a white horse through sheets of falling blossoms and made the crowd laugh by catching a child’s dropped ribbon on the tip of his sword. Once last winter, when he stood beside the queen on the palace balcony with snow in his hair and a smile bright enough to be useful.

Useful smiles are the worst kind.

The fruit shows my face.

Not Lady Vivia Snowmarch, whose name has been floating around the orchard for weeks because even gardeners hear court gossip when nobles believe dirt has no ears. Not any of the five daughters with silver pedigrees and mothers who keep asking whether the royal row has been especially golden this year. Me.

Hazel Wrenlock.

Orchard keeper’s daughter. Father dead. Mother weak. Aunt loud. Hands ruined.

I laugh once, breathless and ugly.

The fruit answers with a thin crackle from inside.

I stop laughing.

There is still time to fix this.

Maybe it is not showing a bride. Maybe it is showing whoever touches it before dawn. Maybe the cold has made a memory catch wrong. Maybe a moth crawled into the branch and died in a shape that looks exactly like my face because the orchard has decided to be cruel with artistic talent.

I pull the small bone pick from my belt and examine the stem.

The connection is clean. No fungal bloom around the joining. No cloudy resin. The silver support twigs are tight but not choking. The ribbon seal hangs untouched, wax unbroken. I lower my nose near the stem and breathe in.

Dawnwater. Metal. Glass.

Under that, something old.

I frown.

Not rot. Not sickness.

A promise left too long in a closed room.

The hairs along my arms lift.

“Who have you been listening to?” I murmur.

The old row shifts.

At the edge of hearing, a voice brushes through the branches. I cannot catch it. I never can when I try. Since childhood, the orchard has muttered most loudly when I pretend not to notice.

Aunt Mabel says trees creak.

I say trees do not whisper names when nobody is walking under them.

The fruit’s inner light pulses once.

My reflection sharpens.

No longer just my face. My shoulders. My stained apron. The little crescent scar near my chin from falling into the north trellis at thirteen. The loose curl stuck to my damp cheek. It shows me as I am right now, crouched in front of it with mud on one knee and panic climbing my spine.

I should cover it.

My hand moves before the rest of me decides.

I grab the dark velvet hood from the tool basket. The Ministry sent it yesterday in a cedar box with instructions written in three different hands, all of them certain that orchard keepers cannot understand cloth unless a man with a seal explains it. The hood is meant to protect the fruit after inspection, not before. I do not care. I lift it toward the branch.

A step sounds behind me.

I freeze.

Not a guard’s step. Guards clank. Aunt Mabel drags her left heel when she is tired. Ministry men walk as if the ground owes them room.

This step is light, unhurried, and far too comfortable on forbidden soil.

“Well,” a man says, “that is either very poor timing or very impressive theft.”

The velvet hood slips from my fingers.

I turn so fast my shoulder hits a branch.

The fruit gives a sharp warning note. I flinch, then catch the branch out of habit.

A man stands three paces down the path in a dark coat without any of the gold braid I expect from a prince on festival morning. His collar is turned up against the mist. Light brown hair, gold where the lantern catches it and loose enough to offend at least one chamberlain, falls across his forehead. He has no crown, no formal sash, no retinue, and no sensible reason to be alone in the royal orchard before dawn.

I still know him.

Everyone in Averrane knows Prince Bastian Larkspur.

The city paints his face on festival fans. Children sing rude songs about his smiles until their mothers remember he might be king one day. Noble daughters pretend not to look when he enters a hall. The palace windows reflect him more kindly than they reflect anyone else, which I have always considered suspicious.

In person, in the dark, he looks less polished.

More tired.

His eyes are on the fruit.

Not on me.

The careful amusement on his mouth does not reach them.

My fingers tighten around the branch. “Your Highness.”

“Most people add a bow.”

“Most people are not holding your sacred fruit steady so it does not knock itself against a branch.”

“That does make groveling inconvenient.”

“It does.”

His gaze shifts to me then, and for one strange second I forget the correct amount of air to take in. His eyes are a gray-green I have seen before in rainwater trapped in the hollows of old glass roots. Pretty, yes, but that is not the problem. The problem is that they are too awake. They take in the cloth on the ground, the hood near my boot, my hand on the branch, the way my body blocks part of the fruit.

He smiles.

I dislike it immediately.

“Hazel Wrenlock,” he says.

My stomach drops. “You know my name?”

“I make a habit of learning the names of people trusted with objects that can rearrange my life.”

“You make it sound like the fruit asked for the job.”

“I am told the fruit is very honored.”

“The fruit is currently misbehaving.”

“Many things do when I am involved.”

I stare at him.

The smile holds. Too easy. Too smooth. A perfect little bridge laid across a pit.

I do not step onto it.

“Why are you here?” I ask.

One eyebrow lifts. “In my family’s orchard?”

“Before dawn. Without attendants. Before the vowfruit is presented.” I glance pointedly at his boots. They are dark leather, damp at the toes, with a smear of mud along one side. “Through the side path, unless your guards have gone blind from boredom.”

“Only one of them. The other is asleep with his eyes open.”

“That was not an answer.”

“No,” he says. “It was a kindness. Answers are heavy so early in the morning.”

The fruit hums behind me.

His face changes.

It happens quickly. The smile stays, but something under it pulls tight. His eyes flick past my shoulder, and his left hand curls once at his side before he stills it.

He has seen.

Of course he has seen.

The path is narrow. The fruit is clear. My own face shines inside it like a crime.

I step sideways, trying to block more of the view.

His gaze follows the movement inside the glass.

For one heartbeat, nobody speaks.

The orchard seems to lean in.

Then Prince Bastian Larkspur laughs.

Softly. Warmly. Almost convincingly.

“Ah,” he says. “That is unfortunate.”

Heat rushes up my throat. “Unfortunate?”

“Very.”

“That is the word you choose?”

“I considered catastrophic, but it felt dramatic.”

“This is your vowfruit.”

“I had noticed.”

“It is showing my face.”

“Yes, I had also noticed that.”

“And you are laughing?”

“I find laughter useful when screaming would upset the guards.”

I should be frightened. Part of me is. A cold, flat part under my ribs has already begun counting all the ways this can ruin my family. But his tone scrapes against something hotter.

I let go of the branch and turn fully toward him. “Your Highness, with respect, if your royal fruit has decided to make a fool of both of us, screaming may be the honest response.”

“Honesty is rarely invited to royal ceremonies.”

“Then perhaps it sneaked in through the side path with you.”

That earns the smallest flicker at the corner of his mouth. Not the polished smile. Something sharper and almost real.

“You have a quick tongue for someone alone with a prince before sunrise.”

“I have a quicker pruning knife.”

His gaze drops to the curved knife at my belt.

I regret nothing.

“Noted,” he says.

The fruit gives another chime.

We both look.

My reflection remains inside, clearer than it should be. No mist now. No wavering. A perfect little Hazel hangs at the core of the prince’s vowfruit, wearing an expression that looks even worse from the outside.

Prince Bastian takes one slow step closer.

“Do not,” I say.

He stops.

“I am the prince.”

“And I am the person who knows how close you can stand before your breath clouds the reading surface.”

“I see.”

“Do you?”

His eyes return to mine. “More than I would like.”

There it is again. The edge under the silk. The thing his smile keeps trying to cover.

He is afraid.

Not embarrassed. Not annoyed. Not even angry.

Afraid.

The discovery unsettles me more than his laughter.

Princes are not supposed to look frightened in front of orchard keepers. They are supposed to be bored or gracious or charming in a way that leaves stains. Fear makes him too human, and I have no use for that right now.

He tilts his head toward the fruit. “How long has it been doing this?”

“Long enough for me to decide I dislike it.”

“Before dawn?”

“Yes.”

“Before any blessing?”

“Yes.”

“Before anyone else saw?”

I hesitate.

His voice is still light, but the question is not.

“No one else,” I say.

The muscles in his jaw ease by a thread.

Then he puts the smile back on.

“Excellent. Then the matter is simple.”

I fold my arms. “I hate simple matters. They usually mean someone important has skipped the part where they listen.”

“The fruit is rotten.”

For a moment, I think I have misheard him.

The orchard goes very quiet.

I look at the perfect sphere hanging between us, clear as frozen breath, brighter now as the sky begins to pale behind the wall. My face rests inside it, unwanted and undeniable.

Then I look at him.

“Rotten.”

“Tragically.”

“This fruit has been tended for nine years.”

“A long decline, then.”

“It passed three Ministry inspections.”

“Inspectors miss things.”

“It holds light evenly.”

“An impressive disguise.”

“The stem is clean, the branch tone is pure, the cradle has not warped, and it cleared under breath before the bell.” I step toward him before remembering he is royal. I stop too late to pretend I did it on purpose. “If you want to insult my work, at least choose an insult that fits the symptoms.”

His brows lift again. “I would never insult your work.”

“You just called my fruit rotten.”

“I called my fruit rotten.”

“There is no such thing as your fruit when something goes wrong. Then it becomes the orchard keeper’s fruit very quickly.”

That wipes the smile from his mouth for half a second.

Good.

“Fair,” he says.

The word lands plain. No decoration.

I should stop. I should remember that this man can speak one sentence and have me removed from the orchard, the one place that has ever made sense under my hands. But the vowfruit is behind me with my face trapped in it, and the prince is trying to throw a cloth over reality by calling it rot.

My temper does not care for survival when workmanship is involved.

“If Your Highness wishes to tell the Ministry the royal vowfruit is corrupt, you may do so,” I say. “But do not make it sound like the tree embarrassed itself. These roots have been clean since winter. The eastward branch drank dawnwater properly all week. I polished the surface myself every morning. If it is showing something you dislike, that does not make it rotten.”

His eyes narrow slightly. Not in anger. In attention.

“That is a dangerous distinction.”

“It is an accurate one.”

“Accuracy is often dangerous.”

“And yet here we are.”

“Here we are,” he says, and the softness in his voice makes my fingers flex.

A bell sounds far beyond the wall.

First festival bell.

The city answers in pieces: a cheer from the lower square, the rush of more carts, metal shutters clapping open, someone playing a flute too early and too badly. The sky above the east wall turns from black to pearl.

The fruit warms at my back.

Prince Bastian hears the shift. He moves before I do, crossing the last stretch of path with a suddenness that cuts through the lazy act. I step in front of him.

“No closer.”

His gaze snaps to mine. “Hazel.”

My name in his mouth is not courtly now.

“Do not use that voice as if you have the right to move me.”

“I need to cover the fruit.”

“So did I, before you appeared and began insulting it.”

“Then cover it.”

“I will, once you step back.”

He looks past me to the vowfruit. The first thread of true dawn slips over the wall and touches the topmost branches. All along the royal row, sealed fruits catch pale fire. Tiny sparks wake inside their cores.

The prince’s vowfruit brightens.

My reflection brightens with it.

Bastian goes white.

That frightens me enough to turn.

The fruit no longer shows only my face. Light gathers around the reflection, weaving through the shape of my hair, my shoulders, my stained sleeves. Behind the small image of me, other shadows stir. Not people. Not clearly. Lines of gold. A path. A branch bending under too much weight. A door of green glass. A crown lying on soil.

Then all of it folds inward.

My face remains.

A small black thread appears near the stem.

I stop breathing.

It is thin as a hair at first, almost elegant. It slips under the surface, not on it. I know surface cracks. I have cursed enough of them. This is deeper. It begins at the stem and crawls down through the inner light, splitting my reflected shoulder.

“No,” I whisper.

Bastian reaches around me.

I slap his hand away.

The sound cracks louder than I expect.

He stares at me.

I stare back, pulse hammering so hard I feel it in my cut thumb.

“You do not grab a vowfruit that is splitting from the core,” I say.

His hand lowers slowly.

“That is not an ordinary crack.”

“I know.”

The answer comes too fast.

I turn my head. “You know?”

His mouth opens.

Nothing comes out.

There is the lie, standing between his teeth, looking for a pretty coat to wear.

The black thread branches.

Another line cuts through the fruit. The glass note deepens. This time the sound is not a whisper. It is a low, wounded tone that trembles in the roots beneath my boots.

Other fruits stir.

A gold marriage pear three trees down flickers dark, then clears. A blue trust plum gives a nervous tick. Above us, the oldest branch knocks once against its support stake though the air has not moved.

The orchard is listening.

Aunt Mabel’s voice snaps through memory so sharply I almost hear it aloud.

When a high fruit darkens, do not bleed on it, do not breathe a vow near it, and do not believe the first person who says there is nothing wrong.

I reach for the velvet hood.

Bastian gets there first, snatching it from the grass.

“Do not touch the split,” I say.

“I heard you.”

“You heard me, or you are listening?”

His eyes flash. “Both, if you will stop arguing with me for ten seconds.”

“I can argue in five.”

Something like a laugh breaks out of him, rough and wrong for his face. He lifts the hood.

The fruit screams.

Not a human scream. Worse. Glass forced to hold a sound too large for its shape. The note tears through the row, through the mist, through my bones. I clamp my hands over my ears. Bastian drops the hood and staggers back, one shoulder hitting the support post.

At the gate, one guard shouts.

The other finally wakes properly.

“Brilliant,” I choke.

Bastian straightens. “I did not do that on purpose.”

“Comforting.”

The black lines spread faster now. They do not break the surface, but they web through the core until my reflection is caught behind them. For a moment it looks as if the fruit has trapped me in a tiny cage.

My stomach turns.

The prince sees it too.

His face shuts.

Not hides. Shuts. Door after door behind his eyes.

He steps toward the fruit again, slower this time.

I move with him, because terror has not made me stupid. “If you know what kind of crack that is, tell me.”

“No.”

“No?”

“Not here.”

“There is no better place to discuss fruit than an orchard.”

“There are many better places to discuss death.”

The word lands cold between us.

The guards are coming down the path now, boots loud, spears clattering against glass stakes. The sky is lightening too quickly. Soon the official attendants will arrive with the Ministry box, the silk bearers, the witness clerks, and enough holy phrases to drown sense.

I grab Bastian’s sleeve.

His gaze drops to my hand.

The fabric is finer than anything I own. My fingers leave a smudge of soil on the dark cuff.

I do not let go.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

For once, he does not make a joke.

The guards are close enough that I hear one breathing hard.

Bastian bends toward me, not like a prince granting favor, but like a man trying to keep a blade hidden between his ribs.

“Listen carefully,” he says.

The vowfruit gives a tiny, terrible click.

A new crack opens through the small reflected shape of my throat.

Bastian’s eyes flick to it, and all the color left in his face drains away.

“Your Highness!” one guard calls. “Step away from the—”

Bastian’s hand closes around my wrist.

Not hard enough to hurt. Hard enough to stop me from turning toward the guard, toward the fruit, toward any sane shape of the morning.

His voice drops so low that only I can hear it.

“Tell no one,” he says. “You will die.”
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For one breath, I think I have misheard him.

The guards are too loud behind us. The vowfruit is too loud in front of us. My own pulse knocks in my ears so hard that Prince Bastian’s words seem to arrive through water.

You will die.

His fingers remain around my wrist.

Not tight. Not cruel. Worse than that. Careful. As if even the bones under my skin are something he has already imagined breaking.

I pull free.

He lets me.

The two palace guards skid to a halt several paces away, boots tearing dark grooves through the damp path. One is young enough to look frightened by the fruit. The other has a gray beard and the stubborn face of a man who has survived enough royal mornings to dislike surprises on principle.

“Your Highness,” the older guard says, gaze darting from Bastian to me to the fruit. “Are you harmed?”

“No,” Bastian says lightly.

The word is smooth as oil on water.

The vowfruit clicks.

I look at it.

Another black thread appears inside the glass.

Bastian sees me looking. He shifts half a step, putting his shoulder between the guards and the fruit. It is a small movement. Anyone else might take it as an idle adjustment. I know the angle of orchard work. I know when someone is hiding damage.

The older guard frowns. “The fruit sounded—”

“Dramatic,” Bastian says. “It has a talent for that.”

“High fruit do not scream, sir.”

“No? I have met several courtiers who do.”

The younger guard almost laughs, then remembers the spear in his hand and swallows it.

I do not laugh.

The prince turns his smile on them, bright enough to polish silver. “The orchard keeper and I discovered a flaw in the fruit. Nothing more.”

My fingers curl.

A flaw.

The fruit gives a low note, not quite a protest, not quite pain.

The guard’s frown deepens. “A flaw before the ceremony?”

“Rot,” Bastian says.

I stare at him.

He says it easily. That is what makes it worse. He does not hesitate, does not glance at me, does not give the lie any rough edge for truth to catch on. He simply lays it across the path between us and expects everyone to step over.

The older guard’s eyes widen. “Rot?”

“A rare internal corruption,” Bastian says. “Very sad. Very inconvenient. I expect the Ministry will use more syllables.”

The younger guard looks from the perfect clear skin of the fruit to me. “It doesn’t look rotten.”

“Royal problems rarely do,” Bastian says.

I laugh once before I can stop myself.

All three men look at me.

The sound hangs there, sharp and stupid.

Bastian’s smile does not move, but his eyes warn me.

I ignore them.

“With respect,” I say, and the words scrape because respect is not what fills my mouth, “that is not rot.”

The older guard straightens as if I have swung a pruning hook at the prince.

Bastian turns slowly toward me. “Miss Wrenlock.”

That is a warning too. Politer. Colder.

I bend, pick up the velvet hood, and shake damp grass from its edge. My hands need something to do before they choose violence. “Rot clouds from the feeding line outward. It dulls the surface. It smells sour at the stem. The cradle would show weakness. The branch would sag.”

“Perhaps it is shy rot.”

“Perhaps Your Highness should not invent horticultural diseases before breakfast.”

The younger guard makes a strangled sound.

Bastian’s mouth twitches.

It should not. I am angry enough to feel it under my teeth. But that little twitch is not amusement polished for a crowd. It is quick and unwilling. It vanishes almost before I catch it.

The older guard clears his throat. “Miss, you will address His Highness with—”

“Accuracy?” I ask.

“With care.”

“I am caring for the fruit.”

“You are contradicting the prince.”

“I am contradicting nonsense.”

Bastian exhales through his nose.

The vowfruit darkens by another thread.

His eyes snap back to it.

There. Again. Fear. Not for himself. The way his gaze drops to the black line splitting my reflected cheek makes my stomach tighten. He is afraid of the fruit. Afraid of what it shows. Afraid of what the crack means.

And still lying.

That makes me angrier than if he had sneered.

“Both of you,” he says to the guards, “return to the gate.”

The older one does not move. “Sir, if the vowfruit is damaged, Ministry protocol requires—”

“I am aware of Ministry protocol. It breeds in the walls.”

“Someone must be sent for Lord Pike.”

At the name, Bastian’s expression smooths too quickly.

I notice because I am watching for it now. Lord Pike. The name brushes the air like a knife kept inside a sleeve.

“No one will be sent,” Bastian says.

The older guard looks pained. “Your Highness—”

“Do you intend to defend the orchard from me?”

The question is soft.

The guard lowers his eyes. “No, sir.”

“Good. Stand at the gate. If anyone enters before I call, be boring and obstructive.”

The younger guard blinks. “Boring, sir?”

“Immensely.”

The prince’s voice remains pleasant, but the order underneath is iron. The guards hear it. They bow and retreat, slower than they arrived, both looking back more than once. I wait until they are far enough that their boots fade into the morning murmur.

Then I turn on him.

“Rot?”

“An efficient word.”

“It is a false word.”

“Yes.”

The answer stops me for half a heartbeat.

He does not look sorry. He does not look pleased either. He looks at the fruit and keeps his body between it and the path.

“You admit it?”

“To you? Obviously.”

“Then perhaps you can explain why the sacred royal vowfruit has decided to show my face and crack itself open like a cheap market bauble.”

His gaze shifts to me. “Do not call yourself cheap.”

I blink.

That is what he chooses to answer?

My anger changes shape, loses its footing for a second, then finds it again. “Do not dodge.”

“I am not dodging.”

“You are doing nothing but dodging. You dodged why you came here before dawn. You dodged what that crack means. You dodged the guards. You dodged the fruit by insulting it, which I am taking personally even if you meant it politically.”

“Politically, personally, horticulturally. I see I have been busy.”

“Your Highness.”

“Bastian.”

“No.”

His brows lift. “No?”

“I am not calling you by your name while you stand in my orchard telling me I may die.”

A silence follows that.

The fruit hums softly between the branches.

His face changes again. The polish thins. Not enough for honesty to step through. Enough for me to see it waiting.

“This is not your orchard,” he says.

The words are mild.

They hit badly.

I look at the rows around us. At the silver stakes I polished last night. At the mist crouched under branches I have trimmed since I was tall enough to carry a bucket with both hands. At the tiny chips in the path stones where my father dropped his old shear and cursed so loudly Aunt Mabel threw a pear at him. At the royal seal on the ribbon, shining like a cold coin.

“No,” I say. “It only bleeds me.”

His eyes drop to my hands.

I hate that I let him see that much.

I tuck my cut thumb into my palm. “If you want to stand on ownership, do it with Lord Pike. He wears the kind of coat that enjoys being bowed to.”

“I did not mean—”

“I know what you meant. That is worse.”

He looks away first.

Small victory. Useless victory. The crack in the fruit keeps spreading.

I step close to the vowfruit again. The black lines have formed a crooked star around the image of my face. They do not reach the surface. I raise the hood, then pause. Bastian stiffens.

“What?” he asks.

“The sound changed.”

He comes closer, but not too close this time. Good. He can learn.

The fruit’s earlier song had been a thin, glassy ringing. Now it is lower, almost warm, almost like a voice pressed under a floorboard. I tilt my head.

There are no words. Just strain.

“It is not breaking outward,” I murmur.

Bastian says nothing.

“The skin is whole. The pressure is inside. If we cover it, it may trap heat and make the fracture spread faster.”

“Can you stop it?”

The question comes too bare.

I glance at him. “Can you tell me what it is?”

His jaw tightens.

“Then I can guess.”

“Guess carefully.”

“I always guess carefully near objects that can rearrange royal engagements and threaten my breathing.”

“Your breathing is the part I am trying to preserve.”

“Then help.”

“I am.”

“You are lying.”

“Yes.”

The word is so calm that I nearly throw the hood at him.

“That is not helping.”

“It is keeping the wrong ears from hearing the right truth.”

“And my ears?”

His gaze meets mine.

The first sunlight reaches the path between us. It turns the wet grass white. It catches in the vowfruit’s clear skin and makes the black cracks look sharper, like ink dropped into ice.

“Your ears are already in danger,” he says.

My mouth goes dry.

I grip the hood harder. “Because the fruit showed me?”

“Because I saw it.”

I do not understand that, and I hate the little chill it sends through me.

“If no one else saw,” I say slowly, “then we still have a problem we can control.”

“Not for long.”

“The Ministry arrives soon.”

“Yes.”

“Then you need me to make the fruit safe before they get here.”

“I need you to walk away.”

I stare at him.

He has the good sense not to smile.

“Walk away,” I repeat.

“Yes.”

“From the royal vowfruit.”

“Yes.”

“On the morning of the opening ceremony.”

“Yes.”

“While it is cracking from the core.”

“Yes.”

“And when Lord Pike asks where I went?”

“I will say I dismissed you.”

“And when Aunt Mabel asks why I left a high fruit splitting in the royal row?”

“I am more afraid of your aunt than Lord Pike, but I will improvise.”

A laugh tries to rise in my throat. It comes out wrong. “You cannot be serious.”

“I am rarely serious. It startles people.”

“Then stop startling me and say something useful.”

“I am saying something useful. Leave the orchard. Go home. Pretend you saw nothing.”

The fruit clicks again.

My reflection inside the glass turns its head a fraction later than I do.

I go cold.

Bastian sees it.

The black lines pulse once, and the little image of me shifts again, not with my movement this time but against it. Her hand lifts toward the crack crossing her throat.

My hand stays at my side.

No.

The hood drops from my fingers.

Bastian catches my elbow as I sway forward. “Hazel.”

“Did you see that?”

“Yes.”

“Reflections do not move after I stop.”

“No.”

“What is it showing?”

He lets go of my elbow as if remembering I did not give him leave to hold me. “Possibility.”

The word is careful.

Too careful.

“Whose?”

His silence answers badly.

I take one step back from the fruit.

The little Hazel inside does not.

She stays close to the glass, palm raised, mouth open.

Nothing comes out.

My skin prickles from scalp to wrist.

“Cover it,” Bastian says.

“You said leave.”

“I changed my mind.”

“That was quick.”

“You looked as if you might listen.”

“I was dizzy, not obedient.”

“Cover it, please.”

The please does more damage than the order.

I snatch the hood from the ground and force myself to think like an orchard keeper. Not like a girl trapped in a prince’s fruit. Not like a fool with death hanging over her shoulder. Cloth first. Do not touch the surface. Leave the stem free. Shade the eastern curve. Slow the light, slow the pressure.

I lift the hood with both hands.

The fruit begins to whisper.

Words this time.

Not enough to understand. Too many to ignore. Layered voices slide over one another, thin and old and crowded. A woman laughs once, then gasps. A man speaks a vow with the confidence of someone who expects the world to bend. Someone weeps. Someone says no, no, no, not there.

My arms lock.

Bastian steps closer. “What is wrong?”

“You do not hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Of course.

Of course he does not.

The orchard has always kept its worst little habits for me.

“Voices,” I say.

His face hardens. “From the fruit?”

“From the branch. From under it. I cannot tell.”

“What do they say?”

“I cannot catch all of it.”

“All of it?”

I shoot him a look. “Would you prefer I lie?”

“No.”

The answer is immediate.

The word hangs there with more weight than it should.

For a prince who lies as easily as breathing, he seems almost offended by the thought of me doing it.

I move the hood toward the fruit.

A voice inside the branch sharpens.

Not her.

I freeze.

Bastian watches me, still as a drawn blade.

“What did you hear?”

“Something said not her.”

His lips part.

The fear returns. Bare now. No smile. No silk.

It should satisfy me, seeing the lie stripped from him.

It does not.

“Who said it?” he asks.

“I do not know.”

“Was it a woman?”

“I do not know.”

“Old? Young?”

“I said I do not know.”

“Hazel—”

“If you want clean answers, find a clean problem.”

His hand curls, then opens. “Fair.”

The whisper fades back into pressure.

I place the hood over the fruit.

This time it does not scream.

The cloth settles around the clear curve, hiding my face, the cracks, the impossible little movements. I loop the lower ties around the support twigs and knot them loosely enough not to choke the stem. My fingers know the work. That helps. Work is a fence. A small one. It keeps panic from trampling everything.

When I step back, the covered fruit looks almost ordinary.

Almost.

Bastian stares at the hooded shape.

I stare at him.

“You know what this is,” I say.

“I know what it might become.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.”

“Will it kill me because it showed me?”

His throat moves.

“There are old accounts,” he says.

“Accounts.”

“Yes.”

“Written by whom?”

“People who survived long enough to write.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

I wipe my palms on my apron, leaving darker streaks across the fabric. “What do the accounts say?”

“Royal vowfruit can bind too strongly.”

“Bind what?”

His gaze flicks to the hood. “The person shown.”

“The destined bride.”

He flinches.

It is small. Anyone else might miss it. I am not anyone else.

“You dislike that phrase,” I say.

“I dislike many phrases.”

“No. That one landed.”

Bastian turns away, looking toward the pale slice of sky above the wall. The festival bells begin again, two this time. Second bell. The official bearers will come at third. Aunt Mabel will already be on the outer path with her keys, muttering at anyone who touches the gates wrong.

We are running out of private morning.

“People misunderstand vowfruit,” he says.

I wait.

He looks as if every word has thorns.

“They do not choose neatly. Not the way the Ministry pretends. A fruit does not know whether a person is convenient, noble, marriageable, welcome, or safe. It shows a bond strong enough to change the course of a life.”

I go very still.

That sounds like something the Ministry would burn before letting market wives repeat it over pears.

“Then why does everyone say bride?”

“Because bride is useful.”

“To whom?”

His mouth twists. “You ask dangerous questions.”

“I am standing beside a fruit with my face in it after being told I may die. I feel entitled.”

“Yes,” he says quietly. “You are.”

The answer unsettles me again. He keeps doing that. Lying like a polished mirror one moment, then giving me a bare word the next.

I pull myself back to what matters. “If it shows a life-changing bond, not a bride, then this could be anything.”

“Perhaps.”

“I could be your enemy.”

His eyes return to me. “Are you?”

“Not before breakfast.”

That almost-smile appears and disappears.

I press harder. “I could be a witness. A warning. Someone who fixes it. Someone who breaks it. There is no reason to jump straight to death.”

“There is.”

“Tell me.”

“No.”

The heat comes back fast. “You do not get to hand me a grave and refuse to say where you found it.”

“I am trying to keep you out of it.”

“I am in it. Look at the fruit.”

“I would rather not.”

“Too bad.”

His gaze sharpens.

Good. Let him be offended. I am offended by the entire morning.

“You came here before dawn because you were afraid of what it would show,” I say. “You knew something could go wrong.”

His silence is different now. Less refusal. More calculation.

I step closer. “Did you think it would show someone else?”

“No.”

That answer cuts through me in a way I do not like.

“You expected nothing?”

“I hoped for nothing.”

A prince hoping his own vowfruit shows no one on the morning his marriage fate is to be presented to the kingdom.

That should sound arrogant. It does not. It sounds like a man pressing his hand over a wound and calling the blood inconvenient.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because nothing would have been kind.”

“To you?”

“To whoever appeared.”

The cloth over the fruit trembles.

The knots remain loose. The branch is still. The hood moves anyway, as if something beneath has breathed.

I step toward it.

Bastian grabs my wrist again.

This time I am ready. I twist free and glare at him.

“Stop doing that.”

“Stop moving toward the cursed object.”

“It is not cursed.”

His eyes darken.

I know at once that I am wrong.

Not about the fruit. About the word.

The air changes around him when I say cursed. It goes thin and cold. The prince with the quick mouth disappears so completely that I can almost see the place where he stood.

The man left behind looks older.

“You truly do not know,” he says.

My anger stumbles.

“No,” I say. “I do not. Because every person who does know appears to enjoy speaking in locked rooms and half-sentences.”

He looks down at my hands again, at the little cuts, the rough nail edges, the thumb I keep hiding.

“Your family has tended the orchard for generations.”

“And royal secrets do not drip down to the servants just because we water the roots.”

“Your aunt never told you anything?”

“My aunt tells me plenty. Mostly about ladder safety and men who smile before asking favors.”

That almost gets him. A flash in his eyes. Then it is gone.

“She is wise.”

“She would be wiser if people stopped giving her reasons.”

The hood trembles again.

This time a black line shows through the velvet.

Not physically. Not a tear. A shadow, pressing outward from beneath the cloth, shaped like a crack.

My breath catches.

“That should not be visible.”

Bastian reaches for the hood.

I slap his hand away again.

He gives me a look. “Is this going to become a custom?”

“If necessary.”

“The fruit is worsening.”

“I know.”

“Then do something.”

“I am trying, but my education has an unfortunate gap around royal death fruit.”

“It is not—”

He stops.

I stare.

“It is not what?”

His jaw works once.

Third bell rings.

The sound rolls over the orchard wall, bright and ceremonial. From the far gate comes the answer: hinges, voices, the stamp of several feet. Too many for guards. Too organized for workers.

The Ministry has arrived.

Bastian curses under his breath.

I would enjoy that more in another situation.

“They cannot see it,” he says.

“I gathered.”

“They cannot see you near it.”

“That will be difficult, since I am the assigned orchard keeper.”

“Not anymore.”

My spine stiffens. “Excuse me?”

“I will dismiss you.”

“No, you will not.”

“Hazel—”

“No.” I jab a finger toward his chest and stop an inch from the dark fabric. “You do not get to throw me out of my work because your fruit misbehaved.”

“My fruit may kill you.”

“Then I have a strong professional interest in understanding it.”

“This is not a pruning dispute.”

“And I am not a vase you move away from a draft.”

His eyes flash. “I did not say you were.”

“You keep acting it. Walk away. Leave. Do not ask. Do not look. Do not speak. Be safe while men with titles decide what happened to your own face inside a fruit.”

His breath catches at that.

Good. Let it.

The path behind us fills with voices.

Aunt Mabel’s is the first I recognize, sharp as a rake. “Do not step off the stones. I said stones, Master Quill, not whatever heroic path your boots invented.”

A man answers with offended dignity. “The Ministry has walked this row for two hundred years.”

“And somehow it still needs me to keep it from crushing feeder moss.”

Bastian closes his eyes for half a second.

“Your aunt,” he says, “has excellent timing.”

“She would disagree. She prefers arriving before disasters.”

“Does she manage it?”

“Rarely.”

He opens his eyes. “Listen to me. If Pike sees that crack and hears your name connected to it, he will not treat you as an unfortunate worker.”

“What will he treat me as?”

The look he gives me is answer enough.

A tool.

A culprit.

A sacrifice.

I hate that I understand without being told.

I look toward the gate. Aunt Mabel comes into view first, wrapped in her brown work shawl, gray hair braided tight enough to frighten weather. Behind her walk three Ministry clerks in pale green coats, two bearers carrying an empty silver case, and a tall man in white and gold.

Lord Ansel Pike.

I know him by the way everyone leaves room around him.

He does not look old. Not young either. His hair is a polished brown threaded neatly with silver at the temples. His face is narrow, composed, almost kind in the way marble saints are kind until you realize they cannot hear you bleed. His coat bears the Ministry’s glass blossom over the heart.

His eyes go straight to Bastian.

Then to me.

Then to the hooded fruit.

I feel the moment catch.

Bastian steps forward before Pike can speak.

“Lord Pike,” he calls, easy as festival music. “Splendid coat. I feared the morning might pass without blinding me.”

Pike bows. “Your Highness. We did not expect you before the appointed hour.”

“No one ever does. That is half my charm.”

Aunt Mabel’s eyes find me.

She looks at my face, then my hands, then the hooded fruit.

Her mouth tightens.

She knows something is wrong. Of course she does. Aunt Mabel can detect mildew in a sealed greenhouse from twenty paces and guilt from farther.

I give the smallest shake of my head.

Her frown deepens.

Pike approaches. “Why is the vowfruit covered?”

Bastian opens his mouth.

I speak first.

“Light control, my lord.”

Every head turns toward me.

Bastian’s expression does not move. His eyes do.

They say several things, none of them polite.

Pike looks me over with mild interest, as if I am an unfamiliar tool left on a table. “Light control.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“The final inspection required an uncovered fruit.”

“And it was uncovered for inspection.”

“By whom?”

“By me.”

Pike’s gaze shifts to Aunt Mabel. “Mistress Wrenlock?”

Aunt Mabel’s shoulders square. “Hazel handles the dawn polish on the royal row.”

“Does she.”

Not a question. Not quite an accusation.

Bastian cuts in smoothly. “Miss Wrenlock discovered a flaw.”

I bite the inside of my cheek.

Pike looks back to him. “A flaw?”

“Internal rot,” Bastian says. “Deeply tragic. I am considering black mourning ribbons.”

Aunt Mabel’s eyes narrow.

She knows rot. She knows that is nonsense.

Pike does not look at the fruit. He looks at Bastian.

Something passes between them.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

My stomach sinks.

Pike says, “Royal vowfruit do not rot without cause.”

“No? How disappointing. I was hoping to blame weather.”

“May I see it?”

“No.”

The word is pleasant. The refusal is not.

Pike’s eyebrows lift a fraction. “Your Highness?”

“I said no. It is unstable.”

“Then the Ministry must examine it at once.”

“The Ministry can examine itself for patience.”

A clerk chokes softly.

Aunt Mabel coughs into her hand. It sounds suspiciously like approval.

Pike remains still. “The entire kingdom waits for the result of this fruit.”

“The kingdom can wait a little longer.”

“Every hour of delay will be read as weakness.”

“I have been read as worse.”

“This is not a jest.”

Bastian’s smile turns thinner. “I am aware.”

For the first time, I hear it. Not the words. The thing under them. Bastian and Pike are not arguing over a damaged fruit. They are standing on either side of something old and covered, both pretending the cloth is enough.

Pike’s gaze drops to the hood again.

The black shadow beneath it pulses.

I shift before I think, blocking the clearest line of sight.

Pike notices.

Of course he notices.

“Miss Wrenlock,” he says. “Step aside.”

Aunt Mabel’s hand twitches at her side.

Bastian says, “She is assisting me.”

“She is an orchard keeper.”

“And I am helpless with knots.”

“Your Highness.”

The warning in Pike’s voice is quiet, polished, and meant for rooms where doors shut from the outside.

Bastian hears it. His smile finally disappears.

“So formal,” he says. “And before breakfast.”

Pike turns to the clerks. “Record that the royal vowfruit presented irregularity prior to the appointed breaking. Present: His Highness Prince Bastian Larkspur, Lord Ansel Pike, Mistress Mabel Wrenlock, Hazel Wrenlock, orchard assistant—”

“Keeper,” I say.

The clerk pauses mid-scratch.

Pike looks at me.

I keep my hands still. “Orchard keeper. Assistant only when Aunt Mabel wants someone else to carry buckets.”

Aunt Mabel makes another cough.

Pike’s smile is small. “Orchard keeper, then.”

I should stop. I know I should. But the word matters. Today, every word seems ready to become a hook around my throat.

Pike steps closer to the hooded fruit. “Remove the covering.”

“No,” Bastian says.

I say it at the same time.

Everyone hears both of us.

Aunt Mabel’s gaze snaps between our faces.

Pike stills.

My heartbeat makes a hard sound in my ears.

Bastian turns his head a fraction toward me. “Miss Wrenlock is concerned the fruit may rupture under direct light.”

“Is she,” Pike says.

“I am,” I say, because apparently I have chosen to continue living dangerously.

Pike studies me. “And what gives you that concern?”

“The tone.”

“The tone.”

“High fruit ring differently when pressure builds inside the core.”

“That is not written in Ministry procedure.”

“No, my lord. It is learned by touching them.”

One of the bearers glances at his gloved hands.

Pike’s expression does not change, but I feel the air sharpen.

“Touching royal vowfruit is permitted only to designated keepers.”

“Yes.”

“And designated keepers are expected to report all irregularities immediately.”

“I am reporting one.”

“To me?”

“To everyone currently crowding the path, yes.”

Bastian makes a very quiet sound that might be a smothered laugh or a prayer for mercy.

Pike’s gaze stays on me. “Describe the irregularity.”

Bastian’s shoulder tightens.

Do not say your face. Do not say black crack. Do not say voices.

“Pre-dawn resonance,” I say. “Delayed surface clearing. Core stress under light.”

All true. None enough.

Aunt Mabel’s eyes pinch at the corners. She knows I am walking a thin branch.

Pike asks, “Did the fruit show an image?”

The question is too quick.

Too precise.

Bastian goes still.

My mouth dries.

Pike knows what to ask.

He is not guessing. He is waiting for a particular answer.

The hooded fruit whispers under the cloth.

I feel it in my teeth.

“No official image can be read before the appointed blessing,” I say.

That is also true.

It is not an answer.

Pike’s smile grows by the width of a thread. “A careful reply.”

“I work with fragile things.”

“Then remove the covering carefully.”

“No,” Bastian says again.

Pike turns to him. “If the fruit is flawed, the Ministry must confirm the nature of the flaw.”

“After I have decided whether the ceremony proceeds.”

“The ceremony belongs to the Crown and the Ministry.”

“I am the Crown’s son.”

“And the Ministry safeguards the blessing that feeds the Crown’s fields, orchards, alliances, and marriages.”

I look at Bastian.

His face has gone cold in a way I dislike more than the smile. The charming prince is gone again. This one stands straighter, speaks less, and looks as if he has been trained since childhood to bleed without staining the floor.

“The blessing,” he says, “can survive an hour.”

“The people may not tolerate uncertainty.”

“The people tolerate taxes.”

Pike’s eyes flick toward the covered fruit. “Taxes do not split royal vows.”

My skin goes cold.

He saw.

No. The crack shadow. He saw enough.

Bastian steps in front of the fruit completely. “Enough.”

Aunt Mabel moves at last. “My lord, if there is core stress, opening the hood in full dawn could scatter shards.”

Pike looks at her. “Is that your professional judgment?”

“It is my professional warning.”

“Written?”

“If you require written warning before not getting your face full of royal glass, I can fetch ink.”

One clerk looks down very fast.

Bastian’s mouth twitches again. Wrong moment. Wrong man.

Pike folds his hands behind his back. “Very well. The fruit will be transported covered to the ritual chamber for controlled examination.”

“No,” I say.

This time Bastian looks at me as if I have stepped in front of a carriage.

I ignore him. “Moving it will worsen the split.”

Pike’s voice softens. “You just said core stress.”

“Yes. That means the branch is still regulating pressure. Cut it loose now, and whatever is building inside goes with it.”

“Can it remain here?”

“For a little while.”

“How long?”

“I do not know.”

“Can you stabilize it?”

Not without knowing what it is.

Not with all these eyes on me.

Not while the prince keeps lying and the fruit keeps whispering and Lord Pike watches like a man counting the cost of my bones.

“I can try,” I say.

Bastian turns fully. “No.”

“You do not get to answer that for me.”

“I do when the question involves your life.”

The path goes quiet.

Too quiet.

Pike hears it. Aunt Mabel hears it. The clerks hear it. Even the bearers with their empty silver case hear it.

Bastian knows as soon as the words leave his mouth.

His face smooths too late.

Pike’s gaze sharpens. “Her life, Your Highness?”

I feel the branch behind me tremble.

Bastian smiles.

It is a terrible smile. Beautiful, useless, and late.

“Every orchard worker’s life is precious to the Crown.”

Aunt Mabel mutters, “Since when?”

I nearly choke.

Pike does not glance at her. “How touching.”

“Isn’t it?” Bastian says.

The covered fruit gives a soft pop.

The hood lifts as if pushed from beneath.

A black crack splits through the velvet shadow, clear enough that everyone sees it this time.

One clerk gasps.

Aunt Mabel grabs my arm and yanks me back so hard my shoulder stings.

Bastian moves in front of me at the same time.

The fruit begins to ring.

Not scream. Not yet. A rising tone. A warning sliding higher and higher until the leaves of every glass tree in the row shiver.

Pike’s calm breaks at the edges. “Remove all unnecessary persons.”

“No,” Bastian says.

Pike points at me. “Take her away.”

“No,” I say, twisting against Aunt Mabel’s grip.

“Hazel,” my aunt snaps. “For once in your life, consider being less stubborn than a root.”

“The branch will blow if they move it.”

“The branch may blow if you breathe near it.”

“Then stop squeezing my arm so I can fix the pressure ties.”

Bastian looks back at me. “Pressure ties?”

“The cradle twigs. If the lower left support is too tight, the crack may be pulling against the stem.”

“That is not what is causing this.”

“No, but it is making it worse.”

He hesitates.

That hesitation is all I need.

I pull free of Aunt Mabel and drop to one knee beside the fruit’s support frame. Someone says my name. Maybe Bastian. Maybe Aunt Mabel. I do not stop.

The lower left silver twig is under strain, bent hard against the fruit’s weight. I should have seen it earlier. No, it shifted after the crack spread. The stem has twisted by a hair toward the east, enough to drag the cradle out of balance.

I reach beneath the hood.

Bastian inhales sharply.

My fingers find the tie by touch.

Cold shoots into my skin.

The fruit’s voices rush up my arm.

No throne.

No bride.

Not her.

Not again.

A woman sobs so close to my ear that I jerk, but my fingers stay on the knot. Orchard work is half pain and half refusing to drop what pain is trying to steal.

I loosen the tie.

The ringing dips.

“Hazel,” Bastian says.

“Busy.”

“Your hand.”

“I know.”

I do not know.

Then I look.

Black powder clings to my fingertips where the velvet brushed the crack’s shadow. It is not much. A dusting. Fine as soot. It settles into the lines of my cut thumb.

Aunt Mabel makes a sound I have never heard from her.

Fear.

Real fear.

“Hazel, step back.”

“In a moment.”

“Now.”

The tone drops another notch as I ease the support twig outward. The fruit sways under the hood, restless but no longer fighting the cradle. Good. Good enough. Maybe.

I pull my hand free.

Bastian catches my wrist before I can wipe it on my apron.

This time I do not slap him.

His face is too pale.

He takes a handkerchief from inside his coat, white linen with a stitched skylark in one corner, and wraps it around my thumb without asking. His fingers are warm. Too careful again.

I stare at his bent head.

He ties the cloth once, tight enough to hold, not tight enough to hurt.

Aunt Mabel is beside us now, breathing hard. “Do not let that powder touch your mouth. Do not rub your eyes. Do not—”

“I know,” I say, though I do not.

Her gaze cuts into me. “You do not.”

Bastian’s hand stills over mine.

Pike watches all of us.

His expression has settled back into calm, but it is a different calm now. Not confusion hidden under authority. Recognition sharpened into decision.

“Black glass powder,” he says.

Aunt Mabel turns on him. “A trace caused by stress fracture.”

“On a royal vowfruit before presentation.”

“On a fruit your clerks nearly ordered moved while unstable.”

Pike ignores the strike. “Miss Wrenlock must be examined.”

Bastian stands. “By whom?”

“The Ministry physicians.”

“No.”

Pike’s brows lift. “Again that word.”

“It suits the morning.”

“This is no longer a minor irregularity.”

“It was never minor.”

I look at him.

His eyes remain on Pike.

Pike hears the admission too. “Then you knowingly concealed a significant royal omen.”

“I concealed an unstable object from men eager to parade it.”

“The people wait.”

“The fruit is not a street performer.”

“The prince’s vowfruit belongs to the kingdom.”

The words make the branch hum.

My wrapped thumb throbs.

Belongs to the kingdom.

I hear, beneath it, my aunt’s old mutter: When men say kingdom, count how many women are in the room.

Pike turns to the clerks. “Record: visible black fracture in the royal vowfruit. Exposure of orchard keeper Hazel Wrenlock to black glass powder. Ceremony suspended pending investigation by the Ministry of Blessings.”

Bastian steps toward him. “You will record nothing about her.”

“My clerks record facts.”

“Then they can begin with the fact that I forbid it.”

Pike’s voice drops. “You do not have the authority to forbid Ministry record in a matter of royal vow.”

“I am learning that my authority is very decorative this morning.”

Aunt Mabel grips my shoulder.

The path beyond the Ministry party is filling with sound: more bells, more voices, the bright swell of a waiting festival. The city does not know the fruit is covered. It does not know my face is trapped inside. It does not know black dust sits under a prince’s handkerchief around my thumb.

It keeps celebrating.

That feels obscene.

Pike looks at Bastian for a long moment. “If you delay without cause, every noble house waiting beneath the vow canopy will invent its own.”

“Let them. They are talented.”

“Lady Vivia Snowmarch’s family will not be amused.”

At that name, something crosses Bastian’s face.

Not affection. Not guilt exactly. A tired little cut.

Pike sees it too. “The kingdom expects clarity.”

“The kingdom expects a spectacle,” Bastian says. “It can have disappointment instead.”

“And what shall I tell the council?”

“That the fruit is rotten.”

I make a noise before I can stop myself.

Bastian glances at me.

Despite everything, despite black cracks and death and Lord Pike writing my name into a net, he has the nerve to look faintly amused.

I hate him a little for that.

Pike turns to the hooded fruit. “Rot does not produce black glass powder.”

“Then call it poetic rot.”

“Your Highness.”

“Call it whatever keeps the fools with opera glasses from rushing the orchard.”

Pike’s patience thins. “I cannot bury an omen of this nature because you dislike the implications.”

Bastian’s smile returns, and this time it is all blade. “You do not yet know the implications.”

Pike meets it without blinking. “I know enough.”

The fruit knocks against its cradle once.

Everyone turns.

The hood has stopped trembling. The black shadow remains beneath the velvet, but the ringing has faded to a low murmur. Stabilized, for now.

My knees notice they have been carrying me and file a complaint.

Aunt Mabel’s grip shifts from restraint to support.

I do not lean on her. Not where Pike can see.

Too late. He sees everything.

“Miss Wrenlock,” he says.

I lift my chin.

“You will remain available for Ministry questioning.”

Bastian says, “She will not.”

I say, “I will answer questions about the fruit.”

They both look at me.

I keep my eyes on Pike because if I look at Bastian I may start shouting again. “The branch needs watching. The cradle needs adjusting every quarter hour until the pressure settles. The eastern light must be screened. No one should cut the stem. No one should transport the fruit. No one should breathe vows near it.”

Pike folds his hands. “And the image?”

Aunt Mabel’s fingers dig into my shoulder.

Bastian goes utterly still.

The orchard seems to wait with him.

I say, “No official image can be read before the appointed blessing.”

Pike’s mouth curves. “You have said that.”

“It remains true.”

“Truth can be incomplete.”

“So can records, my lord.”

There is a little silence after that.

Aunt Mabel’s grip becomes painful. I deserve it.

Bastian looks away, but I catch the edge of something at his mouth again. Not a smile this time. More like he has bitten one back because this is a terrible moment to enjoy me.

Pike studies me longer than I like.

Then he says, “The ceremony will be delayed.”

A clerk drops his pen.

Bastian’s gaze sharpens. “For how long?”

“Until I determine whether the fruit can be safely examined in controlled conditions.”

“And the public reason?”

Pike looks at the covered fruit. “Internal corruption.”

Bastian’s expression turns bland. “Rot, then.”

Pike’s eyes return to him. “If that word pleases you.”

“It does not.”

“No. I suspected not.”

For a moment, the two of them stand so still they might be figures inside different fruits, each trapped in a separate version of the same morning.

Then Pike turns. “Mistress Wrenlock, you and your niece will remain in the royal row. No one enters without my order.”

Aunt Mabel snorts. “Your order? This is my working ground.”

Pike gives her the marble-saint smile. “And the Crown’s sacred property.”

Her jaw sets.

I touch her sleeve before she can say the thing forming in her mouth. I want to hear it. I also want her not imprisoned before breakfast.

Pike gestures to the clerks and bearers. “We will inform the waiting houses that the ceremony is suspended for technical inspection.”

“Technical,” Bastian says. “Such a comforting word.”

Pike stops beside him. “Take care, Your Highness. The kingdom tolerates many things from a charming prince. Not all things.”

Bastian’s voice stays soft. “And you, Lord Pike, should take care not to confuse the kingdom with your office.”

Pike bows.

It is perfect.

It is cold.

It promises nothing good.

He walks back down the path with his clerks scrambling after him. The bearers follow with the empty silver case. The guards remain near the gate, stiff and miserable.

I do not breathe properly until Pike’s white coat disappears beyond the ironwork.

Aunt Mabel turns on me at once.

“What in every cracked root under heaven did you do?”

“I polished
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