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In the upland bowl of Greyvale, where glassy fruit hang like lanterns and white sap carries away what hurts, Elowen tends an orchard that grants wishes by drinking memories. When Corin, a soldier with an ash-white scar, arrives asking if a night of screams can be erased, the Blight that threads the grove pricks to attention. Their tenderness grows among pruning and potion, but debts run old and deep. As rot creeps and villagers press for miracles, Elowen uncovers a smeared ledger entry: years ago, in grief, she petitioned the orchard for a companion. The orchard cannot raise the dead; it weaves possibilities from what it is given. Now love must survive the knowledge that one of them might be bark and breath shaped into a man—and that balance, like winter, always comes due.
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Chapter One: The Blight’s Whisper (Elowen)
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Elowen scored the black threads from the fruit with a hook-blade and caught the oozing resin on a square of old linen. The orb was one of last summer’s glassy ones—clear as river-ice, faint veins pulsing white beneath its skin. Sap beaded at the cut and ran down her fingers. She touched the pad of her tongue to it, as she had been taught.

Penny. Iron’s aftertaste. Not yet mortal, but moving.

She set the blade against bark and pared away a strand that had bitten into the spur. The Blight looked like spun soot; it moved like something living. Under her hand the trunk breathed slow, and under the breathing she felt the orchard’s dull pulse: a whole body, this grove, the beating of it moved down the hill and back again.

“Hold,” she murmured to the tree as if to a patient. “You’ve weathered worse. We’ll leach this out.”

In the satchel at her hip, she had willow-bark steeped in vinegar, a tin of beeswax salve, packets of sulfur. She painted a ring of ash and ground nettle around the wound to make a bitter boundary, then wrapped the linen tight. The linen would draw; the ash would starve; the wax would keep damp out where damp did not belong.

When she finished the row, she sat on the old bench beneath a leaf-rattled half of sky and opened her ledger. The book was leather turned soft with years, the edges furred from use. She pressed a dried petal on the corner of the page for the sick tree, wrote the day and the work done in a measured hand.

Ruel’s hand had taught her this, the old keeper’s patient script. In margins, smudges where her thumb had lingered on other days. There were gaps—places where she knew writing should have been, as if wet ink had once bled and been blotted away. She frowned without knowing why, then smoothed the vellum with sap-sticky fingers and kept her line.

Footsteps met the earth at the end of the row.

The Blight threads along the nearest bough flicked to a rhythm, a ripple that traveled tree to tree, a whisper of attention. Elowen lifted her head.

He came at dusk, when the orchard was its most listening self—shadows long, leaves blue-black, glass fruit catching the sky’s last light like lanterns drowned under water. Tall, with a soldier’s balance even in weariness. A pale seam ran from the hinge of his jaw down toward his throat, old and badly set. He stopped at the first tree and put a hand to its bark not like a stranger but like someone greeting a dog he could not decide would bite.

She stood, wiped her palms on her apron, and kept her voice soft. “The orchard is closed after sundown.”

He drew his hand back from the trunk, as if thought better of touching what he did not understand. “Forgive me.” His voice had the scrape of sleep lost to long roads. “I was told... this is the place where wishes can be made.”

“Some.” She gestured to the bench. He did not sit until she had. Good, cautious. “Wishes are granted here when Rootwife names a price. It is not a market.” She closed the ledger but kept one hand on it. “What’s owed is always collected.”

He glanced past her toward the rows, narrow eyes traveling the slope and back. “Can—” He stopped, as if the word itself were a blade he would rather keep in its sheath. “Can wishes erase?”

The orchard’s hush deepened. The Blight threads in the wrapping linen twitched, pricked like hair in cold.

Elowen set the ledger square on her knees. Truth needed steady hands. “Sometimes. If the price is what the wish is worth. The orchard does not take coin. It takes what is yours.”

“My life?”

“No.” She shook her head, and a loose curl slid across her cheekbone. She felt the urge to tuck it. She left it where it was. “Your memories. Felt ones. A sweetness for a sweetness. A depth for a depth. If you ask for something heavy, Rootwife will ask for the sweetest you’ve carried.”

He watched her with that soldier-stillness, accounting for costs, measuring. She had seen that look on men at the mill when water ran low—calculating how much grain to grind. And under it, in the hollow of his eyes, a fatigue that was not only of feet.

“What if the memory is not mine to give?” he asked at last.

“Then the orchard spits it out.” She nodded toward the rows. “Thieves bleed and fall. That lesson we only have to teach once.”

He drew a breath and let it go. His hand rose and fell a fraction at his side. Not a fidget, but something like a withheld gesture—someone who used to touch his throat when anxious and had taught himself not to.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Corin.” His mouth shaped it like a name he had owned long enough to be used to its weight. “I was told to ask for the keeper.”

“Elowen.” She heard how her name sounded—water over stone. She had not always liked it. “You’re at the right bench.”

He sat then, slowly, as if it might crack under him. A moth blundered into one glass fruit above and bounced off; the orb rang almost like a bell under water. The orchard took sound and made its own of it.

“The thing I’m thinking of,” Corin said, eyes on the nearest row where Blight had not yet reached, “it is a night that doesn’t end when I wake. Smoke and...” He swallowed. “There was a bell. Broken, but it kept striking. The flag burned and nobody lowered it.”

Elowen heard her mentor in her head: do not lean too close to other people’s grief. Balance, always. She measured her words. “If you ask to have that night taken, Rootwife will talk terms. We can call her at first light.” She looked toward the slope. Dusk gathered. The millstones downriver ground faintly. “It is unwise to ask her in the dark.”

He nodded, which she expected—a man taught by harsh things to heed wise warnings. Then his gaze went fleetingly toward her ledger, as if he regretted the look the moment he gave it. “And your price? For your work?”

“I keep the books.” She patted her ledger. “And make sure the knives are clean. The orchard takes what it is owed; I owe it my hands. That is enough.”

He made a shape of humor with his mouth without quite smiling. “Then I will not pay you with coin you cannot spend.”

“Bring me a truth when you have one, Corin.” She closed the ledger and strapped it. “Truths are never wasted here.”

Leaves shivered. Somewhere in the rows a glass fruit cracked and slid from its spur, dropped to the earth and did not break, only dented the soil and lay, gleaming like an eye. The wind smelled of bruised apple and wet loam, and under that the penny tang of the sap caught on her tongue.

He stood. “At first light, then.”

“Dawn is kinder,” she said. “Come early, before the heat makes fools of us.”

He tipped his head to her with soldier-gravity and turned down the row. His boots made hollow music on the path’s packed earth. With each step, the Blight threads along the nearest trunks flicked, a subtle tightening, as if keeping count.

Elowen watched him go until the dark took his outline. She pressed her palm against the nearest tree and felt the slow rhythm of its life.

When she drew her hand back, the sap had left her skin iron-bitter.

The orchard had already begun to count.
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