
​Author’s Note

In a hidden valley between crowns, the Valmont family guards the Orchard of Saint Aurelia, where golden fruit can heal mortal wounds, preserve beauty, and extend life beyond nature’s mercy.

But every miracle has roots.

And every root remembers the heart buried beneath it.
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The First Heart

Before the valley had a name, before kings sent envoys through the mountain passes with rings on velvet cushions and dying heirs in horse-drawn litters, before the Valmonts learned to dress murder in prayer, there was only a girl, a shovel, and a heart wrapped in linen.

Her name was Aurelia Voss.

History later called her Saint Aurelia, though history had always been a poor judge of saints. It preferred statues to truth. It preferred gold leaf to blood.

On the morning the first tree was planted, Aurelia was seventeen years old, barefoot in winter mud, with fever burning through the village behind her. The sickness had begun in the lungs, then moved into the skin, turning children blue at the mouth and old men gray by sunset. No physician could name it. No priest could stop it. In three weeks, the village of Halewick had buried sixty-two bodies in ground too frozen to receive them.

Aurelia’s little brother, Tomas, was the sixty-third.

She had loved him with the violent tenderness of the poor, who cannot buy safety and so worship what they have. Tomas had been born with a laugh too large for his chest and a heart too weak for the world. He died at dusk, asking whether spring had come.

Aurelia lied.

“Yes,” she whispered, holding his thin hand. “The trees are full of yellow birds.”

He smiled at birds that were not there.

After his death, Aurelia did what grief makes of the gentle. She became impossible.

There had been rumors in Halewick of an ancient root beneath the hill beyond the cemetery. A root older than oak, older than chapel stone, older than the kingdoms that changed their borders every time a prince grew bored. The old midwife, Mother Ysra, said the root had belonged to a tree that once grew from the first bargain between death and mercy.

“Nothing comes back free,” Mother Ysra had warned. “Not breath. Not beauty. Not a child.”

But grief does not listen to warnings. It listens only for footsteps that will never return.

So Aurelia cut out her brother’s heart before burial.

She did not do it like a butcher. She did it like a sister who had sung him to sleep. She washed the small heart in boiled water. She wrapped it in linen torn from her own wedding shift, though she had never been married. She carried it beneath her cloak while frost made glass of the grass.

At the hill, she found the root.

It rose from the earth like a blackened wrist.

Aurelia dug with a kitchen spade until her palms split. She planted the heart beneath the root and pressed both hands to the soil.

“I do not ask him back,” she said. “I know enough of God to know I have no right. I ask only that something good grow from where he ended.”

The earth answered.

Not in words. Not then.

It answered in heat.

Steam unfurled from the frozen soil. The black root shuddered. A green shoot pierced the mud, then another, then another. By dawn, a young tree stood on the hill, its bark pale as bone, its leaves gold-veined though no sun had touched them.

By the third day, a fruit grew from its highest branch.

It was small, round, and golden, warm in Aurelia’s hands when she plucked it. It smelled of honey, iron, and summer rain. She carried it to the village, where the priest lay dying in his own chapel, and fed him one slice.

His fever broke before noon.

The village called it a miracle.

Then a child ate the second slice and the blue left her lips.

Then a mother ate the third and rose from a deathbed to nurse her infant.

By the end of the week, Halewick lived.

By the end of the month, pilgrims came.

By the end of the year, the first king arrived with soldiers.

Aurelia learned quickly that miracles were like wells in a drought: the thirsty did not ask who owned the bucket.

The tree bore one fruit each spring. One. No more.

The village begged. The church demanded. The king threatened. Aurelia returned to the hill and asked the tree how to grow more.

This time, the earth spoke.

Not aloud, exactly. The voice entered through her palms pressed to soil, through the thin bones of her wrists, through the pulse inside her throat.

A heart for a heart.

Aurelia staggered back.

“No,” she whispered.

The leaves trembled as though laughing.

Willing is sweetest. Unwilling is stronger. Loved is golden. Hated is bitter. But all hearts root.

Aurelia told no one.

For nine years, she guarded the single tree. She refused kings. She refused merchants. She refused the church when it offered sainthood and land.

Then plague returned.

This time it came not for the village, but for the king’s son.

Prince Odran was nine years old, the same age Tomas had been when death took him. The king knelt before Aurelia in the snow and wept into her hem.

“Save my son,” he said, “and I will protect this valley forever.”

Aurelia looked at the boy, burning with fever in a silk litter, and saw Tomas asking about yellow birds.

That night, she made a second tree.

The heart belonged to a condemned murderer, a man named Pell who had strangled three women on the southern road. He did not volunteer. He cursed until the ax fell.

The second tree grew twisted and black-leaved, but its fruit ripened gold.

The prince lived.

The king kept his promise.

He built a wall around the valley and placed Aurelia’s cousins in charge of its gates. He gave them a name from old royal blood: Valmont, meaning valley-keeper. He wrote in the Book of Crowns that the orchard was holy, that only chosen guardians could tend it, and that those guardians answered to no throne.

Aurelia died at thirty-one.

The stories say she ascended in light.

The family records say something else.

They say she walked alone to the first tree on a spring evening, placed both hands on its white bark, and vanished into the roots.

The next morning, the tree bore thirteen golden fruits.

And beneath its bark, where sap should have flowed, there beat the sound of a human heart.
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The Heir of Golden Branches
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The Girl Who Counted Seasons

Isolde Valmont knew the orchard by numbers.

Seven hundred and twelve trees within the inner wall. Forty-three still young enough to need winter wrapping. Ninety-six old enough to bear fruit every third year. Twelve ancient enough to be approached only by blood descendants of Saint Aurelia. One First Tree, white-barked and immense, standing at the center of the valley like a cathedral that had chosen to become wood.

And this year: twenty-nine golden fruits.

Twenty-nine miracles.

Twenty-nine debts.

Isolde wrote the number in the harvest ledger with a sharpened black quill while morning mist floated over the grass. The ledger rested on a stone table beneath the eastern arcade, bound in leather so old it had softened like skin. Her father had once told her the book was sacred. Her grandmother had corrected him.

“Nothing sacred requires so many locks,” Lady Celeste had said.

That was Grandmother’s way. Beautiful, cold, and sharp enough to cut truth into shapes nobody wished to hold.

Isolde dipped the quill again. Her hand was steady, though the air smelled of ripe golden fruit, and that scent always made people feel things they had tried to bury. The fruit smelled different to everyone. Her father had smelled roses. Her mother, who died giving birth to Isolde’s stillborn brother, had smelled sea wind. Isolde smelled bread crust, candle wax, and the wool coat her father had worn on winter walks before age bent him toward the grave.

He had refused the fruit.

That, more than his death, had made him strange in the Valmont family.

A bell rang at the valley gate.

Once.

Then again.

A royal arrival.

Isolde looked up.

Beyond the orchard rows, Saint Aurelia Valley opened like a green bowl held between dark mountains. At its northern end rose Valmont House, not quite castle and not quite monastery: pale stone towers, arched windows, blue slate roofs, and terraces spilling with ivy. The outer wall encircled the valley, built centuries ago by King Odran the Saved. Every stone in it had been paid for by fear of dying.

A rider in crimson livery approached along the main path, flanked by Valmont guards. He dismounted too quickly, boots slipping in damp grass, then bowed toward Isolde with the desperation of a man who carried another person’s terror.

“My lady heir,” he said. “His Majesty King Marceau of Veyrune requests audience before noon.”

Isolde closed the ledger.

“Requests?”

The rider swallowed. “Commands, my lady.”

From the shadows beneath the arcade, Lady Celeste Valmont laughed softly.

At one hundred and ninety-six years old, Celeste looked no older than thirty-five. Her hair fell in silver-gold waves down her back, not gray but metallic, as though time had polished her instead of consuming her. Her skin held the impossible smoothness of marble warmed by sunlight. She wore mourning black every day and diamonds every morning, because grief and vanity had long ago learned to share her body.

“Kings command where kings are obeyed,” Celeste said. “This valley is older than Marceau’s crown and more useful than his army.”

The rider bowed lower.

Isolde felt pity for him. Men sent to the Valmonts often looked as though they expected roots to burst from the earth and drag them under.

“Tell His Majesty he may enter at noon,” Isolde said. “With no more than six guards. No weapons beyond the outer gate. No physicians near the fruit house. And no one steps off the white gravel paths.”

The rider hesitated.

Celeste’s gaze turned to him.

“My granddaughter has offered your king more courtesy than his tone deserves,” she said. “Run along before I remember that I am less kind.”

He ran.

Isolde waited until he had passed between the cypress trees before turning to her grandmother.

“You enjoy frightening them.”

“I enjoy efficiency. Fear is merely efficiency wearing perfume.”

“He is only a messenger.”

“Then he should thank God he is not a king.”

Celeste moved beside her and touched the harvest ledger with two fingers. Her rings flashed: emerald, pearl, ruby, and one plain iron band Isolde had never seen her remove.

“Twenty-nine,” Celeste said.

“Twenty-nine.”

“Last spring gave thirty-two.”

“Last spring followed three mild winters.”

“And this year?”

“The western slope suffered frost. Three fruits blackened on the branch.”

Celeste looked toward the rows of trees.

When outsiders imagined the orchard, they imagined beauty. They were not wrong. In spring, silver blossoms covered the branches so thickly that the valley looked snowed upon. In summer, the leaves deepened to green veined with gold. In autumn, the fruit ripened: round, smooth, luminous, each one glowing faintly after sunset.

But beauty was not peace.

Isolde had grown up hearing the orchard breathe.

At night, when wind moved through the branches, the leaves did not rustle like ordinary leaves. They whispered. Not words, exactly. More like half-remembered names.

“Marceau has already eaten eight fruits in forty years,” Isolde said. “He is not due another.”

“Kings do not come because they are due. They come because they are afraid.”

“Everyone is afraid of dying.”

Celeste looked at her, amused and sad.

“You say that as though it makes them equal.”

Isolde did not answer.

She was twenty-three, old enough to inherit the keys, young enough to believe rules had moral weight. Her father had raised her among ledgers, grafting knives, prayer books, and cautionary histories. Every Valmont heir learned the science of the orchard as well as its rituals: how roots fed through mineral-rich soil, how fungal threads carried signals between trees, how cuts in bark could admit rot, how sweetness rose in fruit after cold nights because plants stored sugars for survival. Isolde had studied the human body too: blood flow, fever, decay, the heart’s chambers, the strange fact that a human heart could stop in one body and yet, through the orchard’s impossible magic, keep feeding life into another form.

The official doctrine was simple.

Saint Aurelia had been given a divine orchard. The Valmonts guarded it. The fruit was distributed only by law, prayer, and necessity. No tree was planted without sacred consent. No harvest was taken in winter. No fruit was sold for coin alone.

Isolde believed this because belief was easier when one’s whole life had been built to house it.

At noon, King Marceau arrived.

He came in a litter though he could still walk. He came behind curtains of red silk though everyone knew his face. He came with six guards, two priests, one physician, and a young woman with terrified eyes whom Isolde first mistook for a servant.

Marceau had ruled Veyrune for sixty-three years and looked forty. His hair was dark, his jaw clean, his mouth full and petulant. Only his eyes betrayed him. They were old with appetite.

“Lady Isolde,” he said, stepping from the litter. “How like your mother you have become.”

“You never met my mother, Your Majesty.”

His smile thinned.

“No. But beauty repeats in careful families.”

Celeste descended the terrace steps behind Isolde.

“Marceau,” she said. “You look freshly terrified.”

“Celeste.” He kissed the air near her hand. “You look freshly preserved.”

“Unlike your manners.”

The king’s gaze flicked to the fruit house, a round stone building set between four cypress trees. Its bronze door had no handle on the outside.

“I require a fruit.”

“You require sleep,” Celeste said. “Possibly confession.”

“My physicians found a darkness in my blood.”

Isolde glanced at the physician, an elderly man whose face
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