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Prologue - The Silver Tree
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The Singing Vale had always been a place set apart, a hollow where the wind hushed its voice and even the most stubborn streams slowed their pace. No deer strayed here, no fox denned in its roots. The land itself seemed to hold its breath, as though it feared the sound of its own living might wake something older than time.

At its heart stood the silver tree.

No common birch or ash, but a giant whose bark gleamed with the sheen of starlight caught in winter ice. Every rune carved into its skin shimmered faintly, shifting like breath upon glass. Once, its crown had stretched wide enough to shelter the whole vale, each leaf a shard of moonlight, each branch heavy with promise. Now its boughs trembled, and the light within its trunk flickered as though some hidden flame were guttering.

The druids came barefoot, their cloaks dragging the soil, their hair plaited with rowan and oak. None carried blade or staff. They walked as supplicants, not masters, each step slow, deliberate, echoing rituals passed down through unbroken lines of memory.

Children had been told never to follow them here, but every child knew the stories: how the silver tree had been planted when the first song was sung into the world; how its roots stretched deeper than the hollowed seas; how its crown once drank from the very stars. But those were tales. The truth was stranger, heavier, and it weighed upon the druids as they encircled the tree.

The eldest among them, her hair white as the bark and her eyes clouded with age, pressed a palm to the trunk. Her skin glowed faintly where it touched, as if the tree recognized her. “It fades,” she whispered. Her voice trembled, not with fear but with sorrow.

The others bowed their heads.

Runes along the tree’s side shimmered, then shifted, rearranging themselves like words spoken in a tongue too old for human throats. The druids leaned forward, breath caught, straining to hear meaning in the light.

The prophecy came not as voice but as resonance. The ground trembled, stones rang, and the vale itself became an echo chamber for the tree’s lament.

Not crown. Not vessel. Hinge.

The words seared themselves into the bones of every listener. Children unborn would one day dream them. Old men would mutter them in their sleep. The druids pressed their foreheads to the earth, not daring to lift their eyes.

The tree pulsed again, brighter this time, as if the fragments of its ancient crown still remembered how to blaze. The light arced up through its branches, leapt into the night sky, and for an instant the stars themselves bent closer, curious.

Then came the fracture.

A crack split the trunk with the sound of mountains breaking. Light poured out like molten silver, cascading through the grove. The druids cried out, shielding their faces. The ground shook, roots buckling as though the world itself had been wounded.

When the brightness dimmed, the tree still stood—but its bark was torn, its runes jagged, its crown shrunken. Leaves scattered like shards of glass, littering the ground in pale heaps.

The eldest druid raised her head. Tears streaked her lined cheeks, but her voice was steady as she spoke the words the tree had burned into her heart. “The Hollow Crown is broken. Its pieces scattered. The path will be cut with hunger and scar. But the world will not end.”

She rose slowly, leaning on the trunk though it still throbbed with pain. “The hinge has been named. One will come who carries what cannot be carried, who bears what should not be borne. Not crown, not vessel. Hinge.”

The druids echoed her, their voices low, awed, fearful. Beyond the vale, the wind resumed its song, but it was thinner now, mournful. The prophecy had been spoken, and the world would turn upon it.

When the tremor faded, the druids did not scatter. They moved as people who understood that after a naming, haste was irreverent. The elder kept her palm against the trunk until the hot ache in the wood cooled beneath her skin.

“Write what you can while it still remembers,” she said.

A boy with birch-ink fingers and a mouth stained dark from berries took up a slate. He copied the runes as they were now—jagged, re-angled, one line bitten through and mended in a rough seam of light. He would trace them again at dawn, and again at sunset, and all the days after until the pattern steadied into what the world decided to keep.

“What does hinge mean?” a younger druid whispered. Her voice made the stones listen again, as if the vale itself liked that question.

The elder did not answer at once. “A hinge is where a thing turns without breaking,” she said at last. “Doors, lids, seasons. Fates, sometimes.”

“Can a person be that?” the younger asked. “A place where the world turns?”

The elder’s mouth softened. “It has happened before.”

Wind slid down the bowl of the vale and lifted the leaves that were not leaves—thin silver panes that caught the last light of evening and turned it, briefly, into starlight. They spun once like coins deciding, then lay still.

Far from the circle, beyond the ring of standing stones, a girl woke in her narrow bed with a song in her mouth.

She did not know its name. She would not remember it perfectly upon waking—only that the air had felt thick with noticing, and that something old had bent close to hear her breathe.

The walls of the cottage were thin; she could smell last night’s peat in the hearth, the cool bite of river fog finding its way under the sill. She put a hand over her chest, a child’s reflex to reassure a frightened heart, and felt it steady when her palm warmed the thud.

A woman rolled toward her on the next pallet, hair unruly, touch immediate. “Liadan?”

“I’m here,” the girl whispered.

“What did you dream?”

“A tree with stars in it,” Liadan said, as if that were a common thing. “It cracked, but it did not fall. Someone said a word. It wasn’t a word for a crown.”

Her mother’s laugh was soft, half awake. “That sounds like a good word then.”

“It sounded...useful,” Liadan said, struggling around the shape of it. “Like the thing on the door that lets it open and close.”

“A hinge,” her mother supplied.

“Yes.” Liadan tried the word. It fit the place behind her teeth where the dream still hummed. “Hinge.”

Her mother tucked the blanket around her shoulders as if doing so could keep prophecies out. “Sleep,” she said, kissing her forehead. “Doors can wait until morning.”

Liadan closed her eyes. The song she could not name drifted back, and with it the sense of being counted by something that knew how to tally stars.

In the circle, the elder’s hand finally slipped from the bark. She drew the others to the edge of the grove where their breath wouldn’t trouble the tree and sat on a low root as if it were a stool left there for exactly this use.

“We will be asked what we saw,” she said. “We will be asked when. We will be asked who.”

“Do we answer?” the birch-ink boy asked.

“We answer the first two,” she said. “The third we let the world reveal in its own time. Crowns are impatient. Hinges are not.”

A man with rowan braided through his beard frowned at the torn places in the bark. “The Unseelie will smell this turning,” he said. “They will call it opportunity.”

“They will call it boredom cured,” said another, and did not bother to hide his dislike.

“Boredom breeds cruelty,” the elder said mildly. “But so does panic. We will do neither.”

She rose with the help of a younger arm, crossed to a flat-topped stone, and set out the old tools: a shallow bowl of water, a strip of linen, a spoon made from the heart of an ash branch. She dipped the linen, wrung it over the bowl, and held the spoon beneath the drip until it filled with a bruised moon’s worth of light. The water was only water. Tonight it would listen anyway.

“Bear witness,” she said.

They spoke in turn—what the ground felt like underfoot before the crack; how the air thickened at the word; which leaves fell first. The boy’s voice shook when he reached the part where the stars bent down.

“They were so close,” he said, astonished to hear himself say it, “I could see that they weren’t points at all. They were holes cut into a dark so bright it had to hide behind itself.”

“Poet,” someone muttered, not unkindly.

“Leave the bright talk in the bowl,” the elder said, smiling because she had been called worse by better. “The world will need both your precision and your awe.”

The bowl held their words the way a calm pond holds thrown stones without scolding them for the ripples.

Beyond the grove again—fields, a track, fences that needed mending. In a barn that had known lean winters and fat ones with equal dignity, a young man sat on a stool and tuned an old harp. He leaned his ear to the wood after each small twist, patient with its stubbornness, grateful for the honest work of coaxing a voice out of something that only wanted to be quiet.

He’d been roused by the same tremor that had woken the valley. His father, who had a more pragmatic relationship with sleep, had grunted and rolled over. The sheep hadn’t care; they trusted fences and morning. But the young man felt the crack run through him as surely as a plucked string vibrates another string tuned to sympathy.

He set fingers to the harp’s body and gave it a soft tap. It answered with a note that wasn’t quite a note, an intention toward music rather than music itself. He adjusted the lowest string again and tried once more. The echo came cleaner, nearer to what he had been hearing since he’d sat up in bed: a line that wanted to be walked, a tone that asked to be held true.

“Crown,” he said aloud, the word awkward in a mouth accustomed to simpler songs. He didn’t know why he said it. He didn’t know why he followed it with another. “Door.”

He hummed until the two stopped arguing. He did not see the way the mist on the floor shifted toward him, as if eager to learn.

At a shrine built of three leaning stones and stubborn hope, a woman in a Keeper’s cloak checked the marks no one else could see. Her breath made no fog though the air was cold; the ward she wore wound heat under her skin where it was most needed, like a hearth placed exactly behind the sternum.

She knelt and pressed her fingers into the damp earth. The lines she traced looked like idle doodles to anyone told not to stare, but the shapes told her the story they always told: who had passed, what they carried, how it had weighed on them. Today the lines carried a new weight. They slanted toward the vale and shivered, as if the very idea of balance had shifted a finger’s width.

She did not panic. Her teachers had taught her that the world prefers temperate hands on the latch. She finished her inspection, brushed the dirt from her knees, and rose with the grace of someone who had been taught to treat her joints as reliable friends.

“Something turned,” she said to the stones, because stones liked to be told what they had already noticed. “We will stand until the door stops swinging.”

The smallest stone warmed against her palm. It had been carried from a far field and had its own ideas about service. She smiled and tucked it into the inner pocket of her cloak.

In the dark under the root of a yew older than any oath, something that had once been a man hissed softly in pleasure. The crack had sung through him like wine through an empty gut.

“Hinge,” he said, tasting the shape of it the way a tongue tests a bruised tooth. “Not crown. Not yet.”

He lay back in the soil as if it were a bedding of finest down. Above him the yew sucked water in slow contentment, untroubled by meanings that did not end in rain.

Night thinned. Dawn lifted a cautious shoulder over the eastern ridge. In the vale the elder covered the bowl with linen, not to hide but to keep—some words, like bread, improved under cloth.

“We will watch,” she said. “We will not meddle. Where the world needs our hands, it will ask. Where it does not, it will not thank us for offering.”

“What if the hinge is a child?” the birch-ink boy blurted, his fear escaping ahead of his training.

“Then we will do as our mothers did for us,” the elder said, not flinching. “We will feed her, and listen when she refuses, and send her to sleep when the day expects her to be brave. We will remember that hinges are steel wrapped in wood: strong where they must be, gentle where they should be.”

“And if the Unseelie come first?” the rowan-bearded man pressed.

“Then we will remember that not all bargains are curses,” she said. “And not all refusals are wise.”

She smiled because she knew that sounded like evasion and because it wasn’t. Much of competence was learning how to answer with a net instead of a wall.

They left the vale by the path that rumor used: indirect, careful not to gather burrs of certainty on their cloaks. When the last of them stepped past the outermost stone, the grove settled. The silver tree’s scars glowed faintly, an admission rather than an apology.

In a cottage with thin walls and a door that knew its job, a girl sat with her knees under her chin and hummed the part of the tune she had managed to catch. Her mother ground oats at the table, the rhythm of stone on stone matching the child’s stubborn melody.

“Will you keep it?” her mother asked.

“If it keeps me,” Liadan said, and did not know she had said anything strange.

The song pressed its cheek to her like a cat that had decided whose lap it preferred.

At the edge of the same village, the young man with the old harp stepped outside and watched the mist rise from the fields. He put his ear to the morning and listened for the thin line he had learned in the dark. It was still there. He grinned despite himself, because it felt like having been given a riddle by someone who loved him enough to want him to solve it.

He did not know yet that he would one day stand with a stone against his chest and hold an uglier note than this on purpose, for love. For now it was enough to know that the world had a seam he could feel with his fingers.

Across a ridge and two rivers away, the Keeper with the warm stone in her pocket met a pair of traders leading ponies heavy with salt and thread. She checked their packs, thanked them for the bread they offered, gave them the blessing she preferred because it did not presume: “May your doors open only when you want them to.”

They laughed, not understanding the craft in it. People rarely did. She kept walking, boots quiet, cloak plain, mind already making lists she would never show anyone.

Under the yew, the not-man closed his eyes and listened to the patience of rot. He had time. Hinges did not hurry. Doors inevitably wore down before men did.

And in the Singing Vale, the silver tree dreamed. Not of its former brilliance, though it had been brilliant, nor of its planting, though it had been planted with hands that loved the work. It dreamed of weight properly borne, of lines drawn with care, of a mouth that had learned to be a circle. It dreamed of children who would grow into names they had not chosen and make those names kinder than the world expected.

When the first true beam of morning broke the lip of the valley, the runes along the tree’s trunk shone once more—not as a blaze, but as a promise.

Not crown.
Not vessel.
Hinge.
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Chapter One - The Bard’s Dream
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Liadan dreamed in song.

It was not always so—sometimes her sleep was as blank as a river stone, sometimes it swirled with scraps of memory that dissolved in the morning light. But on this night the dream took her by the hand and carried her into a hall made of music.

The walls pulsed with rhythm. The air itself seemed spun of harmonies, layered voices rising and folding like waves. She felt herself both within the song and sung by it, as though her breath were a note in a chorus too vast to comprehend.

At the center of the hall grew a tree of silver light. Its trunk was carved with runes that shimmered like struck strings, each glyph ringing with tones she almost—but not quite—recognized. The branches arched impossibly high, filling the vaulted sky of the dream, their leaves trembling like thousands of harp strings plucked at once.

She reached for the nearest branch, fingers outstretched. Instead of wood, she touched resonance: a hum that sank into her skin, into her blood, setting her heart to a new tempo. For a moment she thought she heard words hidden in the vibration, syllables drawn from the same root as breath itself.

Hinge.

The word bloomed inside her like a seed.

The dream darkened. The hall of song shuddered, and the silver tree began to fracture, its runes splintering into jagged notes that clashed and clanged like broken bells. A deep voice—no longer music but hunger—echoed through the dream.

Not crown. Not vessel.

Liadan fell to her knees, clutching her chest as pain lanced through her. She tried to sing, to answer the breaking with her own voice, but her throat closed. The song that had embraced her a moment before now recoiled, leaving her alone amid the collapse.

When she opened her mouth, no melody emerged—only silence.

She woke with tears on her cheeks.

The low fire in the cottage hearth had burned to embers. Shadows draped across the rafters like heavy cloth, and the familiar smell of peat smoke clung to her blanket. Beside her, her mother slept soundly, one hand resting over the curve of Liadan’s shoulder as if to anchor her even in dreams.

Liadan pressed her hand against her sternum where the phantom ache still lingered. She could almost feel the rune-scores under her skin, faint as scars remembered but unseen.

“Hinge,” she whispered to the dark.

The word steadied her heartbeat even as it frightened her.

Morning brought no reprieve. The dream clung like cobwebs, every sound in the waking world touched with an echo of the hall of song. The kettle’s hiss was a flute’s sigh, the clatter of the ladle a misplaced drum. Even her own humming felt too fragile, like paper stretched thin across an endless wind.

Her mother glanced up from the hearth, where she stirred oats into a pot. “Another of your dreams?” she asked gently, reading the hollowness in Liadan’s face as easily as a line of script.

Liadan nodded, then hesitated. “It was stronger than before. There was a tree. A... silver one.”

Her mother stilled. The spoon hovered over the pot, dripping. For a heartbeat the room was silent except for the crackle of damp wood on the fire. Then she forced a small smile. “Ah. The old tales are creeping into your sleep again. You’ve been listening too closely to the druids at market.”

“It felt real,” Liadan insisted. “Like I could reach out and touch it.” She pressed her palm flat against her chest. “And there was a word. Hinge.”

Her mother’s smile faded. She crossed the room in three quick strides and knelt beside Liadan, taking her hands. “Some dreams are not meant to be shared lightly, little bird. Keep that one close. The world has ears.”

Liadan frowned, confused. “But it was only a dream.”

Her mother’s eyes, grey as river-stone, softened. “Perhaps. But dreams are the bones of prophecy, and prophecy has teeth.”

Liadan spent the day in the meadow with her harp, though her fingers trembled on the strings. The song she had heard in the dream haunted her, a melody both familiar and beyond reach. She played fragments, trying to coax it into shape, but every attempt unraveled. The sheep grazing nearby lifted their heads once or twice, ears twitching, then went back to chewing.

She laughed bitterly. “Even you don’t care.”

Still, she tried again. This time she let her fingers drift without force, following instinct rather than memory. The notes that spilled out were crooked, hesitant, but in their stumble she caught a faint echo—the cadence of the rune-words etched into the silver tree.

Her breath hitched. She played it again, more carefully. The sound was imperfect, fractured, but it carried something of the dream’s resonance. A hinge between worlds.

The air shifted.

She felt it before she saw it: a prickle at the base of her neck, as though unseen eyes had turned toward her. The meadow hushed. Even the sheep grew still, ears pricked, as if listening.

Liadan lowered her harp. “Hello?”

Silence answered, deep and watchful.

The silence held long enough to feel deliberate. Then a skylark broke it, trilling from somewhere high and harmless, and the ordinary sounds returned—the rasp of grasshoppers in the ditch, the distant cluck of a hen protesting an egg.

Liadan let out the breath she hadn’t known she was holding and lifted the harp again. The strings felt warmer now, as if the sun had seeped into the wood. She tried the crooked phrase once more, lighter this time, as if it were a shy animal she didn’t want to startle.

Someone answered.

Not with words. With a tone, low and sure, that threaded under her melody and steadied it the way a hand steadies a bowl. Liadan froze, fingers hovering over the strings. The answering note didn’t intrude. It waited. When she played again, it slid into place beneath her, the two sounds catching like teeth in a gear.

She turned.

Caelán stood at the fence a few strides away, one boot propped on the lowest rail, his old harp tucked against his shoulder. He must have come up the lane from the village without her hearing—the grass was soft, and he walked like someone who’d learned not to apologize for arriving where he was welcome.

“Sorry,” he said. “It was an honest echo. Couldn’t keep from catching it.”

Liadan blinked at him over the harp’s frame. They’d spoken before—market days, a festival, the sort of conversations that live between stalls and end with both people promising to finish them later. He was older by a few years, with the kind of face that made women hand him baskets to carry and men ask him to listen to a complaint while they fixed a wheel. His wrist showed a thin scar where a string had snapped once and tried to cut him. He had not minded; he told good stories about blood.

“It’s all right,” Liadan said, and heard how thin she sounded. She tried again. “Help me find it?”

He came into the meadow, careful where he stepped so as not to spook her or the sheep. When he stood close enough to share breath, he angled his harp to her tuning and gave her the note again—no flourish, just a line to hold. She set her crooked melody on top of it. The shape made more sense with a floor.

“Where did you hear it?” he asked softly, eyes on her hands instead of her face, which felt like kindness.

“In a dream,” she said before she could decide to keep it. “A hall made of music. A tree that shone. It broke. The word hinged it back.”

Caelán’s mouth tilted, not a smile exactly. Recognition. “Then you’re not the only one dreaming.”

He didn’t offer his dream. She didn’t ask for it. Some things rotted in the handling.

They played a little while in that makeshift fashion, her finding the crooked path, him laying the ground under it. Once the wind gusted and the sound scattered; he caught it back with an ugly, thin note that made her want to flinch until she heard how it kept the rest from sliding. She looked up. He shrugged, grimacing. “It works. I don’t like it much either.”

“What do you call it?” she asked.

“A seam,” he said. “Keeps cloth from running.”

They lost the shape on purpose after that, both of them laughing at nothing because the relief wanted somewhere to go. He set his harp down in the grass and dropped beside it, squinting toward the river. She sank to her knees, the instrument upright between them like a third person included in the talk by courtesy.

“You’re too young to make a tune like that by accident,” he said.

“And you’re too old to be pretending your hands don’t shake when you catch it,” she answered, and he had the decency to look pleased that she could see he was afraid.

They sat quiet for a while. When the silence had gone soft again, he said, “Does your mother know?”

Liadan kept her gaze on the sheep worrying a bare patch by the fence. “She knows enough to tell me to keep the rest to myself.”

“Good,” he said. “There’s always someone listening who isn’t the person you think you’re talking to.”

“Like you,” she said, but there was no sting in it.

“Like me,” he agreed amiably. “But also like the wrong sort of ears.”

He didn’t make the sign for the Unseelie, and she didn’t either. It felt childish, and the meadow didn’t need to be told who to fear.

A movement on the lane drew both their eyes—just a figure passing with a traveling cloak and a plain staff, the kind of person nobody notices because she has trained the world not to bother. Sorcha. Liadan had seen her at the shrines, at births, at the edges of funerals like the last stitch in a seam. The Keeper didn’t look toward them. She glanced at the hedgerow, at the sky, at the way the gate hung on its hinge. Whatever she saw settled her shoulders a fraction. She moved on.

“Does she hear it too?” Liadan asked.

“If she doesn’t, she hears the silence it leaves,” Caelán said. “They’re worse to listen to, sometimes.”

Liadan rolled the word hinge in her mouth until it felt less like an outsider and more like a guest. “Do you ever wish you didn’t hear anything at all?”

“Sometimes. But then I remember how boring I was when I didn’t.” He tilted his head, choosing. “Do you want to know a trick I use when a tune tries to put a hand on my throat?”

She nodded.

“Set it a task. Make it do something humble. Count fence posts. Keep the kettle from boiling over by listening until it nearly does and then easing it back by not listening. It hates that.”

“Songs hate chores,” Liadan said, and smiled for the first time since waking.

A shadow crossed the grass. Not a cloud. Too sharp. A crow landed on the post above them, cocked its glossy head, and made the soft tok sound that is not language but might as well be. Liadan stared back. The bird’s eye was bright and impersonal, interested in everything because everything might be food.

“Begone,” Caelán said without malice, and flicked his fingers. The crow stayed. It wasn’t a messenger. It wasn’t a sign. It was a crow. He sighed. “Fine. Stay, then. But if you start talking, I’m leaving.”

“Talking crows mean you’ve skipped too many meals,” Liadan said, deadpan.

They played again briefly, a few notes to see if the air would do the trick it had done before. It didn’t. The meadow sounded like a meadow. She should have been relieved. The prickling at the back of her neck kept to itself but did not go away.

They walked down together when the sun slid toward noon, an easy, companionable path that wove around anthills and a patch of nettles that had claimed their corner like a small kingdom. Near the gate, he stopped and leaned on the post where the crow had been.

“Will you keep after it?” he asked.

“The tune?”

“The word,” he said. “The hinge.”

She looked out across the field to where the river cut a bright line through grass, and beyond it to the low smudge of the vale’s ridge. “If I don’t, it will keep after me.”

He nodded, unsurprised. “Then I’ll listen when you need a second pair of ears.”

“Why?” she asked, not suspicious, just wanting to hear him say it.

“Because I like how you play when you’re not trying to impress anyone,” he said simply. “And because whatever this is, it’s not going to be kind. It’ll be easier to be brave if you’re not alone.”

They stood there long enough to make the sheep uneasy. He straightened first. “I have to take a wheel band to Old Fergal,” he said. “If I don’t, he’ll tell everyone I’ve lost my hands to vanity and harp grease.”

“Go,” Liadan said. “I’ll tell the crows we’re done with them for today.”

He lifted two fingers in a half-salute and went down the lane, humming the thin dissonance he’d used earlier to keep the song honest. She watched him until the hedge tucked him away. The prickle between her shoulders eased, but only a little.

When she got home, her mother had laid out bread, cheese, and an apple gone soft at one side. “Eat,” she said. “Then help me turn the peat.”

They worked in quiet until the shovel hit something that wasn’t earth—a rounded stone, smooth as if river-washed. Liadan knelt and dug it free with her hands. It was heavy for its size, and warm, though the peat was cold.

Her mother’s breath hitched the barest bit. “Put it on the sill,” she said. “Stones like to see out.”

Liadan set it there. It sat contentedly, as if it had always wanted to observe a lane, a track of sky, and a row of indifferent cabbages. The cottage felt different with it in place. Not safer, exactly. Not safer at all, if she told herself the truth. But steadier.

That evening she went to the barn and fed the hens, and after, she climbed the ladder to the loft where they kept old baskets and a cracked churn waiting for someone with more patience than her mother’s to repair it. She tucked herself among the straw bales, set the harp against her shoulder, and played the crooked phrase softer than a whisper.

The air did not change this time. The loft stayed a loft. Dust motes turned in a beam of last light like very serious dancers learning their steps. She played the seam Caelán had used, then the little line he’d found under her melody. Without the meadow, without a second voice, the shape still held. It was a small triumph, and it made her feel the way a clean bowl does on a shelf: useful, waiting.

She slept badly anyway. Each time she drifted, the hall of song tried to haul her back by the ribs. Each time she wriggled free by naming ordinary things—the cracked churn, the smell of hay, the way the latch stuck when it rained.

Toward dawn a sound woke her that wasn’t dream—three careful taps on wood, then a pause, then two more. She sat up sharply. The pattern was plain. A Keeper’s knock.

Her mother had already reached the door by the time Liadan scrambled down from the loft. Sorcha stood on the step in the grey light, cloak damp with mist, staff tucked under one arm.

“Morning,” she said mildly, as if she were an aunt come to borrow a pan. “Your fence gate fell last night.”

“It did no such thing,” Liadan’s mother said on principle, but her tone was friendly. “Come in and tell me what else I’ve failed at.”

Sorcha stepped over the threshold. Her gaze flicked around the room and landed, without surprise, on the stone on the sill. “Huh.”

Liadan waited. Keepers did not say huh for nothing.

“Who brought it?” Sorcha asked.

“I dug it out of the peat,” Liadan said. “It was warm.”

Sorcha reached out but didn’t touch it, the way one doesn’t touch a sleeping animal without asking it first. “It’ll do no harm on the sill,” she said. “Don’t put it under your bed.”

“Why?” Liadan’s mother asked.

“Because you’ll never sleep,” Sorcha said, and looked at Liadan for the first time with all of her attention. It wasn’t hostile. It wasn’t even assessing. It was exact. “Are you dreaming?”

Liadan swallowed. “Sometimes.”

“About the tree,” Sorcha said, as casually as if she’d asked whether the river still ran downhill.

Liadan nodded.

“Does it tell you to be a queen?” Sorcha’s mouth twitched as if she was ready to be unimpressed.

“No,” Liadan said. “It tells me to be a—” She hesitated. The world had ears. Some of them wore cloaks. She said it anyway. “—hinge.”

Sorcha’s eyes warmed by a fraction, approval carefully rationed. “Good. Queens are always trouble. Hinges are only sometimes.”

She tapped the doorframe with two knuckles. The wood sounded back, honest and dull. “I’ll fix your gate,” she added to Liadan’s mother, and then, to Liadan again, “If a song tries to pull you by the hair, make it count fence posts.”

Liadan blinked. “I’ve heard that.”

“From a man with an old harp and more patience than is good for him,” Sorcha said. “Listen to him. He’s right as often as he thinks he is.”

After Sorcha left, Liadan stood with her fingers on the sill stone, the cool of it seeping into her skin. The day seemed a little larger just for having had the Keeper in it. Not safer. But she knew, now, where the edges were likely to hold.

Near sundown, when the fields had gone the colour of tired gold, Caelán came back up the lane with a lopsided wheel and a grin he tried to smother. He lifted the harp a little as if to ask without words. Liadan tilted her head toward the meadow. They didn’t hurry. There was time to reach the gate before the light slid off the grass.

At the fence, the crow waited again because crows like habits. Caelán gave it the nod you give a neighbour who keeps peculiar hours. Liadan set her harp and played the crooked phrase. He gave her the seam. The two sounds met and held.

The air did not prickle. The meadow did not hush. The sheep were unimpressed. That should have disappointed her. It did not. They were learning how to do this without being watched.

“Again,” he said.

“Again,” she said.

They played until the light thinned and their fingers went clumsy. When they parted at the lane, he asked, “Tomorrow?”

“Yes,” she said, and meant it.

Behind them, at the ridge, the Singing Vale lay quiet under the first stars. The silver tree did not blaze. It pulsed once, faint as a heartbeat felt through a sleeve, and settled.

The hinge had been named. The door, for now, stayed on it.

Morning came in the key of small chores. It always did. That was how villages kept the world from tipping—by scraping porridge from pots and mending weak fence rails before they broke and shook a house awake at midnight. Liadan liked the honesty of it; a hinge did not need a crown, it needed oil and the courtesy of not being slammed.

She swept the hearth, shook the blankets, pushed the stool back under the table with her foot. Her mother kneaded a round of dough and set it to rise with a cloth tucked over like a blessing.

“Market day,” her mother said, not looking up. “I’ll take eggs and buttons. You’ll bring your harp?”

Liadan lifted the instrument from its peg by the door and felt its familiar weight. “I will.”

“Play for bread, not for notice,” her mother added, and Liadan knew it was less about coin than about the kind of attention a tune can gather when it forgets its manners.

They walked down together, basket between them, the lane already lively with the particular impatience of people who planned to spend money but not much. Calves bawled from a pen made of borrowed hurdles. A knife-grinder turned his wheel with the grim joy of a man who likes making dull things sharp. Children darted like fish through legs and skirts, leaving wet trails of laughter.

Sorcha stood near the well, not in charge and not not in charge, speaking softly to a boy who’d split his lip on a barrel hoop. She washed the cut with water dipped from the clean side of the bucket and sent him away with a twist of linen he could pretend was a bandage and a badge both. When she straightened, her eyes found Liadan briefly and passed on, a rain-check rather than a demand.

Caelán arrived with his harp slung across his back and a wheel band under his arm as if to prove he was useful. He nodded to Liadan’s mother and to Sorcha, who lifted two fingers from her staff in a gesture that was not quite permission. He took up a place beside Liadan in the lee of the mill wall where the wind made a pocket and the sound behaved itself.

They didn’t speak of dreams. They tuned. His seam note tested the air, found no immediate temptation, and settled into the ground like a small iron nail near a doorframe. Liadan tried the crooked line from the meadow, quiet enough that only the nearest few could hear.

People came because people always do. A tune is a bowl, and folks will hold out their hands to anything shaped to carry.

It should have been an easy morning—bread for song, gossip for free, maybe a favor promised somewhere under the table. But the market had a second hum under it today, a thread that did not belong to weather or need. It ran through the crowd like a cold current in a warm river. When Liadan glanced toward the well she saw the rope twist on its own axis and unwind again, as if the bucket were thinking.

“Steady,” Caelán murmured, his eyes still on his strings. He sipped the seam, sour-looking, and the low line grew a little uglier, which was somehow reassuring—beauty was slippery; ugliness stood its ground.

Liadan breathed and chose a village tune—one everyone knew a grandmother for. She set it simple, no ornament, the way bread tastes best. Faces softened. Shoulders let down their guard. A woman with a baby at her breast leaned into the wall and closed her eyes. A baker wiped his hands on his apron and tried not to smile because he had a reputation for hard deals.

It was working. The cold current edged back toward whatever mouth had sent it.

Then a man she did not know stepped close enough to be counted. He was no one special—decent boots, a traveling cloak whose hem knew mud, a jaw that looked like it had learned to like biting apples at other people’s tables. He lifted his chin as if measuring the air and shifted a little so the well sat behind him between his shoulder blades.

“Play the other one,” he said pleasantly. “The one that sounds like breaking.”

People turned to look at him, then at her.

Liadan kept her hand on the harp’s shoulder to hide the way it shook. “We don’t know that one here.”

“Sure you do,” he said. “It’s in your fingers.”

“Enough,” Sorcha said, not raising her voice. She didn’t move from where she stood, but a few heads turned as if pushed by a very polite hand.

The man smiled at the Keeper, the way a boy smiles at a cat to show he means no harm before he throws something.

“I’m sure the lady knows what’s best,” he said, but his gaze returned to Liadan. “I’d like the new tune. I’ll pay for it.”

He opened his palm: a coin bright enough to catch half the square. People leaned to see. A small coin, truly, but it was the shine that did the work. Shiny things have a way of making even a good village forget what it knows about appetite.

Liadan’s ribs tightened as if the dream hall were trying to lace her again. She could hear the broken music just behind her teeth. It wanted out—not because of the coin but because being asked made it feel important.

She looked at Caelán. He did not look back. His seam note thickened and his left hand crept higher on the frame where it could push more weight into the sound. Ugly, ugly, honest ugly.

The man took half a step closer. He didn’t crowd her; he crowded the space between her and the well. The rope twitched again.

“Play what you like,” Sorcha said, and the words were permission, not command, which is the opposite of what most men expect when a woman is carrying a staff.

Liadan swallowed, ridiculous suddenly with relief. She played a children’s round, the one that teaches the names of birds in a sequence so cheeky that even the elders forget to pretend they don’t enjoy it. A boy near the barrel hoop clapped on the wrong beat and then loudly on the right one. Laughter found a corner to sit in.

But the cold thread remained. She could feel it plucking at the edges of her tune, impatient with games. She risked one crooked turn—just a brush of the dream line, to see—and at once the air leaned.

Not wind. Attention. It came from a direction that could not be pointed to with a finger. The well’s rope coiled an inch and held like a muscle ready to strike.

Caelán’s seam across the harp’s strings rasp became a wire drawn across a stone. It managed to sound both thin and heavy, and it made her want to wince until she realized it gave her something to lean against. She set her heel down and took weight from it the way you do when a floor is slick.

“Count,” he breathed, barely sound.

“One,” she said on an exhale, and the word vanished into the tune like a thread tucked into a hem.

“Two,” he said.

“Three.” The rope eased a hair. She changed the key, just enough to make the cold current argue with itself.

“Four.” She thought of fence posts, of kettles listened to until they obeyed. “Five.”

“Six.” His seam split into two overtones that made her mouth taste like iron and steadied her hands.

“Seven,” she said, and the dream line, greedy and sure of itself, faltered at the insult of being made to share space with arithmetic.

She finished the round and let it fall exactly where a round should. People clapped the way a village claps when it has chosen life without needing to make grand speeches about it. A woman pressed half a loaf into Liadan’s mother’s hand and took three buttons she didn’t strictly need.

The man with the coin did not move for a moment. Then he flicked the bright circle into the air and caught it, polite as ever.

“My mistake,” he said. “I mistook your courage for curiosity.”

“Common error,” Sorcha
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