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      The dream came as it always did—silver and violet, soft as moth wings against the dark behind his eyelids.

      Her.

      She stood at the edge of a grove he had never entered, among trees so ancient their bark had turned to stone. White flowers carpeted the ground at her bare feet, and her hair—gods, that hair—fell to her waist in a river of silver-white, catching moonlight that had no source. She looked at him with eyes the color of storm clouds lit from within, and his chest ached with a longing so old, it had become part of his breathing.

      She opened her mouth to speak⁠—

      Eirik woke to salt spray and the groan of timber.

      He lay in the ship’s bow, wrapped in furs damp with sea mist, his body rocking with the swell. The dream’s warmth fled like a thief at dawn, leaving behind only its ache—a hollow in his sternum that no amount of deep breathing could fill. Above him, the sail snapped taut in a following wind, its undyed wool belly-full with the kind of steady breath that spoke of the gods’ favor. The canvas was worn soft with age, patched in three places with darker cloth, and it sang against the wooden poles that held it taut—a sound like a woman humming at work, almost familiar, almost remembered.

      Around him, twenty men slept or kept watch—half Norse, half native, all of them his, and all of them as uncertain about this journey as he was. Halvard snored from somewhere toward the stern, a sound like a wounded whale. Younger men lay curled in blankets near the ship’s rail, their breathing synchronized with the sea’s rhythm. Skål and Brede, cousins from his father’s household, played a quiet game of knucklebones that nobody was watching, their fingers moving in the pre-dawn darkness out of mere habit. And the Stonecroft sailors—Bran, Leif, the others whose names he was still learning—they were awake, watching the sea with the particular intensity of men coming home.

      He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and breathed. The salt air filled his lungs—tasted of iron, distant kelp, and something else, something that his blood recognized before his mind could name it. Home, his body whispered, though he had never been here. Home. Home. Come home.

      Sixteen years. He had dreamed that woman for sixteen years, since the night of his fourteenth winter when his mother had pressed her palm to his forehead and whispered: The wyrd-threads are binding you, boy. Don’t fight them. She’d known, his Danish mother with her rune-carved bones and her amber prayer beads, the ones she clicked during the long winters like a woman counting prayers to gods who had already abandoned her. She’d known that her son, born between two worlds—Norse father’s blood and Stonecroft mother’s inheritance—would one day be pulled back to the place she’d fled so long ago that Eirik sometimes wondered if she remembered it at all, or only the nightmares that had driven her north into a Norseman’s arms.

      He sat up, pushing the furs aside. The cold hit him immediately—that clean, knife-edge cold of the northern sea, different from the chill of Danish winters. This cold tasted of distance and deep water. It smelled of stone and ancient things.

      And then, the land materialized through the dawn fog.

      Cliffs like grey teeth rising from a slate-colored sea, so sudden he almost gasped. Standing stones silhouetted on the headlands—he could see them clearly now, a dozen of them, more, each as tall as a house and worn smooth by centuries of weather and something else, something he felt in his bones rather than saw. The stones were watching. Cliffs, stone, and silence, and above them a sky the color of hammered pewter just beginning to lighten at its eastern edge. Gulls wheeled in great white spirals above harbors that had seen blood and trade in equal measure for a hundred years, their voices thin and piercing, carrying underneath them the deeper voice of the waves. The territory of Stonecroft, where his mother was born and his uncle had ruled until a fever took him three months past, until the stronghold was left in the hands of stewards and elders and the kind of careful, patient grief that old men wear like armor.

      “There it is,” said Halvard, coming to stand beside him. The big Norseman’s red beard was crusted with salt, his eyes narrow against the wind, small and shrewd beneath his heavy brow. He had sailed with Eirik for twelve years, had been his captain on the Huginn for the last five, and he had never seen his lord look at anything the way Eirik was looking at the Stonecroft. “Doesn’t look like much.”

      Eirik could smell it now—not the salt anymore but something beneath the salt. Soil. Green growing things. Stone that had been warmed by summer sun and was only now cooling toward winter’s grip. And underneath all of it, that call. That voice in his blood that had been whispering since he was fourteen years old.

      “It looks like home,” Eirik said, and the word felt strange in his mouth—a foreign shape for a foreign tongue. He’d spoken Norse from his cradle, his father’s men laughing at his infant attempts to growl consonants the way true Norsemen did. He’d learned the native speech only from his mother’s lullabies—those strange, wailing melodies that had frightened the servants—and the traders who visited his father’s hall bearing furs, amber, and news from the south. He’d raided the coasts of Frankia and Northumbria, had blooded his axe on monastery doors and shield walls, had earned the name Gulltand—Goldentooth—for the smile he wore in battle that other men found unsettling. Halvard said it was the smile of a man who had nothing to fear because he understood that everything could be lost, and that knowledge had freed him. Most people thought it was the smile of someone enjoying the killing. Eirik had never bothered to correct them.

      But he had never been to the Stonecroft. Never set foot on the soil where his mother’s people carved their lives from cliff-stone and sea-spray, where they read the seasons in the standing stones and the turning of seabirds, where they made blood-oaths to land that was vast, alive, and hungry in ways that Norse soil could never be.

      Until now.

      The knowledge sat in his chest like cold iron—heavy, inevitable, impossible to deny.

      The ship—Huginn, named for Odin’s thought-raven—cut through the fog with the certainty of a blade through wool. The water around the keel was the color of tarnished silver, churning into white foam at the bow as the prow cut deeper. Eirik gripped the prow post, feeling the vibration of the ship thrumming through the wood, through his palms, and watched the harbor resolve itself from grey suggestion to hard reality: a fortress built into the cliff face itself, its walls following the natural contours of stone as if the cliff had simply decided to grow battlements and towers, as if the earth itself had chosen to defend what lay within. The walls rose in geometric patterns that had nothing to do with accident—the fitted stones, the regular placement of embrasures, the watchtowers built where the natural stone made them strongest. Below, a harbor sheltered by a seawall of fitted boulders so massive that three men could barely span one, connected with stonework so precise that no mortar was visible between them. And beyond that, a village of low stone buildings huddled against the wind, their thatch roofs dark with age, smoke rising from their chimneys in thin grey threads that scattered across the morning sky.

      His inheritance. His responsibility. His trap or his freedom—he could not yet tell which. The thought sat in his belly like something alive, something hungry.

      “Oars,” he called, pitching his voice for the men in the stern to hear, and his crew responded with the practiced efficiency of men who had rowed together through storms, battle-fog, and the dead calms that made the sea feel like a held breath. Norse and Stonecroft sailors working side by side—twelve years of practice had made the difference negligible—because that was the only way Eirik knew how to live: between worlds, belonging fully to neither, making the seams into something useful. The oars bit the water with synchronized precision. Splash, pull, recovery, splash. The rhythm was hypnotic. The water around the ship was calming, flattening as if the harbor was gentling the waves, smoothing them flat as it drew Huginn deeper within its sheltering arms.

      As the oars bit water and Huginn glided into the harbor, Eirik felt the land notice him.

      It was not a sound. Not exactly a feeling. Something between the two—a vibration that ran up from the keel through the deck planks and into the soles of his boots, a hum like the after-echo of a great bell, like the moment after a massive bronze shield has been struck and the sound is still traveling outward through the air. The standing stones on the headland seemed to lean forward—he saw it clearly, the ancient grey rocks tilting their tops toward the harbor as if bowing, or as if listening with their whole bodies. The gulls went quiet. Dozens of them, circling above the harbor, and then in one moment of perfect synchronicity, silence. Even their wing-beats seemed to hush. Even the waves changed their rhythm, slowing, deepening, as if the sea itself was drawing a careful breath and holding it, waiting to see what would happen next.

      His mother had told him about this. The land knows its own blood, she’d said, her voice strange and distant when she spoke of Stonecroft. It will recognize you, if you let it. You’ll feel it like remembering something you never knew.

      He had not believed her then. He had been fourteen, rebellious, convinced that such things were the fantasy of a woman displaced from her home, clinging to the magic of her childhood because she could not accept that she had traded it all for a Norse jarl’s bed. He believed her now.

      The keel kissed stone with a sound like bone settling into a socket—a settling, a rightness, a completion. And Eirik stepped off the ship onto the dock, his boots finding the worn stone with the surety of a man walking a familiar path, though he had never been here in his life. Beneath his boots, the stone was warm—warmer than it should have been in autumn’s chill—and for an instant, just an instant, the ground seemed to pulse beneath him like a heartbeat. He felt it through the soles of his boots, through his bones, through the chambers of his heart. A pulse. A rhythm. An acknowledgment.

      I know you, the land seemed to say, the words not words, but knowledge pressed directly into his consciousness. Welcome back. Welcome home. You took long enough.

      He shook his head, refusing the wonder that threatened to crack his warrior’s composure, and turned to face the welcoming party.

      They were not welcoming.

      Thirty men stood on the dock, armed and armored in the Stonecroft fashion—iron helms with cheek-guards that caught the morning light, leather breastplates studded with bronze in patterns that seemed almost too deliberate, almost ceremonial. Their spears were held upright but not quite at rest, balanced in a way that suggested they could be in motion within a heartbeat. At their head, stood an older man with a grey beard plaited to his belt with leather cords, each plait ending in a bronze ring. His eyes were the color of sea-frost—pale, clear, utterly unreadable. This would be Torin, his uncle’s steward—the man who had sent the message informing Eirik of his inheritance and, in the same breath, warning him not to come. The message had been polite. It had also been a threat.

      “Lord Eirik,” Torin said, the title carrying the weight of an accusation, testing the word the way a warrior tests a blade’s edge with his thumb.

      “Steward Torin.” Eirik stepped forward, his hands visible and empty—a deliberate choice, a statement in its own language. The axe Hjarta—Heart—hung at his belt where everyone could see it, and the seax across his lower back was as familiar as his own spine, worn into his body by fifteen years of wear and use. But he made no move toward either weapon. “I’ve come to claim what my uncle left.”

      “Your uncle left a territory that’s been at peace for nineteen years,” Torin said, his voice steady but carrying undertones of something else—disapproval, grief, something that Eirik could not quite name. “A people who trade with the Norse, but have not forgotten what Norse raiders do to unwalled villages. Burned stores. Slaughtered herds. Women taken, children orphaned.” His gaze swept over Eirik’s crew—the Norse warriors with their arm-rings and their scars, each mark a battle, a raid, or a storm survived—the Stonecroft sailors who served a Norse-blooded lord. “A legacy of careful balance. You’ll forgive us if we’re cautious.”

      “I’d worry about you if you weren’t.” Eirik looked past the armed men to the fortress built into the cliff. Morning light was catching its upper walls, turning grey stone to gold, and something in his chest responded—a warmth, a pull, a recognition that went deeper than thought, deeper than memory. It felt like coming home to a place his bones remembered, but his mind had never seen. “I’m not here to raid, Torin. I’m here because my uncle had no sons and I am his nearest blood. I’m here because this land—” He stopped. He had almost said because this land has been calling me, and that was not the thing to say to men already suspicious of Norse sorcery, already measuring the distance between his warriors and theirs, already calculating odds, approaches, and defensive positions. “Because it is my duty,” he finished, and the words felt heavy and insufficient, like trying to describe the ocean using only the taste of a single drop.

      Torin studied him for a long moment, his sea-frost eyes taking in everything—the way Eirik stood, the position of his hands, the steadiness of his gaze, the absence of fear in a man surrounded by hostile soldiers. Whatever he was looking for, Eirik had no idea whether he found it. Then, without a word, Torin turned and began walking toward the fortress, his spine straight, his movements carrying the weight of authority. The armed men parted to let him through, moving with the synchronized precision of men who had trained together for years. It was not quite an invitation. It was not quite a refusal, either. It was Torin saying: I will not prevent you. What happens next is not my choice.

      Eirik followed, his boots finding the stone path with that same strange surety, and his mixed crew fell in behind him—Norse and Stonecroft, raiders and sailors, all of them uncertain about this journey, but united in the willingness to follow their lord into uncertain things. And with every step on Stonecroft soil, the vibration beneath his boots grew stronger. Not louder. Clearer. As if the land was sharpening its voice, finding the frequency that would reach through his Norse upbringing and his raider’s training to the native blood beneath, the blood that his mother had carried like a secret and a seed, waiting for the soil where it could finally take root.

      I know you, the land said again, patient as stone, insistent as tide, the voice of something vast and ancient speaking directly to something equally vast and ancient within him. Come. Come home. So much time. So much waiting. So much hunger. Come.

      I know, Eirik thought back, though he did not know if thinking was enough, if these thoughts carried weight and substance in the way the land’s voice did. I’m here. I came.

      And the fortress loomed ahead, built into the cliff as if the cliff had simply decided to grow rooms, corridors, and spaces for human life, and the ground beneath his feet thrummed like a second heartbeat, like a recognition so profound that nothing before it would ever feel quite real again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The fortress was called Cliffwatch, and it was magnificent in a way that had nothing to do with decoration and everything to do with purpose. It had been carved from the living cliff over generations—rooms hewn from stone, corridors following natural fissures in the rock, windows that were merely places where the cliff opened its mouth to the sea and let the wind and the sound of gulls pour in unfiltered. The great hall occupied a natural cavern at the heart of the cliff, its ceiling lost in shadow so deep it seemed to have weight, its walls smoothed by a thousand years of habitation, polished by generations of hands and the passage of countless feet. The stone glowed in the torch light—a warm grey, almost cream-colored, with veins of quartz running through it like captured lightning.

      Eirik walked through it like a man in a dream, but not the silver-violet dream of the woman in the grove—that was specific, aching, unbearably intimate, the vision of a lover not yet met. This was broader, stranger. A sense of déjà vu so deep it bordered on memory, except that it felt older than any memory he possessed. He knew, without being told, that the passage to the left led to the kitchens—he could smell it, could smell bread baking, herbs drying, and something sweet beneath, something like fermented fruit or honey. He knew that the window overlooking the harbor had a stone seat worn smooth by generations of watchers, smoothed by the weight of a thousand afternoons and vigils. He knew that behind the great hall, cut deep into the cliff’s belly, there was a hot spring that smelled of iron and sulfur, and that the heat from it rose like a held breath into the corridors, warming them in winter. And he knew that somewhere to the north—he could feel it like a direction inscribed in his bones—there was a passage that led to the standing stones, to the high places where the land’s voice was strongest.

      His mother had never described this. His mother could not have described this, because there were no words for the way this knowledge moved through him like something alive, like quicksilver in his veins.

      “You’ve never been here before,” Torin said, watching him navigate the corridors without guidance, watching him move through the fortress as if following a map written inside him. The steward’s voice carried a note of something that was not quite accusation, but was not quite neutrality either.

      “My mother described it.”

      “Your mother left Stonecroft thirty years ago and never returned.”

      “She had a good memory.” The words came out level, confident, and were absolute lies. Eirik could hear the lie in his own voice, and so could Torin. But they were both willing to let the lie stand—it was more comfortable than the truth, more manageable. The truth would require them both to acknowledge that something was happening here that had nothing to do with inheritance, duty, or the careful politics of blood-right succession.

      The truth was that the land was recognizing its own, and that was a thing that made Norse warriors nervous and native priestesses uneasy.

      Torin led him through a series of increasingly narrow corridors, climbing stairs that spiraled upward through the cliff, until they reached the lord’s chambers—a suite of rooms at the cliff’s highest point, with windows on three sides that opened onto the sea. The master bedroom held a bed carved from driftwood, massive and dark, its posts shaped like the prows of ships, like the heads of wolves or ravens—Eirik couldn’t quite decide, and the ambiguity felt deliberate. His uncle had slept here. His grandfather before him. His mother had been born in this room, probably—Stonecroft women traditionally birthed in the lord’s chambers, so the first sound a child heard was the sea, so the land would know them from their first breath.

      Eirik walked to the window and let his hand rest on the stone sill. “My uncle was a good lord?” he asked.

      Torin moved to stand beside him, and for a moment the steward’s face softened, losing its formal mask. “He was.” The words carried genuine grief, genuine loss. “He was a man of the coast—salt in his blood, patience in his bones. He kept the Norse trade flowing without letting it become Norse conquest. He maintained the grove traditions without letting them become tyranny. He was…” The steward paused, searching for words large enough. “He was what this territory needed. He was born to it. It was in his blood and his bearing and the way the people responded to him.”

      “And I am not.”

      “You are unknown. And in these times, unknown is dangerous.”

      Eirik turned from the window and looked at the harbor below. Huginn sat in the sheltered waters like a Norse interruption in a native sentence, its carved prow—a snarling wolf’s head with inlaid eyes of polished stone—facing the open sea, as if already planning its next raid, as if it was incapable of stillness. His crew was unloading supplies under the watchful eyes of Stonecroft guards, moving in practiced synchronicity, rolling barrels, carrying crates, and coils of rope, building order from the controlled chaos of a ship’s hold. Two worlds, circling each other on a dock no wider than a marriage bed, neither trusting the other, both aware that the survival of the Stonecroft depended on their learning how.

      “I know what I am, Torin,” Eirik said, his voice steady. He meant every word. “I am the son of a Norse jarl and a Stonecroft daughter. I have raided, yes. I have killed, yes. I have the blood of Frankish monks and Northumbrian warriors on my hands—it’s under my fingernails still, ground so deep that no amount of washing removes it entirely. And I will not apologize for it because it was the life I was given and I lived it with honor, strength, and the kind of clarity that comes from knowing exactly what you are fighting for.” He paused, feeling the words settle into place like stones in a wall, like foundations being laid for something vast. “But I have also been dreaming of this place since I was fourteen years old. Something has been pulling me here—something beyond inheritance, beyond duty, beyond even the blood right that gives me this cliff. The dreams are not my imagination, Torin. They are something else. Something vast. Something that knows my name.”

      He felt it again—that vibration beneath his feet, that pulse of the land’s attention. And suddenly, he was speaking words that came not from strategy, diplomacy, or the hundred negotiations he’d conducted between Norse chieftains and their volatile subjects, but from somewhere deeper, somewhere that the land was speaking through him:

      “I am not my uncle. But I am here, and I am willing to learn what this land needs me to be.”

      The words hung in the air like something visible, something that both men could see taking shape between them.

      Torin’s eyes narrowed. Then, slowly, something in his posture shifted—not softened, exactly, but opened. Like a door moving from bolted to merely closed. Like a man deciding that a stranger might be trustworthy after all, or at least might be trustworthy enough.

      “The Blackmere have already sent word,” the steward said. “The high priestess demands your presence at the grove for the land’s blessing. All Stonecroft lords must have it before they can be formally recognized.” His voice carried the weight of tradition, the immutable pressure of ritual performed the same way for generations.

      “And if I refuse?”

      “No lord has ever been recognized without the grove’s sanction. You would hold Cliffwatch by force, not by right. The other clans would never accept you. You would be a tyrant, not a leader, and this territory would revolt within a season.”

      “Then I’ll go.”

      “It’s not that simple.” Torin turned away from the window, and Eirik saw something shift in the old man’s face—the carefully maintained composure cracking just enough to let something real show through. Genuine unease. Genuine fear. “The grove has been restless, Lord Eirik. The priestesses say the bloodroot flowers have been blooming in strange patterns—blooming when they shouldn’t, blooming too full, their colors too vivid. There are whispers of prophecy, of the land’s dreams coming alive. I don’t know what they’ll want from you, but I doubt it will be simple acknowledgment. I doubt it will be simple at all.”

      Eirik thought of the dream. The silver-haired woman standing among white flowers. Her violet eyes. The ache in his chest that had been growing for sixteen years, sharpening with every mile closer to this coast, until by the time Huginn entered the harbor, it had become almost unbearable—a pain so intense it was indistinguishable from joy.

      “No,” he said quietly. “I don’t suppose it will be.”
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      That night, in the great driftwood bed with its carved prow-posts and its sheets that smelled of salt and age, Eirik dreamed.

      Not the usual dream—the grove, the woman, the unbearable tenderness of her violet eyes that had sustained him for sixteen years. This time the dream was vast and dark, something larger than his mind should have been able to contain. He stood on the edge of a cliff that was not Cliffwatch, though it felt like Cliffwatch, felt like every cliff that ever existed, looking down into a forest that stretched to every horizon and beyond. The trees were impossibly old—their trunks so massive that it would take a dozen men with linked arms to encircle them, their canopies black against a sky filled with stars he did not recognize, constellations that were not part of any map he had ever learned. At the forest’s center, a light pulsed—slow, rhythmic, primal, like a heartbeat seen from a great distance, or like the deep throb of the earth’s own pulse exposed to the sky.

      And the forest was breathing.

      He could feel it: the expansion and contraction of something enormous, something alive in a way that trees should not be alive, in a way that suggested that the entire forest was a single organism, and he was standing at the edge of its vast body looking down into its depths. The air tasted of iron, earth, and something sweeter beneath—blood, but not fresh blood. Old blood. Ancient blood. Blood that had been in the soil so long it had become part of the soil itself, indistinguishable from the clay and humus that fed the roots of those impossible trees. Blood that had fed them. Blood that they had been drinking for centuries.

      You are here, something said, and it was not a voice, but a vibration that ran through the dream the way the land’s hum ran through his waking body, penetrating every cell, resonating in the marrow of his bones. It was a recognition. An acknowledgment. A vast, ancient consciousness noticing him for the first time, or perhaps noticing him again after a very long time of waiting. Finally, you are here. After so long. After so much hunger. You are here.

      He opened his mouth to answer, to ask what this vast thing wanted, what it was, but the dream shifted—the vast dark forest folding like cloth, like canvas being pulled tight around him—and suddenly, she was there. The woman. Standing at the center of the light that pulsed like a beating heart, her silver hair unbound and floating as if suspended in water, her violet eyes wide with something that was not quite fear and not quite joy, but some combination of the two that human language had never found words for.

      She saw him.

      She always saw him. In sixteen years of dreams, she had never failed to see him, the way she was looking at him now, as if he were the most important thing that existed, as if the entire forest and the entire night sky had condensed itself into this single moment of recognition. But tonight, for the first time, she did not look like an image carved from his imagination, a prophecy received from some external source, or a fragment of borrowed sight stolen from another consciousness. She looked real. She looked like a woman who was standing in her own dream, looking back at him across the space between sleeping bodies and waking minds, seeing him as clearly as he saw her.

      You’re real, she whispered, and her voice was not sound, but understanding pressed directly into his mind, shared consciousness to shared consciousness. You’re finally real. I can feel you. Oh gods, I can feel you.

      The dream shattered like sea-ice in spring—that explosive moment when the ice gives way and water floods in, when winter breaks and drowns—and Eirik woke gasping in the driftwood bed, his body soaked with sweat despite the autumn chill, his hand extended into empty air, reaching for silver hair that was not there, would never be there—except that he was on the Stonecroft now, and the distance between them was not metaphysical, but merely geographical, and geography was something that could be crossed.

      He pressed his face into the pillow and breathed—the smell of salt, stone, and something else, something green, growing, and vital. His heart was hammering like a bird trapped in a cage of ribs.

      Tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after, he would go to the grove. Not because it was tradition, because the high priestess had demanded it, or because any form of political necessity required it. But because he could feel her now. Because the dream had made her real. Because the land was humming beneath him with a vibration that said Soon. So soon. The two of you. Finally. After all this time. The pieces are moving into place.

      And he would see her. Not as a dream. Not as a vision. As a woman of flesh, blood, and bone, standing in the same sacred grove where his blood recognized the soil, where the flowers bloomed at his footsteps, where the land’s entire consciousness seemed to be focused like a lens on the two of them together.

      And everything—his carefully constructed identity as a Norse raider, his balanced position between Norse and native, his strategic plans for a territory he’d never seen, his understanding of what his life was supposed to be—everything would change.

      He knew this the way he knew the sea: not through learning, reasoning, or the careful accumulation of evidence, but through bone-deep, salt-soaked certainty, through the kind of knowledge that came from blood, wyrd-threads, and the ancient recognition of lands meeting their own.

      The land beneath Cliffwatch hummed in its sleep—a low, satisfied sound, like a creature that had been starving finally beginning to feed. And far away, in a grove he had never entered, a woman with silver-white hair opened her eyes in the dark of her narrow priestess’s bed and pressed her hand to her heart, which was beating in synchronization with his, across the distance, across the darkness, across the careful boundaries that the high priestess had tried so hard to maintain.

      He’s here, the land whispered to her, in the way it whispered to all those who could hear. The golden stranger is here. The one I have been waiting for. The one you have been dreaming of. He’s finally here.

      And the bloodroot flowers, carpeting the grove floor in their impossible year-round bloom, their white petals soft as new skin, opened wider in the dark—though there was no light to open toward, though the night had no moon and the clouds were thick and obscuring. They opened anyway, responding to something that had nothing to do with sunlight or the turning of the seasons and everything to do with the vast, patient consciousness that lived beneath them, that had lived beneath the Stonecroft for longer than humans had walked on it, that was now finally beginning to see the fulfillment of a plan that stretched back generations.

      And the bloodroot flowers drank the night air like wine, and the land beneath the grove hummed with the deep, slow satisfaction of something that had been starving for a very, very long time, and now—finally—the feast was beginning.
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      The land woke her before dawn, as it always did.

      Not with sound—the land’s voice was never so crude as sound. It moved through Sorcha like water through river-stone: a pressure, a knowing, an awareness that settled into her bones and nudged her from sleep the way a mother might nudge a child. Wake, it said, in the way that was not language but intention. He is here.

      She opened her eyes to the grey half-light of her chamber in the priestess quarters, where the walls were carved with spirals older than memory and the air smelled perpetually of damp earth and the sweet-copper scent of bloodroot sap. Her pallet was narrow, her blankets undyed wool, her only luxury, a comb of carved antler that had been her mother’s. Priestesses of the grove did not accumulate. They were vessels, not containers.

      He is here, the land said again, and the knowing ran through her like a tremor—up from the packed-earth floor, through her bare feet where they touched the ground, into the small bones of her ankles, the long bones of her shins, the curve of her hips, the cage of her ribs, and the hollow at the base of her throat where her pulse beat silver-quick.

      She pressed her hand to her chest and breathed.

      The golden stranger. The man she had been dreaming of since she was ten years old—since the night the high priestess had taken her to the inner grove for her first communion with the land, and the vast consciousness beneath the soil had shown her things no child should see. War, blood, and the slow terrible hunger of something ancient. And him. Always him. A man with hair like Baltic amber and eyes the color of the sea before a storm, standing on a ship’s prow with the wind in his face and a smile that should have terrified her, but instead made her heart crack open like a seed.

      She had dreamed him a thousand times. She knew his face better than her own—the strong line of his jaw, the scar that ran through his left eyebrow, the way his mouth curved when he was amused and went flat when he was dangerous. She knew the breadth of his shoulders, the way he planted his feet on a rolling deck, and the exact timbre of his voice when he spoke to his crew, though she had never heard that voice with her ears.

      She knew him, and she did not know him, and both truths lived inside her like twin streams feeding the same river.

      Sorcha rose from her pallet, dressed in the undyed white of her station—linen shift, woolen overdress, bare feet on the packed earth—and walked out into the grove.

      The Heartwood surrounded the priestess quarters on all sides, ancient oaks so massive that six women holding hands could not circle their trunks. Their branches wove overhead in a canopy so dense that neither rain nor direct sunlight reached the ground; the light here was always the same quality, a green-tinged twilight that made everything look like a memory. The air was thick with moisture and the faintly metallic smell of the bloodroot flowers that carpeted the forest floor—white petals, innocent as snow, hiding sap that ran as red as fresh-cut veins.

      The flowers turned toward her as she walked.

      They always did. Since her first communion, the bloodroot had responded to Sorcha’s presence the way a sunflower responds to the sun: following, orienting, opening wider. The other priestesses noticed. Her aunt, Morrígan, noticed. Everyone noticed and no one spoke of it, because what it meant was too large, too uncertain, and too frightening to name.

      Sorcha was the most powerful seer born to Blackmere in four generations. The land did not merely whisper to her—it spoke in full sentences, in visions that left her gasping, in knowing that flooded her consciousness like spring melt-water. She heard the grove’s heartbeat when she pressed her ear to the earth. She felt the mood of the soil beneath her feet—contented or restless, calm or hungry, the vast slow emotions of something that thought in centuries and felt in ages.

      It was a gift. It was a burden. It was the reason she had been given to the grove at seven years old, taken from her mother’s arms and raised among the priestesses, trained to be a vessel for the land’s will. It was the reason she would never marry, never bear children, never know the touch of a man’s hand on her skin in anything but ritual.

      Celibacy was the price of clarity. Morrígan had told her this a hundred times: The land requires an unblemished vessel. Love clouds the sight. Desire muddies the waters. You must be empty to be filled.

      Sorcha had believed it. She still believed it, mostly—the way one believes in a wall while knowing that walls can be broken.

      She walked through the grove to the sacred clearing at its center, where five oaks older than the clans themselves stood in a circle so perfect it could not be natural. Their branches intertwined overhead, forming a living ceiling of leaf and bark that admitted no sky. Beneath them, the bloodroot grew thickest, their petals ghostly white in the perpetual twilight.

      This was the Grove of Oaths. The place where blood was sworn, debts were sealed, and the land’s hunger was—sometimes—fed. Sorcha had stood here for a hundred ceremonies: marriages, blessings, judgments, the ritual exchange of blood that kept the old compact alive. She knew every root, every stone, every subtle shift in the air that meant the grove’s attention had sharpened.

      The grove’s attention was very sharp this morning.

      She could feel it: a focus, a concentration, as if every leaf and root and subterranean thread of the forest
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