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Whisper Under the Roots
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Long before Elise was born, the land struck a bargain with the gods.

Not in temples, nor in thunder, but in a whisper beneath the roots of the oldest birch.

When the world was still raw and the borders between realms thinned like breath on glass, a woman climbed the frost-slick hill alone. Her knees ached, her breath burned, but she kept going. Below her, her village lay crushed under starving snow. She carried no offering - only fear - and the memory of a child’s hand gone cold in hers before sunrise.

She knelt in the grove and begged for her people to survive the winter. She begged knowing the gods were fickle, knowing they had ignored greater kingdoms than hers. She begged because there was nothing left in her to give except her life.

Frost crept across the stone before her in a faint spiral - an ancient mark said to hold every vow whispered beneath the birch. Its shape glowed once, as if recognizing her desperation.

Odin heard. Freyja wept. And the bargain was taken:

the firstborn of each generation would feed the soil with courage and truth so the harvests might return.

The whisper wound through her mind, testing for doubt, binding her line whether she spoke assent or not.

Still, she bowed her head. Better her blood than the village scattered into bones across the snow.

The pact outlasted wars, plagues, and forgetting.

But oaths rot when no one remembers why they were made.

The gods faded into story, and story into dust, until only one croft kept the rite out of habit rather than faith.

Now, as time turns, the whisper stirs again.

It threads through moss and marrow, seeking a voice willing to answer.

And this time, the birch remembers the cost.
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The Pact Forged
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The hill was older than memory.

Before names, before fields, before the first hearth-fire, it had already been watching. Beneath it, roots wove through the soil like veins through a living body each humming with the pulse of what men would later call gods.

On a night of iron frost, the first Keeper came.

She carried no torch, only a bowl carved from oak and a knife of blackened bronze. Her breath rose in pale clouds as she climbed, the hem of her wool cloak heavy with snow. The forest stood utterly still. Even the wind seemed to wait.

At the crown of the hill stood the birch.

Pale, skeletal, its bark glimmered faintly in the moonlight. Beneath its roots lay a shallow hollow. The Keeper knelt, set down the bowl, and pressed her palm to the frozen ground.

She whispered - a sound not quite word, not quite prayer, but a vibration that trembled through air and earth alike. From the mist around her, faint shapes gathered: antlers, feathers, shadowed eyes. The presence of something vast pressed close, heavy as deep water.

Her knife flashed. A thin line of blood fell into the bowl. The scent of iron mingled with the cold, steam rising from the mixture of blood and breath. With a trembling finger she traced a spiral in the liquid - the mark of memory, the mark of return.

“Feed the soil,” she murmured. “With courage and truth.”

The roots quivered. The birch’s pale bark darkened as the blood seeped into the earth. A low hum rose beneath her - stone grinding, or a distant sea. Mist curled tighter around her shoulders as she whispered names long forgotten.

A presence stirred behind her ribs.

Not seen, not shaped - only felt. A weight that pressed into bone and breath, demanding truth in exchange for survival. It asked no question, offered no comfort. Only the silent acknowledgment between mortal and the thing older than gods that the bargain was made.

When it was done, the hill exhaled.

The hum faded. The roots glowed faintly beneath the surface, then darkened once more.

The Keeper rose unsteadily. Her hand bled freely, but she did not bind it. Instead, she pressed her palm to the birch, leaving a crimson print that steamed in the frigid air. The mark pulsed once, then sank into the bark.

She looked toward the horizon where dawn had not yet broken.

“Let them remember,” she whispered. “Even when the gods grow silent.”

Then she walked away, leaving the hill to its sleep.

Behind her, the first wind of morning stirred the trees, scattering frost like sparks.

And in that wind, a whisper lingered - the faint echo of the vow that would bind generations.
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The Bargain in Frost
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The day ended in smoke and resin light.

Elise carried a bucket of water from the well, the rope rough and damp against her palms. The wooden handle bit into her fingers as she lifted, the cold weight pulling at her shoulder. The surface trembled with each step, catching the reflection of a bruised sky where late sun met the coming storm. Pine smoke drifted from the chimney, curling through the sharp scent of wet earth. Midges hovered in the still air; their tiny bodies glinted like ash motes.

Behind her, the croft crouched like an old stone cutter, its timber walls dark with pitch. Herbs hung from the eaves, leaves already twisting toward the wind. Sheep called somewhere beyond the rye field. The smell was thick with sap and rain.

“Leave it by the door, love,” called her grandmother Boel from inside. “Storm’s turning.”

Elise set the bucket down and wiped her palms on her skirt. The skin tingled where the rope had burned it. Her hand hovered a moment over the handle, as if expecting some echo of the weight to linger, then dropped.

Her gaze pulled toward the northern ridge, where the forest hemmed the croft like a dark seam. From here, the grove looked harmless - pale birches stitched among pines - but she could never watch it long without unease. The air there never stilled; even now the leaves trembled though no wind touched her hair. She told herself it was imagination, a trick of breath after carrying the pail. Still, she could not look away.

Her mind whispered an old rhyme Boel had taught her when she was small: Roots remember, branches guard.

It rose unbidden. She almost laughed at herself for repeating children’s charms, but a prickle ran over her arms, and she crossed them tight over her chest, pretending only to ward the chill.

Sigrid’s laugh carried from the lane.

She came jogging up, apron bulging with yarrow and clover, cheeks flushed from the climb. “You’re dreaming again,” she teased. “One day the gods will answer just to see what you’ll do.”

Elise blinked, the forest’s edge still pressing at her thoughts. “Maybe I’d ask for an easier life.”

Sigrid shook out her bundle, scattering drops of rain that had already started to fall. “Easier? You have Boel’s gift, a roof that doesn’t leak, and half the village waiting for your blessings. The rest of us must make do with superstition.”

Elise forced a smile, though her stomach tightened. “That’s all the gift is. Superstition and sore hands.”

She had meant it lightly but saying it aloud left a taste like metal on her tongue. The gift - whatever Boel called it - was not something she had asked for. When she worked the herbs or whispered the runes, she felt more tool than girl. Each time the charm took hold, it scraped something raw inside her, like flint striking bone.

The metallic tang thickened, as if she had bitten her tongue. A faint numbness crept along her teeth. A prickle ran from the base of her thumb up into her wrist - not quite pain, not quite pins and needles. For three heartbeats the world narrowed to that hand and the slow, heavy thud in her ears, as if her own pulse were listening back.

Sigrid’s teasing softened. She touched Elise’s arm, fingers tightening before she pulled them away too quickly. “Don’t say that too loud. The old men still think your blood keeps the frost away.”

The words sent a pulse through Elise’s chest. Her blood. Always that word. She wondered what truly ran in it. The thought flashed - last winter’s fever, Boel’s trembling hands pressing a rune stone to her brow, the world tilting into white sound. She had never spoken of it.

Boel’s voice cut across the yard. “If you two are done gossiping, fetch Tor before the clouds break.”

They found him by the fence, hammer striking rhythm into the damp wood. His shoulders strained beneath his shirt; sleeves rolled to the elbow. Drops of sweat cut clean lines through the dust on his arms.

“You two look like trouble,” he said without turning.

Sigrid grinned. “You’d know. You make enough of it.”

Tor straightened, testing the post. “If magic fixed fences, I’d let your sister handle it. Till then, hammer and rope do fine.”

He offered Elise the next nail without thinking, the way he had since they were children mending chicken coops. She took it, fingers brushing his; his hand was rough, warm, entirely of this world.

“Hold it steady,” he said. “Last time you flinched and I nearly took my thumb off.”

“You moved,” she protested, but she braced the nail, feeling the vibration of each tap run up her arm. The fence creaked, then settled with a satisfying groan. Beyond it, a lamb bleated and pressed its nose through the slats as if to inspect their work.

“See?” Tor wiped his brow with the back of his wrist, leaving a streak of pitch. “No charms. Just sweat and stubbornness.”

Elise laughed, the sound slipping out more freely than she meant. For a moment, the restlessness in her chest eased, replaced by the simple rightness of wood, nail, and the solid line of his shoulder beside hers.

She bit back a smile. “And when the hammer fails?”

“Then we fix it again. Not everything needs a spell.”

He flexed the fingers of the hand that had brushed hers, frowning faintly as if some echo of the fence’s vibration remained long after the hammer had stilled. For an instant his gaze flicked to her palm, then away again, the crease between his brows smoothing by force of habit.

His certainty comforted her more than she wanted to admit. She envied it - the steady world he lived in, where wood broke, tools mended, and that was the end of it. For her, nothing ever ended cleanly. The whisper of unseen things lingered, threading through the rising wind.

He hoisted the last rail into place. The smell of pitch and iron filled the air. As they walked back together, the first drops fell heavy and warm, bursting on her skin. The ground turned slick beneath their boots; each step released the scent of crushed grass and soil. Elise tilted her face upward. The rain’s cool weight felt like release and warning both.

Inside, Boel’s kitchen glowed amber. Firelight breathed across shelves of jars and bundles of drying herbs. Steam clouded the low beams. The stew hissed; the room smelled of thyme, smoke, and lamb fat.

Elise’s hands moved automatically - bowl, ladle, salt - but her mind lagged behind, still outside with the rain. When she touched the wooden spoon, the handle throbbed faintly warm, as if catching her pulse. She blinked hard until the illusion passed.

Her brothers argued over crusts; her mother hummed, not noticing how the tune slipped into a minor key. Ordinary sounds, safe and known - yet beneath them ran a vibration, low and patient, like thunder caught under the floor. Boel had once called it the root-hum. Elise had pretended not to hear.

When the meal was done, Boel reached for the old family book on the mantel. The cracked leather shone where generations of hands had polished it.

“Say grace,” she ordered.

Elise folded her hands. The words were familiar, worn smooth by repetition: Odin who guards, Freyja who gives, Thor who strengthens the field - keep us in your sight.

Her voice faltered halfway.

A breath of cold touched her nape, stirring the candle flame sideways. The shadows lengthened, threading together across the table like dark roots seeking a path.

It’s only a draft, she told herself. Just weather finding its way through the walls.

But beneath the chant she heard another tone, low and distant, like the hum of the grove carried through the rain. The sound brushed the inside of her skull, and for a moment she couldn’t tell whether it came from outside or from within.

Her throat tightened; her palms slicked with sweat. She forced the last words out, trembling.

When she looked up, Boel’s eyes were already on her.

Boel did not blink. Her gaze dropped to Elise’s clenched fist and lingered there a heartbeat too long, as if she could see straight through skin to whatever moved beneath.

She set the book down with a soft thud, as if marking a line neither of them had chosen. “Elise,” she said quietly, “what did you forget?”

The question cut deeper than any accusation. Elise opened her mouth - nothing came. A chill slid down her spine, cold as river water. She swallowed hard.

“I... I didn’t forget anything,” she whispered.

But she had.

The winter rite.

Boel had pressed the straw braid into her palms last snowfall - a simple offering for waking roots at the first thaw. Elise had meant to go. Storm after storm, chores, excuses... she had let the season turn without tending the grove. And the birch on the ridge had stood waiting, blind and patient, until something in it finally cracked.

Her hands trembled. She curled them into fists - but the heat found her anyway.

The tingling she had felt in the yard returned, sharper now, threading through each finger like thin, hot wire. A chill climbed the back of her neck at the same time, so she shivered and burned at once. The stew’s smell turned strange - too thick, too sweet - until all she could taste was iron and smoke, the same ghost-metal she had tasted outside.

Not now, she thought, clutching her hand tighter. Not in front of them. Her rational mind scrambled for explanations: poor circulation, the cold, a splinter from the woodpile. Anything but what it felt like - the same slow root-hum she had heard at the grove, rising through her bones as if the earth itself had found her pulse.

A faint glow stirred beneath her skin.

For a heartbeat the rune burned through her palm, a thin flicker of gold tracing the old scar Boel had sealed months ago. Pain lanced up her arm like a spark racing dry timber. She choked on a gasp.

The candle bent sideways, its flame straining toward her. Shadows stretched long across the table, veining the wood like black roots.

Boel inhaled sharply. “Show me your hand.”

Elise hid it under the table, shaking her head. She couldn’t. If she looked, it would be real. If she admitted it, the grove’s whisper would become a summons she could no longer ignore.

Outside, something cracked on the ridge - sharp, splintering, like frost snapping in a trunk.

The candle sputtered. The last of the warmth drained from the room.

“Elise,” Boel said again, softer this time, almost sorrowing. “The Pact is stirring. And it’s calling you.”

Elise closed her eyes. The glow beneath her skin pulsed once more, undeniable.

Somewhere beyond the croft, through rain and dark, the grove remembered her name.

And the night answered.
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Hammer and Hope
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The morning after, the storm broke bright and clean. Mist clung to the rye like breath on glass, and every puddle mirrored a sky washed pale with promise. The croft exhaled smoke and steam; the thatch still dripped from its edges. Elise woke to the groan of rafters, the smell of damp wood and porridge, and the soft scrape of Boel’s spoon against the pot.

“Up,” her grandmother said without turning. “The fields won’t charm themselves.”

Elise swung her legs from the cot, the floor cold enough to bite. Her hair clung to her neck, still damp from the basin. The mirror in the corner caught her reflection only in pieces - eyes shadowed, mouth unsure. She pulled on her linen dress; fingers stiff from yesterday’s chill and tied her braid tight as if she could keep stray thoughts from spilling out.

Outside, the world smelled reborn. The air carried the sweetness of soaked earth, crushed mint underfoot, honey leaking from the hives behind the barn. A bead of water slid from the eave onto her wrist and traced a path that felt oddly deliberate, like a mark. She rubbed it away.

Sigrid waited by the fence, a basket on her hip, hair tied with a strip of green cloth that fluttered like a leaf in the breeze.

“Your grandmother says you owe me help,” she called. “We’re to gather herbs before the sun dries them useless.”

Elise smiled, faint but genuine. “Then let’s not offend her gods.”

They followed the southern path where the meadow widened, and the ground still held the smell of rain. Their skirts brushed dew-heavy clover; larks spiralled above, their cries bright as coins tossed in the air. For a while they spoke of harmless things - the harvest fair, Tor’s new ox, gossip about the blacksmith’s wife - but the rhythm of Sigrid’s chatter faded beneath another sound, steady and far away. Elise’s eyes kept drifting north to the forest line.

Sigrid noticed. “You’re thinking of the grove again.”

Elise hesitated. The truth pressed up like a thorn. “There was a sound last night. Not thunder. A heartbeat under the earth.”

The words left her mouth like steam, visible for an instant before vanishing.

Sigrid crossed herself. “Don’t start. Boel says the gods test those who listen too closely.”

“Maybe it isn’t a test,” Elise said softly. “Maybe it’s a call.”

The idea frightened her even as she spoke it. A call implied an answer, and something inside her already wanted to respond. She pressed her palm to her chest. Her heartbeat too fast, as if trying to keep pace with something larger.

“Some calls shouldn’t be answered,” Sigrid murmured.

They knelt among the wild mint. The air filled with its sharp, wet scent as they cut stems and bundled them with twine. Elise’s fingers numbed from the cold sap; when the sun warmed them again, she felt the faintest tremor pass through the soil beneath her knees. The earth breathed - subtle but certain. The quiver climbed through her shins into her spine and pooled, as it always seemed to, in the soft flesh of her palm. Heat gathered there, small and insistent, as if something beneath her skin were answering the ground’s slow breath. She looked up.

A fox trotted across the far edge of the field, fur a living flame against the green. It paused once, nose raised toward the grove, then vanished into the trees. Something in its effortless motion - the grace, the certainty - struck her chest like recognition. The same invisible thread she’d felt the night before tugged northward low in her ribs, as if a string bound her to the roots of that forest.

By noon, the heat thickened. The scent of cut grass braided with the honey-drift from the hives. They rested under an alder, backs against its cool bark, sharing bread and milk. Flies hummed lazily around their cups. Elise tore her bread too slowly, each crumb feeling heavier than it should.

“When we were little,” Sigrid said quietly, “you told me you wanted to see the gods. Do you still?”

Elise’s smile was small, uncertain. “I think they see us instead.”

The thought unsettled her as soon as it left her tongue. What kind of gaze was that - watchful, expectant, or waiting for a debt unpaid? A faint ache pressed behind her eyes. She wiped her forehead, though she wasn’t sweating. For a moment the edges of grass seemed too bright, the world slightly off its hinge. She closed her eyes until it passed.

Boel’s bell rang from the croft, sharp and urgent. Both girls jumped. They snatched up their baskets and ran, skirts catching at their legs.

Tor stood in the yard, mud to his knees, holding a limp chicken by its legs. Its head lolled, eyes open but dull.

“Found three like this,” he said. “No marks. Just stiff. Could be sickness.”

Boel took the bird, her lined fingers steady but her mouth thin. “Or something older.” She traced a rune on its breast, the gesture sure and practiced. Her voice dropped into an older cadence - words Elise half-knew but never dared repeat aloud. “Let harm reveal its maker.”

The air seemed to tighten. Heat shimmered above the carcass, then cooled. Even Tor, who feared nothing he could see, took a step back.

“That your magic again?” he muttered.

Boel ignored him. “Elise, fetch the book.”

The grimoire was heavier than memory. The leather left a faint residue on her palms; when she opened it, dust motes rose like ghosts. Its smell - tallow, ink, and iron - made her throat close. Boel’s finger found a page lined in faded runes.

“Protective charm for animals,” the old woman said. “To be renewed each season. And someone” - her eyes flicked up - forgot the harvest rituals.”

Elise swallowed. “I thought-”

“Thinking is for later. Do it now.”

The rebuke stung but steadied her. Elise gathered salt, bread, and a strip of wool. Each item felt charged, heavier than its size. At the coop, her voice trembled as she repeated the words Boel had whispered - simple, rhythmic, older than sense. Midway through, a current brushed her cheek, cool as breath though no wind stirred. The hair on her arms lifted. The last grain of salt slid from her hand and melted into the dirt like snow.

Silence followed - thick, listening. Then the hens stirred: one shook its wings, another clucked in complaint, feathers rustling as life rushed back in. The sudden ordinariness made her gasp.

Tor stared, colour drained from his face. His hand tightened around the coop door until his knuckles blanched, as if he needed the bite of wood to convince himself it was solid.

Sigrid crossed herself again. “Maybe the old ways aren’t done yet,” she said.

Elise blinked, trying to steady herself, but the ground felt subtly wrong beneath her feet. She reached for a memory - any memory - to anchor herself. Boel’s lullaby from childhood, the one about the sun-fox and the winter king, rose halfway... then shuddered into blankness. The next note simply wasn’t there.

Fine. Another detail. Her father’s winter coat, the one he wore every market day. Brown, she thought - except when she tried to picture it, all she found was the shape
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