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Part One


The Innkeeper’s Daughter







Chapter 1


WHAT SHE SAW FIRST WAS a moving shadow. In the trees that bordered the meadow, among their dark trunks, something moved.


She heard nothing to alarm—not over the rush of water and the sweep of wind—but she saw a dark, crouched shape, moving.


The shadow, no more than a darker darkness in the night, crept out from the mass of trees, crept low across the long grass toward the docking place.


No man of the village would move so. A man of the village, come out to check a hastily secured boat, would carry a light. He would come along the path that ran from the village through the Innyard, the path she stood on. No fisherman would be setting off, not at this hour, not on a moonless night when all the stars shining together couldn’t penetrate the dark, windy air. Birle stood motionless, watching.


She herself ought not to be out in the night. Da and Nan would not be pleased to know how she had left her small sisters asleep in the bed they shared, pulled on her skirt and overshirt, and latched the door steathily behind her to tiptoe past the room where her brothers slept, past the room where Da and Nan slept, down the broad staircase, and across the empty public room. In the kitchen, where the banked fire glowed in its ashes, she had put on her boots and taken her cloak from its hook. The dogs, if they heard anything, knew her steps and took no alarm. Da and Nan, if they knew, would be mightily displeased, and they would lay angry words across her shoulders. Aye, they were counting the days left to the spring fair, when they would have her married and gone from their care. Aye, and Birle was counting them, too.


The shadow was human, she had no doubt of that. Only a man or woman would move so, hunched over, gliding along the edge of the river like a beast on the hunt among the long grasses. Watching, Birle let the wind urge her down the path to the docking place. Whatever else, the shadow was up to nothing lawful.


Soaking spring rains had turned the path to mud. Her boots made squishing sounds, so she stepped off the path into the grass. As soundlessly as the shadow before her, but more swiftly, she approached the river.


She should return to the sleeping Inn, she knew that, and rouse her brothers. At the least, she should turn and call out an alarm, to set the dogs barking. But the mystery of the intruder, like the mystery of the night, which had called her from sleep, kept her from doing what she ought.


It wasn’t that she hadn’t heard the tales. There was no child who hadn’t been warned. Some of the warnings spoke of robbers, dangerous especially to a woman, murderous to all; others told of servants so hard used, or so proud-spirited, that they fled their masters, fled even knowing that if the law caught up with them—man or woman—they might be hanged, or have branded on their right palm the mark of the renegade servant. This shadow, she thought, wasn’t a robber. Robbers moved in bands, like wolves. Anyway, robbers were few, here in the remote southern lands of the Kingdom, where the cleared land was rich to farm and the goats and pigs fed to fatness; where even in the sharpest days of winter fish might be taken from beneath the ice of the river; where the forests were filled with game, and the Earl’s huntsmen kept the pathways safe. This was no robber, she was sure of that.


If it was an escaping servant, Birle wouldn’t be the one to return a man or woman to the servant’s life. For all that she was the Innkeeper’s daughter, her own life tasted more like service than freedom—and that was sour in the mouth. But it wasn’t long now, she reminded herself, not many days and she would be wed and away.


Because she moved erect and quickly, she stepped onto the planks of the dock just as the shadow-shape bent over an iron cleat at the far end. The thick boards creaked in the river’s currents. The boat tied there bounced and slapped upon the dark, wind-troubled water. The river was running high and fast, in its spring flood.


The wooden planks echoed her footsteps, making them even louder. The shadow heard her now, and now had arms she could see—gathering in the rope that pulled a boat’s narrow bow to the dock. Secrecy lost, Birle ran to prevent the theft of the boat. The thief did not concern her. She had no desire to catch the thief.


It was too late. Just as she reached it, the shadow—turning an alarmed, pale face—jumped out into the boat and scrambled onto the rowing seat. It dropped its pack onto the floorboards, then bent down to pick up the oar handles. Its arms pushed out, rowing backward. The oars banged against the sides of the boats tied alongside. Not a fisherman, Birle knew, neither a boatman; someone who knew boats would let the current carry him free before trying to put his oars into the water. She stretched her hands out, kneeling on the rough wood, to catch the bow with her hands.


The oars found water, and dug into it. That stroke, aided by the swift current under the boat, was more than Birle could resist. She raised her head to call out, already knowing what they would say to her for not raising the alarm sooner. She filled her chest with air for a sound loud enough to rouse the dogs, who would then rouse the sleeping Inn—and felt her body pulled off-balance, pulled out over the black water, pulled up from the planks and dropped into the river.


Water rose up around her. Birle kept her head, and kept her strong grip on the bow of the boat. She could swim. She had no reason to be afraid. The rowing shadow made grunting noises and she knew why—with her weight at the bow of the boat, it would be hard work at the oars. Her boots filled with cold water, her cloak and skirt were logged down with it, her own weight pulled heavy at her arms. She could imagine how heavy a burden she was to the rower, and the thought pleased her. Slowly, hand over hand, she worked her way around the side.


An oar fell down upon her shoulder, just missing her head. She grabbed the blade with one hand, and held it. “Thief!” she cried. “Thief!”


The thief pulled at the oar, but she held firm. The cloaked shape turned to face her. She couldn’t see the riverbank, but she knew the boat was moving swiftly; the water pulled at her skirt and cloak and boots. She couldn’t see the face but she guessed, from the way the figure sat and turned, that this was a man. His voice confirmed it.


“Let go,” he grunted. “Let go! I’ve no wish to harm you but I will. I warn you. Go off, let go, go away now. You can swim, can’t you?”


Water flooded into Birle’s mouth and prevented her from answering. Her boots were filled with water, and if she had not had one hand on the side of the boat, it would have been hard work to stay afloat. She spat her mouth empty and realized the truth: “Aye, I can, but not dressed as I am.” Because she had no choice, she let go of the oar to have both hands free, and started to haul herself up over the side and into the boat.


The boat rocked under her weight. The thief moved away from her—but for balance, she thought, not for fear. Birle rolled herself over into the boat, thumping down onto the floorboards. Once she was safely in, she moved to crouch in the bow, her legs under her in case she needed to spring. He was a dark shape at the stern, himself crouched.


“I wish you hadn’t done that,” he said, moving toward her. His voice sounded genuinely regretful. “You better take your boots off, because I’m going to have to throw you back into the river. But know this: I am no thief.”


“Oh aye,” Birle answered. She didn’t need to say more. A man taking a boat that wasn’t his was a thief. She tensed her legs and gripped the two sides of the boat. “Try to throw me into the water and you’ll find you’ve tipped the boat as well, and yourself too.”


He froze in place, considering. She was ready for whatever move he might make. “And you,” she asked, “can you swim? I doubt it. It’s not many who have the skill. I doubt you swim any better than you row. Thief.”


“Believe what you like, I’ve told you true,” his voice answered, out of the windy darkness. “Since you’re kind enough to be concerned,” he said, not meaning the words at all, “I’ll promise you I can swim, and strongly.”


Birle was sorry to hear that, but it wouldn’t do to let him guess it. “Aye,” she said, “and which bank will you choose? Or will it be the current choosing for you, and you helpless. You’ve your own boots to take off, that too, before they pull you under.”


He moved, but only to sit down to the oars again. Facing her, he had to row with the broad, flat stern of the boat facing clumsily forward. “I’ll take you to shore.” The bow swung around.


“You’ll not get rid of me without a fight,” Birle promised him. He ignored her, and struggled with the oars. “And what if you lose the boat, with the bears come out from their winter sleep, coming down south where the grubs and berries are more plentiful, and the wolves behind them still carrying their long winter hunger. There’s naught but forest here, one bank or the other, unless you know your way. A man alone in a forest is a sorry creature.”


He lifted the oars out of the rushing water and Birle felt the bow swing, as the current caught it. She smiled to herself: That battle had been won. She stretched her legs out, settling herself more comfortably—if you could call this wet cold comfortable. He sat hunched over, thinking, the oars in his hands. Let him think. Let him see where it would get him. He was a stranger to the river and she was not.


He lifted his head and once again put the oars into the water, once again turning the stern of the boat. She pulled her legs back under her, ready.


“There will be holdings along the river,” he said.


“No, none. Not in this part of the Kingdom, not in the forest. You’ve left the last village behind you.”


He didn’t know whether to believe her. He left the oars in the water but ceased his attempts to row. The boat swung around again. He ought to believe her.


The thick-growing trees made a dark wall on either side of the broad river. The boat moved swiftly, racing the waves that pushed it along. Birle wrung what water she could from her cloak, and waited. She could wish for a fire.


“All right then,” he asked, finally, “what would you do?”


She knew before she spoke it how her answer would anger him. “I’d take the boat to shore.”


“So. There are no bears, no wolves.”


“That I didn’t say. Do you want to hear what I’d do, or do you want to go along in your own unknowing way?”


“I always go my own way,” he announced. “But I’ll hear yours,” he said, for all the world as if he were the Steward listening to a man plea for lower taxes.


“I would tie up for the night,” she told him. “There will be a tree or a low branch at the shore. I’d tie up there, to await daylight—you can use the rope you loosed, when you were stealing the boat.”


“I have told you what I am not.”


He spoke too well for a robber, she thought, or a common servant. He was, at a guess, a city man, one of the Lords’ household servants. She couldn’t think why he would flee from the ease of such a life, but she assured him, “It’s only the boat I want.” She would let him go on his way southward and herself return the boat to its owner. She was shivering over her entire body, with cold. Tied up to the bank, she would at least have protection from the wind. “I’ll row,” she said.


“Thank you, no. I’m fine with it.”


He wasn’t fine. The little boat twisted and rocked with his clumsy rowing. “The work would warm me,” she said.


Without a word he moved himself onto the board that made a seat at the stern of the boat. Shivering, keeping low so as not to upset the balance, Birle settled herself onto the rowing seat, facing him. The oars waited for her hands. She brought the bow around, and pulled strongly for shore. These fishing boats were built to ride high and light on quiet waters, so it would have been foolishness to try to take it back upriver, against the waves and current. She made straight for the low bank. Close enough, she could see a young, straight tree they might safely tie up to.


Up near the bank, the wind spent itself among the trees, and the heat of her body made the wetness of her clothes at least not cold. She left the oars and leaned out from the bow to loop the rope around the tree and then, quickly, before he might get up to mischief, turned back.


He sat watching her, silent.


She settled down into the bow. This was a double safety. He couldn’t untie the boat without waking her, and should he decide to attack she could be out of the boat and in the shelter of the forest before he might do her harm. Bears were there, and wolves, that was true, but not many in this well-hunted forest. On the other side of the river, where no men had settled, such dangers were more common. Birle shivered again, along the whole length of her body.


“You might lend me your cloak,” she asked. He lay on his back along the seat at the stern, with his pack to make a pillow under his head.


“And why might I do that?”


“Aye, my clothes are wet, and cold.”


“Since that results from jumping into the river of your own free choice, it makes no persuasion,” he told her.


“Aye,” she pointed out, “I was chasing after a thief.”


He didn’t answer. Birle fumed: When light came she would be able to identify this boat, which belonged to one of the village fishermen, or might even be one of the Inn’s boats. She tried to think of what to say to this runaway, to show her scorn of him, but no words came to her. Besides, she could hear in his silence that he had fallen asleep. It was easy for him to go to sleep, she thought, wrapped as he was in a dry, warm cloak.




Chapter 2


BIRLE DIDN’T KNOW HOW HE could sleep. The boat was barely wide enough for two abreast on the rowing seat at its center, so he must have been uncomfortably cramped on the stern seat. Waves moved under the boat, rocking it like a cradle, and maybe that lulled him. She was not lulled.


Stars shone overhead. Looked at from where she sat unsleeping, the sky seemed walled in by forest. It looked as if there was a river of sky matching the water river below. The white stars floated on that sky river. Birle leaned back into the bow of the boat and rested her head on an outstretched arm. She closed her eyes.


What had she been thinking of, to follow him? He slept, the wind blew, the river slapped against its bank—she could be out of the boat and gone before he could stop her. If she kept to the riverbank she could make her way back to the Inn, even in the dark. She had no concern for what her family would say, but she did wonder—briefly—about Muir. Muir might make this night’s work an excuse to turn his back to her.


If she followed the river, she couldn’t get lost. She could be back at the Inn by first light. She could be back building up the fires, drawing buckets of water from the well, and only her own fatigue to say she had ever been away.


But when she recalled the morning chores, Birle had no desire to return. Let someone else do them, for once, and scold her later. Aye, and they did that anyway. Her brothers and Da, and Nan especially, drove her through the days, scolding. Why should she want to hurry back to that?


Besides, if she left now, the boat would be lost. The boat, and the oars built through the sides of it, and the net that might lie folded under the seat the runaway slept on, and maybe also the owner’s short-handled fishing spear, with its five sharp prongs— If she gave up now, a man’s livelihood would be lost.


Birle had nothing to fear. She knew the forest, even if she couldn’t know just where she was presently, and she knew the river. She could run and she could swim. The man was no danger to her. She had her knife, safe at her boot, and she had as well two brothers, so she knew how, and where, to hurt a man so that he would be able to think of nothing but his own pain. Besides, living at the Inn as she had, seeing all manner of people, she knew how to judge a man. The blood that signaled her warning—at the way eyes watched, or the way a voice spoke, or the words a voice chose—had not given her any alarm.


Not just men, women too. There were some women who, when they had risen from the table, Nan counted the metal spoons; or women who, when they departed in the morning, you had to study them carefully to see that they hadn’t overnight become round under their cloaks, grown fat with the Inn’s bedclothes. Some men, and some women too, her father would not allow to sleep within the barred Inn doors. Man or woman, Birle trusted her blood to warn her. This man, her blood said, was no danger. She had no reason to fear him. Thus, she should not allow him to make off with this boat.


She might have been in the wrong to be outside in the night, or, rather, they might say she was wrong to go outside alone; but she was right to stay with the boat. In the morning she would deal with this runaway.


Birle doubted the man knew what his destination might be. Little as she knew of the lands to the south, she knew more than most people because of the caravans that traveled into the Kingdom, for the spring and fall fairs, bringing word of the world beyond the Kingdom. She knew from those merchants and entertainers that a few days’ journey downstream, the river emptied into the sea—and the sea, they said, stretched out empty farther than any boat had ever traveled. Even before the sea, there was a port. Its size was no larger than three villages put together, they said, but in danger it exceeded its size. No Lord claimed rule over the port. No law governed it. This was a place of thieves, cutpurses, murderers; it was the home to pirates, and to soldiers who had deserted their officers or had been sent away, too wild even for soldiery. No merchant traveled alone near the port. No entertainer entered it willingly. Near the port, night and the forest were safer than day and the river. Birle told herself to remember to warn this runaway that he should go wide around the port, unless he wanted to find himself run away from servitude into slavery.


Thinking that, she slipped into sleep.
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SHE OPENED HER EYES TO darkness. Was it moments or hours she’d slept? Overhead, the river of night was crowded with stars.


No man had mapped the sky, although some few had mapped the land. Birle had seen these maps, from her grandparents’ cupboard. It was safe to think of them, although not to put those thoughts into words. Some things were never to be spoken of.


Maybe the Lords had maps of the sky, she thought. She might ask this runaway servant that, before she sent him on his way. She had no idea where his way would lead him, except south. To hear the merchants talk, and the tales of the entertainers, the lands to the south were more strange than people of the Kingdom could imagine. Such tales were quickly cut off, because the people of the Inn and of the village were frightened by strangeness. Just as they feared the night, Birle thought. Birle had been taught that fear, and believed it, when she was a child. But now—


Sometimes, on a winter morning, when she opened the kitchen door to go out and draw water, the stars hung so close outside the door that she thought she would be able to step out among them, and she felt her blood racing at the possibility. What was known, and safe, seemed then to her like a cell in one of the Lords’ dungeons. All the fear she lived among seemed then like a yoke across her shoulders, a heavy burden that kept her from moving swiftly, freely. Aye, men carried fears like great stones strapped on their backs, she thought. Why else had Da and Nan protested so when she said yes to Muir?


Birle shifted against the boat-ribs behind her, to find more comfort. Whatever others might say, she had nothing to fear from the night. People just felt safe with known things, things fixed and regular as the sun’s passage across the sky. Night too had its one light, the moon; but the moon didn’t move in the sun’s orderly pattern. The moon even changed its shape, growing and shrinking—sickle to circle to sickle, to darkness. Darkness, Birle thought, looking up through dark air to the tiny lights of the stars, needed no map, because men avoided darkness. The work of darkness differed from the work of day. People slept away the dark, the long nights of winter, the short nights of summer. She wished she could sleep this night away, she thought, her eyelids closing down heavily.
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WHEN SHE AWOKE AGAIN AND raised her head from her chest, Birle’s neck was painfully stiff. Opening her eyes, she wondered if the sun had set forever, yesterevening, and would never rise again. Still, the stars shone white in a black sky. Birle pulled herself up to sit straight against the bow. She gathered her cloak around her. It was as if the sun and the moon had been blown out, like candles, but by what giant’s breath? Granda had asked her once, “There might be people living up there, in the stars, think you?”


Granda had a way of saying and doing odd things, so Birle wasn’t surprised at the question. “Aye, no,” she promised him. “The stars are only lights in the sky. A man can’t live in a light, any more than in a candle.” They had gone outside into the cold, to bring in wood for the fire. Three winters ago that had been, Birle calculated. A fall baby, Birle was then in her eleventh winter. Granda was an old man standing beside her, his breath floating white in the air before him, watching the moon sail among the stars.


“Aye, and you’re probably right, although I like to think it,” he had answered, his voice as warm as summer. He had still been strong enough, that winter, to go out with her to fetch wood from the pile he built up in summer and fall. He had still been alive. “Although,” his voice went on as he piled logs into her arms, “when I saw your mother, with her hair like starlight netted, I sometimes wondered.”


It was that same night that they had told her about the treasure.


Sitting on the warm hearthstone, the door bolted fast against the night and the little high windows shuttered safe, Birle had looked up to where her grandparents sat at the table, both of their faces turned to her. “What treasure?” she had asked. “The Inn doesn’t have any treasure. I never heard about any treasure.”


“The secret held safest is the one no one even thinks to wonder of,” Gran said.


“Where is it? What is it? Did you bring it with you when you left the Inn?”


“Aye, we did,” Gran answered, looking over to Granda, who said at the same time, “We left it with your father, for it is the Inn’s treasure.” Then Gran smiled—a girl’s smile on her old-woman’s face, the smile of a girl in springtime, a girl in springtime dancing at the fair. Gran’s smile never grew old. Birle didn’t know what to make of what they were saying, but that didn’t trouble her. She sat contented, her back toasted by the fire, growing sleepy, and glad to be away from the unending labor of the Inn.


“It isn’t any treasure you’d guess,” Gran said, rising from the stool she sat on to go to the cupboard under the bed. Bending down, she lifted out bedclothes, and then a long sheet of paper, which she carried over to the table as carefully as she would a baby.


Birle didn’t know what to think. It wasn’t that she didn’t know what paper was, or what it was used for. But it was the Lords who owned and used it. The Steward kept his records, not in his head, as Da did, but in long books, a stack of paper sewn together and then placed between thin pieces of wood. The Lords wrote proclamations on paper, then rolled them up and tied them with strips of cloth, and the Lord who was riding as messenger would unroll the paper and read off what it was the Lords wanted their people to know. Birle couldn’t think what her grandparents were doing with this sheet of paper, how they had come to possess it. But it wasn’t anything to call a treasure, she thought, getting up to look closely at it; only the Lords would have a use or value for it, and she wouldn’t dare to offer it to a Lord. He might ask where she had gotten it.


The paper was drawn over with dark lines, which divided it into odd-shaped sections, and with irregular markings, which looked like the traces of birds’ feet in mud. The stiff paper was spotted brown, like the backs of her grandparents’ hands. That was the first map Birle had ever seen.


Her grandparents explained it to her, pointing out the different parts of the Kingdom—the mountain-walled north, where they had been born, and the forest-walled south, where they now lived; the long rivers, which divided the Kingdom between those lands the King held for his own and those he gave over to the use of his two Earls; the places where the cities had been built; the King’s city, the Earls’ cities, and the cities of the great Lords who served the Earls. As she learned how to see the map, Birle looked for her own place on it.


“The Inn stands here.” Granda put his finger on a bend of the longest river. His finger was swollen at the joints, hooked like a bird’s talons. “And this house lies—about here, think you, lass?”


“Aye, you know better than I,” Gran answered him. “You could always read a map better than I. When this map was made, there was only empty forest in the south,” Gran told Birle.


“Not empty,” Granda corrected her. “The forest is never empty.”


Gran was more interested in talking about the map than in quarreling. Her finger followed the river off to the north, to show Birle where the great mountains guarded the Kingdom. “We’ve stood at the feet of the mountains, your Granda and I,” she said. “We lived”—her finger moved—“here.” The finger stopped at a point on the King’s Way midway between two cities.


“Your mother’s mother also came from those parts,” Granda said.


“When you journeyed north, to bring back the vines,” Birle told him, to show that she remembered the story. “When Da was only a little boy.”


“Aye,” Gran said, in her memory-laden voice, “so that when your mother’s mother died of giving birth to Lyss, and my own child died before three days were out . . .”


“Lyss filled the empty place,” Granda said.


Until Lyss herself died, Birle thought, wondering if the map was a treasure because it held the key to so many memories, as if the memories themselves were somehow put into the map. Her eyes found a place on the river, above the Inn, where her mother would perhaps have capsized, on a late-winter morning when the water ran icy cold, and come home to die in fever before a fire that couldn’t warm her. Birle was too young to remember her own mother; she had other people’s memories, but none of her own. The map would be no treasure to her. For mother, Birle had Nan, who came a servant from the hiring fair before Lyss died, and then after his years of grieving were completed, came a woman to her master’s bed, to have all the authority of a wife over the Inn.


You didn’t need any map to hold the memories, Birle thought. She didn’t know why this memory-map should be a treasure.


Unless those bird scratchings above the cities and across the forests, along the bending line of river and straighter line of Way, showed secret stores of gold and jewels, buried underground in chests, or hidden deep within caves. Then the map might be a treasure. But that was as unlikely as one of the old stories, where tiny deathless folk lived in trees that knew no season, or animals talked, or Jackaroo rode.


The old people talked on, their fingers moving over the map. Birle was restless. What was she to do with this treasure? If there were stores of gold marked on it, someone would have gone out to claim them already. A man like Granda, unafraid of travel. The way life would be, then, if he had, for the family that held such riches—but none of the people lived so. Only the Lords lived in that fashion.


She interrupted her grandparents. “Is this the treasure? Where can I hide it?” They must know there was no place for secrecy at the Inn.


“You won’t be taking the map with you,” Gran said, sharp and displeased. Her finger came down on the scratchings, one after the other, hopping like a bird over the map. “These are the treasure.”


Hope rose in Birle’s chest. If she had been right in her thinking, if there was even one treasure to be dug up . . . she smiled in excitement.


“She’s but a greedy child. She’s young to have the keeping of it,” Gran said.


“I can keep secrets,” Birle promised. “I’m not too young.”


“It’s not her youth I’m thinking of, lass,” Granda said, “it’s our age.”


Birle made herself sit patient, or at least look patient, while Gran argued it out within herself.


Finally Gran spoke to her. “It’s letters. These are letters.”


Birle didn’t understand.


“Words,” Granda said. “These letters”—he pointed to the scratchings Birle had asked about—“name Lord Mallory. To say that this is Lord Mallory’s city.”


Birle backed away from the table.


“This line marks the King’s Way, and these letters name it,” Gran said. Her finger followed the Way to where a wide-winged falcon had been drawn. “Sutherland,” Gran said. “Earl Sutherland’s city.”


“You mean reading.” Birle looked from one old face to the other, hoping they would deny it. She knew now why it had been kept secret. Only the Lords could know how to read.


“Aye,” Granda said. “And writing.”


This wasn’t any treasure, Birle thought. This was knowledge, a secret like the old story of the weasel that struck out at the child come to rescue it from the trap. “Never tell me,” she asked them. “I’m too young, Gran’s right.”


“Gran and I, we have decided,” Granda said. “You are the one of our grandchildren to have the treasure. Aye, then, you must, Birle.”


Birle shook her head, but even then she knew that if she must, she would have to. People had no more choice than animals about what burdens they carried. That night, however, she refused to go back to the table. She sat—sullen and afraid—before the fire. That first night they spoke no more of it. Gran put the map away, Granda took out his pipe, and the song he played moved around the little room, like sunlight left behind when summer was chased away by the cold seasons.


Over that long winter, and the next two, Birle had learned to read and to write. She started out unwilling, but helpless; then when she first wrote down the letters to make her own name, she wanted to hurry and know all there was to know. In the same cupboard as the maps, there were two long books kept by Stewards of older times, records of supplies and expenses, plantings and harvestings, taxes paid in coins, in goods, in labor. There were also two books, bound not in wood but leather, which told stories. Gran read those stories aloud to them. By the end of the third winter, Birle could take her turn reading the evening story. She was not as fast and clear as Gran, but her tongue stumbled over words less than Granda’s. In these stories, animals talked and thought as people did, trying to deceive and make profit from one another. The second book they had not gotten to, although Gran told her that in it there was a story of a woman magicked into a spider, because she was so proud of her weaving, and a young herdsman deep in unwaking sleep because the moon fell in love with his beauty. Birle was looking forward to reading those strange tales.


But in the spring, Granda died, as gently as he’d lived. Gran walked the long way to bring them the news, but would not come back to live there. One summer noon Da found her lying beside the stream, her hand trailing in it as if she had been reaching for the watercress that choked the water. Da reported the empty holding to the Earl through a huntsman. By the time he could send Reid and Birle to empty the supplies from the little stone house, the fall fair had come and gone, and the first frosts were on the ground. When Birle looked for the maps and books, she saw nothing there but bedclothes. Gran might have buried them, a thief might have taken them, or perhaps Da had them now. Birle didn’t know. She had never dared to tell Da that she, too, held the Inn’s treasure. She watched him, but he never gave away the secret. She too kept it locked inside her head, and would have forgotten it if she could.


But she couldn’t. Even now, the only human creature awake in the night, she saw letters shaped by the stars—an L, an E, a W, and even an A right above her eyes. I’s, T’s, they were common. It was the bellied letters that were hard to find, like C and O. She might, she thought, making it into a game, make her own name, spell it out up among the stars, if she could find a B and an R. She stared into the sky, searching out letters, so that she might not think of the sorrow of those two deaths. As she had stood at the second burning, with the ripe summer sun setting into thickly leaved trees, she had felt alone with a sharpness she had never known before.


And that, she thought, uncomfortable in the little boat, with the runaway sleeping sound at the far end of it, with the waves gentle in a dying wind, that was why she had welcomed Muir. Muir danced with her, and said she was the prettiest little thing to be seen at the fair, and asked her if she would be his wife, with an expression in his eyes that made her feel a power she hadn’t known she had, and she had said yes to him. Da tried to talk her out of the wedding, saying she was too young, saying Muir was too old. Birle stood silent. Nan said that she was old enough, but not in the ways that made a man glad of his wife. “She thinks life in a city house will be easy,” Nan said. “Aye, and what holding would you have for a son, or dowry for a daughter?” As much as you, Birle thought, but did not speak the words. Her mother had not been much older when she wed, she thought, and did not speak those words either. She had only to stand firm and they would have to give way to her.


So they had, in the end, and without any joy. Birle had felt no joy either, at the victory, just relief that the quarrel was ended and she could come closer to a house in Sutherland’s city, and the solitary life of a wife whose husband kept the distant forests for the Earl. Her life at the Inn did not suit her. She wore it like somebody else’s cast-off boots, which pinched and chafed.


In a few days, little more than a fortnight, it would be the spring fair, and Muir would await her there, to wed. Alone in the night, under the eyes of the stars, Birle felt for the first time as frightened as Nan said all sensible girls should feel before they wed. Well, she could ask him to wash as regularly as she did, and she could teach him gentler manners. Besides, he would be away—as huntsman guarding the forest, then as captain over a troop of soldiers, who must live with his men in the soldiers’ barracks. As for children, she need not concern herself much with that. It was the men who slept at night in their own beds, their wives at their sides, whose wives had children. If Muir did not like his intended bride to be out in the forest, with a runaway servant, for the length of a night—if he did not know how much it mattered to save a man’s livelihood—well, then, he was free to not like it. He could come to the marriage place and say her nay when the priest came to them, and tell why. A man could do that, under the law.


Birle imagined that scene. She saw the faces of those who heard him. She saw her own shoulders held stiff and proud, as Muir spoke falsely of her. The imagining warmed her heart; she thought that, among the listeners, there must be many who admired this girl.


But, she thought, laying her head back down along her arm, Muir wouldn’t speak those imagined words. She had imagined it as her brothers would have spoken it. Muir spoke more simply. The pictures started at the beginning again, like turning back to the first words of a story. The girl, with her hair long and loose, in her finest skirt and shirt—all unknowing of what lay before her—walked with her family to the wedding place under the walls of the city. There, her cruel bridegroom waited.


Birle slept again.


[image: image]


WAKING SUDDENLY, SHE DIDN’T HAVE to wonder if she had been asleep. It was birdsongs that had warned her, and she opened her eyes cautiously. Light was spreading out gray along the sky overhead.


Birle kept motionless. The runaway slept on. His booted legs hung out over the side of the boat, and she saw how muddy those boots were. He slept with an arm flung over his face, as if to hide himself.


In her deep sleep, Birle had understood two things, which waking had concealed. She understood first that she must get back to the Inn. It was not courage but foolhardiness that had counseled her to act as she had. Without turning her head she could see how close to shore the boat lay. Two steps through shallow water and she would be away—back to the Inn and her family there, back to her wedding day, and Muir.


This was, she now understood, a wedding she no longer wished to be bride for. Muir was not the man she would wed, but he was the man she must wed. The promise she had given couldn’t be altered. A man had the right, but a girl did not.


All the years to come seemed to Birle a dark cloak, heavy as iron. How she would carry this mistake, she did not know. Maybe, she thought, he would get her with child, and she would die, as many women did, of carrying it or having it. Then at least she would not have long to bear the weight of her ill-chosen life.


For now, before abandoning the boat, Birle wanted to know whose it was, so she could carry word back to its owner. The fishing spear, if he had left it under the seat, would identify him.


She crept toward the stern, low over the rowing seat, cautious not to wake the runaway. Without trying to put her hand on the spear, she twisted her head to see its handle. It was the Inn’s mark burned into the wood, a falcon’s wing outspread. It was Da’s boat.


Birle didn’t know if that made things worse or better, and she wished she could find a way to return the boat. But to linger under a lightening sky, which must surely awaken him if the noisy birds didn’t, was foolish. She drew back with as much care as she had approached the man—for this runaway was armed. A short sword lay unsheathd across his chest.


Despite her care, the boat rocked sharply. As Birle crouched watching and afraid, his eyes opened. He sat up, the sword ready in his hand. When he saw her, he smiled.


Why he should smile so, Birle did not know. All she knew was that his smile lit up the morning as the rising sun does. For a moment, looking at his face, it was as if her ribs were empty, hollow, as if the world had stopped forever while she looked into his eyes as blue as the bellflowers that grew wild across the meadows. For a moment, just until her beating heart had returned to her chest, Birle thought she understood everything about herself that she had never understood before.




Chapter 3


BIRLE CROUCHED IN THE BOW. The little river waves wept against the stony bank.


“Don’t be frightened,” he said at last. “There’s no need for you to fear me. I’m just surprised—dumbfounded, more like. I thought—” His smile faded. “You’re a child. Last night, in the dark, you sounded—I thought—” He scolded her, “You made me think you were older.”


What Birle was thinking she couldn’t say. “I’m no child. I was fourteen years this fall, and I’m to wed at the spring fair,” she told him. Aye, and with her heart breaking within her at such a wedding, it wouldn’t be many days until she died, wed to Muir. Never before had she felt so bitterly helpless.


For this runaway had no beard. A light stubble dusted his cheeks and chin, a lighter brown than the dark hair of his head and his dark eyebrows—and his eyelashes were gold-tipped, she saw. But he had no beard, for all that he was a man grown.


“What were you doing?” he asked her, more curious than cross. “What did you think you were doing? Wandering around in the night when you should have been in your own bed, dreaming whatever it is girls dream of in the days before they wed. Why did you follow me?”


“The boat,” she said. “You were stealing the boat.”


The mouth tightened and she knew she had displeased him. Back along the river, the way they had come in darkness and haste, the sun lifted its slumbering head to send rosy light flowing down along the water.


“And now what am I to do with you?” he asked.


Birle didn’t know what he might do. For he was no runaway servant.


What he was doing, creeping through the world like a thief—where he was going to, in secrecy—what he might be fleeing from—those questions also she didn’t know the answer to. But she did know that only the Lords went beardless.


This young man, with his bellflower eyes and a smile to light every corner of the world, was a Lord. He had her heart, and he was a Lord.


“Well,” he said, sheathing his sword, “I doubt I have any choice in the matter.” He wore no crested ring, nor any other sign about him to name the house he was son to. “I’ll take you back to your people.”


Birle closed her teeth against the words she wished to say. She knew she must go home.


“You’ve had nothing to break the night’s fast with, my Lord,” she said.


He looked surprised when she spoke his title, and then not surprised but resigned. “I thought to hoard what cheese I have left, and the bread can’t get any staler. I’ve not enough for two.”


He had misunderstood her. “I thought I would catch fish,” Birle said.


“How?”


“The fishing spear is under your seat. I know how to use it and if you look over there—” She pointed to the distant bank, where sunlight hadn’t yet penetrated the overhanging bushes, and some large boulders broke through the gilded surface of the water. “A good place for fish.”


“I’m not hungry enough to eat raw fish,” he said. “Not yet, anyway, although I’m beginning to understand that I might come to that.”


“I’ll build a fire. It’s simple to cook fish.”


“And the smoke from that fire will summon all the huntsmen and herdsmen of the area,” he said.


“There’s nothing for you to fear, my Lord,” Birle told him. Why should a Lord fear huntsman or herdsman? No man of the people would dare lay unfriendly hands upon a Lord. “This is empty forest, unclaimed forest. There’s no holding after the Inn.”


“What Inn?”


“The Falcon’s Wing. That’s where you took the boat,” she said, speaking swiftly on, “which is so far off now that even if there should be anyone sharp-eyed enough to see a little smoke, rising, he wouldn’t investigate. Aye, my Lord, this part of the forest is safe enough, from human dangers.”


“Are we beyond the Earl’s lands?”


“I think we must be. So we are beyond Mallory’s grasp, and even, I think, beyond the King’s reach.”


He studied the muddy toes of his boots while he thought about that. Birle sat quiet, studying him. His hair was the color of the leaf mold that lay on the forest floor, a rich, dark color. His wrists and hands were slim, for a man—but not for a Lord, she thought. In their bodies, as in the skin of their faces, the ease of life for the Lords was evident. At last, he raised his face to her, smiling. She waited, wordless. “In that case, I would like some fish, if you can catch them.”


Birle stood up. First, she would go into the trees for privacy. She could gather wood for a fire on her way back.


“Where are you going?” He too stood, ready. The boat rocked but they stood facing each other, Birle surprised and the Lord wary. Why should he fear her? “I asked you a question,” he warned her.


“I would relieve myself, my Lord.”


“Oh.” His eyes looked down in embarrassment. Birle was sorry to have embarrassed him. Lords, she thought, must not speak of such things as the people did. “Then I will do likewise,” he said, his cheeks pink.


As she made her way back through the trees and saw him waiting, Birle almost laughed aloud at the glad surprise, to see him there, tall and slim and straight. “We’ll need wood, for the fire,” she suggested.


“While you make off with the boat? I’m not so easily gulled.”


“Aye, you can trust me, my Lord,” she promised him, meeting his eyes.


He considered her. “Aye then, I will,” he said, mimicking her speech. “You have a name,” he asked.


“Birle,” she told him.


“Well then, Birle,” he said, “if you can catch us some fish, I can make us a fire. Pass the sack out to me; I’ve a tinderbox in it.”


The bag he traveled with was of thick woven cloth, gathered together at the top with a leather strap. It was not heavy, nor was it large to contain whatever of his life a Lord would take with him, running away. Birle lifted it over to him before she untied the boat, and sat down to take the oars into her hands.


When she returned with six silver fish on the seat before her, each one gutted and washed clean in the river, and her knife wiped dry and back in its sheath in her boot, he rose from the ground to greet her and tie the boat’s rope around the sapling. Birle, her fingers clumsy under his attention, fixed two of the fish on the spear prongs. She crouched beside the fire, which blazed crisply. He sat down beside his sack, to wait.


The morning warmed around them. The Lord ate the first two fish and then cooked the final pair while Birle ate hers. He took the last two for himself when she told him, almost truthfully, that she wasn’t hungry. “I’ve learned about hunger, even in these few days. If it is not now, I’ve learned, it lies in wait,” he told her. He sat cross-legged on the ground, picking off pieces of flesh until the supple bones lay clean. Birle threw their scraps into the river and then washed her hands in the running water. He followed her example. Birle thought, watching him dry his fingers on his cloak, that if she must leave his presence and lose sight of him forever—she could not bear that, even though she knew she must.


“My Lord,” she said, meaning to warn him about the port, but at the same time he said her name—“Birle”—and she could say nothing, hearing his voice speak her name.


“There’s a stone, a jewel, much prized, called beryl. Are you named for that? If your eyes were green, I’d think you were. It’s a pretty idea, to name girls after precious stones.”


Birle stomped on the coals, and scattered them with her boots until the fire was destroyed. “I can leave you the spear, to fish with, when I take the boat back.” Before he could argue she explained: “The spear is my father’s, a small thing for a gift. There is no need for you to retrace your way back to the dock.” Almost, she wished he had already gone off into the forest, because knowing he would soon go was like a stone crushing down on her.


“That’s not the way I’ve planned things, Birle.”


“You should be warned.” She ignored what he said. “Near the mouth of the river, where they say the river empties into a sea, there’s a port that’s—dangerous, unsafe. It’s a place for lawless men, and they take strangers for slavery or the sport of killing, as I’ve heard. It’s no place for a man traveling alone, and a Lord especially I’d guess. You can go around it. Are you listening? As you follow the river, you come to a little peninsula, reaching out into the river, and there’s an island just beyond its touch. This is where the land rises higher, and the banks grow steep and stony. I can’t tell you how far downriver it is, because I’ve only heard of this place from the merchants. It’s the point where they turn into the forest, as they journey south after the fairs, there, at that peninsula. It keeps them a safe distance from the port. There must be a path, and it must be visible, because they travel with laden beasts. You must not miss it. They say it’s a high, barren island, very small, with a single pine at its center. You should be able to recognize it. And pass safely by the port,” she concluded.


To know that he was safe, that would be something to comfort her. She would never know what became of him, just as she would never know what had driven him away from his father’s house and his own lands, but she would be eased if she could think him safe.


“I’d heard rumors,” the Lord said, “but I don’t entirely believe them.”


“Believe them,” she urged him.


“I mean to take the boat.”


If it were hers to give, she’d give it to him gladly. “My father—”


“What has your father to do with it?”


“Aye, it’s his boat, my Lord.”


“Well, then, that’s easy. Just say I was a wild and desperate man—which is near enough the truth—and he’s lucky to have his daughter returned unharmed, so he shouldn’t fret over the boat.”


“It’s his boat.” Birle didn’t know why she was being so stubborn, except that as long as they were quarreling, they weren’t parting.


“Is this his livelihood?”


Hope raised Birle’s eyes to his, but the ready lie was more than she could say to him. She would not put an untruth between them. “No.”


The Lord smiled.


“I still can’t let you take the boat.”


He bent to his bag, not answering. Instead of picking it up, as Birle had thought, he reached into it and pulled out first a wooden box, then a clean shirt, and then from within the folded shirt a folded piece of paper. He sat down on the ground. Birle did the same.


When he had unfolded the paper, she saw that it was a map, more hastily drawn than those in her grandparents’ house, but still a map. She recognized the Kingdom, with its forking river. At the top of the map, the letter N, with an arrow pointing upward beneath it, indicated where north lay. The cities were marked by X’s, ringed round with circles: three in the north, the King’s city, three in the south, with Mallory’s the southernmost. This map, she saw, went on beyond the Kingdom.


“This is a kind of chart of the land,” he said. Birle didn’t tell him she knew that. “I’m trying to guess how far I’ve come.”


The port was not marked on this map. Long dark lines slanted to show the forest, out of which the river emerged into open space. She had never seen a map that told of more than the Kingdom, and she wondered who had made it. Two circled X’s to the southwest might be two cities, at the edge of the sea, with forest stretching inland behind them. If she had been more often allowed to serve the Inn’s custom, rather than being kept in the kitchen to ladle stew and wash pots, to cut cheese and bread, to take pastries out of the oven, she might know more about the land beyond the Kingdom. All she knew was that everybody, Da too, agreed that those lands were dangerous. Thinking of the danger, Birle reached out her finger—not thinking—to place it at the river’s end. “Just there. That’s where the port will be.”


He looked up at her and she realized her mistake. “If, as I think, this line marks the river, because it curves and winds. Does it?” she asked, to distract him.
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