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Not everyone immediately recognizes
a piece of flotsam as a possible
bridge to a shore that
seems unreachable …
—Theodore Zeldin
The wisewoman never asked directly, never demanded of Carin: “Where do you come from, you strange, surprising child? Who are you?” But she breathed her questions in an undertone when she thought Carin couldn’t hear.
Time passed, and the woman watched with shrewd regard, ever wondering. What’s going on, girl, behind those cool green eyes that view the world with such detachment? You’ve borne up patiently these five years, with your gaze cast groundward to hide your thoughts from those who think you have none. Oh, you’re a self-contained little wight, as guarded in your speech as in your glances. You pretend to be indifferent to your past and resigned to your present. But I have seen you puzzling beside the millpond, gazing into its waters, wondering: ‘What brought me here? Where did this journey start, and where do I go now?’
The seasons turned, and at last the wisewoman drew Carin aside. “I have considered carefully. Indeed, child, I have thought of little else. Still I cannot fathom where your journey began. But I clearly see the path that lies before you now.”
The woman did not point. She would not risk drawing anyone’s eye to the pair standing apart. She merely tipped her head, keeping her hand hidden in the folds of her shawls, tightly gripping the amulet she had fashioned against this moment.
“Go north, girl,” she ordered, her gaze locked with Carin’s. “Run from here. You have no home in this village. Granger is much too hidebound and suspicious for the likes of you. Your place is in the North. If you belong anywhere, child, you belong there.”
Carin felt the hoofbeats before she heard them—a barely noticeable tremor underfoot, hardly enough to suggest the approach of a rider but enough to stop her mid-stride.
She turned and studied the leafless trees. Nothing moved. No breeze rattled the branches, no acorn fell to earth, no dead limb snapped. Nothing relieved the woodland’s emptiness.
But she was no longer alone under these oaks. A season on her own had taught her what solitude felt like, and it didn’t feel like this.
Every impulse that had brought her to this place screamed at her to get out of sight. Don’t get caught—not now, after all this time and all that way, those long miles that stretched behind. And not here in this high, pathless woodland that had seemed to hold no life.
The papery dry leaves under her boots barely rustled as Carin darted into a thicket. “Unh!” she gasped at the cold and darkness enveloping her. The pale autumn sun didn’t penetrate here. To a passing rider, she would surely be invisible.
She grew still and listened. But the woods stayed silent, with a hush like the calm while the storm-clouds build.
Carin tensed. A shiver ran through her.
There—
She caught them again, tremors in the earth: hoofbeats, now unmistakable. As she hid in the shadows, her breath suspended, she followed their rhythm, the cadence they struck at the threshold of hearing.
Nearer the hoofbeats came—ever nearer and more distinct. They broke to a gallop.
With a sudden sharp burst of noise, a great snapping and splintering of brittle limbs and underbrush, the horse came crashing into the thicket.
“Stop!” Carin shouted. She had no time to run. She couldn’t even straighten from her crouch before she was bowled over onto her back. Instinctively she put up a foot, struggling to boot the animal away. “Get off!” she yelled. “Get off me.” She aimed a kick at the animal’s foreleg but the horse sidestepped and she hit nothing.
A blur dropped from the horse’s back. Steel flashed. And Carin felt the point of a sword touch the hollow of her throat.
“Oh sweet Drrr—” She almost rolled out an oath. But it died on her tongue.
The swordsman was glaring down at her with the angriest, most frightening eyes she had ever glimpsed in a human face. They were as black as volcanic glass, but they burned like fiends’-fire. Their unnatural luster hinted of … insanity? Demonic possession? She couldn’t say what she saw in their depths, but they took her breath away.
The man leaned in slightly. His weapon nicked the skin of her throat.
“No!” Carin yelled. “Don’t.”
He pulled up, just a fraction. His eyes scorched her. And when he spoke, he sounded as furious as he looked.
“Can you show cause why I should not remove your head at once?” he snapped. “The boundaries of my land are clearly marked. Those who would dare to enter here know the offense they commit, and the penalty for it. Do you have a defense to offer? Or shall I execute you now and save you the trouble of arguing your case?”
“Wait! Let me explain!” Carin demanded, blustering a little, attempting a show of outraged innocence. It fizzled. Her voice quivered and muffed the effect.
The swordsman pulled back another fraction—not enough to let her up. But he allowed enough space, between his sword and her skin, that Carin could heave a breath without risking major blood loss.
He gave her a curt nod. “Whatever you have to say,” he growled, “say it quickly.”
Why’d I tell him I’d explain? she thought, aghast at herself. How do I explain what I don’t understand?
“I’m … not from around here,” Carin ventured, feeling her way with him. “I came up from the south—from the plains. And I’m only passing through. I’m not a poacher, I swear.” She wiped her sweating palms on her leggings and tried to sound convincing. “I haven’t even seen a game trail to follow. Not that I would—follow it, I mean. I didn’t come up here to hunt.”
She resisted the impulse to touch the sling that she wore concealed under her grubby shirt. With the weapon, she had killed enough prairie hens and rabbits to stay just shy of starvation. That was down on the plains, though. These high woods harbored no sign of game—no tracks, no droppings, no fresh scratches on a tree trunk.
The swordsman didn’t budge. “Poachers do not concern me,” he snapped. “I accuse you of trespassing. And your presence here, on my land, is all the proof I require. Your guilt is clear.”
He leaned in again, poised to stab the blade through her throat.
“Stop!” Carin shouted. She raised both hands, palms open. “I haven’t done anything. I just climbed up a hill.” Her hands shook uncontrollably, which made her mad. She clenched her fists and demanded: “How was I supposed to know this was private property? There’s no fence on that hillside where the grass ends and these trees start.”
The man’s eyes flickered. The sword in his hand wavered, very slightly, but enough to make Carin press on, talking fast.
“I swear I wouldn’t be here if I’d seen anything that said ‘Keep out.’ But the way I came, there’s nothing. Maybe the sign’s down. Or,” she hazarded a guess, “somebody stole it.” She gulped a breath and added, “Let me up and I’ll leave—right now. Just let me go and I’ll clear out of here.”
The swordsman was staring intently at her. Is he a bit thrown by my accent? Carin wondered. People often are.
She tried to look the man in the eye. But she caught a gleam so strange, like a flame deep in the darkness of his eyes, that she recoiled. Carin found herself studying his throat instead, where a burnished badge fastened his cloak of black wool. One half of the badge was a crescent moon worked in silver. The horns of the crescent locked around the red-enameled, golden-rayed sun on the design’s other half.
“Cock and bull,” the swordsman snapped, whipping Carin’s gaze back to his. He gave her a look that, like a cautery knife, burned as it cut. She flinched, but she didn’t cry out—
—Not until he flicked the point of his sword up to her eyes. The blade was so close, she couldn’t focus on it. She couldn’t see much of anything, nor hear much over the pounding of her heart in her ears. But still she caught every word the man said next.
“I had planned to show mercy and kill you quickly,” he growled. “But you deserve a slow and painful death for your poor attempts at lying. It is not possible for any mortal to ‘steal’ the warnings that protect these woods from interlopers. Nor is it conceivable that any living thing could fail to notice those warnings. Your own words condemn you.”
“I can prove it!” Carin yelled. By now she was breathing so hard and so fast, she could barely talk. “I’ll take you—show you. There’s nothing. You’ll see.”
The blade was too close. She couldn’t look. Her eyelids clenched shut in a spasm of terror. Her body went rigid and her senses threatened to desert. For a moment, there was nothing: no brambly undergrowth pricking her skin. No spicy scent from the autumn woods’ decay. No sound of her own ragged breathing.
Something prodded her leg. Carin screamed—a cry like a cornered animal’s. Her eyes flew open, and she was back in the moment.
“Get up,” the swordsman barked. Again he jabbed her calf with the toe of his boot. “Walk. Take me to the boundary. I wish to see this impossible thing. If you have the proof, show it to me.”
The instant the man stepped away from her, Carin was on her feet. But her legs didn’t hold her up. She stumbled and fell to one knee and had to scuttle aside as the man’s horse loomed over her again. The animal was a tall, charcoal-gray hunter. It didn’t snort fire from its nostrils, but its rider was surely possessed of the devil.
“Walk,” he repeated. His eyes glittered hotly. “Show me where you entered this land.”
Carin pried herself up, pushed the tangles of dirty hair off her face, and pointed unsteadily. “The hill’s this way,” she said in a strangled tone. “It’s about an hour by foot … my lord.” Carin added the honorific as the man’s natural due. She had no experience with the nobility of this region, but the title seemed to fit him. His good horse and riding gear, and his highlander sword, showed him to be wealthy if not highborn. And he was clearly accustomed to being obeyed.
She faced back the way she’d come and swung into the ground-eating stride that had already consumed many miles that day. Carin watched for the broken twigs and crushed leaves and boot prints in patches of bare dirt that confirmed she was retracing her steps.
In no time, her feet began to feel heavy. And the farther she backtracked, the heavier they got.
This is all wrong, warned a feeling deep inside.
This forced march was taking her in the wrong direction. To reverse course now was not an option, not with every instinct—every compulsion—pushing her northward. If this woodland wasn’t her ultimate destination, it had to be close. Up in this highland of oaks, here in the hard-won north, she might find the place where she belonged.
But not if she kept retreating like this.
Carin fingered the sling that hung around her neck, hidden and waiting. Palm the weapon, fit it with a pebble, whirl, knock the swordsman unconscious with a single precise throw: could she?
It’d be a risk. If her first shot missed, the man following her would be alerted to his danger. Then he would ride her down and either trample her or take her head off.
She threw a glance over her shoulder. The swordsman was not staring a hole in her back. Something else held his attention, at the eastern edge of the clearing they had just entered.
Carin followed the rider’s gaze and saw movement—a flickering in the branches, not the sun but something equally bright, sparking through the bare-limbed trees. It kept pace with her like a shadow made of light.
She watched the light and not her feet, until her left boot slipped sideways and sent her leg out from under her. “Mother of—!” Carin bit off the oath as she pitched forward and her right knee came down on a spur of stone that was as sharp as a knife.
It happened too fast to hurt at first. But, oh! the blood—lots of it, streaming from a gouge that crosscut her knee.
She hunched over the wound, her masses of unkempt hair tumbling around her face, strands of it trailing in the gore. Blindly Carin fumbled in her belt-pouch for something to stanch the bleeding. Her fingers met only flint and steel for fire-making, pebbles for arming her sling, and a length of twine that was useful for everything from tying back her shaggy auburn mane to rigging a brush shelter.
Abruptly a hand grasped the shank of her leg, and another shoved at her shoulder. “Straighten up,” her captor snarled.
Carin threw back her head and flung the hair out of her eyes. “You!” she gasped. “But—” She hadn’t heard the swordsman’s approaching footsteps—a seeming impossibility through the crunchy carpet of autumn leaves. Yet here the man was, crouched beside her and brandishing a dagger. Carin’s hand flew to shield her throat, but it was her knee he put the blade to.
Stay away from me! she wanted to shout at him. She couldn’t get the words out—not in a way that made sense. As sometimes happened when she came unglued, Carin lapsed into a language of her own. The sounds that passed her lips weren’t gibberish, but no one ever understood a word she said when she got like this. Carin yelled at the man, in her own private language, and tried to wrench free of his grasp.
“Stop your noise,” he barked. He held her leg tighter and waved his dagger in her face. “If you can’t be quiet, I’ll cut out your tongue.”
“Unhh—” Her words choked in her throat. She pulled back and let him cut away the blood-soaked fabric of her legging. Rapidly now, the pain welled up with the blood.
Don’t faint, she told herself.
Carin gritted her teeth, and trembled only too visibly, but she didn’t faint. She didn’t take her eyes off the man’s hands. A nobleman he might be, but his hands knew work. They were muscular and lean. The fingers were long, almost elegant, and bore the scars of labor old and new. The blunt nails were well cared-for but stained at their edges. And from his left hand, he was missing his little finger.
When the swordsman had sliced away enough of Carin’s legging to lay the wound bare, he reached inside his coat and drew out a pair of small leather packets. One held a bronze-colored powder; the other, a matching amount of a green dust.
“Hold the knee still,” he ordered as he dosed the wound with the bronze stuff. “This will burn.”
Burn, however, was not the word to describe it. A glowing coal dropped into the cut would not have blazed hotter. Tears streamed down Carin’s face but she kept still and made no sound, even as she bit her lip hard enough to draw blood.
He glanced at her face as he set aside the bronze powder and picked up the green.
Sweet mercy, what next? Her fingers dug into the cold ground under her.
But when the man sprinkled the green dust into the wound, the fire in Carin’s flesh died. Her knee went numb. The gash, though alarmingly deep, no longer bled or throbbed. Carin freed her lip and tasted the blood she’d bit from it.
The man resealed the colored powders and slipped both packets back inside the black leather coat that he wore under his cloak. From another pocket, he produced a square of linen and bandaged her knee.
He stood then and walked to his horse, but he did not immediately mount. “Get on your feet,” he snapped.
He’s demented. Carin eyed him, more than a little confused. He’s insane. One minute, he was threatening to kill her. The next, he was doctoring her hurts. And now his anger seemed rekindled.
She pushed up from the rocks and teetered, the toe of her right boot barely touching the ground. The sun hung low in the west. She had to hurry or night would be on them before she could lead this strange man to the edge of the trees and prove her case.
Get on with it, Carin ordered herself. She put one foot ahead of the other and tried to ignore her injury. But she could barely hobble. The numbing effect of the swordsman’s medicinal powders wore off fast. With each step, she stifled a groan. She didn’t get far before the pain shooting through her knee forced her to brace against a tree and give her sound leg her weight.
“If you continue to try my patience,” the swordsman growled, “you will discover how limited it is. Move!”
Carin glared at him. “I can’t walk,” she snapped in a tone that was as sharp as his. “If you want me to show you that hill I climbed, you’ll have to let me ride.”
The man scowled. He muttered an oath—something about “guts and gall.” But after a moment in which he seemed to weigh his options, he led his horse up beside her.
“Mount,” he ordered brusquely. “I am determined to see this place along my borders that you claim is unmarked. Even a blind man must heed those warnings and turn aside. Though you are a clumsy creature, you’re not blind. I will have you show me what you claim not to have seen.”
I didn’t see it because it’s not there, you lunatic, Carin thought. But she said nothing more, only stretched for the pommel and pulled herself up. She barely managed to get her throbbing right leg over the horse’s rump. And she hadn’t quite straightened before the man swung up behind her. He pressed her forward on the flat huntsman’s saddle and gathered the reins in both of his hands.
“Oh—!” She flinched, swallowing another oath, finding herself trapped between his arms. Only the damned should be this close to a devil who had the fires of the abyss in his eyes.
As they rode south at a canter, the swordsman sought no guidance from his captive. Carin would not have been able to direct him even if he had asked. From horseback in the darkening woods, she could see no traces of her previous passage. But the man seemed sure of the way, as if he knew right where she had set foot on his property.
So why make me show him the spot? If he knew the place, then he must know it was wide-open to any traveler.
Covering the remaining distance far more quickly than Carin could have walked it, the man reined up. He had indeed brought them to the slope where these wooded highlands met the grasslands below. Though the day was far gone, enough light remained to pick out a distinctively scarred tree on the hilltop. Carin recognized it. The white mark on its trunk looked like a dolphin. When she had passed by here earlier, she’d particularly noticed the dolphin because it looked so out of place, suspended between the golden plains and the leafless oaks.
She started to point out the tree, to tell her captor that this was the precise spot. But the man behind her spoke first.
“Show me!” he demanded, so forcefully that his hot breath ruffled the hair on the back of her head. He pointed down the slope. “If you value your life, show me the break you claim to have discovered along my well-protected borders.”
What does this madman want from me? Carin half twisted around to vent her frustration on him, but stopped when she thought how close that would bring her face to his. She jerked her head down instead, and brought up her arm. With a sweeping motion, she indicated all of the landscape that lay before and below them.
“What are you talking about?” she exclaimed. “What are you looking at? You can see for yourself that there’s no wall, or fence, or signpost.” Carin pointed out a glade down on the hillside. “The lower you go, the fewer the trees. That’s all I see.” She shook her head. “Sir, I don’t think much of your ‘well-protected border.’ If you want to keep people out of these woods, you need more than a few scarred oaks and an imaginary fence.”
“By the blood of Abraxas!” the man swore in her ear. “You’re a brassy chit.”
Carin swallowed hard and waited for him to hit her. Whenever her old master, the wheelwright of a small southern town, had barked at her like that, he’d always finished by clouting her.
But the swordsman didn’t hit her. He only urged his horse forward, muttering something so far under his breath that Carin didn’t catch it.
The horse took two steps, then stopped of its own accord. It snorted nervously and pawed the ground, clearly unwilling to descend the slope.
Its master did not force it. The man dismounted and ordered Carin down.
She dragged her stiffening knee over the horse’s back, slid past the stirrup iron, and managed to land with all of her weight on her good leg. As Carin wobbled on one foot, the swordsman caught and steadied her.
“Show me,” he ordered again, his voice tight. With the hand that had helped her off the horse, he gave her a push—not enough to unbalance her, but enough to make his meaning clear. He wanted her to go down the hill, back toward the plains below.
Do what he wants. Get out of here. Find another way north.
Carin half hopped and half limped down the slope. Pain lanced through her knee. She had to stop, far above the foot of the hill, and brace against an oak. She closed her eyes and tried to master the pain through willpower alone. She did not succeed.
But in her stillness, Carin again became aware of the silence that pervaded the woodland—a silence in which not so much as a whir of wings nor the distant call of a bird could be detected. The profound hush that had made these woods seem peaceful and promising, when she’d first entered them, now impressed Carin as sinister. No tomb for the dead was more oppressive than this place.
Go, whispered her fear. Get off this hillside.
Carin took a step. “Aaahh!” she cried as the pain buckled her leg under her. She collapsed into a pile of leaves.
Sweet mercy, her knee hurt. The tears came again, wetting her face. She ducked her head to hide them, but an avalanche of profanities made her look sharply uphill.
The swordsman was striding down toward her, swearing with his every step, shattering the stillness. Though the oaths he spoke were unfamiliar to her, she could recognize the inflections of violent cursing when she heard them.
The man stopped swearing just before he reached Carin. He crouched on the slope so that his eyes were only a little above hers. He stared at her, hard.
Don’t scream. Carin beat back a deep need to do so as she endured the searing intensity of his gaze.
Her breath came in short bursts. She grabbed one and panted out, “Got to stop … knee’s gone … won’t take my weight.” She squeezed it tightly. The pressure helped the agony and helped to steady her. As her breathing eased, Carin demanded more coherently: “Leave me here. I’ll sleep under a tree. Tomorrow, I’ll head down.” She pointed to the flats below them. Pain sharpened her voice as she added, “You won’t see me again. I promise.”
The man didn’t answer her. If he altered his expression at all, it was only to deepen his scowl. The sun had set on the hill, but in any light her captor’s eyes would be easy to see. They remained fixed on her. He studied Carin as if he doubted what he saw. His face didn’t give much away, but she detected a veiled astonishment.
“How have you come through the barrier?” the swordsman asked, finally breaking his silence. “Tell me: do you perceive nothing here? Feel nothing? See nothing that alarms you?”
“The only alarming thing I’ve seen all day is you—sir.” The tacked-on courtesy sounded like she was mocking him: unwise, under the circumstances. But her misery was loosening Carin’s tongue. “You want to know what I’m feeling?” she snapped. “My knee’s killing me. I’m dead tired from walking a thousand miles, and I’m hungry.” Ravenous, in fact. She’d long since walked off her last meal of rabbit and redberries. “I’m cold, too,” she added as she shivered so violently that the leaves under her rustled audibly in the stillness.
The man shook his head. “None of that matters. Tell me: what is here?” He pointed to the ground under her. “What do you sense in this place?”
“Sense?” Carin paused to consider her answer, for she’d gradually become aware that she did in fact perceive something—a kind of tingly energy, diffuse and thready, all around her. “It’s hard to describe.” She looked around, as another shiver traveled over her. “But it feels a little like the air does when a storm is building. You know, when it’s thundering and lightning but the air is so dry it crackles, and the rocks are throwing off sparks the way a wool blanket does on a winter night.”
She refocused on him. Though the man’s expression was unrevealing, his eyes narrowed—not enough to hide the glint in them. Carin shuddered, wishing for a good wool blanket to cover her threadbare clothes.
“That feeling in the air is easy to miss,” she added, dropping her gaze to avoid his. “It’s weak. I never noticed it when I came this way the first time. I barely feel it now that I’m sitting here freezing to death. When I passed through before—this afternoon, when I climbed up and went on in to where you found me—I didn’t sense it at all.”
A thought came to her then. Incredulous, Carin snapped her head up and demanded: “Is this little tingly feeling supposed to be guarding your borders? That’s ridiculous! You claim your lands are protected, but there’s nothing on this hillside that would stop a butterfly.”
In response, Carin’s captor raised his right hand and made a motion with his thumb and fingers, as if flicking away an insect.
Then the man rose to his feet. He loomed over her.
“Come away from there,” he growled. With his three-fingered left hand he grasped Carin’s arm and drew her up. His right fist drove at her face. The blow landed.
Or did it? Carin’s head snapped back from the force of it, and yet the fist had failed to connect. Half an instant before striking her, the man’s fingers straightened and arrowed at her eyes. They seemed to go right through her as a cold white flash engulfed her and nearly popped her head off.
She knew every agony, every torment that human flesh could endure. For a moment, Carin hurt as she had never hurt before.
Then all things subsided. Pain, hunger, and weariness slid away, leaving only a vague, lingering bewilderment. She wasn’t entirely gone to insensibility. The white flash had banished vision, but she caught a breath of night-crisp air that carried the scent of the woods.
And gradually, an awareness of movement asserted itself: she or something touching her was in motion. The action had a rhythmic quality, soothing as a baby’s rocker. Carin retained enough mindfulness to know she was back on the horse, swaying with the animal’s steps. She could almost hear the plop and crunch of hooves on earth and fallen leaves.
Soon these impressions faded, all becoming white and smooth and peaceful. The whiteness filled and took her. And the two voices that came to her then, as if from a great distance, had no power to revive Carin. The words of the two seeped through her brain, like snowflakes melting, leaving no residue—
“The girl makes a pretty picture, mage, resting in your arms.”
“Faugh! A drowned cat would look better … and smell better.”
“She is another, you know.”
“Another what, pray tell?”
“Another like me.”
“How so?”
“Unbound by the laws of your world, mage, or by your spells. She is from elsewhere.”
“A fanciful notion, sprite, hardly to be credited. She is a serving-maid, more like, running from her master and ill prepared to fend off starvation in the winter that comes.”
“How then do you explain her utter disregard for your imprecations?”
“Not so. She sensed the magic. She succumbed at the last.”
“Scarcely! And by slow measures, only after swimming in your spells for long enough to drive the sanity from any of your countrymen. You know I speak the truth. Take care how you deny it. I was there. I saw.”
“Be off with you, woodsprite. I find your chatter tedious. Though I may be powerless to banish you from this land, I won’t abide your insolence. Begone, and do not let me see you again.”
“As you wish, magician. I’ll leave you to ride home through the dreariest patch of woods that ever grew. But mark my words: you shall find that this traveler who’s asleep in your arms belongs here no more than I do.”
“Myra! Come in here!” a man shouted, loudly enough to wake the dead.
Carin did not wake. Barely sensing a disturbance, she didn’t hear the shout so much as feel it. It made a slim dark splinter that stabbed the whiteness enshrouding her.
Presently, a quantity of particles joined the splinter. The particles were recognizably words, but they drifted over Carin’s confused senses like a soft blizzard carried on a woman’s voice.
“Here you are at last, my lord! How I did worry, when the supper dishes were cleared and the sun had gone down and the stars were out and still there was no sign of my good master. I bade the stableboy ride out to look for you, but he would not. He would only skulk about the stalls and fret that one of his charges was absent. I do believe he cares more for that horse than for you, my lord.”
“It pleases me to hear it, Myra,” said the voice like a splinter. “Lanse knows I face no danger in these woods. But he also knows the harm that hard use can bring a horse. His fears are rightly placed.”
Something moved. As before, Carin registered the motion but was vague about her own part in it.
“I grow weary of this burden.” The splintery voice jabbed at her. “Where would you have me drop the creature?”
“A visitor!” the soft blizzard cried. “My lord, how you do surprise me! We’ve had no visitors for many a year. But always I have hoped—and kept a room ready for any such blessings that might befall us. The blue room, master, at the top of the stairs. Come, if it please you.”
More movements followed, an impression of climbing. Then the voices drifted past again:
“Lay her here, my lord.”
“This creature is filthy,” he complained. “She’ll begrime bed-linens.”
“No matter. Sheets will wash, and so will she. There’ll be time on the morrow for scrubbing clothes and bodies. What’s needed tonight is rest, for our tagrag visitor and for you, my lord. Lay her gently here, then be off to your bed. I will tend our guest.”
“I leave her to you. Gladly.”
Another motion, quick and rough, so unsettled the blank void of Carin’s existence that she almost roused. But her senses could not marshal themselves before the whiteness again smoothed itself across them.
“Look and you will see a covering on one knee,” the splintery voice said. “The cloth protects a wound. Leave it until tomorrow. The treatment needs no interference.”
“Do you take me for a simpleton, master? I well know that your cures are not to be meddled with. To bed with you now, sir. The wee hours are upon us.”
This time the movement was definitely far distant. Carin felt frozen in place, as quiet and stilled as pond ice in winter. Words settled gently on her, a last flurry from a woman’s voice that strew them about like a force of nature.
“Now, dearie, you’ll sleep the night through. My master’s seen to that. Sleep as late as you like on the morrow, and when you wake I’ll have a good breakfast for you. And I’ll hear of all your adventures. My! What wondrous adventures you shall have had! Few come this far north. Travelers through this land are uncommonly few. I do wonder … yes, I wonder how a maid comes to be in this realm, and comes to my kitchen door like a bundle of rags in my master’s arms. Mysteries upon mysteries. You can’t have seen sixteen winters yet, but wondrous adventures you shall have had, for all your short years. On the morrow, I’ll hear all. Curious as a cat, I am …”
To the subsiding blizzard, Carin was oblivious. The last fragment of awareness left her and she knew no more.
* * *
Sunlight dappled the bed through lace curtains. If it was morning, it had to be late.
Carin stretched between smooth sheets. Then she sat bolt upright and studied the room to which she had been brought in the night.
This can’t be a dungeon, she thought, astonished. It’s too pretty.
The “blue room,” as she’d heard a female voice call it, was aptly named. Linen of periwinkle blue covered the walls. The color repeated in the cushion of a three-legged stool at the mirrored dressing-table beside the bed. On the table were a hairbrush and a comb, both of an iridescent blue shell reminiscent of the jewel-toned beetles Carin had seen in the southern grasslands. An azure vase held the bright feathers of bluebirds. The coverlet on the bed, and the cushions of a chair in the corner, were a deep indigo. A cloth of sea blue draped a small table by the latched entry door.
On that table were a pitcher and a plate of bread and cheese.
Carin sprang out of bed, sprinted to the table, and was devouring the food before she even thought of her injury. While ripping into a chunk of bread, she drew up her right knee for inspection. The knee felt stiff but moved with none of yesterday’s ache.
She unwrapped the bandage. “Oh!” she exclaimed, so startled that she momentarily neglected to eat. The gash had healed, leaving only a pale scar in place of a bloody wound.
The colorful powders her captor had sprinkled into the cut: did they do this? Could they heal a wound so quickly? “Potent stuff,” Carin mumbled with her mouth full again. If she could steal a supply, she ought to pack some along when she quit this place.
This place? Where was she? Carin finished everything edible, then began a closer examination of the room. She was drawn to a set of doors like tall shutters, painted a shiny blue, which closed a floor-to-ceiling opening in the wall to her right. The shutters’ narrowness suggested that a smaller room—a pantry? a closet?—lay beyond.
She was at those doors when a glimpse of herself in the dressing-table mirror brought her up short. The swordsman had been generous in calling her filthy. Carin frowned at her reflection, knowing he’d said it but unable to remember when.
He wasn’t wrong. Her shirt, formerly ivory, was mud-colored. Her hair, an oily mat of tangles, trapped straw and dead leaves. On her leggings, grass stains alternated with black patches of muck, and the ripped and tattered cloth from her right knee down was stiff with her dried blood.
Carin rubbed her forehead, then her eyes, struggling to make herself think back—or better, think ahead. She succeeded only in deepening her sense that she could do nothing for now, except live in the moment. She ought to be planning an escape, but all she could focus on just now was finding more food—she’d forgotten how good bread could taste—and maybe finding something clean to wear until she could wash her rags. She pulled open the blue shutters.
Neither a closet nor a pantry lay beyond. The doors opened to a cavernous room—a vaulted chamber of stone much bigger than the bedroom, and furnished for bathing.
“What the—?” Carin’s mouth fell open as she surveyed the fixtures.
A pedestal of blue-veined marble held a crystal washbowl. From the wall above the bowl, a spigot protruded. Carin thumbed it open. “High holy almighty!” she exclaimed in a rapture of delight as warm water swirled into the basin.
The room’s most arresting feature was more delightful still. A perfectly circular pool claimed nearly half the open floor space. Stone steps descended into it. Carin crouched and tested the water. It was warm like the flow from the wall spigot.
She tore off her clothes, and with them her sling. She grabbed a cake of soap from the washstand and slipped into the pool. To bathe warmly and with soap—glorious. This was simply glorious. From scalp to toes she scrubbed, and thrice lathered her hair.
As she floated in the pool, Carin scanned the room for the source of the steady light that filled every corner. The cavern had no windows, nor lamps or candles. Yet the chamber was well lit, with a diffuse glow like sunlight through clouded crystal. Were the walls not the solid rock they seemed? Were they made of split horn or another material that let the sun in?
The gentle current that stroked her body continually freshened the pool. Where was it coming from? When she had finished scrubbing and the water cleared, Carin dived and located the source of the inflow: an opening in the rocky bottom the size of a serving platter. Surfacing, she found outlet holes between the upper steps. This pool was fed by warm springwater that welled up continuously and drained out the sides.
The design, ingenious, was unmatched in her experience. Could that devil-eyed swordsman of the woodland be the architect of this heavenly pool? Carin wondered, remembering her captor’s strong, work-stained hands.
Another memory of his hands, less distinct, struggled to shape itself. They’d grabbed and beaten her—hadn’t they? She pressed her palms to her eyes, trying to remember. She touched her face where the blow had been aimed. No soreness there, nothing to suggest she’d been struck.
But something had happened last evening, some violence she couldn’t fully recall. A persistent mental sluggishness burdened her thoughts and blurred her memories.
Carin left the pool, squeezing rivulets from her hair. Wrapped in a towel, she returned to the bedroom. At the dressing table she took up the comb and attacked the snarls in her long, wet hair.
“Ouch!” and “Ouch!” again. After several minutes of painful and unsuccessful yanking, she dropped the comb and began to search the table’s drawers for a knife.
The first yielded only white kerchiefs embroidered with blue flowers. As Carin tugged at the second drawer, a soft knock came at the bedroom door.
Carin jerked her hand away and stepped back from the table. She would have retreated further, had her visitor given her time. But the latch lifted, the door opened, and in bustled a short, sturdy woman.
“Oh my, dearie, aren’t you a sight!” the woman exclaimed. “Awake already, and scrubbed. So clean you are, I’d swear ’twas not the same tatterdemalion my master carried up the stairs in the wee hours. Against skin that fresh, you’ll be wanting good clean clothes, not those rags we put you to bed in. Let’s see how this shift fits.”
Carin stood staring, doubly dazed by the woman’s sudden, chattering appearance and a sense that the feeling was nothing new, although the woman was a stranger to her. “Who … ?” she started to ask, then decided it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be here long enough—wherever “here” was—to get to know the inhabitants. With a nod, Carin accepted the shift that the woman offered. As she pulled it over her head, her towel fell to the floor.
The woman fished with both hands in the pockets of her housedress and drew out a length of blue fabric. This she twisted several times around Carin’s waist, snugging up the folds of crisp linen.
“Now, sit yourself down and we’ll comb out those tangles. What a mane you have!” she said admiringly as she pulled Carin’s damp hair from under the shift’s neckline.
“Ma’am, where can I get a knife?” Carin asked. A knife? Careful, she warned herself. Don’t alarm the nice lady. She flicked a strand out of her eyes and added, by way of explanation, “It’s hopeless. I’ll have to chop most of this off before I can get a comb through it.”
“Oh no, dearie! We needn’t cut your lovely hair,” the woman replied. “I wouldn’t see any guest of this house so disgraced.” She dived again with both hands into her roomy pockets. “It only needs a bit of coaxing … Patience, patience,” the woman mumbled—to Carin? to herself?—as she rummaged around. After much searching, she produced a flask and unstoppered it. “This will tame those tangles.” She poured out a dollop of a creamy liquid and began massaging it into Carin’s hair.
Heavenly. Another blissful sensation suffused Carin, as good as her soak in the pool. Her already draggy thoughts slowed to a crawl. Entranced and dreamy, she watched in the dressing-table mirror as the woman combed out the tangles. It took what seemed forever, but under her deft touch the snarls relaxed and Carin’s hair fell down in waves.
“Now then, you’re fit to appear at the court of any king,” the woman said, rousing Carin to attention. “I’ve never seen the master’s tonic to fail, be it scurf, snarls, or the baldness that troubles ye!”
“The master’s ‘tonic’?” Carin asked, suddenly wary.
“Aye, dearie. My good master can stir up a potion to cure ’most any ailment. ’Tis a wondrous gift he has.”
“The swordsman? Him? He’s an apothecary?” Carin pressed her.
“Apothecary and alchemist. Herbalist, metalsmith, and worker in stone. There’s little in this world that my master cannot turn his hand to for benefit.”
Are we talking about the same bare-fisted brute? Carin wondered.
She twisted around on the stool to face the woman. “Yesterday, when I tripped on a rock in your master’s woodland and busted open my knee, he sprinkled some powders into it to stop the bleeding. Now, the cut’s closed up.” Carin showed the woman her faint scar. “It’s healed already, like magic. I’ve never seen any medicine work that fast. Did your master make it?”
“Aye, indeed,” the woman said. “I’ve used the stuff myself, many a time. And Lanse, and the old gardener—the horses, too. So long as the cut does not reach the vitals, the master’s healing dusts will stitch it up in no time.”
All the better for me, then, that he didn’t make good on his threat to remove my head. Carin shuddered a little. He couldn’t have stitched it back on, dusts or no dusts.
“Goodness me, child!” the woman said so suddenly that Carin jumped. She walked to the window and pushed back the bedroom’s lacy curtains. “If I’m any judge of the sun, I’ve stood here chatting the morning away. ’Twill soon be time for the master’s midday meal. And you, dearie—you’ve barely made a start on your breakfast with those morsels I left to whet your appetite. Oh my, a good wind could blow you away, so thin you are! You need meat on that spare frame. And aren’t I the one to fatten you up? Come along now, down to the kitchen, and I’ll fix you a bowl of porridge with bacon, and bread dripping with honey.”
Carin wiped her hand across her suddenly watering mouth. She trailed the woman out onto a landing, down a narrow wooden staircase, through an unfurnished foyer, and along a connecting passageway to the kitchen. She sat on a bench at the table and watched the cook throw together the promised breakfast. The meal was served with a mug of hot mint tea and another of fresh milk. Carin delayed only long enough to say a sincere “Thank you,” then attacked with firm intent to leave no crumb or drop.
Only when she had eaten partway through her second full breakfast did she begin to pay less heed to her stomach and more to the swordsman’s housekeeper—as she’d decided this woman must be. The latter had been chattering ceaselessly while chopping vegetables and stirring a pot over the fire. Her talk was a running commentary on the weather, the shortcomings of Lanse the stableboy, and the faults of someone called Jerold. He, presumably, was the gardener previously mentioned.
Not once did the woman speak of Carin’s late-night arrival. If she had questions, she did not ask them.
Carin volunteered nothing. She only ate and listened and nodded politely, and made her plans to leave. Soon now. She must go soon, while she had only this gabby housekeeper to contend with.
But she wouldn’t leave empty-handed. A coarse bag hung on a wall of the kitchen between bunches of dried fruits and herbs. It would comfortably hold whatever bread and jerked meat Carin could pilfer on her way out the door.
And don’t forget the medicines. She’d also have to check this room for the swordsman’s cure-alls. Given those dusts’ impressive healing powers, she shouldn’t take off without her own supply. She hadn’t been safe for a very long time, but those powders that could close a wound and keep the lifeblood from draining away would make her a little safer, a little less likely to die before she found the place where she belonged.
Thirty-odd pots and jars lined the shelves. As Carin eyed them, wondering which to search first, the kitchen door opened to the courtyard beyond. Through it stepped the swordsman.
He belonged in darkness—not in this cheerful, caraway-scented kitchen. The man wore black, as before, but his garments today were of fine wool, not the leather of his riding gear.
“Myra, is my—?” He bit off the question as his gaze found Carin at his table.
Now she was standing behind it, and she had no memory of getting to her feet. Her head swam and could produce only one thought: Run.
But she couldn’t run. She couldn’t move. She could only stand and stare at him as a coldness surged up from her stomach and jellied all her senses.
He stared back. Fleetingly, he looked surprised. Then his expression grew guarded, aloof.
The housekeeper—Myra by name, obviously—greeted the man warmly and prattled on: Her master’s meal would be served in an eyeblink, and hadn’t their midnight visitor cleaned up well, just as Myra had foretold?
The swordsman made no reply as he unclasped his cloak and hung it by the door. Carin caught a gleam from the silver badge that fastened the garment. In the sunlight that streamed through the open door, the horns of the crescent moon flashed like sparks from a firestone.
Carin’s captor took the bench opposite her. Silently he nodded his thanks to the efficient Myra as the woman set ale on the table for him. He sipped from the tankard and continued his wordless study of a stock-still Carin. Finally, he answered:
“Myra, I am humbled to the ground by your talents in these matters. I scarce gave credit to your claims last night that the revolting creature I carried aloft could shed the muck and emerge a human. Though it doesn’t alter her vagrant nature, the outward change assuredly is welcome. At least she does not stink now.”
Carin clenched her fists at her sides so tightly that her fingernails cut her palms. For a moment, she had no voice. Then she found it.
“Try losing your horse,” she snapped, “and walking all summer, with no clothes except the ones you’re wearing. Try it, and see if you don’t get as dirty as me and every bit as ripe. Or riper—to the point of a real stench … sir.”
That’s enough. You know you can’t talk to him that way, muttered her reflexive aversion to bodily harm. Like your old master told you every time he belted you: “Remember your place.”
But of all the nerve … If her unwashed state offended the man, he should have left her where he found her. I suppose he’s accustomed to abducting a better class of person—
Carin planted her fist on her hip and grated out her words in much the same tone she used when swearing. “Thanks for letting me wash up in that hot-spring pool upstairs where the walls glow. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s amazing.” She gave a little sniff, trying to appear disdainful.
But the pool IS amazing. And I sound like I actually AM thanking him for punching my lights out and manhandling me here.
Desperate to avoid giving any impression of gratitude, Carin added, “I can’t guess how a marvel like that came to be. Who gets the credit? Not you, I wouldn’t think.” She cut her eyes at the man’s scarred hand, the one that was short a finger.
No sound greeted Carin’s attempts at sarcasm except the bubbling of the stewpot on the fire. Even Myra had fallen silent. The woman kept her eyes lowered and said nothing as she heaped meat and vegetables on a platter for her master’s lunch.
When Myra had set the dish before him, the swordsman buttered a slab of fresh-baked bread and balanced it on the platter’s rim. Then, with the butter knife, he waved Carin back to her seat.
“I hardly hoped to find so much wit in you, to know a marvel when you see it.” He looked across the table at her. His tone, though sharp, was more dismissive than angry. “The pools—two of similar design are in this house—are extraordinary, as you say. They were crafted by my noble ancestor whose estate this was long ago, and whose descendants, myself among them, have abided here in an unbroken line since the family’s establishment.”
The swordsman paused to take bites of bread and stew. Then he sipped his ale and eyed Carin speculatively.
“As you have nothing but rags to ward off autumn’s chill,” he said, “and you travel—by your own admission—on foot and without provisions, I take you for a runaway bondmaid. Undoubtedly you carried off whatever you could steal from your master. But it seems your thievery has proved inadequate for your journey. Starvation would have found you, if I had not.”
Hold on there, Carin protested, but only inwardly. She wanted to say that she had borrowed—not stolen—from her old master. To survive, however, in the months since leaving him, she’d played the thief time and again. Remembering her plan to ransack Myra’s kitchen, she kept still and let the accusation stand.
Now it’s coming, she thought. He’d demand to know where—and to whom—she belonged. How much did she dare reveal?
The swordsman’s next question, however, was not what Carin expected.
“Do you know your letters?”
She stared at him blankly. “Sir?”
“It is a simple-enough question,” he said, raising a bite of stew to his lips. “Can you read?”
She considered, then shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
He scoffed. “The question does not lend itself to much uncertainty. Can you, or can you not?”
“The people I—” Carin broke off. Slaved for, she’d started to say. But why confirm his suspicions? “The people I used to live with,” she amended, “owned one book. I learned to read it. I don’t know if I can read any other books. Do you have one for me to look at?”
“I do. None here can comprehend it. Since you are from elsewhere, perhaps you can make it out.”
To his housekeeper he said, “Myra, go to the library and open the bottom drawer of my desk. Bring me the book you find there.”
“I obey, master, with as much haste as these old legs can make,” Myra responded. She bustled off into the passageway that connected the kitchen to the house. Her footsteps trailed away on the ground floor past the foot of the staircase.
The hairs rose along Carin’s arms. Breathe, she told herself. You’ve been doing all right with him. Don’t lose it now. But where was he going with this “Can you read” business?
Sitting alone with the swordsman, Carin felt her nerve-ends prickle as if he were again holding a blade to her throat. She had to lock her hands around her now-empty tea mug to keep from clutching her neck—a defensive gesture that would only tell him how vulnerable he made her feel.
But a man with a sword was an understandable threat … not like his second, bare-handed attack, when he’d knocked Carin senseless. Why could she remember the cruel hurt, but no fist-to-flesh contact? Sitting at the mirror this morning while Myra combed her hair, Carin had had ample time to examine her face for cuts or bruises. There were none. If her captor had hit her hard enough to put her out cold for the night—and wasn’t that what he had done?—she should be wearing his mark now.
The man scraped his platter clean, noisily spooning up the last of the stew. He did not otherwise break the silence that filled the kitchen in Myra’s absence.
And mercifully, he did not look at Carin, though she studied him with many sidelong glances. She’d never seen a face like his in the south. For one thing, his skin hadn’t been tanned to leather by the elements. The northern sun must be less brutal, or the summers milder here. He lacked the windburned, sun-scorched look of the typical low-latitudes male. Different, too, was his narrow, straight nose. Hawk beaks dominated farther south.
The swordsman’s mustache curved down at the corners of his mouth to join the beard that traced his jaw. The dark, neat line of the mustache was thinner than any plainsman would sport, and the beard more closely cropped. He wore his hair swept back from his forehead. It fell to his shoulders, crow-black and straight. His hair was silvering at the temples, but the noontime sun that spread through the kitchen picked out no other gray strands.
His age? Unguessable, she’d say. And not particularly important in defining him. A durableness about him suggested that ordinary concepts of age might not apply in his case.
His housekeeper, returning from her errand, fluttered in like a plump, tame goose. She placed a book near the swordsman’s hand. Nattering on about what a lovely day it was for so late in the season, and how many fine books filled the master’s library, Myra began clearing the table.
As his housekeeper worked around him, the man picked up the book and flipped through it briefly. Not speaking, he held it out to Carin.
She wiped her greasy fingers, took the book, and studied its red and gold cover. After a moment’s puzzled hesitation, she opened the volume and skimmed its first pages.
How? Where … ? Carin couldn’t fully form her questions. She could only stare at the pages. The writing was in a language she couldn’t remember seeing before … but there was so much she could not remember, and other things that she knew, in the deepest levels of her mind, without knowing how she knew them. Though she hadn’t remembered what this language looked like, though she couldn’t remember ever seeing it written down before, she definitely knew what it sounded like. This was her own private language—the one she thought in, and the tongue she lapsed into whenever she came unstuck.
It’s here. My language … it’s real. It’s not just in my head.
Carin looked up from the volume to find the swordsman studying her fiercely, as if he were trying to divine her thoughts. Don’t let him know, said every experience that had taught her to keep her brainwork to herself.
Avoiding the man’s strangely luminous gaze, she whipped her attention back to the book. Part of her—that voice of caution with its whispered warnings—wanted to close the book, hand it back to him, and feign ignorance. But the stronger part leaped at this chance to show off, to raise herself above the level of a scruffy runaway servant.
From the poem that began the book, Carin chose two stanzas to read aloud. She easily translated them for the swordsman as she went:
“Child of the pure unclouded brow
And dreaming eyes of wonder!
Though time be fleet, and I and thou
Are half a life asunder,
Thy loving smile will surely hail
The love-gift of a fairy-tale. …
“Without, the frost, the blinding snow,
The storm-wind’s moody madness—
Within, the firelight’s ruddy glow,
And childhood’s nest of gladness.
The magic words shall hold thee fast:
Thou shalt not heed the raving blast.”
Carin closed the volume and pushed it across the table toward her captor. “Yes, sir,” she said with a shrug, as if it didn’t matter. “I can read this book. It’s called Through the Looking-Glass.”
Myra clapped her hands like a delighted child.
“There, my lord! Didn’t I tell you? A runagate, you called her, and a vagabond and a beggar. But I—I saw right off that she had a good head on her shoulders. ‘A smart young thing, she is,’ I said. ‘Bright as a new copper,’ I said. ‘Had to have her wits about her,’ I said, ‘to be traveling all alone, poor dearie, and fending for herself,’ this far from nowhere. ‘Give her a go at the puzzle-book,’ I said. A bright young thing like her—’tis no surprise to me, my lord. No surprise at all.”
The swordsman scowled at Carin, ignoring the flurry of words from his housekeeper. Then he shoved back his bench and stood. He snatched up the book, stepped back a pace, and pointed, indicating the passageway to the foyer.
“Come with me.”
Deliberately—she would obey, but not too meekly—Carin gave her mouth and fingers a final wipe and rose from the table. She thanked Myra for her double breakfast, which sent the housekeeper into a pother of thinking-out-loud about preparations for supper. The woman flew about the kitchen, gathering ingredients for the evening meal. She was left talking to herself as Carin followed the swordsman down the passageway, past the foot of the staircase, and into a hallway that opened off the foyer.
Indoors on his own two feet, the swordsman wasn’t as imposing as he had seemed astride his tall hunter out in the woods. Carin, trailing along behind him, judged him to be not much over the common height. And though he was muscular, he was too lean to be described as brawny. The grace in his movements spoke of a confident and well-conditioned strength.
They reached the hall’s end. The man pushed open a door and held it for her.
Carin took two steps into the library and halted. “Sweet mother of mercy,” she softly swore, her eyes widening.
Books lined the walls from the tiled floor to the high, painted ceiling. Every inch of shelf space was filled, and the overflow buried the room’s flat surfaces. Books covered a massive oak desk under arching windows. Books spilled from a low table between two cushioned benches. Books sat piled on the floor. Even the windowsills and the fireplace mantel sprouted books. Carin—who had wheedled her former master’s fourteen-year-old daughter to teach her to read the one book in that household—stood in awe of the swordsman’s vast collection. She had not imagined so many books could exist in all the world.
The library door thudded closed behind her. The swordsman brushed past her shoulder, so close she could smell him. Coming from the man or his clothes was the odor of calendula oil, a musky scent that mingled with the woody, leathery smell of old books.
He wheeled to face her. “Explain yourself,” he demanded, holding up the book he carried. “I have studied the ancient languages and I cannot read these words. How is it that you can?”
“No idea,” Carin said and tossed her hair back. “I just look at the words and know what they mean. I can’t tell you how I do it.”
He took a step toward her.
Don’t! snapped her inner voice as she almost backed away from him. By a wrenching effort of will, Carin stood her ground. But she could not look the man in the face and risk seeing too deeply into his glimmering, unquiet eyes.
“I warn you, do not provoke me.” His voice was steel. “I am in no mood for games. The language of this book is foreign. You claim to know the tongue. Tell me where and when you learned it.”
“Sir, I honestly can’t say.” Carin’s tone was calm—firm, almost. And with her hands fisted at her sides, he wouldn’t see that they were shaking. “I don’t know where or when or how I learned to read the language of that book you’re holding. I can’t remember ever seeing words written like that before. There’s just some part of me that knows what they mean.”
The muscles tightened along the man’s jaw. Carin braced for a blow. She had taken so many blows in her time as a servant, she was good at seeing them coming.
But the swordsman didn’t strike her. He turned on the heel of one boot and crossed to the fireplace. With an exasperated sigh, he dropped onto a bench and gestured for Carin to be seated opposite him, with the book-strewn low table between them.
“Tell me, pray, what you do remember,” he demanded. “Do you know your name?”
“Of course. I’m called Carin.”
“Good. That’s a start. Now, tell me where you come from and why you have trespassed on my land.”
He makes it sound simple, she thought, like I ought to be able to give him plain answers. Well it is simple, I guess, if I don’t tell him everything.
She looked down. Her ugly scar was showing, the one on her forearm where she’d sloshed the boiling oil while cooking for her old master. She tugged on her sleeve to hide it, and glanced up to find her captor watching. His eyes made her wince. To avoid them, Carin focused her gaze slightly left of the man’s temple. Then she began the account of her life as bond-servant to a wheelwright …
She had come to the wright’s household as a half-grown child, strong enough to do the chores her masters set her of cooking, cleaning, weaving and the like. For five years they’d given her meals and a cubby to sleep in, and she’d done what they’d told her to do.
The wheelwright lived in a farming town down south—Carin omitted naming the place. On a warm night early this past summer, some five months ago, she had left the family sleeping, slipped out to the stable and saddled the strongest horse there—a gaunt, striding dun that had little beauty but more stamina than the rest combined. Riding through the night, heading north, she reached a farmstead before daybreak. A wagon loaded with straw stood ready to be driven to town. She dismounted, tied the reins to the saddle, and sent the dun home with a slap on its rump. The horse would make its own way back to the wright’s stable—if no one managed to catch the beast and steal it for themselves.
In the predawn, Carin climbed into the wagon and burrowed. She’d barely grown still when the jingle of harness announced the arrival of the farmer with his team. Hitching up, they drove to town. Safe in the straw, she dozed.
Carin woke to the clamor of the marketplace. She dug out and jumped down. In the confusion of wagons and teams, farmers and peddlers setting up to hawk their wares in the open-air market, no one noticed one slim girl dodging carts and threading the throng of horses and people.
“I begged a little food and started walking,” Carin said as she neared the conclusion of her story. Actually, she had stolen more than she’d begged. But stealing was not a crime she would admit to. Thieves were commonly rebuked by having their hands lopped off.
“I just kept walking,” she added. “Heading north always … all summer. Every league I covered, the country looked the same—grassy and empty, nothing much but hay fields and cow pastures, and then just the prairie. But yesterday, things changed. I climbed the hill and got in among the trees.”
She risked a direct glance at her captor to see what effect her next words might have. “Like I told you before, sir, I never saw a wall or any kind of boundary. The way I came, it’s all open—just some trees. And I thought the trees meant I had reached the wilderness. Another league or so, I thought, and I’d be in the old forests where nobody lives”—a place which, until that moment, Carin had never considered as a possible destination. But it would do. She needed to sound like she knew what she was doing and where she was going, even if she didn’t.
In closing, Carin shrugged one shoulder, trying to look unconcerned. “You can believe me or not, but I never meant to trespass on your land. I didn’t know it was private.”
The swordsman heard her out without comment, regarding her through slitted eyelids. As Carin fell silent, he stood and walked to a small cabinet that was set amid the books crowding the shelves. From it, he took a flagon, and poured himself a goblet full of some ruby liquid. Drink in hand, he resumed his seat on the high-backed bench opposite hers.
“I accept the truth of your story, so far as you’ve told it,” he said at last. He sipped his drink. Then he leaned toward her across the table between them and set the goblet down hard. “What you have not told me will make a far stranger tale, I’ll warrant. How did you come to be a servant in the wright’s household? Where is your home? Who are your people? Who are mother and father to you?”
Carin passed a hand over her eyes and rubbed her forehead. These … these were the questions she never answered … could never answer. Just thinking about them made her head ache. It was like straining to see the stars on a night when clouds blanketed the sky. No pinpoints of light pierced the darkness.
She shook her head. “Sir, I don’t have a father or a mother.” Her voice caught; she cleared her throat. “I don’t know where I was born. I don’t remember how or when I came to the wright’s house. They told me they found me one winter. I was lying at the edge of a pond where the wright and his family had come to fish. They said I was soaking wet, like I’d almost drowned, and so cold I was blue. The way they tell it, I was scared to death.”
Carin paused. It felt unnatural to say so much. She hadn’t said this many words in one sitting in maybe ever. But then, this strange man was the first person who had ever said to her: “Tell me about yourself.”
He was looking at her, intent, waiting. She rubbed her throat, and her voice strengthened as she continued.
“I didn’t talk to them then, or for a year after that. When I did start talking, I couldn’t say things right. I mixed up my words. They thought I was ‘sheep-headed,’ as they put it. But I kept trying until I could talk as good as any of them could. I listened to everybody who came into my master’s shop—all the travelers and the people from the town, and the field hands—and I practiced, in secret.
“The youngest daughter heard me practicing out at the millpond,” Carin added, “but she didn’t tell anybody. She wanted to play the game too. When she figured out that I wasn’t as dim-witted as they’d all thought, she taught me to read the holy Drishanna—it was the only book her father owned.” Carin tilted her head, and a strand of squeaky-clean hair came slipping over her eye. She pushed it back. “Around the rest of the family, I just stayed sheep-headed. It kept me out of trouble. If the wheelwright had known I could think, he would have watched me closer.”
This spotty account of her origins and her education earned Carin the swordsman’s hard stare—like an archer studying his target. His next question arrowed straight as a fletched shaft to the part of her story that must sound the least sensible, if he made her say it aloud.
“North, always,” he muttered, half to himself. Then, a great deal more forcefully, he demanded:
“Why? You aren’t the first serving-girl to run from her master, but why strike out for the forests of the far north with winter coming on? How could you hope to survive on your own when the snows begin, and the winds howl, and the air is so cold it freezes in your lungs? You claim to be sound-witted, yet your actions are those of a rattlebrained fool.” He tapped his temple. “Fools have no business in the north country. What brought you here?”
Don’t let him get to you, Carin thought. But her cheeks burned. Too offended to invent any lie that would serve her better than the truth, she gibbered out the very thing she hadn’t wanted to say.
“The village wisewoman told me to go north. She said I didn’t belong in the south, I was no child of the plains country—my place was in the north. She told me to go. So I did.”
Shut up. You are babbling like the rattlebrain he says you are, warned the voice in the back of her head.
As Carin heeded it and stopped talking, the swordsman gave her a look she couldn’t interpret. “The wisewoman … she threatened you?” He lifted his chin slightly. “She bade you leave the town; else, she’d hex you?”
“Hex me? Meg—?” Carin broke off sharply before she fully named the woman. “No! Why would you think—” She stopped again, dumbfounded by the idea of the wisewoman practicing witchcraft. Then she gave a snort of derision. “The woman isn’t young, but she’s not that old. There hasn’t been a witch in the village for a long time.”
“How would you know that?” the swordsman demanded. “What would a foundling like you know of the village’s history?”
“I heard the stories. All the elders tell stories.”
“Of witches?”
Carin nodded. “Witches, warlocks, sorcerers—the dark ones who were destroyed. The village priest said that decent people shouldn’t talk about such blackhearts, or listen to stories about those days. But that didn’t stop the elders from spinning tales. In one story they swore was true, a witch hexed every home in the village. The people went to her hut at noon, when they could be sure she’d be asleep—she roamed nights, cutting the livers out of dogs and fouling the water-wells with their carcasses. At midday the people burned her hut, with her in it.” Carin shrugged. “The elders said that was the last witch ever seen in the village. It all happened a long time ago.”
“But tell me of the current wisewoman,” the swordsman said, raising one eyebrow. “Had no suspicion fallen on her?”
“Suspicion?” Carin started to shake her head, then hesitated. It couldn’t be denied that the villagers were a wary lot—mistrustful of outsiders. Some of them had criticized the wheelwright for keeping a servant girl who came from nowhere and didn’t seem quite right in the head …
“She’s touched, that one,” people would mutter, pointing as Carin passed by.
“You can see it in her eyes,” their neighbors agreed. “Ain’t no child of Granger ever been born with green eyes. And she’s a sneaky little thing, slipping off to see that witchy old woman every chance she gets.”
Witchy. Carin had thought they were maligning the wisewoman for her eccentricities: her colorful shawls, her fondness for her hens, her general disdain for the company of others. Could they actually think that Meg practiced witchcraft? What utter and dangerous nonsense! But the woman—Megella, to name her in full—had once mentioned that she, like Carin, wasn’t village-born. In Granger, that alone could cast her under suspicion.
“Daydream in your own time,” the swordsman snapped. “Don’t waste mine.”
“Wh—? Oh.” Carin shifted uncomfortably. “I was just trying to imagine the wisewoman’s neighbors burning her in her bed.” She shook her head. “No, I can’t see it. Everyone in the village went to the wisewoman when they had a fever or their animals got sick. She set bones … midwifed babies … never turned anyone away. She was stern, but kind—and one of the few people in town who cared anything about me. When she sent me away, she said it was for my own good. I didn’t ask her why.”
“You were not hesitant to strike out on your own?”
Carin shrugged. “I was miserable in the village with the wright’s family. They weren’t the cruelest people around, they didn’t beat me every day, but … I didn’t fit there. I didn’t belong.” She looked down, remembering. “When the wisewoman told me to go, I never stopped to think about it. I just saddled the dun and headed north.”
Most of what you just told him sounds like complete nonsense, you know, Carin thought with an inward sigh. As a child, she’d come bobbing up in a pond like a fisher’s float? Five years later, she would walk across half a continent, with no destination in mind except for the ill-defined territory known as “the North”—all on the say-so of a witchy old woman? The swordsman couldn’t possibly believe her. She should have kept her mouth shut.
His face wore a noncommittal quality that was beginning to alarm her with its remoteness. But in his gleaming eyes, Carin saw a hint of turmoil. Had something in her story troubled him?
After a long silence, and with the air of someone who had reached a much-debated decision, the man scooped his goblet from the tabletop. He drained it of the ruby liquor. Using the goblet’s stem as a pointer then, he indicated the books that were piled on the low table and the floor under it.
“Let us see how well you learned your letters as the wright’s daughter taught you from the Drishanna. Read to me the titles of the books that lie before you.”
“What? I mean … yes, all right … sir.”
Carin scooted to the edge of her seat and picked up the nearest volume. She ran her hand over the carved leather binding, and with her fingertips she traced the letters of the book’s title, stamped in gold. It appeared to be an alchemist’s handbook: On the Potential of Transmutation. Other volumes on the table dealt with fire and water, soil and sky, rituals of healing, rites to mark the summer and winter solstices, and the habits of frogs and toads.
She read off their titles one by one, placing each volume beside her on the bench so as not to repeat a title. She went through some dozen volumes before the swordsman stopped her.
“Enough. I am satisfied that the task is not beyond you. You will order the books in this library, by title, with the first volume to be placed on the uppermost shelf there”—he pointed with the goblet’s stem to the wall at Carin’s left—“and the final volume to go in the hindmost corner there.” He tipped his head back, indicating the depths of the library behind him. The afternoon sunlight that streamed in through the conservatory-style windows did not pierce the shadows behind the benches where they sat. But his gesture implied more shelves looming in the back.
“Complete the task to my satisfaction,” the man said, “and I will give you leave to resume your journey, ill-advised though it is. Nothing stirs in winter in the northern forests. The bears drowse in their dens under the snow. The birds flee. Even the wasteland dogs desert the snowy places when the winds begin to blow. They gather in mobs along my northernmost borders. Nothing you seek can await you in that empire of ice—unless you seek death.” He shot her a quizzical look. “If that is the purpose of your journey, I won’t hinder it. Only do the work I have set for you, and you may go.”
Sweet mother of mercy, Carin swore again, but silently. She gaped as she looked around the room. The enormity of the task! This library held thousands upon thousands of volumes. Those crammed into its endless shelves were as disarrayed as those on the table and floor. To arrange them as the swordsman commanded would mean removing all from their places, sorting and re-sorting, climbing a ladder thousands of times to reshelve the volumes properly.
Taming the chaos would take her not only all of the winter ahead, but very possibly the springs, summers, falls, and winters of years to come. How could she do it?
How can you refuse? asked the part of her that warmed at the very thought. To not only have a roof over her head again, but to live with these books, to immerse herself in them, to riffle their gilt-edged pages and smell their wood-dust dryness—to lounge by a fire on the hearth as winter sunlight spilled through the windows, offering enough light to read by—
She would steal every chance to read the volumes, as many as she could, when the swordsman wasn’t watching. In seeming to do his bidding, she’d pore over the texts in his library, absorbing everything they could tell her.
She might even get the chance to read the “puzzle-book,” as Myra called the volume that mystified the swordsman. Quick as the thought entered Carin’s mind, her eyes sought the Looking-Glass book where it lay on the bench near her captor’s disfigured left hand.
But then Carin gave a start and jerked her head up. She’d caught a distant echo, like the whisper of a voice or perhaps only the impression of one—only a memory, possibly. But it gripped her like a compulsion. It repeated, as it always did: North, girl. And the force of it nearly drew her to her feet to resume her journey without a moment’s further delay.
Carin reached for a book from among those she had piled beside her. She hefted it, as if to test the volume’s weight, as if to gauge its ability to anchor her. And she found that the book almost—almost—counterbalanced the compulsion. For the first time in months, Carin felt able to resist the urge to tramp onward, or at least to put it off. Just for now, just for a while, she could deceive this man. She could feign acceptance, do the work demanded of her, and live with these books … until the urge to push ahead succeeded in driving her from them.
“Thank you, sir.” Carin flashed the swordsman one of her rare smiles. “I accept your offer. I would much rather sort out your beautiful books than cook and clean for the wright. I’ll be glad to get started—right away, if you want me to.”
He eyed her narrowly, clearly doubting her sincerity. Had she overplayed the role of grateful servant?
But the swordsman did not challenge her. He set his empty goblet on the table before him, picked up the puzzle-book, and strode to the door. With his free hand on the latch, he paused and half turned back to her, as if undecided whether to leave or to continue the interview. Carin had launched into her task already, stacking books in new piles on the floor, marshaling them by the first letters in each title.
“Myra will call you to supper,” he said finally. Opening the door, he turned to go but stopped when Carin addressed him.
“Sir, excuse me.” She straightened from her work and smoothed the shift that Myra had provided to replace her travel-stained rags. “You’re giving me food and clothes and a place to stay, and the best job I’ve ever had, and I don’t even know your name. Won’t you tell me what I should call you?”
He gave her a measuring look. “What you ‘should’ call me? Have you formed the habit of calling me things you oughtn’t?”
Several names shot through Carin’s thoughts—devil, fiend, and prince of darkness among them—but she shook her head. “No, sir. I don’t call you anything. Well,” she amended, “in my mind I call you ‘the swordsman.’”
He raised an eyebrow, and Carin felt the color rise again in her cheeks.
“In your mind,” he said, “you call me worse than that, I’ll wager.” He fixed her with another of his unreadable looks, then answered her question. “Mine is the name of the House of Verek, who are lords by blood-right of the lands called Ruain. Address me then, as custom dictates and rank demands, by the name and title which are my due.”
With that, he stepped into the hallway and was gone.
As soon as the door closed behind the said Lord Verek, Carin abandoned her book-sorting and hurried to the desk under the room’s tall windows. She rummaged through unlocked drawers and found only sealing wax, sheets of fine linen paper, ink and writing instruments. The bottom drawer, where Myra had been told to find the puzzle-book, was empty. It held no mate to the volume that Verek had taken with him from the room.
Carin turned to the crammed shelves and skimmed the titles of book after book until one fat volume caught her eye: The Lands and Realms of Ladrehdin. Pulled from the shelf, it opened to pages of maps—a treasure like gold to a traveler. Would one show her the realms of the North?
She retired to the desk with her prize. “Ruain,” Verek had called his lands, but there was no map so named. Page after page was labeled simply “The Interior.” Near the back of the book was a map inscribed “The Wildes,” but nothing to say whether that referred to the north’s old forests. In any case, it was useless—only an outline with no particulars drawn in.
One large map was a detailed drawing of the southern grasslands. A small “x” among several marked the village where the wheelwright and his family lived. An irregular blue blob represented the body of water where Carin had been found as a child.
Minor landmarks she had passed in her journey northward—settlements, streams, and the welcome stretches of broken country—might provide clues by which to trace her travels. It was hard to be sure, because she’d mostly avoided people and she didn’t know the names of many of the settlements beyond the wright’s village. Painstakingly matching memory to the details on the map, however, Carin guessed at her route cross-country and was astonished to see how far she’d traveled in twenty weeks. The unrelenting compulsion had pushed her onward, over the dip and swell of the plains, through the long summer and into the dregs of autumn, half killing her with hunger and exhaustion. But she had never paused, not until Lord Verek of Ruain forced her off her path at swordpoint.
Maybe, Carin found herself thinking, I kept going only because I had no reason to stop. Now, she had a reason. If she stayed here, she might learn things to her advantage—not least, the story of the puzzle-book and why its language was known to her and not to Verek.
An unfamiliar feeling crept over Carin. For a moment, she experienced freedom, as if a hand had slackened its grip on her. But immediately the old urge—the impulse that had kept her moving day after day—reasserted itself and even interjected a counterargument:
You’re dreaming about that book, it said, its tone dismissive. Didn’t you notice how his lordship guards it? It barely left his hand. How do you propose to get it away from him? Poison his supper when Myra’s back is turned? What poison could harm him? Myra claimed her “good master”—apothecary, herbalist, and alchemist—could mix a potion to cure any ailment.
Carin shook her head to clear the jumble of conflicting thoughts. Dutifully she placed The Lands and Realms of Ladrehdin in its proper pile on the floor, atop Lucet’s Guide to Distillation and a slim volume with a one-word title, Ladra. Then she selected another book to examine: a collection of training exercises for archers. Maybe she could make a bow and arrows and teach herself to shoot as accurately as she could cast her sling. Where she was going, skill with the bow could be useful.
Settling with the book, Carin was soon lost in the volume’s well-illustrated pages. She didn’t look up; she forgot even to listen for the swordsman’s possible return. She read until the sunlight through the windows dimmed to twilight and she could no longer make out the words. Just as Carin slipped a sheet of Lord Verek’s writing paper between the pages to mark her place, Myra bustled into the room to call her to supper.
Carin paused in the library’s doorway to look back at the multitude of books. Once gone from this place, she’d never again enter a library the equal of the swordsman’s. And she would lose any chance, however slim it might be, to read the Looking-Glass book.
She studied the bench where Verek had sat, the book at his mutilated hand, its secrets closed to him but accessible to her. What was in that book? Why was it in her language? What could it tell her?
Until yesterday, Carin’s purpose had been plain: do as the wisewoman said and go north. Verek had asked about the woman hexing her, and Carin had denied it. But maybe she had been bewitched—or enthralled by the hope of a new life in a far country. Now, for the first time, she questioned her goal. Where is this journey taking me?
On her second morning under Verek’s roof, Carin got up before daylight. She had a quick wash in the room with the glowing walls and threw on her old shirt and patched leggings, which Myra had miraculously scrubbed clean. The housekeeper had neatly repaired the damage done by Carin’s stumble in the rocks—almost as neatly as Verek had mended her gashed knee. The woman had also found time yesterday to make up Carin’s bed with fresh linens, and to prepare an excellent supper of roast capon and spinach tart.
Now in the predawn, Carin found the indefatigable Myra already at work in the kitchen, clearing the remains of two breakfasts. Early though the hour was, Verek had taken his morning meal and left the manor. He would be gone all day, Myra said, and Lanse the stableboy with him. They were inspecting Verek’s holdings to the east, the productive farms and dairylands that supplied the nobleman’s wealth and stocked Myra’s kitchen.
The housekeeper’s description of fertile and populated lands nearby contrasted markedly with the lifeless woods where Carin had fallen afoul of the owner. When the housekeeper paused for breath, Carin broached the subject.
“Myra, you must know everything that’s worth knowing,” she said, to butter up the woman for the prying that she meant to do. “Can you tell me what’s wrong with your master’s woodland? I mean, it’s so …” She needed a moment to come up with the word: “Bleak. I walked through those woods for about an hour before Lord Verek caught me. And you know I never had a clue, that that land was his private property,” Carin added, ever alert for a chance to assert her innocence.
“You’re not to blame, dearie,” Myra said, shaking her head. She did not look up from the dishes she was washing. “I know you meant no harm.”
“And even if I had—meant harm, I mean,” Carin said, “I don’t know that I could have done anything to damage those woods, short of setting fire to the trees. It’s an unnatural place, it’s so deathly quiet. I didn’t hear a bird sing, or a cricket chirp, or even a mouse in the leaves. I didn’t see a squirrel. I never scared up a rabbit. After awhile, it just felt strange—like I was the only thing that had been alive in there for ages.
“When I heard Lord Verek riding toward me,” she added, “it was like hearing a ghost. Like I’d stumbled into woods that were haunted, and the phantom horseman was coming for me.” Carin shivered despite the warmth of the fire on the kitchen’s huge hearth. She considered telling Myra all that had happened—Verek nearly trampling her, then pinning her at swordpoint and threatening to strike her head from her shoulders. But Myra obviously thought the world of her “good master.” She probably wouldn’t hear a word against him.
“So what I’m wondering, Myra,” Carin went on, getting back to her question, “is why the woods are so deserted and depressing. You were telling me about all the good land that Lord Verek owns. It sounds like whatever is wrong with the woods hasn’t spread to the farms. What is it? Some kind of disease? Is there a sickness in the woods?”
Myra nodded. “Aye. ’Tis a sickness of the soul.”
Tears came to the woman’s eyes. She dug into the pockets of her housedress for a kerchief and noisily blew her nose.
“’Tis a sorrowful tale, dearie,” the housekeeper said, snuffling. “Once, those woods were alive with birdsongs and the chirpings of small creatures. The creeks babbled like children at play. There was a lake of the clearest blue water, with white water-lilies and all manner of fish and frogs. The flowers bloomed from early spring ’til frost, and the woods gloried in their colors and scents. ’Twas the loveliest place in the world.
“Every day of good weather, my mistress—the master’s lady wife—would go walking in the woods. ’Twas her greatest pleasure, to stroll about and pluck the freshest blooms and bring them in a basket to brighten the rooms of this house.”
“The master’s wife?” There’s a surprise, Carin thought, her breath catching a little. “He’s married?”
“He was, dearie. And he loved the lady with all his heart. But now he is alone. ’Tis the saddest tale.” Myra dabbed at her eyes. “There came a day—a black day it was—when my mistress went strolling as it pleased her to do, through the woods to the lake. At her side, with his little hand in hers, was the lady’s and my master’s own sweet child. Oh my! You never saw a child more beautiful than the son of my lord and his lady. Never was a babe more adored. They doted on the boy. Many a time I heard them speak together of what a fine day it would be when the child came of age and claimed his birthright. So proud of him, so full of hopes and plans they were.”
“What happened? Where’s the boy now?” Carin prodded as Myra paused to snuffle into her kerchief.
“Oh, my. Dead! The child is dead, and his mother with him.”
At this, Myra burst into a fit of tears. The crying jag lasted so long that Carin despaired of learning any details of the tragedy. After a time, however, the housekeeper’s sobs subsided and she resumed her story.
“’Twas a terrible thing. It sorely affects me even now to think on it, these many years later. As the shadows grew long and the sun went to its bed, and my mistress and the child did not come home, my lord went into the woods to seek them. ’Twas in the blue lake he found them, dearie, found his lady and the sweet child. They were tangled in the water-lilies. Drowned! The master’s wife and his only child. It sore affects me, even now.”
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