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“Grandmother, tell me about trees.”

Grandmother glanced at Siri and sighed. “Isn’t there enough to fill your head just now? We have ice bears and Furfolk at our doorstep, and you wish me to speak of trees?”

Siri gazed up at the bare branch that her great-great-grandparents had brought from their island home across the sea. No matter how sorely her family had needed wood, that branch had never been cut and used. Here in the Land of the White Falcons, where there were no forests, no houses of wood and thatch, no vast, fragrant meadows, it still hung above the door where it had been placed more than seventy years before.

Even though Grandmother was the last person in the Starkland settlement to hold in her mind’s eye a true picture of the island from which they had been banished, the branch reminded all of them of their ancestral home. Everyone could almost see the ample island colored by changing seasons: deep green forests in late winter, the bright spring green of fields shot with yellow broom, the purple of heather on summer moorlands, and in fall the golden barley before harvest.

“I’ve seen the ice bear,” Siri told Grandmother. “I’ve seen the Furfolk.” The Starkland settlers were supposed to keep their distance from the bears and the Furfolk. But nothing like them had ever before so stirred the people, at least not within Siri’s memory. Not that her memory held much. She would have to wait until she was as old as Grandmother to possess a lifetime of stories and marvelous events.

“Thorvald will return soon, he and the Furfolk man,” Grandmother said to Siri. “There is always a crowd to watch the she-bear when they give her a seal. If you run now, you may find a spot where you can see.”

Siri understood that she was being ordered to leave her grandmother in peace.

By the time her eyes adjusted to the dazzling whiteness outside, people were drifting down to the fjord. Someone must have spotted the skin boat threading its way among the ice floes, returning with meat. The Furfolk man had a magic way with seals and fish that no one in the village, except maybe Uncle Thorvald, could match.

Siri was proud of her uncle even though the respect he was afforded never seemed to include her. Surely respect ought to be cast from a man like his shadow. But however close she stuck to him, any attention paid to her held not one hint of respect. “Move, little gnat,” she would be told, “before you get slapped.” Or, “There, useless fish scale, be gone lest you be scraped off.”

Just the other day Siri had complained about this treatment. “What is the good of Uncle’s respect if he won’t share it with his family?” she had demanded.

“Respect must be earned,” Grandmother had told her.

As far as Siri could tell, that meant being obedient and holding her tongue. Siri did well at some things like fishing and tending sheep. But obedience and silence did not come readily to her. What was the use of an opinion if you didn’t air it?

“How did Uncle earn his?” she had asked.

“You know quite well. Not only is he the finest hunter in the settlement, but he is the only one to master the Furfolk language. If he gains freedom for all the men and women and children of Starkland, he will be the hero of our people. But the path to that end is as slippery as the ice that melts at midday and freezes smooth at night. The Furfolk man will not be hurried. Since our Elders grow impatient, we are fortunate that Thorvald understands Furfolk ways as well as their language.”

Siri suspected that her uncle made up some of what the Furfolk said, to have his way. But when she said as much to Grandmother, she was sent outside to stand in the snow and think about her insolence. What she thought about, though, was her stupidity in voicing any thought to Grandmother that contained even a whisper of doubt about her beloved Thorvald.

That was the trouble with speaking your mind. It could land you in the snow when you fancied a place by the fire, close to the bubbling fish stew. Siri couldn’t help thinking that a mother or an older sister would have taught her how to be clever enough to avoid being kept from the hearth.

It always came down to that. She envied children with mothers or sisters to show them how to pick their way around the vanities and tempers that could flare up at a single careless word. A clever girl would have shared her thoughts about Uncle Thorvald with someone who did not take offense. Next time she would speak only to Bran the dog.

“Siri!” shouted Gudrun, pelting headlong down the steep slope to the fjord. “Hurry, or you’ll miss the kill.”

Siri shook her head. If there was to be a kill, that meant Thorvald was bringing home a live seal.

“The Furfolk children will be fed, too,” Gudrun called out, her long braids flying as she ran. “Don’t you want to see them?”

But Siri did not. Something about those children made her stomach swim as it sometimes did when she fished from a boat in choppy water. She had seen them seize strips of raw flesh from their father’s knife, had seen them fling themselves aside like dogs gnawing and gulping prey before it could be snatched from them.

Almost everyone in the settlement believed the Furfolk to be part human, part beast. Animals were simply animals. Siri understood them, even the thin she-bear, bound and terrified as she clutched her tiny cubs. But the Furfolk children were too much like—well, like Siri herself, like Gudrun and the others.

Yet the Furfolk mother was more like the she-bear than any human mother Siri had ever seen. Her lumbering body and her bearlike snuffles and grunts made her seem all beast. Bear talk, Siri supposed. That was how the Furfolk man calmed the snarling ice bear. They spoke the same language.

Siri wandered along the path that led uphill from the settlement. She heard a roar that started out sounding like the bear but became the voices of the people swelling with excitement. They were thrilled to have the savage beast in their midst, some because this ice bear might end their banishment, others because the sheer danger of her was so fascinating.

Not only were captive ice bears extremely rare, but kings across the sea regarded them as prized possessions. Long before Siri was born, the old king of Thyrne, craving one for his menagerie, had promised to lift the banishment imposed by his father if the people of Starkland delivered a living ice bear to him. The present king, his son, let it be known that he would honor that pledge.

Siri didn’t turn back until the din settled into the ordinary gabble of many people talking at once. That meant the feeding was over.

Coming around the side of the stone sheep stable, she caught sight of the Furfolk children racing for the deep snow, where they threw themselves face forward as though diving into water. So that was how they dealt with all the slime that smeared their faces and their hooded tunics. If the Starkland children soiled their garments like that, they would get a swat across the head. Grandmother would make Siri scrub her shift and shirt until her knuckles were raw. But the bloodied Furfolk just rolled in the snowbank like puppies.

Now they rose, dabbing fistfuls of snow at each other’s dark, round faces. Each was a mirror for the other. With identical fringes of black hair escaping beneath the fur-edged hoods, it was impossible to tell which was the brother and which the sister.

Siri shuddered. Sometimes Uncle Thorvald lived with these creatures. If he hunted in the distant ice fields, the Furfolk man was his only companion for long, long stretches of time. Afterward he always seemed restless and morose and slow of speech. Then, when Furfolk words came unbidden to his tongue, it was almost as if some wild beast had taken possession of him.
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“The Elders will be here tonight,” Thorvald said to his mother. He gestured at Siri. “To speak of serious matters.”

Grandmother nodded. “There will be no interruptions. Siri will be in her bed closet.”

Siri opened her mouth to protest, to plead, but a glint in Uncle Thorvald’s eye stopped the words before she could voice them. Well, she would not sleep. If she must shut herself away, she would listen to every word.

She looked at Grandmother, thin and bent, her joints grotesquely swollen. Even though she still kept at her spinning and weaving, the work came painfully to her. How could strong, tall Thorvald with his piercing blue eyes be her son? How could he be the brother of Siri’s dead mother? Or rather, if he was Siri’s true uncle, why was he so ready to ignore or dismiss her?

Grandmother came to Siri’s bed closet to draw the curtain.

“I am shut inside when the sky is yet light,” Siri complained.

“Tomorrow is another day,” Grandmother told her. “Each new day is longer than the one before. The sun will not stay from her course because one child misses out on an evening’s brightness.”

“Why does Uncle care more for the Furfolk than for me?” Siri whispered.

Grandmother sighed. “The bears cannot be kept without the Furfolk man. It is only when the living she-bear is delivered to the king of Thyrne that the old king’s promise will be fulfilled. Likely the present king cares little about our banishment, since it was long ago, when his grandfather’s forays into distant lands brought his warships to our island for supplies. His men ate their fill and crammed all manner of goods into their ships, leaving the island all but ruined. When they stopped again the following year, the islanders resisted the seizing of their harvest, and so were banished. As you know, I was very young then, but my mother and father and grandparents suffered greatly, as did all the islanders. So the matter of the ice bear and the Furfolk affects every person in Starkland. Thorvald cannot risk the presence of a child who will not hold her tongue.”

“I will,” Siri retorted. “I just did.”

Grandmother shook her head. “I blame myself for filling your mind with stories from the long-ago time when women and men, beasts and frost giants performed marvelous deeds. Since I may grow forgetful like the eldest Elder, it is necessary that you practice the tellings. Yet sometimes you fancy yourself a long-ago hero and forget you are a mere child. Besides, Thorvald thinks I have given you too much voice.”

Siri knew that most Starkland women blamed Grandmother for Siri’s boldness. They likened Siri to the tough willow scrub that clings to the shallow soil and pushes out the sparse, precious grass. Sometimes the women uttered dire warnings about her, how she would grow twisted and ugly. Wasn’t it already unlucky, they said, that Siri was the only person in Starkland with hair as black as the hair of Furfolk?

“Why are the Elders coming here?” Siri asked, trying to keep Grandmother with her a little longer.

“Decisions must be made,” Grandmother said. “When the first trading ship arrives from Thyrne, we must be prepared to send the bears across the sea. No trader will want to take on a she-bear with cubs, not after the last ice bear on a ship ended up killing two men. It had to be killed to spare other lives on board. This time, with the Furfolk man as bearkeeper, the delivery may safely be made. But it will cost Starkland a great deal, and the Elders need assurance that it will not be in vain.”

“Will the eldest Elder be here?” Siri wanted to know. What she really meant to ask was how someone as addled as he could make any sensible decision.

“All three will be here,” Grandmother replied. “And, Siri, do not mock the old one. There was a time when he figured greatly in the life of this settlement. Indeed, when he was young and strong, he captured a fine young ice bear, bigger and better than the one we hold now.”

“What happened to that bear?” Siri asked.

“It had to be bound, of course. It strangled itself fighting to break free.”

“So it was worthless?”

“It is said in Thyrne and everywhere else that, while a living ice bear is worth a king’s ransom, a dead one is worth only the price of its fur. But there is more at stake for all of us here. The ice bear is our ransom.”

“Then the decision is already made,” Siri said.

“Maybe not. It is more complicated than I have said. The Furfolk woman’s time draws near.”

Siri sat up. “Time for what?”

“She will give birth soon. No one knows just when. Thorvald fears that if the man takes her away to her people just before the trading ship arrives, there may be no way to finish what is begun.”

Siri was unable to keep Grandmother any longer because the first of the Elders could be heard at the door.

“Hush now,” Grandmother warned. “Not another word.”

Siri drew the coverlet up to her chin and stared at nothing. She knew every inch of the stones that closed her in. Not long ago, when Grandmother feared that fuel would not last the winter, Siri had practically lived in her bed closet, with Bran beside her for warmth. In the brief spells of dim daylight she had studied the crevices of her closet walls and imagined that they pictured the faraway landscape Grandmother sometimes spoke of—not the forest but the gentle grasslands that fed so many cows and sheep and horses that the eye could take in only a portion of it.

In Starkland, if you climbed to the summer willow scrub, your glance swept everything: the drying racks draped with fish on the rocks along the fjord, the low stone buildings housing people and their meager stock, and above the settlement the scant margin of grassland that had to provide winter hay as well as summer grazing.

Beyond the life-giving turf the willow leaves became fodder and the stems were cut for sticks with armfuls of uses. Even the bark was scraped for tanning and for the brew that eased aching bones. Where the rocky soil failed to hold the willow, nothing remained but bare stone or snow. Then you knew you had seen all this world had to offer, except for the never-ending ice.

Siri heard the Elders murmuring thanks and knew that Grandmother must be handing out mugs of sour milk for refreshment.

“The question is not only how many able men we can spare,” said one Elder. “It is how we can persuade some traders to let our men take their places for this journey.”

“Why should they trust us any more than we trust them?” said another. “They will rightly call for equal numbers, matching their men to ours.”

“And demand much of our goods in payment,” replied the first. “Can we afford to lose the bounty of a winter’s hunting if we must also lose farmers and fishermen for half the summer?”

Grandmother spoke up. “And what if there is some mishap and the ship needs repair? If you do not return this summer,” she warned, “you will leave us without our best hunters.”

Siri wondered why no one objected when Grandmother interrupted. Was she an Elder, too, just because she was old? Siri let out an impatient sigh. Must she wait until her ideas had grown stale inside her head before she could make them known?

“When we return,” Thorvald replied, “we will be laden with goods for living and trading. Remember, besides the she-bear, we will be rewarded for the two cubs.”

“Is there any doubt, then?” asked the eldest Elder. “Is there disagreement?”

One of the others said to him, “Thorvald fears that if the Furfolk woman is gone when the ship comes, the man will refuse to leave. But I have heard that Furfolk do not become attached to one another as we do. That is why they have no names.”

Thorvald said, “They do have names, but they are secret. To give them out is to give up their selves. And despite what you may have heard, the Furfolk man will not abandon his family. I assure you this is so.”

“He can be compelled,” said the eldest Elder. “He can be forced.”

“And provoke other Furfolk to anger?” demanded another. “They would surely hear of it.”

“Then if the man is truly attached to his family, Thorvald must persuade him accordingly,” said the first Elder. “Let the children be held, not through force, but with Thorvald imposing some requirement he invents for the purpose. We need them with the Furfolk man on the journey.”

“That may not be possible,” Thorvald said in an undertone. “Furfolk customs do not change. They have no reason to yield to our laws, invented or otherwise.”

“It is the only way,” the first Elder told him. “We have to rely on the Furfolk man to keep the bear alive and also to keep her from doing harm. If the woman goes, we must have the Furfolk children to give us a hold on the man. If we risk our livelihood in this endeavor, we should have that power over him, here and on the sea journey. And both children, Thorvald, so that if one dies, there is the other in reserve.”

Thorvald did not respond. Siri could only imagine his scowl or gesture. It silenced the others. That, or else the Elder’s pronouncement, seemed to bring the discussion to an abrupt close.
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