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​​​From the Author
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I AM DELIGHTED TO PRESENT to you The Breathing Sea in the form I originally intended it to be in. Namely, as a single complete volume.

When I began The Zemnian Series, I envisioned it as a trilogy. But somehow each part of the trilogy was so long I decided to split each book into parts. This is epic fantasy after all.

However, that proved to be unwieldy and unsatisfying, so in these omnibus editions I am returning each mini-series within the trilogy to their original status as complete works. The Breathing Sea is the second installment within the overall series.

Even though it’s the middle book in the trilogy, The Breathing Sea was composed last, which either means that it is the most mature and developed product of my artistic abilities thus far, or it’s a jerry-rigged afterthought, designed to stitch two disconnected works into some kind of a clumsy patchwork. Probably both. I don’t know that a work of art can be anything else.

The main character of The Breathing Sea, Dasha, also known as Darya Krasnoslavovna or Darya Tsarinovna, is the daughter of the main character of The Midnight Land. In TML, Slava, our heroine, sets off on an expedition to the Far North, mainly to escape her unsympathetic and overbearing older sister, the Tsarina of Zem’.

While on her expedition, Slava conceives Dasha with Oleg Svetoslavovich, a lowborn hunter who has been granted prolonged life by the gods in exchange for serving them, primarily by fathering lots of daughters. Upon her return to Krasnograd, the capital city, Slava discovers that her sister has slid from unpleasant to insane, and, with the support of the community of gods and supernatural spirits, ends up taking her place as Tsarina. The Breathing Sea begins eighteen years later, and chronicles Dasha’s own adventures as she struggles to deal with her legacy of magic, usurpation, and gods-given responsibilities.​​​​​

Want to find out how it all began? Sign up for my newsletter here and get a free copy of the prequel short story collection Winter of the Gods and Other Stories. Plus loads of tidbits, updates, and offers! You can also sign up and get the book by scanning the QR code below:
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Zemnian Months
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THE ZEMNIAN APPROACH to calendar-keeping, like the Zemnian approach to timekeeping in general, is fairly relaxed and non-standardized. There are twelve more or less standard months, or moons, although some districts have thirteen, and several of the months have two or more possible names. The scholars and priestesses at sanctuaries are generally responsible for saying when a month or year begins or ends, but they do not necessarily coordinate their calendars with their sisters in other districts, so that it may be Wintermoon in the black earth district but Icemoon on the steppe. The year is reckoned as beginning at Midwinter in Krasnograd, but some of the other districts, especially in the North, keep to the older method of reckoning the year as beginning on Midsummer, something that can still be seen throughout Zem’ in the practice of counting a person’s age by her number of summers, and declaring her a woman grown when she reaches her twentieth summer. Given the difficulty in keeping track of exact dates, many people do not celebrate their birthday on the day of their birth, but at the appropriate seasonal festival—Midwinter, Spring, Midsummer, or Autumn—along with all the other people of their village born in the same season.

Wintermoon. The winter solstice. Also sometimes called Darkmoon because it is the darkest month of the year. Midwinter festivities are held.

Icemoon. The coldest month of the year. Rivers and lakes are frozen over enough to drive a fully loaded cart across.

Pearlmoon. The snowcover is at its thickest and the lengthening days shine on it and make it glow like a pearl.

Springmoon. The spring equinox. The snow begins to melt. Spring festivities in which an effigy of winter is burned are held. Also sometimes called Mudmoon because of the vast quantities of mud that appear, making travel all but impossible.

Oakmoon. The oaks (and other trees) begin to bud out. Also sometimes called Sowingmoon because the majority of the sowing and planting is done in this month.

Flowermoon. Plants are at the height of their flowering.

Summermoon. The summer solstice. The days are at their longest, and Midsummer festivities are held. Midsummer of her twentieth year is when a woman achieves the age of majority.

Haymoon. The hottest month of the year, when much of the hay is harvested.

Harvestmoon. The days are already noticeably shorter, and the North and the Eastern mountains may experience frost at night. The majority of the harvesting is done in this month.

Autumnmoon. The autumn equinox. In some places, there may be an autumn festival in this month; other districts may hold a harvest celebration in Harvestmoon or a hunting celebration in Huntingmoon instead.

Leaffall. The leaves fall. Also known as Huntingmoon or Slaughtermoon in some places because it is considered the best time for hunting and slaughtering.

Frostmoon or Snowmoon. The leaves are gone and a hard frost sets in. Snow starts to accumulate on the ground, especially in the North and the Eastern mountains. 

​​​​​
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Epigraph
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Some are made of stone, and some are made of clay—

But I silver and shine!

My business is betrayal...

I am mortal sea foam.

Some are made of clay, and some are made of flesh—

For them the grave and the gravestone...

Baptized in the sea—and in my flight

Constantly broken!

Through every heart, through every net

Bursts my will.

Of me—do you see these wild curls?—

You will not make the salt of the earth.

Smashed on your stony knees,

With every wave—I am reborn!

Long live foam—merry foam—

Noble foam of the sea!

Marina Ivanovna Tsvetaeva

​​
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Part I: Burning

​​Chapter One
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“HAVE SOME BREAKFAST, dearest Tsarinovna,” her maids urged her, but Dasha turned her face away.

“I’m sorry, I can’t,” she said. “Not the sausage. Maybe some porridge.” 

Kira and Olesya, her maids, fluttered anxiously about her, feeling her forehead and asking if she were ill.

“No,” she answered them. “Or, no, no more than usual. I just don’t want to eat sausage.” 

Kira and Olesya carried off the sausage and returned with a bowl of porridge.

“They promise down in the kitchen that they’ll only send up bread and porridge from now on, Tsarinovna,” Olesya told her, smiling with a sweetness that didn’t mask her irritation with Dasha. “Since you’re so finicky and all. Is it your moonblood hurting your tummy?”

“No,” Dasha told her, trying, she hoped with more success, to mask her own irritation with Olesya for speaking to her as if she were still a little child. Dasha hadn’t enjoyed it at seven, and she enjoyed it even less now that she was seventeen and stood head and shoulders over Olesya and most of the rest of her maids as well. “I just see where the sausage comes from. I can’t eat something made from so much pain and horror. It’s as if the blood still tastes raw, even when it’s cooked, and I can hear the screams of the creature it came from as she was being slaughtered. It’s like...biting down on metal soaked in sour wine, the way the cries of pain and terror grate on my ears and turn my stomach.”

Olesya laughed nervously, while Kira looked down at the floor as if Dasha had said something particularly hurtful and indelicate. “Of course, Tsarinovna, of course,” Olesya told her, her voice still so syrupy it made Dasha want to cough, as if she had bitten into an extra-sweet chunk of honeycomb. “Though you’ll have to get over your squeamish ways before you take your mother’s place, you know. It’s good you think of others—you know you above all people have to be sure to be considerate and not to trample on others accidentally—but all of us in the kitchen, and who serve in your chambers, we deserve your consideration too, don’t we? After all we’ve done for you? Of course, there isn’t anything we wouldn’t do for you, there isn’t anything we wouldn’t count ourselves lucky to do in your service, but it’s a long way between here and the kitchen, and Anna Marusyevna made those sausages special for you, from a pig she hand-raised and slaughtered herself, and now she’s sitting with her apron over her face wondering what she’s done wrong, and all over a little girl’s soft-minded foibles, and...”

“Thank you for your trouble, and please convey my thanks to Anna Marusyevna and the rest of the kitchen staff as well,” Dasha said, before Olesya could say anything more. It was still a surprise to her, even after an (admittedly short) lifetime, to realize how completely oblivious those around her were to the things that touched her so deeply. To them, meat was meat, just as stones were stones and wood was wood, and they did not hear the echoes of the past and the possibilities for the future that surrounded each object. Which was lucky for them, to Dasha’s mind, but not for her. 

Sometimes—such as this morning—Dasha would find herself wondering if she really were of the world of women, as she appeared to be. Sometimes she didn’t feel like a woman—well, a girl, in her case, but almost a woman—at all, especially when she looked at the other women around her. Sometimes she couldn’t help but wonder if the blood that ran through her veins wasn’t human at all, and if she didn’t have more in common all the other creatures, the ones that ran on four paws or hooves, than she did with her two-legged sisters. And then she would look at her hands, and know that it was all nonsense, but it didn’t make her feel any closer to other women, or more distant from other animals. Of course, some would argue that she wasn’t of the world of women at all, was she, what with the circumstances behind her conception, but she was pretty sure she wasn’t a god, either. Gods got more respect.

Not that her maids and everyone else didn’t give her respect of a certain sort. They, too, thought she was someone other than who she appeared to be, only in their case, they seemed to think she was someone much more dangerous than she seemed on the outside. As if all her seventeen years of smiling gently and speaking softly and never, ever giving offense to anyone had just been a sham concealing the monster beneath. Or perhaps she was just being fanciful. Quite possibly. It wasn’t as if Dasha hadn’t been told a thousand times that she was too fanciful for a future Empress. Consumed with her fancies, she slowly spooned the porridge into her mouth, looking out the window as she did so.

It was a wet, nasty day, the kind that only came in early spring, when the land was still worn down by winter and nothing was yet ready to bloom. It was the kind of day that made people doubt the possibility of true spring ever arriving, even though it was an essential precursor to that arrival, as everyone well knew. In short, it was a day guaranteed to dampen anyone’s spirits, and Dasha, who had already awakened in a dark mood, felt her own spirits sink even further.

“Such a miserable morning,” she exclaimed, and Kira, who had remained in her chamber after Olesya had bustled off on one of the innumerable errands that filled her day, hastened to agree that yes, it was a miserable morning, and likely to be a dreary day as well.

Dasha sighed and said no more until she had finished her breakfast and was left in peace by her ever-attentive, ever-adoring, kindly-hearted, well-meaning, and altogether admirable maids. No doubt every one of them would, just as they professed, consider their lives well spent if they spent them changing her linens and washing her dirty dishes, and that made it all the more terrible that she resented their (increasingly frequent) insinuations that they were slaving away for her out of the goodness of their hearts, and that she should be more grateful to them, more careful not to ask too much of them—except that when she tried not to trouble them, they grew resentful of that as well, and complained that she was shunning them or scorning them.

Unworthy as it was, especially given how much they did for her and how much they seemed to believe that they were sacrificing for her, Dasha dreamed more and more of getting rid of them. What she would do then, she didn’t know, as she had never lived without them, but that was her dream, nonetheless. She turned her attention back to the window.

Drops of cold water struck it and ran down to the wall below. The sound of it chilled her tongue that had been warmed by the porridge, and in each one she could see the nearby river Krasna and the distant Sea of Ice that those drops had once called home, and one day would again. She wondered if they felt lonely and afraid, so far from their motherland and falling towards foreign earth. 

The glass, too, had once been sand, sand from the ocean: perhaps it was lonely too? Or had it been transformed by the melting it had undergone and felt that its place was in the window where it now stood? Dasha could see the bellows and the panes of new glass, and then their journey packed in straw to the Krasnograd kremlin, and then...wind blew against the glass. A dark day. The bloody sausage rose up in Dasha’s mind again, and she felt that it must herald some evil tidings. When there was a knock at the door she startled, expecting some bad news, but it was only her maids, returned from cleaning up after breakfast to escort her to her lessons.

Today there would be no riding, or swordplay, or anything out of doors, only lore of various sorts: history, healing herbs, distant lands...Dasha sat through all her lessons as best she could, but her fear of evil tidings grew rather than diminished as the morning wore on, and she answered her tutors’ questions poorly. They all chided her for it, but somehow she did not hear them, even when they told her (gently and lovingly, but with that oh-so-stinging edge of sorrowful reproach that everyone’s voice seemed to be armed with these days) that she was wasting their time and making their jobs more difficult than they should be, which was most unworthy of a Tsarinovna and future Tsarina, and especially one who had to guard against her more fiery impulses. 

What these fiery impulses were, or where they had gotten the idea that Dasha possessed them, none of them said, and Dasha knew better than to demand an explanation. Finally Anastasiya Yevgeniyevna, her tutor in magic and spells, demanded to know if she were unwell, as that was the only excuse she could think of for Dasha’s performance at her lesson, which was even poorer today than usual.

“Forgive me, Anastasiya Yevgeniyevna,” said Dasha, and tried to mix the potion that Anastasiya Yevgeniyevna was describing, but knocked over her basin and her bundles of herbs instead.

“Child, what has overcome you!” cried Anastasiya Yevgeniyevna. “You are ill!”

“Perhaps,” said Dasha, thinking that might be the easiest excuse. “Perhaps I have been struck by a chill.”

Anastasiya Yevgeniyevna felt her forehead and looked into her eyes before shaking her head. “I see no chill,” she said. “But you seem...cloudy, as one distracted. What is troubling you so much that you cannot pay attention to my lesson?”

“I don’t know,” said Dasha. “Today feels like a bad day, that’s all.”

“Young women are often prone to dark moods, especially on days such as this,” said Anastasiya Yevgeniyevna, smiling with condescending indulgence. “It is your sympathy with nature, my dear Tsarinovna, telling you you must pass through all the muck of late winter before you reach your own spring.”

“That’s hardly comforting,” said Dasha. “And what am I supposed to do until then: drip all over everything and force everyone indoors?”

Anastasiya Yevgeniyevna laughed, with an uncertainty that tasted of poorly cooked bread, and said she must not be in any real danger, whatever the cause of her black mood, and that she should run along and try to make the potion again at the next lesson. Dasha thanked her as courteously as she could in her present state of mind, and left to find her mother.

Her mother was busy when Dasha came upon her, listening to some very bedraggled-looking petitioners from the Western provinces, and before Dasha could catch her mother’s attention, Princess Belova and Princess Zapadnokrasnova sent her away, telling her that they were speaking of things unfit for her ears. So Dasha set off to wander the kremlin, which seemed the only thing to do on a day like today.

Wandering the kremlin only made her more restless and uneasy, though. She kept feeling as if she could see something strange in the shadows out of the corner of her eye, although seeing something strange out of the corner of her eye was happening more and more these days, so she couldn’t say it was unusual.

She tried to concentrate on what was really happening around her, instead of dwelling on her visions, but that just made her feel even worse. Everywhere she went she saw people with tasks and a clear purpose in life, reminding her that she had neither. She would have liked to stop to talk to them, or even better, help them, but she had never been trained to cook or clean or wash or stand guard or any of the other things that everyone else in the kremlin did, and her presence was only a bother and a distraction to the people who did know how to do those things. They were too polite to say so to her face—well, actually, some of them did say so to her face, but they did so kindly and politely—but it was clear in the way that they were rushing about that they were doing important things and had no time to spare for her, and that, much as they loved her, they would rather she were back up in her chambers, working on...what? 

More and more it seemed to Dasha that she was completely useless and pointless, serving no purpose at all. Oh, there was the promise that she had been born for a special purpose, one chosen by the gods, but all she and the rest of Zem’ had was her mother’s word, because the gods had remained stubbornly silent on the subject since her conception (just thinking about that made Dasha grow hot all over with embarrassment and curiosity, so she quickly turned her thoughts away, but not quickly enough to prevent images she didn’t want to see and yet was desperately keen to know more about from rising up before her inner eyes). Dasha may have been chosen by the gods, or so her mother said, but they had never actually made their thoughts on the matter clear to her. Of late she had been thinking more and more that perhaps it was all a lie, a trick of some sort, and that she really wasn’t meant for anything at all, that she really was just as useless and pointless as she felt herself to be.

Of course that wasn’t true, or so everyone would tell her if she were to speak to them of her worries. She could already see what would happen if she were to do so: whomever she had chosen as her confidante would smile, or maybe even laugh at her, their laughter like brine on a wound, and tell her she had nothing to worry about, she was just being silly, because even if the gods hadn’t chosen her for some specific honor, one day she would rule Zem’, like her mother and her grandmother before her, and until then she should devote herself to preparing for that heavy duty. Just picturing those smiles, which would want nothing but the best for her (or so their bearers would claim), and imagining those laughs, which would be provoked by nothing but the best of intentions, made her want to curl up and cry, and she knew that anything she did to ask for help would only make her feel even more miserable and alone, even as everyone around her claimed that their highest goal in life was to make her feel happy.

She knew that “they”—her tutors, maids, even her mother—were not completely wrong, and that she should be learning and studying in preparation for the day when she would take her mother’s place on the Wooden Throne and rule, but lately, learning the uses of herbs and memorizing the names of places across the Middle Sea seemed a small and pointless thing, and anyway, there was little lore left to teach her. In everything other than magic, Dasha was a quick study (“frighteningly quick,” said her tutors, their voices like peppermint), and she had already read everything in the kremlin library twice over. Which was why her mother had said she could go on a journey this year, her first real journey, in honor of her seventeenth summer.

Dasha had never left Krasnograd; in fact, she had hardly ever left the confines of the Krasnograd kremlin and the park with its prayer trees behind it. She knew from her books and from the words of others that beyond it there was a whole wide world, all of the Known World and even more world beyond that, full of interesting and exciting things that she could hardly even imagine, but she had never seen any of it. All her life she had been carefully protected, not just, she knew, from danger to her body, but from the danger of coming face-to-face with all the unpleasantnesses of life, all the evil that her mother claimed was out there but that Dasha had never seen.

Dasha knew that people suffered, grew ill, had accidents, even died, but she had never known anyone to whom those things had happened, no more than she knew anyone who had ever done the kinds of terrible things people were said to do, out beyond the kremlin walls. What those terrible things were, Dasha had only the haziest idea, and until recently she had never wanted to find out, but of late, with the restlessness growing stronger and stronger in her, she was growing ever more curious about the outer world, including all its bad sides. How bad could it be, really? Or so she would ask herself when she thought of it. And surely she would be strong enough to face it, whatever it was. After all, she was “frighteningly quick.” Except at magic, of course. And many other things as well. 

But in her private reveries she fantasized about encountering danger, evil, and all the ills of the world, whatever they were, and emerging unscathed and triumphant. In her daydreaming she never failed, and she certainly never had the sensation, which was overtaking her more and more, of being a complete and utter failure, not just at this one thing, but at everything she put her hand to. Some days she experienced real failure and imagined triumph a dozen times before noon, and she was becoming hard pressed to say which was the truth, which was reality: the one seemed as likely as the other, and any sort of sensible middle ground was becoming harder and harder to find. Which only made her sink into her daydreams even deeper.

But soon, so soon, she would get to test herself, experience everything she had dreamed of in person, when she finally left Krasnograd and went out to see the rest of Zem’. She could go with her father, her mother had promised, who would come down from the North especially to be her escort, and she could travel out to her kin in the steppes and the Northern forests, and survey the land that she would one day rule.

“And there will probably be other journeys later,” her mother had promised. “Journeys to foster and study with those who wish you well, and can teach you things you will not learn in Krasnograd.”

“Like what?” Dasha had asked eagerly. “Like when?”

But her mother had only smiled and shaken her head and said that they would both find that out when the time came. This was a very unsatisfactory answer as far as Dasha was concerned, but it did giver her fodder for hours of speculation and daydreaming, as well as the hope of not one but two journeys in her future. But none of them would happen until the weather cleared. Dasha knew that this had to be so, but as winter waned the waiting grew harder and harder, and today she feared she might burst if she had to spend another day in this busy kremlin, watching rain run down the windowpanes.

By nightfall she had accomplished nothing except to fatigue her maids and guards with her incessant wandering, so that they began to grow shorter and shorter with her, and their smiles took on a sharp, irritated edge. The sense of foreboding that had greeted her that morning only increased with the advent of darkness, so much so that she had to stifle a shriek when a servant came into the library where she was paging listlessly through a book on the great families of Zem’ (there was nothing there of interest and never could be, as every description of every family always came back to “such-and-such a sister of the Zerkalitsa line,” which Dasha already knew and which today threw her into despair at the thought that there was nowhere in Zem’ where she could go to escape her family), and announced that it was time for her to make her way to supper, where the Empress was already waiting.

“Well, at least she might have some fresh news,” said Dasha to herself, and followed the serving woman to the kremlin’s small private dining hall.

When she could, her mother preferred to take supper in her private chambers, with just Dasha for company, but this evening, as on many evenings, she had guests, and so she and Dasha must both dine with them. This evening they were princesses from Avkhazovskoye, the mountains in the far South of Zem’. They had long dark braids and flashing dark eyes, and they spoke with a strange accent, fragrant with roses and other heavy flowers and dark spices, when they rose and greeted “Darya Krasnoslavovna, beloved Tsarinovna.” As they bowed all the gold that they wore on their ears, braids, necks, and wrists jangled like chainmail, and Dasha could taste the metal in her mouth and had a sudden vision of them as soldiers, come to defend their beloved Southern mountains from the rapaciousness of Northern Empresses.

Dasha wondered if this were the threat she had feared, but then the two princesses sat down at her mother’s request, and they were just richly adorned noblewomen once again, and Dasha could see no threat in them, or at least not for the moment. They both peered closely at her, as new acquaintances tended to do, and Dasha had to bite her tongue to keep from telling them that no, there was nothing unusual about her appearance, nothing that would suggest she was anything other than a girl approaching her seventeenth summer and soon to become a woman grown. 

If the gods had left any mark on her at her conception, it was not one that could be seen upon her face or body. Even her thick red hair, whose curls everyone so loved to admire, was something she shared with her wholly human Aunty Olga. And her father, of course. And presumably all those half-sisters whom she had never met (other than Aunty Olga) but who, according to her mother, were out there in the world, making their way as best they could and like as not with no knowledge that their very own sister (even if through the male line) was next in line for the Wooden Throne. A vision of a whole tribe of red-haired girls rose up around Dasha, girls who would finally make her feel as if she had found her kin, found others who were her kind...

“The Princesses Oridzhnikidze and Iridivadze honor us with their presence, my dear Dasha,” said her mother, breaking off the vision before it could overwhelm her and make her do something strange and embarrassing. “I was just apologizing to them for my neglect of them, as I have been entirely taken up with the news from our Western borders today...but enough about that! I am glad to welcome them here this evening, and even more glad that you are able to meet them, for we see our Southern sisters far too rarely, although I hope it will be more frequently in the future, as Princess Iridivadze has graciously granted my request to foster her daughter here in Krasnograd. She is by all accounts a very worthy young woman, and just your age, my dearest Dasha, so it is our hope that you may become friends, and perhaps she might tutor you in Avkhaz. I greatly regret that the press of my duties has never given me the leisure to learn this noble tongue, but you are so quick to take in languages, my dear Dasha, that I am sure that with the benefit of Susanna Gulisovna’s tutelage, you will be speaking it like a native before the year is out.”

“I would be delighted,” said Dasha, cheering up at this unexpectedly heartening news. While none of the wards her mother had taken on—and her mother did have a passion for taking on wards, as if to make up for only having one daughter—while none of the many wards her mother had taken on had become bosom companions for Dasha, not even Vladya from Severnolesnoye—she had been too old and too frightening for Dasha to ever truly become her friend, even if they were by some counts sisters—Princess Iridivadze’s daughter did at least have the promise of novelty, and studying the language of the Southern mountains would be a useful task, and one that would while away the empty hours in the kremlin, when Dasha longed for action of some sort, but knew that her best action would be not to get in the way of the adults with serious duties. “When can I make her acquaintance?” she asked.

“Tomorrow, if it pleases you and your Imperial mother, noble Tsarinovna,” said Princess Iridivadze, bowing low with every other word. 

“If it pleases Susanna Gulisovna, let her come to me tomorrow morning,” said Dasha, and there were a great many more bows and pleasantries, and it was settled that Susanna Gulisovna, heir to the great Avkhazovskoye province of Tflisi, Zem’’s Southernmost territory and the only port that remained unfrozen year-round, would wait upon the Tsarinovna’s pleasure immediately after breakfast the next day.

Extremely pleased with the promise of new adventures, even if they were only adventures of the mind, Dasha decided that perhaps she had been confused and that her forebodings had been forebodings of good rather than evil, but when the servants brought in a roast goose, it suddenly seemed to her that its long neck hung lifelessly from the platter and dripped blood from its slit throat onto the floor, even though the neck was gone and the blood had long been drained from its body, and the only thing in danger of spilling onto the floor was the grease in which it was swimming. 

Dasha tried to convince herself that it was cooked, cooked because it was food and she should eat it because she was hungry and because it would make the others unhappy if she did not, but as soon as she lifted the first forkful to her mouth, her throat closed at the taste of blood and corruption. Luckily there was bread, and a dish of stewed apples and another of beets, and various other minor delicacies, so she was in no danger of starving, and the princesses did not seem to notice or care that she left the goose untouched, and her mother, after giving her a swift glance, also pushed her serving of goose aside and praised the bread and other dishes in a loud voice, and, even better, quelled the serving women with a stern glance when they tried to make Dasha eat the goose, and prevented them from complaining of the trouble she was making for them.

The dishes had just been cleared, and the princesses were just preparing to take their leave, when there was an urgent knocking at the door. Dasha’s heart gave a great leap in her throat, and she knew that this was the moment, these were the ill tidings she had been dreading.

“Open the door,” her mother commanded, and the guards jumped to do her bidding, interrupting the knocker, who was still banging unceasingly on the door with a strong fist, in mid-knock.

“Oleg!” her mother cried, and “Father!” Dasha cried after her.
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​​​​Chapter Two
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“WHAT UNEXPECTED JOY!” exclaimed her mother, but then stopped on seeing her father’s face. “What is it?” she and Dasha both cried together. “Is it Olga?” her mother demanded, her voice rising anxiously with every word. “Or...Vladislava?”

Oleg shook his head. “It’s Lisochka,” he said.

“Oh!” cried her mother. “What happened to her? Is she?..”

“She walked out into the woods one day,” said Oleg, as if the words hurt his mouth.

“Then she is...lost?”

“We found her body a few days later.”

Her mother said nothing, but Dasha could see all the bones on her face stand out, as if her skin had suddenly gotten too tight. To her surprise, because she had never even met Lisochka, and what she knew of her made her feel nothing for her but dislike, Dasha felt her own eyes fill with tears. She tried to turn away from the others, but not before the princesses had noticed.

“It is no shame to weep for the dead,” whispered Princess Iridivadze, and Princess Oridzhnikidze pressed a handkerchief into her hand and stroked her arm consolingly.

“Poor Olga!” her mother was saying. “Is she...is she much distraught over the...over it?” Through her own tears Dasha could see that her mother’s hands were trembling, which only made her cry harder.

“She says no, but she is—very distraught. She and Lisochka...had words, as they often do—did, but this time Lisochka made good on her threat to run to her death. The whole family is...shaken. Even Vladislava is shaken, and has shed many tears over her sister’s death. I came as soon as I could—I didn’t want the news to come from strangers, I didn’t want strangers to be the ones to tell Dasha that...that her sister...that she has lost a sister.”

Much to her mortification, even though she knew that, just as Princess Iridivadze had said, there was no shame in weeping for the dead, Dasha began to sob loudly at that point, drawing the attention of her parents, who rushed to her side.

“The poor little dove mourns the loss of her sister,” said Princess Oridzhnikidze, half-sympathetically, half-approvingly. “She has a noble and generous heart.”

“She will make a good Empress one day,” said Princess Iridivadze. “A good ruler cares for her kin, and feels their loss deeply.”

“Yes,” said Oleg, “even if they don’t deserve it.” But this only made Dasha cry harder, and he looked as if he wished he had kept his mouth shut.

“Let us retire to my chambers,” said her mother, and she helped Dasha up with trembling hands, and, after many solemn declarations of sympathy from the Southern princesses, they walked slowly, surrounded by sad-faced guards who had not known Lisochka but were disturbed by news of the death of the Tsarinovna’s sister, even such a distant sister as Lisochka, and made their way slowly to the Empress’s private chambers.

By the time they had made it there, Dasha had managed to quell her sobbing, but she still, to her shame, clung to her mother’s arm like a small child, an action that was particularly incongruous given that Dasha was more than a head taller than her mother and much sturdier in build, as large and strong as many of her mother’s guards.

Once they had reached her mother’s chambers, her mother gave way to tears, but only briefly, before taking command of herself and the situation once more.

“I am very sorry you have had to bear this grief, and the pain of bringing us such grievous tidings,” she said to Oleg. “To...to lose a granddaughter must be very painful, especially under such circumstances.”

Oleg shrugged, but he did so as if his shoulders were too tight to move properly, and Dasha could see that he was suffering, and much more than he had expected to. Lisochka would be glad to see how much everyone was sorrowing over her, Dasha thought, although most likely (she couldn’t help but think) for spiteful, selfish reasons. In her mind she could see Lisochka running through the snow, racked with pain and yet still gloating over the pain she was causing others. Dasha was ashamed of her vision, but she knew it was a true one, and it would not leave her.

“She is at peace now,” said Oleg. “Even the manner of her death was a peaceful one, and of her own choosing. Freezing is a pleasant way to die, or so they say, and perhaps now she can rest at last and find the peace in death she could never find in life—and stop troubling the rest of us as well. And if she had not died as she did, I don’t know...I don’t know what I would have done, what any of us would have done, for we would have had to take some black action, that we would have all regretted, and I’m glad to be spared that at least.”

“What did she do?” demanded her mother. “Poor Lisochka!”

“She...we can speak of it later,” said Oleg, with a sidelong glance at Dasha.

“Did she threaten Dasha?” asked her mother, her voice, normally light and clear as cool water, taking on the metallic edge it did when she was angry. “She was always full of envy for her, just as she was for Vladislava, and yet no amount of cajoling could convince her to be my ward, even though she begrudged her sister the honor greatly, and held it against her at every turn. Poor Lisochka! But I would not have held empty threats against Dasha as treason—I would have tried to help her.”

“Yes,” said Oleg. “And I would have done everything in my power to keep her away from Dasha. But her threats were not empty in the end, and I fear...I fear what she would have done. What she did was bad enough.”

“What did she do, Oleg?” her mother asked, the blade of her voice sharpening with anxiety, while Dasha felt her breath catch, and knew that the night’s ill tidings were not over and there was still something more terrible for her to hear.

“Dasha doesn’t need to hear it,” said Oleg. “Let her remember her sister as happily as she can.”

Dasha thought her mother would send her away then, as she always had before, whenever there was dark news to be heard, and she didn’t know whether to be glad or angry, but to her surprise her mother shook her head.

“Let her stay, if she has the strength to hear this sad tale,” she said. “She’s almost a woman grown, and one day she will rule Zem’ and hear many sad tales then. Besides, if she does not hear the truth from you, no doubt she will hear garbled half-lies from some stranger, and that will be worse.”

“I will stay,” said Dasha, even though she knew she had no wish to hear what her father was about to say. He gave her an uncertain look, and carried on in a faltering voice that sounded strange coming from someone so strong and bold.

“She and Olga had harsh words, as they often do, and Lisochka fell into a rage, as she often does, and she took up the kettle that was heating on the stove, and she...she cast the boiling water onto...onto the dog that Dasha gave Olga as a gift.”

Dasha and her mother both cried out involuntarily in horror, and for a moment Dasha thought she was going to be sick.

“Is she...badly burned?” she asked in a quavering voice, once she had regained control of herself. “Will she recover?”

Oleg shook his head tightly. “She was very badly scalded,” he said. “She was suffering badly, and wasn’t going to get better. She is at peace now. I made sure...I made sure it was a quick and painless end, and that she knew she was a good and brave dog and had done her duty by her mistress. I think Lisochka meant to cast the boiling water on Olga, but Dasha”—he glanced at Dasha, and said quickly—“I mean the other Dasha, the dog, stepped forward to defend Olga, and Lisochka screamed like a stuck pig and threw the water on her instead. Her injuries were so bad because she tried to save Olga, you know—she jumped forward instead of trying to flee. 

“And Lisochka screamed that Dasha deserved it, she deserved to die, and I don’t know which Dasha she meant—both, probably. And Olga struck her so hard across the face she fell down, and then she picked herself up and ran, still screaming hateful words at Dasha, and she ran all the way out of Lesnograd and into the woods. And if we had found her alive instead of dead, I don’t know what I would have done—I wanted to kill her thrice over, once for hurting a good dog like that, once for destroying Dasha’s gift, and once for threatening to kill Dasha—this Dasha. I think if Dasha herself had been there instead of her namesake dog, Lisochka would have thrown the boiling water on her with twice as much glee.” 

Oleg stopped, and then added, “She never should have been born. There’s nothing in my life I regret more than letting Olga be forced into the ill-fated marriage that produced her. I’m not much given to fancy, but sometimes I think I can see evil sorceresses casting curses on their wedding day.”

“Really?” asked Dasha with trembling lips. For a moment her horror over Dasha’s fate was replaced with a vision of bent-backed sorceresses with long cruel fingernails, which they used to weave evil shadows on the wall, casting dark curses...

“No,” said Oleg heavily. “No need to cast curses with magic on those two. They carried their own blood curses inside of them all along. As do...” Dasha could tell that he wanted to say As do I, but he stopped himself, and said instead, “It was an ill-fated day when that bargain was struck, when Olga and Andrey’s mothers sealed their enmity with their children’s flesh.”

“Yes,” said her mother, and Dasha could see through the fresh tears that this dreadful story had awakened that her mother also had tears in her eyes, and a much grimmer look on her face than usual. “That was truly an ill deed, but it cannot be undone. It does not always take magic to cast curses, and even non-magical curses are as hard to undo as gathering water back into an overturned bucket. The water always runs downhill, and I fear Lisochka was at the bottom of a very steep hill indeed. At least she is at peace now, and can do no more harm. And Dasha”—she turned to Dasha—“Dasha is at peace as well, now, and dreadful as this whole thing is, my love, she would have been glad to lay down her life to save her mistress. She was that kind of dog. She may have been happy at the very end.”

“But she suffered!” Dasha burst out. “How could anyone make a dog suffer like that, and especially”—she choked—“my own sister. My own sister threw boiling water on an innocent creature! My own sister!”

Her mother’s face gave a very queer twist, as if something more than grief were hurting her. “Yes,” she said. “There is no evil greater than the hatred of sister for sister. There is no evil that one sister will not stoop to in order to hurt the other. It is terrible that little Dasha was caught between such hatred, but she is at peace now.”

“I didn’t hate Lisochka—until now!” cried Dasha. “There was no hatred between us—until now! It’s good that she died as she did, for otherwise I would have gone to Lesnograd and poured boiling water on her myself!” She stopped, aghast.

“Luckily we are all spared such temptation,” said her mother, after a moment. “For as you see, even being the victim of such hatred turns our thoughts to evil. This has been a dark day, but it is over! Both Lisochka and little Dasha are at peace. Perhaps the curse has run its course. In any case, don’t let it carry on in you, Dasha! You gave little Dasha to Olga as a loving gift, and named her ‘gift’ after yourself to show your love for a loving aunt. The love will still remain, even if the gift is gone.”

“That doesn’t help Dasha!” cried Dasha. “She didn’t deserve this!”

“No,” said her mother. “But she no longer suffers, at least.” And Dasha knew that there was no other answer to be had, and there was nothing she could do about the fact that Dasha had died an unjust, dreadful death at the hands of Dasha’s own sister, even if a second-sister, and she would never come back to delight Dasha and Olga and everyone who had admired her loyal heart, not ever again, and no one could change that, and it was all because of a moment of malice on the part of someone who should have wanted nothing more than the happiness and well-being of the kinswomen she had hurt so terribly. Dasha could not have guessed that the ill tidings she had foreseen would be so very, very dark, for she had never experienced such sorrow firsthand, and she went to bed sadder than she could ever remember being, and what little sleep she got brought her slight comfort.
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​​​​Chapter Three
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SHE AWOKE THE NEXT morning feeling no more cheerful, but in a calmer frame of mind. As her mother had said, both Dasha and Lisochka were at peace now, and there was nothing she could do to help or hurt either of them.

“Do you wish to rise this morning, Tsarinovna?” asked Olesya, who was standing over her bed. “Or perhaps you would prefer to stay abed. Certainly it is one of the luxuries of your position.”

“No,” Dasha told her, sliding out into the dank chill air. The new-laid fire in the stove was crackling with a taste of dry sticks snapping in her mouth, setting off little sparks on her scalp, but the heat had not yet reached this side of her chamber. “I will rise. Staying in bed will do nothing for anyone.” If I could jump out of this bed and run all the way to Lesnograd and strangle Lisochka, I would, she thought, but when she imagined how Olesya, who was some kind of fourth-sister to Lisochka anyway, would react to such a statement, she could see that biting her lip was her best course, so she did.

“We remembered, Tsarinovna,” said Olesya, the self-regard in her voice making the area just behind Dasha’s ears ache. “From yesterday. No sausages. Only porridge, with dried fruit and honey.”

“You are too kind,” said Dasha, and sat down to eat what they had brought her. Olesya sniffed in self-satisfaction at her own superiority, and Kira smiled in confusion at this latest freak of the Tsarinovna’s. Dasha thought about trying to explain it to them again, but she knew it would do no good. Kira, even though she was not of noble blood, was no fool, and Olesya considered herself to be positively clever, but neither of them could hold two opposing thoughts in their heads any more than they could hold water in a sieve. If Dasha were to intimate that she thought they might, even if inadvertently, be doing something evil, she feared it would cause them to burst, or commit evil deeds of their own.

Perhaps, once the fuss over Lisochka’s death died down, Dasha could ask her mother how to go about explaining such things to them. Unlike Dasha, Dasha’s mother was very good at handling people. Not that Dasha often quarreled with people: quite the reverse. Everyone she knew thought they wanted nothing more than her happiness and her peace of mind, and since Dasha had always been a surprisingly well-behaved child (or so she had always been told), she had not done much to provoke those around her, and so her childhood had passed in as much cheerful tranquility as could possibly be expected for the heir of all of Zem’.

Which was why her outburst of the night before had shocked her so much. She could not remember another occasion when she had wanted to cause pain to another person like that. She could barely recall ever being angry, not really. She had vague memories of the tantrums common to a child of three or four, when her nursemaids would not allow her to have her way over something foolish and dangerous, but whenever they were unable to calm her, her mother would come to her and explain to her in clear simple words why she could not climb down from a high tower, or ride the swiftest steed in her mother’s stables, or play with the weapons of the guards, and she would be appeased and forget her anger and allow herself to be diverted by blocks or dolls, and everything would go on as before, and she would feel safe and loved. 

But now she knew she was in the grip of no childish tantrum, that her anger at Lisochka was justified, for she had caused an innocent creature to suffer and die needlessly, which to Dasha’s way of thinking was the most evil of all acts, and she had done it out of hatred towards her own mother and Dasha herself. But Dasha also knew that that hatred was in its own way also justified, for Lisochka’s mother had never loved her at all, even as she doted on Dasha, and so, through no fault of her own, Dasha was guilty of great wrong before Lisochka, one that she could now never repay, no more than she could avenge Lisochka’s cruel murder of little Dasha, an act by which Lisochka had in one fell swoop earned all the misery she had already suffered, as if she had been determined to commit a crime that deserved the punishment she had been receiving her entire life. It was too dreadful to understand. 

Dasha had no experience with such bitter quandaries, and she sat and stared out the window and wrestled with it until she was suddenly interrupted by the announcement that Susanna Gulisovna, heir to Princess Iridivadze, was outside awaiting the Tsarinovna’s pleasure, if the Tsarinovna felt inclined to take visitors on this morning of mourning.

“Please, send her in,” said Dasha, who felt no inclination to take visitors, but didn’t want to be rude and send her away either, and had also already realized that sitting and staring out the window was no more useful than lying in bed all day and crying.

Susanna Gulisovna came sweeping in and made many bows that set all her golden trinkets jingling with a sound that was both metallic and warm, like a coin held in the mouth till it was at blood temperature. 

“You do me inexpressible honor, Tsarinovna!” she cried, once she had straightened up from her bowing. Her Zemnian was flowery and fluent and only faintly accented. “And the sorrow I feel at the passing of your kinswoman is inexpressible too! Such a terrible loss for our great land!”

“Thank you,” said Dasha. “There’s no need to keep bowing all the time. Won’t you sit?”

Susanna Gulisovna took a seat with a flourish and another jingle of jewelry. She was a tall slender girl, taller even than Dasha and much slenderer (Dasha couldn’t help but regret, as she had many times before, her own sturdy build, which was very fine, no doubt, for hauling hay and carrying around sick sheep and feeding babies through long hungry winters and whatever else it was that her father’s foremothers had had to do, but looked, she thought, lumpy and awkward next to Susanna’s elegant litheness), with long black hair full of golden coins, strong black brows, and large fierce black eyes.

“My noble mother said that you were greatly stricken by the news of your sister’s loss, great Tsarinovna, thus displaying the nobility and faithfulness of your own heart,” said Susanna Gulisovna, once she had been seated, nodding her head with fierce emphasis. “Were you very close? Forgive me if I press your grief too hard: in the South, in Avkhazovskoye, we speak of these things freely, and count it no shame.”

“Oh no, we weren’t close at all,” said Dasha. “In fact, I’ve never been close with any of my sisters. Prasha—Praskovya Vladislavovna, you know, my second-sister, the daughter of my, my aunt, the one who...my only aunt, that is—my mother offered once to foster Prasha here in the kremlin, once it became clear that my aunt’s...condition would never improve, but she wouldn’t hear of it, she wouldn’t leave her mother’s side, she said, and so I’ve never even met her, and she’s much older than I am anyway, so even if we were to meet, we wouldn’t be like sisters at all, and Lisochka, well...well...” Dasha gulped, and then, without quite meaning to, she poured out the whole sad story to Susanna Gulisovna’s sympathetic ear: how Vesnushka, her own beloved dog from childhood, had had one last litter, and how she had chosen the sweetest and most loving of the puppies to be a special gift for her beloved Aunt Olga, kinswoman to her father, and how she had trained the chosen puppy herself, using only love and kindness, and then given her to Olga and named her Dasha because she was a gift and so that Olga would always have something of her close by, and how brave, faithful, noblehearted Dasha had met her terrible end by drawing the wrath of Olga’s own daughter from Olga onto her, Dasha, and how Lisochka had run to her death screaming words of hatred towards Dasha the dog and Dasha the girl.

“What a miserable sister!” cried Susanna Gulisovna, jumping to her feet in her outrage. “What a pity she is dead! If she were my sister, I would ride to Lesnograd in all haste and throw boiling water on her with my own hands! Such should be the punishment for those who dishonor the gifts of their kin!”

Hearing Dasha’s own desires come out of Susanna Gulisovna’s mouth made Dasha uneasy. When Susanna Gulisovna spoke the words, she felt little of her white-hot anger against Lisochka, and could only see Lisochka’s skin blistering under the boiling water. Besides, Dasha cared very little about the dishonor Lisochka had supposedly done her. If she had a choice between getting back her honor or Dasha, she would choose Dasha in a heartbeat, but she could not get either of them back.

“It does no good to dwell on it,” she said instead, sounding unaccustomedly like her mother. “There is no one upon whom I could take vengeance, even if I wished to—and besides, my mother would never let me go racing off to Lesnograd on such an errand.”

“Hmmm, yes,” said Susanna Gulisovna. “That would be a problem. Of course, the usual counsel is that in matters of honor and love, a mother’s command may be ignored, but when your mother is the Tsarina—what will you do, Tsarinovna, when you must ride off in search of a lover? Your situation has many complications!” And Susanna Gulisovna sat back down with a frown.

Much to her surprise, Dasha began to laugh at that thought, and after a moment of fear that she had said something untoward in her “Southern hastiness,” Susanna joined her, and when they were done laughing, Dasha felt some of the horror that had gripped her since the night before lift, and she and Susanna talked of many interesting things the whole morning, and parted on the best of terms.

***
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THAT AFTERNOON THE weather cleared enough for her to go out riding, and her father was granted permission to serve as her escort. Of course, he could go riding with her whenever he wished (when, that was, he was at the kremlin, which was not very often); the trouble was in getting rid of the guards. Boleslav Vlasiyevich, the captain of the Imperial Guard, did not care for Oleg one little bit, as he made abundantly clear every time Oleg came to Krasnograd to visit, and it was only after her mother had given direct orders that Oleg be allowed to take Dasha into the park behind the kremlin himself, that Boleslav Vlasiyevich—with many an untrusting glare—allowed that to happen. 

At least that confrontation spared Dasha the complaints of her own guards about the trouble she was putting them to. Not that they would complain, exactly, but they would make it clear, just as her maids and her tutors did, that they were putting themselves out to do her a special favor, even if that special favor was just to do their jobs. But with Oleg accompanying her, Dasha was free of that for the afternoon.

Oleg and Dasha were both much grimmer than usual when they set off on their ride, and even Poloska, Dasha’s horse, seemed out of spirits, but despite their somber moods, Dasha could not allow the opportunity to speak with her father alone pass unused, and as soon as they were away from the kremlin she demanded, “How long are you staying this time?”

“How long?” He raised an eyebrow at her. His voice was warm and red like it always was, like glowing coals, or his own hair. Or Dasha’s hair. “Why, that depends on you and your mother, I suppose.”

“We would have you stay for always,” Dasha told him. “You know that.” Indeed, although Dasha was not one to order others about, she did not understand why her mother had never put her foot down and insisted that her father stay in Krasnograd, with them, instead of wandering about the gods alone knew where. Well, and there was the problem, or at least part of it. Dasha knew that Oleg had been taken into service to the gods long ago, years before she had been born, and she also knew—although her mother had only hinted at it delicately, and the others around her hardly ever spoke of it at all, much to her relief—that his service had been to father her. Her and lots of other girls. 

The very idea made Dasha want to squirm with revulsion, curiosity, and embarrassment. And sorrow. She knew—although again, it was rarely spoken of, at least in her presence—that this meant she had sisters, lots of sisters, none of whom she had ever met. Occasionally her mother would speak of this girl or that girl, and Dasha would realize she was speaking of one of Dasha’s own half-sisters, but none of them had ever come to the Krasnograd kremlin, and since Dasha had never left it, she had never so much as laid eyes on any of them.

Sometimes—often—she wondered how much time her father spent with his other daughters, since he was gone so much, only coming back to his wife and true daughter (Dasha didn’t like to think of herself that way, except when she was particularly angry with him, but she knew that others did) a few times a year, if that. 

Well, his daughter and his daughter’s mother. Dasha’s mother had not even bound him to her with marriage, and although Dasha was not entirely sure why one would want to bind a man to oneself—that is, she understood why in theory, but whenever she actually thought about what it would be like to be married, many strange visions rose up in her mind, many of them less attractive to her than they seemed to be to other girls her age, and she also did not see why anyone would want to keep someone at her side against their will, which for some at least seemed to be half the thrill—she knew enough to know that that was the generally accepted practice. 

She also knew that there were many who looked askance at the way her mother allowed Oleg to roam free and come back when he would, saying that she should either discard him as one did a peasant lover, or provide him with the honorable estate of marriage, as one did a nobleman, but not let him dangle in between, if nothing else because it gave other men the false idea that they, too, could roam free without the benefit of family, often to their own sorrow and that of their mothers. But Dasha said nothing of this to her father, both because she was embarrassed and because she guessed he already knew it, and so she only repeated, “We would have you stay for a long time.”

Oleg sighed a sad sigh and said, “Maybe someday,” in a tone that meant “Never.” Dasha began to feel annoyed. Her father was one of the few people, in fact the only person, she knew who annoyed her on a regular basis. He was very kind to her just like everyone else, but the way he came and went as he pleased, with no explanation, always provoked Dasha’s ever-hungry curiosity, and it was plain that he had many secrets, even beyond all the daughters he had supposedly fathered, which was even more provoking. 

Most of all, he was alien in the world of Krasnograd and the kremlin, which was no flaw in and of itself, but sometimes it drove Dasha nearly to distraction to think that she knew so little and understood even less about her own father, whom she resembled so much in face and body, and so little in mind.

“How are your lessons?” asked Oleg abruptly, obviously intending to change the subject and show his fatherly concern in one fell swoop.

“Well enough,” said Dasha. “Except for strategy. I’m terrible at strategy; my teachers all say so, and no matter how much I try, I make very little progress!”

“What’s strategy?” asked Oleg, sounding genuinely curious.

“Oh, you know...battle strategy. Like how to order and command armies.”

“Are you planning on fighting any wars any time soon?” said Oleg, now sounding amused, his voice rising like a flame as he tried not to laugh.

“No, of course not! But what if I suddenly had to? I’m simply terrible at it! Well, not so terrible at remembering the broad outlines of how old battles were fought, but when we play the games, I always get confused right away. My teachers say I have to envision all the possible moves and their outcomes before I do anything, but there’s so many of them! By the time I’m two steps into the game, there are so many possible moves, all swarming all over the board in front of me, and I can’t make them out, I can’t make them out...”

“So, your strategy lessons involve playing board games?” Oleg clarified, still sounding amused.

“Yes, of course, it’s an ancient training tactic—have you never played them?”

“My mother kept cows
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