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	Notes on Names and Language

			The stories that appear in the Far Northern Land Saga are inspired by Finnish folklore, especially the famous work Kalevala by the great compiler of Finnish oral poetry, Elias Lönnrot. In addition to his expertise in medicine, ethnography, and many other fields, Lönnrot was a philologist and loved language. Having had the unique opportunity (for a foreigner, at least) of studying Finnish full-time for an entire year and then live in Finland for almost half a decade, I naturally incorporated Finnish into my work when I set out to write the series. Beautiful in phonology and structure, it is not an easy language for non-native speakers to acquire and I beg patience of readers who find themselves confronted by pages of unfamiliar words and letters with no mentor like Väinämöinen to guide them as they journey.

			The chief peculiarity, at least to English speakers, is the extensive use in Finnish of diacritics: the letters ä and ö. These letters represent distinct sounds, and their use is governed by the process of “vowel harmony.” This, and the multisyllabic, compound structure that encourages long words with lots of double consonants, can be a challenge. But the recompense is that readers will catch a glimpse, however dim, of the sounds that Ulla, Egan, Väinämöinen, and the peoples of Iron-Age Finland actually used and heard, and which they bequeathed down the centuries to their contemporary descendants. I believe this glimpse is worth the challenge.

			By necessity, I have been inconsistent throughout my stories. For any violence done to the Finnish language, I can only offer sincere regret. Most words in the Far Northern Land Saga used to represent the speech of its inhabitants at the time the events occurred are contemporary Finnish. But I have “antiqued” some to better match the feel of the age in question. In a few instances, I have purposefully dropped diacritics, which Finns will quickly notice (Etela vice Etelä). Perversely, I have added them to one word. Most egregiously, in a very few instances, I have used incorrect case: a cardinal sin. I can offer only apologies and the feeble justification that as Väinämöinen taught Ulla, balance in all things is ideal, and to strike a balance between fidelity to the language and accessibility to non-native speakers was my intent. Undoubtedly, I sometimes failed, but I hope the sincerity of effort warrants forgiveness.

			Finally, to assist the reader, I decided to spell out a few phonetic pronunciations of some of the chief characters and places, and a glossary of some key words is here at the onset of the book. The proto-Finns who lived in the Far Northern Land at the time of this saga were divided into many clans and kinship groups. The chief groups each had their own totems, which often appeared in the clan’s name or the name of its homeland. There are exceptions. The great kingdom of the south was Etelamaa, and its people were the Etelalaiset, which literally translates as “Southland” and “Southerners.” However, their totem was the swan (joutsen) and they were colloquially called the Swan Folk by the other clans. Since these names can be confusing at first (and second and third, etc.) encounter, I set them out below and encourage readers interested in such things to thumb back whenever needed to this page to refresh their memory of who was what and lived where. The map will also offer assistance.

			Proper Names

			Väinämöinen—VĪ-na-MOY-nen—(the great singer)

			Lemminkäinen—LĔM-min-KĪ-nen—(ancient hero and high king)

			Löhi—LŌ-hee—(the Witch of the North)

			Länsimaa—LĂN-si-maw—(‘Westland’)

			Ulla—OOL-la—(the girl who bears the Mark of the Clan)

			Egan—Ā-gun—(King of the Swan Folk)

			Kirsikka—KEER-sik-ka—(Ulla’s friend)

			Mielikki—MEE-e-LĬK-kee—(the Lady of the Forest)

			Pohjola—PŌ-ho-YŌ-la—(‘Northland’)

			Kuupää—KOO-pă—(the ‘Moonface’)

			Homelands and Clans of the Far Northern Land

			Karelia—Karelialaiset—(the Reindeer Folk)

			High Länismaa—Karhulaiset—(the Bear Folk)

			Deep Länsimaa—Hirvilaiset—(the Elk Folk)

			Etelamaa—Etelalaiset—(the Swan Folk)

			Tavastia—Tavastialaiset—(the Hare Folk)

			Akkala—Kotkalaiset—(the Eagle Folk)

			Susila—Susilaiset—(the Wolf Folk or Lost Clan)

			__________________________________________

			Pohjola—Pohjolaiset—(the Northerners or Löhi’s Folk)

			Itäläiset—(the Easterners)

		




Chapter One

The Hiisi on the Hilltop

			The sun smiled down on the Far Northern Land like the face of a daisy set against a pale blue sky. Cold wind still whistled through the evergreens, and patches of icy snow streaked the ground and hid in dark hollows. Spring was coming, however, and all the north stirred with life. Melting ice brought swift floods and opened waters. Birds and animals moved again among the forests and lakes. The trees bloomed and slender shoots waited just below the surface, ready to sprout up through the frozen earth. Spring brought hope to the folk of the Seven Clans, as it did to people everywhere, but hope was not always enough—with summer’s toil and autumn’s harvest yet to come, winter’s stark power always waited to contest whatever it could.

			A small figure darted about the bramble atop a thickly wooded hill. It slipped quietly from shadow to shadow, as if playing hide-and-seek with an invisible friend among the firs and pines. It took care not to linger in places where it might be spied from afar. To a watcher in the fields below or perhaps to a hawk circling above in the clear cloudless heavens, the figure might seem slight: some mortal child, a little girl or boy, flitting amidst the green. But this was no mortal child of the Kaamoslaiset. The diminutive shape on the hilltop was a Hiisi from Pohjola.

			The goblin lifted its head, peering at the yellow sun with its white eyes. It had come again to the hilltop, the highest point along a line of scattered bluffs, to gaze down upon a small valley below, through which a lazy stream bent round and round. The Hiisi reached the tree line and slid down into a dank, muddy hole beside a fallen fir tree. A clear, unobstructed view of the dell lay before it. It was risky coming to this place; enemies were all around, and, even from a distance, the Hiisi could feel the magic that lay over the little valley, protecting it from wizardly sight. Only once before had the goblin risked coming so close, but now it had little choice. It would soon be spring, when the roads would fill with traffic. The Hiisi needed information before it left the hills near Kyöpelinvuori and made report to its mistress, the queen.

			The dark-skinned goblin, clad in ragged clothes and with a tattered cowl about its head, had been hiding in the nearby woods for many weeks. It had journeyed far before that. During the dark winter months, it had been sent south from Pohjola by Lӧhi, who had instructed the goblin to spy on the valley and the little village that lay within: Laulavalaakso. There, the mortal singers gathered and the Erilaiset taught them songs and spells of power. But the heroes’ magic was strong. Their spells protected the little valley so not even Lӧhi could see what happened within.

			Seven years had passed since the Battle of Linnavuori, where Tyë had been slain through Väinämöinen’s treachery, blunting Lӧhi’s first great assault. The Witch had bided her time, leaving nothing to chance, and all the while her red star rose ever higher in the heavens for all to see. Each year, great raids had been made along the Marches. The battles over the northern border of High Länsimaa had left most of its villages in ruins. Now Lӧhi deemed the time right for her next move; she felt the world’s change hastening and her own time growing short. Many large clans of the Itäläiset gathered beneath her banners, and new legions of Hiisia, formed after the debacle at Linnavuori, would soon be unleashed. First, however, she needed news of her enemies, especially the old singer of the Erilaiset and the mortal girl whose birth Mielikki had foretold—and, though the Witch’s sight was long, still, she could not see everything.

			So the Hiisi on the hilltop had left Pohjola with two companions. They had made their way south, passing through the wilds of Deep Länsimaa, hiding from the mortals they encountered. Near to Siinisaare, they came upon several scattered farms, distant from other villages, and had found some children playing by a brook. Against the goblin’s wishes, its companions took two of the children and tormented them for sport, so that one died and the other fled back to its folk in terror. The mortals were wrathful and came against them, and there were many more of these nearby than the goblins had known. Through the woods, the Kaamoslaiset hunted the two Hiisia that had taken the children, caught them, and then slew them in vengeance. Such was their reward, for they had disobeyed their queen and strayed from their mission; Lӧhi’s anger would be great.

			The lone goblin had continued and, in time, come to Kyöpelinvuori where the old mortal crone dwelt in her tower and where the Erilaiset had made their new dwelling. It had lived in the darkling woods through the long winter months; famished and starving, it spied on the Erilaiset and mortals, watching all that transpired. But now the harsh time in the wild all alone had come to an end.

			With spring on its way, the Hiisi was commanded to leave its lonely vigil and go north. There, on a tall, barren hill in the fens and marshes above the Blue Lake, it could reach out its mind to its mistress, who awaited its report. She might even come herself, as an etiänen, and read the very pictures in its mind.

			For this purpose, the goblin risked the hilltop one last time. It took a final measure of the village below, to see, if it might, what manner of folk gathered there. The Hiisi blinked in the golden light, scanning the horizon. At Kyöpelinvuori, in the distant northeast, the old, mottled tower reached skyward. Seldom did the mortal crone leave her crumbling keep, but twice the goblin’s sharp eyes had spied her on the path that led to and from the valley. Closer to the Hiisi’s vantage point on the high bluff lay the valley’s gate, the stream’s glittering water issuing from its opening and running south until it disappeared in the haze of the hill’s lower slopes. The view toward the valley was perfect; in the crisp, clean air, the Hiisi could see all that it desired.

			A grove of trees lay in the valley. Beside the running water sat a long hall built of dark wood, smoke rising from its several chimneys. Bonfires were lit in a little clearing nearby, where the singers often gathered to weave their mysterious spells. The goblin had spied folk of all kinds: men and women, old and young, and Erilaiset, too. It had heard deep voices chanting in the ancient tongue as red flames danced about and watched wizards with wooden staffs spread their arms skyward in invocation; it had listened to drums beating during the long winter nights.

			The goblin knew that one of these wizards was surely Väinämöinen and another Turi the Changer. And it had spied a young girl with pale skin and raven hair, like to the one Lӧhi most sought news of. But no mortals stirred on this day, no Erilaiset gathered around a fire or near the hall; a single figure sat beside the stream, watching over a herd of goats. All was quiet in the peaceful grove.

			The long hall stood in the middle of the little valley, with cottages and pirttis scattered here and there among the woods and along its slopes. Some resembled the cottages of the Tavastialaiset, but others, fashioned strangely, looked more like the cabins of Karelia than Tavastia. Smoke rose from many hearths into the clear blue sky, and soon people moved among the trees. The goblin could see a woman with long blonde hair beside one pirtti, fetching water, perhaps, or tending to some small beasts too distant to be seen. She wore a bright blue dress, and as she moved, the sunlight glinted off the silver chains pinned to her clothes and belt. The Hiisi felt the valley’s magic and power as surely as if it sat before a roaring fire, basking in its heat and glow. But while it could see these things from its hilltop vantage point, the magical net protecting the village from wizardly sight—the net that exuded the magic the Hiisi felt so strongly—dimmed Lӧhi’s vision; it would not allow Lovêatar to enter therein, or other spirits of Pohjola, for such was the power of Väinämöinen and the Erilaiset.

			The goblin, watching the woman in blue with its sharp eyes, suddenly became aware of sounds in the woods below—faint, but coming from the hillside itself, not from the valley or fields beyond. It pricked its ears and listened. The barking and whining of dogs was plain to hear.

			Caught after all this time! Dogs on the hillside, the blue-eyed hounds of Tavastia with faces like wolves’. Surely their mortal masters had set them to search. Somehow it had been seen, and now the hunt was on!

			The goblin scrambled out of its muddy hole and ran through the trees, slipping on patches of melting, icy snow and ripping its tattered clothes on trailing branches. Famished and weak, the Hissi cried out in anger and fear for its now desperate plight. What had it done to deserve such a fate? Had it not endured pain and hardship, starvation and suffering for its mistress? Why was it the lot of its folk, its own lot, to know such torment and misfortune?

			Not far from the Hiisi’s hiding spot ran a game trail. Lӧhi’s servant made for it now, hoping to outpace the mortals and their dogs, then escape down the bluff’s blind side. Despite the sunshine, the air was cold and snow still covered the woods, but the dogs with their keen noses could track a scent even in winter’s chill and frost. The goblin cursed all mortals as it ran, calling on the queen’s mighty spirit to afflict them with all manner of misery, ruining their lands and towns. It received no answer, however. Lӧhi was not there, and the Hiisi was alone with its enemies.

			Halfway down the rolling slope, the barking became louder, mingled with the shouts of men. The dogs had caught its scent and cut across a great fold of mossy earth, hoping to come at it sideways and catch it unawares. It glimpsed them in the distance through the trees and knew it now had no escape; the hounds ran swiftly, their braying and growling echoing throughout the woods while their masters tried to catch up. About to give up and turn to face its pursuers, the goblin spied an outcrop of grey stone cutting like a dark narrow ribbon down the hillside. The stone fell a great distance, covered by an icy coat, clear and slick. Without hesitation, the Hiisi leapt upon the icy stone and slid down the slippery stair, crashing through bracken and bramble, then dropping many feet into a mossy pit below.

			The dogs barked excitedly in the woods above, but could not slide down the same way. The sound of the hunt changed as they turned to make their way round a twisting fold of earth and so descend to the foot of the hill. The goblin did not intend to wait for them.

			Battered and bruised, its leg hurt in the fall, it scrambled to its feet and sped down the even slope as fast as it could. The slope ended abruptly, opening onto a long patch of flat meadow, but opposite the meadow grew a broad, thicker wood with many trails and streams. The Hiisi had often hid in these woods and knew them well; it hoped to move quickly through the trees and come to places where the dogs could not follow, where it could elude its pursuers. It reached the bottom and paused, gasping for breath.

			The sounds of its enemies grew faint above it. A low, crumbling wall of stone, an ancient marker of some border long forgotten, made a sharp turn; beyond it, the meadow stretched out before it. It faced a long run to the safety of the woods, out in the open, an easy mark for watching eyes— but there was no other way. It would have to take the chance. If only the westering sun shone in their eyes!

			The goblin drew its only weapon, a long, curved knife. With a low howl, it ran along the stone wall and round the bend, ready to race to the tall trees in the distance. The Hiisi stopped short.

			There, waiting just around the bend, sat an old man on a speckled grey horse.

			The old man’s ruddy face was calm. His long white beard stood out against his colorful garb: a bright red tunic, its hems sewn with clever, multi-colored designs, and high yellow boots wrapped about his legs. A wooden staff lay across his lap, but his hand grasped a long sword glinting in the golden sunlight. His horse took a step back and snorted.

			The Hiisi, its face twisted with rage and anger, spat on the ground before it.

			“Curse you!” it screamed in the tongue of Old Talvimaa. “Curse you to the dark pits of Tuonela! May Tapiola wither and never be renewed!”

			The goblin raised his knife and sprang forward, intent on slashing the horse, if not its tall rider. But the old man called out a single word, “Pysäyttää!”

			The knife fell from the goblin’s hand.

			With a swift stroke, Väinämöinen brought down his sword, Jääpuikko. The goblin fell to the ground, its dark blood staining the snow that still clung to the hill’s lower slopes. The horse jumped, but the old wizard reined it in. He looked down at the dead goblin. His enemy was vanquished, but Väinämöinen’s face reflected neither triumph nor joy of victory, only a distant sadness; for though need may require stern choice, such grief brings no delight.

			The old man sighed and bowed his head. The sound of barking dogs came closer, and fleeting birdsong incongruously filled the air.

			And so no report from the Hiisia she had sent forth ever reached Lӧhi, nor did she ever learn of their struggles and sacrifice, of the suffering they endured to further her dark designs—but what did Lӧhi care? The Witch of the North was strong and botherered little about the fate of the meanest of her servants.

			




Chapter Two

The Valley of Song

			Nested inside a gentle dell within the old tower’s shadow lay Laulavalaakso, the Singing Valley. The power of the Erilaiset rested upon it. Green in springtime and golden in summer, the valley hosted many hearths, which sent smoke into the dark sky in autumn and winter. A winding ribbon of a clear, glistening stream ran through it, and cottages hugged the easy slopes on either side among the trees. On one side grew firs and pines, while a stand of white birches graced the other. But close by the long hall that the Erilaiset had built grew rowan trees that bloomed year-round and, in the winter months, were heavily laden with berries. Väinämöinen had chosen the spot after the battle seven years before.

			When mortals began to gather at Kyöpelinvuori to learn the ancient songs and rituals—which, though almost forgotten by the Seven Clans, were still remembered by the Erilaiset—they needed a place to dwell. Väinämöinen had chosen the dell in part because of its peaceful green among the tilled fields of the Tavastian countryside but chiefly for the beauty of the rowans, which reminded him of those at his home in Väinölä in far-off Karelia, where the heroes lived and where Mielikki still dwelt.

			After Tyë, Lӧhi’s great captain, had been defeated and his forces scattered or destroyed, Väinämöinen had agreed to the Seer’s plan, though he little trusted her. But Mielikki, daughter of Tapio and child of the Vanhalaiset, whose mind saw farthest of any being yet alive in the Far Northern Land, gave long thought to the matter. She sang in her garden, calling upon her father to guide her and upon Ukko the Creator to illuminate the uncertainty that darkened their counsels. Then knowledge came to her; she understood that, for good or ill, they must seek the path that ran through Kyöpelinvuori and thus the mortal Seer’s friendship. If there was any chance for the Seven Clans to return to the Old Ways and to stop the Witch’s last, great attempt to subdue them before her time faded, the Seer must play a leading role. And the Seer had discovered Tyë and his jewel, a great thing that could not be forgotten.

			So Väinämöinen and the Seer had traveled to Tapiola, the chief city of the Hare Folk, the Tavastialaiset. They came to the heart of that fair land of golden fields and blooming trees, the land that long ago had been the first homeland of the Kaamoslaiset ere they were sundered into the Seven Clans and spread throughout the Far Northern Land. King Egan of Etelamaa went with them, and Teemu, High Lord of the Elk Folk—and, of course, the little girl with dark hair, Ulla of the Karhulaiset, who bore the Mark of the Clan on her shoulder and whose coming had been a sign for mortals and Erilaiset alike.

			There they spoke with Asikkas, King of Tavastia, and with other great lords of the land. Bergil, Lord Captain of the March Wardens of the Far Northern Land, and Ilkka joined the debate. The lords and captains took counsel then about the battles in the north, the coming of Lӧhi, and the return of the Erilaiset to mortal lands, considering what they should do to protect their people and homelands. Mielikki’s prophecy was unveiled to the Hare Folk, and Väinämöinen urged Asikkas to join with them in common cause.

			Now the Tavstialaiset were wary, for the old wizard’s tale seemed incredible to them and many of them distrusted the Erilaiset. It had been long since the people of Tavastia had followed the ancient ways. The customs of their forefathers now seemed remote, like dim legends from the misty past. But the Seer of Kyöpelinvuori, to whom Asikkas had often turned, spoke this same counsel, warning him that the Seven Clans would be overcome one at a time unless they united and looked to the singers for wisdom. So in the end, Asikkas consented, and his nobles, too. Tavastia, Etelamaa, and Deep Länsimaa made a pact to join forces against Lӧhi. Soon the folk of High Länsimaa and Karelia joined the pact as well.

			Väinämöinen and Ulla returned to Kyöpelinvuori and found Mielikki there before them. She hallowed the ground of the little dell that the old man had chosen, close by to Kyöpelinvuori as the Seer wished. Then, ere she returned to the Enchanted Valley, Mielikki spent many weeks with Ulla while mortals and heroes built the little village together, gathering within the sacred grove. The ancient songs were heard once more in the Far Northern Land. And the people had come.

			From all corners of the Far Northern Land they came, from every clan and folk of the north. Each year in the spring and early summer, they arrived in the Singing Valley, driven by the same strange dreams and burning compulsions. Some were poor folk of the land or fishermen or hunters, as poor as Ulla’s people had been in Grankulta and the hardscrabble villages of the Marches that were no more. Others were craftsmen and traders and there was even a scattering of nobles from the great kingdoms of the south. Many men came, but each year several women also reached the Singing Valley, even some with children at their skirts. Man or woman, rich or poor, they told the same tale when at last they arrived beneath the old tower’s shadow.

			Dreams had come to them during the long winter months, when snow covered the Far Northern Land and the pale sun showed her face for only a few hours each day before dark night settled over the frozen lakes and woods. In some of the dreams they heard Mielikki, singing softly, her melodious voice making pictures in their minds, showing them the path to take though they knew not why. They left their homes and the lives they had known to come at last to the old Seer’s tower. There, the Erilaiset welcomed them to the gentle valley and taught them songs and spells of power—for indeed, they all had been born with this gift, the gift of magic, and needed only the ancient heroes to awaken it within them.

			During all this time, Lӧhi’s power had grown; her spirit waxed for a final season. The winters grew colder; great storms of snow and ice troubled the Seven Lands. The Itämeri Sea froze solid all winter long, and the shorter growing season left the folk of the Seven Clans little margin for comfort. The shadow of Lovêatar appeared in many places, terrifying people and spreading pestilence and disease, disappearing for a time only to reappear again in a new place far away. And other spirits, too, came out of the north, ghosts borne on a black wind from Pohjola to freeze mortal hearts and spread despair.

			But where the tietäjää appeared—the mortals who followed Mielikki’s call to become singers and shamans under the tutelage of the Erilaiset—the Witch’s power lessened and many evil things might be righted. They brought healing to the sick, as the ancient rituals of field and fertility brought healthy crops or rich bounty from the waters. Spells of ward and protection brought safety, freeing folk from fear, unease, and madness. Lӧhi’s power might not be broken, but it could be contested, giving the Kaamoslaiset respite from her deadly assault.

			In the bright sunlight of a new day, Ulla stood blinking in the doorway of the small pirtti she shared with Kirsikka. She yawned and stretched her long arms above her head. A trickle of water from a little spring above ran through a stony channel beside the pirtti and on down to join the stream below. Ulla stooped and splashed her face with the icy water, shivering from the shock. Fully awake now, she breathed deeply, savoring the strong evergreen smell mixed with the light scent of hearthfires. After a few moments, she grabbed her green hooded cloak, which was made of thick, coarse hemp after the fashion of the Reindeer Clan, and wrapped it about her shoulders. She wanted to talk to Väinämöinen this morning. Ulla knew exactly where to find the old man on such a day. He would be sitting beside the strangely shaped seidi-stone on the opposite side of the dell, staring out at the trees and grass, thinking.

			The little girl with dark hair had grown during all this time. Her dark brown locks fell past her waist, though she was as tall as many grown women. Her skin was still as fair and pale as ever, her limbs were long and lithe, and she skipped quickly down the path from her pirtti to the stream. She had stayed with Väinämöinen at Laulavalaakso, seldom leaving the Valley’s narrow confines, for seven years. Still restless at heart, she loved to travel, but had gone only once to Karelia and the Enchanted Valley since the Battle of Linnavuori, twice to the Stone City in Etelamaa, and twice again to Tapiola in the south.

			In some ways, Ulla’s life at Laulavalaakso was like her life in Grankulta. She did the chores and women’s work she was given—tending animals, learning to spin, knit, grind, and bake. But never did she forget that the Singing Valley, for all its charms, was not truly her home. Never did she forget the face and voice of her father, whom she still loved with the heart of a child, nor the family that had been torn away and never found. Never had Ulla’s will been broken by these things, but the sadness of her trials lingered, setting her apart from other folk. Yet her sharp mind and spirit grew strong.

			She seemed a village girl in some ways, but she was not, of course. Ulla, the child of Mielikki’s prophecy, bore the Mark of the Clan. Nobles and lords still came to the Singing Valley to see the bear’s claw on her white shoulder, but Ulla no longer cared or felt reluctant to show them. Now she recognized the power this gave her over them; she enjoyed their surprise, fear, and wonder. She had learned many things that few girls ever learned in those days, which did not wholly please Väinämöinen.

			Turi gave her lessons in how to shoot a bow until Ulla could hunt like a Warden in the wild. Her clear sight and true aim made her a match for men much stronger and larger. And in Etelamaa, Egan had taught her to use a sword. At first he did so in jest, for the young king had become a great swordsman, and it humored him to fence with the little girl armed with a long knife atop the Keep. When she proved a natural with quick reflexes and instinct, he drilled her in earnest. Ulla loved the thrill of wild swordplay and the sound of iron against iron.

			As a gift and remembrance, Egan gave her Pohjanpiiki, Tyë’s sword, which he had taken as a trophy from the field of Linnavuori. Ulla kept it in her cottage in a leather scabbard set with amber stones. She practiced handling it, long and heavy as it was, in secret—for she knew the old wizard disapproved, and feared he would take it from her. But she was wise enough to recognize that the great singer of the Erilaiset doubtless was aware of all she did.

			She did not just excel in swords and darts, however. From the day she sang the spell to weave Tulikki’s cloak, the great power within her was evident. She had the power of a mage and singer, one who might wield magic and make the loitsu of the Erilaiset. Väinämöinen recognized this strength, but was wary of the young girl’s following the path of singers too soon. He had not foreseen her future as a witch or wizard, and though he tried to divine the girl’s destiny, it was hidden to him. Yet a shadow seemed to darken his heart when he considered it. The old man had come to love the girl as if she were his own daughter, his own flesh and blood, and he grew terribly anxious for her safety. Ulla bore the Mark of the Clan, a sign unto all the folk of the Far Northern Land, and he wished her power to be manifest in that sign alone. He feared that, as a warrior, wizard, and rival to Lӧhi, her life would be spent in deadly peril and strife. More than anything else, he simply feared to lose her and knew that he would never forgive himself if anything bad ever happened to her.

			Still, he did not deny her knowledge, and the old singer of the Erilaiset taught the girl with dark hair many things. Although the heroes did not normally instruct children in the magic of the Vanhalaiset—few enough had ever shown Ulla’s skill or promise, save perhaps Lemminkäinen in the days old—Ulla often learned from Väinämöinen or other Erilaiset who came to Singing Valley to teach mortals the songs and the meaning behind them. And Ulla did not forget what she learned.

			To make these spells, a singer needed power and knowledge—knowledge of where things came from, of their nature and names. The wound caused by the iron sword might be healed by a singer who knew iron’s origins, and golden fields of wheat ensured by a singer who knew the nature of the seed, of the earth in which it grew, and of the sweet rain that watered it. Fire could be sparked with a single word by those who understood that it was lightning, the striking of Ukko’s hammer on the anvil of the heavens, that had first brought flame into the world below. But a singer drew on the Old Powers of the earth, the Vanhalaiset: Ahti, Lord of Waters, Akka, Mother of Earth, Ilmatar, Mistress of Winds, and old Tapio, Lord of the Forests and Mielikki’s sire in the depths of time. The words were but links in a chain.

			The Vanhalaiset each ruled their proper domains, while the singers and wizards merely acted as vessels, channeling the powers of the gods and drawing on their strength, matching that strength with the knowledge, words, and songs taught to them when the world was still young and its sadness yet far removed. But even the Vanhalaiset served Ukko, the creator and master, who, with deep, unknowable design, had fashioned the earth and the sky and the very stars in their courses in the blackness before time began.

			Wizards worked much magic for protection, healing, warding off danger, or increasing yield. Väinämöinen taught Ulla how a wizard might master a disease or misfortune with knowledge of it. By reminding it of its origin and of its weaknesses and remedies, a wizard might banish the evil thing or even trap it in a stone or hole, commanding it to remain in place and thus freeing its victim. But the old man was quick to warn her about the dark side to such spells. The evil magic of Pohjola, the sorceries that Lӧhi and her servants used, called kalma, were the reverse of such loitsu. Instead of healing, they brought curses, disease, and misfortune; other kalma might summon dark spirits from Tuonela into the waking world.

			Ulla thought on these things now as she came to the clear stream that divided the Valley. Few of the mortals who came there had the skill to learn the great spells. They mastered the ancient songs of the clans, and maybe learned the rituals of fertility or simple arts of healing and other such loitsu, and then returned to their folk. Only the strongest, in whom the flame burned brightest, mastered the deeper spells. The next step in their journey involved something strange, a great mystery that neither Väinämöinen nor Turi would speak about. When they had learned all they could, the men and women who might become wizards went on a journey into the wild with the Erilaiset, sometimes travelling all the way back to their homelands. It was whispered that they hunted or tried to trap their clan’s totem and did other strange rituals far from spying eyes. Only then were they made wizards, the tietäjää of the Seven Clans, and given staffs as signs of their station.

			For two years Ulla had begged Väinämöinen to let her make the hunt. She already had the strength and power of any mortal tietäjää and had learned wisdom from Väinämöinen himself since she was small. She truly wished to be a singer and magician like the Great Ones of the Erilaiset and help save her folk. But the old man remained silent, except to say she was still a child in the eyes of the heroes and should be patient.

			A line of brown stepping stones had been set in the stream and Ulla crossed them nimbly, careful not to slip into the chilly water. On the opposite side, several people lingered near the long wooden hall where the folk of Laulavalaakso gathered and where the singers’ fire always burned. Urho, an Erilainen of Karelia and a powerful healer, spoke with two men, mortals only recently arrived in the Valley. Urho waved to her, and Ulla waved back, but the girl continued into the birch wood and shortly began to climb a gentle slope.

			Not far up the slope from the hall, she found Väinämöinen. The old man sat atop the seidi-stone—a strangely shaped grey stone rising abruptly from the ground with a flat top like a rocky cap on a giant’s head—with his kantele at his side and a clay jug of sahti in his hand. Stretched out, he looked up at the white clouds in the sky with his long legs in their great yellow boots dangling over the side.

			“I thought I’d find you here,” said Ulla. “You are always on the stone on bright days in the springtime.”

			“And why not?” answered Väinämöinen without looking at her. “Here is a good place to be. It is pleasant to sing here and play music and watch the winds toy with the clouds up above.”

			“And drink before it is even noon?”

			“Most assuredly,” said Väinämöinen, sitting up now and smiling. “Home brew’s best in the morning before it’s sat too long. Here, come up here, child, and sit beside me! It is a fair day, at least for this day, whatever else the winds of the world may betide.” The girl with dark hair scrambled up onto the stone next to him, while the old man took up the kantele, playing a soft, melodious tune that was new to her.

			“I’ve never heard that,” she said, and the old man laughed.

			“I only made it up just now. I don’t make new tunes very often, like I used to. You know my way; the old songs are best and, after all, there are so many of them. But something about this morning called for something new, so there it is.”

			“It is very lovely.” She listened to the old man’s strumming until it trailed off and he was silent again. The girl swung her long legs up and down, blinking at the yellow sun.

			“How many people have come to the Valley already?” she asked.

			“Six so far,” said Väinämöinen. “And one’s a Karelian woman with her husband and children in tow. They left the forest last summer and spent the winter near to Keskimaa. The Karelians usually go to the Enchanted Valley, you know; after all, it is right there in the heart of the forest and they have never left the Old Ways or forgotten the songs. Strange that they would come all the way here, but that is what Mielikki’s song put in the woman’s heart.”

			“How many do you think will come this year?”

			“There were twenty last year—perhaps the same. It is very hard to say, child. I still don’t understand all that is happening. Hey there, stop kicking your legs or you’ll knock my jug off! You’re not so little anymore, more’s the pity. Aye, you’ll be grown soon. It’s a blessing when a child lives and grows, but it’s a sad thing, too. I’d have kept you as you were, a little imp, if I’d had the power.”

			Ulla tucked her legs beneath her and ran her hand across the smooth seidi-stone; she could feel the power within it. She had come to tell the old man something and to ask him something, too, but now she hesitated. She wished that she could simply spend the bright day sitting in the sun with him.

			“The Seer asked me to come see her,” she said at last. “I am going to Kyöpelinvuori today. Kirsikka is coming with me.”

			The old man’s smile vanished in an instant and a sour look crossed his face. “Did she now?” he said. “Well and good. And what does the old crone want?”

			“Who can say?” said Ulla, smiling as she used one of the old man’s favorite expressions. “Perhaps she wants to know more about the Hiisi you slew on the hillside last week. But I think . . . I think that she will ask me what she has asked me twice before: to come to the tower and be her apprentice.”

			The old man shook his head and sighed. The shadow of a cloud seemed to pass over them; where all had been bright about the seidi-stone, the light dimmed.

			“She does not give up easily,” he said. “But her wits are clouded from gazing into that looking glass, that crystal ball of hers, night after night. And what will you tell her, child?”

			“I do not wish to be her apprentice; you know that, Väinämöinen. Not that you would let me, even if I wanted to. But there is, well . . . .” Ulla looked down at her feet, clad in shoes of soft, tanned leather.

			“But what?”

			“I am stronger than she is!” said Ulla suddenly. “I am stronger than any of them or, at least, I could be. You know that I can work the spells and make the songs as well as any wizard—even Mielikki says so. Can I not make the hunt this summer? Will you not teach me the final songs and show me the trail? Why must I sit here, year after year, while others come and go with your blessing? I am not a child anymore, whether you wish it or no. And—and I bear the Mark of the Clan.”

			“Aye, you do,” the old man replied evenly. “And that is part of what worries me. The way I see it, you were meant to unite the clans and bring hope to us all in a dark hour, not divide them, or become the enemy of Lӧhi, like Lemminkäinen of old. There is no coming back from that path once you take it. Already many in Akkala, and even Etelamaa and Deep Länsimaa, speak of the witch-child who took the Dark Elf’s jewel and who lives with the singers. The children of the Far Northern Land were not taught magic in the days of old, neither by mortals nor by Erilaiset. It was taboo, and with good reason: Send a child on an errand, but follow along behind.

			“There is more to real strength than just power or force. There is wisdom; that comes with time and patience, and honoring those who have seen more than you by listening to them. It’s a difficult lesson for the young, to be sure.

			“But not all have accepted the Old Ways again; in Akkala, they remain forbidden. The clans must still be united. You are still young, little one. Let the future bring what it will. If that path is appointed you, there will be ample time and I will always be there to guide you.”

			Väinämöinen hopped down and took up his staff, which had been leaning on the seidi-stone. The girl looked at him and shook her head.

			“And I am not a man, but a woman; is that not also a reason?”

			“Few women among the Kaamoslaiset become wizards, this is true. Or at least, few women follow the Old Ways and the Vanhalaiset, rather than acting as simple witches, mixing what little true magic they know with superstition and mischief. Then, too, there is Lӧhi. But the same can be said for most men. And what of Unaja the Golden, your friend? She has grown very strong!

			“Most women who come here will be daughters of Akka, singing songs for the harvest and richness of the earth. This is their calling. But is Mielikki not the greatest among us, and is her magic not the deepest and most powerful, save for Lӧhi’s madness in Pohjola? Have patience, Ulla! What will be, will be! Do not rush toward the future. There is no need for haste; it will still be waiting when at last you come to it.”

			Ulla dropped from the stone and gathered her cloak about her. The old man’s keen, piercing eyes could be daunting, but she met his steady gaze without blinking.

			“I must be going now,” she said. “I need to find Kirsikka, and already the morning is passing. We have a long way to go to Kyöpelinvuori, and I hope to be back before dark. Good-bye!”

			The shaman watched as Ulla set off down the well-worn trail back toward the stream. Her long hair hung down her green cloak and her feet stepped smartly around the muddy rocks. Väinämöinen sighed and brought his hand to his neck as he watched her slowly dwindle in the distance. The old man’s heart was breaking, but he could not stop time nor even delay its steady march, singer and mighty wizard though he was.

			***

			Ulla crossed back over the stream by the long hall. More people were about now; most of the dozen or so Erilaiset who lived in the Singing Valley would be gathered inside the hall, teaching, or going about their daily business. She started up the fir-clad slope on the other side, but only a little ways from the hall, she heard a clear voice rising above the forest sounds, piercing the still air with a loveliness that sent shivers down her spine. Ulla followed the enchanting voice and, there, in a little glade not far from the silver stream, found Kirsikka.

			The red-haired girl stood by two shaggy ponies, already saddled and bridled, brushing their flanks as they nibbled the short, new grass and singing an old song of Etelamaa. She smiled when she saw Ulla, dropped her brush, and came forward to meet her.

			“It’s about time you got here,” she said. “If I’m going with you, I’d just as soon get started and get it over with. I don’t wish to be stuck at Kyöpelinvuori after dark. You know how that tower makes me shiver.”

			“How did you get the ponies?”

			“Unaja made the stabler give them to us. There are five or six down in the stables now. Aren’t they pretty? A little skinny maybe, but they’ll fatten up soon enough when the grass comes in. We’ll get there—and back—much faster if we’re riding.”

			Though matched for height, Kirsikka was a year older than Ulla. She wore her red hair tightly braided in the elaborate fashion of Tavastia, shot through with golden thread and covered with a fine, sheer veil. Her red-and-white dress showed off an apron hemmed with spirals of bronze sewn onto the fine cloth, while chains of silver and bronze hung from the clasps at her shoulders. Her yellow belt of soft leather held a short knife, given to her by Väinämöinen, forged in Seppälä and made winterfast by the smiths. Though still covered in freckles from head to toe, she had grown beautiful.

			Not only her coppery hair and bright green eyes set her apart, however. Kirsikka had come with Ulla to Laulavalaakso after the battle, and the two girls had lived together like sisters in a little pirtti surrounded by fragrant pine. But while Ulla learned the magic of the Erilaiset or played at being a warrior, Kirsikka discovered a different gift. Her wondrous voice became more musical and beautiful as she grew. Rich and rolling, like the fertile fields of Tavastia, it could soar like the tall firs reaching toward the sky on the snowy heights of the Wall of the Giants. It could be sonorous and deep as the dark blue waters of the Far Northern Land’s many lakes or as light and playful as a cuckoo’s trill in the Green Vales of Etelamaa. When Kirsikka began to learn the songs of all the Seven Lands and Seven Clans, she enchanted mortals and Erilaiset alike.

			No wizardly magic filled her song—she had not that gift; she was no shaman or mage. But the purity and clarity of the girl’s fair voice when she sang filled all hearts with joy and delight. Her fame grew in the lands about Kyöpelinvuori, so that folk came to listen to her at festival times and sought her songs for weddings and glad occasions. Many gifts she received, fine clothes and chains of precious metal and other delicate things, which pleased her greatly. Asikkas himself had heard her and offered to take her to Tapiola where she might live in plenty, singing before the highest nobility of the Hare Folk. But she would not leave Ulla or Väinämöinen.

			“Let’s go then,” said Ulla. “I haven’t packed any food, but I see there’s a bag on that pony.”

			“Unaja,” said Kirsikka. “She gave me two loaves, a cup of butter, and two white cakes that Kappi, the Menninkainen, baked only yesterday. They are very sweet!”

			The girls mounted the shaggy ponies and set off to the north, following the line of the wandering stream as it meandered back and forth through the dell. The valley widened and the ground on either side grew more level until, finally, as they rode round a stand of tall pines, a clear plain opened before them. The stream bent sharply to the west, where it flowed on into the distance, feeding the grasslands in that direction. A well-marked cart path ran ahead over the slightly tumbled plain and, some ways to the north, beneath the blue sky, they could see the hill of Kyöpelinvuori with the Seer’s tower on top. The girls struck the path and rode now between dun-colored fields.

			The fields, worked by the serfs of Kyöpelinvuori, fed many folk in the lands nearby, though the Erilaiset tilled their own fields near the southern bluffs. There were few people about; two or three peasants digging rocks from the earth scarcely looked at the girls as they rode by.

			“Did you ask him again?” said Kirsikka as they bounced along in their wooden saddles. Ulla snorted.

			“Of course. And, of course, he said the same thing—nothing. You are too young, it is unclear, there is yet time, and all the rest. Not that I had much hope; I can almost read his mind now, at least, what he thinks about me at any rate. But I thought that when he heard the Seer wished to see us, he might change his mind.”

			“She wishes to see you, not me; I am just keeping you company. When the old woman looks at me, it’s like I’m not even there. But you should have told Väinämöinen that you’ll accept her offer unless he gives you a staff. They all know how strong you are, anyway.”

			“I couldn’t do that,” sighed Ulla. “Besides, he can read my mind, too. He’d be more likely to take me to Karelia and lock me in Väinölä than anything else if he thought I’d really become her apprentice.”

			“Väinölä! There are worse places,” said Kirsikka. “But Väinämöinen has been strange lately in any case, especially since they caught that goblin. Did you see it? I heard they burned its body in the woods and buried the ashes.”

			“I saw it,” answered Ulla. “I hadn’t seen a Hiisi since—you know, since Linnavuori. It was very ugly. Väinämöinen said that it was spying on us and a sign that Lӧhi is stirring. But he wouldn’t tell me anything else when I pressed him.”

			“Well, that’s Väinämöinen,” the red-haired girl said with a laugh. “He won’t say anything at all or he corners you for hours with lessons and instructions. All or nothing is his way. But look here, Lumikki—” Kirsikka suddenly kicked her pony and shook the reins. “I’ll race you to the tower!”

			Her pony shot off and, with a cry, Ulla followed. Ulla chased her until just before they reached the hill, then she charged ahead of her friend. They pulled up together, panting no less than the ponies, which weren’t meant for racing. They stared up at the old, mottled tower.

			“Ugh,” said Kirsikka, her freckled face as red as her hair from the race. “Let’s get it over with. But you owe me for this, Lumikki; I’ll decide exactly what you owe me later.”

			The girls rested the shaggy ponies for a bit in the shade of an old, half-ruined rowan and then slowly rode up the hill of Kyöpelinvuori, three times round, climbing ever higher on the winding road until they reached the tumbledown keep at the tower’s foot.

			The crumbling keep remained much the same, but, on one side, the wall had been repaired and several new chambers built of smooth black stone. The Seer had requested this of Asikkas, and the king of the Hare Folk had sent men from Tapiola to build them. The chambers housed the Tornilaiset, the singers and magic-users who pledged fealty to the Seer.

			Every year, as the mortals from the Seven Clans arrived to learn the magic and wisdom of the Erilaiset, the old crone of Kyöpelinvuori walked among them. She took a liking to some mortals and, if they were not chosen to become true wizards, invited them to Kyöpelinvuori to learn the Seer’s wisdom. They formed a separate order, the Servants of the Tower. Some went to Langvika, the capital of Akkala, and others to Tapiola and Valkeakosk, or even to the Stone City of Etelamaa and the other chief towns of the Seven Clans. Though Väinämöinen and the Erilaiset did not like this, they could do naught to stop it.

			Servants waited for Ulla and Kirsikka when they reached the hilltop; they took the ponies, then led the girls through the ancient archway and up the old tower’s stair. Ulla had been to the tower many times, but she never grew used to the dark, narrow passage. She always felt the same sense of stifling suffocation as she climbed, and she always felt glad when at last she reached the great black door between the guttering torches and strange tokens.

			The door stood open this time, which was unusual, and light spilled out into the stairway. When Ulla and Kirsikka stepped into the great round chamber, their legs aching from the climb, the Seer of Kyöpelinvuori was there to greet them.

			She looked older, perhaps, than when the girl with dark hair had first seen her some seven years before. The lines in her face were deeper, her nose sharper, and her braided and threaded hair was the color of snow. But her eyes, grey as Väinämöinen’s, still glittered with a glassy sheen. She made a gesture of invocation, bending slightly so that her long black robes brushed the polished floor.

			Beside her stood a thin young woman with chestnut hair and long, clever hands below her dark sleeves: Siitsa of the Karhulaiset, Chief of the Tornilaiset, and closest in the Seer’s counsels.

			“Welcome, Ulla,” said the Seer in her thick Tavastian accent. “Not since the Night of Fire have you come to the tower; you have been missed. As have you, Cherry, though I have heard your golden voice from afar, growing ever more beautiful as the seasons pass.” Kirsikka blushed deeply but didn’t speak.

			“Come and take the refreshment that has been prepared for you,” said the Seer, motioning to a small table set with plates of brown cakes and cups of juniper berry wine. “It is a long way from the great hall where the singers dwell, even for riders.”

			Ulla bowed her head, and the girls came forward to the table. With the shutters open, the room was very bright and the golden Sampo shone like yellow flame.

			“Have any more spies been found?” asked Siitsa. “We have asked for more news, but it seems that little comes to us from Laulavalaakso these days. Doubtless you are very busy. But goblins so near to Kyöpelinvuori, in the very heart of Tavastia, portends some evil this year, or so my heart tells me.”

			The young woman smiled at Ulla, but, as always, her tone was faintly mocking. One of the Karhulaiset, just like Ulla and Kirsikka, and only a few years older than the girls, she came from a wealthy merchant family in Keskimaa and not the poor villages of the north. All her folk had been slain by the Itäläiset, however. Held captive, Siitsa had suffered great torment at their hands ere the Swan Folk rescued her. She had come to Kyöpelinvuori five years ago and learned much from the Erilaiset, though she did not become a tietäjää. But she knew many songs and was skilled in the deep arts of enchantment and summoning.

			For a long time now, she had dwelt at Kyöpelinvuori with the Seer. She greatly desired to be the Seer’s apprentice, but she was too old. The witches on the haunted mountain had never chosen such a one, already grown to womanhood. And yet Mechtil still hoped to have Ulla as an apprentice, and the dark-haired girl from the Marches was also older than any apprentice had ever been before.

			“There have been no more spies,” answered Ulla. “Just the one. Väinämöinen searched for some time and made many spells but found nothing. He is worried, too, I think, but has told me no more.”

			“Such is his way,” said the Seer. “The great singer can see many things, but is chary with what he shares, unless it be with the other Great Ones of the Erilaiset. And why not? He is wise beyond measure and his knowledge stretches back to the youngest of days. We are all indebted to the heroes of the Far Northern Land and, yet, we of the Seven Clans are a race apart, are we not?

			“But come, Ulla. I will take counsel with Väinämöinen when next I see him, and together we will discuss what must be done for the good of all, Erilaiset and Kaamoslaiset alike. I wish to discuss your future now, as well you know. Tell me, child, what are your own plans? What will the one who bears the Mark of the Clan do now?”

			The Seer came closer, leaning on her short black staff, but moving with no sign of age or infirmity. She smiled; Ulla saw her black teeth.

			“Well, I don’t know for sure, mistress,” she said, her heart speeding up as the dreaded conversation began. “I will go where Väinämöinen goes, but I do not know what his plans are.”

			“It would seem there is much he does not discuss with you,” said the Seer. “Yet I know well what you desire. You have great power within you, my child. And you are the chosen one of the prophecy of old. Why should you not join the greatest mages and make the hunt? Have you not asked this of Väinämöinen?”

			Ulla sighed. “Yes, mistress, you know I have. But—but I am still too young. And there may be other reasons besides.”

			“Ah, yes. Indeed, Väinämöinen may have many reasons. He is very wise and subtle. But does that not tell you something? There are other paths appointed you, perhaps, paths that he knows or senses even if he stays silent. Twice have I offered the path of Kyöpelinvuori to you, Ulla; twice you have said no—or Väinämöinen has said no for you. Too young you may be for the Erilaiset, yet you will soon be a grown woman and a child no longer. I offer Kyöpelinvuori to you for a third time, but it will be the last time. For, when the seasons come round again, you will be too old to become my apprentice.

			“For centuries have my mothers seen farthest of all in the Far Northern Land,” said the Seer, going now to the Sampo and standing within its golden glow. “And so I foresaw the rise of Lӧhi and the need for the Seven Clans to unite again with the Erilaiset. The return of our folk to the Old Ways is as much my doing as Väinämöinen’s. The crowns of Tavastia and Etelamaa turn to my looking glass for counsel, and the Lords of High and Deep Länsimaa acknowledge my sight. I have read the fortunes of many mighty lords and kings, giving them counsel in their times of need. And things are moving now in other places, even Akkala, things that only the power of Kyöpelinvuori can affect. You are of mortal race, Ulla; you bear the Mark of the Clan. You can become mighty among the Seers of old, mightiest of us all, perhaps; your strength may defeat even Lӧhi and send the Witch to sleep again, a sleep from which she will never, ever awaken.”

			Then the Seer walked about the round chamber, pointing to various beautiful and precious things among her hoard, telling Ulla their stories and of the deeds of her mothers. At last she came to a stand made of dark, polished wood. An embroidered cloth lay upon it, red with a hem of golden thread. The old woman lifted up the cloth with her bony hand, revealing a sparkling globe, the Seer’s magic crystal ball, the looking glass of Kyöpelinvuori.

			“Only the Seers of Kyöpelinvuori know the art of using the glass,” she said. “And, with the glass, we may answer those questions the lords of the clans need answered. The power of Kyöpelinvuori is greater even than that of the Erilaiset, Ulla—at least for those of mortal race. And it may be the instrument of your revenge against the one who has destroyed your family and taken all those you loved from you. Look into the crystal ball with me so that I may read your fortune! And then together, perhaps, we may divine your fate and plot your future.”

			Ulla started at this, turning first to Kirsikka, then scanning both of the strange women in turn. The Seer, lips pursed in a thin smile beneath her sharp nose and glassy eyes, returned her gaze, but Siitsa finally broke the silence.

			“Do you not yet understand that my mistress can read your heart and desire?” she said. “And why should you not desire revenge on those who wronged you? I, too, have seen all my folk torn from me. I would see those who did these things suffer in kind and Lӧhi thrown down in ruin. Consider well your choices, Ulla.”

			The crystal ball suddenly went dark; it seemed to beckon her as if from an impossible depth. A strange feeling took hold of Ulla, and, though she was yet a child, it seemed that thoughts and words came to her from another, unbidden. An image of the starry sky above the Enchanted Valley and the rowan trees of Mielikki’s garden passed before her eyes.

			“Kyöpelinvuori is indeed strong, mistress,” she heard herself say, “and the magic glass is a great boon to the Kaamoslaiset. But all such strength ultimately comes from the Old Powers of this world, and the Vanhalaiset are the instruments of Ukko. Even Lӧhi does no more than pervert and twist this power for her own dark purpose. It is difficult to see what path I should take when that wisdom is still hidden even from Tapio’s daughter, to whom the streams of wizardry flow through the very earth and waters of the Far Northern Land.”

			The moment passed. Ulla, herself again, blushed deep red as she stood before the Seer. Kirsikka kept her head down, staring at the half-eaten cakes on the wooden table. Siitsa made no sign, still smiling, but a look of displeasure flashed across the Seer’s face. The old woman came close to Ulla and reached out to touch her long, dark hair.

			“I can see you have wisdom of your own,” said the crone, her voice as steady as ever. “And this is all the more reason for you to make your decision yourself and not be swayed by the counsel of others. I will say one thing, then speak no more about it. If you become my apprentice, all that you see will be yours. One day you shall surely have even more: power, respect, strength, and all the secrets that your heart desires. This is the prophecy of the Seer of Kyöpelinvuori.

			“But go now and be of light heart. We shall always be friends, whatever the future may bring. I will soon go myself to Singing Valley to see the folk who have come to us this spring and to speak with Väinämöinen. Many things are moving now; we shall soon have fair guests. Perhaps we will speak of this again then.”

			Suddenly embarrassed, Ulla felt like a stupid child. She bowed her head and, not knowing what else to say, stammered, “Thank you, mistress.” She quickly made her way to the door with Kirsikka in tow. A servant already waited in the open doorway to escort them. The girls went down the narrow stair as quickly as they dared, leaving the Seer and Siitsa in the turret chamber high above.

			They mounted the shaggy ponies and set off down the path, but neither said a word until they traveled well down the hillside; they knew all too well that they could be seen from the tower.

			“That is the 
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