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Author’s Note
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THE SINGING SHORE is a trilogy that forms the third miniseries within the overall Zemnian Series. Although I originally meant to write a normal series like a normal person, each planned book turned into 300-500k-word monsters that had to be turned into miniseries. I realized I was creating something more like the Star Wars megaseries that divides into three trilogies, or like a TV series with separate seasons composed of multiple episodes. So you can think of this particular book as Episode 1, Season 3, if you so desire. Or you can think of it as the original Star Wars movie, which actually happens partway through the overall story.

This structure is, of course, unwieldy. On the other hand, it means each miniseries can be read as a standalone. Although The Singing Shore comes halfway through the overall series, and continues the action of the previous books, you don’t have to read the earlier installments in order to enjoy the current story. You can just read this handy-dandy series outline instead.

In The Midnight Land, which is split into two parts, we meet Krasnoslava Tsarinovna (Slava to her friends, if she had any), younger sister to the Empress of all of Zem’. Tormented by the poisonous kremlin atmosphere and her dubious gifts of empathy, Slava sets off on a journey of exploration to the Midnight Land, or what we would call the Arctic. This journey, as journeys tend to do, goes places that no one originally expected. By the end of it, Slava has faced down spirits, gods, curses, and her own sister’s madness, and is a very different woman than the one who set off. Her return starts a chain of events that, well, I can’t talk about here in case of spoilers, but that significantly alter the political landscape of Zem’.

In The Breathing Sea, which is also split into two parts, we meet the next Tsarinovna, the teenage Dasha. Dasha is supposed to have great magical gifts. Instead, she mainly has magical problems. On top of that, Zem’ is facing an influx of refugees, or possibly raiders, driven East by an invasion in the neighboring lands. Against this backdrop of social turmoil, Dasha sets off on her first journey from home, hoping to visit her kin in the North and learn to control her magical gifts. That journey, too, is full of twists, turns, and surprises, and finally brings her to the coastal city of Pristanograd, where The Singing Shore begins.

The action in The Dreaming Land, which forms a trilogy, takes place several generations later, and features Valeriya Dariyevna, disgraced second-sister (first cousin) of the Tsarina. Valya finds herself called back to the capital city of Krasnograd when the Empress needs her services once again—and soon she’s embroiled in intrigue, dirty dealing, an arranged marriage with the son of her worst enemy, and, of course, a journey (I like journeys).

As is probably obvious by now, Zem’ is a Slavic-inspired world with a matrilineal society. Meanwhile, in The Singing Shore, the Zemnian characters travel (more journeys!) to a Nordic-inspired land. In the back I go into more detail about the historical basis and real-world inspirations for the geographies and societies featured here. I am looking forward to rejoining you there, and so, without further ado, let us plunge into our adventure!​
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Map of the shoreline between Zem’ and Seumi
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Map of Seumi

[image: A medieval-looking map of Seumi.]
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A Note on Measurements
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SINCE THE SOCIETIES featured here are all pre-industrial, they do not, as a general rule, use very precise measurements. Time is normally indicated by time of day or how far the sun or moon are from the horizon. Richer people would have had access to candle clocks and sometimes measure time in candlemarks, which are approximately one hour. Distance is given in versts (pronounced vyorsts), an old Russian measurement of roughly one kilometer.
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Newsletter Signup
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Want to join my newsletter and get regular updates and special offers? Click here or scan the QR code below to get your free story and sign up (but only if you want to!).
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Epigraph
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I opened my veins: out gushed life,

Uncontrollably, irreplaceably.

Bring all the basins and bowls!

Any bowl will be too small,

Any basin—too flat.

Over the edge—and past—

Into black earth, to feed the grass,

Out gushed—irrevocably,

uncontrollably, irreplaceably—verse.

Marina Ivanovna Tsvetaeva
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Chapter One
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SETTING OFF ON THE journey took much longer than Dasha thought it should.

When she had volunteered herself to be the envoy to the Rutsi, it had been just past Midsummer and the sky had been full of light all night long. But now it was the end of Haymoon, darkness was covering the sky at midnight once again, and Dasha was still stuck in Pristanograd, with little hope of leaving anytime soon.

“If we wait much longer, we won’t be able to go at all this year,” she told the informal Princess Council that had gathered for yet another interminable and inconclusive meeting.

“So impatient,” said Princess Belova, and clucked her tongue affectionately. Princess Belova was a full-figured woman somewhere between Dasha’s mother and Dasha’s grandmother in age, with a warm maternal air and a fondness for Dasha. Inconveniently, this fondness did not extend to Dasha’s plans. 

Princess Belova ruled Belovskoye, the Westernmost province in Zem’. It shared a border with the territories of both Rutsi and Tansko, and had been hit hard when the Rutsi and Tatchani had started fleeing East to escape the oncoming army from the Middle Sea. At first most of the foreigners seemed to be desperate refugees running for their lives, although they caused enough trouble even so. Of late, they seemed to be actual war parties as often as desperate refugees. There had been murmurings in the Princess Council these past few weeks that perhaps this was a prelude to an actual invasion. 

Whether refugees or raiders, the Rutsi brought theft, rape, and murder with them wherever they went. Princess Belova’s soft friendly face hardened into hatred whenever they were mentioned. She had been opposed to any talk of an alliance with them from the start, and the idea of sending Dasha to them as the Zemnian envoy filled her with horror.

“They’re barbarians,” she said every time the topic came up, which was almost every day. “They commit the most dreadful outrages! Including—especially—against women! The things I’ve heard from my people...I’d tell you, but it’s unfit for your tender ears, Tsarinovna.”

“I have spent time with them,” Dasha would explain every time. “I know what kind of outrages they commit.” Then she would have to stop and reassure Princess Belova and everyone else that none of those outrages had been committed against her. 

She had been briefly taken hostage by a band of Rutsi raiders earlier in the summer. The leader, Bjorn, had wanted to make a marriage alliance with her. But he had been killed by Dasha’s half-sister Svetochka during a raid on a village. Dasha still wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She hadn’t really known Bjorn well, and what she had known she hadn’t really liked. A marriage with him would have been a trial, not even counting the issue that he had been twice her age. But when he had proposed it, her visions had whispered that this was right, this was what could and should be. Only he had bled his life out in her arms, after Svetochka had driven Dasha’s own sword into his chest.

Now Dasha felt a queer ache in her breast every time she thought about it. She wasn’t sure if it was heartbreak, or the pain of an unfulfilled vision. She had so little experience with either that it was hard to tell what she was feeling.

She shifted in her seat, trying to find a position that didn’t cause the edge of the bench to bite into the backs of her thighs. Behind her, her guard Alik bounced lightly on his toes for a breath before returning to immobility. He’d told her it was something he and many of the other guards had to do to keep from fainting—of boredom, he’d claimed—during long meetings of the Princess Council.

Dasha couldn’t blame him. She felt a bit like fainting herself. The princesses were squabbling. Again. Squabble, squabble, squabble, that’s all they did. She had complained about it to her mother on more than one occasion. Her mother had told her that it was true, but the alternative was the ironfisted rule of warlords, like the barbarians to the West and East. That was what you got when you let men rule: constant fighting and death. But in Zem’ most rulers were women, and women knew the true cost of a precious life, each one brought forth in danger and pain. Therefore, they preferred to fight with words.

“Can we trust the word we are receiving of the current situation on the Middle Sea?” Princess Zapadnokrasnova was demanding, cutting off an argument between Princess Belova and Princess Pristanogradskaya over whose province had suffered the worst from the Western raiders.

“What truth ever comes from the South?” said Vladya. Even though she was the shortest person present at the council, even shorter than Princess Zapadnokrasnova and Dasha’s mother, she appeared to be looking down her nose at everyone. As usual.

Vladya was the heir to Severnolesnoye, the giant province that stretched across most of the North of Zem’, from the taiga up into the tundra and beyond the edge of all the maps of the Known World. But it wasn’t the size of her province that made Vladya look down her nose at everyone. Vladya had always been smarter than everyone else around her. That hadn’t been hard when she had been a little girl in the barbaric backwater of Lesnograd, but she had maintained her status once she had come to Krasnograd, the capital of Zem’, as ward to Dasha’s mother, the Tsarina. In some ways she was the closest thing to a sister Dasha had, closer even than Svetochka. But Dasha was still a little bit afraid of her.

“It is hard to know what the truth is when one speaks of the Middle Sea, but all the reports say the same thing,” said Dasha’s mother. She spoke mildly, but everyone fell silent at her words. To Dasha, she was just her mother, but to everyone else, she was Krasnoslava Tsarina, Empress of all of Zem’, bearer of magical gifts, favored by the gods, and the woman who had overthrown her own sister. She was small and slight, with a triangular face and very large gray eyes that, it was said, always saw the truth. Her princesses respected her, and feared her, and didn’t quite know how to reconcile those feelings with her avowed plans to make Zem’ a better, kinder, more civilized place.

“The commander of the Middle Sea army, the one who was leading the campaign against the Tatchani and the Rutsi, has returned to their capital city,” she was saying. “Civil war has erupted between those who support him and his mother’s claim that he is the true-born son of his mother’s husband, their emperor, and those who say he was borne to another man.”

“Good!” said Susanna fiercely. “Let them war amongst themselves! That means they will not attack us!”

Susanna was from Avkhazovskoye, a small queendom in the Southern mountains that had been independent until incursions by the Middle Sea empire had forced them to seek protection from Zem’. Now Avkhazovskoye was, in word at least, another province of Zem’. A province where the people had different customs and spoke a different language and thought of themselves as decidedly different from their Northern neighbors. No one was very happy about the arrangement, but all had judged it better than the alternative, which was for Avkhazovskoye to become a staging ground for the Middle Sea empire to launch its attacks on Zem’. 

That it wanted to launch such attacks seemed indubitable. It had been aggressively moving North for generations, gobbling up the territory of distant, exotic lands like Alemansko, far off to the South and West, even as it made feints towards Avkhazovskoye. Now, within Dasha’s lifetime, it had captured most of Tansko and moved into Rutsi. It had sent envoys to Zem’, offering “alliances” of questionable worth against the warlike tribes of Tansko and Rutsi. Most assumed this was a way to keep Zem’ distracted while it established its armies along the Zemnian border, the better to invade Zem’, the largest, richest, and most powerful of the Northern lands, itself. 

But all that had changed with the news that the commander of the Middle Sea army that had conquered Tansko and was moving into Rutsi may not have been the son of their emperor. As everyone had agreed when they had heard the news, only fools reckoned descent through the male line. Once you started doing that, misunderstandings such as this were bound to occur. Although his mother was also of the imperial family, as she was said to be her own husband’s second-sister. This, everyone had also agreed, was just the kind of perversion foreigners were likely to get up to. Only in Zem’ did people seem to understand the need to freshen the line properly. Elsewhere half the families were running around producing misbegotten children of incest at every turn.

Misbegotten child of incest or not, the Middle Sea commander had had to rush back to the South to defend his claim, leaving his army in disarray and his plans of conquest in shambles. Or so everyone hoped. Scouts under the command of Dasha’s Aunty Olya, otherwise known as Olga Vasilisovna, from the same great Severnolesnaya family as Vladya, had been sent out to see what they could find. One of the many reasons for the delay of Dasha’s mission was the professed need to wait for the scouts to report back on the situation on the border.

Dasha knew why Aunty Olya had volunteered to lead the scouts, and why the rest of the council had agreed to it. Dasha had agreed to it as well. Aunty Olya was not much for sitting around attending council sessions, but she was just the person to go venturing off into hardship and danger. The scouting expedition was in the best hands it could be with her. But it meant that one of the few people whom Dasha knew, liked, and trusted had left her just when she would have most wanted a friendly face at her side.

And to make things worse, Aunty Olya was most likely not going to accompany Dasha on her mission. Dasha had argued that Aunty Olya would be just the person to come with her, but the other princesses had argued back that they needed Aunty Olya’s scouting ability more. Besides, Aunty Olya was a terrible person to bring along on a mission of peace. Surely Dasha could see that.

Dasha could indeed see that, but the thought of no Aunty Olya by her side made her heart sink. The only thing she feared more than setting off for Rutsi without her, though, was being thought a coward by the Princess Council, so she kept her mouth shut and told herself all would be well, Aunty Olya or no Aunty Olya. 

This session of the council, like every previous session, ended with the decision that they needed to wait and gather more information before they could safely send Dasha forth. When Dasha voiced—again—her concern that if they waited much longer, they would be unable to set out at all this year, Princess Belova told her, smiling comfortably, that a year’s delay would be no great loss.

“After all,” she said, “perhaps things will have settled down by then.”

They haven’t settled down for a good ten years! Why would they settle down now? But Dasha bit her tongue before those words could come out. She knew Princess Belova’s hope that things might settle down was not entirely unfounded. The civil war on the Middle Sea could change everything. But their conquest of Zem’’s Western neighbors had thrown that entire half of the Known World into unrest, and Dasha thought it unlikely to resolve anytime soon. She also knew that in the eyes of the council, she was still a flighty girl with no knowledge of the real world. The Tsarinovna, yes, and fated to take her mother’s place as Empress of all of Zem’ one day, but as she would only reach her eighteenth birthday this Leaffall, she was still two years away from being of age, and she was—to their minds—a bit touched in the head as well.

Dasha got up from her uncomfortable bench and, with Alik close at her back, filed out after the others from the Great Hall of the Pristanograd kremlin. She tried to catch Susanna’s eye, hoping they could go riding together. Susanna was only a year older than Dasha, and her companion. She had come with Dasha from Krasnograd on Dasha’s first journey away from her home city and her home kremlin, and had shared in many of Dasha’s adventures. She was the closest thing to a best friend Dasha had. 

She also had a high-spirited black stallion named Chernets who required regular exercise. Dasha had a healthy respect of Chernets that bordered on fear, but since Susanna was the only person who would go riding with her every day, she tried to harbor warm feelings towards him. She was a little worried that her own horse, an elegant chestnut mare named Poloska, was currently harboring slightly too warm feelings towards Chernets, as her season was upon her, but she told herself that both she and Susanna were excellent horsewomen, and could prevent anything untoward from happening.

Susanna, however, left the Great Hall deep in conversation with Vladya. This was an unexpected development, as Vladya and Susanna had hated each other on first sight. But the past few days they had been deep in conversation every time Dasha had seen them. She didn’t know what it meant, and she didn’t like the feeling she got every time she saw it.

You’re just jealous, she told herself. Susanna is your friend, and Vladya is your...some kind of sister, and you don’t like it that they’re always talking to each other but never to you. That’s all.

Dasha’s words were bold in her head, but not bold enough to drown out the other words, the ones she was trying not to hear, the ones that told her this was a vision, or something very like one. A vision of what, she didn’t know.

Dasha had been conceived at the gods’ behest. According to them, she had been brought into the world of women to tip the balance towards life, not the death that most other humans seemed determined to deal out to everyone and everything around them. And she was supposed to be gifted, like so many other women of her line.

To her distress, her gift had first manifested itself in uncontrollable visions of disaster. The seer’s gift was said to be the wildest and strangest, but Dasha’s was particularly wild and strange. Then her visions had begun giving her fits, so that healers had declared she might have the falling sickness. Then she had begun setting things on fire.

Training with priestesses of the Sisterhood of the Forest had given Dasha some small measure of control over her ever-wilder-and-more-frightening gifts. Meeting with the gods of the forest and swearing a solemn oath to serve them had given her a temporary respite from her fits. Both they and her gifts were still far from tame, though. And, to Dasha’s mingled worry and relief, the visions appeared to have left her. After having several strong ones on the journey here, she hadn’t had one since she had arrived in Pristanograd.

Since Dasha considered her visions to be mainly useless, as well as very upsetting, she should have been happy to be rid of them. But more and more she had been feeling a strange...hunger for them. If that was the right word. She couldn’t quite say what it was she felt, but with each visionless day, she felt something was missing from her life. She was profoundly unsatisfied in some fundamental way, and she wouldn’t be satisfied until the visions came back. Or maybe it was just restlessness from being trapped here after being on the road for so long. All she could say for certain was that she was unfulfilled, and she wasn’t sure what it would take to fulfill her, but whatever it was, she wouldn’t find it cooling her heels here in the Pristanograd kremlin.

“Ah, Tsarinovna.” Dasha had come out of the Great Hall and gone to the kremlin sea wall to look out over the bay. A waning half-moon was sailing through the blue early-evening sky, and the sun was almost kissing the water, setting both sea and sky alight with rippling golden flames. Dasha screwed up her eyes against the dazzle, but looked anyway. Whatever it was she was missing, she felt it was in those golden flames. 

But now Princess Zapadnokrasnova had come to stand beside her, forcing her attention back to more mundane matters. Alik stepped away to give them privacy, and also, she thought, to hide the instinctive grimace that Princess Zapadnokrasnova’s voice had evoked. Alik liked a laugh, and was not as respectful towards princesses as perhaps he should have been.

“Do not worry, Tsarinovna,” Princess Zapadnokrasnova told her, touching her lightly on the elbow. “You’ll be able to set off soon.”

“I thought you were opposed to this journey,” Dasha said. “I thought you were opposed to any treaty with the Rutsi or the Tatchani.”

“I was, at first.” Princess Zapadnokrasnova was the ruler of a large province on the West bank of the Krasna, the great river that began up in Susanna’s Southern mountains, and rolled through the central black earth region, where Krasnograd was located, as a mighty force, before emptying into the Breathing Sea here at Pristanograd. 

Princess Zapadnokrasnova, in contrast to the mightiness of her name and her province, was a small, slight woman. She looked quite similar to Dasha’s own mother, although they were only very distantly related. But while Dasha’s mother still had—Dasha thought—an air of youth and beauty to her, even though she was far from a young woman, Princess Zapadnokrasnova’s triangular face had sharp little eyes peering out through papery skin stretched tight over her sharp cheekbones. There was an air of brittleness and ill humor to her, even when, as now, she was doing her best to smile affably.

“But you have persuaded me, Tsarinovna,” she was saying. “With your eloquence and passion—do you mind if we turn around? The sun is hurting my eyes.”

Obligingly, Dasha turned her back on the sunset. She could still feel it, though. She could always sense which way lay West. Another one of her dubious gifts. West was, after all, the direction of the setting sun—and therefore death. It was a thought Dasha tried very hard not to dwell on. And thus far her direction sense had only done her good, saving her when she had been lost in the forest during her journey here.

“I am glad I have persuaded you,” Dasha said to Princess Zapadnokrasnova. “Perhaps now you can begin persuading some of the others. Else I fear I will never leave Pristanograd.”

“Now, now,” Princess Zapadnokrasnova told her. “I know how impatient young women can be, but sometimes waiting is worthwhile. And I have a suggestion to make to you—no, a favor to ask of you, if you can stand to wait a little longer.”

“Of course I will be happy to do you any favor in my power,” said Dasha.

“I know you would, Tsarinovna. Everyone says what a goodhearted, good-tempered young woman you are. Not at all the wildwoman we all expected when you were born!” Princess Zapadnokrasnova laughed shortly. Dasha tried to laugh with her. Everyone had been expecting...someone completely other than who she was, ever since she had been born. Everyone had taken great care to ensure that she was humble, and obedient, and compliant, and all the other things they had assumed she would not be. Unfortunately, in all their care they had failed to see that, far from being a wildwoman and a warrior, Dasha was by nature timid and gentle. All those well-intentioned lessons in humility and compliance and consideration for others had been, she was now starting to see, perhaps the worst thing they could have done.

Dasha thought of Vladya, and Susanna, and all the bolder, more high-spirited girls and women around her. Perhaps not. Perhaps it was good that she was soft and gentle. Especially since she was the one whose hands could burst into flame.

“I am pleased that others think so well of me,” she said, sliding her hands behind her and leaning back against them onto the sea wall, just in case they took it upon themselves to misbehave. Her flames hadn’t come at all for weeks, even when she’d tried to summon them, but they were fickle. They liked to appear when she didn’t want them, and refuse her call when she did.

“Of course, of course...” said Princess Zapadnokrasnova. “So, my favor, dearest, most esteemed Tsarinovna. When you do set off on this journey, I humbly beg that you take my son with you.”

#
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“Your son? Why would he want to come?”

“Ah, Tsarinovna, you know how young men are—and my Misha in particular. Always looking for adventure! Always on a quest to prove themselves.”

Princess Zapadnokrasnova said it affectionately, without the sour twist to her mouth that normally marked her words about her daughters. Dasha had already guessed that Princess Zapadnokrasnova, like so many women, doted on her son at the expense of her daughters. Dasha had never actually met Mikhail Yarmilovich, Princess Zapadnokrasnova’s son, but she had already heard enough about him to have taken a decided dislike to him. He sounded self-centered, willful, and vain.

“I am sure your son is a very worthy young man,” Dasha said, instead of what she was thinking. “But how would his presence benefit my mission? And this journey might be dangerous. Are you certain you wish to send your only son on something so chancy and risky?”

“That is exactly why he should come, Tsarinovna,” said Princess Zapadnokrasnova. “My Misha is a valiant warrior, as I’m sure you’ve heard. He will be a stout protector for you.”

“I thank you for the offer,” said Dasha. “But I will have other protectors. There is no need for you to risk your only son.”

“Ah, but Tsarinovna, will you have other protectors?” Princess Zapadnokrasnova’s sharp little eyes peered at her with an expression halfway between cleverness and cunning. “Your father is to stay here, is he not, and so is Boleslav Vlasiyevich. Even our dear, brave Susanna Gulisovna is likely to stay behind, much as she might rail against it.”

“Well...” said Dasha. “Yes.”

One of the many things delaying her departure was the issue of who would accompany her. Her father, Oleg Svetoslavovich, had been the one to take her from Krasnograd up North to Lesnograd, and then West from Lesnograd to Pristanograd. But Oleg was a servant of the gods of Zem’, and there was some doubt that he would be able to leave its borders. Even if he could, it was speculated, he might be weak and helpless. 

So, even though he had offered several times to risk it, it had been decided that he would stay behind. Dasha knew he was unhappy about it. He had played such a small role in her girlhood, and now, when it seemed he might be able to play a larger role in her transition to womanhood, that chance was being denied him. 

Dasha had told him it was for the best. This way he could spend more time with Svetochka, his daughter by a peasant woman. Svetochka, Dasha had told him, needed his protection and care even more than she, Dasha, did. Dasha had many protectors. Svetochka had none. But that did not remove the fact that he was abandoning Dasha at this crucial moment.

Boleslav Vlasiyevich, the captain of her mother’s guard, had also volunteered to accompany Dasha to Rutsi. But once again the council had refused his offer. They could not leave the Empress unguarded, especially at such a fraught moment, when foreigners were literally pouring into their lands. Zem’ was not exactly at war, but it was not exactly not at war either. Dasha’s mother had said she would rather see her daughter protected by Boleslav Vlasiyevich’s renowned skills than herself, and Boleslav Vlasiyevich had declared himself ready to lay down his life in service to the Tsarina and the Tsarinovna, of course, but after two very contentious council sessions it had been agreed that Zem’ would be best served by Boleslav Vlasiyevich’s continued presence at the Empress’s side, both as bodyguard and as military advisor, should it be necessary.

Susanna had also offered to accompany Dasha, but Princess Iridivadze, Susanna’s mother, had objected to the idea so strenuously that Susanna had been forced to acquiesce. 

Princess Iridivadze, along with her handpicked retinue of Avkhaz scouts and warriors, had ridden at all speed from Krasnograd, where she had been spending the summer, to Pristanograd when she heard that Susanna was there and also, and perhaps more importantly, that a de facto Princess Council had been formed there and was making important decisions. Princess Iridivadze was determined that Avkhazovskoye should be represented when anything of import was decided. So far the main decision she had made was that, with things so unsettled, Susanna should return home that fall and prepare to take up her position as her mother’s heir, and certainly not go haring off to barbaric foreign lands. 

Susanna and Dasha had both been bitterly disappointed, but Princess Iridivadze had been adamant, and even the hotheaded Susanna could recognize the sense in her mother’s words. The gods alone knew what the Middle Sea empire would get up to with this civil war it was falling into. Perhaps it would leave Avkhazovskoye and the Southern mountains alone. Or perhaps it would redouble its efforts to annex them. Either way, the place for the heir of Avkhazovskoye’s most powerful princess was in her homeland, not getting into danger in some foreign land on some foreign shore.

But this meant that so far Dasha had no one to accompany her to Rutsi. Well, that wasn’t quite true. Yuliya, a Zemnian woman who had been married briefly to a Rutsi man and spoke the language, and Birgit, a Rutsi woman who had been captured in Lesnograd that summer, were both definitely to go with her to act as translators and guides. But that was hardly enough to guarantee either Dasha’s dignity or her safety. She needed experienced councilors and advisors to help her in any negotiations, and to speak for the Princess Council. She would be her mother’s representative, but she was still too young to represent Zem’ on her own. 

Beyond that, she needed bodyguards and a reasonably sized retinue in order to keep her safe and make the kind of impression that needed to be made on their potential allies. Prince Zapadnokrasnov, however irritating his personal qualities were likely to be, was a young man of very noble blood, and supposed to be excellent with a blade as well. He would, at least in theory, make a fine addition to her party.

“If both you and your son are willing, and my mother and the Princess Council agree, I would be happy to have him accompany me,” Dasha told Princess Zapadnokrasnova. Her heart gave a strange little flutter as she said the words. It was like a vision was trying to come out, but couldn’t. A crawling sensation, a faint echo of the fits that had plagued her that spring, slithered up her spine. Dasha shook her shoulders to dispel it.

“Wonderful!” exclaimed Princess Zapadnokrasnova. “I cannot tell you how much joy your words bring me, Tsarinovna! Misha is expected to arrive here any day now, and then he will be entirely at your service.”

“I am honored and delighted,” said Dasha with a bow, and left. A prickling lingered on the back of her neck as she walked away from the sea wall. Whether it was from the sun, Princess Zapadnokrasnova’s piercing gaze, or the faint traces of a hidden vision, she couldn’t say.
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Chapter Two
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“WHERE ARE YOU GOING, Tsarinovna?”

Alik came back over from where he had been loitering on the edge of sight all throughout Dasha’s conversation with Princess Zapadnokrasnova. The grimace was gone, replaced by a smile.

Alik was Dasha’s favorite of the three guards who had come with her from Krasnograd. Until recently, Dasha had always lived—she now saw—in fear of her guards. Not because she was worried they would hurt her, but because they bossed her around terribly. Even the guards who had come with her on this journey, who had been chosen as much because they were young and friendly as because they were good at what they did, had not been very kind to her at first. There was something about Dasha that drew strong reactions from others, and often those reactions were to attack her and put her down. 

But Alik had generally been decent to Dasha. She thought maybe he was like an older brother to her. That made the fact that sometimes she found her eyes lingering on him in a very un-sisterly way even more disturbing than it would have been otherwise. She wasn’t sure if it was the admiration he drew from every woman who saw him, the fact that it was time for her to be having these thoughts of men, frightening as she found them, or some special connection between the two of them. A little of all three, she thought.

“To see Fedya,” Dasha told him.

Alik wrinkled his nose in distaste. “In that sanctuary?” he asked.

Dasha nodded. Alik’s expression of distaste spread across his entire face. Dasha supposed she couldn’t blame him.

Their party had picked up Fedya that spring, on their way to Lesnograd. He had been traveling alone, disguising himself—well, trying to disguise himself; everyone other than Dasha had seen through it right away—as a woman.

He had been in a pitiable condition, and Dasha had said they had to take him in and help him. But since the help he initially insisted he wanted was to be taken to a women’s sanctuary so that he could live there as a sister, it was rather difficult to know what to do with him. The sanctuaries he had already approached had flatly refused to take him in. He was welcome to join any men’s sanctuary he cared to enter and become a priest, but joining a women’s sanctuary and becoming a priestess was out of the question. All the sanctuaries maintained strict sex segregation for good reason. All but one.

It had been Oleg who had suggested the castrates. Dasha had been horrified, but Fedya had leapt at the idea. So they had taken him to the castrates’ forest sanctuary and left him there before continuing on to Lesnograd. Fedya had then come to Pristanograd with the other new initiates to “take the seal,” their words for having their private parts cut off, in the supposedly healing waters of the Breathing Sea.

Dasha didn’t know how healing the waters actually were, but Fedya had taken both the lesser and the greater seal, meaning he had had everything cut off, and recovered quickly and with no infection. Dasha had only a vague idea of what that everything was when it belonged to men, but she knew enough to know that the pain and the danger must have been considerable. 

But Fedya had gone into it of his own free will, and proclaimed himself relieved of a great burden when it was over. He had shed most of his incredibly annoying ways since taking the seal, and become almost like a friend to Dasha. Indeed, he had been the one to point out to her that she was like him in some significant way, being both of and not of the ordinary world of women. He had been the one to plant that idea in her head, which had led to the idea of going as envoy to the Rutsi. Who better, she had said, to be an envoy to the foreigners than someone who was a little bit foreign in her own native land? Straddling worlds was what Dasha had been born to do, and here was a concrete and necessary chance to do so.

Alik and the other guards had taken an instant dislike to Fedya, however, that had if anything only gotten worse since he had taken the seal. In their eyes, pretending to be something you weren’t by prancing around in women’s clothes was bad enough. Cutting off your manhood was a hundred times worse. Dasha had to agree, although from her perspective Fedya was greatly improved by the change, as strongly as she had opposed it in the beginning.

“That sanctuary is no place for the likes of you, Tsarinovna,” Alik said now.

“I know,” Dasha said. “But Fedya is my friend.”

“A friend who wants you to...” Alik paused. Dasha could see him wrestling with how to express his thoughts in a way acceptable to say to an innocent young woman, and the Tsarinovna. “To, ah, mutilate yourself,” he said. “And in a way...you know, in the Hordes, people sometimes show their courage by scarring themselves. My father had scars on both his cheeks.”

“Really?” Dasha had never heard that before. Alik’s father had been a warrior from the Hordes, the tribes on the far side of the mountains on the Eastern edge of Zem’. Sometimes women from the steppe took such men as their husbands, if they captured them when they came on raiding parties. It was considered an excellent way to freshen the line, and with the boldest and handsomest warriors in the Known World, too.

Alik’s mother had done so, and they had produced a son with raven-black hair pulled back in a steppe warrior’s long tail, skin the color of honey in sunlight, a strong sharp chin that grew a dusting of shining black hair whenever he skipped shaving, bright black eyes sitting above high, wide cheekbones that spoke of the East, and a smile that lit up any room better than sunshine at midday. And to top it off, he wore steppe battle silks under his light steppe armor, with a knout and a long, slightly curved steppe sword on his belt, and a throwing knife in his right boot.

It was no wonder every woman’s eye turned his way when he walked by: he was the handsomest man Dasha had ever seen. The Hordes had a fearsome reputation in Zem’, but if the men all looked like Alik, Dasha would have been glad to be going on a mission to them rather to than to the Westerners. All the Westerners Dasha had seen had been plain, if not downright ugly, in comparison. Even Bjorn, who had been a warrior and a leader and, Dasha suspected, unusually intelligent for an illiterate foreigner and a man, had been barely tolerable to look upon in her opinion.

“I’m glad you don’t have any scars on your face,” she said to Alik.

He grinned at her. “No? I think it would make me look more the warrior. All the maidens would sigh over me if I had a sword slash or two on my cheeks. But a few scars are one thing. They don’t make you any less capable to do the things that need doing. But this...what this Fedya is talking about...you know you can’t do that, don’t you, Tsarinovna?” He bit his lip, uncomfortable, but then pressed on. “I’m sure your mother and the other princesses have spoken of this to you...”

“Actually, they haven’t,” said Dasha. “We have hardly spoken of Fedya and the sanctuary at all.”

“And Oleg Svetoslavovich? Surely he’s spoken of this to you?”

“He told me that the castrates are...inimical to his nature.”

“Inimical?”

“Um,” said Dasha, embarrassed at having used a word Alik didn’t know. She hadn’t been trying to set herself above him, she really hadn’t, but sometimes the speech of someone who had been tutored by the best scholars in Zem’ just came out.

“Like the opposite?” Alik guessed.

“Yes. And like an enemy. I didn’t mean to...”

“I know you didn’t, Tsarinovna. And I wouldn’t mind even if you did. You’re supposed to impress people with your fancy words; that’s one of the jobs of the Tsarinovna.”

“Well...” said Dasha. “I guess...”

“And one of the other jobs,” said Alik, speaking quickly, as if determined to get the words out before he thought better of it, “is to get an heir. Which you can’t do if you...do what Fedya and the others at the sanctuary want you to. Frankly speaking, Tsarinovna, I’m surprised your esteemed mother lets you go there at all.”

“My mother wants me to know my people—all my people,” Dasha said. “The castrates are also my people.”

“Dangerous people,” said Alik.

“I don’t think they would hurt me. Yes, they are...crazy, by most people’s reckoning. Gods-touched, by theirs. But so am I. And my mother says we should always have a few misfits and moonstruck madwomen around. If you only have sane and normal people about you, then you’ll stultify into a solid mass and suffocate. We need to freshen the line of our sanity just as much as we do that of our blood, and sometimes that means bringing in...those who are very strange and different. So the castrates are good for us because they’re all mad as fume-struck cats. Their madness keeps the rest of us healthy and sane. Ah—don’t tell Fedya I said that. Although my mother also says that sometimes, just sometimes, the mad are the ones to see truth and lead the rest of us where we need to go. But anyway, surely I’m much safer from the men there than I am anywhere else.”

“Well...true enough. Although...oh, by the all gods, I am not having this conversation. This is a conversation for your mother, or at least another woman, or...anyone other than me.”

“Do you want to tell me that I would be better off attacked by some dreadful criminal rather than befriended by the castrates, because if I were attacked I could still have children, but if I joined the castrates, I couldn’t?” Dasha said. She had blurted it out without thinking. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished she could take them back, because they made both Alik and her so uncomfortable that they could hardly bear to look at each other.

“Well...yes,” he said, carefully studying the tips of his boots. A flush was spreading across his cheeks, maybe from the sea breeze, maybe from what Dasha had just said.

“I have no intention of joining the castrates,” she assured him. “Although I believe the process of taking the seal does not always render women barren, the way it does men.”

“Better not to find out, Tsarinovna,” said Alik, still not meeting her eye. “And I’ll never understand why any man would put himself through that. Why he would...give up...”

“Fedya told me that by giving up great power, you gain even greater power.”

“That sounds like the kind of nonsense priests go around saying.”

“Yes, but I think it might be true,” Dasha said. “It has that...that ring of truth, you know? Like my visions.”

Now Alik did look at her. “It does, Tsarinovna? Well...even so...that’s...it’s such a...you’d be giving up so much...”

“Not everyone wants children,” said Dasha. “And there are other ways. Many people take on wards.”

“It wasn’t children I was thinking of,” said Alik, and then flushed dark red all the way down to his collar and refused to say anything more the rest of the way to the sanctuary.

Dasha almost asked him if he was speaking of what she thought he was; namely, the act of love. Was it really so wonderful? So many people seemed to think so. Everyone was constantly hinting at it, referring to it with sly looks and bright gleaming eyes, as if speaking of the world’s greatest treasure. But there was no one with whom Dasha could talk of it frankly. The only person she had ever discussed it with at all was Susanna, and Susanna was nearly as innocent as Dasha of this all-important matter, little as she might like to admit it. 

It seemed Dasha was supposed to stumble and fumble her way into one of the great mysteries of life with no one to guide her. Perhaps that was why she felt so ambivalent about it. More and more something in her was whispering to her that it was time, it was time for her to take this all-important next step in becoming a woman grown instead of a silly little girl. She needed to learn more of the world of men. She wanted...what? 

True love, something in her whispered. But it was a step down a very dangerous path. Dasha knew little of such matters, but she could feel that the only thing riskier than giving over her body was giving over her heart. She didn’t even know what it meant, not really. What was true love? Would she even know it if she met it? And it was not the province of princesses, anyway. The nobility had to marry in service of things greater than themselves and their own desires. It was one of the ways they paid for their power and their exalted station.

But Dasha felt, with that feeling that was less than a vision, but still a true seeing, that she needed to taste true love, whatever that meant and however dangerous it might be. It had to be done, and done now. Or at least soon. She wished very hard she had someone she could trust to take her hand and help her begin this journey. But she didn’t even have anyone she could ask.

She could feel Alik’s presence just behind her right shoulder, even though she was too embarrassed to turn and look at him, in case he guessed what she was thinking—or in case he was thinking something similar. She imagined asking him if he would be the one to take her hand. Then she imagined the various ways he might react, and the possible outcomes of that action, and how wrong it would be to take advantage of him like that, and her nerve failed her. She walked the rest of the way to the castrates’ sanctuary in resolute silence.

“Well, here we are, Tsarinovna,” said Alik, breaking the silence, when they came to the sanctuary of whitewashed stone. The golden light from the West glinted off it with a glare that made Dasha screw up her eyes, so she didn’t even have to pretend not to look at Alik. She swallowed, and tried to speak. For Dasha, everyone’s voice had not only a sound, but a taste. Alik’s voice tasted—and felt, and smelt—of something she couldn’t quite name, something rich and heady and vital, that promised life, and yet held a hint of death as well. That should have made it repulsive, but somehow it only made it all the sweeter. She swallowed again, to moisten her mouth, but also to savor that taste. “You don’t have to come in with me,” she told him. She didn’t think her voice quavered at all.

“And leave you unguarded, Tsarinovna? I don’t think so. I’ll come in with you, and walk you to Fedya’s door. I’ll wait out in the corridor, though, while you’re gossiping with him—I know he doesn’t like me.”

Alik grinned, taking away the sting of the word “gossiping” and of his dislike for Fedya. His grin was almost as warm and thrilling as his voice. Then he pounded on the sanctuary door, and demanded entrance.
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THE brother who opened the sanctuary door to them seemed even less pleased to see Alik than Alik was to see him. Dasha had encountered him there several times before, but never learned his name. He was about Alik’s age, but somehow he looked much older or much younger. Like Alik, he didn’t seem to be able to grow much of a beard, but unlike Alik, he never shaved, and what grew on his chin was a few scraggly blond hairs that somehow seemed unfinished, not proper for a man. Alik’s beard was sparse because of his Hordes blood—the men there, Dasha had heard, rarely grew full beards, and that was normal and natural for them. It didn’t make them any less manly in their own way. But this brother’s beard always left Dasha with a feeling of incompleteness. Alik had told her, when she had mentioned it once, that it was because he had taken the seal before he had come into full manhood.

“You mean he took the seal when he was still a child?!?” Dasha had cried, horrified.

“So it looks to me.” Alik had shrugged. “But so did Fedya, Tsarinovna. He will never have a man’s body, either.”

“How do you know such things?” Dasha had asked.

“You know they often keep eunuchs, out with the Hordes,” Alik had said. “I heard my father talk about it, and met some once when my father’s kin came to visit. Things are calm enough now on the steppe that some of the friendlier tribes have been able to cross the mountains and visit, rather than raid. People from my father’s family came, the year before I left for Krasnograd to join the Empress’s service. My uncles brought eunuchs with them, slaves.” Alik’s face had twisted. “It’s not a pretty thing, Tsarinovna. It’s not how we do things here in Zem’. But it is their way.”

“Eunuchs?” Dasha had said. “You don’t mean...”

“I mean exactly what you think I mean, Tsarinovna. It’s no different than what the castrates do.”

“Except that the castrates all do it voluntarily,” Dasha had said tartly. Alik had laughed and said that was true, and a very big difference, and he didn’t know which was worse. But if a boy took the seal before he came to manhood, he would never develop fully, and that was what had happened with this particular brother—and Fedya.

The scraggly-bearded brother made a face at the sight of them, but stepped back and let them in. “Brother Feodosy is in his cell,” he told them.

“Thank you, I know the way,” Dasha said, and set off towards the back of the building before the brother could stop her.

The castrates’ seaside sanctuary was a pleasant place. The building was made of granite, and all the walls were whitewashed. There were high windows every few feet in the corridor that let in lots of light and air, and everything was scrupulously clean. They passed a sister sweeping the floor, and two brothers on their knees scrubbing the floor after her. Dasha felt bad about walking on their work, but they waved her on with friendly smiles when she stopped. Cleaning, Fedya had told her once, was the work of the gods. They must be clean inside and out.

Dasha had wanted to argue that the gods she had met, back in the sanctuary of the Sisterhood of the Forest, hadn’t seemed to care about cleanliness at all, and also that the other sanctuary of the castrates, the one in the woods outside of Lesnograd, hadn’t been exceptionally clean. It was as if the sanctuary in the forest was full of the darkness and dirt of the deep woods, while this one was scoured clean by the sea. But she had sensed it would do no good, and kept her mouth shut. It was certainly true that the castrates were consumed with purity and a kind of physical cleanliness that went beyond ordinary cleanness and off to some frightening obsession. But it also meant that this building, at least, was a pleasant place to visit, and Dasha supposed that all the cleaning kept the sisters and brothers occupied and out of mischief. 

“Dasha! Tsarinovna!” Fedya was not cleaning when they arrived at his cell door, but instead bent over a scroll on a very plain desk that was just big enough for him to work at. He sprinkled sand on the scroll, shook it off, and stood up to greet her, smiling a genuine smile.

Fedya might never achieve the stature of a fully grown man, but even as a youth he was taller than Dasha, and Dasha was taller than most women and many men. He had a sharp, rather beaky nose, a bony face that was all hollows and angles, and a long neck with a prominent Adam’s apple that bobbed up and down whenever he spoke or swallowed. His light brown hair was long and pulled back with a thong, revealing large ears that stuck out slightly and caught the light, illuminating pinkly like skins or shells. He was far from handsome, and never would be. And his voice had a slightly scratchy cast to it that turned into a shiver-inducing whine whenever he was upset. When Dasha had first met him and he had been so unhappy, she had privately thought he was the ugliest person she had ever met. 

But now that he was happy and at ease, there was something about him that spoke of...what? Of someone who held his proper place in the world, Dasha decided. Fedya had always been meant to take up service to the gods. He had always been meant to do something strange and crazy and gods-touched, and now that he had, he was...content. 

Dasha wondered how long that contentment would last. She suspected that gods-touched people who were called upon to do strange and crazy things and live at cross-purposes with the rest of the world were not fated to feel contentment for long. She suspected she was also such a person. But unlike Fedya, she was still searching for her first taste of that contentment that came with fulfilling one’s purpose and taking up one’s proper place in the world, even if it was a place the rest of the world didn’t think one should take up.

“Are you still working on your illumination skills?” Dasha asked him. Fedya had always had a gift for the skills of a scribe, and since he had come here, one of the brothers had been teaching him how to illuminate scrolls and manuscripts. Dasha had also been taught the basic elements of illumination by her own tutors, but it had been one of the many things she had never shown any talent for. Fedya, however, had taken to it like a duck to water. The last time she had come, he had told her proudly that they were talking of training him to be the next chief scribe.

“Practicing my animal shapes,” Fedya told her. “I learned all the letters very easily, and now Brother Yevpaty wants me to learn to draw and illuminate animals freehand. I’m practicing swans, but it’s not going very well. Come, look.”

Alik glanced into the cell, satisfied himself there was nothing threatening there, and nodded to Dasha. She took the two steps necessary to enter and cross the cell to the desk. Fedya closed the door, shutting Alik out. Dasha wished he could have come in with her. But even if he had wanted to, and Fedya had wanted to have him join them, there was no room in the cell for the three of them. There was barely room in the cell for the two of them.

“Your swans are very...” Dasha started to say.

“Bad,” Fedya finished for her.

“They’re recognizably swans,” Dasha told him encouragingly.

Fedya made a dismissive motion with his hand, which knocked into Dasha’s shoulder and almost ended up on her breast. Fedya frowned down at the misshapen but still recognizable swans, apparently not noticing that he had almost fondled Dasha’s left breast. Dasha wished she could be as indifferent. She wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about that...no, she was. She didn’t want Fedya touching her breasts or any other part of her. But she wanted...

“It’s the wings,” Fedya said, bending back over the desk and squinting his eyes, which were small and gray and round and not at all attractive, but still somehow the eyes of a seer, one at a time at the largest swan on the scroll. “The neck is fine, but the wings are...they’re just...not swanlike.” He straightened back up. “I need to go observe more swans. Brother Yevpaty says that observation from life is the only way to learn to capture anything’s essence.” He frowned. “There were some swans on the bay. But they’ve left. Brother Yevpaty says we don’t get many swans here. He says that the place for swans is across the water, in Seumi. He says they’re so thick there they turn the sky and water white.”

“Would you like to go to Seumi?” Dasha asked. Seumi was the wild land on the far side of the gulf from Pristanograd. It was said to be poor, and populated only very lightly. In fact, it could hardly be called much of a land at all. But its people had their own language and their own ways, and no one else had claimed it. Until now. 

At the last report from the scouts the council had received, they had heard rumors that the Rutsi had captured large parts of Seumi for themselves. Why they would bother to do such a thing had been a topic of intense speculation. The fear was that the Rutsi were planning to use Seumi as a staging ground to reach the unfortified, unpopulated Northern border of Zem’. If they did that, they could cross into Zem’ unopposed and march on Pristanograd, or Lesnograd, or anywhere else that took their fancy. Dasha’s mother had called on her princesses to muster an army, and some of them, like Vladya, had already begun before the call came out, but Zem’ was poorly prepared to face an invader from the West, and even more poorly prepared to face an invader from the North. Nothing came from the North but snow. But if the Rutsi took control of Seumi and put together an army capable of crossing the Breathing Sea and marching across the midnight land above the sunline...

That’s a very big if, Dasha told herself. “Would you like to go to Seumi?” she repeated. “And see the swans—and everything else? Because if you came with me, you could. When we go to speak with the Rutsi, we will go through Seumi first. Perhaps we will even stop there: some scouts have been sent ahead to offer a meeting with the most powerful of the Rutsi leaders, and they say perhaps we will want to meet in Seumi, which is neutral ground. Or supposed to be neutral ground. You could come with me,” she added, speaking into Fedya’s silence. “You would be a welcome addition to my party, to be sure.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Fedya said simply. “I’m welcome nowhere except here, Dasha, you know that.”

“You would be welcome to me,” she said.

“You never liked traveling with me before.”

“That was...before. You were different then. Now you’re...much better.”

He smiled with one side of his mouth. It made him look even less handsome. “That is true. I am better now. But I am still not welcome anywhere except here, Dasha. And that is right. Here is my place. If I went with you, I would only hold you back and get in your way. Besides, I am being sent back to the sanctuary in the woods soon.”

“Oh. But I thought you liked it here.”

“I do. But that is not for me to decide. I must go where the sanctuary needs me, and the sanctuary needs me there. They need all the young, strong sisters and brothers they can get to prepare for the coming winter. It will mean stopping my training with Brother Yevpaty, but it can be started up again in the winter, or next year.”

“Oh,” said Dasha. “Well...of course...but I really would like you to go with me. I’d like....I’d like to have someone I know come with me.”

The last words came out much more forlornly than she would have liked. Fedya smiled faintly at them, with—Dasha thought with a flash of annoyance—the superiority of someone who is beyond such things as loneliness and neediness. Or maybe she was just imagining it because she was ashamed of how lonely and scared she felt every time she thought of setting off on this new and much more frightening journey without any of the people who had been with her for her previous journey. No mother, no father, no sister, and now, it seemed, no friends.

“You will find new people to be your friends,” Fedya told her.

“Is that a vision?” Dasha demanded.

He shook his head. “The gods have not yet seen fit to bless me with visions, Dasha—only you. But I have faith that what is meant to be, will be.”

There
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