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			To my mummi,

			Bernice,

			who first told me the stories and songs.

		

		
		

		
		

		
			
			

		

	
		
		

		
			Finnish Gods, Spirits, and Heroes

			  

			 

			Ahti | god of the seas, water, and fish; husband to Vellamo

			Aino | the sister of Joukahainen; she drowns herself rather than marry Väinämöinen

			Ajatar | an evil forest witch who lures people into getting lost in the woods

			Akka | goddess of fertility; wife of Ukko

			Hiiden hevonen | the Horse of Hiisi; a goblin-made creature of stone and iron that breathes flames, forged from the mountains of Tuonela

			Iku-Turso | a malevolent sea monster defeated by Väinämöinen

			Ilmarinen | the great smith, god of iron, sky, and winds; designed the Sampo, the mill of fortune which can make flour, salt, and gold out of thin air

			Ilmatar | the All-Mother; goddess of air; mother of Väinämöinen

			
			

			Joukahainen | the main adversary of Väinämöinen in the Kalevala; he offers his sister as a prize to Väinämöinen in a singing contest and loses (see Aino)

			Kalma | goddess of death and decay; lingers in graveyards with Surma 

			Keijulainen | death sprites; small, flying creatures that resemble snowflakes or birds of fire; they haunt graveyards, roads, and rooms where people have died

			Kivutar | goddess of suffering; boils the suffering of mortals in a big pot

			Kiputyttö | goddess of pain; turns a stone over in her hand to inflict pain on mortals

			Kuutar | goddess of the moon; weaves fabric of pure gold taken from the moon’s light

			Liekkiö | the spirits of murdered children who haunt forests and lure travelers from their paths

			Lemminkäinen | an adventurer and friend of Väinämöinen who tries to steal a swan from Tuonela

			Loviatar | goddess of illness and disease; mother to the nine diseases of men and a nameless tenth child, a daughter; she is canonically blind

			Mielikki | goddess of the forest; wife of Tapio

			Nyyrikki | god of the hunt; son of Tapio and Mielikki

			
			

			Otso | the spirit of Bear; the bear is sacred to Finns. If a bear is killed, the hunter must offer a feast to Otso called a peijaiset

			Päivätär | goddess of the sun; weaves fabric of pure silver taken from the sun’s light

			Revontulet | the Firefox; a mythical black fox that runs so fast across the snow, his tail leaves sparks, creating the Northern Lights  

			Surma | a terrifying beast described as a wolf or dog with a snake-like tail; embodies sudden, violent death; companion of Kalma

			Tapio | god of the forests and hunting; husband of Mielikki

			Tellervo | goddess of the forest; daughter of Tapio and Mielikki

			Tuonetar | goddess of death; Queen of Tuonela

			Tuonen tytti | the ferrywoman who rows all souls to Tuonela

			Tuoni | god of death; King of Tuonela

			Ukko | god of thunder, weather, and the sky; he wields a magic hammer called Ukonvasara; husband of Akka

			Ututyttö | the mist maiden; she uses her powers to control mist and fog, protecting animals and slowing the passage of men

			Väinämöinen | the hero of the Kalevala; a shaman, minstrel, and warrior who was born an old man with all the wisdom of the ages; son of Ilmatar

			
			

			Väki | groups of spirits that represent or otherwise protect various natural elements, like water (veden väki), fire (tulen väki), death (kalman väki), and forests (metsän väki)

			Vammatar | goddess of evil and misfortune

			Vellamo | goddess of the sea; wife of Ahti 

		

	
		
		

		
			Elements of Finnish Paganism

			  

			 

			Henki | one part of the Finnish three-part soul; the essence of the self that must remain in the living body at all times; it is the piece of the soul that goes to Tuonela at death

			Hiisi | a sacred grove within a forest, like an open-air temple; typically includes an uhrikivi, or offering stone; used to leave sacrifices for the gods and the ancestors (see uhrikivi)

			Itse | one part of the Finnish three-part soul; a physical manifestation of the self that can be sent across the realms

			Kantele | a traditional Finnish plucked stringed instrument; the oldest forms typically have five or six strings made of horsehair and a wooden box carved from one piece of wood 

			Kuppikivi | cup-stones; a shrine comprised of a large stone that has rows of cup-sized recesses drilled into the face, used for leaving offerings to ancestors and spirits (also see uhrikivi)

			Linnunrata | the path of the birds, i.e., the Milky Way, thought to be the path the birds followed to reach Lintukoto

			
			

			Lintukoto | a warm place at the edge of the world where birds live during the winter

			Luonto | one part of the Finnish three-part soul; takes the shape of a bird and represents the strongest parts of our personality

			Shaman | their roles were typically to heal and prevent illness, but they also helped with farming, fishing, hunting, and dealing with issues related to witchcraft. They could use drumming to cast out parts of their soul to travel the realms and grow their knowledge; the greatest shaman is Väinämöinen

			Shaman Drum | a painted drum used by a shaman to go into trances or release one of their souls 

			Sielulintu | a soul bird; a wooden bird-figure used to protect souls while they sleep. It is believed that a bird brings the soul to a newborn baby and the same bird carries away the soul at death 

			Tuonela | the Finnish underworld; an underground realm, surrounded by a river, where all souls go to find eternal rest; sometimes called Manala 

			Uhrikivi | a large stone or boulder uses as a sacrificial stone typically found in a hiisi; not to be confused with cup-stones (see kuppikivi)

		

	
		
		

		
			Note

			  

			 

			North Is The Night is inspired by Finnish mythology and folklore, but this book should be read as a fantasy. Creative license was taken interpreting the Kalevala, as well as interpreting certain aspects of Finnish shamanism and paganism. The author also took creative license in determining which of the gods of the Finnish pantheon to include, which to combine, and which names to use for them.

		

	
		
		

		
			Content Notice

			  

			 

			North Is The Night contains depictions of fantasy violence (kidnapping, blood and gore, torture, on-page death), religious persecution, forced conversion, and themes of colonization and cultural genocide. Multiple characters experience abuse (mental, physical, emotional). There is one scene of attempted sexual assault. While there is no sexual violence between any of the main characters, there’s room for readers to question consent due to the uneven power dynamics.

		

	
		
			
			

			Part One

			O how beautiful thy childhood,

			In thy father’s dwelling-places,

			Nurtured like a tender flower,

			Like the strawberry in springtime. 

			—Rune 22. The Kalevala.

		

		
		

	
		
		

		
			1

			Siiri

			A chill autumn wind whips at my face as I stand on the lakeshore, hands on my hips. Aina waits dutifully at my side. Together, we watch as my father calls out to us in greeting. He pulls in his oars just as the bottom of our wooden boat crunches against the pebbly beach. Flipping my braid off my shoulder, I wade in shin-deep and hold the boat steady for him. The water is icy cold, soaking through my socks and the hem of my woolen dress. I bite my lip against the pain. Father hops out, and we grip the sides, giving the small boat two sharp tugs. 

			“A good catch today,” he says proudly. 

			We give the boat one more heave, pulling it fully up onto the beach. 

			I peer inside. It is a good catch. And thank the gods for that. We need more fish if we’re to survive the winter. Father managed to fill a whole basket with perch. The other basket is a mix. Zander, a skinny pike, a handful of roach. A few of these will be set aside and given to Mummi, my grandmother, for tonight’s supper, but the rest must be salted and stored in the njalle for winter.

			
			

			Father wipes his hands on his breeches. “Your brothers will stay out a bit longer. Help them bring in their catch too. Understood?” 

			“Yes, Isä,” I reply.

			Glancing up at the sky, he judges how much daylight is left. There are still more chores to do before nightfall. “Remember not to stay out too late, Siiri. You, too, Aina. Get yourselves home well before dark.”

			We nod, and he leaves us with the baskets. 

			I don’t fault him his curt manner. Everyone in the village is on edge. A few days ago, some of the menfolk returned from the southern market with chilling news: More young women have been going missing up and down the lakeshore. Strange tales of screams heard in the dark woods, creatures with eyes that glow red, a lingering stench of death in the air. People always talk of such things, but never so close to us, never here. And none of the girls have been found. 

			These are dark times. If Father could spare me, he would probably make me stay nearer the house with Mummi and my little sister. But winter is coming, and I have two strong hands. We both know he needs me. There’s no time for worry, not when our worries seem endless now. 

			Once, these forests were a safe haven. The gods give of their bounty, and we Finns take. We must take. And that which is taken is always shared. When the harsh winter comes, and the long, cold night sets in, we sit by our fires and warm each other with good food and stories of summertime. I have golden memories of sitting on my mother’s lap as she told us stories of the old gods—Ukko and the making of his stone hammer, Ahti the seafaring warrior, the clever shaman Väinämöinen and his magical kantele. Summer is the time for hard work and sacrifice. Winter is for stories and family and a quietly lived life. 

			
			

			That was before. 

			Before the gods went quiet, abandoning us here in these woods. Before bards stopped strumming kanteles and singing the songs. Before Swedish settlers arrived on our shores, stealing farmland across the south, uprooting thousands of us, including my family. We left my mother there, buried in the cold ground outside Turku. No one remains to tend to her grave. No flowers. No songs. 

			And that was before the whispers of a new god whistled darkly through the woods. Every day, the Christians grow bolder, challenging our gods and threatening our way of life. 

			In a few short years, the Swedes have turned these forests from a haven into a hell. Powerful men in robes of white now call out from their great stone houses in the south, offering gold and silver to any Finn who would provision them—meat, fur, timber, grain. Our forests are full of thieves who dare to take more than they need, leaving little enough for the rest of us. Each summer, the fight for land becomes bloodier. They slash and burn large swaths of acreage for their cattle. They thin our herds of free-roaming deer and elk. They claim the best of the farmland for their wheat and barley. 

			Before long, they’ll take even the mushrooms. We Finns will be left with nothing but the brambles in the fens and the bark on the trees. 

			I gaze down at the baskets in my father’s boat. The Swedes may be trying to claim everything, but Ilmatar hear me, they will not have our small, regular haul of fish. Lifting my hands, I close my eyes and offer up a blessing to the sea goddess. “Vellamo, righteous in beauty, thank you for your bounty.” 

			
			

			Next to me, Aina offers up her own quiet blessing. 

			“You don’t have to help me.” My tone is half-apologetic, half-hopeful. As much as I know we need these fish to survive the winter, I hate salting them. It’s probably my least favorite chore. With a heavy sigh, I pick up the first basket.

			Aina just smiles, taking the other basket. “I don’t mind. You’re always helping me with my chores.”

			I lead the way over to our salting station. A few of the older women are seated together, gossiping quietly as they work. They nod in welcome, their expressions worried, if a little curious too. 

			Aina frowns, the basket of fish still balanced on her hip. “It’s as if they expect one of us to be taken next.”

			“Ignore them,” I mutter, giving the women a fake smile and a wave. “They’re just jealous, because they know no man wants a catty old fishwife with salty fingers in his bed.” I drop down onto a stump and select a crock, preparing it with a base of salt. This is the worst part. The salt finds every scrape and blemish on my skin, burning and stinging so sharply, my eyes water. I hiss, waiting for the sting to numb, as I pick up the first fish, roll it in salt, and layer it in the bottom of the crock. 

			We’ll have to repeat this whole process in a few days. Once the fish are all repacked, they’ll last for up to nine months. Come winter, we’ll stay warm by our fires eating stews of perch with barley and dried mushrooms.

			I try to hold my breath as I work, because the briny smell of the fish makes me gag. Also, I hate the feel of their slippery bodies as I roll them in the salt. On the stump next to me, Aina laughs. When I cast her a glare, she flicks a little salt my way with her fingers. “Don’t,” I mutter, in no mood to be teased. 

			
			

			“You’re such a goose. You like to eat fish, right?”

			“Of course.”

			“Well, you won’t be eating anything this winter if you don’t salt these first.”

			I grimace, packing a layer of salt over the first row of perch. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

			She turns her attention back to her own work. After a few minutes of silence, she glances my way. “What if these girls aren’t really missing? Perhaps they simply chose to leave.”

			My shoulders stiffen. “Why would someone do that? Just disappear like smoke in the wind without a word to anyone? All because you fancy a new life for yourself?”

			She huffs, rolling another fish in salt. “Well, I wouldn’t, but other girls might. Not everyone has a mother as kind as mine . . . or a mummi as protective as yours.”

			True. 

			I smile, thinking of my grandmother, of her warm hands and her cold glare. That woman was born with iron in her spine. She protects her grandchildren with the ferocity of a mother bear, and she loves us just as fiercely. And there really is no kinder woman than Aina’s mother . . . except perhaps Aina herself. 

			“You’ve made this point already,” I tease. “More than once.”

			“Well, it’s as true now as it was this morning,” she counters. “We’ve heard these stories for years. Women go missing, Siiri. Too many women die in childbirth, and that leaves too few of us unmarried women left. And men get lonely—”

			I snort, peering out at the boats. “Oh, do they? You wouldn’t know it from Aksel.”

			She follows my gaze. We both know how decidedly not lonely my brother is, most nights. If my father catches him with a girl in the barn again, he’s likely to strap Aksel’s hide clean off.

			
			

			“Fine, some men get lonely,” she clarifies. “And then they get desperate. I’m not saying it’s right,” she adds quickly. “I’m only saying I bet if someone went out and looked, they would find every one of those missing girls scattered somewhere along the lakeshore, adjusting to her lot as a lonely man’s wife.”

			Now my grimace has nothing to do with the salt burning my hands. “Gods, why does your theory sound even more horrifying than the one about witches and blood sacrifice?”

			She purses her lips, trying to hide her smile. “Perhaps because you are singularly opposed to even the idea of marriage? For you, a woman choosing to marry is as disturbing as being kidnapped by a witch or fed to a stone giant.”

			I snort. “Surely I’m not that bad?”

			“You are worse, and you know it. No man will ever be good enough for you, Siiri. You’re smarter than they are, funnier than they are.”

			“True,” I joke. 

			“Not to mention you always best them in every contest of will. It’s quite maddening, I assure you.”

			“Maddening? For whom?”

			“For them.”

			“How can you know how they feel about it?”

			“Because they tell me so,” she replies with a laugh. “Repeatedly. They call you the pickled herring.”

			I laugh, too, puffing a little with pride. “Well, perhaps they should try harder to impress me.”

			“And since no man is good enough for you,” she says over me, “you’ve decided no man can possibly ever be good enough for me, either. You’ve scared away my last three suitors—”

			“Stop right there.” I waggle a salt-crusted finger in her face. “If you call that duck-brained Joki your suitor one more time, gods hear me, I’ll marry you to him myself. See how well you like it when a year from now he’s still telling you the same story of the time he nearly felled a ten-point stag.”

			
			

			She laughs again despite herself, tossing another fish down on her bed of salt. Leaning over, she gives my knee a gentle squeeze. “Be at peace. I don’t want to marry Joki.”

			The tension in my chest eases a bit at her admission. 

			“But I will eventually marry someone,” she adds, turning back to her work. 

			Her words stifle the air like a blanket tossed over a fire. I can’t look at her, can’t let her see my face. 

			“I want a family,” she says, her tone almost apologetic. “I want a home of my own. Gods willing, I’ll have children.”

			“Gods willing, you’ll survive it,” I mutter. Too few women do. We lost our dear friend Helka just last month. Her and her baby. That’s three mothers and three babies this summer alone. Just another one of the curses plaguing our land. I swear, sometimes it feels like the gods are laughing at us . . . if they bother to see us at all. 

			Maybe my brother Onni is right. Maybe our gods really are dead. What else could account for this cruel, senseless suffering?

			But my sweet Aina is ever hopeful. “I’ll have children and a husband who loves me,” she goes on. “A home of my own. A family. A purpose. Don’t you want that for me, Siiri? Don’t you want it for yourself?”

			I stare down at my fingers, red and stinging and swollen with salt. A family and a home of my own. That’s supposed to be the dream, right? Children. A warm fire and full bellies. My own njalle stocked with provisions to last us the long winter. A man in my bed to warm my back and keep the wolves at bay. 

			I shake my head. All my life, I’ve tried to see that future for myself. It’s what my mother wanted for me . . . before she died bringing my little sister into this world. It’s what my grandmother wants for me. Now, it’s what Aina wants for us both.

			
			

			But what do I want? What do I see when I close my eyes and dream of my happiest self? 

			I take a deep breath, gazing out across Lake Päijänne, my home for the last fourteen years. The days are getting shorter, the nights colder. I can taste autumn in the air, that crisp smell of drying leaves. The lake is changing too. In summer, she’s as bright as the blue of a jaybird’s wing. In autumn, the lake darkens as the fish sink to her depths. She grows quiet and secretive as she waits for spring.

			Watching the boats bob, the truth unravels itself inside me like a spool of golden thread. I want to live the life I already have. I want long summer days running through the forest, hunting deer and snaring rabbits. I want quiet winter nights in Aina’s hayloft, cracking walnuts and laughing until we fall asleep. I want to swim naked in the lake, my hair loose and tangled around my arms. I want us to stay just like this, happy and free forever. 

			“Siiri?” Aina’s hand brushes my arm. “Are you well?”

			Sucking in a sharp breath, I turn to face her. Bracing myself with both hands on her shoulders, I search her face. Her lips part in silent question, her brows lowered with worry. 

			“Aina, I want you to be happy,” I say at last, giving her shoulders a squeeze. “That’s what I want. Tell me what will make you happy, and I’ll get it for you. If you want to marry Joki, the fish-faced farm boy, I will be the first to light a candle in the great oak tree.”

			She rolls her eyes with a soft smile. 

			“If you want to leave our village and go on that adventure in search of a new love, I will leave with you—”

			She leans away. “Siiri—”

			
			

			“I will,” I say in earnest. Taking her salty hands in mine, I hold them fast. “Aina, you are my oldest and dearest friend. I don’t care about finding myself a good man and settling down. I am perfectly content being my own good man. What I cannot bear is the thought of losing you or making you unhappy. So please, just tell me what you want, and I’ll get it for you.” 

			She blinks, eyes brimming with tears as she searches my face. I fear what she might see in me. She’s always seen too much—the parts I hide, the parts I pretend not to have. My weaknesses, my fears. She knows me better than any person living or dead. 

			Slowly, she sighs, shaking her head. “I guess . . . I wish there was just some way you really could be happy for me if I pick a life you wouldn’t pick for yourself.”

			I drop her hands. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean . . . ” She groans. “Gods, you know, I wish I knew whether there was even one person out there who you thought was good enough for me. I could never marry without your blessing, Siiri, so I need to know. Is there no man living you could bear to see me wed?” 

			I consider for a moment, heart in my throat. Does she want me to say Joki? The poor man is duller than lichen on rocks. My brothers are both clever enough, I guess, but they’re all wrong for her. They’re both too independent. Aina needs someone who really sees her, someone who listens, someone who needs her. 

			She watches me, waiting, still searching my face. I can’t sit here and have her looking at me with such hope in her eyes. Taking a deep breath, I hold her gaze. “You want a name? Fine. Let it be Nyyrikki.” 

			She blinks. After a moment, she laughs. It bubbles out of her like foam off a stream. Before long, she’s gripping her sides with salty fingers. I join her, and we both laugh, tears filling our eyes. 

			
			

			“Nyyrikki?” she says on a tight breath. “God of the hunt and prince of the forest? That’s where I must set my standard of matrimony?”

			“You said any man living. And you’d never be hungry,” I add with a shrug. “There would always be game for your table. And he’s supposed to be of famed beauty, with a head of flowing hair . . . and he lives in a forest palace with gates of wrought gold. You could do worse, Aina.”

			She laughs. “Well, next time I stumble across his palace in the woods, I’ll just give those golden gates a knock, shall I?”

			“We’ll both knock,” I tease, catching her gaze again. Aina has the most beautiful eyes, bright like new blades of spring grass. She has freckles too, though not so many as me. Hers are soft and small, scattered over her pointed nose. Wisps of her nut-brown hair frame her face, tugged loose by this wind. I want to tuck the strands behind her ear. I want to touch her face. I want to brush my fingertips over the freckles on her nose. 

			“What is it?” 

			Looking at her now, I can see the truth so clearly: I don’t want things to change between us. And marriage will change her. It always does. It’s the way of things. Once children come, they will be her world, and I’ll lose her. I’ll lose everything. Call me selfish, but I’m not ready. Not yet. I want just one more summer of being the first in her affections. 

			I curl my salted fingers until the tips of my nails bite into the meat of my palms.

			“Siiri?”

			“It’s nothing,” I mutter, turning away. 

			She drops her hand from my thigh, reaching for another fish. “And . . . who shall we find for you, then?” She keeps her tone light, trying to move us past my awkwardness. “I don’t believe Nyyrikki has a brother . . . ”

			
			

			“I don’t need to marry.” 

			“Ilmarinen could spin gold for you,” she offers. 

			I huff. “So can the moon goddess. And she’d likely darn her own stockings. Clean up her own messes too. Now, no more talk of god-husbands. Let’s just get this done.” 

			Before long, I’m packing the last perch into the top of my crock. Aina is crouched over at the water’s edge, washing her hands. She stands, shielding her eyes with her hand, as she gazes out across the lake. The setting sun is casting a glare. 

			“What are they doing?” she asks.

			I glance up, squinting. My brother Aksel is perched in the front of our other fishing boat, waving at us. “Maybe they caught a massive pike,” I say with a shrug. It doesn’t make me happy. It’s just more work. 

			“They’ll have the boat over if they keep rocking it like that,” Aina warns. 

			I look up again. Aksel isn’t so much waving as gesturing frantically. Cupping his mouth, he shouts across the water. Meanwhile, Onni faces the opposite way, rowing as hard as he can. I rise to my feet. “What the . . . ” 

			“Run!”

			I join Aina at the water’s edge. What is he saying?

			“Siiri, run!” 

			Screams erupt behind us. Up and down the beach, the others scatter. My heart leaps into my throat. On the shore, not fifteen feet from me, stands a woman. No . . . a monster. She has the body of a woman, draped in heavy black robes. The cloth is soiled and torn, dragging on the ground, hanging off her skeletal frame. Her face is painted—a band of mottled white across her eyes and nose—while her forehead and exposed neck are smeared with what looks like dried, flaking blood. Perched on her head is a set of curling black ram’s horns. 

			
			

			She looks at me with eyes darker than two starless skies. They dare me to leap into their depths. Sucking in a breath, I blink, breaking our connection. Her mouth opens, showing broken, rotting teeth. She hisses, taking a step forward, and one thought fills me. 

			Run. 

			Grabbing Aina by the hand, I take off down the beach. 

			She asks no questions. She just holds my hand, and we sprint. Our feet crunch against the pebbles. I chance a look over my shoulder as I pull her towards the trees. The creature slowly turns and raises her tattooed hand, pointing right at us. In a swirl of black smoke, a monstrous wolf appears at the creature’s side. The jaws of the beast open wide as it pants, exposing rows of sharp white teeth. The glowing red eyes track us like prey. With a growl, it leaps from its mistress’s side. 

			The chase is on.

			“Ilmatar, help us,” I cry to the heavens. “Aina, run.” 

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			Siiri

			“What is that creature?” Aina cries as soon as we slip under the cover of the trees. 

			“My guess is that’s the thing stealing girls,” I pant. “Not some lonely fisherman and not a scurrilous Swede.” 

			I pull us deeper into the forest, Aina’s hand clasped firmly in mine. It’s darker here. Too dark. We should have been home already. Behind us, I can still hear the screams of the people on the beach. The men will soon be out in droves, bows and axes at the ready. They’ll come for us. They’ll help. We just have to find a place to hide.

			“You’re faster than me, Siiri.” Aina pulls on my hand. “I can’t keep up. Just go—”

			“Not a chance.”

			Through the dim trees, the underbrush rustles and twigs snap. As we burst into a clearing, I stop and drop Aina’s hand, still holding tight to my little filleting knife. Chest heaving, I put a protective arm up in front of her. Something is coming, and Aina’s right, we can’t keep running. Better to stand and catch my breath. Better to die facing my foe. 

			
			

			“That thing is here for one of us. Siiri, you need to go.” She gives me a shove. “Keep running.”

			Too late.

			In another swirl of billowing black smoke, the horned woman appears before us on the other side of the clearing. Her head tips to the side at an impossible angle, more owl than human, and those black eyes gauge us, as if she’s deciding which of us to kill first. 

			“Stay behind me,” I rasp, stepping in front of Aina. 

			She clings to my hips with both hands. I can feel the warmth of her breath on my neck. 

			The creature’s mouth opens wide, and I can’t help but gag. Once, when I was hunting with Onni, we came across a dead deer washed up on the beach. The carcass was bloated and rotting, bugs eating away its eyes. The waves slowly pushed it back and forth against the pebbles. The smell of that mangled, bloated deer carcass emanates out of this creature’s cavernous mouth. Moist decay, sour rot. I can’t breathe. Can’t think. My eyes sting. My nose and throat burn. Behind me, Aina makes a choking sound. 

			A low growl comes from behind us both, and I know what I’ll see if I turn around. That monstrous wolf will be there, those glowing red eyes watching me. With one hand on Aina, I adjust my stance so I can face both monsters at once. 

			“Stay back,” I shout, swiping the air with my little knife. 

			The horned woman steps closer, so close her shadow towers over us. She makes no sound when she moves. Not a single whisper or crunch over the fallen leaves. That rune-marked, skeletal hand extends towards me. 

			
			

			“I said stay back,” I cry, swinging wildly with my knife. The blade connects with the meat of the creature’s palm, and she pauses. Next to her, the wolf growls, flicking his serpent-like tail. A sickening smile spreads across the woman’s face, as if she’s surprised and delighted to see I would dare attack her. With a sweep of her arm, she launches me off my feet. Her hand doesn’t even touch me, and yet I’m breathless, my vision spinning as I fly through the air and slam against a tree. I crumple, body aching. 

			“Siiri,” Aina cries out, somewhere to my right. “Don’t hurt her,” she screams at the monster. “Take me. Please, take me instead!” 

			Never.

			Darkness creeps in from the corners of my vision as I scramble to my knees. That creature is not taking Aina away from me. Warm blood oozes from my cut brow and down my cheek, dripping onto the fallen leaves. My breaths come short and fast as I paw at the ground, desperate to find my knife. I grasp a small rock. The fingers of my other hand wrap around the sharp metal of my knife blade. Stumbling to my feet, I throw the rock. It strikes the horned woman on the side of the head. She turns to face me, letting out an unearthly hiss. 

			“Aina, run,” I shout. 

			But Aina is rooted to the spot. 

			With a feral cry, I throw my knife. It spins through the air, handle over blade, landing hilt-deep in the chest of the horned woman. “Now, Aina,” I call. “Run!”

			She shakes her head, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Not without you.”

			The monster doesn’t even blink as the knife pierces her heart. Slowly, she raises her hand and jerks it free. With her haunting gaze locked on mine, she drops the knife to the ground at her feet. Still looking at me, she steps to the side and reaches out, her rune-marked fingers gripping Aina’s exposed forearm. 

			
			

			Aina’s scream rips through me, stealing the air from my lungs. 

			Torches bob around us in the night, flashes of golden yellow. Men run towards her screams. The monster gives me one last lopsided smile before disappearing in a swirl of black smoke, drawing Aina with her. 

			“Siiri—” Aina’s cry is cut short, lost to the shadows.

			“Aina!”

			As the smoke dissipates, the giant wolf lunges, crossing the clearing in one leap. It follows Aina and the creature into dark oblivion. I stumble forward, waving my hand through the wisps of shadow, but they’re gone. 

			I sink to my knees, heart thudding in my chest. My eyes are fixed on the point where Aina just disappeared. She could have run, but she wouldn’t leave me. Given the choice between her and me, she let the monster take her. 

			The black void that swallowed her whole fills me, growing, growing inside me. My heart pounds as the truth sinks into my chest, coiling around my very bones. Aina is gone. I couldn’t protect her. I failed her. She sacrificed herself to the monster to save me. 

			I collapse on the forest floor, the moss now a pillow for my aching head. It’s my fault Aina’s gone, so let me die here in these woods. I close my eyes, my cold hand pressed against the soil. “Take me,” I whisper to the ground. “Ilmatar, take me with her. I am nothing without her.” 

			The All-Mother answers my prayer as blessed darkness overtakes me.

		

	
		
			
			

			3

			Siiri

			I’ve never thought much about dying. Death, certainly. It seems to me an exciting new adventure. It’s a long and perilous journey to the northern gates, the journey all souls must take. Through fen and forest, over meadow and marsh, through the ever-rising woodlands. Past brambles, then hazels, then on through the juniper wood. That’s the song the bards sing. That is the road to Tuonela.

			I want to see it all. I want to take that journey and see what only the dead have seen.

			I’m ready.

			But first I have to get up. I have to begin my last walk. 

			A cool hand brushes against my brow with the comforting touch of a mother. I lean into it, desperate for the feel of one last embrace before I go. 

			“Get up,” whispers a soft voice. 

			
			

			No, this is all wrong. One must take the road to Tuonela alone. Death’s journey is my own. I cannot have another here with me. 

			“Get up,” the voice says again.

			I groan, pulling away from her gentle touch. No, I wanted to die. Aina is gone, and it’s my fault. I failed her. I mean to walk that lonely road all the way to the gates of Tuonela. 

			“Men are coming,” whispers the voice. “Do not let them find you defeated.”

			I hear them marching through the trees—crashing, breaking, snapping. Let them come. Let them see how I’ve failed. They shout to each other. They shout for me, voices raised in alarm. 

			“Siiri!”

			“Aina!” 

			The cool hand brushes my brow again. “You must get up.”

			I open my eyes. Darkness has settled all around. A woman kneels over me. This close to the new moon, the sky is dark, and there is little light for me to see. I don’t trust my vision anyway. I blink, trying to make out her features. 

			“Who are you?” I reach out. She leans away, rising silently to her feet. She’s tall and willowy, but I can make out nothing of her features, for she wears a hood. It casts her face in deep shadow. All I see is a black braid. Her hair is so long, the tip of her braid reaches her ankles. 

			“Return to us,” she whispers. “We need you.”

			My mind feels fuzzy. The forest floor seems to tilt as I try to place her voice. This is a small village, and I know every woman in it. I don’t know this voice. I push up on my elbows, panting through the pain. “Who are you?” I say again, my voice more forceful. 

			“The time has come,” she replies, her voice ringing with prophecy. From deep within the folds of her hood, her eyes gleam pearly white, like two moons in the darkness. I choke on her magic as it drifts in a white mist from beneath her cloak. “Save us,” she commands, her tone both a warning and a plea. “Before it’s too late.” 

			
			

			I cough. “Wait—”

			Bright lights suddenly blind me, forcing me to close my eyes. I raise an arm. When I open my eyes again, the woman is gone. 

			I’m alone. 

			“Wait—come back,” I call through my cough, glancing around the dark clearing. I struggle up to my knees, swaying in my dizziness. I put a trembling hand to my head, wincing at the pain. When I pull my hand away, there’s blood coating my fingers. “She’s gone,” I whisper. “My Aina is gone—”

			“Siiri!” My brother Aksel breaks through the last of the trees. He drops to his knees at my side. “Are you all right?”

			Many voices now. Bobbing lights, blinking torchlight. I think I’m in shock. All I hear is a humming in my ears and my own broken heartbeat. Gone. Gone. Gone. 

			Aksel gives me an anxious shake. “Siiri—”

			“It took her,” I say. “It took Aina.”

			People loom all around me. The bearded faces of men, come too late. Above their heads, torches flicker, casting long shadows. I try to peer through their legs, looking for the woman who gave me comfort. She’s a witch, perhaps. Or a goddess. A shamaness. Where did she go? What did she mean? I don’t see it with my eyes, but I feel it in my bones. She’s gone too.

			“Siiri?” Onni drops to my other side, settling a supportive arm around my shoulders. He’s massive, built like a bear. His arm curls around me like the trunk of a mighty tree. Our father jokes that on the night he was conceived my mother went walking in the winter moonlight and mated herself to Otso, the god of bears. He scoops me up as if I weigh no more than a leaf. 

			
			

			“Where’s Aina?” a man shouts, his voice frantic. “Oh gods, where’s my Aina?” 

			I know that voice. It’s Taavi, Aina’s father. I close my eyes tight, fresh tears coming. Gods, I can’t look at him. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, unable to face his grief. 

			Another shout. “Siiri? Siiri!”

			“Father!” Onni bellows back. Wrapped in his arms, I feel the rumble of it through my whole body. “Over here!”

			“We have her,” Aksel calls. 

			The men make room as Father barrels between them, sharpened axe in hand. The edge glints in the torchlight.

			“What happened?” asks he asks, pulling me out of Onni’s arms. 

			I take a deep breath, swaying as I gaze up at his concerned face. He looks so much like Aksel. They’re both tall and narrow, with shaggy blond hair and beards. The only difference is age. Father has creased crow’s feet lining his eyes and more weathering on his strong hands. 

			“My child, I need you to tell us what happened,” he says, gently cupping my face. He winces, inspecting the blood at my brow. The forest stops spinning. The torchlight doesn’t feel quite so painfully bright. 

			“The woman . . .” I swallow, still tasting her stench in the back of my throat. “The creature . . . she was behind us on the beach. We ran for the trees. I tried to protect Aina. I tried—” My words break on a sob.

			Onni’s arm is back around my shoulders. “No one blames you, Siiri.”

			“I had my knife,” I go on. “I cut her, but she didn’t even flinch. I threw the knife, and it struck her in the heart. She just smiled. . . . Then she took Aina from me. They’re gone.” 

			
			

			“Oh gods,” her father cries, digging his hands through his hair. “Oh, my Aina.”

			Another man puts an arm around his shoulders, keeping him on his feet. 

			I can’t look at him. I can’t see his tears. I look to the other men instead. They’re all watching me with expressions of shock and horror. Some are stepping back. Others exchange worried glances with each other. 

			Father draws himself up to his full height, glancing around the clearing. “You did the best you could,” he declares. “No man here could have done any better.”

			A few nod their heads.

			“But what was it?” one of them asks.

			“A witch!”

			“A monster!”

			“I’m telling you, it was Ajatar,” shouts another. “The forest witch of Pohjola. It’s why she wore a serpent’s face.”

			Old farmer Aatos shakes his head. “No, no, it was a Lempo, a demon spirit.”

			“Was it a kalman väki?”

			“Or Kalma herself,” another man offers. 

			A shudder of worried exclamations passes through the assembled men. 

			“All-Mother, protect us,” Aina’s father cries, touching a hand to his forehead, then his chest. A few other men repeat the gesture. More than one man makes the sign of the Christian cross.

			“I’m taking my daughter home,” Father calls to the group. “Go tell your womenfolk what happened here. Until we know more, lock your doors and stay by your fires. We’ll speak again tomorrow.” 

			The men reluctantly part in twos and threes. 

			“Come,” Onni says gently. “Let’s get you home.”
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			I let myself be steered through the darkness back to our homestead. It rests on the edge of the lakeshore—a small, pinewood house situated a stone’s throw from the water, and a looming barn behind. A few outbuildings and njalle are scattered around the yard, along with our family sauna. 

			Father leads me right up to the house. The high windows are all shut tight. Golden light glows around their frames, and smoke billows from the chimney. He pounds on the door with his large fist. “It’s us,” he calls.

			There’s a scraping sound as my mummi lifts the bar and swings the door inward. “Oh, praise the All-Mother,” she weeps, reaching out with greedy hands to pull me inside. I fall against her breast, her hands in my hair as I cling weakly to her apron-covered hips. 

			Father bolts the door. “Check the shutters,” he directs Aksel.

			My brothers skirt the perimeter of our one-room house, reaching up high to check the fastenings on the shuttered windows. 

			Meanwhile, Mummi steers me to the fire. Our great stone hearth takes up one whole wall of the house. Pegs pounded into the stone hold all manner of cookware. The wooden table is laden with an evening meal—creamy salmon soup with potatoes and carrots, seasoned with dill. A basket of cloudberries waits next to a pile of barley loaves. There’s a pitcher of reindeer milk too, and a blackberry tart. 

			“Sit yourself down,” Mummi murmurs, her strong hands guiding me onto a stool. 

			I sink down. Everything is spinning again. My head aches. 

			“She’s bleeding,” my little sister Liisa whispers from her spot at the end of the table. Her grey cat sits curled in her lap. “Why is she bleeding?”

			
			

			“Go upstairs.” Father brushes a hand over her wispy, white-blonde braids.

			Liisa grips the sides of her stool in defiance. “No. Why is Siiri bleeding?” She lets out a squeal, and the cat scampers away, as Onni grabs her from behind, shaking her loose from her stool. It clatters to the floor, and she kicks her skinny legs and cries as he carries her over to the ladder leading to the sleeping loft. 

			“Go to bed,” he barks, hoisting her over his head nearly to the top rung.

			Liisa climbs up the ladder with a huff. 

			Mummi presses a wet rag to my face, gently wiping away the blood. She gestures to my soiled outer dress. “If you take this off, I’ll wash it for you.” 

			I stand on shaky legs, untying the braided belt that holds the simple wool garment together. My fingers tremble as I pull the shell over my head. Mummi dabs at my wound again. When she nears my eye, I flinch away from her touch. 

			“This eye will probably blacken.” She looks to Father and the boys as they all make their way to the table and sit down. “What happened?”

			Father frowns. “Do you have the strength to tell it again? Your mummi has a right to know.”

			I nod. Mummi listens, not interrupting as I start my story on the beach and end with, “And then they brought me back home.” 

			Mummi looks from me to my brothers. “You saw this too?”

			“We saw her, Mummi,” Aksel replies. “We saw her even before Siiri did.”

			Mummi returns her attention to me, tucking a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. “Siiri, my brave girl, I believe that tonight you met a goddess. From what you describe, it can only be Kalma.”

			
			

			A chill seeps through me. Kalma, goddess of death. She haunts graveyards with her malevolent guard dog, the evil Surma, guardian of Tuonela. 

			Gods, if she’s right, what am I to do? How am I to save Aina?

			It’s clear Onni isn’t ready to believe, even knowing what he saw. He spends too much time with the Christian priests. Aksel looks uncertain too. He leans forward. “Mummi, you said nothing can leave the realm of the dead. You said that when Mother died. You said she can’t come back.”

			“The dead cannot come back,” she replies gently. “But Kalma and her sisters have the ability to cross realms. They are powerful witches, my boy. Their magic is deep and ancient, as old as the hills on which this forest stands. Older.” 

			I fight a shiver, meeting her gaze for the first time this night. “But what would Kalma want with Aina?”

			“And don’t forget the others,” Aksel adds. “The disappearances this summer are all the work of Kalma, yes?”

			“Undoubtedly,” Mummi replies. 

			Aksel glances around at each of us. “Where would she take them?”

			Next to him, Onni shrugs. “Maybe a graveyard.”

			“But why?” Aksel replies. 

			“Maybe she eats them . . . or Surma does—”

			“Onni, don’t be crass,” Father warns. 

			Mummi ignores them all, clearly lost in thought as she watches the fire. My father and brothers continue to argue, but I watch Mummi. I watch and I wait. Of all of us, she knows the most about the old gods and their ways.

			“Tuonela,” she whispers at last. 

			“What?” I say, dread coiling in my chest. Did I not think my own path would lead me there this very night? Did I not wish for it?

			
			

			My father and brothers go quiet.

			Mummi glances from my father to me. “I believe Aina is in Tuonela. All the girls. They’ve surely crossed the river into the land of the dead. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

			My heart stops. “Wait—you think Aina’s dead?” 

			“No,” she corrects, her grey gaze level. “They are in the realm of the dead . . . but I believe they may yet be alive.”

			“Why?” Aksel asks again.

			“I don’t know,” she admits. She places her fingertips against her temples, massaging in small circles. “Kalma may have some need of them, I suppose. And the Witch Queen is a devious woman. She loves to torture mortals with her Beer of Oblivion—”

			I grip the table with both hands.

			“Kaisa,” Father says, casting a pleading glance my way. 

			Mummi glances at me too. “Oh—oh, my dear girl, I’m sorry.” She wraps her strong arms around me. “I shouldn’t have said that out loud. I was merely thinking—”

			“But you think that’s what happened to her.” Holding back my tears, I push away. “You think she’s been taken to Tuonela, to what end? To be tortured?” 

			Aksel reaches across the table, squeezing my arm. “Perhaps Aina has been chosen,” he offers. “She and the other girls may have been selected to be handmaidens for the death goddesses. They could even serve Tuoni himself. It would be a great honor.” He glances from Mummi to our father. “It’s possible, right?”

			I look to Mummi, anxious to see her face. Mummi raised me on stories of Tuonela. The stories don’t tell of the Witch Queen’s supper parties. They tell of torture and strife, violence and death. 

			
			

			In these last few years alone, their need to cause pain and suffering seems unmatched. So much senseless violence, so much cruel, wasteful death—young women in childbirth, hunting accidents, a boy drowned in the stream, his little lips so pale and blue. Animals inexplicably sicken and waste away. Even our crops suffer. 

			It’s as if death has forgotten the importance of life. It chokes us, the ever-firm hand at our throat. And in the chaos of all this overwhelming death, the Swedes and their bloodthirsty god swept in with a vengeance, preying on our weaknesses, dividing us like sheep before the slaughter. 

			I stare blankly into the depths of the hearth, not feeling its warmth. This is all my fault. Kalma was after me. If only I hadn’t chosen to fight. Why do I always fight? Why can I never yield? I should have sacrificed myself to the goddess. Aina would be safe, and I would be in Tuonela right now, fighting with every breath to escape.

			Will Aina do the same? Will she fight to return home to me?

			I want to believe. Gods, I have to believe she has the strength to fight. Everyone likes to dismiss Aina, but they don’t know her the way I do. Yes, she’s quiet. She’s patient and reserved. She keeps her opinions to herself, especially in company. But she has them. She’s never held back with me, never been afraid to speak her mind. Unlike me, however, she doesn’t trample people to do it. 

			Can she survive in Tuonela? Or will her kindness be her undoing?

			I can’t risk it. I can’t sit idly by and wait to see if she frees herself. “I have to save her,” I whisper, letting the words fortify my very bones. 

			Father sighs, his weathered hand brushing my hair. “Your passion does you credit, Siiri. But if a death goddess has indeed taken Aina, we should pray they are merciful to her . . . and then we should grieve with her family as they mourn her loss.”

			
			

			“I’ll bring them a haunch tomorrow,” Mummi offers. “Some eggs and bread.”

			“We can bring it for you,” Aksel says with a nod at Onni.

			I glance between them, my eyes narrowing in disgust. Oh gods, gods. They’re planning Aina’s funeral! My hands shake as I push onto my feet. “Stop.” 

			“Siiri—” Father reaches for me, but I step away. “My child, you must accept—”

			“No! She’s not dead until I see her body with my own two eyes.” I turn to my grandmother. “Mummi, you said it yourself, she’s in Tuonela, and she’s alive.” Taking a deep breath, I square my shoulders. “And I’m going to bring her home.”

			Behind me, Onni huffs, arms crossed over his barrel chest. He’s been spending too much time with those damned Christian priests who haunt our village every summer. Just two nights ago, he sat at this very table telling us that the old gods are dead. Now he’s seen a goddess with his own eyes and he’s still choosing not to believe?

			“I feel sorry for you,” I say to him. “Onni, where is your faith? Where is your hope?”

			Next to him, Aksel looks just as incredulous. “What will you do, little sister? No mortal can get into Tuonela, not if they plan to come back alive.”

			“I don’t know,” I admit, crossing my arms and turning back to stare at the flames. “Not yet. But I will save her. Ilmatar hear me, I will save Aina.”
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			Siiri

			I stay up for most of the night. Curled by the hearth, I try to recall every story Mummi ever told us about Tuonela and the death gods: the black river, impassable except by the ferrywoman’s boat; the twin witches of pain and suffering; horses made of goblin fire; armies of the restless dead. 

			By the time my father and brothers wake, I’ve prepared the porridge, and I’m seated at the table waiting. “I need to go see Milja,” I say as soon as Father sits. 

			He heaves a sigh. “Best to give it some time, I think.”

			“No. Now. This morning. I need to get to Milja before the village gossips do,” I explain. “Please, Father. After Mummi, Milja is the closest I have to a mother. She deserves to hear from me directly. You know you would want the same from Aina,” I add, holding his gaze. 

			
			

			“I will take her,” Onni says. “I’ll not leave her side, Father, I swear it.”

			After a moment’s deliberation, Father nods. “There and back. And speak to no one else, do you hear me? Onni, make sure of it. I don’t want your sister getting into any more trouble.”

			“Trouble?”

			He sets down his spoon. “All this talk of death gods and Tuonela, it bodes ill, Siiri. We must be careful now. I think you should limit who you speak to and what you say.”

			“What can you mean?” 

			“I mean that you should say nothing of your suspicions as to who took Aina and why.” 

			I share a surprised glance with Aksel. “But—you believe Mummi, don’t you? You believe me? You believe it was a death goddess who took Aina and the other girls?”

			Father groans. “I wasn’t there, Siiri. I didn’t see it.”

			“Aksel saw,” I declare, pointing to my brother. “And Onni, he saw too.”

			“I saw a strangely dressed woman on the beach,” Onni corrects. “I know how I felt, but I saw no magic. She was there and then she wasn’t—”

			“That is magic,” I hiss at him. “And did you not see Surma appear in a cloud of black smoke?” 

			He keeps shaking his head. “There was a glare. The sun—”

			“Oh, don’t be a coward,” I snap. “Do not run from this, Onni. Do not hide like a frog in the mud, pretending the winter is not happening all around you. The gods are real.”

			“I refuse to believe that every roar of thunder comes from a god in the sky swinging a hammer,” Onni counters.

			“Kalma took my dearest friend!”

			“Enough.” Father pounds his fist on the table. “Siiri, you may tell Milja of your suspicions, but no one else. Do you understand me? If anyone asks, you are to say you don’t know what you saw.”

			
			

			My indignation burns white-hot. “But—” 

			“No, Siiri. This is how it must be. Give your brothers and me time to ask around the village. Let us determine how they’re responding to these events. Then we can decide what our next step forward shall be.”

			I cross my arms, glaring at him. “So, you ask me to lie?” 

			“No, I ask you to say nothing,” he corrects. “Keep your eyes down and your mouth shut. Can you do that? Say yes, or I’ll lock you in this house with Liisa and the cat.”

			Casting him a glare, I give a curt nod. 

			 “Then Onni will take you to see Milja after breakfast. And you will both return directly home.”
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			Onni and I take the long way through the western woods, weaving along the outskirts of the village. We each carry a basket of food prepared by Mummi on our hips. At my father’s insistence, I wear a hood over my hair to hide my face. The cut on my brow is dark and swollen, fading from purple to mottled yellow around the side of my eye. 

			Aina’s father is chopping wood in the yard, while her younger brother Jaako stacks the cut wood next to the house. Taavi first sees Onni’s massive frame emerging from the stand of pine trees. His gaze then drops to me at my brother’s side. 

			“She’s here to see Milja,” Onni explains. “Will you allow it?”

			Taavi’s gaze lingers on my swollen eye. After a moment, he nods. 

			Onni gives me a little push. “I’ll wait for you here.”

			Taking a deep breath, I slip past the men, crossing the yard and stepping through the open back door. The interior is a house and barn in one. All the animals are out grazing, so the doors to their stalls stand open, letting in the weak morning sunlight. 

			
			

			The hearth burns with a low fire. Along the wall, a ladder leads up to the family’s sleeping quarters above. Aina’s hand loom rests on a stool in the corner. I can’t bear to look at it. I turn away. Milja sits at a narrow table in the middle of the room, a steaming cup of tea clasped between her hands. As I step closer, I catch a whiff of mint, her favorite. 

			Milja’s eyes are red-rimmed, her face swollen from all her tears shed. “Hello, Siiri.” Her gaze sweeps over my bruised and blackened eye. “Taavi said you fought the creature with your bare hands. I see it must be true.”

			 I lower my hood and drop down onto the stool opposite Milja. When my own mother died, I cursed the goddess of illness for taking her from us. The fevers burned through her for three days and nights before she faded away. I was so mad and so alone. With each year that passes, I remember less of her face, her smile, her warm embrace. Memories of Milja have slowly begun to replace memories of my mother—green eyes instead of blue, pointed chin instead of round. And Milja has taken it all in stride, loving me as a mother loves a daughter. 

			“Milja, I’m so sorry. I’m so—I did everything I could to protect her—” My words stop short. I can’t give excuses, not to Milja. “I shouldn’t have fought,” I say instead, eyes brimming with tears. “I should have let it take me. I think it wanted me at first. Oh gods, it’s my fault she’s gone—” The rest of my apology dies in a weak, broken sob.

			Milja reaches across the table, wrapping her hands around my wrist. They are warm from cradling her cup of tea. “I don’t blame you, Siiri. I don’t blame anyone. The gods demand sacrifices of us. If Aina was required, there is no stopping the gods from taking what is owed.”

			
			

			“You believe the gods took her?”

			She offers me a weak smile. “I know your mummi raised you right. My mother taught me the stories and songs too, just as her mother taught her, on and on back to the time the songs were first sung. The gods are here, Siiri,” she says, glancing around the room. “They watch us. They intercede in our prayers. And sometimes they teach us lessons.” 

			“Milja, I believe Kalma is the one who took Aina,” I say. “Mummi and I think Aina is in Tuonela. All the girls.”

			Slowly, Milja nods. “Yes, it was surely Kalma who came last night. For
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