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The Far Northern 
Land Saga

			Synopsis of Book 1: The Mark of the Bear Clan

			ULLA, a seven-year old girl, lives in a poor village of rye farmers near the cold wastelands. One day a bear badly mauls her, leaving her for dead. The wizard VÄINÄMÖINEN discovers Ulla by chance and heals her. The old wizard notices something strange; the scars on her back form the perfect shape of a bear’s claw, the clan-mark and totem of her people. He at once recalls an old prophecy of a child who will unite the Seven Clans against the Witch, LÖHI, but the old man is unsure about Ulla. Soon afterward, Ulla’s village is attacked by the savage Easterners. Her family dead, her village in ruins, Ulla escapes and meets another scatterling, a red-haired girl covered from head to toe with freckles, KIRSIKKA. Famished and exhausted, the girls are rescued improbably by Väinämöinen, who takes them to his home deep in the forest.

			Hundreds of miles away, the precocious Prince EGAN of the Swan Folk is thrust into power when his father the king is slain by LOVĚATAR a hideous ghost from Hell unleashed by Löhi. Väinämöinen sees something in Egan akin to what he sees in Ulla: purity of spirit, steadfastness of purpose, and hope. He champions Egan and gives him a precious gift—the famous Sword of Legend used to defeat Löhi in ancient times. Meanwhile, Ulla discovers that she possesses the power to work magic and secretly learns several spells. The girl loves Väinämöinen by now, seeing him as a father-figure offering home and belonging, and hopes that in becoming what everyone seems to want her to be—the Child of the Prophecy and Löhi’s enemy—she can bind the old man to her and never be alone again. 

			Väinämöinen and Ulla visit the old SEER, a mortal witch alone in her tower with a crystal ball. The old woman tells the wizard that the captain of Löhi’s army bears an enchanted crystal that he uses to spy on the Seven Clans. Väinämöinen sends Ulla away and prepares for a desperate defense. Terrified of being alone again and wanting to prove her worth to him, she weaves a magic spell, slips into the enemy camp, and steals the magic crystal. The old wizard sets a trap for their enemies, but despite his trick, the Witch’s men and goblins are on the cusp of victory when Egan finally arrives and slays the Witch’s captain with the legendary sword. The battle is won and Löhi’s first invasion blunted. The wizard embraces the little girl, finally accepting her destiny as a wizard and promising never to leave her. Egan is hailed as a hero and steels himself to lead the Seven Clans in great battles to come. Returning to the old Seer’s tower, Väinämöinen, Ulla, and Egan discover a miraculous thing. Compelled by vivid dreams, dozens of people from all the Seven Clans are gathering to learn the old magic. 

			Synopsis of Book II: The Heir of Lemminkäinen

			Seven years has passed since Ulla stole the precious crystal and Egan became king. War rages; the Seven Clans battle Löhi’s legions, and dozens of men and women study magic with Väinämöinen. The old man finally relents and allows Ulla to go on her “hunt,” a spiritual quest to kill her totem—the bear—and become a true wizard. She succeeds, but not before encountering Löhi in spirit form and barely escaping with her life. Egan and Ulla fall in love, although the girl seems more terrified of happiness—and the prospect of its loss—than of death in battle. Väinämöinen and Ulla discover that an ancient hero, the great smith ILMARINEN, is still alive. They convince him to reforge the mighty SAMPO, a magical object that Löhi stole long ago and which was later destroyed. 

			The old Seer convinces Egan that his destiny is to become the High King of the Far Northern Land, the first high king since the days of the hero Lemminkäinen. Uniting the Seven Clans, Egan leads a great army into the wastelands, hoping to end the war with one stroke, one battle; but he was tricked. In a final tragic battle, Egan is slain by Löhi, the army destroyed, and the new wizards scattered. At the same time, faraway, Ilmarinen the smith is betrayed by SIITSA, a servant of the Seer whom Löhi secretly seduced; the Sampo is lost forever. Väinämöinen and a shattered Ulla lead a small group of broken survivors back from the battle to their homelands to carry on the struggle—with or without hope. 
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Notes on Names 
and Language

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

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

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

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

			Proper Names 

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

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

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

			Länsimaa—LĂN-si-maw—(‘Westland’)

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

			Egan—Ā-gun—(King of the Swan Folk)

			Kaukomieli—KOW-ko-MEE-e-lee—(wizard of the Singing Valley and Ulla’s companion)

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

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

			Tulikki—TOO-li-kee—(Mielikki’s daughter)

			Pohjola—PŌ-ho-YŌ-la—(‘Northland’)

			Kuupää—KOO-pă—(the ‘Moonface,’ Löhi’s captain)

			Sariola—SAW-ree-Ō-la—(‘place of sickness,’ the Witch’s Keep in Pohjola)

			Lovêatar—LŌ-vee-a-tar—(ghost from Hell that spreads disease and death)

			Tuonela—TŪ-Ō-ne-la—(the underworld, abode of the Dead)

			Peiko—PĀ-ko—(troll who befriends Ulla and her companions)

			Homelands and Clans of the Far Northern Land

			Karelia—Karelialaiset—(the Reindeer Folk)

			High Länsimaa—Karhulaiset—(the Bear Folk)

			Deep Länsimaa—Hirvilaiset—(the Elk Folk)

			Etelamaa—Etelalaiset—(the Swan Folk)

			Tavastia—Tavastialaiset—(the Hare Folk)

			Akkala—Kotkalaiset—(the Eagle Folk)

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

			Erilaiset—(the immortal race of heroes, Väinämöinen’s people)

			________________________________________

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

			Itäläiset—(the Easterners)

			Hiisia—(the goblins)

			Weapons and Things in the Far Northern Land

			Pitkälehti—(‘Long-leaf,’ Ulla’s dagger)

			Pojhanpiikki—(‘North-thorn,’ first Tyë’s then Ulla’s sword) 

			Jääpuikko—(‘Icicle,’ Väinämöinen’s sword)

			Runolaulaja—(‘Poem or Spell-singer,’ Kaukomieli’s sword)

			Tarunmiekka—(‘Sword of Legend,’ first Lemminkäinen’s then Egan’s sword) 

			Arrow of Tuonetar—(magical arrow made of stone from the Isle of the Dead in Tuonela)

			Kantele—(traditional Finnish stringed instrument played by Väinämöinen)

			Bloodrock—(ore-bearing rock used to forge high-quality iron and steel)

			Winterfast—(secret technique used to keep swords and other weapons from becoming brittle in extreme cold)

			Tietäjää—(‘one-who-knows,’ the wizards of the Far Northern Land)

			Metsävartija—(‘forest-guard,’ the March Wardens of the Seven Clans)

			Sampo—(magical object forged by Ilmarinen the Smith to ensure prosperity in the Far Northern Land)

			Loitsu—(song or spell used by the Erilaiset)

			Kalma—(song or spell used by Löhi, black magic) 

			Etianen—(‘frontwalker,’ a spirit-like form that wizards could project to travel great distances) 

			Taivaantappi—(‘nail of the heavens,’ the North Star)

			Pirtti—(traditional timber and sod cabin built by villagers in the Far Northern Land)

			Seidi-stone—(rock with a spirit trapped within)

			Colorless Woods—(the spirit-world, the border between the material world and death)

			Reiki—(traditional large sled, pulled by reindeer or ponies)
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Chapter One

The Gates of Tapiola

			The hooded rider all in black looked down at the ragged crew. A hunchback and a one-armed man with an ill-favored face, scarred as if cut by a blade, had just dug a long, shallow trench by the roadside, piling the earth beside it. Behind them lay several prostrate figures wrapped in dirty shrouds, bare feet sticking out: men, women, and children, one scarcely more than a bundle of rags. They had died from plague or starvation in winter’s dearth, miserable persons now released from torment and dispatched to Tuonela. 

			The gravediggers paused their foul work; the hunchback bowed, cautiously extending a filthy hand, palm up.

			“Pity, my lord, pity,” he mumbled, hoping for some small coin rather than the sharp lash of a horsewhip. The one-armed man said nothing, his bleary eyes retaining a sullen pride as if they remembered a time before inescapable shame and disgrace.

			The rider made no sign and kicked the horse to a quick pace, leaving the gravediggers behind with the corpses and half-frozen earth. Few folk traveled the road winding around the nearest of Tapiola’s Seven Hills, the Hill of the Wolf Folk. The north wind blew cold, and the rider shivered. Sledges and sleds still sat in barns and sheds as there was little snow. However, the animals were already sequestered in their winter homes. They’d stand in thick straw throughout the long, dark months until the farmers swept the stalls in spring and carried the manure to the rye fields. 

			The black-cloaked rider approached Tapiola’s great southern tower and gate where some folk moved about on their business. Dozens of thin trails of black smoke wafted slowly upward, filling the air with a bitter, acrid scent.

			The town’s white stone walls, built of valkoinen marmori and enchanted by the magic of old, remained beautiful. Neither flaw nor blemish marred their perfect design. But within the white walls, things were otherwise. Like all the Far Northern Land, Tapiola had suffered greatly in the seven years since the disaster at Sumuvuori.

			Plague and illness had repeatedly visited the town. Lovêatar, the ghost from hell who spread death throughout the Seven Lands, had paid special attention to Tapiola. Many people had died, especially children, grievously reducing the townsfolk. Others fled into the countryside, believing it safer, and now dwelt in villages to the south. But during the past year, some refugees had arrived from the North, slowly increasing its numbers. Men had built towers and hillforts in the Neck of Tavastia, since Löhi’s servants harassed the Hare Folk in those parts, ruining their villages and fields.

			In the second summer after the Battle of Sumuvuori, the Witch had launched a great invasion with what strength was left to her. The Easterners had overrun High Länsimaa and taken Keskimaa. The Bear Folk who did not flee became their slaves or serfs. Still worse was to come. The following summer, Deep Länsimaa fell and Valkeakosk was burned; Teemu and the Elk Folk held out only at Siinesaare, the great island within the Blue Lake that had become a fortress. The Witch now struck across the Wall of the Giants. She attacked the Hare and Swan Folk in their homelands, roaming ever southward, though she had yet to find the power to break the failing strength of the Seven Clans. 

			The rider reached the open gate and passed within. The guards wore fine mail that bore the livery of Tavastia, a yellow sun against red and white. They said nothing, either knowing or guessing the shadowy figure’s identity. A crowd of beggars gathered in the paved square just within: the poor and infirm, the lame and scrofulous, and the mad. The Tavastian crown permitted them to beg of those who entered the town. 

			An older boy, blind, with two dark holes where his eyes should have been, laid his hands on the black horse’s flank; other beggars crowded around, imploring. But the rider in the dark hood pushed through the gaggle, giving no alms, but taking the broad lane running north toward that part of the town wherein the most beautiful buildings of white stone could be found. Behind, in the stone-flagged square, a madman cackled, romping about with a broken stick between his legs as if he, too, rode a horse.

			The lane climbed steadily upward. Passing crossroads and intersections, the rider came to a circular commons set about with trees. Hawkers stood behind shop stalls selling food, drink, and needful things. A fountain stood in the commons, surrounded by a greensward. Silent now, in spring and summer, water splashed down over an argent rock face into clear blue pools filled with flower blossoms. People looked darkly at the rider, noting the black mail, the iron spurs, and the long sword in its leather scabbard strapped to the horse. 

			Something else about the hooded figure made them uneasy, some hidden power, shrouded yet terribly present, putting them ill at ease. The townsfolk looked around for their own guards to stop and question the stranger, but no one dared utter a word; they were glad when the black-garbed figure passed by.

			The rider continued up the lane, which was the main way of Tapiola leading to the beautiful palace where Asikkas had been king. Asikkas had died several years earlier, however. Wounded at Sumuvuori and wracked with grief over the loss of his son Pekka in the battle, the king had thrown himself from a height, ending his own life. Since his only surviving son was half-witted, his cousin, Aslo, had taken the crown. A young man full of promise, he had profited greatly from the trade in bloodrock before the battle. He lived in the palace now with his wife. The dark rider clattered into the palace’s fair courtyard and dismounted.

			Stiff and weary, the rider gingerly swung to the ground, took a bag from the horse’s saddle, and whispered into the mare’s ear, stroking its flank until the jittery animal calmed. Hoisting up the bag, the hooded stranger strode up the white marble steps to the palace’s main doors.

			The door guards, who had watched the strange figure ride up, now sprang to block the path; their captain drew his sword.

			“Stay,” he commanded in a stern voice. “Who are you and what is your business?”

			The cloaked figure raised a mailed arm, the shiny, black vambrace glinting dimly. Speaking a few words in a soft, singsong voice, the stranger cast a quick backward glance at the horse steaming in the courtyard, then strode past the guards into the palace. The men stared blankly ahead, swords and spears loose in their hands.

			The palace of the king of the Hare Folk was not small. Many halls, chambers, and courts lay within, beautifully designed and well-appointed as befitted the ruler of proud Tavastia. The strange figure seemed familiar with the palace, expertly navigating the halls, bag still in hand, stopping only once to inquire of a servant where the king might be. The man answered without hesitation.

			The rider came at last to a long gallery brightly illuminated by torchlight. Recesses cut into the gallery’s paneled walls contained beautiful things of glass and amber. Works of silver by the Smiths of Seppälä and carved stone images of past kings of the Hare Folk stood there. No image of Asikkas sat in that gallery, but there was one of Lemminkäinen, fashioned of flawless valkoinen marmori by the craftsmen of old. At the end of the long gallery stood two dark doors with two tall guards on either side of them.

			The men wore the devices of the king’s royal guard: a silver hauberk on which was painted a shield, red and argent, made of some precious enamel from afar. Red cloaks hung down their backs. Silver thread entwined their forked, plaited beards, and ancient bronze helms sat upon their heads. The rise and fall of the rider’s heavy boots echoed down the hallway. Not so tall as the guards was the rider, not so fair the stranger’s devices, but the knights drew their swords at the dark figure’s approach and barred the way.

			Without breaking stride, the rider threw back the black hood and tore off the visored helmet, releasing a torrent of long, dark hair and revealing a young woman’s pale face, sprinkled with freckles. She stared back at them.

			“Lady Ulla!” exclaimed one of the guards. “How came you here? But the king is in private chambers within and—Lady Ulla!” 

			Ulla walked past them, pushing through the doors.

			The chamber within, large and fair, felt cold with only a single small hearth in the corner. Shuttered windows stretched across its far wall around a single door, the very door that opened onto the courtyard where perched the Hare Folk’s totem. There, seven years earlier, the chiefs of the Seven Clans had made their League and sworn to follow Egan to victory beyond the faraway Marches. Opposite the windows, stools and chairs surrounded a large oak table. Several men stood nearby. Ulla recognized Isku, the Master of the Shipwrights Guild, grown fat now and leaning on a stick. King Aslo sat behind the table. An older man, his counselor, sat next to him, poring over some documents. On Aslo’s other side stood a woman, slight of build, a slip of a girl richly dressed in the courtly fashion of Tavastia with golden thread twined about her flaxen hair. In her wan face, even paler than Ulla’s, her blue eyes flashed with displeasure. They all started in surprise at Ulla’s entrance.

			“You!” cried the slight woman, who was indeed Aslo’s wife, Vara, the Queen of the Hare Folk. She came from behind the table to bar Ulla’s way.

			“You!” she said again. “What are you doing here? How dare you come into the chamber of the King of Tavastia unannounced and uninvited? Who do you think you are, witch-child?”

			Ulla ignored her, walked up to the king, and tossed the bag onto the table with a thud. The startled man jumped to his feet.

			“For you, my lord,” she said, shaking her unbraided hair and brushing the wild strands from her face. “The last one. Open it.”

			“This is unacceptable,” said Vara, glaring at the two guards who had trailed Ulla into the room, seemingly uncertain of what to do.

			“Take her out of here now. And do not allow her back until we call for her.” 

			Before the guards could act, Aslo held up a hand and shook his head. The pox had scarred his face with a hundred pits as a child, but he remained a handsome man and pleasantly disposed.

			“No, my dearest. Stay your anger. Ulla Karhulainen is always welcome here, though the manner of her coming and going may seem strange to us of different folk and custom. But what is this thing? The last, you say; the last of what?”

			Ulla nodded toward the bag, reaching for a bronze ewer of water that sat nearby. As she drank, the king opened the dirty sack. Out rolled a misshapen head onto the table.

			“Great Thunder!” cried the king. Vara shrieked. Several others recoiled from the hideous, stinking thing.

			“What is that?!” said Aslo.

			“That is Maanavilja,” she answered. “The Tavastian, the last of the three Tornilaiset who betrayed us to Löhi.” She put the empty ewer on the table beside the severed head.

			“I found him in Akkala, filthy and miserable, skulking in a hole and trying to hide from me with his feeble enchantments. He cried, begging for his life like a child. But before I slew him, I read his mind. He was the one who went to Akkala with Siitsa and raised rebellion against Airikki. And it was he, along with Tappi, his confederate, who marched with the Host to Sumuvuori and betrayed our every move to the Witch. So be it. Now he is with Tappi in Tuonela, and the Tornilaiset are no more.”

			Aslo flushed deeply. One of his men ran up and threw a cloth over the rotting skull.

			“What am I to do with this?” Aslo stammered. 

			Ulla shrugged. “You set a price on his head, did you not? So here it is. Do with it what you will. It is a proof that Maanavilja is dead, nothing more.”

			“It was Asikkas who set the price,” said the white-haired counselor in a thickly accented voice that reminded Ulla of the Seer. “Asikkas, who in his madness set the price at one hundred gold Tavastian crowns—a king’s ransom. Doubtless he was thinking of his son, Pekka, who was slain at Sumuvuori. Is that what you seek?”

			Ulla laughed. “I don’t need your gold, my lord. Keep it. Or, better yet, use it to arm your men. I passed south of Kyöpelinvuori on my journey here. Your soldiers in those parts are ill-equipped. They have few horses and few swords that are winterfast or made from bloodrock. This is what I came to report to you and your captain.”

			“There is no rock,” said Aslo. His tone changed, stern and defensive. “Nothing comes south now and the stores are depleted. We cannot replace what was lost at Sumuvuori or two years ago at Jääkeko. But the men who guard the watchtowers in the north do not want for mail or arms, nor do the knights and soldiers of Tapiola. The smaller garrisons must make do with what they have.”

			“You know your own business best,” she replied. “But those men may still be called upon to march if the enemy attacks. Soon there may even be raids out of Akkala. The north of that land is in turmoil and enemies now creep about it.”

			“Tavastia is safe,” said the older man. “As safe as may be amid such times of strife. More we cannot do with what strength is left us. But what was ill-ordered in the past, in the days of Asikkas and the great disaster, has been put right.”

			“Ill-ordered?” answered Ulla, her hazel-green eyes flickering with anger. “Nothing was left to chance in the days of Egan Dragonslayer; treachery and black magic brought disaster upon us all. Look again, if need be, at what lies before you: Maanavilja Tavastialainen, the servant of your Seer.”

			The dark-haired young woman picked up a leather-covered bottle.

			“Yes, well . . .” stammered Aslo. “Let us speak about this with our captains. Tomorrow or perhaps the next day they should return for the north and—look, will you not take some refreshment? Lady Ulla is thirsty and tired, bring us warm and cold drink and something to eat.”

			“No thank you, my lord,” she said, draining the bottle. “Water is enough. I must see to my horse now, who is also weary and waits in your courtyard. But I’m glad to hear that your captains are returning; to speak with them was my errand here—that and bringing Maanavilja back to his home.”

			Ulla bowed as best she could in mail, then turned to leave as quickly as she had come. Yet Vara, recovered from her fright, stood before her. The tiny queen put her hands on her hips, glaring defiantly at the wizard and warrior.

			“Water may be acceptable for you, but you don’t have enough of it,” she said sharply. “You stink of horse and of the field and forest. Do not ever again presume to come so before the King of the Tavastia. And if, strangely, you were made a princess of our land by virtue of your ties to Väinämöinen, you would do well to remember it and look the part.”

			The king and his men started, fearing Ulla’s anger, but the dark-haired young woman’s face was cold and impassive. She reached out a gloved hand to touch a strand of Vara’s hair that escaped the gossamer veil atop her head. The queen tensed.

			“One does what one must,” said Ulla. Switching to the courtly fashion of Tavastia and Etelamaa, which she despised yet had grown adept at, she added, “On a time, mayhap even thou shalt find thyself in such straits; but let us hope not, my queen.”

			Vara flushed deeply, a beet-red stain creeping over her face like the bloom of an early morning. At her side, her fists clenched, but she said nothing. Ulla stiffly bowed again and left the room, helm in hand. In the hallway, she passed the captain and his men whom she had enchanted at the palace door. Now they rushed to the king’s chamber to see what was amiss. But none dared to stop or gainsay her—she, Ulla Karhulainen, Löhi’s enemy and tietäjää of the Singing Valley who bore the Mark of the Clan.

			Still, they were glad to see her go. After the Battle of Sumuvuori where Egan fell and the League was destroyed, everything had changed and Ulla had changed too. She became grim, fell, and suspicious of all save the Erilaiset and her closest friends. Her power had grown apace with her stature. Now a full-grown woman, she was tall for her folk, her limbs and long face almost Erilaisen in appearance. Her great strength wrapped about her like a mantle, visible to the world. Indeed, she had become the most powerful wizard in all the Far Northern Land, more powerful than any other save old Väinämöinen, perhaps.

			After checking on Midnight, the black mare that had been her horse for many years and survived the long march home from Sumuvuori, Ulla went to a small lodging close by the stables. The simple room in a modest building held bed, basin, and table with a small courtyard behind enclosing a single elm. The room was always kept ready for her on the rare times she came to Tapiola. Not far away stood another room, the room in which Egan had declared his love to her. 

			The Hare Folk had offered it to her, but she refused. She would not enter it. If that door was never opened, if the dust that lay upon the white marble lay undisturbed, perhaps that lost world might still exist. Within those walls, perhaps she and Egan yet embraced, gentle shades of what might have been. The elves believed such things were possible. She would not enter that room, but ensured that it remained locked, even as she kept her father and brother locked away within her heart as the years slipped by. And none dared question her; she was Ulla, Ulla Karhulainen.

			Tired, the young woman quickly fell asleep. She awoke famished in the frosty morn. There was no food in her room; she had not bothered to eat or buy food the day before. Ulla washed in the basin’s freezing water, the cold shock exciting her pale skin and setting it a-tingle. She dressed in a rich, warm cape lined with fur, identical to Väinämöinen’s, and stitched leather boots encased her feet. Her armor and stained traveling clothes sat tossed in the corner.

			Sword, dagger, staff—all three lay on the table. She left the sword and staff, but picked up Longleaf, fixing the short, sharp blade to her belt. Grabbing a leather pouch that held a few silver coins, she walked out into the sunlight.

			Ulla sought two things, food and news, and she knew where to find both. Hawkers and merchants sold their goods in an open space beneath the east gate’s shadow: Itäkauppa, the East Market, men called it. The dark-haired young woman bought cold sour milk, sausage, and blood bread from a fat man with a splotched face. He begged her to cure his blemished skin with a word or charm, but she shook her head at him; pine tar worked better.

			The milk, soured in Tavastian style, was delicious. The distinctive taste of her favorite drink immediately transported her to the Singing Valley and the pirtti that she and Kirsikka had shared for so long. The serfs of Kyöpelinvuori had sent barrels of the stuff to the Valley each month. Sour milk. Songs and spells. The fire that always burned in the long hall by the rowan trees. As these things flashed through Ulla’s mind, she lost herself, as she often did, in a reverie so deep that she was almost deaf to the sounds around her—almost. 

			A horse whinnied as it clapped through the gate, bringing her back to the present. The Singing Valley was silent and empty now. Far away in the Stone City, Kirsikka mourned for the husband who would never return. Reality was war on the marches, war unceasing, and that, not sour milk, had brought Ulla to Tapiola.

			Finishing her meal, Ulla set out to achieve her second goal. She needed news, specifically news of the Wardens. She heard what she hoped to hear. Ilkka, Lord Captain of the March Wardens of the Far Northern Land, had arrived in Tapiola during the night. Moreover, Teemu of the Elk Folk was with him, escaped from his fortress on the island of Siinesaare. Ulla made straightaway for the Warden House, reaching it just as Ilkka and Teemu were setting out for Aslo’s palace.

			She paused, observing the two men from a distance. Ilkka’s close-cropped hair was grey, his beard clipped and short after the Wardens’ fashion. Tall and spare he was, grim-faced after his many ordeals. The pressure and responsibilities of being Lord Captain and commanding the men who held the borders against the Witch were etched upon his face. Ulla, however, saw the merry eyes of her old friend, the one who had found her in High Länsimaa so long ago.

			Teemu was of a different sort. Shorter than Ilkka, the Lord of the Hirvilaiset, the Elk Folk, wore his light brown hair long and braided, and his dark beard full. A man in the prime of life, he had done much to save as many of his people as possible. Ulla remembered the first time that she had seen him, at Linnavuori, just before the battle, just before she had sung the spell that made her invisible while she stole Tyë’s precious glass. Teemu had been young then, scarcely older than Egan. He still looked younger than his years or troubles.

			And troubles he had. Teemu and Ilkka had survived the disaster at Sumuvuori, together leading thousands of men out of the wild and back to their homelands. The strong bonds between them had been forged in a fire that only those who have gone to war together, risking life and limb side by side, can ever know. Now Valkeakosk was gone, taken by the enemy, and all the Hirvilaiset not enslaved had fled deep into the woods or across the borders to Tavastia or Akkala. But Teemu had gathered many of his folk and fallen back to the tree-covered isle within the Blue Lake. Twice now he had slipped Löhi’s nets and escaped to Tavastia to consult with the Wardens in Tapiola. He never stayed long, however. No matter the danger, he was resolved to return to Siinesaare and his people who endured the Witch’s siege. 

			Even as Ulla watched the two men, Ilkka noticed her. The Warden’s stern expression melted, transformed into a broad smile.

			“Ulla!” he cried. 

			Returning the smile, Ulla came and embraced him.

			“I hadn’t heard that you were in Tapiola,” Ilkka continued. “But it is good to see you, my young lady.” 

			“And for me,” said Teemu. “Indeed, I’d hoped to find you here.”

			“Find me you have,” answered Ulla. “And here I am—I only arrived yesterday myself.”

			“We were on our way to see Aslo,” said Ilkka. “But perhaps we should go back inside.”

			Ulla sniffed the air. “It’s a fine morning,” she said. “It will be full winter soon enough. Let’s talk as we walk together. It’s a ways to the palace and Midnight is stabled nearby. I need to see her. But I don’t believe Aslo or the queen will wish to see me again so soon.”

			Ilkka signaled to the three Wardens accompanying him to remain at the House, then he, Teemu, and Ulla set out across the White City. The Warden hadn’t seen her since summer. As they walked, she told him about her search for Maanavilja and their final encounter in the woods of Akkala.

			“It wasn’t much of a battle,” she said matter-of-factly. “He was weak, half-starved, and cowardly. I don’t know why Löhi sent him back. Perhaps as a trap for me, but I was wary.”

			“How did you find him?”

			“The jewel,” she replied. “I made a finding spell, the strongest I could, and used the jewel to focus it. It was hard to do, the jewel is not made for such sight, but I made it work all the same. I’ve discovered a lot about that glass over the past few years, but it’s dangerous to use. Löhi is somehow connected to it. I feel like she can see me when I look into it.”

			“Then don’t use it!” said Ilkka. “You know there’s a price on your head, higher than any other in the Far Northern Land. Don’t make it easy for the Witch to find you.”

			“I passed by Kyöpelinvuori on my way back,” said Ulla. “The men there were anxious. How did it go on the Marches?”

			Before Sumuvuori, Ulla had never raised a blade in battle; afterward, she never sheathed her sword. With sword and staff, spear and spell, the dark-haired woman with the pale, freckled face had fought along the Marches unceasingly. From High to Deep Länsimaa, and from Tavastia to Etelamaa, she lent aid to the people of the Seven Clans in their desperate fight against the Witch, pitting her power against Pohjola’s and doing whatever she could to upset Löhi’s plans, though it seemed a losing battle as their strength ebbed. 

			All who bore arms welcomed Ulla, though she was no queen and commanded no army, particularly since so few tietäjää, the mortal wizards trained in Laulavalaakso, remained. People feared the woman warrior who bore the Mark of the Clan upon her shoulder, but when battle came to them or evil spirits wailed on the wind, they turned to her. She had become the most famous hero in all the Seven Lands.

			“After you left us,” Ilkka continued, “There were a few more skirmishes. The Easterners raided the villages that still stood south of the lansikita. The people fled. But word came later of a larger attack in Etelamaa, even on the borders of Kotanrannta. The Pohjolaiset have never been so bold or struck so deep. The Swan Folk are panicked. They seek to build a line of towers straight across Etelamaa, but who knows if it will be too late?”

			“And around the Wall?” she asked, referring to the Wall of the Giants, the stony ridge that separated what used to be Lansimää from the lands to the south. 

			“Ever worse. Evil things, unclean things, creep about it. Goblins, trolls, and horrors from Tuonela. People flee in fear for their lives while the rye rots in the field uncut. Always when it seems it could become no worse, it does.”

			The lane opened into a square where women surrounded them, begging for alms. Ilkka gave out several pennies. 

			“Dark days have come to Tapiola, too,” said Teemu. “Or so it seems. The city is much changed since last I was here.”

			“And how are your folk, my lord?” asked Ulla. 

			Teemu sighed.

			“We hold out,” he finally said, as they left the square and took the street leading to the palace. “For now, we hold out. But if help does not come, from the Hare Folk or elsewhere, then I have little hope.

			“The isle of Siinesaare is fair. I made my summer home there in my youth. Two villages sprang up among its trees. But when the north of our land was destroyed, many thousands came to the isle—men, women, children, all who could be saved. We brought as great a store of food and weapons as possible and built strong places at the landings. Twice the Pohjolaiset attacked in great numbers, once across the water and once across the ice. Both times we drove them back with loss. Now all the land about the Blue Lake is despoiled and we are surrounded. 

			“An inlet winds its way into the island’s heart. Fish spawn there and we have no lack of food from the water, but little else. The grain is almost gone. We have felled most of the trees for shelter or fuel, save for the wood at the island’s crown. And a sickness, a black pestilence from Löhi, rose among us, killing children especially and most of our animals. My men are battle-hardened and brave—many fought at Sumuvuori—but we will not last beyond winter if help does not come to us.”

			Teemu’s voice faltered as he spoke. Ulla was taken aback. She had not known that the Elk Folk were in such straits.

			“I did not know your plight was so evil, my lord,” she said.

			“Our strength fails,” said Ilkka. “Our will must be harder. The Wardens do not have the numbers to come to Teemu’s rescue and still man the hillforts that hold back the enemy elsewhere. I had hoped that Juvari and the Swan Folk might send men this coming summer, but the threat to Kotanrannta may prevent this. Always the Witch remains one move ahead of us. And it seems that something more is at work. Sickness and plague afflict us; crops fail. The very earth, sea, and sky seem poisoned. The Witch’s season is upon us.

			“At least some good news awaited me here in Tapiola. More men have volunteered for the Wardens; two hundred from Akkala alone and others from the coasts. We will have three new companies next summer to replace those who fell in battle.”

			“If the Marches are strengthened,” said Teemu, “Perhaps Aslo will send his army to break the siege, allowing my people to escape. It would be a bold stroke, but no other kind will suffice in such times. Such is my plea.” 

			They reached the palace courtyard, where a cold wind blew through the open space. Ulla wrapped her cape tightly about her. A company of Tavastian guards assembled on the cobble-stoned square.

			“One other plea I have, my lady,” said Teemu, looking straight into Ulla’s hazel-green eyes. “Where is Väinämöinen? Can he not help us? Ever has he been a friend to the Elk Folk since this war began. A single singer we have at Siinesaare, not a true tietäjää, and, while he has some skill in healing, it is not enough. On the journey from Länsimaa, I asked this question of those I met; all told the same tale—he is gone and none have seen him in these parts for some time. Tell me, Ulla, is he in Etelamaa or Karelia?”

			Ilkka looked keenly at Ulla. For a moment, she was at a loss. 

			“He is in Karelia,” she said at last. “Or, at least, he was when last I heard from him. But wherever he is now, I fear he will not return in time to answer your call, my lord.”

			Teemu nodded. “So Ilkka guessed,” he said sadly. “And what about you, my lady? Or Turi the Changer? Will you not come to our aid? They say you have grown to become the most powerful wizard in the Far Northern Land, as powerful as the Witch of Pohjola. Can you not help us?”

			His last words were lost on the wind as a cold gust whistled through the courtyard, snapping the guards’ red and white banners, but Ulla knew what he asked.

			“I do not know what I can do to help the Elk Folk of Siinesaare, Lord Teemu. But whatever may be possible, I will try it.”

			She stood silent for a moment, looking at the two men she had known almost all of her short life. It pained her to see the earnestness in Teemu’s face and Ilkka’s stony resolve. Something was slipping away, fading. They were losing their faith, their hope. But she, Ulla, had long since put such things behind her.

			“Will you come with us to see the king, Ulla?” asked Ilkka. 

			“Not now. I must see to Midnight; she is very weary. But I will come to the Warden House later, or at any time you call me.”

			Ilkka smiled and touched her shoulder.

			“Very well, little one,” he said, echoing Väinämöinen. “See to Midnight. Any horse that made it back from Sumuvuori deserves no less.”

			He clasped his hand across his breast in the Warden’s salute. Teemu bowed. The two men mounted the steps leading up to the palace doors, but Ilkka suddenly turned and called to her.

			“Ulla!” he cried. “More news, lest I forget. Kaukomieli was on the Marches with us; he is still there, hunting trolls. He wishes to see you. Send word to him if you are not going north!”

			She watched them climb the steps and greet the guards, the same guards she had enchanted yesterday in her impatience to see Aslo. Then she turned and left the chilly courtyard for the nearby stables where Midnight waited.

			Midnight, happy to see Ulla, whinnied in excitement. The stabler had given her a snug stall with plenty of straw on the ground and hay and oats to eat. Ulla stroked the black mare’s flank, checking the wound on her foreleg. Ulla had closed it with a song; now it had healed. Midnight nuzzled Ulla’s face and neck, her warm breath tickling the girl, who hummed a little tune into the horse’s ear to calm her. But soon Ulla fell silent, lost again in her own thoughts—thoughts of Kaukomieli.

			




Chapter Five

The Handmaiden 
of Misery

			Snow whistled over the broken sled. The freezing north wind hit Ulla and Kaukomieli like a hammer, pelting their faces with tiny darts of ice so cold, they burned. Pulling her fur hat over her eyes, Ulla tightened the scarf around her neck. Beside her, Kaukomieli stomped his feet, his black boots digging holes in the snow.

			The sled, a real Karelian reiki, lay pitched to one side. The left runner had snapped and stuck out at an odd angle. Though it was half buried in a snowbank, they could see that the joint between the runner and frame was loose. Children of the far north, the two young wizards had ridden sleds all their lives, yet neither had any idea of how to fix it.

			“I cannot do this,” mumbled Ulla beneath the scarf. “The spell didn’t take. Look at it—it didn’t even move.”

			Kaukomieli struggled to work his mouth.

			“Try a binding spell,” he finally said. “Make it whole, all one piece.”

			“That was a binding spell,” Ulla said sharply. “And that’s not how the sled is made. It’s fitted together, can’t you see? I don’t know how it’s done and, if I don’t know how it’s really made, I can’t sing the right song to fix it. If only Väinämöinen were here; he knows the song for everything.”

			A mournful howl echoed in the distance, but there was no telling if it was a wolf or the north wind’s plaintive cry.

			“Wonderful,” said Kaukomieli. “That’s all we need.” He raised his staff. Yellow light illuminated the sled, making a bright circle in the dark night and blowing snow.

			“I thought you said your father was a cartwright!” he spit out.

			“And yours was a hunter, but you couldn’t even call an animal to us last night.”

			“It’s winter, for the love of Ilmatar! Exactly what do you think is roaming around here, except for wolves?”

			They stood silently while the light from Kaukomieli’s staff slowly faded. Another gust blew darts at them.

			“This is ridiculous,” he said at last. “It’s too dark, anyway. We can’t see anything in this snow. Let’s make a fire and shelter for the night. We can try again in the morning light.”

			“If there is any morning light,” said Ulla, turning and tramping toward the thicker woods to where Midnight patiently stood, rooting for moss in thinner snow.

			Bred for work in winter, the shaggy black horse could withstand much worse as long she was protected from the wind. It felt warmer here in the shelter of the firs and pines; the darts couldn’t find them. Kaukomieli scrounged for fallen pine branches while Ulla made a meager meal from what was left in their packs. After gathering a likely pile of pinewood, Kaukomieli thrust his staff into it and spoke a word of power, but nothing happened. Shaking his head, he chanted the full fire loitsu.

			Light from heaven, stars, and sun,

			Down to the earth as gold shall run.

			Strike the flint, spark the flame,

			Let the blaze be seen again!

			The wet wood hissed, but no flame struck.

			“Tuonela!” he cursed.

			Ulla thrust her staff beside his. Together they cried, “Tuli!” At once, the bracken sputtered and burst into flame. As the smoky pine fire popped and sizzled, Kaukomieli threw several large logs into the middle of the blaze. “This is a good spot,” he said. “There are friendly spirits in these trees, even if they’re sleeping now.”

			After spreading blankets atop the snow, they sat near the fire, wrapped in thick fur, while the slush melted. It grew much warmer now. They both felt life returning to their frozen limbs. Ulla passed Kaukomieli a hunk of hard rye bread, Tavastian bread, baked in Tapiola’s ovens weeks earlier and kept fresh by a magic spell.

			“Blood bread’s better,” she said, chewing determinedly. “But this is all that’s left. Rye and some dried fish.”

			“Are there any apples?” he asked, a little too eagerly. Ulla shot him a withering glance and Kaukomieli dropped his head, gazing at the sputtering fire.

			The young man sighed.

			“Here we are, half-frozen, south of the Wall in Etelamaa. Foolish, foolish striking out in deep winter. Wizard or not, a man could die out here.”

			“We can always find a pirtti if need be,” said Ulla. “We are in Etelamaa, not in the wilds of Länsimaa. Besides, this was your idea, remember. The new spell? Lovêatar?”

			“I know,” he replied. “I know. What choice did we have, anyway?”

			“None,” said Ulla. “We’ve been over this all before; you were right. There’s a sickness growing, spreading into the very earth itself. Crops fail, woods wither, rivers freeze. All things done are ill done. The Season of the Witch is upon us.”

			“One by one, the tietäjää are hunted down.”

			“Yes. Now they say Borger of Etelamaa has disappeared and he was the wizard of Kotanrannta. I’m even afraid for Turi. He was supposed to meet us. It isn’t right.”

			“But worst of all is Lovêatar,” said Kaukomieli, dully. 

			The fire popped.

			“Yes,” replied Ulla, softly. “Worst of all is Lovêatar.”

			The destruction wrought by Tuone’s daughter increased as Löhi’s power grew. Disease spread everywhere. Whole villages perished or were abandoned. Ulla realized that, even more than the Easterners’ curved swords or the goblins’ terror, Lovêatar’s sickness was the Witch’s greatest weapon. She’d come to believe that unless it was stopped, all the Seven Clans would succumb to the foul pestilence.

			In past years, Lovêatar moved from place to place, lingering for a time in Akkala, perhaps, before next appearing in Karelia. That had changed. Misery’s stepchild had taken a liking to the northern plain of Etelamaa. She had stayed in the region for months, though it was not densely populated. So Kaukomieli hit upon the plan to catch her unawares before she disappeared again.

			“Is the water warm?” he asked. Ulla handed him the skin that had been sitting near the fire. The young man drank half and handed it back.

			“Do you think we are too late?” he said.

			“You heard the villagers,” answered Ulla. “She is still here or, at least, she was last week. We must be close to the place they described. Whether we fix the reiki or not, Midnight will carry us if need be; we’ve taken turns with her before. It cannot be far.”

			“I’m not sure what to hope for,” he said, poking at the fire’s leading edge with his copper-shod staff. “To find her or to find her gone.”

			“Do you doubt your spell?” asked Ulla, irritated and almost mocking. 

			“You know the answer,” he replied angrily. “Who can say what might happen? I’m not afraid to try.

			“I’m a good spell-crafter,” he continued in a matter-of-fact way, almost to himself. “I put a lot of thought into the loitsu. If I’m right…maybe, just maybe there’s a chance.”

			The wind rustled in the tall pines above, sending a dusting of snow down upon them. “A chance,” Ulla said, more softly now. “So be it. You’ve done your best; more than I could have. Still, it’s strange to think that it will all be over soon. We are probably going to die, you know, horribly.”

			“So be it,” echoed Kaukomieli, laughing out loud. Ulla smiled despite herself.

			“Are you afraid to die?” he asked.

			“Of course not. Are you?”

			“If we fail, better to die anyway. I’d rather not know what comes after.” 

			Ulla nodded in agreement, her frosty breath lingering like a tiny yellow cloud in the firelight.

			“I feel bad about one thing, though,” Kaukomieli said.

			“What’s that?”

			“My people, the Elk Folk. Teemu begged me to come to Deep Länsimaa.” 

			Ulla sighed.

			“I promised him too,” she said. “I told him that I would go to Siinesaare and do whatever I could. They are desperate. But what could we have done, even the two of us together? Raise the siege by ourselves? If Lovêatar is not stopped, there is no hope anywhere.”

			“Maybe,” said Kaukomieli. “My mind tells me you are right. My heart speaks otherwise. They are my folk, Ulla, my clan, my kinsmen. Fighting. Dying. My heart tells me my place is with them. It was a hard, hard choice.”

			“True choices always are.” Ulla peered at the boy from under her cap. He looked very young and very sad. She thought of her own folk, the Bear Clan, scattered and homeless, slaves to the Easterners or already dead. She knew how he felt, maybe better than anyone. To have so much power, but to be helpless at the same time…

			“Tell me one of your stories,” she said suddenly. 

			“Stories?” he said, surprised.

			“One of the Hirvilaisen tales. They are different from the ones in Karelia and High Länsimaa. Even the Tavastian tales I heard in the Valley of Song were more or less the same ones that my father and Väinämöinen told. But yours are different.”

			“I was born in the west, far from Karelia and the other Clans.”

			“So tell me one now.”

			Kaukomieli thought for a moment and then began.

			“In the Elk Land, in Deep Länsimaa, they tell a tale about a boy who lived near to the western sea, as far from the lands of other settled folk as might be in those times. He lived nigh to the old ruined city where the Wolf Folk once dwelt and where ghosts now walk. The boy was poor, but quick-witted and strong, and likely to become a leader among the little villages clustered together in the deep wood.

			“One day, the boy, whose name was Matti, set out alone into the forest. He hoped to find a bear’s den and kill the inhabitant. He knew that if he came back home with a bear-kill, his reputation would soar and his luck would turn good from the dead bear’s magic. He walked deeper and deeper into the woods until he was far from his village and quite lost. He slept on the forest floor rolled up in his simple cloak, wondering if he had not made a huge mistake. Would he starve, alone and forgotten?

			“Just as he decided to turn back and attempt to find his home, Matti heard a noise in the bramble like animals fighting. Gripping his spear, he readied himself for a wolf, boar, or badger. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a woman burst from the bracken, crying in pain. Her wounded legs dripped blood onto the forest floor, her clothes in tatters. Before Matti could say anything, three other figures appeared behind her, green-skinned and white-eyed. Matti knew that they were goblins, even though he had never actually seen one before. 

			“With a swift thrust, he skewered the first goblin, who died before he even had time to be surprised. Matti wheeled round with his spear and knocked the second goblin to the ground, spitting him as he lay cursing. The third goblin was not so easy to deal with. It had a long knife and fought hard, but Matti was big and strong, and a good fighter to boot. In the end, Matti caught him in the leg and the goblin howled in pain. He ran off and was never seen again.

			“Now Matti turned to the woman. Despite her unfortunate state, she was beautiful. Matti could see at once that she was no mortal. Her spiraled eyes, long face, and leaf-shaped ears betrayed her: she was an elf. Matti calmed her, bandaged her wounds as best he could, and gave her what little food and clean water he had left. She quickly recovered and told him her tale. She was the daughter of one of the last families of elves to live in those parts since the Witch came, living an unsettled life like the wandering folk of the clans, moving from place to place each season. But disaster had come upon them. A troop of goblins had discovered them one night, killing everyone—everyone except for her, that was. She had run away, run as far and as fast as she could, while the three goblins pursued her for miles and miles until they finally caught up with her. She would have died had she not stumbled into him unexpectedly. 

			“‘I’m glad you found me,’ said Matti, ‘Though I’m far from home myself. No one lives in these deep woods anymore. But I’ll help you back to your home, if I may, and if any more of these goblins bother you, they’ll have me to deal with.’

			“‘Thank you,’ said the elf, ‘But I have no home now and all my folk are dead. I am the last of my clan and I owe you the Life Debt. I will go with you and pay you back for my life as I may.’

			“There wasn’t much Matti could say to that. Together, they journeyed back to his home, avoiding the goblins. The villagers welcomed the strange woman in their midst and Matti soon fell in love with her. He had never seen so beautiful, kind, and gentle a woman before. Moreover, she worked magic, so his fortunes began to prosper. He asked her to be his wife and she readily agreed, elf though she was and he a mortal man. They were happy enough, though they had no children. And Matti became the chief of that entire district, poor and isolated though it might be.

			“Of course, all was not happy forever, for Matti was a short-lived mortal and she an Erilainen. The years went by swiftly, and the young, strong Matti grew old, but no stain of time could be seen on his beautiful wife’s face. Some envied his fortune, but Matti grew sad. He knew no young woman wished to be chained to an old man, condemned to wait on doddering feet. Eventually he fell ill; he felt his life slipping away and darkness approaching. 

			“Lying in their simple pirtti, Matti looked up at his elvish wife who sat beside him patiently, caring for him. ‘I am sorry, my dearest,’ he said at last. ‘This parting is bitter. I should not have married you, for you have only been condemned to watch me wither and rot. Better you had sought your own folk in the far north.’

			“At that very moment, Matti noticed a grey lock twined in his wife’s hair. He reached out to touch it.

			“‘Have no regret,’ she said, gently. ‘Indeed, I, too, am now aging, albeit more slowly. Our lives are intertwined. No Erilainen may form such a bond and yet remain immortal. When you are gone, it shall quicken even more, and I, too, shall pass even as you.’ Then Matti grew even more distraught.

			“‘I have truly brought ruin upon you, then. Such was not my wish.’

			“‘No,’ she answered. ‘Had you not saved me that day in the woods, I would already have died. Every day of my life with you has been a gift, as will be all the days that yet remain. Be at peace! And I shall pass through Tuonela and find you again in the life that lies beyond. Wait for me again as you did in the forest so long ago!’

			“Then the old man smiled, for he was at peace, and he passed away gently. And when the elvish woman’s time came, she, too, died with grace, never regretting her choice, but rejoicing for the gift of life Matti had given her.” 

			“And that, Ulla, is a tale of the Hirvilaiset.”

			Ulla considered the tale for a while, her brow furrowed.

			“It is a sad tale,” she said at last. “As melancholy as that forest you lived in.”

			“I think it is a happy tale,” he replied. “Or, at least, one full of hope, no matter the circumstance. It was very popular among the Elk Folk in my parts. I told that old story many times in the Singing Valley, though you don’t recall it. Only Unaja had ever heard it before, in her home village. She smiled when she heard it again.” 

			* * *

			Ulla’s eyes opened on daylight. The clouds had broken. It was clear and cold. The fire had died, leaving black ashes mixed with slush, but she felt warm beneath her furs. She lay on her back, looking up through the trees. Then she noticed a lock of blond hair on her arm. Turning, she saw that Kaukomieli’s head lay upon her shoulder. He was asleep. 

			“Get off me,” she said.

			Stumbling up, they stood blinking in the morning light.

			“It’s late,” she said. “We slept too long. Why did you not wake up sooner?”

			“Me?” Kaukomieli said, groggily. “What about you?”

			“You’re the one that always wakes early, remember?”

			Picking up their things, Ulla packed the bags while Kaukomieli saw to Midnight, brushing her shaggy mane with his fur-lined gloves. The horse had cut a wide swath all around them, rooting out wet grass and moss from the forest floor. The reiki still lay toppled over in the snowbank, but in the morning light, with yellow sun shining down and no wind, things didn’t seem as hopeless.

			Ulla considered the sled with her hands on her hips.

			“I have an idea.”

			She told Kaukomieli to chop off the ends of the tapered, curved runners with a hand ax. Meanwhile, Ulla knelt by the sled, running her hands over the fitted wood. Singing a binding spell again—this time, only for the basket—she fused the broken
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