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A Note to the Reader


[image: ]


PRESUMABLY IF YOU’RE here it’s because you’ve already read Part I. I hope so, because otherwise you’re going to be really confused. But just to refresh your memory, in Part I our heroine, Slava, left her native Krasnograd to go adventuring above the sunline with Olga Vasilisovna and the rest of her party. After numerous exciting events, they leave the tundra and head to Lesnograd to consult with the sorceresses there about Slava’s emerging magical gifts. When they arrive, they discover the city in disarray and all the members of Olga’s family at each other’s throats. Part I ends with Slava’s discovery that a curse has been laid on her sister the Empress, and that ten-year-old Vladislava Vasilisovna, Olga’s niece, was the mastermind of the plan. Part II begins immediately where Part I leaves off.

Want to keep in touch and be the first to know about offers and new releases? Get the free story collection Winter of the Gods and Other Stories and sign up for my newsletter (but only if you want to!) here. Or you can scan the QR code below.
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Chapter One
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“WHAT...WHAT CURSE?” Slava asked. Her voice was quavering from shock, but Vladislava was so engrossed in her story she didn’t even notice, and carried on obliviously.

“The curse was also partly my idea,” she said, her voice ringing with pride. “They did a great spell, using Grandmother’s blood, and mine too, so that someone of Grandmother’s blood would carry the curse to the Empress. But the curse itself was to cause the Empress great harm, so that those closest to her would turn against her, just as had happened to Grandmother, and she would be unable to rule. But when they tried to cast it, Grandmother had a fit, and they told her it was because of the spell, it had gone wrong, so she dismissed all her sorceresses and they laid a curse on her, like you know, and I think on me too, because they blamed me for coming up with the idea, even though the spell going wrong was surely their fault, not mine, and now Grandmother is ill, maybe dying, I don’t know. They keep saying she’s probably going to die, when they think she and I aren’t listening. I’ve never seen anyone die before, have you? What do dying people look like? Do they look like Grandmother? Is it scary?”

“Most likely,” said Slava. “What about the curse on the Tsarina? Was it broken?”

“Probably not,” said Vladislava with a shrug of indifference. “Maybe part of it, but it was much too strong a spell to be broken all at once. I wonder how it will come about, don’t you? I think they meant her to be betrayed by someone of her own blood. I wonder who that will be, don’t you? It would have to be someone of her blood and ours as well. Do you know who that might be? Although Grandmother said we were all fourth-sisters, or something of the kind, so the Zerkalitsy all have Severnolesnaya blood, little as they deserve it. And I wonder how it will happen. They didn’t tell me that part, maybe because they didn’t know themselves. Oh look, there’s the herbwoman’s gate. I hope she’s at home.”

They had left the kremlin far behind and come to a neighborhood of modest cottages. Vladislava pushed open a small gate in a plain fence, and started down the narrow path in the snow that led to the herbwoman’s front door. Slava followed numbly. She knew that she had just received information of great value, and that she would need to take action, probably unpleasant action, but right now she was so shocked she was not sure she could speak, let alone act.

“Slavochka!” cried the woman who opened the door, and Slava started, wondering how this stranger could have learned her name, and then realized that, of course, Vladislava was a Slava too. And also a Vladya, just like Slava’s sister. She was just like both of them.

“Good day, Alina Marinovna,” said Vladislava. “Look: I brought someone. Alina Marinovna, this is the Tsarinovna—I don’t know her first name. Tsarinovna, this is Alina Marinovna.”

“The Tsarinovna’s name is Krasnoslava, child, everyone knows that,” said Alina Marinovna, before freezing in the doorway and staring at Slava with her mouth open. She was dressed for indoors, and she stood there for so long that she began to shiver violently, but did not seem to notice until Slava said, “May we come in, Alina Marinovna? It is cold on the street.”

“Come in,” said Alina Marinovna, backing away from the door on unbending knees. She was a woman of middle years with a round kind face, which made the shock and fear on it particularly out of place.

“You have a very pleasant cottage, Alina Marinovna,” Slava remarked as she stepped inside. Although she was no less shocked than Alina Marinovna, even if for different reasons, she had had a moment longer to compose herself, and a lifetime of good manners was coming to her aid. “May I hang my cloak on this hook?”

“Tsarinovna,” said Alina Marinovna wonderingly. “Are you...” she turned to Vladislava, “a real Tsarinovna?” she finished. “Did you really bring a Tsarinovna into my home, Slavochka?” Slava couldn’t tell how much of the question was astonishment, and how much was an awakening horror of the danger this posed.

“Oh, she’s very nice, Alina Marinovna,” said Vladislava carelessly. “Much nicer than most of the princesses I know. And she wants to find the sorceresses, just like I do, don’t you, Tsarinovna?”

“Yes,” said Slava. That much was most definitely true. “I have heard wondrous things of your Lesnograd sorceresses, Alina Marinovna,” she continued, doing her best to sound innocently flattering despite the fact that her head was still whirling from surprise and, she suspected, hunger, thirst, and exhaustion. “I was most disappointed to hear that they had left the city, but Vladislava Vasilisovna assures me that we will be able to find them. I would be most grateful for any help you could offer us, Alina Marinovna.”

“Really a Tsarinovna?” said Alina Marinovna, giving Slava a disbelieving look. “How?”

“I arrived in Lesnograd today with Olga Vasilisovna,” Slava said, speaking more smoothly with every word.

“Olga Vasilisovna is in town?” cried Alina Marinovna. “Really? What is she doing here?”

“Oh, Aunty Olya came in today,” said Vladislava. “I think she’s mostly quarreling with Mother and Andrey Vladislavych and the others. So the Tsarinovna and I decided to come here instead. We don’t like quarreling.”

“Tea,” said Alina Marinovna, in the voice of a woman clutching at anything she could to save herself from drowning. “Would you like some tea? Tsarinovna?” She started to meet Slava’s eyes, but then lost her nerve and quickly looked away.

“Tea would be wonderful, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble,” said Slava, sincerely hoping that it wouldn’t be too much trouble.

“With pleasure, Tsarinovna,” said Alina Marinovna faintly, and hurried off into the other room, presumably the kitchen.

“Alina Marinovna’s very nice, isn’t she?” said Vladislava. “Let’s sit down.” She sat down in what was clearly a chair she had occupied many times before. After a moment, Slava sat down in another chair.

“Do you come here often, Vladislava Vasilisovna?” Slava asked. She found she was having a hard time looking Vladislava in the face and not screaming at her. A curse! A curse against Slava’s sister! And it was all Vladislava’s idea! She wanted to grab Vladislava by the shoulders and shake her until her teeth shattered against each other and came out.

As soon as the image rose in Slava’s mind, though, she was repulsed and horrified, and she found herself remembering Vladislava’s voice as she said, “What do dying people look like? Do they look like Grandmother? Is it scary?” and a wave of heartbroken tender protectiveness rose up and threatened to engulf the rage entirely. Slava had many times before thought her feelings would tug so hard in opposite directions that they would tear her apart, but never, she thought, so acutely. 

She wished she had a moment alone to compose herself, and to...she didn’t know what...pray, maybe. Not as most people did, begging for selfish favors they were too weak to win on their own, but the way priestesses were said to do when they were seeking wisdom. Right now, sitting in a strange woman’s cottage in a hostile town, looking across at the innocent author of so much evil, Slava wished for the first time in her life that she had learned how to pray, that she had learned how to seek wisdom and guidance from without and within.

Please, she said to herself, if anyone is listening, and then she realized that it didn’t matter whether or not anyone else was listening, because what mattered was her own inner voice, the one that was so often silenced by the clamoring shouts of all the other voices around her. Let me know what to do, she said, and then changed it to, When the time comes, I will know what to do. When the time comes, I will know what to do.

“Is something wrong, Tsarinovna?” asked Vladislava. “You closed your eyes for a moment.”

“I am just very tired,” Slava told her. “It has been a long journey.”

“How many days?” asked Vladislava.

“Many weeks,” said Slava.

“Weeks!” exclaimed Vladislava. “Really? Weeks? Why? Where did you go?”

“The Midnight Land,” Slava told her.

“Really?” said Vladislava, her eyes growing large. “Aunty Olya talked about it, but nobody thought she’d make it. Was it nice?”

“It was dark,” Slava said.

“Why did you go, then?” asked Vladislava.

“For knowledge,” said Slava.

“But what could you learn, if it was dark?” asked Vladislava. “Why didn’t you wait until summer? Or is it dark all the time there in summer, too?”

“No, in summer it is light all the time there, I believe,” said Slava. “But the traveling is easier on snow than mud.”

“That makes sense,” said Vladislava, nodding wisely. “Grandmother always preferred traveling in winter to summer, too. Did you hear that, Alina Marinovna? The Tsarinovna has been traveling for weeks in the Midnight Land!”

Alina Marinovna, who was carrying a tray of tea things into the room, stopped and gave Slava a look in which appraisal was beginning to flicker amongst the fear. “Yes, one can see that,” she said eventually. “Or at least, one can see that she has been consorting with the gods.” She gave Slava another uncertain look, as if consorting with the gods made her both closer and farther away. “Did you have much luck with it, Tsarinovna?” she asked.

“What luck is there to be had with gods?” Slava asked.

“The luck of not dying, Tsarinovna,” said Alina Marinovna, almost smiling.

“In that case, I had much luck,” Slava told her, also smiling. “And now I am in Lesnograd, and eager to meet with the famed Lesnograd sorceresses, who, Vladislava Vasilisovna tells me, have fled, leaving only their curses behind.”

“Well, they had their reasons, Tsarinovna,” said Alina Marinovna, setting the tray down and pouring tea with hands that barely shook. Like everyone else, she was beginning to feel at ease around Slava, a gift of Slava’s that, like all her other gifts, was not without its benefits, even as it brought her much inconvenience.

“I’m sure they did,” Slava said sympathetically. “Vladislava Vasilisovna has told me some of the story already.”

“Grandmother was very rude to them,” said Vladislava, nodding in agreement. “But we have to get them back, don’t we, Alina Marinovna?” She made no move to help Alina Marinovna distribute the tea, which struck Slava unpleasantly, until she realized that she was not doing anything to help Alina Marinovna, either. She stood up to assist, but Alina Marinovna gave her a look of such horror when she heard Slava’s offer that she was forced to sit back down and wait while Alina Marinovna brought her tea and pastries, accompanied with many bows and apologies for the coarseness of the fare. 

A few months with Olga and the others may have rendered her unfit to be a noblewoman, Slava thought, and for the first time since Krasnograd had disappeared behind her, she wondered what people would think of her there when she returned. Lesnograd might be the barbaric North, but it was still a city of sorts, and as such was a distant sister to Krasnograd, just as Vladislava was a distant sister to Slava. With the walls of Lesnograd closed around her, she could feel the walls of Krasnograd close around her too. That image was so unpleasant that Slava quickly forced her mind away from it and back to the missing sorceresses.

“We’ll do our best to get them back, don’t worry, little princess,” said Alina Marinovna, once Slava and Vladislava had been served and she felt able to sit down herself and drink her tea, which she did with one eye cocked nervously at Slava. “The sorceresses aren’t going to go far from Lesnogorod.”

“Alina Marinovna thinks she knows where they went, don’t you, Alina Marinovna?” said Vladislava, sitting there drinking her tea with an air that was both comically adult and endearingly childish. Slava was forcing herself to see Vladislava as a child, but she also reminded herself that children often were, after all, much cleverer and more ruthless than adults, and Vladislava was certainly no exception.

“It’s no secret where they’ve gone,” said Alina Marinovna. “They’ve gone to live with the priestesses, well, most of them, anyway. They’re in the sanctuaries.”

“Are they far from here?” Slava asked.

“Not if you know where to look,” said Alina Marinovna. “But if you don’t know how to find them, you can stumble around in the woods till you starve and never catch sight of them.”

“I would very much like to speak with the sorceresses,” said Slava “What do you think my chances are of finding them?”

“I would say none, except that you claim you have been to the Midnight Land, Tsarinovna,” said Alina Marinovna. “That might weigh heavily in your favor.”

“Should I go to a sanctuary?” Slava asked. “Perhaps the gods will help me; they have thus far.”

“Or we could send them a message, couldn’t we, Alina Marinovna?” said Vladislava. “We’ve tried before, but maybe they’ll listen this time, won’t they?”

“Maybe they will, little princess,” said Alina Marinovna. “I’m going into the forest tomorrow, Tsarinovna. I’ll tell them of you, and perhaps they’ll listen. Wait for word from me in three days’ time.”

“My many thanks, Alina Marinovna,” said Slava.

“It’s not every day that I have the honor of serving a Tsarinovna,” said Alina Marinovna. “They say”—she gave Slava an unexpectedly shrewd look—“they say that trouble comes to those who fall into the affairs of empresses.”

“Oh, this Tsarinovna is very kind, aren’t you, Tsarinovna?” said Vladislava confidently.

“Yes,” said Slava. “I am very kind, and trouble does come to those who fall into my affairs. But perhaps there is worse trouble for those who don’t.”

“Should I tell the sorceresses that, Tsarinovna?” asked Alina Marinovna.

“No,” said Slava slowly. “Tell them...Tell them that the gods have said I have a purpose in life, and that they have taken an interest in my fate. Tell the sorceresses I would speak to them of this.”

“That will make them come running, Tsarinovna, them and the priestesses too, I have no doubt,” said Alina Marinovna. “Or run the other way, I don’t know. But run they will.”

“My many thanks,” Slava repeated, standing up. “I will trespass no longer on your time.”

“You have done me great honor, Tsarinovna,” said Alina Marinovna, standing up too and bowing deeply, but with evident relief at the thought of Slava’s imminent absence.

“You’ll tell us as soon as you know something, won’t you, Alina Marinovna?” said Vladislava, jumping to her feet. “I’ll be waiting and waiting to hear from you.”

“Of course, little princess,” said Alina Marinovna. “I won’t make you wait a moment longer than I have to.”

“Thanks so much, Alina Marinovna,” said Vladislava. “You should come to the kremlin more often.”

“Perhaps someday, little princess,” said Alina Marinovna with a sad smile. “In the meantime, you can come visit me whenever you wish.” She led Slava and Vladislava out the front door, and bowed them out of sight.

“Alina Marinovna is so kind, isn’t she?” said Vladislava, as soon as the wicker gate had closed behind them and they had gone around the corner to the next street. “She’s really the only person who’s kind to me. No one else lets me come sit in their sitting room and drink tea with them. She used to live with us in the kremlin, but then she left, I don’t know why except that Mother said she was trying to steal me away, which isn’t true, so it must be something else, and then Mother said I wasn’t to come see her, so I have to sneak away when she isn’t paying attention to me, which isn’t that hard, really. Mother pays a lot more attention to the me she has in her head than to the me I have in my head, so she’s very easy to fool. I can normally manage to see Alina Marinovna two or three times a week; isn’t that nice?”

“Very nice,” said Slava, pity and anger rising up and threatening to choke her again. She felt so sorry for and so horrified by Vladislava that for a moment she wished she could just run away from her and pretend that she had never existed.

Some hero, she thought to herself. If the gods could see me now...

“Why do you look so sad and angry, Tsarinovna?” asked Vladislava. “Is it true what you said to Alina Marinovna, that the gods have taken an interest in your fate?”

“Yes,” said Slava.

“Why?” asked Vladislava. “What have you got that they could want?”

“They say...They said that I was born to be a hero,” said Slava.

“Really?” Vladislava gave her a considering look. “You don’t look much like a hero,” she said doubtfully. “A hero should look more like...more like Aunty Olya, or someone like that.”

“I agree,” said Slava.

“What can you do to be a hero, anyway?” asked Vladislava. “You’re not very big or strong—can you heal people?”

Slava started to say “No,” but then found herself saying, “Has anyone every stood up for you, Vladislava Vasilisovna? Has anyone ever treated you like they cared about you?”

“Mother says she cares about me, but she doesn’t,” said Vladislava. “Grandmother sometimes cared about me, but she always got bored. Sometimes Lisochka cries and talks about how we’re sisters and we have no one but each other and we must take care of each other, but most of the time she’s angry at me—she wishes my mother had run away instead of hers, or that I’d never been born so that she could rule Lesnograd, even though it’s plain she couldn’t do it and doesn’t want to anyway. The sorceresses tried to teach me things, but that was because they thought I was useful. Alina Marinovna is nice to me, but she has daughters and granddaughters of her own she cares about more than she does about me.” Vladislava said all of this with a brave voice, but her face grew further and further cast down as she recited the litany of people who didn’t care about her.

“Well, I care about you,” said Slava.

“That doesn’t make you a hero,” said Vladislava, her voice now tinged once again with the arrogant contempt of the very young and clever. “Anyone could care about me if she wanted to. Caring about other people is easy: all you have to do is do it. Besides, why would you care about me? What are you going to try to make me do? What do you want from me?”

“I want you to be a better person,” said Slava. “I want you to be a good person rather than a bad person.”

“I am a good person!”

“Of course you are,” said Slava soothingly. “What I meant was that I’m going to try to help you be an even better person, and also a happier one, by getting other people to take better care of you and teach you the things you need to know.”

“How are you going to do that?” asked Vladislava, doubt in Slava’s abilities radiating from every feature.

“I’m going to start by speaking with Olga Vasilisovna and your mother,” said Slava. As soon as she said it, she knew she had a purpose and a plan. It was a strange feeling for Slava, and to her surprise, it made her feel braver than usual. No, not just braver than usual, but truly brave. She supposed she had been what other people called “brave” before, when she had saved the snow hares or thrown herself at the leshiye, but those had been instinctive acts of desperation, and she had had no awareness of her own bravery as she had engaged in them. 

Now, though, she knew what she was going to do, and she wasn’t afraid to do it. In fact, she was not only not afraid, she was filled with a courage and resolve she had never suspected in herself before. It was an intoxicating feeling. This must be, she thought, the way some mothers feel as they await the birth of their child. She looked back down at Vladislava. All her earlier revulsion and anger had melted away, and now all she felt for her was a fierce protective tenderness.

“Perhaps your mother will send you to Krasnograd,” she said. “You could foster with me.” Despite her new-found courage, she was surprised to hear herself suggest it, but as soon as she did, she knew it was the right thing to do, and that she had found the way to approach Vasilisa Vasilisovna. She could already hear the persuasive words in her head: So taken with Vladislava Vasilisovna...Such a clever, promising young princess...Should make friends with the other young princesses...Imperial ward...

“Why?” asked Vladislava, interrupting Slava’s visions. “Why would you take me to Krasnograd?” She was trying to be suspicious, but Slava could hear the upwelling of desire in her voice. Apparently she had found the way to approach Vladislava, too.

“You are a clever girl, and will one day rule Lesnograd,” said Slava. “It is only right that you should spend time in Krasnograd. I have taken no wards as yet, which has been greatly remiss of me. It is high time that I start.” As soon as she said that, another great rush of excitement poured over Slava, as she realized that she had yet another purpose. Vladislava was not the only young princess who could benefit from her care. Her sister occasionally took on wards, but never took an interest in them. Slava should take them, and any other young princess who struck her fancy and was willing, under her wing. She could make a whole school! She could invite sorceresses, scholars, priestesses, healers...

“Mother won’t let me,” said Vladislava, interrupting Slava’s dream. Slava didn’t mind, though, because she knew it was much too strong a dream to abandon her, and that something had just happened to her that would affect the whole course of her life. If she had ever had to guess when such a life-changing event would occur, she never would have said while sneaking down a back alley in Lesnograd with a truant and treasonous little princess, which was why, she told herself, you shouldn’t try to second-guess the future too much.

“It won’t hurt to ask her,” said Slava.

“I guess,” said Vladislava, not sounding very confident in either Slava or her mother.

“Why don’t you take me to her as soon as we arrive at the kremlin,” said Slava.

Vladislava gave her another doubtful look, but, once they had slipped unnoticed back into the kremlin—Olga really needed to know about that, Slava told herself—Vladislava led her to a private set of chambers not far from those of Princess Severnolesnaya, and when the serving girl let them in, Vasilisa Vasilisovna was standing there by the fire.

“Where have you been!” she demanded as soon as they appeared. “You’ve been gone for ages! I’ve been worried sick about you!”

“At Alina Marinovna’s,” said Vladislava, making sure to say it as infuriatingly as possible. She was successful, for the red spots on Vasilisa Vasilisovna’s cheeks grew even redder, and for a moment Slava thought she might scream again. She managed to keep it down to a hysterical tirade, but, Slava could tell, only with extreme difficulty.

“I’ve told you...I specifically ordered you not to go there,” she hissed, shaking. “I don’t do that on a whim, you know! It’s for your own good! How can you do this to me! What is wrong with you?!!”

“I like Alina Marinovna,” said Vladislava, gazing at her mother with deliberately cruel indifference, that, Slava could tell, was her only shield against her mother’s unintentional cruelty. “She’s much nicer than anyone here at the kremlin.”

“And how could you...” Vasilisa Vasilisovna wheeled around to Slava, “how could you let her go? What’s wrong with you! How could you do this to me!!” Somewhere, Slava could see, something inside her was telling her she was being supremely stupid on many levels, but that only drove her on. For a moment, Slava felt her resolve start to waver, as she had to fight the urge to reach over and shake Vasilisa Vasilisovna till her teeth rattled and scream at her, “How can you be so stupid! What’s wrong with you!”

“I wished to speak with Vladislava Vasilisovna,” said Slava. “I was greatly impressed with her the moment I saw her, and I wished to get to know her better. And I, too, as it turned out, had business with Alina Marinovna.” She thought about adding, And we were perfectly safe, but decided it would only make Vasilisa Vasilisovna even angrier. “I would like to take Vladislava Vasilisovna with me when I return to Krasnograd, as my ward,” she said instead.

“How...What?” Vasilisa Vasilisovna stopped in mid-tirade, and stared at Slava.

“I wish to take her on as my ward, as a ward of the Imperial family,” said Slava. “She is a very clever young girl, and could have a great future ahead of her. I wish to aid her in that. She could learn from the best teachers and make friends with other highborn young women. It would be a great opportunity for her.”

“I can’t let her go to Krasnograd! Who would look after her!” said Vasilisa Vasilisovna, but Slava could already see the dream of seeing her daughter as an Imperial ward rise in her eyes, along with—although so hidden that Vasilisa Vasilisovna would never admit to its existence—the dream of getting Vladislava off her hands.

“She would naturally have her own guard and her own maid, and I would take a personal interest in her welfare,” said Slava. “And, of course, you would be welcome to visit often. The Severnolesnaya family sends its members to Krasnograd far too rarely.”

“You just want to use her! To take her away from me and use her as a hostage! Or turn her against me!”

Vladislava opened her mouth to say something cutting, but Slava forestalled her by stepping closer to Vasilisa Vasilisovna and saying, with every ounce of sincerity she could muster, “On the contrary, Vasilisa Vasilisovna! And even if I tried to turn her against you, I doubt I would succeed. I have only known her a few hours, but already she strikes me as a young girl who keeps her own counsel and knows her own mind.”

“You mean stubborn as a mule, and twice as difficult,” said Vasilisa Vasilisovna, giving Vladislava a look of resentful shame, through which a smile almost threatened to break through. Vladislava stared back with challenging indifference.

“Vladislava has all the fine qualities a ruler requires,” Slava said hastily, before Vasilisa Vasilisovna could notice Vladislava’s expression and become hysterical again. “Where better for a ruler to learn to rule than in Krasnograd? Vladislava has it in her to be great, Vasilisa Vasilisovna, and I wish to help her down that path. We have need of more great women, Vasilisa Vasilisovna.”

“Great? Do you really think so, Tsarinovna?” said Vasilisa Vasilisovna. Everything about her had softened at hearing those words, and she was now gazing up at Slava—even though she was the taller of them, it still seemed somehow as if she were gazing up at her—with a look of hungry devotion in her eyes.

“I knew it from the moment I laid eyes on her,” Slava said.

“And you think Krasnograd will help her? You really think she should go to Krasnograd?”

“Krasnograd is the very place for a girl like Vladislava,” said Slava.

“And you will take care of her? You promise, Tsarinovna, that you will watch over her personally?”

“Of course,” said Slava. “I will watch over her as I would over my own daughter.”

“Then...Then...Then of course she must go! Of course! Do you hear that, Slavochka? You’re going to Krasnograd!”

Vladislava continued to stare back at her mother coldly. Slava knew that she desperately wanted to go to Krasnograd, and that she desperately resented her mother making the decision for her, and the two feelings were warring within her, and that at any moment one or the other would come bursting out.

“I would be most honored if you would consent to my plan, Vladislava Vasilisovna,” said Slava. “Your presence would be greatly valued in Krasnograd.”

“When would I go?” asked Vladislava cautiously.

“With me, if you wish. Or you could come in the summer, if that pleases you better.”

“I would like to come with you, then, Tsarinovna,” said Vladislava, after careful consideration. “Unless Grandmother needs me to remain.”

“Of course,” said Slava.

Somehow this erased all of Vasilisa Vasilisovna’s hysterics and everything else that had gone wrong that day, at least in Vasilisa Vasilisovna’s mind, and Slava soon found herself being led—finally!—to the room she had been given, where she was greeted with clean clothes and the information that the bathhouse was heated and waiting for her. She gratefully followed the serving girl to it, where she steamed in solitary peace until she was almost too light-headed to stand. She kept expecting Olga or Dunya to join her, but she saw no sign of them, either in the bathhouse or in the guest quarters.

Once she had finished her steam and returned to her room, she found herself with nothing to do and no one to talk to, something she had grown unaccustomed to in the past months. She lay on her bed and thought about what she would do about Vladislava—what she would try to show and tell her, and how she would find out about the supposed curse and lift it. She told herself that the curse could be lifted, with no harm done to anyone. This pleasant thought turned her mind to the sorceresses, and she began to imagine what she would say to them and ask them, once they came to her. The faces of the yet-unknown sorceresses paraded across her mind, and priestesses, too, and many others...

​​
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Chapter Two
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A GENTLE KNOCKING ON the door let her know that she had fallen asleep, and must wake up. She got up to answer it, surprised at how sore her body was and how clear her mind was, as if all the accumulated struggles of her journey had decided to take their toll all at once, exhausting her body and emptying her mind. She moved slowly across the room and opened the door, finding a nervous maid waiting on the other side of it.

“I beg your pardon, Tsarin...” the girl gulped and trailed off, clearly unsure whether she was actually facing a Tsarinovna and if so, how to address her. “I mean...I hope I didn’t wake you...” she stuttered. “Only...Supper...”

“Is it time for supper already?” asked Slava, smiling reassuringly at the frightened girl. “I’m so hungry!”

“I’m sorry, Tsarinovna...If I’d’ve known...” The maid was so frightened she was having trouble articulating her words.

“There was nothing to know,” Slava told her kindly. “The hospitality I have received here has been excellent. I had a pleasant rest, and now it seems that supper is ready, and just when I was beginning to wish for it. Is it time to go down?”

“Y-y-yes, Tsarinovna,” gulped the girl. “If...If you are ready, that is.”

“As soon as I put on my boots,” Slava told her. She slipped on her boots and followed the trembling maid out the door and down the corridor. She looked around, expecting to see some of her companions coming to join her, but there was no sign of them.

“Do you know where the others are?” she asked the maid.

“Others, Tsarinovna?” said the girl, staring at her in terror.

“The others of Olga Vasilisovna’s party,” Slava told her.

“I...I...I surely don’t know, Tsarinovna,” said the girl, but her face showed she was lying. Clearly something was going on with the others. Slava supposed that the issue of whom to invite to the Princess’s table was being hotly contested, with Dima’s name being bandied about frequently. She sighed to herself. She had to admit that the problem seemed insoluble, unless Dima took the high road and moved out of the kremlin. Which he would probably do, Slava thought, except that Olga was likely to resist that solution simply in order to annoy Andrey Vladislavovich. Who was a very annoying person, but that didn’t mean Olga should be deliberately cruel to him...

“H-h-here we are, Tsarinovna,” stuttered the maid.

They were in, not the Great Hall where they had been originally greeted, but a smaller room, which Slava thought was close by. It was filled by a table just large enough for the people there, and had a pleasant, cozy atmosphere. Or would have, if its occupants had not been glaring daggers at each other. A quick chair count told Slava that she was the last and final member of the party to arrive, and that Dunya, Dima, and the rest of Olga’s men would not be joining them. Olga, Andrey Vladislavovich (who were foolishly seated next to each other), Lisochka, Vladislava, Vasilisa Vasilisovna, and a very strange-looking man were all seated at the table, and radiating a chill that overpowered the warmth coming from the blazing fire in the fireplace.

“If you please, Tsarinovna,” said the maid, struggling to pull out a chair with trembling hands. Slava took her seat as graciously as possible.

“You can go now,” Olga said to the maid, and turned away from her dismissively.

“I see you have no difficulty issuing orders in my kremlin,” said Andrey Vladislavovich, burning resentment rising from every word. “I see your lack of interest in governing Lesnograd does not extend to an unwillingness to tell my people what to do!” The icy superiority Slava could see he wished to project was abandoning him with every word, so that the sentence ended not in the firm tones of a ruler, but a strangled shriek.

“I would go now if I were you,” Slava whispered to the maid, giving her a conspiratorial smile. The maid almost responded with a similar smile before remembering her terror and hurrying out gratefully.

“Your kremlin! Your kremlin!” Olga was saying. “Of all the people at this table, you have the least right to it! What is Lesnograd to you!”

“More than it is to you, it seems,” Andrey Vladislavovich replied, forgetting about icy superiority and choosing instead a nasty sneer. A sharp pain started at the base of Slava’s neck and shot up to her head.

“Papa is right!” cried Lisochka. “You never gave a bent grosh for Lesnograd, and you have no right to come riding in and telling us what to do...”

“Stop whining!” Andrey Vladislavovich gave her a look of such intense loathing that for a moment Slava was afraid he was going to lunge across the table and attack Lisochka before the assembled company. “Why do you have to whine so much! You’re nothing but a spoiled little girl...you see what your daughter’s become, Olga, a useless hanger-on who does nothing but carp at her betters...”

“Well, you raised me, papa—it’s your fault!” shrieked Lisochka. She said a number of other things as well, but her words were lost in the general noise as she, Olga, Vasilisa Vasilisovna, and Andrey Vladislavovich all started shouting at once. Vladislava stared at the scene before her with blank-faced contempt through which tears were threatening to irrupt, and the strange-looking man sitting next to her put his hands over his ears and began rocking back and forth and moaning. No one paid him any attention, and Slava saw that this was normal behavior for him. She guessed he must be Vladislava’s father. 

Slava looked around the room, hoping for some kind of escape. She was starting to fear that Olga and Lisochka might start hitting each other, or that Andrey Vladislavovich or Vasilisa Vasilisovna would have another attack of hysterics. The unnamed man was moaning louder and louder, unmistakably suffering unbearable distress. Vladislava seemed to be shrinking deeper and deeper into herself, as if hoping to sink into her chair and disappear altogether...

“Stop it!” The voice that shouted was Slava’s own. The words rang out across the room with a tone of command that froze the quarrelers in mid-sentence, and they all stared at Slava in shock.

“What is this!” Slava heard herself saying. “Is this any way for the Severnolesnaya family to behave?!? And in front of an Imperial guest! Do you really want to be airing your dirty laundry and your succession troubles in front of the Tsarina’s sister? Come to your senses! Nobility is not just a matter of fancy clothes and kremlins, it is a matter of right conduct, and right now you are conducting yourselves like market fishmongers! I am ashamed even to be in the same room with you!!”

Vasilisa Vasilisovna, Andrey Vladislavovich, and Lisochka all swelled up to shout back in indignation, but before they could, Olga burst out laughing.

“Ai-da Tsarinovna!” she cried. “Your blood runs true, I see! I knew I needed you the moment I laid eyes on you, and once again I am proven right! Sister, take Dmitry Vladislavovich away from here; the poor man has enough troubles of his own without being saddled with fools like us. Let him eat his supper in peace.”

Vasilisa Vasilisovna looked for a moment as if she wished to argue, but then got up and, with much anxiously solicitous fluttering, got the moaning Dmitry Vladislavovich up from his chair and out of the room.

“I don’t know why she bothers bringing him down,” said Olga. “The poor man has been out of his wits for years, and being with the rest of you only makes it worse—although that’s hardly a sign of being crazy. If I had to eat with you day in and day out, I’d start putting my hands over my ears and moaning, too.”

“So you just ran off and left us, instead,” said Andrey Vladislavovich spitefully. “You were too much of a coward to stay, so you ran off and abandoned your husband and daughter. Forgive me, Tsarinovna,” he gave Slava a look that was half-fear, half-contempt, and continued, “I know we’re ‘airing our dirty laundry’ in front of you, but the truth is the truth. Olga Vasilisovna is an irresponsible coward, you can’t deny it. And as for our ‘succession troubles,’ judge for yourself: would you entrust the ruling of Lesnograd to someone who runs away at the first sign of trouble? Who can’t even be bothered to raise her own daughter?” 

His face twisted into another ugly sneer for a moment, before settling into an expression of self-righteous satisfaction. He was clever enough, Slava could see, to know that he had hurt the others in the room in a petty and cruel way, but not clever enough not to take pleasure in the fact. For a moment Slava thought she might burst out again, but then she had a better, crueler, idea.

“Vasilisa Olgovna,” she said, turning away from Andrey Vladislavovich, “are you happy?”

“What?” Lisochka started and gave her a puzzled look. “Why? What business is it of yours? Tsarinovna,” she added as an afterthought. Slava could tell she was already forgetting the terror and shame she had felt a moment ago, after Slava’s reprimand, and that her mind was already repainting the scene into something that did not require her to make herself a better person. Slava had told her something unpleasant, and therefore, now that the initial shock was over, Slava must be seen to be wrong and be put in her place. And, as happened so often, the significance of Slava’s title was already draining out of her mind, leaving behind nothing but the insignificance of Slava’s figure, enabling Lisochka to treat her as she pleased.

“I can see that you are not happy, Vasilisa Olgovna,” Slava said, kindly but firmly. “Your words, your actions, your very tone and bearing all scream out your unhappiness.”

“Well...Well...How could I be happy?” Lisochka burst out, trying to cover up her unhappiness with self-righteousness. “My mother left me! If I’m unhappy, it’s her fault!”

“Did your mother have a great hand in your raising, Vasilisa Olgovna?” Slava asked her.

“No, of course not!” Lisochka gave her another look of puzzled contempt. “How could she? She left me! She never did anything for me at all!”

“Except give birth to you, and save you from that disastrous marriage my mother wanted,” said Olga under her breath. “Many a mother has done worse.”

“Yes,” said Slava. “Many a mother has.” She looked Lisochka firmly in the eye. It was not something she was accustomed to doing, but she must have been doing it fairly well, for Lisochka quailed back under the force of her gaze. “If you wish to find a source for your unhappiness, Vasilisa Olgovna, you should look closer to home,” Slava told her. “Perhaps to those who raised you, who cared for you every day. Had they done a better job, you might be less unhappy. The absent parent is only partly at fault when a child sticks its hand in the fire. The one watching over it should bear the brunt of the blame. And, of course, the true culprit is the child itself. It decided to test the fire, and it must suffer the burns, and no one else can do anything about that. You are a woman grown now, Vasilisa Olgovna, and it is time to act like one. Are you a helpless leaf in the wind, or are you mistress of your own destiny? Do you want to be happy? Truly? Because you are not acting like it. It seems to me that you enjoy reveling in your unhappiness and the wrongs you have suffered, and you refuse to let them go. But this is a burden only you can lay down, Vasilisa Olgovna. And as for you,” she turned to Andrey Vladislavovich, “You were given a charge, and you failed. Your daughter is suffering, and you do nothing but add to her misery! If this is how you care for your child, how will you care for your city? How can you be trusted with so many children, if you have already failed one, and that one the most precious to you of all? No, Andrey Vladislavovich, you are not fit to rule a city. You are not even fit to rule yourself. A ruler must have strength, wisdom, and compassion, and you have none of those things. I fear some beggar on the street would be more fit to rule Lesnograd than you.”

Slava’s torrent of words suddenly dried up. There was a ringing silence. Just when Slava thought she couldn’t take it anymore, it was broken by a sudden sobbing, coming from Vladislava.

“What’s the matter?!” everyone demanded at once.

“Oh...Oh...Oh...I’m so happy!” she cried. “Finally...Finally! I’ve wanted to say all those things for so long, but I thought no one would listen, and now someone has! Someone has spoken them for me! Thank all the gods!” And, to Slava’s great surprise, she got out of her chair and buried her face in Slava’s shoulder.

Slava reached up hesitantly and stroked her back. It was so thin and fragile. Slava felt even more sorry for her, even as she remembered that she had, perhaps, done terrible things and brought a curse down on Slava’s family.

I must fix this, Slava said to herself. I must fix this, whatever it takes.

“Oh yes, tell me my troubles are my own fault, and then comfort her,” said Lisochka, her face screwing up as if she were preparing to scream or cry. “Shout at us, and then comfort her! It’s always her, isn’t it! It’s always her! Always her!” And Lisochka did, in fact, start to cry too.

“Now see what you’ve done!” said Andrey Vladislavovich. He was groping for his former spitefulness, but he was too shaken to find it, and sounded merely hysterical instead. He made no move to get up and comfort Lisochka, but only watched her squeamishly out of the corner of his eye. Slava almost felt a little bit sorry for him again. Perhaps in some other life he would have been a good man, but the life he had been given was completely unsuited for him, and he didn’t know how to escape from it. Kind of like Slava herself, she thought, only she had, at long last, perhaps found her escape, by going deeper into herself and coming right out the other side, so that she had some shield with which to face her tormenters.

“Oh, by all the gods!” cried Olga in exasperation. “Come here, girl.” She gave Lisochka a good hard slap on the shoulder, which was probably her version of a motherly hug. “Cheer up and stop crying! It’s not so bad, you know. You’re young, you’re healthy, you’re free—why don’t you just leave this mess behind? Leave them to stew in their own juices and come with me.”

“Where to?” asked Lisochka. She was still sniffling, but it was a sniffle that almost had a hint of a laugh to it.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Olga. “Wherever! We could see all of Zem’, if you like.

“I don’t know...” said Lisochka.

“Oh, come on, you’ve never even been out of Lesnograd,” said Olga. “That’s your problem! You need to get out more! You’d be amazed the way your troubles melt away when you’re on the road.”

“Maybe...” said Lisochka wistfully. “But I don’t know...”

“You could come to Krasnograd,” Slava suggested. “At least at first. As an escort for Vladislava Vasilisovna.”

“Now there’s a thought!” said Olga. “We could all make a journey to Krasnograd in order to see your sister off! It’d be both proper and jolly, and you could learn about life on the road.”

“No!” cried Andrey Vladislavovich. “I forbid it! You can’t just...just run away from your troubles whenever you feel like it! You have responsibilities, both of you, whether you like it or not!”

Until then Slava had felt such a strong antipathy for him that whatever empathy she could generate had been overwhelmed, but now he sounded so forlorn that she found herself rising and going to him without a conscious thought.

“Dear Andrey Vladislavovich,” she said. “I know your life has been hard, very hard, and I am sorry! But try to find it in your heart to forgive and forget. I know you may have had to shoulder burdens you were not prepared to carry, but who has not? I am sure, Andrey Vladislavovich, that if you search your heart, you will find the strength to let them go, and take up the burdens that need to be borne. It is there, Andrey Vladislavovich, I am sure of it! Search within yourself, and find it!”

And to her immense surprise, Slava’s words seemed to have the effect she wanted on Andrey Vladislavovich, and he gazed up at her hopefully as he started to speak, his face wearing a more human expression than it had all day. It was almost as if his soul, so long in hiding, had decided to peek out for a moment.

“Do you really think so, Tsarinovna?” he asked. “You said it yourself: my life is hard, very hard. Is there any hope for me, Tsarinovna?”

“There is always hope,” Slava told him. “Especially when your troubles are in your own heart, and not elsewhere. And our troubles are always ultimately in our own hearts. Let them go, Andrey Vladislavovich! Become the man you wish you could be!”

“Oh yes, papa, yes please!” cried Lisochka, tearing herself free from Olga and throwing herself in Andrey Vladislavovich’s lap. She was bigger than him, but neither of them seemed to notice. “Let us...let us put all this behind us! Let us be happy!”

And somehow they all—Olga, Andrey Vladislavovich, and Lisochka—started to laugh, and Olga poured them all wine, and they drank and laughed and talked about their plans until late into the night. Vasilisa Vasilisovna returned and joined them, and there were many toasts “To Krasnograd!” and “To the Tsarinovna!”

Vladislava sat next to Slava and they both watched in quiet fascination. Slava could sense that her part in this was over, and she had best sit silently on the side, so she did, only talking quietly with Vladislava when it became apparent that the others had forgotten them.

“I think you were right, Tsarinovna: you are a hero,” said Vladislava at one point. “How did you know what to say?”

“I don’t know,” Slava confessed. “I just opened my mouth, and out it came. I just spoke what was in my heart. Perhaps the gods put it there; I can’t say.”

“Do you think it will last?” whispered Vladislava. “Even as long as tomorrow? Or do you think they’ll be sorry and ashamed when they wake up in the morning, and it will all be even worse than before?” She sounded as if she had witnessed many such supposed transformations for the better, and been disappointed every time. Probably she had.

“I don’t know,” Slava whispered back. “Such changes seem to be more lasting in some people than in others.”

“If it were you, would you change?” asked Vladislava. “Or would you go back to what you were before?”

“I would change,” Slava said, surprised at how certain she was of this. “Once I change, I change forever. I will not go back to what I was before I came here, of that I am sure.”

“And you won’t forget me, once we’re in Krasnograd?” asked Vladislava anxiously.

“No, under no circumstance,” Slava assured her.

“I’m glad,” said Vladislava. She yawned. “I’m very tired. It’s very late.”

“Perhaps you should go to bed,” suggested Slava. She was a little afraid to break into the happy circle that the others had formed, but when Vladislava went up and told Vasilisa Vasilisovna that she was going to bed, Vasilisa Vasilisovna only laughed and kissed her good night. Slava and Vladislava slipped out of the room.

“I’ll lead you to your room,” said Vladislava. “Otherwise you might never find it.” Many of the torches in the corridors were unlit, due to the lateness of the hour, but Vladislava made her way surely through the dark passages, and left Slava at her door with a cheerful “Good night! Until morning, then!” before disappearing into the darkness around the corner.

The frightened maid was waiting up for Slava in her room, much to Slava’s mortification. She dismissed the girl with many thanks and apologies, which only seemed to frighten her even more, and undressed herself and put on a—oh, luxury of luxuries!—clean nightgown before sliding into the warm bed.

Despite the very long and eventful day, or rather, because of it, Slava was unable to fall asleep for a long time. She kept going over and over in her mind what had happened with the others downstairs. How had she done that? Normally, in such situations, which were all too frequent in families, she either retreated in revulsion, able to see the others’ stupidity but unable to reach out and help them, or found herself drawn helplessly into the argument, only to lose as she lost all control of her thoughts and feelings and was unable to do anything other than hit back with surprisingly stinging but ultimately useless blows.

Perhaps the gods spoke through me, she thought. But then she thought about it some more, and decided that that was not true. No, this time, the part of her that needed to withdraw had withdrawn to some safe place from which she could watch and decide impartially, and the part that needed to reach out had reached out. It was not “magic,” as it had been when she had struck back at the bandits. There was nothing of the gods or their powers in it. It had been Slava’s own heart that had found the strength and wisdom to do what needed to be done, and had found the way to do what she had always wished she could do—give people the gift of choosing the good in themselves, while rejecting the evil. At least for the moment.

***
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THE SAME FRIGHTENED maid came and woke Slava up the next morning, her voice trembling as she did so.

“What is your name?” Slava asked her sleepily.

“Wh-wh-why, Ts-ts-tsarinovna?” quavered the girl. 

“So that I know who you are, of course,” Slava said. Unfortunately, this only provoked more terror in the girl, so that she stared at Slava in frozen horror.

“You take such good care of me,” said Slava, smiling as reassuringly as possible. “I would like to know the name of such a conscientious servant.”

“D-d-d-dasha, Tsarinovna,” the girl said. She made some indecisive fluttering movements in the direction of Slava’s clothes, which were lying on a chair next to the bed, but couldn’t actually summon up the courage to pick them up.

“Are you from Lesnograd, Dasha?” Slava asked. She concentrated as hard as possible on appearing reassuring and non-threatening, and was delighted to see Dasha grow more and more relaxed with every word.

“Yes, Tsarinovna,” said Dasha. “My whole life.”

“It is a very beautiful city, although I have seen only a small portion of it,” said Slava.

“Yes, Tsarinovna,” said Dasha, and then, gathering up her nerve, added, gulping and stuttering a bit, but managing to get the words out reasonably coherently, “It’s a bit run down from what it used to be, Tsarinovna, but it’s still a fine city. You should ride around it while you’re here, though like I said, it’s a bit run down.”

“That’s too bad,” said Slava with all the sympathy she could muster, and then, concentrating firmly on being as innocent and noncommittal as possible, asked, “Has it been that way long?”

“Oh, only the past couple of years, Tsarinovna, but it’s been getting worse and worse, especially these past few months. And now that the Princess is ill, everything’s going to wrack and ruin, you wouldn’t believe how. The streets are in shambles, the guards do nothing but lounge around playing cards and running after anyone who will have them, and it’s not safe to walk alone at night.”

“That’s too bad,” said Slava. This time she didn’t even have to concentrate on being sympathetic, as it really was too bad.

“Yes, and they say...Pardon me for saying this, Tsarinovna, maybe I shouldn’t, but maybe you can do something about it, the maids are sick of it...They say that Vasilisa Vasilisovna does nothing but cry, wring her hands, and quarrel with Andrey Vladislavovich and Vasilisa Olgovna; they all think they want to rule but none of them has the stomach for it. We all thought Andrey Vladislavovich had gone crazy, Tsarinovna, when he run off, we don’t know why, but he was crazy with rage when he come back, and he hasn’t been the same since, and nothing’s being done except the guards got even more arrogant than they was before, and they haven’t been fit to talk to since Andrey Vladislavovich started running around town with them and that foreigner that was with them before he run off too, do you think Olga Vasilisovna will step in and rule now, Tsarinovna?”

“I don’t know,” said Slava.

“And now the sorceresses is gone off, and everything’s fallen apart, and we don’t know what will happen to us, Tsarinovna! Tell me true, Tsarinovna: are you here because of treason? Are you here to bring down the family?” And the maid wrung her hands and stared down at Slava desperately.

“You have no reason to fear, I promise you that,” Slava told her. “Whatever happens, the servants are certainly in no danger.”

“Really, Tsarinovna?” The girl blushed with relief. “Really? Everyone in the kitchen’s so afraid! We talk of nothing else! We drew lots over who had to serve you, and I lost, and now the other girls are all saying I won’t last the day! They’re teasing, of course, but we’re all so afraid! When we heard from one of the sorceresses the Princess was plotting treason, we all got so afraid, and we’ve been afraid ever since!”

“You have no reason to fear,” Slava repeated. “What did the sorceress tell you? Perhaps you misunderstood.”

“Oh no, Tsarinovna, she said straight out it was treason,” said Dasha. “She came down right after the Princess had her attack, she was second-sister to one of the under-cooks, and she said this was what you got when you tried to plot treason, and they were going to declare a curse on the Princess but we should all be afraid, if the Empress sent someone it would be the end of us all, and now here you are!”

“Oh, certainly not,” said Slava. “I have no intention of punishing anyone, let alone servants. But you would be doing me a great favor by introducing me to the under-cook who is second-sister to the sorceress. You see, Dasha, I came here in search of sorceresses, not traitors. I mean no one any harm; I only want knowledge.”

Slava’s powers of persuasion were evidently growing by the hour, for Dasha promptly helped her into her clothes and led her down to the kitchen, where, even though breakfast preparations were in full swing, one of the under-cooks broke away from her duties and went with Slava into a quiet storeroom.

“You’re really a Tsarinovna?” she asked Slava, staring at her in fascination. She was a short, round, lively woman of about Slava’s age, although her curiosity and energy gave her a much younger appearance.

“Really a Tsarinovna,” said Slava, smiling brightly. “They say you can tell by my eyes.”

The under-cook smiled brightly back. “And they’re fine eyes, Tsarinovna, fine and sharp, slanted like a wolf’s, but forgive me—you don’t have the manner I’d have expected. Not so high and mighty. And you just came down to the kitchen to talk to me, no guards or nothing! Most noblewomen can’t take two steps without a whole herd of guards and maids following them around and fussing over them.”

“In Krasnograd they dog my every step, but up here I’ve finally managed to shake them off,” said Slava.

The under-cook laughed heartily over that, and said with great alacrity that her name was Sonya, although what her mother had been thinking she didn’t know, as a name meaning “sleepy” certainly didn’t suit her, since she had always been lively as a young horse, and twice as disobedient, which was why she was an under-cook—none of the noblewomen could stand her sass, so she had been hidden away in the kitchen, where she got to run things as she pleased.

“Dasha said you were second-sister to a sorceress,” said Slava. “She said that after the Princess’s attack, this sorceress came down and told you of it, and warned you to watch out.”

“That’s true enough, Tsarinovna,” agreed Sonya readily.

“Do you think you could arrange a meeting for me?” asked Slava.

This, unlike anything else, stilled the flow of Sonya’s words for a moment, as she drew back and cocked her head to the side, considering Slava as a bird might consider something that might be dangerous, or might be tasty.

“Why do you want to meet my sister, Tsarinovna?” she asked finally.

“I have questions,” Slava told her. “Questions about my gifts, and I thought perhaps a sorceress could answer them.” When Olga had first proposed it, Slava had not given her plan to talk to the Lesnograd sorceresses much importance, but now that she was in Lesnograd and there were no sorceresses to be found, Slava was, somewhat to her own amusement, determined to flush them out no matter how much trouble it took.

“Surely you have sorceresses in Krasnogorod, Tsarinovna,” said Sonya.

“But right now I am in Lesnograd,” Slava pointed out.

This made Sonya laugh quite a lot, which seemed to be what tipped the scales and caused her to tell Slava that she would attempt to send her second-sister word and see if she would meet with Slava. Slava thanked her as profusely as she knew how for this, which sent Sonya off into another peal of laughter at the experience of being thanked by a real live Tsarinovna.

“And they say you made Vasilisa Vasilisovna, Olga Vasilisovna, and Andrey Vladislavovich all act like friends last night, Tsarinovna,” she said when she had finished laughing. “You must really have gifts then, I suppose.”

“Or perhaps I am merely a smooth talker,” suggested Slava.

“You must be as smooth as silk then, Tsarinovna,” said Sonya cheerfully. “Those three have been squabbling for half their lives, and don’t seem like to stop as long as they have the breath to quarrel. Do you think Olga Vasilisovna will stay?”

“I can’t say,” Slava answered.

“Probably not, now that I think about it,” said Sonya, “and maybe she shouldn’t. I can’t see Olga Vasilisovna staying in one place for long, can you? Or making a good ruler. I mean, she’ll get things done, but then she’ll get bored and go running off on another adventure. We’re probably better off with what we already have.”

“Probably,” said Slava. She thanked Sonya again, and, disentangling herself from her chattiness as gracefully as she could, she let Dasha lead her off to where the others were already breakfasting.

Once again, it was only Olga, Vasilisa Vasilisovna, Andrey Vladislavovich, and Vladislava at the table when she arrived. Slava was about to ask where Oleg Svetoslavovich was, at least, but some inner voice told her that would be a bad idea to remind the others of Olga’s party, so she only wished them a good morning, and allowed the maid to serve her porridge as she examined the party for signs that the reconciliation was going to be permanent, or, on the other hand, that it was already over and everything had gone to being even more bitter than before.

Olga looked as hale and hearty as ever. When she asked where Slava had been, and heard that she had been down in the kitchens, speaking with an under-cook, she burst into a laughter that made Sonya’s seem small by comparison, and said that perhaps the thing she loved most about Slava was that she never failed to surprise. Vasilisa Vasilisovna and Andrey Vladislavovich both smiled in a strained way at this. As far as Slava could tell, neither of them knew what to do, now that they weren’t quarreling, but were too afraid to break their fragile peace to say anything. She could also tell that they were dying to ask her why she had been down in the kitchen, talking to an under-cook, but they didn’t know how to ask it. Vladislava, though, straightened up from the tense pose she had been hunched in over her breakfast, and said, “The kitchen is very nice, isn’t it, Tsarinovna?”

“Very nice,” said Slava.

“And all the maids and the cooks are very nice, aren’t they, Tsarinovna?” She sounded even more like a child than she had the day before, and Slava could see how she really was still just a little girl, with no training in how to be a woman, let alone a princess. Someone needed to do something about that, thought Slava, and that someone should be her.

“Very nice,” she agreed. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Vasilisa Vasilisovna open her mouth to reprimand Vladislava for going down into the kitchen and befriending the servants, but then, after a tense internal struggle, she closed it. Slava wished she could pat Vasilisa Vasilisovna’s shoulder without appearing patronizing.

“Sonya’s my favorite,” said Vladislava. “Did you meet her?”

“I did,” said Slava. “She was very kind to me.”

“I’ll have to meet her, then,” Olga interjected affably. “But do tell me, Tsarinovna, since I’m dying of curiosity: what were you doing in the kitchens?”

“Looking for sorceresses,” Slava told her.

“In the kitchen?” asked Olga, grinning. “Surely a library would be better?”

“I thought I needed to search farther afield, seeing as how they’ve all run off,” Slava told her, smiling back.

“So you went to Sonya, didn’t you, Tsarinovna!” cried Vladislava, excited. “Because her sister is a sorceress! I went to her a few days ago, but she couldn’t promise me anything. Did she tell you she would try to find her?”

“She did,” said Slava.

“Oh good!” Vladislava actually clapped her hands in delight.

“I thought my first order of business today would be to start the search for the sorceresses, but I see you’ve cut ahead of me, and rightly so,” said Olga. “Let’s move on to my next order of business, then. My mother’s condition: who’s responsible? I mean, what healer is in charge of her care? Since as usual she had no one to blame but herself for the mess she’s ended up in.”

Andrey Vladislavovich and Vasilisa Vasilisovna, after both giving Olga a look of reproach for speaking ill of her mother, both answered at once. Unfortunately, they both answered with different names. A tense silence reigned over the breakfast-table for several breaths, broken only when Olga said, with forced calm, “Good: I can see that she is being well cared for. Now, the state of the kremlin guard and the public square...”

Slava watched sadly as Vasilisa Vasilisovna and Andrey Vladislavovich both stared at Olga’s brisk manner with silent resentment. She wanted to say something to stop what was unfolding, but she must have spent all her strength the night before, for at the moment she seemed even more paralyzed than the others. Her state of chained immobility was broken only when Vladislava slipped her hand in Slava’s and whispered, “Let’s go.”

They both rose and bowed, but the others were too caught up in trying not to shout at each other to pay attention to them, and so they left the room unnoticed.

“There’s nothing you could have done, Tsarinovna,” said Vladislava, once they were out of earshot of the others.

“How did you...?” asked Slava, surprised that Vladislava had guessed her thoughts.

“You looked so sad and guilty, and I would have felt the same way,” said Vladislava. “But there’s nothing of use anyone could do
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