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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) to study Finnish full-time for an entire year and then live in Finland for almost half a decade, I naturally incorporated Finnish into my work when I set out to write the series. Beautiful in phonology and structure, it is not an easy language for non-native speakers to acquire, and I beg patience of readers who find themselves confronted by pages of unfamiliar words and letters with no mentor like Väinämöinen to guide them on the journey.

			The chief peculiarity, at least to English speakers, is the extensive use 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 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 it was my intention to strike a balance between fidelity to the language and accessibility to non-native speakers. 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 their own totems, which often appeared in each 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’ve listed them below and encourage readers interested in such things to thumb back whenever necessary to this page in order to refresh their memory of who was what and lived where. The map will also offer assistance.

			Proper Names

			Väinämöinen—VĪ-na-MOY-nen

			Lemminkäinen—LĔM-min-KĪ-nen

			Löhi—LŌ-hee

			Länsimaa—LĂN-si-maw

			Ulla—OOL-la

			Egan—Ā-gun

			Kirsikka—KEER-sik-ka

			Mielikki—MEE-e-LĬK-kee

			Pohjola—PŌ-ho-YŌ-la

			Homelands and Clans of the Far Northern Land

			Karelia—Karelialaiset—(the Reindeer Folk)

			High Länismaa—Karhulaiset—(the Bear Folk)

			Deep Länsimaa—Hirvilaiset—(the Elk Folk)

			Etelamaa—Etelalaiset—(the Swan Folk)

			Tavastia—Tavastialaiset—(the Hare Folk)

			Akkala—Kotkalaiset—(the Eagle Folk)

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

			__________________________________________

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

			Itäläiset—(the Easterners)



  
    
      
    
  


Chapter One 

The Girl, the Old Man, 
and the Bear

			The warm, early summer sun shone down on the green trees and blue waters. The south wind blew in measured, gentle gusts as the flickering aspen leaves shimmered and seemed to change color with each breath. The woods glowed with summer’s blush of life. Summer in the Far Northern Land brought long days and short nights. Everything hurried to live, to grow, to bloom and thrive before the seasons turned again—for if the days were long, summer was not, and winter always waited just around the corner.

			A little girl carefully picked her way through the scattered birch and pine trees. She swung a birch basket, looking from side to side as she gingerly stepped over mossy tufts and sudden holes filled with cold, dark water. At almost noon, the mosquitoes and biting flies were quiet, waiting for the cool evening to gather again and torment anyone brave enough to tramp across the wet forest floor.

			The little girl, Ulla, had long, dark brown hair, unlike most of her fair-haired kinfolk. Green flecked her bright, golden-brown eyes, but her skin was pale and white. The people of her village, Grankulta, called her Lumikki, or Snow White. From her mother, Ulla inherited fair skin, the freckles that dotted her nose, and the green in her eyes. Even at the tender age of perhaps seven or eight, she seemed to have her mother’s long, lithe limbs as well.

			Her mother had given her these traits and her life, but little else. The green-eyed woman had given birth to twins, a boy and a girl, on a cold winter’s night in the Far Northern Land. Afterward, exhausted from the difficult labor, she was racked with a fever that had passed through the district. The village women took the children from her so that they would not sicken, too, and so she died and her spirit fled far away.

			Ulla’s father sat beside his wife for hours, stroking her long, damp hair as if he could somehow call her back like a wizard or singer might—or so Ulla had been told. But he couldn’t call her back, of course, and so he buried his wife next to the grave of their firstborn, took the babies, and moved to a small cottage—or pirtti—close by to Grankulta, where his wife’s sister and others of her family lived.

			The boy was named Janni, like his father, and the two children were nearly indistinguishable. Her brother shared Ulla’s dark hair and hazel eyes, her long limbs, a ready smile, and a quick wit. Big Janni, as the villagers called the father to set him apart from his son, was a forester and hunter at heart, but a carpenter and cartwright by trade and necessity. He wasn’t originally one of the Bear Folk, the clan that Grankulta’s people and all those living in the neighboring villages and districts belonged to; he was born far away, in the deep forest of Karelia, and his father’s family came from the Clan of the Reindeer. Big Janni was full of stories about the forest and the strange, wonderful things that lived there. At night, as the cold wind blew shrill outside the dark, smoky pirtti, the Karelian woodsman sat by the stone hearth with his children and told them what he had heard and seen and done when he himself was a child.

			The Karelialaiset, the Reindeer Folk, dwelled apart from the other clans of the Far Northern Land. Less numerous than the other clans, they lived for the most part in scattered pirttis and tiny villages, building few towns of any size or permanence. Although they had given up herding reindeer long, long ago, their hearts retained the nomad’s love of wandering, and they kept fewer possessions than other folk so that they in turn would not be possessed. Ulla remembered many of her father’s stories, riddles, and old proverbs, even if she didn’t always understand them.

			What you shout out at the forest returns to you as an echo.

			Be generous with your good fortune; the good give much of their little, while the bad give little of their plenty.

			But more than admonishment or instructions, Ulla remembered her father’s tales of the heroes that still lived among the Karelialaiset deep in the heart of the ancient forest. Singers and wizards, warriors and witches, elves and even stranger creatures made up the Erilaiset: people of the gods, children of twilight, the race of heroes that had once lived among all the clans, but had been driven to flee into the dark woods long ago.

			Janni would peer at his children through the wisps of smoke that rose from the red coals while they huddled together under thick furs, giggling with excitement. Sometimes he sang and sometimes he chanted and sometimes he acted out the stories while the glowing embers made his round woodsman’s face look strange and otherworldly. He scared them now and again with his stories of trolls and tall, dark elves. His sister-in-law scolded him for frightening them. But he was always quick to laugh and break the spell. Then he capered about to reassure them that everything was fine and that they were safe together in their small, smoky, cozy house.

			Big Janni did more than sing the songs passed down from generation to generation among the Karelialaiset. As a boy, the woodsman had actually seen the Erilaiset. He told Ulla and Little Janni—and anyone else who would listen—many times about the strange and terrible things he remembered. When Janni was a boy of about ten years or so, there had been a terrible battle in the Karelian Forest.

			The Itäläiset, the fierce, long-haired, warlike people of the east, had invaded Karelia. A great folk divided into many tribes and clans, the Itäläiset were tall, with light brown hair and long, sharp noses. Some of their tribes herded horses, and their warriors fought mounted on horseback and armed with deadly spears, lances and scimitars, the curved swords of the east. Generations ago, they had mounted huge invasions with thousands of warriors and tried to overrun all the Far Northern Land, for they held that the land had belonged to their forefathers years ago, and hated the “usurpers,” as they called them. But when the terrible pestilence that killed so many in the Far Northern Land swept east, the Itäläiset, too, suffered greatly. Their numbers were diminished.

			Still, ever and anon, the Itäläiset raided the borderlands, seeking slaves and whatever plunder they could find. As a child, Big Janni was once caught up in such a raid. Marauding bands of the Easterners forayed into the woods, pillaging and burning the cottages and villages as they passed. They killed many villagers and scattered hundreds more. Panicked, the lords of the Reindeer Folk did not know how to stop them.

			Janni’s family left their pirtti before the raiders arrived and fled deep into the forest with other refugees. They sheltered in a strong place, a camp surrounded by wooden walls and protected by ditches set with sharp stakes. The Itäläiset grew bolder, however. The different bands came together, pushing straight through the forest to the encampment, thinking to storm the strong place, kill the men, and capture hundreds of women and children to take back to their homes in the east as slaves. So thought the Itäläiset—but their plans took no account of the heroes.

			Deep in the heart of the old forest, the Erilaiset, who had warred against the Easterners of old, were disturbed. They came forth from their hidden valley and marshaled the strength of the Karelians, leading the others to safe, hidden places. The Erilaiset made a trap for the marauding Easterners and, when the fierce warriors with curved swords reached the forest camp, ambushed them. Finally, they were driven away with great loss.

			Janni’s mother and sisters had hidden in a safe place, but the boy stayed with his father and the many other men who sprang the trap. Janni, too young to wield a sword or swing an axe, didn’t fight, but he and some other boys drew and carried a great store of water to the encampment. They helped cut trees and lashed them together with rope and hemp to make barriers against the raiders’ charge.

			It was then that he had seen the tall Erilaiset man with a long beard and colored robes, accompanied by two smaller creatures that resembled dwarves without beards, but who had thick arms and legs. Strangest of all, he had glimpsed a tall, dark elf with long hair and a thin, cruel face.

			Ulla and her brother loved this story most of all, and their father told it to them many times.

			“Isäni,” the little girl would say. “Father, tell us about the Erilaiset again! What did they look like? What did they wear? Did you really see the terrible elf?!”

			Big Janni’s story seemed to change a bit each time he told it; new details crept in while others disappeared. Ulla’s uncle laughed while her aunt frowned, and both shook their heads, but Ulla and Little Janni never doubted their father’s tale. They never doubted that, deep in the heart of the oldest forest in the Far Northern Land, strange and wonderful creatures still dwelt.

			So, the little girl in the little village in the land of High Länsimaa, the land of the Karhulaiset, the Bear Folk, slowly grew. She played with her brother and cousins. She milked the cows and fed the sheep and, when she grew a little older, took bread and beer to the men in the fields, carrying the pails on a long, straight pole slung across her shoulders. Her aunt tried to teach her to bake flat loaves of rye—the farmer’s staple in those lands—and the sweeter honey cakes filled with sour cream and butter, as well as to spin, mend, weave and wash as a woman should. The girl cared little for such woman’s work, however, and was always slipping away outside whenever she could.

			She often watched her father in his shed as he bent and fit the rough boards for the carts and sleds he made with his simple lathe. She watched as he shaped the great wooden wheels on which they rolled in the summer, and the runners on which they slid in the winter’s snow. And Ulla travelled far with her father as he hunted.

			Big Janni made his living as the cartwright for Grankulta and the other little villages and homesteads nearby, but his Karelian heart was that of a hunter and wanderer. He feared no wolf or rootless ghost wailing in the lonely wastes. He often took his children with him as he tramped through the woods and lakes hunting for squirrels and beavers, or otters and deer, or fished the blue waters.

			Ulla and her brother learned to be very quiet and very still as their father bent his bow or set his traps. She liked to help pluck and dress the grouse they caught, and to eat bits of meat roasted on long sticks over an open fire. With her small, nimble hands, she even learned how to fletch arrows using stiff green and brown duck feathers wet with grease. Ulla looked forward to hunts with her father more than anything else in her little world, but it was on one such hunt that the great tragedy that changed and defined her life took place.

			On a time, Janni grew restless. He couldn’t sleep, and when he did, strange dreams disturbed him, dreams that he couldn’t understand or explain. He decided to take his little boy and girl with him to the North Marches, many miles north and west of Grankulta on the border of the wild wastes beyond. It was very late winter, or very early spring—you could never be quite sure in the far north—and, although snow still covered the ground, the days were lengthening and the ice on the water was breaking up.

			Big Janni thought to go to the Marches before the snows all melted; he hoped to find the big boar that came out early from their dens to snuffle in the muddy slush before other animals came back to life after the long, dark night. The boar would be lean without their summer’s fat, but they were also hungry, bold, and less wary; a hunter using bow or spear could more easily take them. Or so Big Janni told himself. Perhaps his restlessness after the long northern winter also drove him on, making him impatient for summer’s friendlier clime and journeys soon to come.

			His family and friends urged him to wait, or to at least leave the children at home since he had never taken them so far afield. But he just laughed and repeated what his own people, the Reindeer Folk, had always said. The timid know both fear and safety, but the bold know life’s full worth.

			As a child in Karelia, he had travelled far with his own father and learned many things. He feared little, and Ulla and Little Janni were brave like their father. So the woodsman hitched a shaggy pony to a little sled and piled pelts, blankets, food, and then the children on top. They started off with his best dogs following, taking the winding road that led to the North Marches.

			The journey took several days. The sun shone for the most part as they passed pirttis and small villages, then lonely homesteads where people called and waved to them or brought them dried meat or fish to eat and weak beer to drink when they halted to rest. Finally, they neared the Marches, and the homesteads and the road failed altogether. They slowly picked their way through the little lakes and thin woods that defined High Länsimaa’s northern border and separated it from the wilderness beyond.

			Big Janni searched for signs and listened intently for what seemed to the children like hours at a time, but there were no boar. That far north, there was not much open water yet, so the ducks and geese had only just begun to return. The children sat on the sled and quietly watched for game or played with the dogs among the snowy crofts and trickling streams that fed the lakes and mossy bogs. Except for some deer flitting among scattered stands of trees and patchwork white fields, the land seemed wide, silent and empty. Then the storm came.

			It began with a threatening sky and big flakes of wet snow, but soon grew darker and colder—a rare, late winter cyclone that suddenly screamed down on the Marches. The wind blew in hurricane-like gusts, driving snow and ice before it and ripping limbs from trees. Boughs crashed down like an avalanche of white boulders ejected from invisible hillsides.

			Big Janni put the children on the sled and, as well as he could, struck out for the road through the wild wind and wastes. When the pony fell and didn’t rise again, he cut the little sled in two with his axe, buried his children under furs and pelts, and pulled it himself. Ulla remembered very little of this last journey with her father. She and Little Janni clung to each other, drifting in and out of an uneasy trance. She couldn’t tell whether the voices on the wailing wind were real, or part of some dimly realized nightmare.

			At last, Ulla’s father stumbled on his feet and threw himself to the ground. He crawled on his knees to the broken sled and uncovered the children. The little girl never knew what he intended—to build a snow house to shelter them from the storm’s fury, or to abandon the sled and set out on foot. Perhaps he had no plan at all and was simply exhausted, his wits scattered, his hope all but lost.

			Ulla remembered standing beside the sled next to Little Janni: a clear memory of cold air and white snow, the woods almost glowing with their own luminescence. They had come to a halt at the end of a long defile beside a tiny lake covered in snow, with ice underneath. Ulla saw something in the corner of her eye, like a flickering candle wavering in the wind for a moment before it went out. One of the dogs barked. Perhaps Little Janni saw the candle, too, for the boy suddenly jumped the lake’s low bank and ran out onto the ice and snow. A loud crack sounded that even the north wind couldn’t hide. In the blink of Ulla’s eyes, her brother was gone.

			Her father loomed over her, all weariness forgotten, and seized Ulla, tossing her onto her back against the sled. For an instant, she saw his face: red and distorted, his beard white and frozen.

			“Listen to me!” he shouted above the howling wind. “Stay here! Ulla, stay where you are!”

			And then he jumped over the low bank after Little Janni and was lost in the smoky white whirls.

			Ulla remembered nothing else. They found her about a mile from the road, half-frozen, walking across an icy field in her red Karelian boots. One of the dogs—Pilkka, her favorite—walked beside her.

			When rumor of the terrible storm reached Grankulta and Janni still had not returned, Ulla’s uncle and some of her father’s friends set out on the northern road to find him. They also sent messages to the Wardens, who guarded and walked along the North Marches. In the end, two March Wardens found her. The little girl wouldn’t speak.

			After she was warmed and fed, and they saw that she was hale and wouldn’t die, they sent her back to her folk. The Wardens never found a trace of Big Janni or his little son, not even when the snows melted and spring came. It was as if the earth and waters had swallowed them whole, or hidden them away where no mortal eyes could see them ever again.

			The girl lived with her aunt and uncle then, for she was the last remaining link to her green-eyed mother who had married the Karelian forester from far away. Her aunt, her mother’s only sister, loved her dearly. Though silent at first, Ulla ate and drank and clearly understood all that was said to her. Her aunt and uncle wondered if she would ever speak again, or if she had been struck dumb by the terror of the storm and whatever horror she had witnessed in the lonely wastes.

			But Ulla was resilient; her stout heart beat strong, her hair and limbs grew longer, and her will, if only a child’s will, was like adamant. After a while, she began speaking again, and laughed and romped about with the other children of the small village, as children will. The darkness lifted; the poor folk of the Far Northern Land, none of them strangers to death and loss, expected no less. Time, the world’s great healer, passed, and life went on.

			In many ways, hers was unchanged. She played with her cousins, helped her aunt with chores, tended animals, and picked berries in the summertime. She walked through the woods and looked up at the night sky. Her father and brother were gone, however, and didn’t return. Perhaps because Little Janni had been such a part of her, she put all thoughts of him aside until his very memory faded from her heart. But it was not so with her father.

			Ulla never spoke about him or about what she remembered—or didn’t remember—from that fateful journey to the North Marches, and none pressed her. She knew that everyone thought Big Janni dead, though no grave or cairn marked the spot where he lay. Deep inside, however, Ulla fiercely clung to the belief that her father was still alive and would one day return to her. In what manner or from where, she didn’t know, but the depth of her loyalty and love became a type of faith, and she drew secret strength from her unspoken thought.

			One morning, more than two years later, Ulla carefully picked her way through the scattered trees, turning her head this way and that as she swung her basket by her side. It was too early yet for berries; the fat, plump blueberries came at high summer alongside black crowberries in the marshes. In late summer, red lingonberries would cover their little bushes on the forest floor for the poor folk of the villages to pack in barrels of cold water to last throughout the winter; cranberries ripened by the lakesides. It was even too early for strawberries, her favorite, to hide in their thickets and bushes, growing huge in the long days and summer sun.

			That day, Ulla searched for something different: the season’s first herbs, and especially the dark-capped mushrooms called branni, with their strange, spongelike appearance and distinctive smell. They could be poisonous if eaten raw, but were delicious when boiled and cooked. The villagers used them as strong medicine for any number of ills and even traded them at times to travelers from the south, who returned home to their towns to sell them. Ulla seldom came across any of the rare branni near the cottages or rye fields, but she sometimes found them farther out, especially in the forest where fire had burned some years ago. So she struck out deeper into the woods in the hopes of finding the first undiscovered cache of the summer, and her efforts were rewarded.

			Ulla’s basket was already half-full with branni when a flash of scarlet and gold caught her eye. She spied a patch of tiny green buds—strawberry buds—aglow in a beam of sunlight. Among the buds, one ripe, red berry, improbably and impossibly grown far too early, shone like a gift from the heavens. Ulla had never seen anything like it: a strawberry, two months too soon, ripe and ready, beckoning like a tiny star. The little girl with dark hair bent low and, brushing back an unruly lock that fell against her freckled nose, picked the berry and took a long, slow bite.

			“Mmm,” the girl said, savoring the strawberry’s sweet flavor. She licked her lips and opened her mouth wide to finish off the red berry. Then, at just that moment, she saw the bear.

			No more than ten feet away, looking straight into her flecked, hazel eyes, sat a small brown bear—a cub, more precisely, a ball of brown fur with a short snout and a tiny pink tongue nervously flicking its wet nose.

			Ulla stopped short, the half-eaten strawberry slipping silently from her hand, and stared back. The two small creatures, the child and the cub, stood there like that with the warm, blooming forest all around, as if connected by a taut, invisible rope that pushed and pulled and bound them together in an uneasy equilibrium. The girl felt her heart speed up; it beat wildly against her tiny breast. She involuntarily drew in a deep breath, and then another. Ulla may have been a child, but she knew enough of the ways of the forest to understand the danger she faced. There was a bear cub in front of her, and she was alone in the midst of the woods.

			Except she wasn’t really alone, of course. The tiny bear’s mother was surely near and ready to attack anything—even a dark-haired child—that came between her and her cub. Muscles tense, Ulla summoned all of her will and strength to overcome her paralyzing fear and break the spell that anchored her to the ground. She kept her eyes on the cub and, without turning, took one step back, then another. She felt the spongy turf give and sink a bit under her bare feet. She sucked in a sharp breath and made an instantaneous decision—turn and run, as fast as she could, even though she had been told many times never to run from a bear, large or small.

			Ulla twisted round and slipped, catching herself with one hand and dropping the basket. The dark-capped branni spilled out onto the mossy ground. She straightened up, ready to sprint.

			An earsplitting roar startled her and sent her sprawling again.

			The mother bear loomed before her, just like her father had on that strange, sad day that seemed so long ago. And just as he had then, the huge brown bear, a creature of instinct beyond all human reason, raised its great paw and hurled the girl to one side like a stuffed rag doll.

			Ulla landed on her back hard, knocking the wind out of her tiny chest. Her head swam as she gasped for breath. The bear loped toward her in two great strides. Hopeless, she tried to scramble to her feet and run. She hadn’t taken more than a stumbling step when the animal lashed out at her with its claws, shredding her brown, homespun shift and tearing her flesh.

			Searing pain overwhelmed her senses even as the great brown beast, roaring like a demon from the forest’s depths, hit her again, its sharp claws raking her tender skin.

			She crumpled to the ground, her head and shoulders halfway submerged in a shallow pool of cold, murky water. Ulla’s eyes fluttered; her mind tried to slip away. Teetering on the verge of unconsciousness, she waited for the bear to finish the job and release her from the pain that enveloped her.

			Even as her mind strayed into blackness, a booming voice, a man’s voice, rang out over the mad ursine bellow. Crying out with authority, the voice challenged the animal’s wrath.

			The little girl managed to focus her eyes for a brief moment. Larger than life, the bear towered above her. It stood on its hind legs, raised to its full height with its front legs outstretched menacingly.

			But the bear wasn’t reaching out toward Ulla. Before it stood a man who was just as tall as it was, his own arms spread wide and bathed all about in an amber glow. In his hand he held a wooden staff blazing with fire. He shouted again at the bear, his great voice shattering the forest’s calm.

			Ulla’s vision narrowed and flickered. She slid down into the dark.

			***

			After a long spell of forgetfulness, Ulla came out of a dark dream and walked again through the sparse woods, its colors changed or strangely muted. The trees and leaves seemed dun, grey, or a pale, dirty white against the sickly green sky. A mist hovered all about her, and it grew even denser in the distance. She walked slowly toward an unknown destination, where all light and color failed.

			Something waited for her in the darkness ahead. It beckoned to her with unspoken words and shapeless sounds. Reluctantly, she walked forward to meet the mysterious, unseen caller. At that moment, another voice, a man’s voice that she could actually hear with her own ears, called out from behind her.

			“Ulla!”

			She stopped and turned. Dim at first, but growing in strength as she moved toward it, the voice kept calling.

			“Come back, Ulla! Come here, little one!”

			And Ulla obeyed, only to slip back down into the dark, waiting dream.

			Her sense of hearing returned first. She listened to a song in her dream, gradually becoming aware that she wasn’t really dreaming at all, but lying very still on her stomach, with her eyes tightly shut. A man’s voice, the same voice that had called to her in the pale forest, sounded beside her, chanting and humming in a strange, sonorous tone. Queer words and sounds mixed together, filling the little girl with a sense of peace and well-being. She felt she could lie there and listen to the voice forever.

			Flesh be made whole,

			stop the red flood.

			Rents knit anew,

			staunch the bright blood.

			Dam the river,

			stem the tide.

			Choke the fall that karhu’s knives have carved.

			As she listened, she slowly became more aware of her body, her senses sharpening little by little. She smelled the spongy moss beneath her nose. She felt a dull ache in her back; a soft breeze touched her skin from head to toe.

			Finally, the voice stopped chanting. “Wake up now, little one.”

			Ulla opened her bright eyes and looked around. A man sat cross-legged next to her with his back against a tree. He wore great boots, which were either a dull yellow or gold, and that rose high on his calves. His grey eyes twinkled as he returned her ready stare.

			“Isäni,” said the little girl.

			“No, I’m not your father!” said the man, chuckling.

			Ulla saw at once that he spoke the truth. He had a long, curling white beard, so long that it almost touched his knees as he sat on the ground. His straight nose and high, sharp cheekbones were sunburnt and reddish-brown, contrasting with the pale skin on his long, bare forehead. His round, full mouth turned up in a smile.

			“I’m not your father,” he repeated. “Don’t nail that charge to me, too! It’s been many a year since I’ve walked in this land of little lakes and puny woods. Many a year!”

			The man suddenly hung his head and sighed, then straightened back up, running a large hand through his long, grey-white hair. “There, now. It’s passing. You’ve nearly worn me out, you know. At first, I wasn’t sure I would be able to find you, or that you’d hear me or heed my call even if I did. You almost left this world, little one. You were badly hurt and you walked a long way alone through the invisible forest toward Tuone’s home, the forest that mortals can’t see. You heard the voices calling you, didn’t you? But you’re strong, little one! Aye, you’re strong. There’s a candle inside you, alright; burning very brightly, it is. I saw its light from afar and that’s how I brought you back. Lucky for you that I came along just then, just when the bear did. As I said, it’s been a long time since I’ve walked in these parts. Very strange chance, that—very strange indeed.”

			The man narrowed his eyes and looked hard at her.

			“Ah, well. What’s done is done. Karhulaiset—Bear Folk, my foot! If this is all your folk remember of bears and their ways—stumbling around blindly gathering branni when they’re waking and hungry, then running from cubs like a scared deer—then you’d best choose another totem and a new name for your clan. Not that you see too many bears around here anymore, I suppose. You’ve cut down half the trees since last I was here, and burned the land. There are farms and fields on every patch of solid ground to be found. Still, ‘Man is happiest when he plows the fields, cleans the soil, piles the rocks in heaps, and plants seeds that will grow into food for himself and his cattle.’ At least, that is what Akka taught me long ago.”

			The old man—for Ulla could see that he was old, even if he was quite unlike any other old man that she had ever seen—got on his knees and knelt closer to her. She noticed for the first time that his grey eyes were peculiar, the irises fluted and spiraling inward. The girl felt his hand on her back, touching the tender spot that still ached. A shiver ran through her from head to toe. She tried to sit up, but felt too weak. Her legs wouldn’t quite obey her.

			“Shh, easy now, little one,” said the man in a gentler tone. “Not too quickly. Lie still a while longer, if you wish.”

			“Am I going to die?” Ulla asked.

			“By the vaulted heavens, no, of course not! You’re going to be fine, don’t you worry! You are healed. You lost some blood. You’ll feel that for a while—aye, you will. But I stopped the blood. I knit the flesh anew. I learned the song for that long, long ago, when the world was still young, and so was I! No, stopping the blood and mending the flesh was the easy part. Finding your spirit as it tried to flee—that’s something different. But don’t you worry; you are whole.”

			The girl tried to raise herself up on her arms again, this time succeeding. She sat upright and looked around. Her head swam woozily, her body felt stiff, and the pain in her back pulsed stronger, but she was alive and alert. She looked down at her tiny, pale body and realized that she was naked. A red mark, like a long, raised weal, ran down the inside of her right calf. She reached behind her back and searched for the pulsing spot; she felt raised weals there, too.

			“You’ll have scars there, I’m afraid,” said the man as he stood up. “That can’t be helped. Your wounds were bad, child. Very bad. And yet, a scar is a small price to pay for life.” The old man stooped and rummaged in a large pack on the ground beside him, producing a woven yellow shirt. “Here, child, you can put this on. It will serve you as a dress. At least the sleeves are short!”

			Ulla stood slowly, feeling warmth and strength returning to her limbs.

			“Raise your arms,” said that old man, but before he popped the shirt over her head, he caught her shoulder, turned her around, and looked at the scar on her back. He shook his head and finished dressing her. Then he grabbed a clay bottle wrapped in deerskin that sat next to the pack. “Come on, now; drink something for me.”

			The girl took a long draw on the bottle, then wiped a few stray drops of the cold water from her mouth, never taking her eyes off the man. Standing before him, she looked him up and down.

			He was tall, taller than most of the men she knew from Grankulta or the district nearby. He wore a deep red tunic that hung down over the tops of his great boots, bordered about the hem and neck with fine gold thread, images of tiny reindeer, and coiled symbols that looked somewhat like stars. A long knife hung from his leather belt and, visible beneath his beard, a pendant fell from a thick gold chain around his neck. A tall, copper-shod staff leaned against a tree.

			“Who are you?” the girl asked.

			“Hmm. That’s a fair question, and a good one,” he answered, considering her most seriously. “I’ve spent most of my life trying to answer that question—and I have lived a very, very long time.” The old man took a swig from the water bottle and wiped his beard. “We all think we know who we are. We think we know what we believe in and what we would do when put to the test. But the truth is that most men—if they even reflect upon their own lives at all—well, they see themselves in their minds’ eyes as they wish to be, as they ought to be, for good or ill, and not how they truly are or how they appear in the eyes of other men. In so doing, they stay blind. ‘The measure of a man is in deeds, not words.’ There’s truth to that. But the seers say also, ‘Truth (and beauty) is in the eye of the beholder.’”

			Ulla blinked. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” she said, not really sure how else to reply. “But—I’m sorry, sir—did you tell me who you are?”

			The old man frowned. “Rather pert, aren’t we? Not that I’d expect such a little one to understand sage lore, of course, at least not in these times. Very well. I’ll tell you what you wish to know: my name, which is not exactly who I am, though maybe the opposite side of the same coin, as it were.” He drew himself up to his full height and spread his arms out wide before him.

			“Happy chance brought me this way today, child. Happy chance and good fortune for you! For behold! I am Väinämöinen! The greatest singer that this age of the world has ever known, and the last! Väinämöinen the Traveler, Väinämöinen the Wizard, Väinämöinen Erilainen! I have returned to mortal lands after my long slumber!”

			The girl took a step back at the sound of the man’s booming, thunderous voice and swallowed hard. His strange names meant nothing to her, however.

			When she didn’t react, the man spread his arms again with a sweeping gesture and bowed. “Väinämöinen, my child! It is indeed I, and none other!” Then he slumped and a sour expression spread across his sunburnt face. “Well, now. I presume you’ve heard of me, have you not? Your parents, your father, have they not told you tales of the mighty Väinämöinen?”

			“No, sir,” said Ulla. “At least I don’t think so.”

			Väinämöinen sighed and shook his head. “The rising generation,” he mumbled. “What’s to be done? Well, whether your ears are stopped with clay that shuts out the old songs or not, and whether your folk are ignorant or forgetful, Väinämöinen is my name. Aye, it is. But enough now. There is time for instruction later, perhaps. Your folk are worried and we’d best be getting you home. They are calling for you, away yonder, though your ears can’t hear them. And they were calling earlier, while you still wandered in the colorless woods on the borders of Tuonela. Your mother will be wanting you, that’s for certain.”

			“Um, I don’t think so. At least not my mother, sir. She died a long time ago—when I was born.”

			“Did she, little one? Well, I’m sorry, very sorry. May Ukko keep her safe in the heavens above! Let’s get you back to your father, then.”

			“He’s gone, too. He died in the ice—at least, that’s what people say. I live with Aunt Päivikki and Uncle Reiko and Meria and Siria and the others.”

			Väinämöinen looked down at the girl. “Your father, too? Well now. Very strange, that is.” And then, more to himself than to the little girl, he added, “Very unusual, indeed. I wonder; I do indeed wonder.” The wind picked up a bit and rustled the tops of the tall trees while the old man stared. The little girl in the oversized yellow shirt shivered despite the warm sun.

			He suddenly swept Ulla up off her feet, setting her down again by the pack and staff.

			“Let’s get you back to Aunt Päivikki and Uncle Reiko, then! But first, let me care for honey-paw, our fallen friend and unhappy foe.”

			Väinämöinen strode toward a dark mound a long stone’s throw away. With a thrill, Ulla realized that it was the bear. It lay on one side, its head hidden beneath its mighty shoulders; even from a distance, Ulla could see that its fur was sticky with reddish-black blood. More blood stained the moss and grass nearby.

			The old man knelt beside the fallen beast. There was no sign of the cub. Ulla watched him stroke the bear’s fur and heard him softly singing in a low voice. The song’s cant and cadence sounded like what he had sung over her as she had lain still and silent with closed eyes, somewhere between life and death. Väinämöinen bent low over the bear as he sang, his beard brushing the sticky fur. After a long while, he stood up and came back to Ulla, shouldered the pack, picked the girl up with one arm, and grasped the white-yellow staff with the other.

			“There. I’ve done for karhu what I could and made amends as best I can. Her spirit is welcome and free, and her little one can follow her into the starlight. There are some things that can’t be helped, though none are at fault. It’s part of the world’s sadness.”

			Väinämöinen marched through the woods with Ulla in his arm as the low, lingering sun cast a net of rays and long shadows all about them. Ulla could scarcely believe what had happened, her mind racing from wild thought to wild thought as the big man tramped along and softly hummed. It had only been a few hours earlier—hadn’t it?—that she was alone, on her own among the birches and firs, picking branni and tossing them into her basket.

			A strange feeling crept over her, wrapping about her very being. Something was different; something had changed. The old man’s humming made her drowsy, its power lulling her to sleep. Suddenly she roused and tugged on his beard; he cocked an eye toward her.

			“I’m very sorry,” she said with a cheerful smile. “But I was rude. I forgot to thank you for saving me! You saved my life, Väinämöinen.”

			The old man smiled, then he laughed out loud, and together, the two walked through the sparse stand of woods toward the wispy smoke that rose from the little village in the distance.


Chapter Two 

The Mark of the Clan

			Ulla’s folk were indeed overjoyed at her return. Her aunt had feared the worst when Ulla disappeared from the long meadow where she was supposed to be minding the sheep and gathering spring herbs under the watchful eyes of the field hands. Tragedy had followed Ulla all her short life, and, if the little girl herself seemed remarkably unaffected save for a protective cloak of melancholy that wrapped about her at times, her aunt felt differently. The farmer’s wife had sharply scolded the field hands, then sent them and the village’s older children into the surrounding woods and paddocks to look for the girl.

			They were still searching hours later when Väinämöinen appeared, stomping into the collection of pirttis and sheds that comprised the tiny village of Fallkulta, located about a mile from Grankulta and opposite the stand of woods into which Ulla had wandered. Ulla, who knew precisely where she was in spite of her ordeal and spinning head, tried to steer Väinämöinen in the right direction, but he had insisted on following the thin trails of smoke that rose from Fallkulta’s hearths and fire pits.

			Already irritated when they reached the village and confirmed his mistake, he grew downright surly after discovering that his horse, which he had left at the edge of the woods earlier that morning to graze, had wandered off and was nowhere to be found. His ill humor changed when he finally got Ulla to her home, however.

			Virtually the entire village turned out, and the people were in awe of Väinämöinen. Ulla’s uncle met the tall man and thanked him for bringing the girl back to them safely. Her aunt took her from the bard and, cradling her tightly, rushed inside their humble cottage. But neither Reiko nor the other folk of Grankulta knew what to say to the unexpected stranger in their midst, the stranger whose name and deeds were the stuff of legends.

			Ulla may not have remembered the name of Väinämöinen just then (though her father had actually mentioned him quite often), but the adults did. Grankulta might have been only a small village in the rural north of High Länsimaa, but, if it was poor, it was not especially so, nor were its folk particularly mean or ignorant. Its farmers and maids knew many old songs and tales of Väinämöinen of the Erilaiset, the old man who had walked throughout the Far Northern Land since the world was young, singing songs and casting spells for good or ill.

			But songs and tales were one thing, and the waking world was quite another. Having one of the ancient wizards among the villagers exceeded their experience and humble station. The men shuffled their boots in awkward silence, the women lowered their eyes while snatching quick glimpses of the stranger, and the children stared unashamedly—for they were children—gazing wide-eyed at the old man’s yellow boots, long white beard, and staff.

			Väinämöinen was pleased. He enjoyed their deference and reaction. He had received a colder welcome many times before, and appreciated the fact that he was not being chased back to the road with stones and arrows. But his mood soon mellowed and he tried to put the villagers at ease. He knew these folk—workers of the land, tillers of fields, spinners and weavers of cloth—and knew that, far more than idle lords in halls of stone or merchants weighing silver and counting long ships by the southern sea, these folk of the earth were the soul of the Far Northern Land, and its hope.

			Reiko brought Väinämöinen into the house and gave him a seat beside the small spring fire. The old man told Ulla’s family what had happened and how he had chanced upon the girl even as the bear attacked her. He warned them against disturbing the dead beast.

			“Leave karhu be and do not take any meat from the carcass, or skin it, or take any tooth or claw as a charm. This was no hunt; the proud beast died in anger and without the right songs sung. Avoid the place where this thing happened for the next year, and definitely do not let this child go back! And when it is summer again, scatter any bones that you find and remove all memory of what was done. But if you find the skull, nail it high to a tree to help her spirit go free. And teach your children to be more wary when the world and its creatures are stirring!”

			Ulla fell into a deep sleep not long afterward. She lay ill for several days, and woke for only short periods of time as she slipped in and out of a fever that made her cheeks red. Her aunt bathed her with cool water and brought fresh fennel, angelica, and feverstay to treat and comfort her.

			Väinämöinen told the woman to not be afraid; Ulla’s wounds were healing within, her body was recovering, and she was in no danger of dying. Yet Väinämöinen often sat at Ulla’s side, sometimes humming or chanting in a low voice and stroking her damp, dark hair as she lay dreaming. He frequently checked the scars on her leg and back where the bear’s black claws had struck. Reiko and Päivikki were too much in awe of the wizard to ask why he remained in the village and did not continue on whatever journey or quest had brought him to them in the first place. He was, after all, a healer, and the little girl was sick.

			Now Grankulta’s people were mainly fishermen and farmers, like most of the Bear Folk in those parts. They had built the village itself hard by a little lake—one of the hundreds, large and small, scattered across High Länsimaa. Pike, perch, and other fish filled the shallow, blue lakes. The villagers went out on the water in little birch boats and scared fish into their nets with long poles, then boiled the fish in a stew, dried them for eating later, or sometimes pickled them to keep during the long, dark months when food grew scarce and ice on the open water made fishing more difficult.

			A long, narrow strip of land by the lakeshore was rich and fertile, unlike most of the land in the north. There, the villagers grew beans and peas and, every other year, yellow turnips. But rye was the staple throughout all those lands, and Grankulta’s folk were no exception.

			The Far Northern Land was blessed with many things—fish in the blue waters and game and fowl in the forests—but except for in the south, the land was poor. So, the people slashed and burned the woods, clearing the land to grow rye for their dark, unleavened bread or the porridge that they ate almost every night in their smoky pirttis.

			The farmers would strip the bark from the tall pines, let them stand for several seasons, then return to cut the trees down, burn them, and beat the rich ash into the soil. When the fields were ready in early spring, they sowed the rye and then cut it at high summer with their hooked, iron sirppis. Finally, they carried it all from the fields in carts and sleds and into the sheds to dry. There, they threshed it with long, wooden flails, winnowing the chaff in the breezy air so that the women could grind it into meal.

			After a season or two, they left a field fallow or let it grow into a meadow for their sheep and bony cows. Then, other trees would be felled and burned, clearing new fields so that open spaces slashed from the forests surrounded Grankulta and the other villages of the north. It was a life of labor and toil, and of risk as well; if it rained too soon or too late or in imperfect measure, there might be famine in the winter and fewer folk to face the coming spring. The people knew nothing else, however, and the dark times made their happier moments all the more precious.

			Väinämöinen slept in a little cone-shaped structure called a kota behind the family’s cottage and beside an old bathhouse where Reiko kept his spades, hoes and harrow. When the old man wasn’t sitting with Ulla, he walked around the district, helping here and there as he could. Väinämöinen tended another sick child on a farm at the village’s outskirts when the family besought his help, and the child quickly recovered. There was also an old blind woman in Fallkulta, who lay abed under thick blankets and coverlets, unable to move or to speak. Väinämöinen sat beside her for a long time, holding her hand, singing a slow tune over and over, and whispering words into the old woman’s ear that her waiting family could not hear. She didn’t rise from her bed, however, and, when Väinämöinen left the house, he silently shook his head at the old woman’s grandson, the master of the humble home. The old wizard did not return.

			Mostly, Väinämöinen played with Ulla’s cousins and the other children who lived nearby. One afternoon he sat beneath an old rowan tree for several hours and spoke with a young man from Fallkulta, a bright-eyed lad with a fine, clear voice who often sang or chanted during the villagers’ simple festivals and holidays. The young man only knew local songs—light, rustic tunes or snatches of the traditional songs of the Karhulaiset that the villagers still remembered. He knew nothing of the ancient songs and lays of the Seven Clans.

			His family looked askance while the old man taught him new songs and tales. Midsummer’s Day was approaching, so Väinämöinen taught him “The Summer Song,” which was sung all throughout the great lands to the south, and the ancient “Lay of Sunsay,” which told of the hero Lemminkäinen. But worried or no, the young man’s folk did not dare to interfere or stop the old man from teaching what he would.

			On the fifth day after the bear attack, Ulla woke early. Her mind was clear, all her pain was gone, and she was very hungry. Väinämöinen declared her well and told her to rise, but first he called for the girl’s uncle and showed him the scars on her back. The long, thin weal on her leg had tightened some, but the raised, red scar looked much as he had expected it to. The scars on her back were different.

			Even as Väinämöinen stayed the blood and channeled the earth’s strength to mend the torn flesh, he had noticed the wound’s strange shape. The bear’s claws had rent four great, long tears in the middle of her left shoulder, and a fifth, shorter, tear below and to the side of them. Väinämöinen had seen many ragged wounds from claws and teeth—and he bore the scars to prove it—but never had he seen a wound or scar so like to the nails that caused it. The scars had changed even more as they healed. The raised tissue seemed transmuted, the cherry-colored troughs turned a dark brown, and the skin was smooth and without fault. The mark on Ulla’s shoulder seemed the very image of a bear’s paw, as dark against her pale skin as if it were painted upon her flesh.

			As surprised by the strange mark as the old man had been, Ulla’s uncle sent the child outside to play in the warm sun while it lasted. Väinämöinen sat on the little pallet where she had lain and questioned Reiko about the girl’s life, especially about her father and the tragedy that occurred two years before upon the North Marches. When Reiko left for the fields, Väinämöinen sat alone in thought as the shadows lengthened. But the farmer’s wife had listened outside the door as the two men conversed, and was displeased. She chastised her husband for telling the wizard about the girl’s life and their family’s misfortune.

			Ulla was glad to be back in her element—outside, under the sun and sky, playing with her friends. The other children had kept quiet as best they could while she lay abed, but they were full of questions about the bear and what had happened in the woods. The little girl with dark hair liked being the center of attention, so she acted out the bear’s assault, chasing her shrieking friends down the village’s single dusty lane. Excited that Väinämöinen had stayed with them, Ulla tried to show off for him as he stood in his great yellow boots, smiling at the children as they played and ran about.

			The next day, however, the old wizard announced that he was leaving. If the children felt sad to see him go, Ulla’s aunt and uncle, as well as some of the other villagers, were of a different mind. They were grateful for Ulla’s life, but not unhappy to see the mysterious Erilainen go and their lives return to normal. Väinämöinen planned to leave early, after the short summer night, so they stuffed his pack with dried fish and dark, round loaves of rye bread, then filled his bottles with clean water and home-brewed beer.

			Even as they readied Väinämöinen’s kit, another stranger rode into the village. The tall man, almost as tall as the old wizard, rode a large black horse and bore a long sword in a scabbard hanging from his horse’s saddle. His great brown cloak—finely woven, if weather-stained—marked him as a March Warden, such as passed by on the North Road from time to time. Dressed and equipped for a long journey, the Warden had heard rumor that the legendary Väinämöinen had reappeared in the tiny village, and had ridden to Grankulta to meet him.

			That evening, it rained; the sky turned dark as ragged clouds hid the westering sun. The villagers took shelter in their homes, and the Warden joined Väinämöinen in Reiko and Päivikki’s pirtti. Unlike other pirttis, theirs backed up to a gentle rise, so the corner-timbered house fashioned of cut, round logs had a natural loft of turf strengthened with rough wooden boards that reached out over the cottage’s smoky, single room. The older children slept outside in kotas during spring and summer, but Ulla and her cousin Kaisa sometimes slept in the loft. After the adults put them to bed, thinking them almost asleep, they braided each other’s hair and giggled. That night, when the rain grew harder, a new guest came inside the house. The two girls hid under their sheepskins and peered down.

			Reiko and Päivikki stood next to the long table with benches and tree stumps at either end; little Onni, their baby boy, slept in a rush-filled crib. Another man stood nearby. Short and bald under his dripping hat, his ample girth strained at his leather belt. Ulla recognized him at once: Toikka Mäkkinen, the district’s chief, whom she saw in Grankulta now and again. The tall March Warden, clad in the green and brown of his office, sat beside the hearth made of piled rocks and stones, warming his hands by the fire. Väinämöinen stood alone by the large wooden chest that Big Janni had built for his wife’s sister. It held clay and wooden cups, a few knives and tin spoons, and her aunt’s precious pieces of green glass from the south. Wearing a long, dull red cloak with its hood thrown back, Väinämöinen kept his hand on his great staff. His face looked very red and strange in the embers’ glow; Ulla immediately thought of her father’s face looming in the dark over a smoky fire, but this was not her father.

			Reiko’s round face also looked strange, unusually stern and hard. Her aunt’s fists were clenched, though they hung at her side.

			Kaisa poked Ulla in the ribs under their skins and whispered in her ear, “Lumikki, they are angry!”

			“Look, Reiko,” said Toikka while he wrung the water from his cap. “Let’s be sensible here! The Lord Väinämöinen has made a very generous offer. He did you a great service, saving the girl’s life. Indeed, he has done us all great services, and so we all have a stake in this matter. It is many years since our humble meadows and fields have been honored by one of the mighty among the Erilaiset. We must show him hospitality! After all, do not forget,” Toikka bowed low to Väinämöinen, “he is a man of power, and do I not rightly say that he could take anything he desires?”

			Reiko looked down at the earthen floor strewn with straw, but his voice was strong and proud when he finally spoke.

			“Hospitality is one thing and that we have shown as best we can. But what he asks for is something else. And that I will not do.”

			“I do not threaten,” said Väinämöinen in a steady voice. He ambled over to where the Warden sat and leaned on his staff against the hearth’s low ledge. “I am not going to curse your fields and little farms. You need not be afraid on my account. And if, indeed, I could take what I wanted against your wishes, still I would not do so. That is not the way of any true man, mortal or no; it is certainly not my way. But come now! Listen to your lordling! His fears for his fields and sheep are misplaced, but his advice is not. Let the girl come with me!”

			Ulla felt Kaisa dig into her side even harder. With a cold thrill, she realized that they were arguing about her.

			“You have seen the mark on her back yourself,” said Väinämöinen. “That is no normal scar. I am not yet sure what it portends, but it is clearly a sign: the Mark of the Karhulaiset, the very mark of your clan.”

			“Then all the more reason for her to stay with her folk!” Päivikki suddenly cried. She pulled on her husband’s homespun shirt and, in a pleading voice, said, “Please, Reiko! Stop this right now—you must not let them do this!”

			But the farmer pushed her away with a black, angry look.

			“What brought me there in the woods at just that moment?” continued Väinämöinen. “Coincidence? Happy chance? It is many years, as I have said, since I last walked these lands; indeed, you were not yet born then. And I’ve been far to the north, beyond the Marches, on a
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