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Author’s Note
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THE SINGING SHORE III: Spirit and Flame is, as you might have cleverly deduced from the name, the third (and final) installment in The Singing Shore. As I have throughout the overall Zemnian Series, I wrote a kind of mega-book that I then split up into a miniseries, of which this is the third part. While the three books were meant to be read in order, if for some reason you’ve stumbled upon this one unprepared, here’s a brief summary of the action of the first two books.

In The Singing Shore I: Sea and Song, our heroine Dasha sets off on a mission of peace to the Rutsi, the warlike tribes along her people’s Western border. Dasha is the Tsarinovna, heir to the throne of Zem’, and not quite eighteen. She is also supposed to be heir to a great and terrible magic, but so far she hasn’t had much luck in learning to control it. Mainly it causes terrifying visions and painful fits. 

Dasha and her party of steppe warriors, Zemnian nobles, and Rutsi and Seumi escorts, travel through Seumi, a sparsely inhabited peninsula between Zem’ and Rutsi territory that the Rutsi have invaded and are claiming as their own. On their journey they are stalked by a monstrous, magical wolf, who is determined to kill Dasha in order to gain her magic. The Singing Shore I ends with an attack by him that kills Alik, Dasha’s steppe guard and lover. However, Dasha performs a steppe spell involving blood magic to preserve his soul within her, keeping him alive in spirit if not in body.

The Singing Shore II: Sky and Stone begins where The Singing Shore I ends, with Dasha having just taken in Alik’s spirit. In their haste to take her away from the site of the attack, the party splits up, and Dasha ends up going off with her kinswoman Vladya and their Rutsi escorts. That night, before the rest of the party catches up, Vladya drugs Dasha and takes her to the Rutsi High King, who has come to the Seumi sacred place of Suurikivi in order to perform a great spell of anti-magic and steal the power of the land there.

Dasha is supposed to be married off to one of the High King’s sons. Instead, she escapes from Suurikivi and strikes off through the woods on her own, with nothing but Alik’s spirit to guide her. After numerous adventures, she comes across Urho, one of her Seumi guides. Urho and his sister Tuulikki have turned against their Rutsi conquerors and instead of taking Dasha back to the High King, they take her to their home village of Taikakylä. The book ends just as a fleet of Rutsi dragon-ships are sailing up to Taikakylä, apparently intent on conquest. The Singing Shore III begins immediately after that moment.
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Maps of the Seumi peninsula and the Breathing Sea
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A Note on Measurements
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SINCE THE SOCIETIES featured here are all pre-industrial, they do not, as a general rule, use very precise measurements. Time is normally indicated by time of day or how far the sun or moon are from the horizon. Richer people would have had access to candle clocks and sometimes measure time in candlemarks, which are approximately one hour. Distance is given in versts (pronounced vyorsts), an old Russian measurement of roughly one kilometer.
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Newsletter Signup
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Want to join my newsletter and get regular updates and special offers? Click here or scan the QR code below to get your free story and sign up (but only if you want to!).
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Epigraph
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I opened my veins: out gushed life,

Uncontrollably, irreplaceably.

Bring all the basins and bowls!

Any bowl will be too small,

Any basin—too flat.

Over the edge—and past—

Into black earth, to feed the grass,

Out gushed—irrevocably,

uncontrollably, irreplaceably—verse.

Marina Ivanovna Tsvetaeva
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Chapter One
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DASHA DISENTANGLED herself from her bedclothes and, stumbling over them in the dark, started shaking Aino by the shoulder.

Aino sat up suddenly, almost hitting Dasha in the face with her head. She demanded something Dasha interpreted as, “What is it?”

Dasha tried to explain, but Aino only shook her head in incomprehension, although she got out of bed, understanding at least that the situation was serious.

Tuulikki still wasn’t back. Dasha ran out into the front room, where Urho was sitting up from his own bedclothes.

“Dragon-ships!” she cried, first in Zemnian, then in Rutsi.

He was up so quickly it was as if he hadn’t even moved. He had, Dasha saw through the darkness, gone to bed fully clothed just as she had, with his long knife by his side. It was now in his hand.

“Where?” he asked.

Dasha gestured impotently, trying to come up with a description of the point with the few Rutsi words she knew. “Vest,” she finally said. West. “Stenar.” Stones.

Urho seemed to guess her meaning, for he disappeared out the back door. Dasha followed right behind him.

They stood together on the street, peering in the direction of the point. Nothing. Dasha felt a mixture of relief and embarrassment. Relief that they weren’t being attacked. Embarrassment at having wakened Aino and Urho with her fears...wait.

“What is that?” she asked in careful Rutsi.

Urho followed her pointing finger. There, off in the distance, halfway between the point and the ice mountain, a tiny light bobbed on the water.

Urho began walking down the strand towards the point. Away from the houses, Dasha realized, away from the light of their hearths. She followed a pace behind him, her heart beating like mad, her pulse fluttering in her throat like a trapped bird.

A couple dozen paces down the strand, Urho stopped again and gazed out over the water. This time, in the deeper darkness, Dasha could see the tiny light bobbing on the waves—and also eight dark shapes, sliding smoothly over the surface of the water.

She caught her breath. Her vision/dream hadn’t been false. It had just been of something that hadn’t happened yet.

Urho turned to her. “Tell Aino...” he began in Rutsi. Then he stopped, shrugged, and said, “Kom,” before setting off back towards the village at a run.

He burst into Aino’s cottage, shouting something about laivoja. Aino had already dressed and lit a lantern. When she heard Urho’s words, she nodded as if she had gotten terrible but not unexpected news. She asked Urho a couple of questions, nodding with that same grim resignation at his answers, and then made a brisk statement and motioned with her head for Urho and Dasha to follow her.

They left the cottage and began running down the street. Dasha thought they might knock on every door to warn people, but instead Aino headed straight for Hilja’s cottage.

There she did pound on the door, so hard it jumped on its hinges. People peered out of the cottages nearby and shouted questions, which Urho answered with a calm that was more frightening than if he’d screamed and yelled in a panic.

By the time Hilja came to the door, people were already gathering on the street, whispering to each other in anxious, frightened tones and looking off towards the water. From here the ships couldn’t be seen. Some of the people started to sound skeptical. Some of the people, Dasha thought, were looking at her sideways and muttering things that didn’t sound complimentary. Maybe they thought she had made all this up for her own nefarious reasons.

She looked off towards where she’d seen the ships earlier. She’d been so sure...and Urho had seen them too, hadn’t he? Or was it all a dream of some sort...

It wasn’t a dream, Alik said. Or rather, it was, but the ships are coming. I can feel them.

You can? How?

I don’t know. He sounded frustrated. I can just...feel their presence, all the way across the bay. As if seeing them in a dream linked them to me in some way, and now I can feel them even when I’m not dreaming. I can’t sense much more than that, but I can sense them. They’re coming. Why is everyone standing around like this? They need to arm themselves!

Do you think they can drive off the dragon-ships? Dasha asked.

Alik paused. No, he said eventually. But better to fight than to give up without trying. Perhaps they can buy time for some of the young mothers and little children to get away.

Hilja and Aino were still talking. Half a dozen others had gathered around them, and were trying to make their own opinions known. Aino and Hilja nodded to them distantly, and continued talking. Dasha was sure she heard them say “laivoja” several times. She guessed that meant “ships.” And then they said Tuulikki’s name.

The others tried to join in again. Whatever they were discussing, it was something to do with Tuulikki, and everyone in the group had strong opinions about it.

Finally Urho broke off the discussion with a few curt words that seemed to be about the approaching ships. He gave what sounded like brief commands, and then turned to Dasha. 

“Kom,” he said, and set off East, in the opposite direction from the point. Dasha hurried after him in the midnight darkness, lit by nothing but the rising moon, just one night on the wane.

#
[image: ]


THEY hurried, first at a jog, and then, when they’d passed the last of the houses and were on a narrow path running between the bluff and the strand, at the fastest run Dasha could manage, towards the other point of the crescent that formed Taikakylä’s cove. Dasha wanted to ask where they were going and what they were doing, why they were running away from the village and the other villagers, but she didn’t have the breath. Her chest was burning, and a painful stitch was stabbing in her right side.

Urho stopped when they reached the Eastern point of the cove’s crescent. Like the Western point, it was strewn with rocks and boulders. Dasha leaned against one and clutched at her side, gasping.

Urho, who was barely out of breath—if she hadn’t been in so much pain, Dasha would have been extremely irritated by that—looked back towards the other point. Still gasping and clutching at her side, Dasha followed his gaze. The tiny dot of light was now almost to the Western point.

She shared a grim look with Urho. “Kom,” he said, and began scrambling over the rocks covering the ground. Dasha did her best to catch up, but fell quickly behind. When he looked back at her, she waved him on. He hesitated for a breath, then nodded, pointed East, and set off with redoubled speed.

Dasha slackened her pace. No point in breaking her knees or her head or her lungs by trying to race over the wet, slippery rocks in the dark. She picked her way across the point, which was only a few dozen paces wide, at a walk, only stumbling and almost going down twice.

When she made it across, she discovered another rocky strand on the other side, just like the one Taikakylä was situated on. This one stretched away as far as the eye could see, though, while the bluff behind it gradually closed in on it, until the sea met the cliff face.

She started down the strand. Where was Urho? She couldn’t see him anywhere. It was dark, but the stars had come out and were shedding enough light for her to make out the rocks and the bluff. She should be able to see a full-grown man. But he had disappeared as if swallowed up by the night.

He can’t have gone anywhere else, she told herself, and trudged down the strand. The tide was coming in. The high tide mark, she realized, was all the way at the base of the bluff. If she didn’t get out of there in time, she would be trapped, and could get washed away, or at least, given a very cold and unpleasant dunking in the sea. She picked up her pace again.

She came upon the hiding place so suddenly she almost fell into the water. At the place where the strand met the bluff, there was a narrow but deep inlet, where a waterfall came off the cliff and emptied into the sea. The running water had eaten away at the land until it had formed a water-filled ravine of about thirty paces deep, although less than a dozen paces across. Urho was waiting for her at the entrance to it. Urho, and Tuulikki.

“We found you!” Dasha cried in relief. “What...”

Before she could finish, Tuulikki held her finger to her lips. Chastened, Dasha fell silent, although she didn’t think anyone could hear them out here anyway.

Tuulikki turned and began walking along a narrow ledge, deeper into the inlet. Dasha followed with trepidation. Trepidation that quickly turned to wonder, for there, tied up at the far end of the inlet, was a ship.

“You have a dragon-ship!” she hissed.

Tuulikki stopped in front of the ship. “Not a dragon-ship,” she said softly. “A swan-ship. Swans are the symbol of Seumi, did you know? So we built this swan-ship, built it with our own hands. The whole village has been laboring over it for a year. Now all we need to do is raise the mast and set the sails. And say the spells that will make it what it is meant to be.”

“Will it...” Dasha stopped. “It’s only one ship. And not even finished. How will it help fight off the Rutsi dragon-ships tonight?”

“It will not.” Tuulikki paused, and then continued, speaking calmly, but as if that calm cost her great effort. “It will help us run from them. We will abandon Taikakylä and flee.”

“Oh.” Dasha could see why Tuulikki wasn’t happy about that option. “But if it saves everyone...” she said. “Villages can be rebuilt, or started anew. Lives can’t be replaced, though.”

“No.” Tuulikki looked at the ship for a long moment. “Taikakylä cannot be rebuilt or started anew,” she said. “The magic is in the land itself, in the joining of sea, stone, and sky. But we cannot defend it as we are. We must flee if we wish to save our lives. I need you to help me.”

“Of course,” said Dasha promptly. “Although I don’t know what I can do. I know nothing of shipbuilding or sailing or anything like that.”

“It is not your knowledge I need you for. It is your magic.”

“Well...anything I can do, I’ll do, of course.”

“Very good.” Tuulikki turned and spoke briefly with Urho. He nodded and, without pausing for a goodbye, went back the way he had come, running even faster than before.

“He goes to bring the others here,” Tuulikki said. “Perhaps, if they are quick and you are correct that the Rutsi are going to the point, not to the village itself, they will be able to flee in time. Now come. We have a ship to enspell.”
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ONCE Urho was gone, Tuulikki picked up a small candle-lantern she had sitting on a ledge in the ravine wall. She waved her hand over it—and the candle lit. Dasha gasped in spite of herself.

“I know you have such magic in Zem’,” Tuulikki said to her.

“Yes. I even managed to do it once or twice. But it was so difficult for me! While you made it look easy.”

“It is easy,” said Tuulikki. “If you have the gift. But that, I think, is not your gift. Now come.”

Dasha followed Tuulikki to the ship. In the low light of the lantern she could barely make out its features, but even she could tell it had graceful lines, made for maneuverability and speed. This was no fat-bellied knarr, but a ship designed to fly over the water like a bird.

“Taikakylän Joutsen,” Tuulikki said. “The Swan of Taikakylä. So I was once called too. The ship is named after me. My kin have cruel minds at times.”

Dasha wanted to ask why naming the ship after Tuulikki was so cruel, but the words caught in her throat. She didn’t know exactly, but dim guesses were whispering to her that there was something much darker about this ship than its light, graceful beauty would suggest.

Shaking her shoulders as if shaking off water, Tuulikki stepped over the side of the ship, which at the lowest point was barely more than knee height. Dasha followed her. The ship bobbed under them. Even that ungainly movement felt light and graceful. This was, Dasha felt instinctively, the finest ship she had ever seen. It was likely to be the finest ship she ever would see. She ran one hand along the top rail of the side. The wood felt smooth as silk to her skin.

“So much work,” she whispered. “So much skill.”

“Yes.” Tuulikki’s voice was flat. “And the wood is only part of what has gone into it. Come.”

She led Dasha to the prow, which was carved into the shape of a swan’s head. Dasha looked back at the stern. It was hard to make out in the dim light from the small lantern, but she thought it, too, was carved into the shape of a swan’s head.

“I have already done some of the necessary work,” Tuulikki said, her voice still flat and distant. “That was why I did not come back this evening. But there is still much work to do.”

There was a low kind of bench near the stern. Tuulikki pulled her kantele from the case she carried it in on her back, sat down on the bench, and placed the instrument on her lap. She plucked a few soft notes, adjusting the pegs holding the strings until she was satisfied with the tone. Then she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and began to play a tune.

Dasha stood by the rail, feeling useless and also enchanted. The notes rising from Tuulikki’s kantele seemed to pour into her ears, over her tongue and down her throat, filling her with a delicious, sweetly tart coolness that soothed and invigorated simultaneously. She could feel herself relaxing and yet growing more alert. She could feel all the disparate parts of herself, all the urges and desires and thoughts and feelings and strengths and weaknesses that normally fought each other and worked at cross purposes, align, so that she was becoming the most perfect, most harmonious, version of herself. She could feel...

They’re here! Alik’s voice, low but urgent, interrupted her thoughts. The Rutsi have landed.

Dasha opened her eyes, even though she didn’t remember closing them. “The Rutsi have landed,” she told Tuulikki.

Tuulikki merely nodded and continued playing. Her own eyes were also closed. Squeezed shut, Dasha saw, as if she were in pain and holding back tears. Dasha wanted to ask if she needed anything, if there were any way Dasha could help her, but she was afraid to distract her.

Tuulikki’s fingers grew softer and softer on the strings, until they came to an almost imperceptible stop, letting the last notes hang in the air, barely audible and yet somehow still strongly present for much longer than seemed possible.

“That was the first spell,” said Tuulikki. Her voice sounded weak, and she didn’t open her eyes. “The easiest one. The one to knit the ship together and make it whole and sound, no matter what dangers it faces. Now it is time for the next one. This is the one for speed. For this one I will need your help.”

“Of course,” said Dasha. “What should I do?”

“Sit beside me.”

Dasha obeyed.

“Now place one hand on the kantele. Very lightly—yes, like that. You must simply be able to feel the wood—and the wood must be able to feel you. Now, do not let go. Do not let go until the song ends. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Tuulikki looked as if she were about to say more, but then shrugged her shoulders, took a deep breath, and began to play again.

This time the tune was very different. Tuulikki’s fingers moved over the strings more quickly than Dasha would have believed possible. The song had a brisk, jaunty air—but also a sense of urgency, even of fear, with a hint of a cold wind driving at its back. Dasha’s own back prickled in response, and she found herself shuddering and twitching as sensation crawled up and down her spine.

Don’t let go of the kantele, she reminded herself, and forced herself to keep her hand resting lightly on the instrument, even as the wood vibrated under her fingers more and more, threatening to shake it loose. Strange cold chills ran from her palm up the underside of her arm, spreading across her breast and settling into her heart.

Don’t let go! she ordered herself. Her heart was racing as if she’d been running and running, and her chest felt tight, as if she couldn’t draw air into her lungs. She felt as if, in some strange way, she were becoming part of the kantele, and through it, the ship itself. She was being sucked into the boards of the hull, the deck, into the carved swan figureheads, her body, her very sense of self, being distorted, forced into a shape it was never meant to hold...

Tuulikki’s fingers suddenly stilled on the strings, cutting off the song just as it rose to frantic heights.

“You may let go of the kantele,” she told Dasha.

Dasha removed her hand from the wood with relief. “What was that?” she asked. “What happened?”

“We are enspelling the ship,” Tuulikki told her simply. “Infusing it with our magic. The song is merely a method of transport. It is our magic that does the real work. It took a little of your magic, and now it is part of the fabric of the ship.”

“Oh.” Dasha didn’t like the sound of that. “Will I ever get it back? The magic, I mean.”

“You will never get that exact magic back, if that is what you are asking. If you are strong and take proper care of your magic, you will regain the strength you have lost in time.”

“How much time?” Dasha asked.

“I do not know. Not long, I hope.” Tuulikki still had her eyes closed. She seemed even more drained than before. But the ship itself, Dasha saw, was glowing faintly in the darkness. It must have sucked out most of Tuulikki’s magic, and taken it into its wood.

She ran her hand over the rail again. Now it felt not only smooth as silk, but warm and somehow responsive, like the skin of a living thing. She jerked her hand back. It was a pleasant sensation—but it was also a sickening one, when she thought of the cost to her and especially to Tuulikki.

“Now,” said Tuulikki. She still had her eyes closed. “The third spell. The spell of concealment. This will be the most difficult.”

“Should I put my hand on the kantele again?” Dasha asked.

“Put your left hand on the kantele. Put your right hand on the wood of the ship.”

Dasha obeyed.

Tuulikki’s fingers hovered over the strings for a long moment before she began to play. This time the tune was tentative, soft, so quiet that Dasha felt it more than heard it. She could feel herself becoming smaller and smaller, quieter and quieter—and then the magic flowed through her, running from her left hand, up her arm, through her breast, down her right arm, and out her right hand into the ship’s railing.

“Do not move,” Tuulikki told her, her voice a whisper that melded with the melody of the notes she was plucking. “Let the magic move through you.”

Dasha nodded to show she understood, and held herself as still as she could manage. Her left hand, she noticed, was pressed down on the wood of the kantele so hard that her nails were white, and her right hand was gripping the railing hard enough to drive all the blood from her knuckles.

Tuulikki continued to play, the notes more a vibration felt on the skin than actual sound. A deep line had appeared between her brows, and more lines were bracketing her mouth. Because her face was screwed up in concentration, Dasha wondered, or because she was aging before Dasha’s very eyes, pouring her life into the music and into the ship?

That’s nonsense, Dasha told herself. But Tuulikki had said that they were giving their magic to the ship. Perhaps they were giving their lives as well.

Alik, she asked softly. How do you feel? Is this harming you?

No, he told her. I have walled myself up inside you, and the magic you are doing is passing around me rather than through me. Do you need help? Should I do something different?

No, she told him quickly. Stay walled up. If I need your help, I will call for it.

Very well, he said, and disappeared from her senses.

Tuulikki’s fingers faltered on the strings. Dasha sucked in a breath as the flow of magic through her faltered too. It felt...wrong. Wrong and horrible.

Tuulikki’s fingers returned to the tune, making the magic run through Dasha with redoubled strength. She gasped, from relief and shock combined.

Please let this be over soon, she prayed. I don’t know how much longer I can stand it. Let the spell be finished soon. She felt Tuulikki sway against her, almost dropping the kantele.

I don’t know how much longer Tuulikki can take it either, she added. Let it be done.

Tuulikki was now swaying like she was about to fall over, the kantele unsteady on her lap. Dasha gripped it hard with her left hand, keeping it as still as she could. She could feel that the spell was almost, almost finished. A few more notes, and it would be done. Tuulikki just had to manage those last few notes, or...

Tuulikki lurched and fell against her, almost sliding off the bench onto the deck. But her hands somehow held steady, and plucked, so softly, so sweetly, the softest, sweetest notes Dasha had ever felt, the final notes of the song. A final burst of magic flowed up Dasha’s arm, through her breast, down her other arm, and into the ship. She let go as soon as she felt it leave her, just in time to catch Tuulikki and the kantele before they crashed down onto the deck.

“You did it!” Dasha told Tuulikki. “You did it! The third spell.”

“Yes.” Tuulikki was still sitting on the bench, but only because Dasha was holding her up with an arm around her shoulders. She seemed barely coherent. “The third spell,” she slurred. “And now for the fourth.”

“The fourth? What, no! You said there were only three.”

“There are. And then a fourth.” Tuulikki was rousing herself, sitting up under her own strength now. “Those three were the three you could help me with, Tsarinovna. And help me you did. You were the streambed along which the magic could flow. And you did it very well. You have the gift.”

“What gift?”

“The gift of being a channel between two things. You are a bridge, Tsarinovna, and a vessel. It is your gift.”

“Oh.” Dasha wasn’t sure if that were a good thing or a bad thing. She wanted to ask Tuulikki to explain it in more detail, but now was not the time. Tuulikki looked on the verge of collapse, and she still had that fourth spell.

“Perhaps you should rest before you attempt the fourth spell,” she said.

Tuulikki shook her head. “I do not know how much time we have. But not very much. Perhaps the Rutsi are already attacking the village. Perhaps my people, my kin, are already dying, and all because I am weak and fearful.”

Alik, Dasha said. Can you go forth and see what is happening in the village?

I can try. She felt Alik come out from his hiding place, and stretch, and stretch...and keep stretching, until some part of him was questing outside of her, through the air, across the water...suddenly he snapped back inside of her.

The Rutsi are still at the point, he said. He sounded strained, as if the effort had almost been too much for him. They have made land, but they are not moving on the village. They are gathered at the point. I think they are getting ready to do magic there.

Thank you. “Alik says the Rutsi are still at the point,” Dasha told Tuulikki. “He thinks they are preparing to do magic there, rather than attack the village.”

“Oh.” Tuulikki gave Dasha an unreadable look. Gratitude? Approbation? Squeamish distaste? All of those mixed together, along with her own sorrow? “Then we have time. But only if I act quickly. I will do the fourth spell now.”

She stood up from the bench and walked on shaky legs over to where she could lean against the railing. She cradled the kantele in her left arm, and began plucking the strings with her right hand.

The tune she drew from the instrument was slow and simple, and yet somehow, as Dasha listened to it, it grew more and more complex. Even though the notes remained those same simple notes, they made Dasha think of the sea...the shore...she saw Taikakylä change throughout the seasons, ice covering the bay from the ice mountain all the way to the shore, and then retreating...tiny flowers appearing in the brief spring...swans coming for the short summer, and then leaving for the long winter...she saw herself grow from girlhood to womanhood...receive her first kantele...make this one, infusing it with all the magic she possessed...leave for distant lands, and come home...come home to give back everything that had been given to her, and more...

“NO!” Dasha cried, rising from the bench, reaching for Tuulikki, trying to stop her before she did something irrevocable...

But it was too late. Tuulikki had already raised the kantele above her head, plucking out the final notes, sad and yet clear and sweet as spring water. Before Dasha could reach her, her fingers stopped the strings, and then she hurled the kantele down on the deck with all the force she possessed.
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Chapter Two
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“NO!” DASHA CRIED AGAIN. The kantele crashed to the deck with a snapping of wood and a jangle of strings. Dasha felt something go through her. Something was spreading out from where the kantele was now lying, mangled and broken, on the deck. Some power was spreading out beneath Dasha’s feet, filling the ship, infusing the wood with a tangible magic that Dasha could feel, and see, and even taste.

“Aaaahh...” Tuulikki had been staring down at the broken kantele at her feet. Now she swayed, grabbed at the rail, and then crumpled to the deck before Dasha could catch her.

Dasha knelt beside her, feeling at her wrists, her neck, her lips. She found a weak pulse, and an even weaker breath. But she was still alive, thank the gods, still alive.

I need to get help. Dasha stood up. Then she paused. Should she leave Tuulikki here by herself? Tuulikki had said nothing about getting help. The only thing she had wanted had been Dasha’s presence while she worked her spells. Perhaps she was still working her last spell. Perhaps this was all part of the fourth spell, and she needed Dasha by her side more than ever.

Dasha knelt back down and placed a hand on Tuulikki’s shoulder. Tuulikki twitched faintly but made no other response. Dasha tried to will her own strength, her own power, into Tuulikki, to replace all that had been taken. But nothing happened. Dasha could remember, with a visceral memory that was almost as if it were happening to her all over again, how it had felt to have the magic flow from Tuulikki through her and into the ship. She knew, on a bone-deep level she now knew, that she could be a conduit of magic. But she could not will the flow to begin, no matter how hard she wished it.

Useless again! Dasha wanted to scream at herself, hit herself, cast herself off the edge of a high cliff for failing once again. Once again she had proven that her gifts were weak and pointless, and let down not only herself, but those whom she would help, when they needed her most.

No. Alik’s voice was firm.

I can’t save her! I can’t do anything for her!

Maybe you’re not meant to.

She’s unconscious! She might be slipping away even now! And I can neither restore her, nor summon aid for her.

Did she ask you to?

Well...Dasha said. No.

I think, said Alik calmly, she knew what would happen. I think she knew this would be the outcome of these spells. That was why she was so reluctant. That was why she was so upset whenever anyone spoke of swans. Because she knew what would be asked of her if she had to cast the spells to make this swan-ship come to life. She knew, and she did not ask for help. She sent her brother away, and kept you by her side, knowing you have no gift for healing. Because by healing her, by making her whole, you would undo everything she had done. That’s my guess. So the best thing you can do for her is what she asked you to. Stay by her side.

Someone should tell Urho!

Yes. Alik paused, then said, I will try.

You can do that?

I can try, he said.

Dasha felt Alik stretching, stretching, stretching, leaving her in a way that made her feel small and cold and alone—and then suddenly snap back, just as he had after sending out his thoughts to the point.

That’s very unpleasant, she told him. I wish you could find a way to do it more gently. Not that I mind, she added hastily. I know it needs to be done. I wasn’t complaining. I just wish it could be done with less discomfort.

So do I, Alik said fervently. For you and for me. I think I touched Urho’s mind briefly. Whether he understood me, I don’t know.

They sat there in silence, waiting for whatever would happen next. Tuulikki stirred a few times, but always lapsed back into insensibility without ever coming to full consciousness. A faint glimmer stole into the inlet, lighting the water with the first hints of dawn. Dasha strained all her senses towards the village, trying to guess what was happening there. She sensed nothing. The ship seemed to contain her, so that she could not reach out beyond herself as she could in the woods, and her ordinary hearing only heard the sound of the waves on the shore, and, as the sky continued to lighten, the cries of seabirds searching for their morning meal.

As the dawn light turned from gray to pink, Urho returned. He stepped onto the deck and came over to stand by Dasha’s side.

“She knew,” he said simply, looking down at Tuulikki. “We all knew.” Then he picked her up and carried her over to the prow. For an awful moment Dasha thought he was going to throw her into the water. But instead he arranged her on the deck, wrapping her in her cloak and placing her hat under her head as a pillow.

Dasha gathered up the broken kantele and brought it over. After a nod from Urho, she laid the pieces on Tuulikki’s breast. Like, she thought, her eyes prickling, the way you would lay a precious possession on the breast of a dead person, before sending her off to the next world. Tuulikki’s breast still rose and fell, but life rested very lightly in her body, as if poised to flee at the slightest disturbance.

Urho said something Dasha thought might mean that he had hurried on ahead after receiving Alik’s message, but the others should be coming soon. 

Some of that may have been her own fancy, seeking to create its own meaning out of his words, but more people really did arrive soon. Hilja, and Aino, and several dozen others of all ages—the entire village, it seemed to Dasha—soon came filing down the narrow path along the wall of the ravine, and stepped onto the deck, filling the ship with their anxious voices and the scant possessions they had managed to snatch up and bring with them. Only the little space around Tuulikki and Dasha remained silent, as everyone instinctively kept their distance, glancing over occasionally with eyes full of sorrow, but not daring to come up and look Tuulikki full in the face.

Once they were all aboard, Urho and a dozen of the halest and heartiest villagers untied the ship and pushed it back from the wall of the ravine. Oars were brought out, and they rowed with swift but silent strokes out of the narrow inlet. As the sun came over the horizon and the dawn changed from pink to gold, they set out on the open sea, rowing with all the speed they could muster.
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THEY rowed, the strongest villagers taking turns, until the sun was well above the horizon. Little as she knew about ships, Dasha could tell that this one flew over the water with astonishing ease.

Even so, all the rowers were wrung out and exhausted by the time they came to a halt, at another protected cove several versts down from where they had set off. They had followed the shoreline away from the village, heading East, into the rising sun.

Dasha sat by Tuulikki as the others worked, feeling useless. She had never pulled an oar so much as a single stroke her entire life, and had no doubt that, as Urho seemed to tell her when she offered to help, she had neither the strength nor the technique for it. Others, mainly older women, were bustling about the ship, putting things away and setting things straight. Hilja and Aino spent a long time sniffing at the wind and muttering to each other in a way that suggested they were reading the weather and perhaps casting spells to affect it. But Dasha could do none of those things. All she could do was sit by Tuulikki and hold her hand, occasionally checking her pulse to reassure herself that she was still alive.

When the sun was two fingers above the horizon, and people were pointing at a cove up ahead and discussing it in loud voices, Tuulikki’s hand stirred in Dasha’s. Dasha immediately bent over her, heart leaping with hope, searching for some sign of consciousness.

Tuulikki lapsed back into stillness. Then, as they drew level with the cove and turned into it, she stirred again, and groaned.

“Tuulikki?” Dasha called softly. “Tuulikki, can you hear me?”

Tuulikki groaned again. Her eyes fluttered open, stared up at Dasha without comprehension, and closed. But then she was moving her limbs, her mouth, trying, it seemed to Dasha, to speak, to sit up. Dasha removed the pieces of the kantele from her chest, and helped her up with a gentle arm around her shoulders.

Tuulikki struggled up into a sitting position. Her eyes opened again, and this time when they met Dasha’s, they held awareness.

“Tsarinovna,” she said, in a hoarse whisper. “Did we...”

She fell silent, searching, Dasha thought, for the right words.

“We escaped,” Dasha told her, speaking softly but slowly and clearly. “We got away, and so far there is no sign of pursuit.”

Tuulikki nodded, moving as if her head hurt her. “Good,” she said, her voice still so soft and hoarse it was barely perceptible.

“I’ll go get Aino,” Dasha told her, and stood up and walked over to where Aino and Hilja were still in consultation about, it seemed, the wind.

“Hei,” she said. “Hei. Tuulikki.” That used up all her ability to communicate, but Aino looked at her, then over at Tuulikki, and broke off what she was doing to run over to her side.

By the time they made land, in the middle of a deep cove, Tuulikki was drinking under Aino’s watchful gaze. She managed to get to her feet and make her way, shaking and wavering even with Aino holding her up on one side and Dasha on the other, off the ship and onto shore.

They found a sheltered spot for her to sit in. Aino brought her more water, and a small oaten roll, and conversed with her in low tones. Tuulikki’s replies were short and weak, and her eyes kept straying back to the ship. Dasha had the feeling she was only half-attending to Aino’s words.

“I saved your kantele,” Dasha told her, when the conversation between her and Aino had run dry. She held up the broken pieces, which she had been carrying ever since she had taken them from Tuulikki’s breast.

Tuulikki made a face, and turned away. Then she steeled herself and turned back.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Can it be fixed?” Dasha asked.

“No.” Tuulikki’s voice was barely audible. “It cannot be fixed.”

“Can you get a new one? Or make one. You made this one, didn’t you? You can make a new one, then.”

“No.” Tuulikki’s voice was no stronger, and she was gazing back at the ship, as if unable to bear the sight of either the kantele or Dasha. “I cannot make a new one.”

“But...” Dasha began, and then stopped. Tuulikki’s face was so bleak that further encouraging words died in her throat. Whatever had happened when Tuulikki had finished that fourth spell, it was much worse than merely breaking an instrument, no matter how beautiful and how dear.

Urho came striding over to them. He said something to Tuulikki, probably something about how glad he was that she was awake. She smiled wanly in response, so wanly that it was worse than no smile at all. Urho’s face went grave, but then he turned away and, with a forced smile, asked Dasha in Rutsi, “Do you have any coins?”

“Coins?” she repeated stupidly. “Why?”

“We need them. We do not have many. Most people here have no coins.”

“Oh. Of course.” She tucked away the kantele pieces in the bag she had hanging from her waist and dug out her coin purse, which she had carried with her all this way and gotten so little use from. She might as well give all her coins to these people. They probably needed them at least as much as she did, and they had helped her when she needed help.

Urho took the coin purse, dug through it, and took one Rutsi silver piece and a single Zemnian chervonets. He held them up, obviously asking permission.

Dasha nodded. He closed up the purse and handed it back to her, said something about onnea, and walked back to the ship.

“I must watch,” Tuulikki said suddenly, and tried to stand up. She wavered and almost fell down before Dasha and Aino jumped up and caught her.

They walked her slowly back to the ship, where Urho and a number of the others were gathered around the center of the deck, looking down at a hole in it. A hole for the mast, Dasha guessed. It had been lying down along one side of the deck, against the rail, with its sail, red as blood, rolled up next to it. Now it had been dragged over so that one end was near the hole. Ropes had been attached to it. They were going to pull it upright, Dasha assumed, and set the rigging and the sail.

Urho and Hilja bent down and placed some small objects in the hole in the deck. Coins, Dasha realized. They were putting coins under where the mast would go.

“They bring luck,” Tuulikki said, her lips barely moving. “Coins. Luck. But we have few. Thank you for giving some of yours.”

“Of course,” said Dasha.

“And now a part of you will always be with the ship. With me.”

“With you?” Dasha repeated.

“Yes,” said Tuulikki. Then she fell silent, seeming too weak to speak any more.

The mast was hauled upright with a cheer, and fixed into place. As Dasha and Tuulikki watched, the group who had been rowing worked to set the sail and rigging. When the big red sail was rigged into place, there was another cheer, and everyone’s mood was visibly brighter.

A party set off to explore the beach—and, Dasha realized as she watched them, to gather shellfish and seaweed. They had run off with little more than the clothes on their backs. Dasha herself was in her borrowed outfit, with her own clothes still hanging up to dry in Aino’s cottage. She patted the bag at her belt. Just as she had thought, she had left behind her stolen knife as well.

Some people had managed to snatch up a little food, but Dasha was sure it was not enough for everyone even for today, let alone any kind of a journey. And Tuulikki was so weak, and the ship’s crew were working so hard...Dasha’s own stomach growled with hunger. She told it to be quiet. She had not spent herself like Tuulikki, nor had she spent the morning rowing like the crew. She should be last in line for food. But her stomach disagreed.

By early afternoon the furious activity of the rest of the group slackened. Aino, Hilja, Urho, and a sensible-looking man of middle years who had taken charge of the ship’s crew consulted for a while. Then they came over to stand in front of Tuulikki, who was sitting propped up against the ship’s railing near the prow.

Aino asked her something in a soft voice. The others all nodded in support of her words. But Tuulikki only shrugged and said, her voice so low they could barely make it out, “En tiedä,” which Dasha had learned meant I don’t know in Seumi.

The others held another earnest conversation. Tuulikki suddenly held up her hand, stopping them. She said something, still so low they could barely make her out. The only thing Dasha caught was the word Tsarinovna.

Everyone turned to look at her. She resisted the urge to squirm and hide. Tuulikki had said she could help them. She didn’t know how, but she couldn’t run away if she really could do something for them.

“Can you look?” Urho asked in Rutsi. “For Rutsi?”

Dasha looked over at Tuulikki questioningly.

“Can you...go...out of your body?” she explained in slow, halting Zemnian, as if she had lost her former facility in that language. “Like you did...when the wolf...”

“Maybe,” Dasha said. “But I have to get away from the ship.”

Tuulikki nodded slowly in understanding and said something to the others. They all stepped back, except Urho, who took Dasha’s arm and walked her over to the edge of the ship and helped her over to the railing and onto the shore.

“How far?” he asked when they were on solid ground.

Dasha didn’t know how to say “As far as possible” in Rutsi, so she just pointed at the high tide mark. He walked her over to it, holding her arm all the way. He was, it suddenly occurred to Dasha, looking for comfort, and holding her arm was his way of finding it. She was sure he did not love her, just as Tuulikki had said, but he was fond of her, and he drew comfort from her presence, from her touch, in a way he couldn’t from others. It was an odd thought. It made her doubt herself, but then she looked down at his hand on her arm, and up at his face, and her doubt went away. She wondered what it was about her that was more comforting than anyone else.

You’re a foreigner, Alik told her. A stranger. He can be different with you than with anyone else. And you’re pretty, and kind, and innocent—

Not so innocent anymore, Dasha interrupted him.

There’s something essentially innocent about you, Alik continued firmly. It makes him feel better. Even I can’t begrudge him that right now.

Urho was looking at her, waiting for her to indicate what she wanted, for her to do something that would save his people. She went over and sat down on a likely-looking rock, ignoring the palpable wince from both him and Alik. Sitting on cold things was unhealthy for women, everyone knew that, but what else was she going to sit on? She was tired and she wanted to sit down. And she had on three layers—four if you counted her underclothes—between herself and the rock. It would have to do.

Alik, she asked, can you dreamwalk back to the village and find out what the Rutsi are doing?

No. His voice was regretful. I cannot travel great distances. But maybe you can.

Farseeing isn’t my gift at all!

You’ve done it before, he pointed out. Several times.

Yes, but...

Maybe I can help, he said, before she could argue any further. Maybe I can guide you. I think I know what you have to do, I just don’t have the strength for it. But you do.

Very well. What should I do?

Close your eyes and shut out everything around you. And then make a path in your mind from here to where you want to go. Draw your mind like a bow, and release your thoughts like an arrow, aimed straight at the target.

That seemed ridiculously simple. It couldn’t possibly be that easy, could it? Dasha obediently closed her eyes, took a few breaths to calm herself and cleanse her mind, just as Sister Asya and the other priestesses had taught her, pictured Taikakylä, and drew back her mind like a bow, just as Alik had told her, and then let her thoughts fly...

They winged their way down the shore, following the coast, flying along faster than the fastest ship, even faster than a bird, the land and the water rushing past her at dizzying speed, until suddenly Taikakylä was before her and below her, just as if she really were a bird.

She hovered there, looking for the Rutsi. But the village was empty. She hadn’t seen any signs of them on her flight over here. Had she missed them? Or was she not seeing what was really there? Was this all in her imagination? Or...

No, wait, there they are. She rose up higher and saw the eight ships, still drawn up to the point, and a whole group of people, including...was that the High King? And the Queen? And Magnus Olafsson? And...was that Anders Olafsson? Conscious again? What were they doing? Were they...

Anders Olafsson suddenly looked up, as if sensing her presence hovering in the air above him. Panic lanced through Dasha, and she found herself catapulting back, yanked back into her body so quickly she had no sensation of the intervening flight, only the sudden shock of returning to wakefulness on the rocky beach many versts from the village, snapped back into her body with a jerk.

“They’re doing magic!” she cried. “No, they’re doing anti-magic! They’re stealing the magic of Taikakylä!”
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Chapter Three
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DASHA’S TONE RAISED consternation, but it was only when she went back to the ship and Tuulikki translated her words, her voice weak and faltering, that people truly became concerned. A fierce discussion broke out amongst the others. Dasha couldn’t understand any of the words, but she was able to guess the content. Go on? Or turn back and try to fight?

“You are sure they are stealing the magic,” Tuulikki said in a low voice while the others argued. “You are sure that is what you saw.”

“Yes,” said Dasha. “I don’t know how I knew. I just knew. They’re doing the same thing they did at Suurikivi.”

“We do not know what they did at Suurikivi, not truly. I was not even there, to witness it with my own eyes.”

“I was, but I didn’t understand it. But I think they are using both magic and anti-magic in some way to steal the magic, to take it and lock it away for their own use. First they did it at Suurikivi. Now they’re doing it at Taikakylä.”

“Oh.” Tuulikki lapsed into silence. Because she was thinking deeply, Dasha wondered, or because she didn’t care? Tuulikki seemed different, somehow. Not just weak and tired, but drained of something more than mere energy. She had always struck Dasha as a highly intelligent person. She had always, Dasha now realized, borne an air of magic about her, or something more than magic—specialness, perhaps. She was a person who mattered. But that no longer seemed the case. Something vital had been taken from her. She was missing something that had made her who she was. Dasha wanted to ask her if she would ever get it back. She wanted to ask if she, Dasha, were also now missing something vital. But she didn’t. She didn’t want to bother Tuulikki just now, and she also wasn’t sure she would respond.

Hilja, however, had no such compunction, or maybe she was just more desperate. She came over and spoke to Tuulikki at length, growing, Dasha could see, ever more frustrated with her one-word answers, but keeping her frustration in check. Hilja could also sense something was wrong with Tuulikki, or perhaps she had known all along that this was how it would be. She finished her questions with a gentle smile, and told Tuulikki something Dasha guessed was the equivalent of, “Rest up, and let us worry about what to do next.”

What they decided to do next was set sail. By midafternoon everyone was back on the ship, they pushed off from the shore, the wind caught the sail, and they were moving briskly East once more.
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DASHA placed herself by Tuulikki again, since there was nowhere else for her to be. No one seemed to have any tasks for her—not that she would be able to do any tasks they might have for her. She couldn’t direct the sail or use the steering oar to set a course for them. She couldn’t make soup out of the seaweed and shellfish they had gathered at the beach. She couldn’t even wish up a fair wind for them. All she could do was sit by Tuulikki’s side, growing steadily colder and stiffer as the wind picked up and the sun went down.

The people who had taken on cooking duty handed round mugs of the simple soup they had prepared. Urho, Dasha noticed, had his tin mug back. He must have snatched it up during the desperate flight from Taikakylä. She felt a wave of tenderness as she thought how much it must mean to him—and yet he had given it to her during that trek through the woods even so.

She looked in distaste at the mollusks or whatever they were in the bottom of her mug. They had been boiled alive, she realized. She tried to tell herself they wouldn’t mind that as much as she would. It was a hollow lie, and she knew it. No one, not even a mollusk, wanted to be boiled alive. She forced herself to take a sip of the soup. She was hungry enough that its hot saltiness was welcome, and the mollusks gave it a hint of richness that was also very much, she thought, like the taste of snot. She ate a few pieces of seaweed and drank as much of the broth as she could stand before handing her mug over to Tuulikki, who gazed at it disinterestedly before turning away.

One of the children came over and took Dasha’s mug, shyly offering her a piece of oaten bread in exchange. Dasha ate it gladly, even though it was already turning stale. The child ran away without speaking.

After the meal, she and Tuulikki were left completely alone. They had been left alone in the morning, too, but Dasha had put that down to everyone’s haste to be gone. But now they had the sail up and they were moving quickly—in fact, they were skimming over the water, practically flying—with very little effort. Half the people on the ship were standing around doing nothing. But they were standing around doing nothing on the opposite side of the deck from Dasha and Tuulikki.

“Are they afraid of me?” Dasha finally asked. “Is that why they avoid us?”

She thought Tuulikki hadn’t heard her, or couldn’t be bothered to answer.

“No,” Tuulikki suddenly said, when Dasha had already given up any hope of getting her to talk. “They are not afraid of you. They are afraid of me.”

“I don’t see why,” Dasha said. “They know you. And you’re not dangerous to them. You helped them!”

“They do not want to have to look at me,” Tuulikki said. Her voice was still soft and low, but it was stronger than before. She seemed to be coming back to herself, although there was still something about her that spoke of something missing, something lost. “They do not want to have to face what they have done.”

Dasha looked at Tuulikki in surprise. “What they’ve done?” she repeated.

“Yes.” Tuulikki fell back into silence, staring off at the waves for so long Dasha decided she must have forgotten all about the conversation.

“They asked me to do this,” Tuulikki suddenly said, interrupting Dasha’s thoughts about the stiffness in her legs and the cold that was spreading throughout her whole body as the sun sank to the horizon, casting long chill shadows across the deck.

“Asked you to do what?” Dasha asked.

“This.” Tuulikki gestured at the ship. “They asked me to make this.”

“You built the ship?” Dasha looked around in astonishment. “When?!? You’ve been gone all this time...”

“No. Not build it. Make it. Make it into a magical thing. Enspell it.”

“Oh. Yes, of course.”

“You do not understand.” Tuulikki’s voice was bitter, the first time Dasha had ever heard bitterness come from her mouth.

“No, I don’t,” Dasha agreed.

“To make this magic,” Tuulikki was speaking slowly, as if the words were heavy in her mouth, sticking in her throat, “I had to put myself into it. I had to put myself into the ship. Do you understand?”

“Not really,” said Dasha.

“My magic is gone now,” Tuulikki said. “I broke it when I broke my kantele. Broke it, so that it could all pour into the ship like water from a pot. I made myself into the ship, and now I will never be me again. My magic is gone, and my life is tied to the ship. They asked me to do this.” She nodded at the others on the deck. “They knew it was our only chance, if the Rutsi came back. I knew it was our only chance. I agreed to do it of my own free will. But the cost! The cost! And none of them wants to acknowledge it.”

Tuulikki turned and fixed her eyes on Dasha. “I am like your wolf now,” she said. “I am like your Alik. Tied to another, not dead but not quite alive, either. Who knows what will happen to me. Will I survive? Will I go mad? Will I become evil? Even I do not know. But I know I would not wish this on anyone. If you love your Alik, do not keep him in this state. Let him go, for everyone’s sake. You are only hurting him and putting everyone else in danger. Let him go.”

“And what about you?” Dasha asked before she could stop herself. “Should I let you go too?”

Tuulikki was gazing out over the water again. “Maybe you should,” she said. Or so Dasha thought. Her words were swallowed up by the cry of a gull, diving down towards them, the gold of sunset flashing on her wings.
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THEY stopped for the night in another protected cove. There was still no sign of pursuit. Dasha attempted to reach out to Taikakylä again with her mind and see what was happening there. This time she only got the barest flash, but it showed the High King and the Queen and the two princes in the deserted village. So the bulk of the Rutsi force must be remaining there, she guessed, and so did the others when she told them.

“Maybe the Rutsi don’t care about us at all,” Dasha told Tuulikki hopefully. “Maybe all they wanted was the magic of Taikakylä. Now that they have it, maybe they’ll leave us alone.”

“We cannot let them have the magic of Taikakylä,” Tuulikki said. She was speaking in a dull monotone, but she seemed stronger than she had since she had smashed the kantele. Something was still missing, but she no longer seemed in danger of collapsing at any moment. “And they cannot let us go free. Not if they know Urho and I are here. And I do not know what they will do to catch you again, but I think it will be a lot. I think they have a plan, and it includes you. And Urho and I are in danger now that we have run away from them.”

“In danger!” Dasha cried.

“Yes. We were supposed to serve them. But we ran away. We ran away, and they have probably guessed that we ran away to help you
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