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Author’s Note
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THE SINGING SHORE II: Sky and Stone is the second book in a trilogy about Darya Krasnoslavovna, Tsarinovna of Zem’, and her peacekeeping mission to the Rutsi, her country’s warlike neighbors.

As might be guessed, the book is designed to be read after The Singing Shore I: Sea and Song. However, if you’re coming into the trilogy at the halfway point, or if it’s been a while since you’ve read Part I, here’s a quick refresher.

We actually first meet Darya Krasnoslavovna, AKA Dasha, in The Breathing Sea miniseries, in which she journeys from her home kremlin in Krasnograd for the first time. She wants to see her native land herself—and she also hopes to find teachers who can help her gain control of her wild and apparently useless magic, which mainly causes her strange fits and frightening visions.

On the way she does find many teachers. She also gets caught by a band of Rutsi raiders, who seek to use her as a hostage and make a marriage of alliance with her. Their plans ultimately fail, and Dasha comes to Pristanograd, a city on the sea. There she declares her intention to go as an envoy to the Rutsi and try to make peace between their two peoples.

The Singing Shore I: Sea and Song begins in Pristanograd, shortly after The Breathing Sea ends. Dasha is waiting and waiting for permission from her mother the Tsarina and the rest of the Princess Council to set off on her mission. Unbeknownst to her, Vladya, her mother’s ward, has arranged an alliance with Anders Olafsson, the Rutsi High King’s illegitimate son. Anders Olafsson arrives in Pristanograd, accompanied by his Seumi bodyguard Urho Kivinieminen and Urho’s sorceress sister Tuulikki Kivinieminen. Dasha sets off with them and her own steppe bodyguards, as well as the prince Mikhail Yarmilovich Zapadnokrasnov, to treat with the High King.

Their party must cross the land of Seumi on their way to Rutsi. As they are traveling through Seumi, they are attacked by an enormous magical wolf. Dasha’s steppe guard Alik, with whom she begins a romance on the road, manages to fight off the wolf during the first attack. When the wolf attacks again, though, Alik is killed defending Dasha. Dasha then uses forbidden steppe blood magic to take in his spirit. The Singing Shore I: Sea and Song ends just after Dasha performs the spell. The Singing Shore II: Sky and Stone picks up right where Part I ends, with Dasha having just taken in Alik’s spirit.
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Map
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A map of the Seumi peninsula
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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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Part II

Chapter One

[image: ]


THE TREETOPS WERE DOUBLING and blurring. The tree trunks were doubling and blurring. The horses were doubling and blurring. Everything was doubling and blurring. She was lying on her back, staring up at a world that was shaky and ephemeral, as if she could poke through its veil and reveal what was on the other side with a casual swipe of her hand. 

Hands. She held up her hands and stared at them. Far too many fingers, transparent and ghostly and somehow not the shape she was expecting, shimmered in front of her.

The air was full of sound. Horses were shifting and nickering nervously, birds were calling and squirrels were chittering overhead, and people were talking. Talking and talking, their voices high and loud, saying things that made no sense. Their words were doubling and blurring too, just like their faces and their figures. Nothing made any sense. There was too much world, coming at her too fast, as if she had suddenly gained twice as many senses as she was used to.

“We can’t take him with us,” a woman was saying, her voice seeming to come from two places at once. It was low and rich, tasting like hot tea with honey as it slid down her throat.

“We can’t just leave him!” a man said furiously in return. His voice was also low and rich, but in a different way, like warm mead or mulled wine, and sent the same sensations up and down her spine as a cat’s purr or a horse’s neigh, as if she were feeling the sound, not hearing it.

“A stone cairn, at the top of the hill,” the woman said, her voice somber. “The easiest thing, and he would have liked the honor of it. Come on, Sanya, Dosya. It must be us. The steppe takes care of its own. Take off his swordbelt. We’ll give it to the Tsarinovna once we’ve buried him. You heard her: she took a blood oath. She’s as close to a wife as he’ll ever have. Leave the rest on him. Let him be laid to rest in his armor and battle silks. He lived a warrior, and died one. Let him be buried as one. Come on. This cairn isn’t going to raise itself.”

“What about the Tsarinovna?” another woman asked, her voice echoing and reverberating, as if it came from many places at once.

“Let her sister watch over her. Maybe she can give her some comfort.”

The other woman snorted, the sound jarring amongst the anger and grief and sorrow of all the other voices. Someone—the man?—was lifting her up and pulling her away. His hands were hard but his voice was gentle, still with that pleasant sensation of a cat’s purr or a horse’s nicker as he told her it would all be all right, she was fine, she was safe, everything would be all right, just...no, no, no, don’t look there, pay no mind to it, Tsarinovna, just look over here instead...

She looked anyway, her doubled and doubling vision encompassing everything, the trees and the earth and the sky all at once. Two—or was it four?—women were carrying...

There was a dreadful feeling of wrenching inside of her, of being torn in two, and of utter shock and confusion, as some part of her recognized what the two women were carrying, and refused to accept it, and tried to run after it, to catch it and bring it back, to follow it and never leave it...

No! Stay here with me! The single-minded sureness of her words was a sharp contrast to the doubling, splitting, wavering, splintering chaos that was the rest of her. Some small part of her still had control, still knew what must be done.

It wrapped itself around the rest of her, all the pieces that had been smashed and jammed back together, discordant and unable to fit inside of her. But there was still this piece that was warm, and strong, and whole. It wrapped itself around all the rest and held it, rocking and comforting it like a mother comforting a newborn babe, soothing it and promising it that it would find a way in this terrifying new world, it would, it would, and it would have life and love and all the things the world would offer it, once this terrible strange newness had worn off.

“What’s the matter with her?” Another woman’s voice, this one clear and cold and sharp like water from an icy stream.

“What do you think?” The man’s voice was still furious. She could feel it pouring over her skin like a warm bath, its vibrations triggering answering vibrations in her skin. “Watch over her, Vladislava Vasilisovna. Give her what comfort you can.”

“I don’t see why she’s like this. It’s ridiculous. She should pull herself together. You don’t see anyone else like this, do you? But she never was very strong.”

The man took a deep breath. Then another. “Some women, Vladislava Vasilisovna, are capable of deep attachment. Loss strikes them hard. I know this is a novel concept to you, but try to wrap your head around it so you can help your sister. Watch over her. I have a brother-in-arms to bury.”

No, don’t leave me! But the warm-voiced man walked off, leaving the icy-voiced woman by her side.

“Snap out of it, Dasha,” the woman said once he was gone. “Enough of these childish hysterics. So your guard died protecting you. That’s what guards are for. It might be the first time for you, but it won’t be the last. And you wouldn’t want to have died in his place, would you? You’re still alive, and that’s what matters. And now we have to get out of this gods-forsaken place, and we can’t do that while you’re all in a state like this.”

For a moment, the doubling stopped. Dasha knew who and where she was, and what had happened.

Alik?

Oh, Tsarinovna. It was his voice, as familiar to her as her own, but it was coming from inside her. What have you done?

Saving you. Making my vision come true.

And dooming yourself in the process!

No. Dasha’s voice in her head was calm and strong. I saw what needed to be done, and I did it. And now...I see...I see...

A great fit, more terrible than any she had ever had before, swept over her like a storm wave. She jerked and screamed and went limp.

I see...I see...

A fit struck again. And again. And again. 

***
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“Dasha. Get up. You’ve been sitting there long enough. Get up. We’re leaving.”

Dasha was sitting back against a tree, her head hanging. She had stopped having major fits, although small ones still shook her from time to time. Everything was still curiously doubled, but she knew who she was again. Unfortunately.

Vladya was standing in front of her, looking down at her. “We should leave,” she was saying impatiently. “Nightfall is coming on, and we should carry on to the harbor and the village. We’re not doing anyone any good here, and it’ll be safer down there. Get up. You, me, Birgit, Yuliya, Anders Olafsson, and Dag and Gorm will ride down to the village and wait for the others there.”

“No,” said Dasha. “Wait for others.” Her mouth didn’t feel like her mouth, and her voice didn’t sound like her voice. She still felt all splintered and broken and jammed back together, and as if she no longer fit in her own body.

“They’ll be all afternoon.” Vladya’s impatience was growing. “All evening, probably. You won’t do anyone any good hanging around while they...finish their task. You’ll just cause trouble, and maybe draw danger down on us with your presence. I’m taking you to the village. Tuulikki says there’s an inn there. We’ll get a place there and wait for them.”

“Tuulikki,” Dasha said. “Bring Tuulikki.” She didn’t know why, but it seemed imperative to have Tuulikki, or Marya Arinovna, or someone with her. Someone other than Vladya. Her own sister, or as close as she would ever have.

“She wants to stay. To help with the, well, the ceremony.” For a moment Vladya looked as near to uncomfortable as she could manage. “There are rituals...she and Urho insisted they stay.”

“Then I should stay too.” Dasha’s mouth still felt strange and foreign, but the words were starting to come more easily now. Her voice still rang oddly in her ears, but what she was saying was more coherent.

“Why?”

Dasha gave her a look.

Vladya looked back at her, and then quickly looked away, with a little shudder that she couldn’t quite suppress. “Your eyes...” she said.

“Are they golden?”

“No. For a moment there...it was like they were almost black.” Vladya shuddered again, and then said, “A trick of the light, it must have been. Dusk is coming, and the shadows are growing long. And we should leave. Come on, Dasha.” Her tone changed to one of wheedling persuasion. Since Vladya had always been terrible at persuading people, it was even more irritating than it would have been in another woman. Dasha thought about pointing that out to her, but couldn’t summon the energy. “It’s not safe here. Who knows what might come for us next. For you next. You’ll be safer in the village, and everyone else will be safer with you gone.”

Dasha lurched to her feet. All her muscles felt strange and wrong, and when she stood, her head was the wrong height from the ground. She took a tentative step, and then another. Her paces were the wrong length.

They are not. This is my body. This is exactly how it’s supposed to be. You’ll just have to get used it.

You should let me go. Alik’s voice in her head was too loud one moment, and too soft the next. When he spoke, the doubling sensation was so strong she was afraid for an instant she might be sick.

Absolutely not!

Alik lapsed into silence, but she could still feel him inside of her, shattered and splintered and too big to fit. She could feel his confusion, and his rage, and—pushed down as deep as he could push it, but not far enough—his fear. Fear of death, and fear of what would happen to them both if he didn’t die.

I did die, he told her, his voice faint and far away.

NO. Not entirely. I’ve kept some little part of you, and I’m not going to let it go! You are mine. Isn’t that how the spell works?

No one really knows how the spell works. Other than it can drive you mad.

That’s not going to happen. Arguing with him was making Dasha feel stronger, more certain of herself. Already you’re proving your worth, she told him.

Glad to help. For a moment his voice had the wryness of the old Alik, the one she had ridden with all across Zem’ and traveled with across the sea to this new land. Then it lapsed into silence, and all she could sense from him was that jagged brokenness.

It wasn’t a mistake, she told herself. Saving him wasn’t a mistake. I had a vision telling me what to do, and when I did it, it felt like the rightest thing I had ever done. It wasn’t a mistake.

She hoped, rather than believed, she was right.

***
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DASHA retrieved her horse, who had been standing quietly in the trees. No one had done anything to secure the horses, but they hadn’t been able to run far, and they hadn’t been hurt. Fortunately. They had all been so fortunate today. Everyone but Alik.

And he will be fortunate too. I will make this day a fortunate one for him. Whatever I have to do, I will make it a fortunate day for him. How she was going to do that, Dasha didn’t know. Some women might have said he was lucky to be a part of her. But Dasha didn’t rate access to her presence that highly, and she could tell Alik wasn’t feeling very fortunate right now. He had pulled himself into a tightly bound ball inside of her, and was trying to hide his feelings from her as much as possible. She tried to wrap him up in warmth, and love, and life, and everything she could give him, and then she left him to come to terms with what had happened as best he could.

She thought she herself was coming to terms with it remarkably well. Now that Alik had retreated into himself, her body felt more like it was supposed to. She still had a vague sensation of being the wrong height, the wrong shape, the wrong size, but she could stand and walk and mount her horse without too much difficulty.

But when she followed Vladya out of the ravine and up the hill, where Marya Arinovna and the others were building a cairn of stones in the clear spot at the very top, and she saw...

Don’t look! It was Alik’s voice. She couldn’t tell if it was a warning or a plea. She turned away, but not before she had seen his body, lying so still and shattered in the center of the cairn, his face a sickening pallor that said this thing is dead in tones that brooked no argument.

You’re not dead! she told him fiercely.

No. Not entirely. What did you say this summer, Tsarinovna? “You don’t wear your body, you are your body?” That is my body lying there, broken beyond repair. But when you took in my blood, you took in a little of my body, made it your own. So now a bit of my spirit can live in you. Our steppe sorceresses say spirit is the thing we call “life,” that fills living bodies. One can have a body without spirit, but not a spirit without body. But spirit can also, just like life, move from body to body under the right circumstances, stretch out and spread around, live on in bits of blood and bone. That is the secret of blood magic. It makes you as one with the person whose blood you take in. You and I are one, now, our bodies are one. And so a little bit of me can live on as long as you do.

It’s not the same.

It’s not, he agreed, and lapsed back into that same tightly bound silence, his shards and splinters still threatening to tear her apart from the inside.

Vladya rode over to Marya Arinovna and told her she was taking Dasha down to the village. Marya Arinovna nodded grimly. Her face was streaked with sweat and dirt, and set in tired lines. She had bound her arm where the wolf had bitten her, but the bandages were already soaked through with blood. Mikhail Yarmilovich looked little better; although he hadn’t been bitten, he had bruises and scrapes all over every visible part of his body, and his face was pale with pain and sorrow.

He walked over to Dasha while Vladya and Marya Arinovna were talking. “Good to see you back on your feet, Tsarinovna,” he said. “For a moment there I thought...”

“So did I,” Dasha told him. “I thought you’d been killed.”

“For a moment I thought I’d been killed too, Tsarinovna. But it’s nothing but a few scratches. I was lying on the ground puking my guts out over a few scratches, and Aleksandr Olesyevich...” He stopped and swallowed hard.

“You did everything you could,” Dasha told him. “No one could have fought more valiantly.”

“Obviously that’s not true, Tsarinovna. Aleksandr Olesyevich fought ten times more valiantly. But”—he stepped close, put his hand on her arm—“I swear I will do everything I can to take his place. I won’t be able to, but I’ll do everything in my power to, to...”

He was on the verge of crying. “I thought you didn’t even like him,” Dasha said, and then wanted to kick herself. Inside, she could feel Alik come out of his tight little hiding place enough to laugh. A laugh that had more than an edge of tears to it, but a laugh nonetheless.

Mikhail Yarmilovich almost laughed too. “Ah, well, Tsarinovna, maybe I was just jealous.” His face was more sober than she had ever seen it before. She had the feeling that, just for an instant, the real Mikhail Yarmilovich was peeking through, and he was a much more serious person than she had ever believed him capable of being. “But even then, I gave him credit for what he was. And now I’ll have to give him credit the rest of my life for being the man I always wished I could be.”

I should die more often. Alik’s laughter still had more than an edge of tears to it, but it was there. If this is how people are going to talk about me. Mikhail Yarmilovich couldn’t bother to so much as look at me half the time when I was alive. Now I have one of the richest princes of the land saying I was the man he always wished he could be. My life is complete.

You still have lots more life to live! Dasha sent that furious thought to Alik, and opened her mouth to tell Mikhail Yarmilovich what Alik had said. Then she closed it. No one had believed her when she had told them Alik was still alive. They were currently laying his body to rest in a cairn on the top of a high hill. They were unlikely to believe her any more than they had before. “I’m sure he finds that thought a great comfort and honor,” she said out loud.

“Maybe.” Mikhail Yarmilovich gave her another look of sorrow and pain. “Do you think he can hear us now? I never thought about it before. What happens after you die. I know they say you go to the gods, you become part of everything again, your spirit lives on...but I never really believed it. I always thought you just...went out, like a candle being snuffed. You were a bright light for a little while, and then you were gone. But now...it feels almost like he’s still with us, like he’s standing right beside me.”

“He is,” said Dasha.

Mikhail Yarmilovich gave her a startled look. “You sound very sure, Tsarinovna. I wish I had your faith.”

“I’ve fought to find my own faith in the past,” Dasha told him. “But in this, right now, I have it.”

Vladya was calling to her impatiently, telling her it was time to go if they wanted to reach the village by nightfall, and she should stop holding Mikhail Yarmilovich back when he was busy.

“Marya Arinovna and the others want to hold some steppe ceremony,” Mikhail Yarmilovich told her. “And Urho and Tuulikki as well. They will give him to the earth, and then give his sword to the one he judged worthy of having it. Which will be you. I’ll keep it for you, shall I, until I see you again?”

“Please,” Dasha told him.

“I’ll do it,” he promised. “I’ll take it, and I’ll keep it like I would my own, until I can give it from my hands to yours. It’s the least I can do.”

“Thank you,” Dasha said.

“From my hands to yours,” Mikhail Yarmilovich repeated. For a moment he looked as if he wanted to say more, and then the sharp, wild cry of a falcon cut off his words. He bowed to Dasha and turned back to continue piling rocks on the cairn.

***
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THEY rode down from the bald hill, their backs to the cairn. Dasha could feel Alik grow increasingly restless as they rode away from it, struggling to hold himself together, even as he struggled, instinctively, to break free.

Do you have to stay close to your body? she asked, alarmed by the sudden thought.

No. Not as far as I know. Like I told you, your body is mine now. Our blood has mingled, and we have become one. But...His words cut off abruptly, but she could feel more than hear a faint echo of something that might have been I want my own body! I want my own body back! I want to be me, to be free!

Dasha wrapped herself around him soothingly once again, offering him all the comfort she could. He retreated back into that tight little bundle of jagged splinters. He didn’t want to frighten her, she felt, and he didn’t want to have to need her comfort at a time when she needed comfort herself. He wanted to be strong for her, just as he’d always been. He just didn’t know how.

Let me be strong for you, she told him. You have been strong for me so many times, and you will be strong for me so many times again. Just this once, when you need it so badly, let me be the one who stands watch over you. Let me be the one who defends you.

There was no response, but that tight little bundle that had taken up a position next to her heart, sitting there like a jagged, splintery stone, hard and fragile at the same time, eased very slightly.

From the top of the hill they could see the village, small and neat next to the deep blue of the vast lake. Two boats were sailing across it, one North, one South. It was a beautiful, peaceful scene. All of it was a beautiful, peaceful scene, the beautiful, peaceful end to a beautiful, peaceful day. It seemed impossible that a terrible fight to the death had happened not a candlemark ago, just on the other side of the sunny hill.

That is how it is, Dasha thought. In the woods. And everywhere else there are wild things. It is all beautiful and peaceful and plentiful—and there are vicious fights to the death in every corner of all that beauty and peace and plenty. Life and death, pain and plenty, are intertwined, as close to each other as one breath from the next.

A falcon cried again overhead, a high wild sound. Dasha looked up, and then looked back at the party they had left behind. Most of them were piling rocks on the cairn, their figures full of tiredness and defeat even from across the hilltop. Mikhail Yarmilovich, though, was standing stock-still, watching them as they rode. He raised his hand in acknowledgement of her gaze, a kind of salute. She raised her hand back, watching him until they went over the crest of the hill and disappeared into the woods.

The forest was full of life, far too much life, it seemed, after what had happened. Squirrels ran up and down the trunks of the trees, chittering at them. Dasha thought they were trying to tell her something, but what that was, she couldn’t guess. All her feelings were directed inwards, to where she was cradling Alik, all spiky and broken, in her breast. The outer world felt full of meaning, but it was a meaning she could not receive.

A wren trilled overhead, and then another one, and another one. She was, it seemed to her, being escorted by an honor guard of wrens. Why? Why were they watching out for her, as they had been all along this journey? What were they trying to tell her?

I had a vision, she remembered. A very important vision. The most important vision I’ve ever had—even more important than the one that told me to take Alik. But now it’s gone. She strained at her memory, but it was like trying to catch fog, or re-dream a forgotten dream.

It will come back to me, she told herself. When I need it, it will come back to me. As I told Mikhail Yarmilovich, I have faith. Great faith. I must have enough faith for all of us: me, and Alik, and all the rest of us. Everyone else has lost heart, lost faith. I must have heart and faith enough for all of us.

The shadows were lengthening, dusk was creeping through the forest. The trilling of the wrens gave way to the call of a cuckoo.

A cuckoo called last night, Dasha thought. Telling us it was safe to come together, giving us its blessing. May this cuckoo’s calling be another blessing, bringing us together not just for one night, but for all the nights of all the rest of our lives.

They rode out of the trees. The lake opened before them, its deep blue waters shimmering with gold as the sun sank down below it.

Magic is still here, Dasha told herself, and Alik too. Magic is still here for me. For us. Our lives will be marked by magic, and many other good things, forever and ever. You will see. I will make it so for you. You gave your life for mine, a willing sacrifice. A gift, freely given. I will do everything in my power, and more besides, to receive that gift as it should be received, and return it to you a hundredfold.

There was no answer. Not in words, at least. But inside her breast, those jagged splinters that were Alik aligned themselves a little bit better, like a broken bone that was beginning to heal. He was still a tightly bound bundle of fear and rage and sorrow and pain, but now there was tenderness intermingled with those other things. Tenderness, and warmth, and a tiny bit of hope.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


THEY REACHED SATAMAKYLÄ just at dusk. It was neat and orderly, just like Itäniemi, although even smaller and quieter. They rode, with Dag leading the way and Gorm taking up the rear, to a small clean inn by the small, neat harbor.

The woman running the inn spoke enough Rutsi for Dag and Anders Olafsson to explain that they wanted three rooms for the night. Dasha heard them speaking, and even understood the words, but could feel no triumph in it. She was tiring rapidly, and everything was starting to double again. Alik, she guessed, was tiring too.

What will happen when we sleep? she asked him.

We will dream.

Good dreams?

That I don’t know. He sounded grim and worried, and cut off his words abruptly. He was starting to feel larger, more broken, more out of control inside of her.

Tomorrow will be better, Dasha promised herself. She entertained a hope that once his body had been laid to rest, he would feel more comfortable in his new state. It was probably a vain hope, but it was all she had to cling to at the moment. She was starting to understand what an irrevocable thing she’d done. She and Alik were now joined, in the most intimate, tightly-bound way possible, for the rest of their lives. A marriage would be a trivial thing in comparison. And what if she did get married? She would still be linked with Alik. And how much of her could he sense? Would he know everything she felt? When she had to relieve herself, would he know? When she had her moonblood? When she took a lover?

She wanted to ask him all these things, but he was roiling, sharp and jagged, inside of her, as if barely able to contain himself from crying out, lashing out, breaking free...instead of asking him questions he may not have been able to answer, or may not have wanted to answer, she wrapped herself around him again, holding him as lightly and as gently as if she were holding a wild bird.

I will hold you like this as long as it takes, she promised him. He made no answer, but she thought his struggles eased fractionally.

The chamber she and Vladya were brought to was small and plain, but neat and clean. Yuliya and Birgit were in the next chamber, and the men in the one at the end of the corridor. Where the rest of the party were going to sleep, Dasha didn’t know. When she asked, Vladya told her there were two more chambers for them, providing no one else took them before they arrived, and there were always the stables. They wouldn’t be there long. Any sort of shelter would be fine. Dasha didn’t agree, but there didn’t seem to be a lot she could do about it.

Vladya, speaking in halting Rutsi, arranged with the innkeeper to have supper brought to them.

“Is there a bathhouse?” Dasha asked. “Can we bathe tonight?”

“Let’s worry about that later,” Vladya told her. “First we should eat. You need to eat.”

Dasha couldn’t argue with that, although her stomach was roiling inside of her almost as rebelliously as Alik. When the innkeeper brought up some hot water and cold pies, her stomach turned over so sharply she thought for an instant she was going to be sick then and there.

“I asked for hot water for an infusion,” Vladya told her. “I suspected you would be feeling unwell, so I thought I’d make you a soothing infusion. It will settle your stomach, and help you sleep.”

“What does it have in it?” Dasha watched her take out a small packet of herbs and empty them into a mug.

“Mainly chamomile,” Vladya told her.

Dasha sniffed. The sweet scent of chamomile rose up to greet her. When the infusion had steeped long enough and cooled enough to drink, she drank it down.

“I do feel better,” she told Vladya, and ventured to try a pie. It was simple, just sauerkraut baked into dough, but tasty. She had a second one, of minced apple. It was even tastier.

A great wave of sleepiness overtook her. “Rest,” Vladya told her. “You must be exhausted, and...well, in need of rest. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

“Yes. Morning is wiser than evening.” Dasha was so sleepy she could hardly get the words out. She tried to wash her face and clean her teeth and change into her nightgown, but she found herself dozing off halfway through, and got into bed still dirty, still in her riding clothes.

I don’t like this. Alik’s voice rose up, sudden and insistent, but she hushed him, and, before he could argue further, dropped off to sleep.

***
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WAKE up, Dasha. Wake up, wake up, wake up! Wake up, the Black God curse you! WAKE UP!

Dasha’s eyes came open, slowly and stickily. She was half-buried in her bed. Which was moving peculiarly. Why was...and this wasn’t her bed...

We’re on a ship. She couldn’t tell if she had the thought first, or Alik.

She moved cautiously. The pitch-darkness she had originally thought herself to be in turned out to be her bedclothes. She had been sleeping face-down.

I never sleep face-down. Unease was running up and down her spine and over her scalp. Everything seemed wrong. And why was she on a ship? She remembered being on a ship...but that had been days ago. Why was she on a ship now? Hadn’t something happened in the interim? She had been on dry land, she was certain of it.

She groped after that “something” she was sure had happened. Her head felt muzzy and strange, and all her memories fled from her when she reached after them.

I died. We rode to the village. Now we’re on a ship. Kidnapped, by all the mother-raping gods. Alik’s voice was crisp and clear in her mind. He felt jagged and broken and too big—she found herself adding the word “still” to that sentence, even though she couldn’t remember why she would think that—but he seemed to have forgotten all that. It’s that Vladya, he added. My head for beheading, Vladislava Vasilisovna did this to you. To us. She always wanted to sell you off as soon as she could.

Why would Vladya want to sell me off? Thinking still seemed impossible. Even remembering the past day seemed impossible. All Dasha wanted to do was roll back over and drift back into oblivion.

NO! Alik told her. You are in danger! You have to stay awake if you want to live. If you want both of us to live. His last words were rueful. I thought you should have let me die, but now that I’m here, I want to stay in the land of the living, however I have to do that. Now GET UP!

Dasha sat up slowly. Her head whirled, and she found herself hunched over, retching up water onto the rocking floor.

That’s good. Get it out. Get whatever they gave you out of your system. Puke up everything you’ve got inside you.

All Dasha had inside of her, it seemed, was a little water. When it was gone, she straightened up, wiping her mouth and feeling very marginally better.

Can you stand?

Slowly, shakily, holding onto the wall for support, Dasha pulled herself to her feet. She was in a tiny room, barely tall enough for her to stand upright in.

A cabin. A ship’s cabin. The memory/realization suddenly came to her. Like the ones we stayed in on the journey over to Seumi. I must be on a knarr.

Good. Good girl. Try the door.

Cracks of light were coming in through every corner, and all around the door. As Dasha’s awareness returned, she saw that the cabin was not nearly so dark as she had first thought. She was not buried away somewhere. She was in a flimsy structure on a boat, with nothing but a few thin planks between her and the bright light of day.

She tried the door with a shaking hand. It stuck. She shook it. There was a latch on the outside holding it closed.

That’s bad. She and Alik had the thought at the same time. She shook the door again, harder.

“Just a moment, just a moment!” Vladya’s voice, irritated and impatient.

The latch was lifted. The door opened. Vladya, scowling, peered inside. Just behind her hovered Birgit, hesitant and anxious. Behind her, bright sunlight shone down on brilliantly blue waters.

“What’s happening?” Dasha asked. “Where are we?” Or that’s what she meant to ask. Her words came out slurred and mushy. She had only been drunk once. This was like that, but much worse. Another wave of nausea rose from the pit of her stomach to her gorge. She swallowed hard.

Let it out, Alik advised. Clear your system, and show them what you think of them. Puke all over their fancy gowns.

Dasha swallowed again. Surely that wasn’t right. Surely now that Vladya was here, everything would be explained and she would realize she was safe and everything was as it was supposed to be. Surely she had just...had an attack of nerves or something after everything that had happened. 

Dasha still couldn’t remember what had happened, but she was starting to remember that it had been...bad. Alik had said he had died. So why was he talking in her head? She knew that she knew the answer to that, but it eluded her, like everything else. Maybe she had had a fit, a terrible, terrible fit, and it had scrambled her mind. That could happen. She had been warned about it by every healer who had examined her. So far her fits had never affected her mind, but it could happen. She could lose her memories and have nothing but blankness where her thoughts used to be. That must be what had happened here.

You did NOT have a fit! Those daughters of curs, may their mothers be raped by jackals, drugged you and kidnapped you! My head for beheading, that’s what they’ve done.

“You had a fit.” Vladya arranged her face into an expression of sympathy. It did not come naturally to her. “You had a fit, much worse than any you’d ever had before. Well, it was to be expected, after the attack and Alik getting killed. So I took you away, and put you on a ship to take you to safety.”

“Where?” This time, Dasha tried just one word. It came out better than a whole sentence

“Suurikivi,” Vladya told her. “On the North shore of the lake. Where we’ll meet the High King, and you’ll marry Anders Olafsson and become Princess of the Rutsi.”
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Chapter Three
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VLADYA CAME INTO DASHA’S cabin, and started going through her packs while she directed Birgit to clean and air out the space.

“We have to get you ready for the wedding,” she said to Dasha. Now that she’d told her the plan, she seemed cheerful, almost madly cheerful, more cheerful than Dasha had ever seen her. “Of course, you don’t have any nice gowns with you, and it’s hard to get clean and pretty on a ship, but we’ll do the best we can. And then when you’re as clean and pretty as you can be”—Vladya’s voice took on a tinge of sourness there, as if she didn’t think Dasha could ever possibly be pretty, or, conversely, that Dasha was already far too pretty—“we’ll go out onto the deck, to the fresh air, and you can see Anders Olafsson. He’s very keen to see you. He’s been so worried about you! He didn’t know how bad your fits could be. Of course, this was the worst one you’ve ever had; by far the worst. Do you remember any of it?”

She paused. Even in the dimness of the cabin her eyes were sharp and expectant.

“No,” said Dasha. “I don’t remember anything.”

Vladya smiled, her shoulders relaxing. “Well, that’s too bad, but not surprising. Ten to one you never will remember what happened yesterday or last night, but that’s just as well. It wasn’t a very pleasant day and night. But you’re here now, and that’s what matters! And you have such a handsome husband waiting for you, too! And so affectionate. He loved you before he ever met you, if he’s told me once he’s told me a dozen times, and when he finally laid eyes on you, he knew he would never be happy until he gave you his hand and heart. He’ll be such a devoted husband, Dasha! And he has magic. So you’ll have that in common. Now, let’s see: this gown? Or this one?”

Did Vladya used to talk this much?

No, Alik answered curtly. She’s talking so much to cover up all her lies. You should rip her lying tongue right out of her lying mouth and choke her with it, and escape.

To where? Dasha asked. Right over the side of the ship?

If you have to. You’re a good swimmer. We’re in a lake, not the sea. Jump overboard and swim for shore.

I’m not that good, Dasha told him. In fact, I’m not very good at all. I just seem good to you, because I was raised by the Krasna, the greatest river in Zem’, and you were raised in the deep steppe, where you can wade across any streams you find without getting your ankles wet. 

Dasha didn’t know how she knew that, but saying it made her feel better. She hadn’t forgotten everything. Bits and pieces were coming back. Maybe more would come back, and she could reassemble them into something like a proper memory and a proper mind. Besides, they’ll catch me, she added. I can’t outswim a ship, not in open water. No one can.

Very well. Alik’s words were grudging. But if we come close to shore, jump. Jump over the side and swim for shore and don’t look back.

And then what? she countered. I’ll be lost and alone in the woods in a strange land.

You won’t be alone. You’ll be with me. I know how to survive in the wild. I’ll keep you alive.

But I’ll have no food, no supplies, nothing but the wet clothes on my back, and I’ll still be in a strange land where I know no one and only speak two words of the language.

True. But that still might be better than whatever these jackals have in store for you. Promise me, Dasha. Promise me. If you get a chance to escape, you take it.

I promise, she told Alik. Out loud, she said to Vladya, “That one. The riding sarafan with the red piping and embroidery. It’s my favorite.”

“An excellent choice!” Vladya’s cheeriness was still only a half-step from madness. “And now let’s wash your face and comb some rosewater into your hair. You want to be as fresh and sweet and lovely as possible when you meet your betrothed.”

“I’ve met him,” Dasha said. “I’ve seen him puking his guts out over the side of a ship.” The words came out unbidden, part of a memory that hovered half-visible on the edge of consciousness. She was regaining control of her tongue, and she was sure Vladya understood her. But she only laughed and said not to be silly, Dasha should make the best impression on him that she could, such a handsome and affectionate man as he was, and proceeded to rub rosewater in her hair until the whole cabin was filled with the scent.

***
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VLADYA talked nonstop about Dasha’s good fortune as she dressed and prettified her. Birgit helped, mouth sad and eyes downcast.

I have to talk to Birgit alone, Dasha told herself. Perhaps she can tell me what’s going on. She knew Birgit had reason to be well-disposed to her, and to want to help her out. She still couldn’t remember why that was, but she was certain it was so.

When Vladya was satisfied, she took Dasha by the hand as if she were a child of three, and led her out of the cabin and onto the open deck, Birgit trailing anxiously behind.

The fresh air was welcome. Dasha breathed it in deeply, inhaling the scent of clean fresh water, and sunshine, and, off on the edge of sight, the pine trees lining the shore. They were out far on the open lake, with distant shores visible to the South and West, and nothing but water to the East and North.

I guess you were right not to jump. Alik’s voice was equal parts grudging, angry, and ruefully amused. Not yet, anyway.

If I think I can do it, I will, she promised. But maybe it won’t be necessary. Vladya is my own kin, and everyone else here is my friend or ally.

None of them are your friends and allies, he told her. The Rutsi want to use you for their own ends, and so does Vladislava Vasilisovna. You have no friends or allies here, Tsarinovna.

I have you, she told him, and put on her best smile to greet Anders Olafsson, who was coming across the deck to her, hands outstretched, an eager smile spread across his face.

He took both her hands in his and squeezed them, speaking in a hurried flow of warm words. Rutsi words. Dasha strained to catch them as they rushed past her. She got “you” and “glad,” and that was all. Somehow she knew that she knew a little Rutsi, but at the moment, with her head muzzy and distant, even the words she knew that she knew flew past her, uncatchable as autumn leaves on the wind.

Having delivered his greeting, Anders Olafsson took her arm in his, and began walking around the deck, still speaking to her in that flood of incomprehensible Rutsi. Vladya and Birgit walked a couple of paces behind, for all the world like chaperones. They could have been a courting couple on a respectable tryst, but for the fact that Dasha had no memory of ever consenting to marry Anders Olafsson, and she could only understand one word in twenty of what he was saying.

As they circled the deck, Dasha looked around, trying to catch the eye of everyone else there. She saw Yuliya, and Dag and Gorm—how do I know who they are?—and three more men, all with the look of Seumi about them—how do I know that? 

She became uneasily aware that she, Vladya, Yuliya, and Birgit were the only women on board the ship. Anders Olafsson was perfectly polite to her, and none of the other men looked at her at all, except for little curious sideways glances after she’d gone past, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a bad sign. She and Vladya and Yuliya were the only Zemnians here, too. The foreigners had shown no sign thus far of doing anything bad, but they had a bad reputation in Zem’ for a reason.

Or maybe not, Dasha thought. Perhaps we’re wrong about them.

We’re not wrong about them. Alik’s voice was flat and grim. Remember my warnings, Tsarinovna, or if you can’t, I’ll give them to you again. Trust no one.

I have to trust someone, she told him. I can’t get out of this on my own.

You may not have a choice, Tsarinovna. His words were sober and cold. Dasha wanted to argue with him, but she couldn’t come up with any argument he would believe, so she only nodded and smiled at Anders Olafsson, and prayed that Alik was wrong.
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Chapter Four
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DASHA’S MEMORY CAME back in fits and starts that afternoon as the mist cleared from her head. She remembered where she was, and why she was there, and—after a long agonizing period of blankness, when she knew that something terrible had happened, but couldn’t remember what it was—everything that had happened the day before. Right up until the moment when Vladya had given her the chamomile tea.

Maybe I did have a fit, she said to Alik, as she sat on a bench on the deck and watched the water sail by. That was chamomile tea, I swear it. Maybe nothing sinister is going on here at all.

Then why are all your protectors left behind? Why were even Tuulikki and Urho left behind, so that we’re traveling without so much as an interpreter? Why this haste to take off without them, in a completely different direction than planned? Why is Birgit so unhappy?

She’s always unhappy, Dasha told him, but she knew as she said it that she was mainly trying to hide from the truth that was staring her in the face. Birgit was nervous, even more nervous than usual, and looked at her with mournful concern every time she thought Dasha was looking the other way.

Whatever Vladya’s nefarious plans were, other than stealing her away from the others, they did not manifest themselves all that day. Dasha tried to find out, as artfully as possible, how Vladya had gotten word that the Rutsi High King was in Suurikivi, and what he was doing there, and why Vladya thought it would be a good idea to sail off at all speed to him there, and what had happened to the rest of their party. Marya Arinovna and the others should have reached the inn that same evening. Had Vladya somehow managed to find a ship and spirit Dasha away before they arrived? Had they set sail in the middle of the night? Or had they waited until the morning, like lawful travelers, and Marya Arinovna and the others had known of the plan and approved of it? That seemed very unlikely to Dasha, but the alternative was so frightening she was clinging to the hope it was true.

In answer to her questions Vladya told her, at first patiently, then with greater and greater impatience, that word had been waiting for them at Satamakylä that the High King was in Suurikivi, on the far shore of the lake, and that they should hasten to him at all speed rather than continuing on to High Court. He had known it likely they would travel along the southern shore of the lake, and had sent messages accordingly. He had also arranged for this ship to be waiting for them, with orders that they set sail as soon as they reached the harbor, whether that be day or night. Vladya had sent back word to the others about the change in plans, but had judged it best that they set off without waiting for them, since the ship was not large enough to hold them all anyway. Tuulikki could arrange for a second ship, or guide them around the lake if they preferred to make the journey on land.

As for what the High King was doing there, he had not confided all his plans to Vladya, but she had gathered that he was there to make an official declaration of his rule over Seumi. Seumi would be made a lawful protectorate of Rutsi, and henceforth the two lands would be as one. Suurikivi—“it means ‘Big Rock,’” Vladya told her superciliously, as if Zem’ didn’t have places with equally childish names scattered the length and breadth of its territory—was an ancient site of magic in Seumi.

“Supposedly,” Vladya said, still speaking with an entirely unwarranted superciliousness, as if Seumi legends were somehow less believable and more inferior than Zemnian ones, “the first kantele player stepped out from where a waterfall pours down a fissure in the big rock that’s there. She stepped out from behind the water, and with her right hand she snatched up a bird out of the sky, and with her left hand an aspen branch, and with them fashioned the first kantele, and sang up a wind, and set sail across the lake on the first boat, fashioned from a log of pine, with a birch leaf for a sail.” Vladya gave a short laugh at the idea. “She sang herself across the lake, until she disappeared into the water, leaving behind her boat and her kantele and the knowledge of how to use them. Suurikivi is still a site of power to the Seumi because of this legend. It’s where sorceresses come to be washed with its magic waters, and accept their gift and their power. So the High King is going to make his declaration there, and show once and for all that his anti-magic is stronger than their magic, and the reign of sorceresses is over.”

“Why do you hate magic so much?” Dasha asked quietly. “Why do you hate sorceresses so much? You could have been one, in another life.”

The sun was setting over the waters, lighting up Vladya’s face with a dusky red light as she gave Dasha a look that was equal parts sharpness, sourness, and sorrow. “And there you have it, Dasha. I could have been one in another life. But that was taken away from me. And it was taken away from me because of what my family’s sorceresses did.”

“What did they do?” Dasha asked.

This time, Vladya’s look was entirely one of unadulterated surprise. “Did your mother never tell you?”

Dasha shook her head.

“They cast a curse. A terrible curse, on your family, on your aunt, who was Tsarina then. They cursed her to be brought down by her own blood. And she was. By your mother. And by you, Dasha. You were part of that curse. You were its bearer.”

“I was not the bearer of a curse!” Dasha cried. “My aunt was mad! That was why she had to be removed from the throne! That had nothing to do with me!”

Vladya was watching her with her head cocked, a faint smile on one side of her small mouth. A beautiful mouth, Dasha realized, to go with her beautiful face. Everything about her was petite, and symmetrical, and beautiful. Except it wasn’t. There was an ugliness, a horrifying darkness, that overlaid her beauty and shadowed it, distorted it until it was like a travesty of beauty rather than beauty itself. Dasha had always seen it, always been aware of that shadow of sadness and anger cloaking her, but until this moment she had always believed it to be no more than skin deep, something Vladya could cast off at any moment. But now she saw it was a part of her, through and through, as inextricably intertwined with her as her own flesh and bone.

“It was the promise of your birth that drove her mad, Dasha,” Vladya told her, still with that faint half-smile on one side of her face.

“Even so! That doesn’t make me cursed! And it certainly doesn’t make you cursed! What your family’s sorceresses did was terrible, but you were just a child then. It doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

“Oh, but it does, Dasha
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