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​From the Author
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THE BREATHING SEA II is, as the astute reader might have already guessed, the second part of the book called The Breathing Sea, which was split into two volumes for reasons of length. It turns out that Microsoft Word can only support documents of a certain size, and physical books weighing more than a couple of pounds are unwieldy at best, as I discovered in most unpleasant form while hauling around a hardback edition of War and Peace. So for everyone’s sake, I split up my own graphomanic outpourings into multiple volumes. Besides, this gave me the pleasure of producing a trilogy in seven volumes and counting, thereby beating Douglas Adams handily at his own game.

The action of TBSII starts immediately where TBSI left off, so I would highly recommend reading TBSI first, but in case you’re picking this up while stranded somewhere with no recourse to civilization, like a cabin in the woods or the kind of high-end hotel where you have to pay $15 for internet access, here is a brief recap of the doings and happenings of TBSI:

Dasha, also known as Darya Krasnoslavovna and Darya Tsarinovna, is the only daughter of the Empress (Tsarina) of Zem’, conceived at the behest of the gods. While everyone expects her to be a gifted sorceress and a troublemaker, in fact, she is neither, and by the age of seventeen has become guilt-ridden and apologetic, even as she struggles with her unusual manifestation of the gifts of her mother’s bloodline. The visions that are increasingly besetting her are leading, not to magic and mastery, but to fits and fears, something that grows worse as she sets out with Oleg Svetoslavovich, her father, on her first ever journey beyond the walls of Krasnograd, the capital of Zem’. She is accompanied by Susanna Gulisovna, a princess from the newly-acquired province of Avkhazovskoye in the Southern mountains, and Svetochka, one of Oleg’s daughters from a previous liaison, as well as their guards and horses.

As they journey North towards Dasha’s kin in Lesnograd, Dasha’s fits and visions become increasingly unmanageable, and she has several encounters with magical or near-magical creatures. They also pick up Fedya, a young man who has run away from home dressed as a girl, who wants to become a woman and be accepted into a women’s sanctuary. While that seems impossible, they offer to take him to a sanctuary for people who wish to become castrates, an offer he accepts against Dasha’s wishes.

On the way to the castrates’ sanctuary, Dasha comes across a water-maiden, the spirit of a young woman who has been murdered by her lover. Vika, the water-maiden, nearly drowns her, but Dasha somehow absorbs her essence instead, thereby absorbing her water-sense and her affinity for water, an element Dasha had hitherto always feared.

Once they arrive at the sanctuary, the domoviye (house spirits) who had been stalking Dasha throughout her journey finally reveal themselves to her, and tell her that she was promised to them and they have come to collect her. When she refuses, she is told that soon she will call for them. She does not believe them, but the next day, when the sanctuary brothers bring back the body of a deer, an animal with whom Dasha feels special affinity, she is overcome with rage at them and at her companions, and the domoviye do, just as promised, come to collect her before she can wreak any harm on anyone. TBSI ends just as Dasha and the domoviye are slipping away into the shadows; TBSII begins at that very moment.

Just as in TBSI, and in The Midnight Land, the story of Dasha’s mother, aficionados of Russian culture will find many, many allusions to classical Russian literature, which should keep them happy and occupied if nothing else does.​​
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Chapter One
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THE SHADOWS WASHED over Dasha like water. There was coolness, and pressure, and then she burst out into the light again.

“Where are we?” she asked, looking around. The laundry house was gone, as was the rest of the sanctuary. The only thing around them were spruce trees.

“Do you not recognize the forest when you see it, little Tsarinovna?” asked the domovaya. Dasha thought she might be laughing at her.

“Why are we here?” she asked, in order to cover up her confusion. “Why aren’t we in a house? I thought you lived in houses.”

“And you do not, little Tsarinovna? And yet here you are.”

“Are you going to help me?” Dasha demanded. “Or are you just going to make fun of me, and answer my questions with questions? I should have stayed back with them!”

“That you should not have, little Tsarinovna,” said the domovaya, her voice turning sober. “That you should not have. You were going to set them on fire, were you not? Or curse them. Or both.”

“They...” Her throat closed. “They killed a deer. The deer who helped me! They...they might as well have killed me. I looked at her, and I saw myself lying there, and I felt as if they’d killed me. And they were so calm about it. They thought I was the one who was wrong, and that if they just explained to me why I was wrong, I would become one of them. They wanted to, to eat me, just like they wanted to eat the deer. And I...and I...”

“Hush now, hush now,” said the domovaya, patting Dasha’s trembling hand. “Wipe your eyes now, my dear. It’s over now.”

“Not for the deer it’s not!”

“For the deer as well,” the domovaya told her. “It’s over, it’s done, and it can’t be undone. All your rage, all your fire, would do nothing more than burn you down and leave nothing behind but ash. Hush now. It’s true, and no matter how much you cry and rage and beat your fists, it will never be any less true.”

“I should have seen it,” said Dasha. “What are the use of visions, if I can’t stop things like that from happening?! I should have seen it.”

“You cannot see everything,” the domovaya told her. “Not even you can see everything.”

“I can’t see anything,” said Dasha. “All I do is have fits and hurt people! I should never have been given these gifts! They’re no good at all. I’m not good at all! I never should have been born. I never should have been born! I never should have been born!”

“Hush now,” said the domovaya, stroking her arm. Her hand felt sort of like a cat’s paw, and sort of like a bundle of twigs. “Hush now. That can’t be undone either. You’ve been born now, and you can’t be unborn, so there’s no use in thinking on it, or worrying about what might have been.”

“But...”

“Come,” said the domovaya, interrupting Dasha before she could produce any more objections or complaints. “Come.” She took Dasha’s hand and began to lead her deeper into the trees, her grip surprisingly firm, so that Dasha had the suspicion that if she were to try to twist away from her and run off, she would fail.

“Where are you taking me?” Dasha asked. “Are you taking me to the leshiye?” A cold chill ran through her, as if she were about to have a fit. “Am I going to be...am I going to be judged for what I did?”

“What you did? What did you do, child? Scream and shout? If we judged and condemned every child who screamed and shouted, there wouldn’t be a woman left in the world.”

“But I—I almost killed them! Or cursed them! Or both.”

“Almost. It was in your heart. And what is in your heart matters, and so often comes out in your deeds. But as long as it stays in your heart, as long as it does not turn into deeds, no one will judge you, as your mother judges criminals. No one will punish you for something you never actually did. And besides, judgment and punishment is not our business. Judgment and punishment is something of the world of women, and is something only they concern themselves with. The rest of us concern ourselves with the greater business of life, and let the petty business of what you call justice pass us by.”

“But...”

The domovaya stopped and looked up at Dasha. “Do you want to be judged?” she asked. “Do you want to be punished?”

“No, but...”

“Then be quiet, and come with me. Listen, that you may learn wisdom. Or at least,” her voice was as dry as Dasha’s mother’s when she was remarking on someone’s foolishness, and also with a hint of wind whispering through the trees, “prevent yourself from saying things that have no meaning. True knowledge and wisdom only come from silence.”

Dasha wanted to say something in reply, to apologize for her silliness, or at least to show that she understood, but she was afraid that the domovaya would think she was being contrary, so she followed along without speaking, working her way back and forth between the dark spruces, going deeper and deeper into the forest, or so it seemed to her, until they came to a little rise, on the other side of which a stream had carved out a deep place before turning and snaking off in the other direction.

“Sit,” said the domovaya, pushing her down next to an ancient spruce, so that she was nestled in its low thick boughs.

“How long are we going to be here?” Dasha asked timidly, afraid of making the domovaya think she was being disobedient, but even more afraid that she was going to spend days and days here, without any food or shelter.

“As long as you need to be,” the domovaya told her.

Dasha started to ask how long that would be, but a look from the domovaya silenced her. Probably asking showed that she wasn’t ready to leave. She looked up at the sky, as much of it as she could see through the spruce tops. It must already be late afternoon. Certainly she wouldn’t be able to walk back to the sanctuary before dark. Wherever it was. She closed her eyes.

Her father was running through the trees, calling her name...the guards were ranging down the road...Susanna, Svetochka, and Fedya were kneeling in a circle, praying to their different gods...Brother Afanasy was too...the others were butchering the deer, hacking her body into pieces, preparing a supper that would give the others strength to go searching for her...

“NO!” she screamed, her eyes flying open. She looked down, and saw that flames were crackling in her hands, jumping from finger to finger and threatening her shirt with their sparks. Power flooded through her, making her feel twice as tall, twice as strong, twice as brave. She could see herself striking down her enemies, cursing them, burning them into submission...

“AAKH!” she screamed, scrambling up, her head filled with visions of her clothing catching on fire, her hair catching on fire, the whole forest catching on fire. She ran to the stream bank, and then, realizing she couldn’t reach the water from the top of the rise, half-ran, half-stumbled, her heart beating so hard in her ears she couldn’t even hear her own footsteps, down along the edge of the stream until she came to a place where the bank was lower and she was able to drop to her belly and plunge her hands into the water. For a terrifying moment the flames refused to go out, continuing to burn even after they were underwater, but then they were quenched. She pulled her hands from the water, expecting to see them covered in blisters and burns, but they were pale and unmarked.

“Hello, sister.”

Dasha looked around wildly.

“Down here, sister.”

Dasha looked back down at the water. A little face, like the domovaya’s but with a hint of fish, or maybe duck, to it, broke the surface and split into a wide grin. Dasha shrieked and scrambled backwards, slamming herself into the tree behind her and almost knocking herself into the water.

“Is that any way to greet a sister?” said the creature reproachfully.

“I’m...I’m not your sister!” cried Dasha. “I don’t know who you are! I’m nothing like you!”

The creature heaved a sigh. “Humans,” she said. “So certain. So vain. Of course we’re sisters.”

Dasha wanted to shout out another denial, but then another, wiser part of her took over her tongue, and asked, “Why are we sisters? How are we sisters? We look nothing alike.”

“And do you need to look like someone to be her sister?” said the creature, moving closer to the shore, as if planning to come out of the water and join Dasha by the tree. Dasha instinctively shrank back, but the creature stopped before leaving the water, and merely looked at Dasha, smiling at her with her wide mouth.

“I look a lot like my sister,” Dasha told her. “Everyone can see that we’re sisters just by looking at us.”

The creature nodded encouragingly, like a tutor with a particularly inept pupil. “Looks are important,” she said solemnly. “For example, I look a bit like a duck, and a bit like a fish, and a bit like water weeds. So I can swim through the water amongst my sisters, and hide,” she smiled a wide, wide smile, “as I wait for my prey.”

Many responses to that, some horrified, some curious, flashed through Dasha’s head, but what came out of her mouth was, “I don’t wait for my prey! I don’t prey on others!”

“No?” The vodyanaya smiled another wide, wide smile. “And what was it you were thinking of doing, before my sister rescued you?”

“That was different!”

“Of course it was.” The vodyanaya pulled herself out of the water and onto the bank with one lithe move. Dasha flinched away from her, but she stopped when she was arm’s length from Dasha, and squatted down, now looking like nothing so much as a large frog. “Of course it was different,” she said. “It always is.”

“I...they...” Dasha’s throat closed, and she had to swallow before she could go on. “They killed a deer. I...She was my sister, and they killed her, and then laughed at my tears, and told me it was the way of things.”

The vodyanaya cocked her head to the side, duck-like. “Funny,” she said. “You don’t look like a deer.”

“This isn’t the time for lessons!” Dasha said, her voice rising into a shout. “You don’t have to lead me to the truth, like I’m some kind of stupid student who can’t see the truth when it’s in front of her! I can figure things out for myself! You just have to tell me!”

“Of course, of course,” said the vodyanaya, crawling-hopping over to her and taking her hand in her own, damp webbed one. Dasha thought it would feel slimy and horrible, but in fact it felt warm and alive, just like her own. The vodyanaya peered up at her face. “Funny,” she said again. “You don’t look like a deer.”

Dasha bit her lip. She had set that trap up and led herself right into it, but she was too angry to laugh at herself about it, so she settled for a dignified, or at least stiff, silence.

“I’m sorry about the deer, my heart,” said the vodyanaya, after it became apparent that Dasha wasn’t going to say anything.

“She shouldn’t have died,” said Dasha, digging her toe into the ground and looking away. “She shouldn’t have died.”

“She would have died anyway, my heart. Everyone dies eventually.”

Dasha gave the vodyanaya a sour look. “You won’t mind if I set you on fire right now, then,” she said.

The vodyanaya gave her another one of her wide, wide smiles. “Even you might find that tricky, my child, although I see your point. But still...”

“But nothing! You’re trying to dress up lies with truth, and hoping I don’t see through you! You’re trying to tell me that your thoughts are more real than mine! That you’re more real than her!”

The vodyanaya sighed, a very human sound. “That’s not what I’m trying to do, my child. I’m merely pointing out to you that this is the way of things.”

Dasha jumped to her feet, jerking out of the vodyanaya’s grasp. “That’s what everyone keeps telling me,” she said. Her hands were crackling with flames again. “But all my life, everyone has been telling me that I’ve been touched by the gods, chosen by the gods for some special task. So I’ve chosen my special task. To change the way of things.”

The vodyanaya took a step towards her, holding out her hands as if to take Dasha’s own.

“Don’t touch me!” Dasha cried. The vodyanaya seemed to be getting bigger, so that she was now higher than Dasha’s waist and growing rapidly. Dasha lashed out, slapping her across the face with her flaming hand.

The vodyanaya stopped and pressed her hand to her cheek. When she took her hand away, there was a burn mark in the shape of five fingers and a palm showing clearly on her face.

“You burned me,” she said in shock.

“And I’ll do it again!” Dasha cried defiantly. “If you come any closer, I’ll do it again!” Power was coursing through her body, the prickles and tingles that normally went with it releasing themselves as flame instead of forcing her into a fit. She could see herself doing anything: standing up to the vodyanaya, to her father, to anyone who dared to oppose her, and forcing them to submit to her will.

The vodyanaya dwindled back to her previous size, and then smaller, until she was no larger than an ordinary frog. She half-hopped, half-slithered down the bank and back into the water without a word.

“Tsarinovna? Little Tsarinovna, where are you?” The domovaya came around the tree, bent-backed and shuffling. “Ah, there you are.” She peered up at Dasha, her small eyes crinkling in a disapproving squint. “Why are your hands full of flames, you silly little girl?”

“She made me!” said Dasha.

“I very much doubt that,” said the domovaya. “Now put those out before your hurt someone, and come with me. You have much to learn, and I have much to teach you, and with luck, all our worst fears for you won’t come true.”

“I...” Part of Dasha was ready to admit that she didn’t know how, that she was utterly helpless in the face of the power that was taking over her, that she desperately needed help and guidance, but the other part of her kept hearing the words “you silly little girl” and “our worst fears for you,” and she knew, with as much certainty as she’d ever had about anything, that she couldn’t let them stand, that she couldn’t let herself be trained by someone who thought she was innately evil, or would speak to her that way, no matter how silly she might be, or how wise they considered themself. It might be true that she was silly, but the line between truth and lies, as she had told Fedya, was as thin as the blade of a knife, and that truth was dwarfed by the truths of the domovaya’s heart, that would seek to make that truth a lie.

“No,” she said quietly. She stepped closer to the domovaya, towering over her, noticing with another thrilling surge of power how the domovaya cowered back, curling down into herself like a hedgehog.

“No,” Dasha repeated. “Anything I had to learn from you would be tainted by your contempt, by your desire to tame me. No. Better that I teach myself, or remain untaught, then be twisted and trampled by you.”

“No one can teach herself!” cried the domovaya. “We all think in our arrogance that we can, but we’re all wrong, every time.”

“Then I’ll be wrong,” said Dasha. “Better to be ruined by my own mistakes than by those of other people.” She looked down on the domovaya. “Your sister told me I was like her,” she said. “I told her she was wrong, but I see that she was right. We are alike, aren’t we. We’re both as much children of the gods as we are the daughters of women. That’s what she meant, isn’t it, and that’s what you’ve come to teach me.”

“Along with self-control, which I see you are sorely lacking,” said the domovaya.

“No? If I were lacking in self-control, I would have burned you already. But I haven’t, have I?” Dasha could hear the grandiosity of her own words, which the flames were urging out of control, and she reined herself in. “I know you meant well,” she said. “I know that you think you had a bargain with my mother. But that was with my mother, not me. I was not consulted when you entered into it. So I will enter into my own bargains, and I will only enter into bargains with those I consider to be my equals.”

“We are sisters, as you said,” the domovaya said, looking up at her now with flat dark eyes, her face unreadable. “Children of the gods, even as we are also the daughters of women.”

“Sisters, but you insist on making me the younger one.”

“You are the younger one,” said the domovaya. “That cannot be denied.”

“Even younger sisters have to grow up,” Dasha told her. “Even little Tsarinovnas have to grow up, and become women and Empresses. And I can’t do that if you are determined to hold me down.”

“You need help!” cried the domovaya. “You’re a danger to yourself and everyone around you! You’ve been seeking help ever since you left Krasnograd, and I am—we are—offering it to you freely! And now you would turn it down out of a fit of pique!”

“Bad help is worse than none,” Dasha told her. “I have been seeking help, yes, but it has to be help, and not some false semblance of it, that hurts me more than it aids me. Better to go my own way than be led down the wrong path entirely. Maybe one day you’ll be able to help me—I can see it now, the possibility—but not today.”

“You’ll make mistakes,” the domovaya warned.

“My tutors always used to say that we learn through mistakes,” Dasha said. “Perhaps I will become very learned, very quickly.”

The domovaya closed her dark little eyes. “You are choosing the hard path,” she said, opening them again. “Two paths lie before you, the easy one and the hard one. Come with me, and you will take the smooth and easy one. We will teach you, and soon all this—the fits, the fear, the flames you cannot control—will be behind you, and you will be able to return to your mother and Krasnograd a wise and powerful young woman, ready to take up her role and her rule. Take the other path, and I cannot see what will be, other than it will be long and hard, with no guarantee of success at the end. You may waste half a year, or a year, or your entire life, seeking what you cannot give yourself, and you will suffer in the seeking, and so will those you drag along with you.”

“I’m sorry,” said Dasha. “I’m sorry. But I have to take the second path.”

The domovaya shook her head. “We may not be able to watch over you, if you do this,” she said. “We may not be able to come back for you, or help you when you need it, or pull you out of whatever hole you find yourself sliding into, if you do this.”

“Then don’t,” said Dasha. “After all, that is how it is for everyone else, is it not? You don’t watch over them, or help them, or pull them out of the holes they find themselves sliding into, do you? As it is for my people, so should it be for me.”

The domovaya gazed up at her, her expression still unreadable. “But you cannot be lost, Tsarinovna,” she said. “If others slide down into a hole and find the mud closing over them, well, that is the way of things. Some are fated to die that way, because that is the way of things. But not you. If you were to die that way, many would suffer.”

“Then do something about it,” Dasha told her. “Reach out your hand and pull them out, instead of using it to push me down.”

“But...”

“We could argue about this all day, and all through the night too,” Dasha said. “And we would never get anywhere, because each of us would be right. But I’ve made up my mind. I want to go back to my companions.”

“And then what?” asked the domovaya. “Set them on fire?”

“No.” In truth, Dasha didn’t know what she would do when she got back, but that was something best kept to herself, she decided.

“Very well.” The domovaya folded her little arms. “You reject my—our—aid? You want to find your own way? Then find it. Find your own way out of the forest and back to your companions. Teach yourself how to navigate your way back home.”

Dasha looked down at her. She could see, with a crystalline clarity that so rarely accompanied her visions, that the domovaya expected this to break her, expected her to back down and agree to her terms or ask for her help, because that was what anyone of sense would do.

“Very well,” said Dasha, and, brushing past her, began walking downstream until she disappeared into the trees, and the domovaya was lost from sight behind her.

​​
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Chapter Two
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DASHA DIDN’T KNOW WHY she’d picked downstream, other than the fact that the domovaya had originally placed them slightly upstream of where she’d been standing when she set off. But that seemed as good a reason as any, as was the fact that the trees were slightly thinner in the downstream direction, so she strode on briskly.

After a while she noticed that her hands were no longer in flames. Which was probably just as well, but she did have to admit to herself that she didn’t know how to summon the flames at will, and soon it would be dark. Which was not a very happy thought at all. Dasha didn’t want to say that she’d made the wrong choice, but, well...she realized that she had stood before a grave decision, but whether or not she had chosen rightly, she could not yet say. She so easily could have chosen the other way, because there had been so many good arguments for that choice too, and perhaps she had been foolish not to. Or perhaps that would have been a terrible decision, and she had chosen wisely. It was too soon to tell.

Although now that the shadows were lengthening and lengthening, filling the spaces between the trees and making her aware of just how alone she was, and how little she knew where she was, part of her was telling her that she hadn’t chosen very wisely at all. Her white-hot purity of purpose had vanished, and along with it, her certainty. 

Everything had been so simple when she had looked down upon the corpse of her sister, and then up at the faces of those who claimed to be her kin, and yet were not her kind, but now that simplicity had vanished in the face of her visions of their suffering at her absence, and the suffering she would have caused them had she done what she had wanted to do and attacked them. She was still certain of her own rightness, she just didn’t know how to express it, or make it come to life, and storming off, first from her companions, and then from the domovaya, had many negative consequences, the first and foremost being that she was now wandering the woods alone, with no idea where she was or how to get home.

“How far from the sanctuary can I be, anyway?” she muttered to herself. She had meant it to be encouraging, but as soon as she started thinking about the question, it was not very encouraging at all. The forest looked very similar to the forest around the sanctuary, but it also looked very similar to every other forest they had ridden through, and the taiga was vast. She could be two versts from the sanctuary, or two hundred, or two thousand, and not know the difference. They had passed through the shadows in the space of a single heartbeat, or so it had seemed, but Dasha had no idea how fast domoviye could travel. And even if she really was only two versts away from the sanctuary, she had no idea in which direction those two versts lay.

Think! she told herself, as a chill sweat of fear trickled down from under her arms. She stopped to wipe her face, and discovered that her hands were cold as ice. Which she had always thought was one of those silly things that people said about being afraid, but now it was happening to her.

Think! she told herself again. What do you know that could get you out of this? She resolutely pushed down the visions of herself starving, freezing, drowning, being eaten by wolves...Wolves! Her father was friends with wolves, wasn’t he? And not just any wolf, but Gray Wolf, who had been taken by the gods as their servant and was as big as a horse, and could speak like a human. He had appeared to her mother, hadn’t he? Maybe he could help her now!

This was a very hopeful thought, but it promptly crashed up against the problem of how to summon him. Dasha closed her eyes and tried to send out her thoughts in his direction, but after several tedious attempts, the only thing she got for her pains was a particularly itchy mosquito bite on her ear.

So much for that, she told herself, tamping down the panic that was threatening to bubble to the surface and take her over. My mother never said how to summon him, or even that he was summonable. He just...appeared. I wish he would appear! But in the meantime, I’d better come up with something else. She opened her eyes. The pools of forest darkness appeared to be spreading and rising up around her, as the last rays of the setting sun pierced through the cloud cover and settled upon her face...West! She tried not to think on the fact that West was the direction of death, and focus on how it might help her. Which was not immediately obvious. Knowing which way was West was only useful if she knew where she stood in relation to where she wanted to go.

Well, at least it’s a direction, she reasoned. I won’t be going around in circles, and that’s something. And if I keep going West, eventually I’ll reach the main road, or Pristanograd, or something. She tried not to dwell on the possibility of walking right out of Zem’ and into barbarian Tansko or Rutsi. Surely she would reach a road before then, and roads led to towns, and towns were full of people who could tell her where she was. And if she told them who she was, they would be bound to aid her. Wouldn’t they? 

Or would they think she was lying—but if they accused her of being a pretender, she could insist on speaking with the local princess, and if she couldn’t convince her, then she would have to be brought back to Krasnograd for trial, at which point she would definitely be recognized, although she might pass some very unpleasant days or weeks before that; the treatment of prisoners was said to be better now than it had been before her mother’s time, but better was a relative term...

Worry about that later, she told herself. Find a road first. She began walking West, directly into the last red rays of the setting sun.

She had only gone a very few paces when those last rays winked out, and the forest darkness rose up from where it had been hovering around her legs to fill even her face.

I need to stop, Dasha told herself. No point in blundering around in the darkness. I may not get lost—any more lost than I already am, that is—but I could trip over a log and break my head, or step on a snake, or plunge into a creek and never come out again. Like Vika. She shuddered. And then she thought about spending the whole night alone in the forest with no food, no water, no tent or bedroll, and no companions, and shuddered again.

I guess I proved to them that I am most certainly not wise, she said to herself, and had to bite back tears. Spending the night alone in the woods couldn’t be that bad. Lots of people survived it all the time. Lots of people did it on purpose. Her mother’s friend Dunya was a woodswoman, a hunter and tracker, and spent more time by herself out in the woods than she did at home with her family, to hear her mother tell it, and Oleg lived by himself in some cabin off way to the North, on the edge of the tundra, and they seemed to enjoy it perfectly well. But they had shelter, and supplies, and were not softhanded girls of seventeen, more given to daydreaming and stargazing than doing anything useful.

Well, when I get back I won’t be a softhanded girl of seventeen any more, Dasha told herself. I’ll be an experienced woodswoman! Her words rang hollow inside her own head, but she ignored that, and made herself look around in search of a good place to set up for the night. Food she might not have, but some small shelter could probably be found, and there might be water nearby...water was that way, just ahead. With relief she began walking down what she realized was a slight incline, leading her to a low place where she could have guessed water was likely to be found, even without the water-sense she still had after taking in Vika.

The dusk was settling down on her from the treetops, even as the darkness of the forest floor was rising up to meet it, and so at first she didn’t realize what it was she was seeing. But then the movement resolved itself in front of her eyes as a doe approaching the same streambed from the other direction.

Dasha froze. The doe froze, and looked at her with large limpid eyes, barely visible in the deepening dusk. Then the doe took one cautious step, and then another, and walked up to the stream and lowered her head and drank.

“Thank you for not being afraid of me,” Dasha whispered, and then wished she hadn’t, sure that the doe would take fright and flee. But the doe only looked up at her, and then lowered her head and drank again, before looking Dasha in the eye and making a motion towards the water with her muzzle.

“You want me to drink too?” Dasha guessed. The doe made no move in reply, merely watching Dasha with silent expectation. Dasha crept slowly towards the stream, one step at a time, expecting the doe to bolt at any moment, but the doe stood there watching her as she stepped up to the edge of the stream, and then knelt down and cautiously put her hand in the water. It was cold but not painfully so, and when she drew out a mouthful in her cupped palm and drank it, it tasted faintly of earth and moss, but not unpleasantly. She drank several more handfuls, until her thirst was slaked, and then looked back up. The doe was still watching her.

“Thank you,” Dasha told her. The doe turned, and Dasha thought she had finally frightened her, but she took two slow steps, and then looked back, cocking her ears in Dasha’s direction.

“What is it?” Dasha asked. The doe took two more steps, and then stopped and looked at Dasha again.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Dasha asked. The doe made no reply, but waited patiently as Dasha jumped across the stream, grabbing a tree to keep herself from slipping back and falling in as she slid on the mud of the far bank. Once she had gained her footing, the doe began walking again, stopping frequently to look back and make sure that Dasha was following her.

They stepped between the thick spruces, winding this way and that until the doe came to a halt in front of a large, heavy-needled tree whose boughs came almost to the ground. She slipped in under the boughs, disappearing entirely until her head popped back out and she fixed Dasha with a steady gaze.

“You want me to join you?” Dasha guessed. The doe regarded her unblinkingly. Dasha crouched down and crawled under the branches with her.

Inside there was a little hollow, practically a nest, floored with a thick bed of spruce needles and concealed from the outside world by the branches. The doe lay in it, and next to her lay a tiny fawn, no bigger than a small dog. She looked up at Dasha with fearless eyes, and then settled back down by her mother’s side.

“You have a beautiful daughter,” Dasha told the deer, who dipped her head in acknowledgement and then lowered her head down to sleep.

Dasha arranged herself as comfortably as she could in the small space left to her. Sitting upright, she soon discovered, had her head stuck up between the low branches, and was tiring as well. She settled for lying down on her back next the fawn, who, to her surprise, allowed Dasha to nestle against her with no sign of protest or anxiety. The ground was not as flat or as soft as Dasha would have liked, but it was better, she supposed, than being outside, unsheltered. Deer slept in these conditions every day of their lives, and so did elk, and wolves, and bears, and every other wild creature of the forest. It was only humans who insisted on houses and beds. Although this little hollow under the branches was probably as close to a house and a bed as a deer could build. Would they accept living in a human habitation as preferable to these rough accommodations? Or would they reject the conditions that came with it?

“I wish I could ask you,” Dasha murmured to the doe, who remained steadfastly silent, as she had all along. Or rather, Dasha thought, she was silent in the sense of not speaking as a human would, but she had spoken to Dasha as a deer would, hadn’t she? And very clearly, repeating herself patiently until Dasha had grasped her meaning. Probably she considered Dasha to be deaf, dumb, and blind compared with her kin. Compared with the animals of the forest, Dasha was as foolish and as helpless as a newborn fawn.

Dasha closed her eyes. Visions of terrible things that could befall her—starving, falling and breaking her leg or her neck, being attacked by a wolf or a bear—paraded before her inner sight, but it was as if they were very far away and happening to someone else, not so close and viscerally real as they usually were. Another part of her was aware of the feeling of the ground beneath her, the warmth of the fawn against her shoulder, the scent of the spruce boughs above her. It was as if she were suspended between the two states, awareness of the certain present and the possible futures, and could float back and forth between them at will, with neither of them claiming her, neither of them keeping her trapped.

Dasha opened her eyes. It was now full dark, and she realized that much more time must have passed than she had thought. The deer was quietly chewing her cud. She reached her head over to sniff at Dasha’s face, and then rose to allow the fawn to nurse. When that was finished, she settled back down and became still. Dasha turned her head to look at her. There was just enough light for her night-sensitive eyes to catch a faint gleam coming off the doe’s own eyes, but the doe was lying there without moving, as if asleep. After a moment she began twitching and blinking the way sleepers did sometimes when they were dreaming.

“I wonder what you’re dreaming of,” Dasha whispered. “What do deer see in their dreams?”

The doe came awake, her waking body filled with a tension her sleeping body lacked, and she regarded Dasha thoughtfully.

“I’m sorry,” Dasha told her. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I was just wondering what you were dreaming.”

The doe cocked her head at Dasha, and then went back to chewing her cud. Dasha closed her eyes again.

This time it was she who dreamed—or was she? She could still feel the ground beneath her back, and the warm fawn curled up against her side, but she was also flying, sailing high over the treetops in the light of the waxing moon, now a large crescent hanging low in the sky. From her vantage point Dasha could see versts and versts of unbroken forest, even more vast than she had imagined. She lifted up higher, and saw there, off in the distance, a clearing, and there, ahead of her, a line that must be a road. It stretched off to the West, the direction of death.

That’s where I should go tomorrow, Dasha thought. If I keep going West, as I have been going, I’ll come to that road.

She opened her eyes. She was back in her body, underneath the tree. The doe was sleeping again, but when she felt Dasha’s gaze upon her, she awoke. She contemplated Dasha for a long moment, and then rose to her feet and slipped out from under the branches, disappearing into the night. The fawn watched her go, and then settled down more snugly by Dasha’s side.

Dasha closed her eyes, and slipped back into the same half-dozing, half-dreaming state as before, awakening only when the doe came back to join them, settling down beside them and chewing contentedly on her cud.

The rest of the night, which seemed to Dasha to last much longer than any other night she had ever experienced, while also fleeting by at twice the speed of a regular night, passed in much the same way, with Dasha and the doe alternating between dozing and waking, occasionally getting up to stretch and relieve themselves, and in the case of the doe, to nurse the fawn and feed herself, and then returning to the shelter of the hollow under the spruce boughs. 

Dasha saw many things in her dreams: the forest, and the lives within it, and the stars and the sky, and in the end it felt to her as she lay there unmoving as if her body had fused with the forest floor, and that the water flowing through its streams was the blood in her veins, and the wind blowing through the treetops was the breath in her lungs. She was immobile, paralyzed in her vastness, but with no need to move, encompassing as she did everything around her.

The gray light of dawn filtered in through the spruce branches, waking her and pulling her apart from the giant body she had gained. She sat up stiffly, shaking off the spruce needles that were stuck to her back. The doe also rose, and slipped out of their shelter.

“I have to go now,” Dasha told the fawn. “I have to go back to my own people. But I thank you for your trust.”

The fawn snuffled at her, and lipped at her hand, before getting to her feet and cautiously stepping out of the shelter after her mother. Dasha crawled out after them. It was very early in the morning, still practically night, considering how early the sun rose this time of year. The doe was walking towards the stream, the fawn at her side. Dasha followed them, staggering slightly and shivering in the chill morning air.

They stopped at the stream and drank. When they had had their fill, the doe raised her head and looked Dasha in the eye.

“Thank you,” Dasha told her. “Thank you for keeping me through the night. I have to go now. I’m sorry I couldn’t save your sister.” Tears prickled behind her eyes at the memory. “I would have saved her if I could,” she said. “I wish I could have. I wish my own people didn’t kill yours. I wish I was one of you, rather than one of them.”

The doe came over and pressed her muzzle against Dasha’s hand. The fawn came up and pressed her body briefly against Dasha’s leg, before scampering off. The doe gave Dasha one last look, and then wheeled around and leapt after her fawn, disappearing into the trees behind her. In a moment, it was as if they had never been.

Dasha shook her head, attempting to clear it, and ease the aching in her heart at their departure. It was, she thought, as close to forgiveness and a benediction as she was likely to get, and certainly more than she deserved.

“West,” she said to herself. “I should go West, towards the road.” She turned her back on the rising sun, and set off.

***
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NAVIGATING HER WAY across the forest floor in the pre-dawn grayness was tricky, especially as her lack of food began to tell. By the time the sun had risen her stomach was gripped with a painful hunger, the like of which she had never experienced before, and she felt so tired and weak that she had to sit down on a fallen log and lean against a tree to rest. The very high likelihood that she had many more versts to travel before she reached the road, that it might be all day, or even several days, of this, was such a miserable thought that she almost cried. Only the persistent attacks of the mosquitoes that were hovering around her made her get up off her perch and begin slogging grimly forward once more.

But by midmorning the hunger and the weakness were gone, replaced with a euphoric lightness that made her smile for no reason and burst into snatches of song as she strode along, stepping lightly over downed logs and branches, and stopping at every stream to take a handful of water. The nature of the forest changed, with dark, close-spaced spruces giving way to cheery, wide-spaced birches, with a springy carpet of moss underfoot. The thought of spending the rest of the day, or even several days, out here alone brought an even wider smile to her face, and even the whining of the mosquitoes was not enough to dim her mood.

She stopped around midday at a broad, swiftly-flowing stream and settled herself on a thick patch of moss at its bank. Her water-sense stretched out towards the cool liquid flowing past her, and she plunged her hands in, reveling in the sensation of it sliding past and through her fingers, before drinking greedily from it, tasting its faint earthiness and its delicious, clean water taste.

When it came time for her to carry on, she realized there was no way to cross the stream and remain dry. She considered taking off her boots and wading, but the bank where she was sitting was high and overhung, and the water looked to be above her knees, and even if she did make it across without mishap, she would have wet, muddy feet to contend with. She contemplated the situation for a moment, and then, without knowing why, although certain in her choice, she turned right and began walking upstream.

She had only gone a few dozen paces when she came to a double-trunked birch that had fallen over, forming a natural bridge across the stream. Dasha’s stomach twisted so hard at the sight that for a heartbeat she thought the water must have been bad, and that she was about to vomit. She clutched at a nearby tree to steady herself, and after a few deep breaths she realized the pangs were from hunger, which had returned with redoubled force.

It’s only hunger, Dasha told herself. It passed quick enough in the morning, and it will pass quick enough now. Just cross the stream, and keep going! She let go of the tree that was currently supporting her, and made her way unsteadily towards the natural bridge, her knees quaking beneath her as her feet sank into the deep moss.

The fallen trees were still fresh, not rotten at all, and, Dasha judged after bouncing on them lightly, not likely to break under her weight, even if they shook and moved under her with every shift of her body. She took two steps forward—and then had to throw herself off in a diving leap that only just took her onto the ground rather than into the water, as the tree bucked beneath her.

It’s not that hard! she told herself angrily, as she got back up from her hands and knees and checked for damage to her body or her clothing. Tumblers walk across thin little ropes all the time, and here you are falling off a tree trunk wider than your foot! If they can do it, so can you! Those words were more in the way of encouragement than actual truth, she knew, since tumblers trained for years to achieve their feats of balance and dexterity, but they did remind her of an important point, which was that tumblers walking on high ropes often held long poles in their hands as they did so. 

The first time Dasha had seen that, she had been very puzzled, convinced that it must make their task that much harder, but Boleslav Vlasiyevich had explained to her that no, the pole actually helped with balance, and had demonstrated to her, walking on a fence with and without a stick in his hands. He hadn’t let her climb up on the fence with him, no matter how much she had begged, but he had set up a narrow plank on the ground, and let her practice with that. Even staying on the plank, much lower and wider than the fencetop he had walked on, had been more difficult than Dasha had thought it would be, much to her chagrin, but holding a stick crosswise in both hands had allowed her to traverse its length without tumbling embarrassingly onto the ground. That memory, from at least ten years in the past, came back to her, as clear and as real as a vision, so that she could feel the stick in her hands, and the solidity it would give to her footsteps as she attempted to cross on the fallen tree.

She cast about her for a suitable stick. Movement caught her eye, and a tiny frog hopped away from her, leading her gaze to a branch lying on the ground. She went over and picked it up; it was thin and straight, and near as long as the span of both her arms, the perfect balancing pole.

“Thank you, little frog,” Dasha said. There was no reply, but she realized as she returned to the fallen tree that her head had cleared, and the hunger pains had gone.

Armed with her makeshift balancing pole, she stepped back up onto the natural bridge. The double bole meant, she discovered, that she could walk with one foot on each trunk, which meant she had to shift her weight frequently, as each trunk moved independently underneath her, but made her feel less like she was about to go tumbling off to the side.

Step by cautious step, pausing between each one, she made it halfway across the stream, and then had to pause and wait for the motion of the tree trunks to stop. She glanced down at the deep pool beneath her, and saw small fish flashing back and forth in the water. For a moment the sight distracted her and she thought she might fall in, but then the tree trunks, which had been shaking from her footsteps, stilled from her immobility, and she was able to look up and begin walking again.

One step from the far edge of the stream, the tree trunks, which had grown very thin, began to bend beneath her weight, threatening to spill her into the water, and she threw herself forward in a desperate leap, her foot tangling in the leaves and twigs of the tree’s crown. She slipped and stumbled, using her pole to catch herself and propel herself out of the tangle and onto solid ground.

A hissing came from the treetop. She looked down and saw a brown-and-yellow viper rear her head up and hiss at her in warning, her mouth gaping open in a wide grin.

“I’m sorry, little mother,” Dasha said to her, scrambling backwards. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to disturb you.” She tried to peer over from a place of safety and see if she had injured the snake or any of her young. She could see no sign of that, and after another hiss of warning, the viper slid back down into the leaves and disappeared.

Now that she was safely on the other side, undunked and unbitten, Dasha could see all the ways things could have gone wrong, and especially in the end, when she could have fallen into the water, she could have stepped on the snake and killed her, she could have been bitten, she could have been bitten and fallen into the water, where she would have drowned as the poison flooded through her system, incapacitating her, and those little fish she had been admiring would have eaten her flesh, and she would have been gone forever, or perhaps come back as a water-maiden like Vika, dragging others under the water to join her in her cold and watery fate...

Stop it! she ordered herself, dragging herself to her feet from where she was crouching by a tree. She looked around nervously several times, her feet crawling with the fear of stepping on a snake, before setting off again.

The crawling sensations abated as she continued to walk along, but the pains in her stomach intensified, and soon her head was swimming again, until the sounds of her footsteps seemed to fill up her ears. So it took her a while to realize that it was not just her footsteps she was hearing.

She froze. There was another footstep, and then silence. She took another step. There was another step, and then more silence, punctuated after a moment by a snuffling snort. A bolt of terror, so keen Dasha was surprised not to see blood welling out of the wound, pierced her chest. She wanted to sink down onto the ground, curl up like a hedgehog, scuttle away like a mouse, bolt like a deer, slither off into her hole like a snake, but her body felt enormous, so huge it must be visible from half a verst away, with her blood pulsing through her veins so loudly that surely every other creature in the forest could hear it.

After an agonizingly long pause, she looked up into the tree beside her. Could she climb up into it? But it was a spindly thing, with branches that only started above her head height, and that wouldn’t bear her weight anyway. Her eyes darted to the neighboring trees. All the same. There was no safety to be found that way.

That panicked thought was followed by the slightly less panicked thought that, while she hadn’t found a place of refuge in her desperate survey, she also hadn’t seen her invisible stalker. So it must be farther away than she had originally thought. Her heart thundering in her ears, and her eyes so alert that even the shade of the forest seemed painfully bright, she took a step forward. Her ears were ringing so much that she couldn’t have heard anyone walking even right beside her, but nothing launched itself out of the woods and pounced on her, so she took another step forward. Still nothing. Another step. Her heart quieted down enough for her to hear heavy steps off in the trees, to her right, accompanied by snuffling and snorting.

A wolf? she wondered, but then she remembered how silently Serenkaya had moved. A bear, then? She had never seen a wild bear. Occasionally tumbling troupes would bring tame ones with them as part of their act, and force the poor things to dance, shuffling sadly from foot to foot, iron rings through their noses. Dasha had always looked away, not understanding the pleasure that others seemed to take at this horrid spectacle. But she doubted the bear, if that’s what it was, here in the woods with her would care. Even if he knew what was in her heart, she hadn’t done anything to stop the cruelty to his kin, despite abhorring it. And she rather doubted that bears cared about such human considerations anyway.

Stay, or keep walking? she asked herself. Perhaps if she stood here long enough, the bear would go off on his own way and leave her alone, and she could continue her journey. Or perhaps he would come over and investigate her, or she would be stuck here all day, which meant all night as well. Her stomach twisted painfully, flooding her mouth with saliva. She took a step, and then another, and another. Her shadower continued to move parallel to her, just out of her sight, but made no move to molest her. She began walking more confidently. Her shadower picked up his pace as well, but came no closer. 

This continued for at least, as best Dasha could judge the distance, another verst. The birches began to be interspersed with more and more firs, and then gave way to them entirely, as the light open forest through which she had been moving became dark and dense once again. This slowed her pace; she hoped that her follower would turn aside and return to the open woods, but the snuffling and the heavy footsteps continued, keeping pace with her just out of her sight, although she began to have the sense that they were drawing closer and closer. She turned to her left, off to the South, for several dozen paces, but the unseen stalker seemed to turn with her, so she turned back West again.

The sun was already below the treetops, and Dasha was beginning to think that she couldn’t take another step, when she stumbled out into a little clearing. She clutched at a tree for balance, disoriented by the sudden lack of barriers around her. The heavy footsteps off in the distance kept going, and they were not so far off in the distance now.

They’re coming right for me! Dasha thought. She backed up against the tree she was currently clutching, and tried to climb up into it, but its branches were both thin and closely set, and all she managed to do was scrape her hands and get covered with needles and sticky sap. There was a loud whuffling noise behind her. Slowly, her head and her feet moving as if belonging to separate bodies, she turned around.

A large round shaggy head was peering into the clearing, topped by small round ears that that were incongruously toy-like. Seeing Dasha’s gaze upon him, the rest of the bear came shambling into the clearing on all fours, and then stopped and sat back on his hind paws. His head rose well over two yards above the ground, taller than a tall man. His thick brown coat, along with his round head and ears, made him look almost comical and cuddly, but each of his claws was as long as Dasha’s hand.

“Wh-what do you want?” Dasha asked, her voice quavering. “What do you want from me?”

The bear cocked his head but did nothing.

“Are you hunting me?” Dasha asked.

The bear continued to do nothing. Dasha took this as a good sign.

“Are you trying to help me?” Dasha asked.

The bear whuffed at her, and came back down onto all fours, his muscles moving predatorily under his heavy coat. In this position he had a large hump between his shoulders, which rolled back and forth, his skin and muscles rippling, as he began to pace towards Dasha. His pigeon-toed, rolling gate should have been funny, but this close, with nothing holding him back, nothing between them, it only made him threatening. Dasha looked desperately once more up at the tree she had tried and failed to climb, and then stepped forward.

“Hello, little brother,” she said. The bear whuffed again and stopped, contemplating her. Then he reared back and roared.

Dasha dropped down to her knees. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, little brother,” she said, looking at the moss beneath her.

The bear huffed as if to say that she couldn’t possibly frighten him.

“You’re protecting me, aren’t you?” Dasha asked. “You’re not hunting me, you’re protecting me while I’m out here alone, aren’t you?”

There was another huffing sound, and then more heavy footsteps. A warm wet tongue slid roughly across Dasha’s forehead, wiping away all the sweat and grime that had accumulated there.

“Thank you for your blessing, brother,” Dasha whispered, keeping her eyes firmly fixed on the ground, not daring to look up.

The bear sniffed at her, and then shambled past, buffeting her with his side as he passed and knocking her back onto her heels before moving heavily off into the trees, heading South. After a moment Dasha scrambled to her feet and followed him.

She moved as fast as she could, but the sound of his footsteps soon fell silent. She continued walking in the same direction, though, ignoring her thirst, the pain in her belly, the cramps in her muscles, the ache in her head, the soreness in her feet.

Keep going, she told herself. Keep going, keep going, keep going. The bear came to you for a reason! Keep going. The sky above her turned from blue to red to gray, and she was stumbling as much as she was walking.

Keep going! she told herself. Don’t stop until you can’t take another step! She tripped over a fallen branch and went down on one knee. Don’t stop! she repeated to herself. Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop! She used the branches of a nearby tree to pull herself upright, and took two more steps. On the third step, her foot stepped out over empty air, and before she could pull it back, the knee of her other leg buckled, and she went crashing and sliding down a bank, landing, not in the water as she expected, but on hard flat ground. She had found the road.

​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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EVEN WITH THE QUARTER-moon sailing above her in the sky, it was too dark for her to know what road she was on, except that it was narrow and in the deep woods. It could have been the road leading from the main Severnolesnaya road to the sanctuary, or it could have been some other side road: there was no way for her to tell, nor was there any way for her to tell where she was in relation to the main road or any settlements.

Stay the night here, or keep walking? she asked herself. She looked up and down the road. Lying in the middle of it held no appeal. She could attempt to take shelter under the overhanging banks on either side, but that was hardly any better, and meant a full night with no food or water. Her legs ached at the thought of more walking, but her back ached even more at the thought of another night lying on the ground, and the hunger that had receded during her recent adventures flared suddenly back to life.

Keep walking, she decided. At least for a few more versts. And maybe luck will be with me, and I’ll come across a settlement. There had been a small waystation at the crossroads where the road to the sanctuary turned off from the main road: if the gods were with her, then perhaps that was the road she was on, and she would reach that waystation, or some
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