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“WOLF ISLAND” IS A NOVELETTE that goes between The Breathing Sea and The Singing Shore, the two miniseries in The Zemnian Series featuring Darya Krasnoslavovna. In it we meet Urho and his sister Tuulikki for the first time.

Urho and Tuulikki are from Pohjoisniemi (“North Cape” or “North Peninsula”), a region in Seumi, which is similar to the real country of Suomi (Finland).

Susisaari (Wolf Island) is a real island, just off the coast of Helsinki. You can take a short boat ride out there and tour the old fortifications and watch the giant passenger ferries set off from Helsinki to Stockholm. Although I spent several hours there and walked all over the island, I’m afraid that nothing nearly as exciting as the events of this story took place—as far as I know. Maybe they did and I wasn’t paying attention?

Urho is a real Finnish name, and means “hero.” The indigenous Finns normally had nature names for their surnames, but the conquering Swedes (here the Rutsi, similar to Ruotsi, the Finnish word for Sweden) tended to call them “son of so-and-so” (-npoika), in imitation of their own naming conventions, and that is repeated here. Urho’s real surname, though, is Kivinieminen, or “Stone Cape.” And like Urho, Finns are known throughout the Nordic and Slavic world for their quiet, at times taciturn, ways.
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THE SUN SLANTED IN from below the afternoon clouds and lit the underside of the gull’s wings. Urho watched it as it flew away from the mainland to the black mass on the horizon that was his destination. Its cry flew back to him.

“What are you looking at, Urho?” asked Heikki Pekanpoika.

“The gull.”

“I’d have thought you’d have seen enough gulls already. Don’t they have them in Pohjoisniemi?”

“Many. My sister once made a song about the light on a gull’s wings, so that every time I saw one, I would know she was with me.”

“I would like to go to Pohjoisniemi someday,” said Heikki wistfully. “My father speaks of it often, but I have never seen it. Until I came here, I spent all my life in High Court.”

“Pekanpoika! Taunonpoika! We’re boarding!” shouted their captain.

When Urho arrived at the ship, unfamiliar soldiers were waiting on board. They looked at him curiously as he stepped onto the deck.

“Pekanpoika, go join the others,” ordered their captain. “Taunonpoika, come with me.”

Urho followed him to the railing, where another Rutsi officer was standing.

“This is him. Our scout, Urho Taunonpoika. From Pohjoisniemi. He was taken into the army along with all the other boys there about ten years ago. Taunonpoika, this is Anders Olafsson. He and his men will be joining us on our expedition.” Even though he was their commander, Deryk Petarsson watched the other man uncertainly as he spoke.

“I’ve heard great things about you Pohjoisniemi boys,” said Anders Olafsson. He flicked back his blond hair as he spoke. He was unusually handsome, and his ears were pointed. Urho knew that was important to the Rutsi for some reason. “And Deryk Petarsson here has spoken very highly of you. Tell me: are you as good as he says?”

“I’m not bad,” said Urho.

Anders Olafsson’s eyes lit up, and the corners of his mouth twitched. “I’m sure. I’ve heard you don’t talk much, either.”

Urho didn’t answer, which made Anders Olafsson’s mouth twitch again, this time with less laughter.

“He’s the best I’ve ever seen,” said Deryk Petarsson. “The best scout, the best tracker, and the best hunter I’ve ever come across. In his free time, he hunts bears singlehandedly.”

“I don’t believe it,” said Anders Olafsson, a grin returning to his face.

“It’s true! Tell him, Taunonpoika.”

“Everybody does it in Pohjoisniemi,” said Urho. “It’s you Rutsi who need a hundred men to bring back a bear. In Pohjoisniemi we are stronger.”

Anders Olafsson laughed. “You Pohjoisniemi boys are a strange lot, aren’t you?”

Urho said nothing. He regretted his outburst. Anders Olafsson was already irritating him.  

The ship slipped away from the shore and began cutting through the water. Anders Olafsson stopped laughing, and swallowed uneasily.  

“You don’t have much of a sense of humor, do you? Well, fair enough. Tell me about the island we are going to claim for the High King in High Court.”

“It is called Susisaari. Nobody lives there. Except things that bite.”

“Like bears?” Anders Olafsson swallowed uneasily again, like a man whose breakfast was threatening to rise up and rebel against him.

“Like mosquitoes. Many mosquitoes.”

“What does its name mean?”

“Wolf Island.”

“Are there a lot of wolves there?”

“Probably.”

“Do people go there often?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Bad luck.”

“And yet the High King wants it desperately,” said Anders Olafsson. He stopped, swallowed, and then continued, “He wants all your Seumi magic, and he’s convinced this island is especially full of it. We have two dozen handpicked men and the best scout in the army on this ship. That should be enough to take an uninhabited island, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps,” said Urho. “I’ve never been there.”

“And why not? You look like the adventurous type. It’s not that far from Pohjoisniemi. I’d have thought you’d have been there and back a dozen times already.”

“No one goes there.”

Anders Olafsson looked at him a little longer before shaking his head and saying, “Come on, Deri, let’s leave him to himself. I hope his tracking is better than his talking.”

“It is, uh, Andi, it is. You won’t believe it when you see it. I swear he uses some dark art not known to ordinary men...” The two men walked off to stand by the captain of the ship and talk. At one point Anders Olafsson suddenly broke away to go vomit over the railing. Then he stood there for a long time, looking miserable, before trudging slowly back to Deryk Petarsson and the captain.

All the sailors were working, and the soldiers were playing cards or watching the mainland recede. Urho leaned against the railing and watched Susisaari draw closer. There was a good wind. His sister had said she would wish a good wind for him every day he was away. Right now he wished she wouldn’t bother, but the wind kept coming anyway.

The sun never set in the summer this far north, but as they drew close to Susisaari it hid behind the clouds, making everything dark as dusk. Even the scrubby birches that covered the island seemed dark. Or maybe, Urho thought, that was clouds of insects rising into the air on their approach, eagerly seeking fresh prey. The wind had stopped as soon as they had dropped anchor.

“We’ve been discussing the landing party, Taunonpoika,” said Deryk Petarsson, coming over to him. Anders Olafsson stood behind him and watched Urho, grinning again, even though he still looked a little green. “Do you have any thoughts? What threats are we likely to face? How many men do you think will be sufficient?”

“I need to scout,” said Urho. “Everyone else should wait.”

“That seems overly cautious,” said Anders Olafsson with a laugh that turned into a convulsive swallow. “What dangers are you expecting? Or do you hope to draw off the mosquitoes, thereby saving the rest of us from a terrible death? I swear I can hear their whining already.” 

“I expect nothing. That is why I must go first.”

Anders Olafsson laughed again, but said, “Very well, it will give the rest of us the chance to dine in peace on the ship. Take Pekanpoika to row you over. Maybe you Pohjoisniemi boys will be able to sense something we civilized men cannot. Come, Deri, I have a bottle of Middle Sea wine I want to share with you while we wait...” He walked off without waiting for an answer and went to stand by the dragon figurehead at the prow. He did not, Urho noticed, drink any of the wine himself.

“Be careful, Taunonpoika,” said Deryk Petarsson. “Even if there are only bears and wolves, they can still be dangerous. Don’t take any chances. The dark gods take these mosquitoes!” He slapped one on his face, leaving a bloody trail. “If only the wind would rise again.”

Urho fingered a knotted piece of string in his pocket. “Perhaps it will. I will be back by midnight.”

“I will be awaiting your report. And...look...this Anders Olafsson...” Deryk Petarsson swallowed, stopped, and then turned and walked off without saying more.

The captain of the ship insisted on sending one of his men to row Urho over to the island, saying he didn’t
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