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I am the Bat and I have the Raven’s quill. It is the most important thing I have because it gives me a meaning and a duty. I can write.

   I do not know whether anyone will ever read these notes of mine when I am no longer sitting upon them, perhaps they will be thrown on the bonfire; perhaps they will be forgotten and will slowly decay through time. 

   I feel rather sad when I think of it but not for very long and not very often because we scribes respect that which is here right now. For us, the most important moment of all is when our quill scratches across the paper and leaves its mark. We believe that the best of it is that we can tell what we have to tell, that we can begin our story by saying: here I sit with all my pencils and this is why I am important, even though I may claim otherwise. Because without me this story would not be a story at all, just talk that would be forgotten and distant memories. Without me the main characters would not be main characters and the heroes would not be heroes; they would just exist and would then be forgotten. My writing is a gift to them. I will not say that it is a debt which I am paying them, even though they have given me such a great deal. That is something I can never repay or reimburse, I do not need to, as my birth itself was payment enough.

   I will tell this story as accurately and as honestly as I can, although my quill is of the kind that does not always obey me. It wants to write in a way that will seduce the reader. I do not know why the Raven cast this magic upon it and I will try to fight against it. I am not a poet, I am merely a scribe. I do not even know any fine expressions and I do not know how to paint sharp images with words like real poets do. Everyone – Ursula, Hirvi the Elk, Varpunen, the old King and even Paju – will laugh and jeer at me for saying this. They will say that I am just trying to hide my passion but I still deny this. That in no way means that I am making light of my work. 

   Then there is the Adder, who is almost always with me. Even though he does not give out advice or ask favours of me I still notice that I try to please him with my words. I will fight against this too, because this is not the Adder’s story, even though he and his people are present in everything that happens. 

   First I shall write about a woman who was born in a palace, a Princess, because without her I would not be sitting here with the Adder writing away, I would not be the Bat and neither would I be important. 

Chapter One

“He put swords in the men’s belts

weapons in the fellows’ hands

pikes in the boys’ belts

billhooks on the striplings’ shoulders.”

(Kalevala 31:47-50)

Ursula was the King’s daughter.

   She had no brothers or sisters and her mother died when she was just a baby. People used to say that the Queen’s spirit would clomp around in one of the rooms in the tower. Many a time Ursula had stood on the staircase and listened as the silence was suddenly shattered: pieces of furniture would start thumping against the walls and the locked door and a tormented wailing would echo around the stairwell. But Ursula never dared open the door and neither did anyone else.

   A child – especially the heir to the throne – has great difficulty finding friends in a place like the royal castle. Thus her father became the sun around which the little Princess learned to revolve.

   When her father was not at home Ursula would wait for him to return. She would continuously ask the servants, “Is he coming back today?” And when they replied that he would not be coming back that day then the little girl would ask, “Is he coming back tomorrow? Will he be back in the morning when I wake up?”

   Then once he had come back Ursula would begin waiting for him to leave again. She would eavesdrop in doorways or next to walls and try to find out from listening to the commanders’ talk when her father would once again have to return to the front or leave for some other reason. 

   Once he had left the Princess missed him because he was the only person she had to miss. When she was around him, however, Ursula was sad and restless and would often burst into tears or fume with rage so much so that she would have to leave the room. 

   From an early age Ursula learned that her father was a war-faring king. The kind of ruler who was prepared to wring every last drop of water out of his kingdom, so that every young man had to spend the best years of their lives fighting at the front. When they returned – if they returned at all – they had become old men and it was left to the women and the elderly to farm the land, to rear cattle and to build houses. Everything available was used to support those at war.

   Because of the war things always felt somewhat temporary. People spent all their time waiting for change and for an end to the fighting. They eked out their existence with all the strength they had and said, “let’s just get by until the spring” or “once it’s autumn things will be different”. Many springs and many autumns came and went but still people clung to even the faintest glimmer of hope, for otherwise they would have thrown themselves to the ground and given in to death without putting up any resistance whatsoever.

   Thus the Princess grew used to waiting. She waited for he father and then for his departure, but she also waited for a real beginning: she waited for a real life to begin, for the sun to shine and for the corn to rise from the earth.

   Ursula rarely met her father. Even when he was not waging war the King would be dashing around the country at various tournaments and rowdy festivities. When he met his daughter he would often turn his head to the side and would speak to her carefully and cautiously, as if he were afraid of her.

   The King constantly reminded her that the Princess could have whatsoever she desired, that she should not want for anything. Sometimes he would ask her to wish for something that he could bring back from his conquests. He would begrudgingly sit the girl on his knee and awkwardly stroke her head. She would look up at his ruddy face and would try to avoid the smell of alcohol on his breath.

   “Ask for anything you want, my little one. Father will bring you whatever you desire. Father will get anything that makes you happy.”

   The Princess would try to think of something so as to please her father but could feel a sense of restlessness growing between them. Sitting in her father’s lap felt the same as sitting in a saddle during a wild run; she constantly had to be prepared for the horse to rear up on its hind legs and dash headlong into a frantic gallop. 

   They did not have much time together, so that which they did have had to be used carefully. So hard did they try to put this time to good use that more often than not they would end up becoming irritated with each other and throwing it all away, like a beautifully embossed sheet of paper which has to be filled so delicately and prettily that it makes you want to crumple it up before you have even started. It will only end up on the fire – and there will be no more sheets of paper for a very long time. 

   The Princess cautiously touched her father’s rough beard and said, “Bring me a doll.”

   The King sighed wearily. “You already have lots of dolls. Wish for something more valuable, something more suited to a princess.”

   “Bring me a house for all my dolls!”

   Clearly annoyed, her father lifted her down on to the floor. “As you please, seeing as you cannot wish for anything more.”

   “Bring me a crown!” she cried out but her father had already staggered far away and gestured to one of the servants to bring him more to drink.

   The girl also decided to summon this servant and said, “Bring me some wine!”

   The servant bowed and smiled. “Your Highness, children do not drink wine.” The Princess demanded that this disobedient servant be dismissed but none of the others agreed to bring her a bottle of wine either. On this matter they were absolutely unanimous and there was nothing she could do about it. 

   Instead of wine Ursula gathered all her dolls together and fetched a great pair of shears, then she chopped off their golden hair and cut her toys dressed in the finest clothes to shreds so all the servant girls could do was moan and wring their hands.

Did Ursula think she was doing harm to anyone other than herself? No doubt she can no longer remember. But she does remember looking out of the window as her father returned to the front. The King was riding at the head of the troop and there were no longer any signs of his drunkenness. Banners and flags were fluttering and drums rattling and her father did not look back. 

   He did not make a habit of saying goodbye.

   Ursula will tell me everything now. I will find out things that not even Hirvi the Elk knows. Ursula and I are sitting next to each other. Because when I am with Ursula I am different: I can sit, talk and even walk. My body lies in its bed, but I can sing and move, although no real Bat could ever do so.

Ursula often stood on the balcony watching the goings-on in the square below. She would bring her stool right up next to the railing so that she could see down to the square. No one normally noticed the head popping out from behind the railings but once there was an old woman sitting right opposite the balcony and watching. Ursula giggled to herself when she saw the woman’s ragged clothes. From the balcony she could make out the wrinkles and dirt and grey head of thin hair, which was dishevelled and unkempt. Gosh, how ugly and dreadful this old trout is! Just like a thin, half-plucked old crow!

   The old woman began shouting as soon as she realised there was someone on the balcony. “All my children have been taken away from me! I’ve lost three sons! I’ll never get them back! Who’s going to pay for this? Who will pay this debt? Who will pay?”

   Ursula drew her head out of sight but the shouting and lamenting carried on. 

   “Yes, you can still hear! You tell the King that he has a debt to pay!”

   “Biddy,” the Princess whispered. “Crow!”

   As she hid there giggling she saw how the old woman spread out her dark ragged wings and rose up to look at her. 

   “Do you think it’s funny, you with your crown? You may laugh now, but one day you too shall bear a child, a son of your own, and you will have to give him away.”

   Ursula panicked and turned to run inside, but she could still hear the woman behind her. “There will come a day when you will be as I am now. You will shout after your son and your son will cry for you but a great curtain of fire will fall between you. Then you will also ask your father: who will pay? Who will repay this? And on that day you can say to your beloved forefather that he himself must descend into the underworld. He is the one who must…”

   The Princess’ little legs were nailed to the spot. She could not lift them from the floor. 

   The woman then began to shout at someone else and the Princess realised that the guards had come to take the woman away. She glanced behind her but the woman was no longer flapping about beside the balcony – had she been flapping about at all? The Princess rubbed her eyes and looked back again but there was no one to be seen. She could only hear the sound of the woman’s cawing from the square. “I will not leave this spot until I have said what I have to say.”

   The balcony door opened. Her father had come to take the Princess indoors. He happened to be at home at that moment as he had received a wound to his arm. 

   Upon this the woman became even more agitated. “Listen to me, King! Will you fetch my son from the underworld?”

   Her father did not reply but turned towards the door dragging his daughter by the arm. 

   “You are evil! You are accursed! I say unto you, you will not sleep a single night until you have paid this debt to me. You will not live a single day without a feeling of guilt gnawing away at you! It has my face and it will eat away at you like a rat, little by little. This rat speaks with the voice of a young man and will ask, why he was not allowed to live! He will ask, why he had to throw away his only life…”   

   The old woman continued her cawing but her words stopped making sense and her voice became fainter as she was dragged further and further away. Her father did not look at all shocked. Ursula could not stop herself crying and this upset her father.

   “You must not worry about things like that,” he snapped. “Rulers are always blamed for all kinds of things, because they are the people who carry the responsibility.”

   As her tears did not stop her father tried to play a game with her.

   “That nasty woman did not even come up with anything serious. I’m not afraid of having nightmares – in any case, it is a soldier’s destiny. And how can I repay a debt to her? I cannot bring the dead back to life.”

   Her father grabbed hold of her by the shoulders and shook her.

   “Listen to me carefully, so perhaps you will understand. I cannot bring the dead back to life, but I guarantee that that old hag can live in a free land, a land which gets bigger by the day. Her sons willingly sacrificed themselves for such a goal. They were indebted to their ancestors to do so and they knew the meaning of honour and bravery. You do understand that these are not just pretty words? You understand that they cannot be compared with bread and… other kinds of everyday things?”

   Her father rarely spoke to her of anything at all and even more seldom did he use such serious words. Once he had finished talking he left Ursula standing in the corridor as if he had completely forgotten she was there. She understood that the King was worried about these serious matters so he should not have to listen to children’s prattle. She carefully stored her father’s strong words in her mind and when she heard him trundling off she stopped crying. 

   But that very same night Ursula met the one person she wished she had never ever met. After this she could often make out the little figure in the castle courtyard and even sitting on the saddle behind the King as he rode out with his troops. It would come into her room just like on this particular night, even though the door was locked. It taught Ursula about fear; it taught her that fear is something more than just panic or suspense. It would sit beside Ursula’s bed.

   Ursula awoke from a deep, dreamy sleep and immediately noticed that someone had come into her room. 

   “Father?” she whispered but as her eyes adjusted to the darkness she could see that the stranger was a child.

   “I’ll light a candle.”

   Ursula reached her hand out towards the bedside table but sharp claws suddenly grabbed hold of her wrist. She gave a shout and franticly withdrew into the protection of the blankets. From underneath the blankets she peeped out at the stranger, she could make out its eyes which were huge and white. Its head was smooth and round and its sharp teeth glimmered as the stranger opened its mouth to speak.    

   “It’s time you got to know me, because I am your master and your father’s master.”

   The voice was not that of a child.

   “My father doesn’t even know you,” Ursula managed to whisper. She reckoned that she would be able to reach the door before this mad dwarf, but would she have enough time to unlock it?

   “Stay where you are. I can find you whenever I please. Now I just want you to know that I am with you.”

   Ursula threw a pillow at the stranger’s face and jumped to her feet but immediately the being was upon her. Its soft, cold limbs squeezed Ursula all over her body and a strange, sharp smell seemed to fill the entire room. The stranger kissed Ursula on the cheek then threw her back on the bed. 

   At that moment she woke up and realised that the sun had risen. As she looked in the mirror she saw a chapped red circle shining on her cheek.

Upon the King’s consent the Princess practiced riding and fencing. She had her very own small coat of armour made for her and she was allowed to use the King’s old sword, which was much smaller than a normal sword. She managed to lift it quite well and thought she was very fast and skilful as she rode on her pony towards scarecrows, squealing with delight as she hit them in the stomach or the chest and giddying her pony into a wild gallop.

   “An amusing child,” she heard someone saying and she could see that her practice made the people in the castle laugh. It did not matter because there were quite enough teachers around, as everyone knew that the King was most concerned that his daughter should be able to excel at these things. Indeed, the King often came to watch her practice and to encourage her with shouting and laughter.

   Of course there was only one goal in all this hard work and the Princess assumed that that would be obvious to her father too, she thought that was why he was so pleased to see her practicing. 

   One day Ursula asked, “How old do I have to be before I can ride out into battle with you? I can ride by your side and we can put a great golden plume on my horse too.”

   But her father shook his head. His smile looked different now. “You will not be taking part in any kind of war. It is not something for women, least of all for a Princess.”

   “But you have allowed me to…”

   “Women are of use in other ways,” one of the generals hastened to explain.

   “It is not at all demeaning,” her father reminded her to the chorus of the other commanders. “If women did not take care of the food supplies and things like that, my army would starve to death. The men would have to march naked!”

   Ursula shook her head. They were clearly teasing her. “I know that women take part in battles. You yourself have told me all about Marianne Axehand. You have told me lots of times how she can kill many soldiers with a single blow of her axe. You admire that woman. Then there is Birgitta the Lazy-Eyed…”

   “You have quite misunderstood,” said her father in a voice that meant they would no longer speak about this and gestured to his henchmen to join him in explaining. “Mad people and deviants are a different matter entirely. The Princess is the jewel of the kingdom and must be looked after with the utmost care.”

   “What shall I do then?” asked the Princess. She had been appallingly cheated but still she managed to speak in the humblest and most polite voice she could. “I want to help too.”

   “Handkerchiefs,” shouted some old man with a beard and nodded seriously.

   “What?”

   “We need carefully embroidered and initialled handkerchiefs.”

   “So I should embroider handkerchiefs? With a needle and thread?” 

   Someone guffawed but the King remained serious and nodded.

   A black cloud of anger covered the Princess’ face and even though she tried to agree to this, as big girls should, bitter words still forced their way out of her mouth just as they had done many times before. “Tell me then, Father, who it is that sits behind you in the saddle as you ride out.”

   Her father turned his back on her sharply and as he wandered off he muttered: “There’s no use tormenting yourself or other people with your ranting. Why would there be anyone else in my saddle apart from me myself?”

Of course the Princess can also remember happier moments. They were glimpses of what life could have been like had the Queen still been alive. At least that is what the Princess believes.

   “Because, don’t mothers always devote themselves to their children?” she asks me. My own experiences of this are rather different but I just grunt affirmatively and let her continue.

Ursula does not remember her mother at all but she does remember resting in the arms of one of the old ladies in the court. The old lady would softly sing to her and rock her until she fell asleep. The little child would always fall asleep in her arms and when the child awoke she would always be there. Although the Princess was only a baby she could still sense the warmth which radiated from this elderly lady.

   Presumably the old lady became tired of this because a new nanny arrived. The child could not express just how much she missed her in any other way but crying; this sorrow is something she has never forgotten, even though there are many events in her early childhood that she cannot quite remember.    

Chapter Two

“well, who

shall be the maid’s advisor

and the lassie’s instructor?

Osmo-daughter, plump woman

Kaleva-daughter, fair lass –

she’ll advise the maid

instruct the orphan,”

(Kalevala 23:2-8)

It so happened that one Lea was hired as Ursula’s nanny. She was a poor girl and lived in a cottage outside the castle. She was of course carefully instructed to beware of the Princess and to do everything that was asked of her – or at least to behave in such a way that the uppity young lady would remain content. Lea’s head would remain on her shoulders if she managed to please the Princess. Ursula had never actually ordered any of her servants to be beheaded, but the whip was often used at her discretion. 

   Nonetheless, Lea did not seem to understand the danger of this situation, even though Ursula constantly reminded her of the fact.

Ursula still cannot say with any certainty whether Lea was a halfwit or just plain brave, whether she simply did not care for the rules or whether she consciously tried to defy them. 

   “I was still small then and we did not have much time together. I do not know what Lea was really like,” Ursula claims. 

   I close my eyes and I can see two Leas: one is a fair-skinned maiden, in whose eyes there lies a certain worry; the other gives a cunning smile, uses beautiful words and lightly fingers golden trinkets whenever no one is looking.

The first task Lea carried out was to wake Ursula early in the morning. This was expressly forbidden, as the young Princess enjoyed her sleep. 

   Indeed, she had already warned the servants of this fact: “When I am asleep I am in another world, which is far more pleasant than this one. You must therefore understand that if one of you were to wake me for this dream-land I could not possibly look upon it favourably.”

   Then along came Lea, whisked the blankets from the bed and said, “Time to wake up! You’ve got plenty of time to go out for a run and gather flowers before I bring your breakfast.”

   “Has there been a revolution, or else why am I being treated in this manner?” Ursula wondered, shocked. 

   A bright blue pair of eyes was looking down at her right up close to her face. Lea even began to ruffle Ursula’s hair. The Princess drew back so sharply that she hit her head against the wooden headboard. “I have been told, but I don’t understand. I’m a simple girl,” explained Lea. Then she wrenched open the curtains so that the Princess’ eyes were blinded by the light flooding into the room.

   The Princess decided to dismiss this new servant straight away and have someone replace her. Perhaps this new girl even deserved a few lashes of the whip, even though she claimed not to be particularly bright – why on earth was someone like her hired in the first place?

   However, the Princess did not even manage to open her mouth so astonished she was by her new servant’s clothes. This girl did not seem to have a clue about etiquette. Her dark brown hair was loosely flowing down upon her shoulders and her white apron had been tossed over the back of a chair. 

   Finally Ursula said, “You really are quite stupid to suggest that I go out gathering flowers. And I certainly do not run about outside like the children in the village.” She had to laugh, although she would rather have remained serious and intimidating. A Princess gathering flowers! Next she would surely suggest digging up worms and collecting crickets in a jar.

   “Well, it’s your loss. What are you going to do instead?” replied Lea as she busily put the stuffy room to rights. 

   “You are going to entertain me. You shall read to me, perform puppet plays and play games with me.”

   “And of course I’ll be the one that loses every time.”

   “Well, what do you suggest?”

   Once again Lea giggled impudently. 

   “Well?” Ursula shouted. “If you will not let me rest even though I am tired then I suppose I will have to get up. Do I have to dress myself or can I still have some assistance?”

   Lea helped the Princess do up the laces on her corset and said, “Girls like me all have clothes that they are able to do up by themselves.”

   The Princess could have put an end to this cheeky servant’s career with but a few words and was on the verge of doing just that, but something inside her made her want to put up a fight. She wanted to respond to this girl’s bare-faced cheek with some even more scathing remarks, she wanted to give this servant a taste of her own medicine. Little by little a strange kind of excitement and expectation began to merge with her indignation.

   Once she had been dressed and her hair had been done, the Princess demanded, “Now read to me. Take a book off the shelf.”

   “I can’t read,” said Lea. “Perhaps you could teach me?”

   “I cannot read either,” she admitted. “After all, I do not need to.”

   “Of course you need to! Anybody could cheat someone who can’t read. What about when you want to write love letters – do you really want someone else to have to write them for you?”

   “I shall not be writing any kind of letters and naturally the servants will read for me. Why have you come here to taunt me so early in the morning? Go away!”

   However, she did nothing to make good her command and Lea certainly noticed this. 

   “Let’s learn to read together,” she suggested innocently. Of course she knew how to read – how could two fools teach one another – but Ursula only understood this much later. 

   Finally Ursula agreed to look at the alphabet with Lea. Lea tried to sit the Princess on her lap but she wriggled free. Lea allowed her to go but little by little put her arm around Ursula’s shoulders as she read out the names of the letters. Then together they tried to spell words which the letters formed. It did not seem difficult at all.

   “You’re very good at this!” Lea said trying to sound sincere.

   Ursula became so interested in this that she decided not to have breakfast at all. They studied the alphabet until late in the afternoon and then the Princess began to learn how to write the letters herself. 

   A few days later Lea brought her a simple dress, which had been sewn from beautiful material but which was almost entirely plain.

   “You’ll be able to put this on by yourself,” said Lea.

   “Why is it I have to dress myself?” asked the Princess indignantly. Although spending time with Lea was fun, it was sometimes difficult to tolerate her lack of respect. Not to mention that she had once again been woken up from the land of dreams before she had wanted. 

   The Princess had never so much as put her socks on by herself. Royals were simply not expected to do so and demanding that they should upset the natural order of the world. 

   “Do you really want to be at the mercy of other people all the time?” Lea replied and handed her the dress.

   Of course, Ursula had never thought that she was at the mercy of other people – quite the contrary. Nonetheless she finally took the dress and easily slipped into it. The fabric was soft and it was easy to move around in the dress, because it was not too tight around the waist. 

   Ursula looked in the mirror. She did not look particularly splendid without powder and a wig but the blue colour of the dress reflected the blue in her eyes so beautifully that for a long time she was lost in thought staring at her reflection. Lea stood behind her and tied the royal hair into a simple plait. 

   “Look! You’re even beautiful without any jewellery!”

   Ursula walked away from the mirror. Was it right to accept the servants’ suggestions? Was it even advisable to allow them to express their opinions? 

“Of course I thanked Lea for all the little skills she taught me, but I only thanked her when she was not around. I thanked her once I myself was far away from the court. It was thanks to Lea that I was able to read and write, I could tie knots. I knew how to… well, I cannot even think how much I learnt, but I became somehow different nonetheless.”

   Ursula gives a small, dejected laugh. From this I can tell that she has not met Lea where she lives now. 
“Let’s carry on learning to read!” the Princess commanded but Lea managed to get her to come outside. They took the alphabet book with them and sat under a tree and practiced spelling.

   Ursula found the weather acceptable: the wind did not lash her face and it was not too warm. It was very pleasant sitting under the tree where it was cool and she could breathe easily. The scent of the flowers was still quite faint and fresh and did not give her a headache. Later on in the summer all the flowers started to give off a heavy smell which filled the air.

That summer Lea taught Ursula far more than just how to read. After all, if she had wanted, the Princess could have had the best minds in the land to come and teach her. 

   In particular Ursula remembers the day when Lea took her back to her home to meet her numerous brothers and sisters and her parents. If anyone in the court had found out about this, then powder would have started flying and smelling salts would have swirled through the air, but they managed to keep their journey a secret.

   “That journey influenced my life long afterwards,” says Ursula, “but I would remember it, even if it were just a single moment, a single white cloud or a piece of rainbow in my window. Because clouds did not normally float past my window, but an eternal sky as grey as lead shadowed the whole castle and the sound of thunder rumbled from far away – at least that is how I remember it.”

From the kitchen Lea took with her many gifts for her family – she said that they were provisions for the Princess’ lunch – and a few old toys for the children.

   “You ought to have realised there and then that she just wanted to use you for her own ends,” said the King afterwards and at that time Ursula was inclined to believe him. 

“But if Lea really had wanted to use me for her own ends would she only have taken some bread and a few old toys from my huge collections? Surely she would have taken a pearl necklace from my jewellery box and precious gems from my dressing table – surely she would have slipped my golden comb up her sleeve?”

   I know exactly what the old King would have said to this. He would have said: 

   “Lea would have taken the pearl necklace if she really had been stupid and simple minded. She wanted more than these treasures – do you not understand?”  

Once she had stepped out of the gate Ursula stood for a moment to catch her breath. She had rarely been outside the castle gardens, where the wind seemed to blow more strongly and the air felt more powerful in her chest.

   They had dressed in a way that would not attract any attention. No one would be able to recognise the Princess. People walked across the square, shouting and shoving each other so much that Ursula thought she would soon be knocked over but Lea held her hand tightly. Lea responded to this brawling and shouting in the same way and led Ursula towards the town gates.

   A road stretched out of the stone wall, a road which seemed to carry on to the ends of the earth; Ursula could not see the end of the road on the horizon as it wound its way through the fields and in between small clusters of houses. 

   “You can see far off from here, “ said Lea. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

   “No. It is dusty and smelly.”

   “Smelly? The town stinks because there are so many people living in such a small place but outside the walls it smells of more than just rubbish. What’s wrong with the smell of hay? Or the smell of trees and flowers?”

   “I meant the smell of this road. The dust is getting in my mouth and my nose. Do you not even notice this strange smell of iron?”

   “No. I don’t understand what you mean.”

   Lea walked on ahead, all the things she was carrying did not seem to slow her down, but Ursula had never walked so far in her life. Soon her legs started to ache. Lea stopped a man with a horse and cart and he agreed to give them a ride in amongst his sacks of potatoes. 

   “Are you going home, Lea?” the man asked.

   “Yes I am,” replied Lea.

   “Has that young devil of a princess given you the boot already? There'll be no one left to serve her by the time we get that brat married off.”

   Ursula’s cheeks went bright red. She had to bite her lip and look away, she was ashamed of this stupid man, who did not know to watch his mouth.

   Lea tried to talk about something else but still the man continued to defame the King as was presumably the normal way of beginning a conversation in those days. People spoke about the King the way they speak about bad weather. He was like a failed crop that they just could not help moaning and complaining about. 

When they arrived Lea’s little brothers and sisters came running towards them. Some of the older ones stood shyly by the walls of the cottage.

   Lea’s mother quietly brought strawberries and milk for the guests and Lea handed out the presents to her little siblings. Ursula had to turn her head away uncomfortably as she saw the children enthusing over their new toys. 

   “You’ve just received presents from a guest,” said Lea, “what do you give in return?”

   “I don’t need anything,” Ursula whispered in horror. She was afraid that the children would give her their only pair of socks or the last sugar cube in the house or something else like that. Then she would have to pretend to be grateful. However, the children dashed outside to gather flowers, beautiful stones, pine cones and birds’ feathers. 

   “Whatever shall I do with these?” said Ursula reservedly as the children ran in out of breath and presented her with all the treasures they had found. 

   “Say thank you,” Lea demanded without smiling.

   The Princess hesitated for a moment then thanked the children, said something nice about the shiny black feathers and put the presents into her silken bag. 

   One of Lea’s sisters was the same age as the Princess, so Lea brought the girl towards Ursula and said, “Play with each other!”

   Then she left. She walked briskly away from the cottage without looking back and pulled the scarf from around her neck as she was walking. A narrow track led out of the cottage and Ursula watched Lea until she seemed like a white flame far off, more flickering in the summer breeze than walking. 

   “She’s gone to Michael’s house,” said Lea’s sister.

   “Who is Michael? Your father?”

   “No. He’s going to be Lea’s husband. Do you want to see a fox’s den?” the girl asked Ursula and tugged enthusiastically at her arm. She was at an age that she did not yet know to show the kind of respect the Princess was used to. 

   They walked for a terribly long time. If Ursula had known that the den was going to be this far away she would have refused to go in the first place. The terrain was hilly, it was difficult to walk along it and Ursula stepped into a puddle so that her feet got all wet. Branches scratched at her cheeks and the Princess’ legs were already very tired.

   Then all of a sudden the girl told Ursula to crouch down behind a hedge and be absolutely quiet. 

   “But it smells here,” Ursula whispered as she felt a sharp smell waft into her nostrils. 

   The girl put her finger up to her lips. 

   They waited for an eternity and Ursula had already started to suggest they go back to the cottage when the girl grabbed her by the hand. Then she too saw the reddish brown, fragile little creature as it scampered out of the den. It soon disappeared and then all its cubs appeared too.

   Lea’s sister went over to the cubs, picked one of them up and gently placed it in Ursula’s arms. 

   “Does this bite?”

   “It won’t hurt you,” the girl laughed.

   The cub tried to wriggle its way loose but Ursula held it tight. It was warm. Its awkward movements and delicate little limbs enthralled Ursula, even though it smelt rather filthy for a nose that was more used to the smell of powder and perfume. 

   “I’ll take this one home,” said Ursula as she stood up off her haunches and smiled happily at her companion.

   Lea’s sister was horrified. “You can’t take it home.”

   “Why on earth did you bring me here then?” Ursula’s smile dropped.

   “Just to look,” the girl replied anxiously, “and you can touch, but you can’t have it all for yourself. You can’t take cubs away from their mother!”

   Ursula laughed although her happiness was already long gone. 

   The cub struggled in her arms and managed to wriggle free and jump to the ground. Ursula let it go.

   “Let’s go back straight away.”

   The girls sullenly made their way back to the cottage. Ursula was thinking about the fox cub which had been so warm and soft in her arms and she did not know whether to be angry or whether to burst into tears. 

   After a while the girl took her by the hand. Ursula let this happen too. 

   The long journey exhausted her so that tiredness mixed with her unhappiness and little by little she forgot all about it. Then suddenly she thought she heard the sound of quiet steps behind them. 

   “Are there other people here apart from us?” she puffed. “All the time I’ve felt as if someone has been walking behind us or watching us.”

   “Of course there are – didn’t you know?”

   “Who are they? Animals?”

   “Not at all. They’re the forest people. You never see then, they just watch and whisper.”

   “They’re lurking about,” said Ursula. “I can feel it. What do they want from us?”

   “No they’re not. Listen…”  

   “Run! Let’s get out of the forest straight away!”

   Ursula grabbed hold of her skirt and broke into a run. As she was running she could hear the low sound of laughter and could feel her hair being pawed and her clothes being torn. Now the steps were not just behind her, they were also beside her and in front of her – all around her.

   What if the path led them astray? What if it had been enchanted and would only lead Ursula further and further into the forest?

   Out of the corner of her eye she could see a long thick adder, which was slithering along the edge of the path faster that she could run. Right in front of her the snake turned into a branch and then oddly rolled off; it dropped on to the ground, rose up on one end, fell down again and rose up on the other end. Jumping about like this it soon disappeared from view and Ursula could carry on running. 

   Then a hare appeared by her side and seemed as if it were smiling at her and gestured to her as if it wanted to challenge her to a race. It was running with very long bounds indeed.

   “I cannot beat you,” cried Ursula. She could clearly hear the hare laughing at her then watched as it ran off the path in the same direction as the stick-snake.

   All of a sudden the forest came to an end and all the rustling and giggling stopped. The meadow was quiet and almost entirely still in the bright sunlight. Ursula lay down and curled up in the hay. Only then did she begin to wonder where her companion had got to.

   “They’ve taken her!” Ursula wailed. “She’s going to stay here forever!”

   But before she could run for help the girl strolled out of the forest with rowan flowers in her hair and asked, “What are you shouting about?”

   “They let you go after all!”

   “Who?”

   “All of them. The snake and… the ones who were all laughing.”

   “I told you, they’re not dangerous. They never show themselves, let alone try to…”

   “They showed themselves to me! I’m the one they wanted!” Suddenly Ursula realised. “They don’t want you, they want me because I am the Princess.”

   “If they had wanted you they would have taken you.”

   Ursula shook her head and shouted, “I want to go home!”

   On the journey home Lea was surprisingly quiet. Normally she would babble away endlessly so that Ursula constantly had to think what kind of things were appropriate to say and what were not. Now on the other hand she was glad of the peace and quiet because the forest had upset her. She could still hear a strange whispering and ringing in her ears, but she could not make out any words. In her hair and on her shoulders she could feel strange fingers pawing at her and stroking her at the same time. She had a scratch on her cheek.

   She decided there and then that she would never set foot in the forest again. 

   “Carry me,” she ordered and Lea did so without grumbling. As they drew close to the castle Lea stopped and put the Princess down. 

   “I would like to ask you something, Princess Ursula,” she said humbly lowering her head.

   “Ask away,” the Princess replied perplexed.

   Lea’s behaviour bothered her because she did not normally show such subservience. The real Lea did not creep to her like this. Why was she bowing all of a sudden – was she putting it on? Was she merely trying to cheat the Princess or tease her?    

   “I ask that my husband is not sent to war.”

   “Why not?”

   Lea shook her head but did not reply. 

   “What about his duty to his country?”

   “Still, I ask you,” Lea sighed.

   “Of course, I can ask my father.”

   Lea was a lot nicer when she was in a good mood.

The next time she met her father the Princess happened to remember Lea’s wish, even though she had not repeated it as the King had returned to the castle. 

   Although the King normally granted his daughter anything she desired, he did not agree to this. Instead he stood up from his chair and bellowed:

   “Are the servants trying to use my daughter’s good will and childishness for their own good? Who is this Lea? She is dismissed immediately.”

   After he had walked angrily around the table several times, he continued, “Remember that it is not a servant’s place to ask favours of their ruler! Such behaviour is not acceptable and certainly not under these circumstances.”

   “Send Michael to war then, but please let Lea stay as my servant!” the Princess begged repeatedly until she and her father just ended up shouting at each other.

“I never saw Lea again,” Ursula says, “but it was because of her that I first began to have my doubts: I began to doubt whether my father always did things right. In that case, who did? Who should I have listened to, when everyone was just speaking ill of everyone else as is normal in the court?”

   She shakes her head.

   “From that moment onwards everything was just as dreary as it had been before. Sometimes I would let somebody teach me for a while, but most of the time I just sat in my room, tried on new dresses and wigs and read novels and plays with the servants.

   “Whether Lea was innocent or cunning after all, or even both, at least she used to listen to what I was saying and would even speak to me herself. She even listened to me when I told her about my nocturnal visitor. I showed her the marks on my cheek and arms and told her what the creature had said to me. That was why Lea would often sleep next to me, so that I could sleep without being afraid.”

   Ursula sighs and I do not ask her anything more. I have to understand this for myself and I understand that to this very day these events  still hurt her and still awaken within her both good and bad, both doubts and happy memories.

(Extracts from Kalevala taken from Keith Bosley’s translation; Oxford University Press, 1989.)   
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