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Spirit of all the Russias

    In the tangled shadows of a clearing surrounded by blasted
trees, power gathered. Stray bits of light mingled with less visible
energies until a vortex crackled in the center of the clearing. In the
space between one moment and the next, the cloud of power took on
vague form. Its mad spinning slowed to reveal a decrepit hut whose
stilt-like chicken-legs chased themselves in an endless circle.
Gradually, the pace of their running decreased until finally the hut
came to a stop, bending its legs so that its floor was only a few inches
above the bare ground.

    The door opened to reveal a figure, nearly as warped and
weathered-looking as the hut itself, who stared out at the dead
landscape. "What is this?" The old woman stroked her chin with
bony, clawlike fingers. "This is not the Russia I remember."

    She stepped cautiously outside and made a brief circuit of
the clearing, leaning on a thick, knobby walking stick even though
her sure movements made it clear that she didn't need its support. At
intervals she bent and studied the dirt, as if looking for animal tracks
or stray bits of vegetation, though none of either were to be found.
Finally she stood as straight as her crooked form would permit and
stared out into the remains of the forest, eyes and ears alert for the
slightest sign of life, tangible or intangible.

    Only a breeze so thin it could not even be called the ghost of
a wind answered.

    "Damnation!" the woman screeched at last. She stalked back
into the kneeling hut, and her staff banged against the door-frame. A
few moments later, she emerged, no longer afoot. Now she stood in a
dark wooden mortar fully half as tall as she, which floated a foot or
so above the ground. Her hands gripped a long pestle of the same
wood, wielding it with a stirring motion, and under this guidance the
mortar revolved until the old woman faced the door of the
chicken-legged hut.

    "Izbushka!" she said, her voice fierce yet not angry. "Guard!"
The hut stretched itself to its full height and again began to run in
place. The woman smiled a gap-toothed smile and briskly resumed
her stirring, whereupon the mortar rose several dozen feet into the
air and sailed away toward the northeast.

    As she flew over the ruined landscape, she watched and
listened as intently as she had in the clearing. But no bird or insect
crossed her path through the sky, no squirrel or fox or bear could be
seen below in what had once been thick forest, and only the sounds
of her own passage reached her ears.

    "What is this?" she muttered again. The shape of the land
was much as she remembered it, before darkness and disbelief had
taken her to themselves. The hills and valleys were still there.
Streams flowed where they had flowed before, though they had
retreated from their old banks to become thin, muddy shadows of
what they had been. But the thick, wild forests where the
leshiye had once ruled and animals had once flourished were
gone, shriveled to gray-white expanses of matchstick-trees stripped
of life and energy where neither creature nor ghost roamed. And the
borders of the forests had shrunk, so that where trees had once
stood there might be only ash-gray land and the ruins of a building
or two in the midst of the emptiness.

    She ignored the buildings for the moment, steering her
peculiar craft northward toward the center of a low range of
mountains. These, too, still bore the shapes her memory knew, but
the trees on their slopes were as denuded as those nearer her hut.
One particular mountain, not quite the tallest, drew her attention,
and the old woman stirred with renewed effort as she approached its
slopes.

    Where she looked for a lonely cave, however, she found
instead the shattered remains of several stone structures and an
enormous round shaft hollowed out of the mountainside. Still, she
allowed the mortar to slow and descend, coming to a landing not far
from the ruined building closest to where she had expected the cave
to be. "Bogatir," she called, in a voice like a crow's. "Come out of your
hole, old man!"

    Only more silence answered her.

    After a moment, she scrambled out of the mortar, frowning
as she noted a peculiar dead quality to the atmosphere. It was
different from the neutral emptiness she had sensed first in the
clearing and then in the land over which she had flown, and
different, too, from the aura of unlife that marked a ghost's or spirit's
presence. This felt inimical to mortal and immortal alike. The old
woman plunged a hand into a pocket of the shapeless black dress she
wore and drew out a paper packet. From it she took a pinch of
something dry and gray-green, then dropped the folded paper back
into her pocket. Lifting her clenched forefinger and thumb up to her
face, she muttered a few harsh words, blew lightly on her closed
fingers, and scattered the powdery substance in front of her.

    Instead of falling aimlessly to the ground, the powder
swirled and spiraled, gathering the air around it into a small
whirlwind that glittered faintly with flecks of greenish dust and gave
off a sound that was somewhere between whistle and wail. The
woman stepped back as if in surprise as the miniature cyclone grew
to nearly her own height. She raised an arm to shield her eyes as it
exploded with a clap of thunder and was gone, taking the
death-feeling with it.

    "Didn't do that the last time," she said, both annoyed and
intrigued. Reaching behind her, she collected the pestle, which
promptly changed its shape to that of the staff she had carried
earlier, and walked the few yards that separated her and the remains
of the nearest building. She scrambled spider-like over the large,
irregular fragments, which resembled no kind of stone with which
she was familiar, to approach the face of the cliff against which the
building had stood. "Damn you, old man, where are you hiding?" she
called into the silence, and struck a hand against the bare rock. The
only response she got was that of her own words echoing back from
the cliff.

    A short search proved what she had feared: if the cave she
sought still existed, its entrance was blocked by a huge pile of rubble
that she could not easily move. With another grumble, she hopped
back off the ruins and returned to her mortar. The staff became a
pestle again, and the mortar responded to its owner's fierce stirring
by rising once again into the bleak midday sky. "So much for
Bogatir," she muttered to herself.

    This time she flew westward, even more swiftly than before.
Where she had previously searched for signs of animals and
spirit-folk, once her nearest neighbors, now she hunted farther afield. Dead
forests gave way to barren farmland beneath her, and barren
farmland gave way to the wrecks of small villages. These she studied
closely from her aerial vantage point, looking for signs of continued
habitation. Her first two stops yielded little such evidence, and the
scant huddle of figures she saw in the third had scattered beyond
finding by the time she landed. Only in the fourth was a lone
individual openly moving in what was left of the main street.

    "Stop!" she called, as the mortar dropped straight toward
the ground. The figure below her looked up at the sound of her rough
voice. His eyes widened, and he froze in shock as the old woman
landed before him with a thump.

    She regarded her quarry with predatory eyes. He was nearly
as bony and crooked as she, but though his hair was tangled and
stringy, it was a thin brown rather than her own iron gray. Although
his eyes were surrounded by wrinkles and crows' feet, they were the
round, astonished eyes of a man scarcely past boyhood. Not a few
such had dared her doorstep before now, but this one's body had
grown old long before its time.

    "Tell me," she demanded. "Tell me what has happened here.
I command you!"

    The young man blinked, took a step backward, and shook
his head as if he thought the act would make her disappear.
"You--you're--you can't be! You're--real?"

    The old woman glared at him as she raised her left hand,
changed the pestle in it back into her staff, and shook the stick in his
direction. Several sparks of yellow-green light promptly flashed from
the topmost end of the staff to land on the hard gray street, where
they exploded with a series of small, sharp bangs.

    She cocked her head upward, giving the walking stick a
curious look. "Peculiar," she muttered. Then she turned her attention
to the young man. "Real?" she said, her voice rattling like brittle ice.
"Oh, yes. But what world is this, in which the very land is dead and
Baba Yaga is thought merely a figment of the imagination?"

    "Baba... Yaga." He spoke her name slowly, turning it over on
his tongue as if getting used to the idea that it belonged to a living
being. "Baba Yaga."

    "Indeed," said the old woman. "And if you know the name
well enough to fear its owner so, you know also that it is wisest to
answer my questions! What has happened here?" She raised the staff
yet again, careful not to shake it this time.

    The old-young man shuddered, but made a visible effort to
assemble his wits. "It was an accident," he said, "or so we think. The
missile was supposed to be disarmed, but instead it went off. And
then so did all the others, before they could be stopped." He lifted his
arms in a gesture of helplessness. "And the world died around
us."

    "Missile?" The word called up images of an arrow, a spear, a
thrown rock. She laughed, scorn dripping from the sound. "Speak the
truth. Only the greatest magic could destroy so much."

    "It is the truth," he insisted, the pitch of his voice rising
sharply. He even took a step forward, half-raising his hand in
emphasis. Then his eyes met hers, and in them she saw a ghost of the
same wildness and desperation she had felt on stepping out of her
cottage.

    Though he broke the contact after
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