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Dedication

For my husband, Sean, without whom this book and this extraordinary life would not have been possible
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WHEN MY OWL  landed on my shoulder, I knew heartbreak was not far behind.

It was not that twilight tasted different, though on my tongue, the humid spring air had the bitterness of snowfall. It was that, even this deep in the Russian forest, dusk bled into the light with infuriating leisure. The clouds had smothered the last of the sun’s rays in scarlet. Yet day clung on, delaying what mortals intended to find their way to my izbushka.

The log hut stood on chicken legs, not swaying or spinning or even pacing, as unnaturally still as me. I usually fidgeted with impatience, eager for my first client to appear, for my work to begin. Now, unease wrapped around my throat, silent as a viper.

My owl could only be here to deliver bad tidings. Like her namesake, night, Noch came in the company of darkness and shadows. It was then the mortals arrived with their fevers, skin infections, and stomach poisons; with the burns from the fires that spread too quickly in their cramped wooden villages. They did not approach me in the light of day, even if it was waning. Not unless they brought disaster.

Noch’s bright yellow gaze fixed on me pointedly. She let out a screech loud enough to reanimate the skulls on the fence encircling my izbushka.

They are here, Ya. Her voice, in the language she spoke, reverberated through my mind, becoming words I could understand.

“Already?” I asked in Russian. Someone was coming. Someone desperate enough to risk being seen. “Who is it?”

What am I, your servant? You will see. A downy wing brushed against my cheek teasingly as Noch ascended into the air. But instead of hurling herself back into the sky, she flew into my hut through the open door, shedding several dove-gray feathers in her wake.

I picked up a feather, considering it. My owl never went inside of her own volition, valuing open sky and freedom above all. I strained my ears and waited for the first footfall. All I heard was the song of the crickets and the leaves, rippling in the breeze that had rushed toward me, insistent and oddly cold. Fluff drifted from the ancient cottonwood trees, settling onto the wooden steps of my hut like tufts of snow. And I had just cleaned them.

“Come down, Little Hen,” I said to my izbushka, and she obeyed, folding the chicken legs beneath her so she looked almost like a regular house.

I tightened my hold on the broom and swept at the steps with renewed vigor. The hut jerked away, being unbelievably ticklish. The two shuttered windows, one on either side of the door, glowered at me. Their red and blue carvings brightened in indignation.

“Hold still, Little Hen,” I said, and swept on. But I kept a close eye on the wood beyond the skulls.

My hut sat in a lush glade surrounded by towering, age-old trees. Overgrown pines and spruces jostled against starved yet stubbornly resilient birches. The oaks stood gravely, expansively, ready to pass on their energy to anyone who asked politely. The wispy grass had grown knee-high and tangled, the forest floor ripe with mushrooms, wild strawberries, and violet petals fallen from geraniums in bloom. Out of this chaos of living things a large man stepped out, all in black, face obscured by a wide-brimmed hat.

I stilled. “Who goes there?”

The man halted at the fence, no doubt trying to decide if the skulls there were human. “Is this the izbushka of Baba Yaga the Bony Leg?”

With my unease temporarily forgotten, my cheeks flushed with familiar indignation. Not many dared to say that name to my face. “It is the izbushka of Yaga.”

Fool, I almost added. Do I look like a baba? I was not a babushka, lying on my stove in the throes of advanced age and infirmity. Nor was I a hag, a demon, or an illness. Nothing about me was ill or demonic or old, except the occasional thread of silver in my wild black hair. My father may have been mortal, but Mother had been a goddess since before the Christian god had come to Russia. Because of her immortality, my body had not aged past thirty after centuries on Earth. I sent a little prayer of thanks up to her.

The man stood motionless. His features were weathered and very plain, most covered in coarse black hair, as was the fashion. No outward ailment spelled disaster. His illness, though, could be of the internal or spiritual variety, even of a romantic one.

Either way, it was best to put him at ease, as was my practice with new clients. Those who came for succor found it in my hut. Healing filled the empty hours of my days, kept my hands occupied and my mind busy, gave me a sense of purpose. If I could live among mortals, healing and advising them, I would.

But the legend that clung to me—the legend of Baba Yaga, built on lies and ill will—prevented it.

Afraid now that he would flee, I reverted back to politeness. “The skulls are not human,” I said softly. This part of me labored tirelessly to convince the mortals that I was not the Baba Yaga they had heard of, that I was no human-eater. “Animal bones ward off evil,” I added. Near the skulls, thistle and juniper grew thickly to protect against demons.

His dark eyes narrowed as he drew closer. “Where is she, this Yaga?”

“I am Yaga.” Who else could I be?

“Pah! A fine trick this is, woman!” he blustered. “I have traveled all the way from Moscow to see the vedma, and I will not be trifled with.”

I had not flinched at the word witch. I had made my peace with it long ago. But I shuddered at the man’s mention of the capital. Though I had never been there, I knew Moscow was at least a day’s ride on horseback. Whoever came from there did so when their prayers had gone unanswered, when the mortal healers had thrown up their hands. They came in the depths of their despair. But this man was not despairing. Quite the opposite.

“By all accounts,” he went on, “Baba Yaga is practically at death’s door, she is so old. Deformed, too, with an iron nose and a bony leg, fangs for teeth, barely any hair. Yet here you stand, young enough to be my daughter, claiming to be the crone herself!”

My cheeks burned. It had not occurred to this thick-headed muzhik, this idiot of a man, that what he had heard was nothing more than a rumor. One that was viciously invented and flung out into the world to reduce any unmarried, reclusive woman to a hag or a witch.

“You go too far, sir,” I said in a hard voice, forgetting the fear and any attempt at politeness. “You who are in such need that you seek me out in broad daylight only to ridicule me. Well, good riddance.” I gripped the broom and spun on my heel toward my hut, about to tell her to stand and take me with her.

“Wait,” said the man. Desperation had crept into his tone. “If I am indeed speaking to the one whom I seek, then I meant no offense—”

“Even so, you had best be on your way—” I couldn’t help turning to look at him. Now he was despairing; his face had paled beneath his beard.

“Please—” He raised a hand as if to physically pull me back. “Do not punish my illustrious mistress for my ignorance.”

My brow furrowed. “Your mistress?”

The man gave a solemn nod. He glanced toward the wood and let out a whistle that shook the very cottonwoods above us. Fluff fell in clumps onto the hut’s steps.

I hardly noticed. On the well-bred white mare emerging from the trees sat a hooded figure, elegant as only a highborn woman knew how to be. My eyes caught on the rich velvet of her cream cloak; the fur trim, odd given the warm weather; the little bejeweled fingers gripping the reins. A pull on the hood revealed a headdress encrusted in bloodred rubies, then the face beneath, thin and drawn, cold as marble.

Though it had been years since we had last seen each other, I would have recognized her anywhere. It was Anastasia Romanovna Zakharyina-Yurieva—the tsaritsa and wife of Tsar Ivan IV of Russia. But what was Anastasia doing here? Nothing short of disaster could have compelled the tsaritsa to risk her reputation by seeking out a reclusive witch.

Indeed, she was a shadow of the rosy-cheeked maiden who had come to my izbushka more than a decade ago, on the cusp of greatness, days away from the bridal show that would catapult her into royalty. The viper of unease tightened around my throat. That girl was gone. Here was a wraith at death’s door. This day had brought heartbreak. I could see the tsaritsa’s situation was not just disastrous; it threatened her very life.
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LEAVING THE GUARD  to keep watch outside, I ushered the tsaritsa into the darkened innards of my hut. Little Hen was used to clients coming and going and usually behaved herself enough by staying low to the ground so as not to frighten anyone. I hastily lit a few stubby beeswax candles. The scent of burning honey filled the air as I turned back to my royal visitor, swallowing hard.

Her tears had dried, her dull brown eyes taking on a chillingly distant look. Where were the flecks of gold, the quick wit, the uncharacteristic warmth of someone of her social standing? Her vibrancy was gone. Her skirts rustled like dried-up leaves as she sank onto the stool I offered her with the tired, defeated air of one who wishes never to rise again.

A few wandering chickens clucked at my feet. Noch hooted from a shadowy corner. The tsaritsa probably found this—me—uncivilized, disgustingly rustic, even.

But she only said, “It has been months. The doctors do not know what it is. I do.” She struggled out of her cloak. “I am dying.”

The bell-sleeved, flower-patterned letnik gown dragged her down as if bloated with seawater. A little shiver darted up my spine, almost prompting me to ask the tsaritsa how many dresses she wore. For wealthy women, it was customarily a minimum of three. But it was clear it was not the dresses plaguing her.

There was sweat on her brow, a redness at her mouth and eyes, though her skin was missing the telltale blotches and swellings of pestilence. An internal imbalance was possible, but those were the hardest to heal. An illness of the mind or spirit? Stooping under the dry herbs and flowers hanging from the slanted ceiling, I crossed the room to an iron cauldron bubbling over a fire that never went out. Iron possessed mystical and protective powers.

“It has been some time since you visited me,” I said slowly, brushing aside a purple lavender blossom. “Thirteen years?”

“With the wedding, I …”

“I have heard weddings eat into time like moths. What about after? I tended to your family for years. To be forgotten so quickly by you and your mother was quite the revelation.” I bent over the cauldron and ladled out hot water into a bowl fashioned from bone. Steam billowed into my face as I flushed with resentment. Or maybe disappointment.

How would the great Earth Goddess Mokosh feel about such neglect? I thought about my beloved mother, the protector of women—of their work and destiny, the birth of their children. I glanced up at her symbol, the wooden horse’s head hanging above the cauldron.

We provide succor regardless of wounded pride, she had once told me. Pride is an illusion and the path to conceit. Gods may be guilty of it, Yaga, but not you.

But our gods, the ancient ones born of the Universe, had been worshipped then. While Mokosh had not spoken of it, tales say she helped to create the Earth with Perun, the Supreme God and Lord of the Heavens, and many other gods besides. Perun forged the sky with his thunderbolts; Mokosh gave birth to the land. Her spindle spun the cloth of humanity, thread by thread, woman by woman, life to death, generation after generation. She was Moist Earth, mother of all living things and my actual mother.

Eventually, mortals began to worship the Christian god. While some believed in the old gods as well as him, I doubted the tsaritsa was of their number, living as she did in the center of the Orthodox Christian faith in Russia. Yet before her ascent to the court, she had gladly partaken of what infuriatingly limited talents I had inherited from Mokosh.

“I made you a tsaritsa,” I said. “I provided your mother with the herbs and charms that got the court to take notice of a dead aristocrat’s daughter. Or have you forgotten?”

The tsaritsa stared into my too-light blue eyes, at my unbraided hair and exposed browned arms. They were covered in pictures inked into my skin—of suns and moons and stars, of living things. Perhaps she assumed the nails and teeth studding the belt on my tunic were human.

To my surprise, she said, “Of course I remember.” Then she swept off her stool and knelt at my feet. “Yagusynka, I do not fear death. I fear what would happen to the tsar and to my sons, especially to our heir, Tsarevich Ivanushka, if I were to die. I am desperate for your counsel.” Her voice was soft, charged with emotion.

The heat left my face. It was so like her to fear not for herself but for others. Rumor had it that marriage had tamed the tsar’s naturally violent ways, that his tsaritsa restrained his worst impulses. Her intelligence and faith guided him. If something were to happen to her, it would not just be her sons who suffered. It would be Russia and her people.

“I am providing you counsel, am I not?” This was said tartly but with a twinkle of good humor. I did not hold on to anger for very long. And I was remembering not Anastasia’s neglect but her. Mother had been right. This was not about my pride, wounded though it may have been. This was about Russia’s tsaritsa, about Anastasia herself, the girl I had known.

In the hut’s only room, an oak table was wedged against the window adjacent to the brick, flat-topped pech oven where I prepared my potions and salves, performed my rituals, cooked my meals, even slept.

I beckoned the tsaritsa over to the table and bade her to hold a wire dowsing rod over a bowl of water. But when she did, it did not stir. This meant there was no illness of mind or spirit.

My eyes shifted to the shelves lining the back of the hut. They drooped with animal skulls, pelts, and feathers; homemade rubs and balms; vials of hair, fangs, and claws. Suddenly, there was a rattling on one of the shelves—the unicorn horn, actually melded from mammoth remains, had slid forward. Why, that was it! Little Hen knew my possessions far better than me. I whispered a word of thanks to her and had the tsaritsa bring the horn to her chest.

She did so with a childlike trepidation, becoming the young maiden from years past again, lowering a wreath of daisies onto my hair, the feeling of belonging warming me along with her smile. She was not yet thirty and too young to talk of dying.

In a rare show of tenderness, I grasped her fingers and murmured some words of encouragement. Then, I placed a wafer of beeswax into the bowl and, beside it, a white egg and a crooked dagger.

Beads of moisture began to slide down the horn. The ivory had darkened to onyx.

It was as I had feared. “Poison,” I was barely able to whisper.

The tsaritsa dropped the horn with a little yelp. It clattered onto the table, belching wisps of smoke. “Who would want to poison me?”

“That I cannot say,” I said. “But we must perform a ritual to draw the poison out—”

“A-a ritual? Lord help me!” The tsaritsa gripped the cross at her neck and muttered some words. She proceeded to cross herself. Again, and again.

This did not shock me. My clients had mentioned the royal court’s devoutness—specifically, the tsaritsa’s devoutness. “The ritual will draw the poison out of your body,” I explained, “without any curses or jinxes, invocations to the Devil or his worship, or any such evils. It will leave you not a little tired but hopefully purified.”

“Oh.” Her hand stopped in midair. “All … right.”

A deft flick of my blade, and her blood trickled into the bowl. I asked her to lie on the wooden floorboards, where I covered her with a white sheet for protection. Into the bowl I added the yolk and a shaving of the unicorn horn. Beeswax captured illness, egg renewed life, bone enabled the ritual to work. It was all done quickly and efficiently, poisoning being a familiar affliction, brought on by rotten foods or else envious neighbors.

Noch snuffed out the candles, leaving only a sliver of blue light in the hut, the moon having risen outside while we talked.

Circling the tsaritsa with the bowl three times, I started to chant some words, all in Russian, most nonsensical. It was not the words that mattered but the intention behind them. I kept my focus on that, on seeing her better, on her being whole. The beeswax in the bowl pulled me toward the tsaritsa, yet I dug my heels into the floor and refused to move. I felt the answering pull from her illness as, little by little, the beeswax pried the poison out of her body. A stream of black particles rose from beneath the white sheet.

My focus stayed on the tsaritsa, my chant heightening in pitch and ferocity, as the black particles whirled through the hut. I felt Little Hen clench as she dug her chicken legs into the ground, bracing herself.

A window shutter came loose, and wind gusted in with a mournful howl. My treasures rattled, the cauldron creaked, the chickens flapped their wings in terror.

But my gaze was trained on Anastasia, hoping, praying the ritual worked.
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The wind had died down to a whisper, brushing against my bare skin like the bloodcurdling touch of someone unseen. The air carried the faint smell of unshed snow. Little Hen had quieted and settled along with the chickens.

Well? Noch’s eyes found me in the darkness. She swung her beak toward the bowl resting above the unmoving tsaritsa. Aren’t you going to look?

I shook my head. “Let us give it a little more time.”

If the mass inside the bowl absorbed the black particles, the poison had been expelled from the tsaritsa. If not, we would need to perform the ritual again. Sometimes, the poison accumulated in the weakened body to such an extent that the beeswax was not able to pull it out all at once, or at all. Peace, Yaga. Absorbtion took time.

Noch flapped her wings. Where you get your patience, only the gods know.

“Good thing I am the one performing the ritual, no?” I winked.

While Noch rekindled the candles with a dry tut, I roused the tsaritsa.

I ushered her back to the table with a reassuring smile and a cup of cranberry and honey kissel to restore energy lost during the ritual. The pech was warm at my back as I sat on the bench opposite her with my own cup. Standard rituals like this took little of my own energy, yet it was still nice to sit and drink something hot and sweet.

But who was her poisoner? While I could determine a spell’s owner, I needed a trace of magic for the counter spell to do that. This is why poisonings were complicated; poison wasn’t magic itself, which made the poisoner difficult to identify with magic. Reason had to be resorted to. Facts gathered, life at court dissected.

“Your Majesty—”

The tsaritsa covered my hands with hers. “There is no need for formality, Yaga. Not with me.”

Even when ill, she tended to my ease and comfort. But my head was too full of her unknown poisoner, that would-be killer. “How is the tsar, Anastasia Romanovna?”

Despite her paleness, her cheeks glowed, and she smiled. “Oh, Yaga, my lord husband continues to dote on me. Ours is a love that is true.”

What was true love? Some said it was to need another as much as air, to ask nothing of each other beyond affection. Maybe it was just chance, married to the will of the gods. When I had felt the ache of it in my own heart, I had understood that true or not, chance or not, love did not last. It fizzled like candlelight, burning low and weak, then went out. But not without exacting a price. I trusted it not, especially in a tsar. Rulers had been known to get rid of their wives, if only for the sake of variety.

“He is not angry with you?” I probed after a drink of kissel.

“Why would he be? I have given him two healthy sons, pray for him daily—no, hourly—accompany him on pilgrimages across Russia on foot, care for his people as I care for his children—”

“Fine.” I pushed aside the foreboding that pricked me at the thought of Ivan, though I had never met him.

“Do you not want a husband, Yaga? A family?” The tsaritsa glanced around my hut with a look of pity, and I felt Little Hen give a tiny tremble. “There is nothing better in this life than to love another.”

Instead of romantic love, I thought of my beloved mother.

It had been hundreds of years since I had last glimpsed her, long before the dawning of the new millennium, as a girl of fifteen. We had stood on the porch of an izba hut, not ours, the awning of icicles drizzling my face with dirty droplets as the March landscape melted all around us.

Mother’s hazel eyes were shaded black in the moonlight. “Stay and finish your work, Yaga. The ill babes need you.” She brought a hand to my cheek. A tendril of hair escaped from her long, thick braid, the color of burnt wheat. “I shall meet you back home tonight.” She pressed her lips to my forehead, and then all I could see was her trailing cloak, as scarlet as spilled blood.

Had she known this would be the last time we would see each other? On the following morning, when I returned later than expected to the mortal village where we had lived together from my birth, I found our village and our izba burned with enough evidence to convince me Mother had been inside. Immortal did not mean invincible. The fire had destroyed not only the one permanent home I had ever known, but any security, family, and happiness along with it.

Back in my hut, my heart throbbed with suffocating emptiness. I pressed it down with a firm shake of my head. The tsaritsa spoke of a different love. “As a woman, to love a man is the same as to belong to him, to be owned by him,” I said. “Marriage is not a rite I am familiar with, but if husbands are like other men, they only smother.”

The tsaritsa took a tiny sip of kissel. “Not if you find the right man.”

“My independence is too dear,” I said sharply, and drained the rest of my own kissel.

But what was independence? Being on my own? Except for the obvious complication that I would outlive any mortal husband, it was actually the freedom to see clearly, to truly belong to myself. Better to be resigned to this life, my life, than to aspire to one that was out of reach for an immortal and freethinking woman like me. And I wasn’t alone. I had Little Hen and Noch, as well as my wolf, Dyen, and the chickens.

I gave a nod, closing the matter, and rose to check on the mass in the bowl.

My fingers shook as I peered in. But the beeswax and yolk were coal black; this meant the lethal dose of poison had been expelled, the tsaritsa’s body purified for now. With a glance at the horse’s head, I said a quiet prayer of thanks to Mother—though she was dead and gone, I still prayed to her. Then I threw the mass into the pech along with the white sheet. Their ash would later be used for a temporary anti-poison charm, to protect the tsaritsa from further contamination after she left my hut.

I sat back down. “Who is new at court?”

“Many boyars,” the tsaritsa said vaguely, referring to the ruling elite descended from old aristocratic families, ranking only below princes. “They come, and they go.”

“Is there anyone newly close to the tsar?”

“Yes.” The tsaritsa pursed her lips. “A boyar called Konstantin Buyanovich.”

At first, the name she said was just a word. Then it grasped me by the throat, almost choking me. “Buyanovich? As in Buyan? No family name?”

“If he has one, I have never heard it.”

I reclined back, the warmth from the pech suddenly furiously hot.

Buyanovich, or son of Buyan, was a clever name, as far as made-up names went. And it was made-up. Not many knew of the place, though one enlightened poet had written a ballad about an elusive island in an unknown ocean appearing and disappearing with the tides. This island belonged to Koshey Bessmertny—a being who had separated his heart and his soul from his body and hidden it inside a needle that was hidden inside an egg. A duck had eaten the egg, a hare had eaten the duck. The hare was buried in an iron chest in a land not of this world. As long as his soul was safe, Koshey could not die.

For Bessmertny meant deathless.

Of course Koshey hid behind the name Konstantin Buyanovich. I imagined him now, his shoulder-length black hair, his dark eyes flashing with passion, those flatteringly high cheekbones … Would he look the same? Did it matter? He was at court, despite his promises to be as far from it as possible.

We had known each other long ago—as competitors and sometime friends, even lovers once, just once, may the gods forgive me—and we had both made promises to cease meddling in human affairs.

“Do you know him, Yaga?” The tsaritsa was watching me. “I … his frown lines are so distinct, so deep, I am convinced they hint at evil deeds.”

I could envision the little half smile that had etched them. When he boasted about wooing a betrothed woman, “all to win our bet, milaya moya, my honey, my darling.” When, “for our challenge, my kotik, my pussycat,” he pitted two princely cousins against each other, making them both desire the crown more than life itself. If not evil, those deeds had led to sorrow. And if Konstantin Buyanovich was at court, there was mischief afoot.

From the pech, I scooped up a handful of ritual ash, explaining to the tsaritsa that marking her with it would temporarily protect her from her poisoner, though the charm would eventually wear off. I smeared the ash across her forehead, above her breast, on her stomach. “I am sorry to have ruined your lovely dress, Anastasia Romanovna,” I said with genuine regret. “But morning is wiser than evening. You must go now.”

She did not stir. “Should I be concerned about Konstantin Buyanovich?”

Should she? He had never before killed an innocent. Still, he had broken our agreement by reinserting himself into not only human affairs but royal ones.

“Be wary of him,” I said, choosing my words carefully.

“You could come with me …” The blush wilted as it sprang into her cheek.

“To Moscow?” My laugh came out high-pitched and charged with hope. “Oh, my dear Anastasia Romanovna, my place is in the woods. Besides, how would you even explain me to the tsar?” Yet my heart leapt. Company. Conversation. To be truly needed.

“You are a dear friend of the family, Yaga. Let me worry about my husband.”

My heartbeat slowed as her idea became more real. At the start of the millennium, when I had been out in the world, there had been no cities, barely any royal courts, no Russia to speak of, only her ancient predecessor, Rus’, a prince called Vladimir, and a new belief with a new god resisted in the villages. If I left my forest, I would be akin to a mortal elder, adrift and sick at heart, longing for a vanished time. When I was a daughter of Mokosh, not a witch; when men worshipped me instead of calling me the Baba Yaga hag.

But the tsaritsa’s poisoner would make another attempt on her life if I were not there to stop it. What would happen to her then? What would happen to Russia and her people?

“I will consider it,” I said at last.
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I did not remember when I first met Anastasia. In those days, she would often accompany her mother, Uliana Ivanovna, when the boyar’s wife had need of my charms or rituals. Unlike most of my clients, Uliana Ivanovna would come in the soft quiet of day, when her husband was preoccupied and she was able to escape her women.

I did remember when I first realized Anastasia was destined for greatness.

It was a snowy day in January 1547, crisp and brilliantly cold, the sky tinged with lavender and rose, a sign of swift-footed twilight. Uliana Ivanovna had brought Anastasia with her. The mother’s dark eyes were wild with excitement. “Grand Prince Ivan has crowned himself tsar! He is tsar of all Russia!” she said in lieu of a greeting.

I shivered. Tsar carried a new level of absolute power, one not used before.

“Everyone is wondering who the new tsaritsa will be, for our tsar is to marry.” Leaving her daughter out in the cold, Uliana Ivanovna pushed us into my hut.

As Uliana Ivanovna talked and talked, I looked out the window at Anastasia. Her uncovered hair shone golden as she tilted her head up to the pale sun. Suddenly, a man, a client of mine, appeared on the edge of the clearing in a dublenka and valenki boots.

My legs made ready to spring out the door. It would not do for one of Russia’s oldest families to be seen with a witch. And, being a well-bred noblewoman, Anastasia had no exposure to the outside world, or men. But the girl spoke to the man easily, though I could not hear what she said. He smiled, visibly enraptured, and bowed to her deeply. Then a woman in a shawl appeared, another client, then another and another, until a group of them congregated around the maiden. All wore tattered clothing, all had lines of suffering etched into their faces, all were ordinary folk. Yet despite the pain they had brought to my door, they smiled and even laughed, at ease and comfortable with Anastasia, though they were her inferiors in birth, rank, and wealth.

My wonder turned into incredulity when she took off her rich, furlined shuba. She gave it and the matching fur muff to the first man before unclasping her collar and cuffs, both swathed in pearls, and handing them to a woman at her elbow. The gold necklace and earrings came off next, followed by the silver bracelets, until the girl stood in only her ivory sarafan dress. The peasants knelt at her feet as if she were their mother and they her children as she placed a gentle hand on each of their heads.

In that moment, she was not a girl but a woman. In that moment, not only did I like her, I respected her.

I had known then that Anastasia was no ordinary maiden, that her destiny marked her for something greater. To rule and to care for people. To be the tsaritsa of Russia.
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It had been thirteen years, and yet Anastasia’s character was unchanged. I looked on as she chatted with her guard in the same easy manner, and I wanted to help her despite all the reasons not to, all the reasons to stay and not venture into the world.

As they started toward the wood, gray-green and wrapped in a fog that hovered eerily over the trees, I heard a shriek. A black raven swooped down from the sky. It folded its great wings and settled onto a skull, a glaring raven’s head.

“Shoo!” I gestured for the raven to move on.

But it stayed motionless. Not surprising. With the exception of owls and eagles and a few others, birds rarely listened to me. Seeing a raven was thought to be an unfavorable omen; it often foretold death. I was about to retrieve my broom when, near the tsaritsa and her guard, a second raven landed on a broken tree.

“Do not consider too long, Yagusya,” she called out, mounting her mare. “I will be waiting for you!” And before she was swallowed by the wood: “Goodbye!”

Do svidaniya was on my lips when the raven perching on the tree spread its wings and, with another wild shriek, took off after the tsaritsa.

The other raven peered at me, head tilted, charcoal eyes keen.

I had no doubt it was here at someone’s behest, perhaps that of the tsaritsa’s poisoner or someone else at court who sought to watch her. Ravens reminded me of freshly dug graves, of empty trees in November, of oily black rats scurrying down claustrophobic corridors.

I felt its persistent presence long after I had turned my back to it. Clearly, Anastasia was not the only one being watched. It made me want to shut myself up in my hut, to tell her, Little Hen, rise up, let us go away, far away, where no ravens and no people can find us, instead of considering venturing into a world no longer known or even familiar to me.
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I HAD ONCE KNOWN the world beyond my doorstep well. After my mother’s death, I had continued to live among mortals.

I never stayed in one place long. Instead, I traveled from village to village, healing the ill and injured, comforting the dying, and—my strongest affinity—helping women. Leading their babes into the world, assisting sleepless mothers with their newborns, guiding maidens in their spinning and weaving, counseling young wives praying for babes or else marital harmony, helping ladies to kindle the passion of new and old lovers alike. I did what I could for whom I could, always welcome among those I visited. But then, my relatively quiet, productive existence changed overnight.

I thought back to that day. The snows had started after darkness fell. I was shivering on my pech in my then izba when there came a knock.

A woman stood on the porch. I instantly knew her fine features and violet eyes—my former client, Princess Milovzora. She whirled into my hut in a cloud of wintry air, perfumed in rosewater and oil, her gold-threaded skirts swishing violently. The cloak she wore was covered in snow.

“What is it, Zora?” I asked, panicked. She must have ridden for days. I took her wet cloak and hung it on an iron hook jutting out of the door. “What has happened?”

“Bulat has done it—he has done it at last, dear one!”

I relaxed a bit. I loved Zora, had treated her for debilitating aches in her head when I had lived in the village belonging to her family. We had grown close, talking for hours, attending village festivals and celebrations. But she had a tumultuous relationship with her brother, especially after their parents had died. Bulat saw his sister as a threat, being blessed (or cursed) with an independent streak that led her to deny every suitor, preferring instead to wait until he died in battle and left their ancestral home to her.

“He sold me, the bastard, the lowly vermin!” She threw herself onto my pech face-first. “Sold! Enslaved! Utterly and completely betrayed!”

I hesitated. “Are you to marry, Zora?”

“Do you know of any slavery more miserable to women?”

I did but didn’t say so. Her eyes were so indignantly large they took half her face.

“I have been betrothed to Spiridon the Warrior, now so old he can barely see!”

I put Zora to bed with a pin in her hair to make for a smooth fall into sleep, but not before giving her a potion with valerian and lemon extract, charmed to calm her nerves, along with a little otvorotnye koreshki, herbs meant to repel this Spiridon’s love, if he had any.

Bulat arrived with morning.

“Where is she?” he demanded in the way of all irritable, entitled men. His hair, as black as his sister’s, fell in dirty, wet streaks across his too-prominent forehead.

“Asleep.” I took a step back, having encountered a heavy whiff of garlic from Bulat.

“Hand her over—now.”

I took a calming breath. Bulat had never been able to listen well, or at all. “I cannot do that. Your sister has asked for my protection, and I intend to give it.” She was not the first to flee from a betrothal, nor would she be the last. “Bulat,” I tried again, “we have known each other a long time. Do not force your sister into—”

“Hand her over, vedma.”

I blinked, not knowing the word. Suddenly, there was a glimmer—from a cross, all in gold, hanging near his heart. I had seen such crosses before, on buildings that had sprung up with domes shaped like onion heads and bright colors putting the rainbow to shame. A new religion with a new god had been spreading across Rus’ for some time, since before the start of the millennium when Vladimir the Great had brought Christianity to Russia and destroyed the shrines to my gods that he himself had erected. Even the idols on the hills of Kiev dedicated to Mother and the other major gods. But I didn’t know much about it; most people continued to worship the old gods.

My eyes did not stray from his cross. “If you cannot be reasoned with, Bulat, then you should leave.”

He stomped his foot, his red face reddening even more.

But he was inherently a coward, all his battles fought by his soldiers, and he left soon after. I did not know he would be back, and not alone. That night, I jolted awake suddenly. I glanced about, still in a haze. Zora and I had fallen asleep on the pech, huddled together for warmth. She raised her head sleepily as I stood.

“Stay hidden, Zora,” I told her, approaching the window.

In the chink between the shutters, orange light flickered. I tightened my hold on my shawl and, with extreme trepidation, unfastened the shutters.

Outside, torches blazed, illuminating the crowd gathered in front of my izba.

There was no time for fear. Not caring that I was in my shift, begging my heart to stay steady and my head clear, I threw open the door. The crowd gave a great big roar, then surged toward me until I felt their heat, sensed their hands on me, heard their shouts in my ears, loud and jarring. They thrust their pitchforks and blades into the air with a treacherous glint. Their wooden crosses, too, which they hoisted up on their shoulders or displayed on their chests like Bulat, who was in front of the horde, chanting that word—vedma.

“It was her! She did it!” shouted Bulat. “Baba Yaga flew up to my sister’s bedchamber in a cloud of smoke just as night descended and abducted her in her mortar!”

I was truly mystified. Flying? In my tiny mortar?

“Why would she abduct your sister?” Yersh, the village elder, stepped forward. Before Zora’s arrival, I had treated his gout.

“Why do you think?” demanded Bulat. “The witch is in love with me and was desperate! Give up my sister, vedma, or face my wrath!”

I scoffed just as his eyes fixed behind me. “Sister, thank God you are alive!” He beckoned to her. “Come, the vedma can no longer turn you into a statue!”

I could not help smiling. I searched for the answering smile in Zora, who had come to stand beside me. But her head was lowered, her hands drawn over her breasts, the shift billowing about her legs like the skirts from the night before. Uncharacteristically meek, she started to walk—toward her brother.

“Zora?” I whispered, my insides curdling with dread, with heat, with hurt.

She stopped at Bulat’s side. Her eyes, strange and purple, met mine for a second before flicking away. Bulat threw a protective arm around his sister’s shoulders, and I understood all. Bulat had orchestrated for Zora to flee from him, knowing she would seek me out, and I would not deny her. He had long blamed me for corrupting her. Now, he could act the savior and demonize me, an evil vedma, Baba Yaga, a lonely woman living by herself. And Zora had merely been able to recognize when she had lost.

Afterward, I discovered the lies Bulat had spread about me—that at night, I wore a toadskin cap and a snakeskin coat, that fangs and nostril hair grew in my sleep, that I had horns on my head and huge ears.

But that night, all I could do was stare at Zora. This had been my friend, a woman whom I had helped, and she had gone along with her brother’s schemes as if I were a stranger. How easy it had been for her, even easier for the villagers to threaten me with their blades and pitchforks, a princess from a faraway village providing the perfect excuse to attack me. I had no husband and knew too much, my independence a thorn in their sides. Once their faith in the old gods had gone, their acceptance had quickly slid into suspicion, into mistrust and alienation, into threats.

“Go,” Yersh had said. “And do not return unless you want your throat slit.”

I was no longer the daughter of the Earth Mother, put on a pedestal, venerated, lifted to the very stars. I was an aberration, an impurity, someone other. In short, a freak.

I never saw Bulat or Zora again, though I had heard my former friend had indeed married Spiridon, who had died shortly after, along with her brother. I was glad that, for her sake, she was able to live as she had wanted to.

I moved to another village, and another and another, but those ended in the same way, with the same words. That was when I settled in my glade with my animals, and Little Hen found me. I liked to think she had been a gift from Mother, who still watched over me from somewhere, though I knew precious little about a god’s death.

The woods became my sanctuary, a safe haven, where my heart didn’t ache with sadness at human changeability, where they could no longer hurt me. They would have to seek me out, to brave the darkness and snows for my advice and succor. Though lonely, this life suited me. If not for the tsaritsa, I would never even have thought of leaving it.
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I had settled in this particular glade as it was one of the few in Russia with a passageway to Nav, the Land of the Dead. To travel there, a very powerful, very old earth magic was used. Mother had taught it to me, as she had in ancient times to koldun and koldunyas, mortal folk healers and sorcerers who were descendants of volkhvy priests and who worshipped the old gods. Nav was the only land through which the Water of Life flowed, and Mother and I had occasionally fetched the elixir for our healing.

Rumor had it the elixir could bring mortals back from the dead and give them immortality. But this was an overstatement. It simply healed when my charms and rituals proved ineffective. If the mortal was on the border between the Lands of the Living and the Dead, the elixir could give their spirit a gentle push back to the living.

I relied on the Water of Life as a last resort in my healing. Of course, my stores had turned up empty when I had looked for it the night before. I wanted to replenish them before my clients came that evening and to have with me if I set out for Moscow. But the memories of Zora and Bulat and that village came back to me now as I considered entering the world again, not inspiring confidence.

It was morning, and I opened the hut door with my usual, “I hope you slept well, Little Hen. Might you let me down?” At eye level, all I could see was thick trees. A piece of blue expanse glimmered between the heavy boughs—the river, some distance away.

Little Hen shimmied beneath me, performing her routine morning stretches. When she was ready, I gripped the door frame as the chicken legs folded beneath us, and we swooped to the ground at a dizzying speed.

My fingers tightened on the iron pot in my hand, the air nipping at my skin like a frost come too early. The raven was still keeping its demonic vigil on one of the skulls surrounding Little Hen. I waved at the filthy bird, shouted for it to go away.

But the raven did not lift a feather. It did not so much as caw in the deep hush.

Noch, who generally left when morning came, whirled out of the hut and into the sky with a very dramatic Finally!

The sun was skirting the top of the wood, its rays white and pure. Day had come, and with it my abnormally large and tawny wolf, watchful as ever, his amber eyes assessing me from the dense foliage of the underbrush. Dyen, meaning day, silently followed me as I turned the corner of my hut and hens scattered before us in alarm.

Behind the izbushka, on the border between the Lands of the Living and the Dead, I knelt to kindle a fire. The grass there was long worn thin with footsteps.

When Mother and I had fetched the elixir, there was no shortage of talk and laughter between us as we strode to this very glade arm in arm. It took us some hours to get here from our village, and it became our time to catch up on the latest tidings without the mortals seeking us out, our animals needing care, or the myriad other tasks that consumed our daily existence. Did I now hear our words, her shriek of a laugh?

No, just the wail of the wind. Mother was gone. Luckily, she had left behind Dyen and Noch, both immortals like me.

My wolf stuck out his tongue and growled. The air smells different today. Unlike Noch, who had a flair for the dramatic, Dyen was nothing but straightforward.

The sun was playing hide-and-seek, the sky turned fiercely purple, a swelling on very pale skin. I sniffed at the air. Dyen was right. Beneath the acrid smell of the flames, there was a wintry sharpness. The ground under my knees was cold and damp. For a minute, I found myself not in the glade of tangled green leaves but in one of snow drifts and white-robed trees. I felt the wind on my face, and the image vanished.

Dyen growled again. Where did you go?

“I am not sure,” I said, bewildered, not used to visions. “I thought I saw … snow, winter. But it cannot be.” I cleared my throat. “I smell it, too, the cold in the air. Something in the land is off. Maybe in all the lands.”

Which is why you should not go to the Land of the Dead.

“But what if a client needs the Water of Life? No, I must go and fetch it, or I will be uneasy.” And I would need the elixir if I were to go to Moscow, to Anastasia … But the capital and the tsaritsa were far away. Surely leaving the woods and my clients was not the right course.

All right, said my wolf, sounding not at all convinced. I wish I could go with you.

Only those blessed with knowledge of earth magic could travel to other lands—the Land of the Dead, the Heavens, possibly more that existed—yet not all of them. I could access just the Land of the Dead, as Mother had taught me no further. Birds, too, could travel to what land they had knowledge of.

I shall watch over you, said Dyen, installing himself near the border. Be careful.

I tossed a handful of curling brown mushrooms into the fire. Then a shaving of bark from the Land of the Dead and a pinch of its sooty soil. The smoke swelled before drifting to and distorting the fence with its long-fossilized heads of once-living bears, coyotes, and foxes. Closing my eyes, I felt the power of the border, the ground beneath it, and I reached for it. The glade and smoke vanished; my mind opened to the Land of the Dead as I tasted each word of my chant. A flick of the dagger, and a few drops of blood fell from my fingertips. The heat from the fire intensified, searing my cheeks and nose.

I blinked my eyes open. Slashed at the smoke with my blade. My skin stung from the cut, though nonfatal wounds tended to heal quickly. The glade came apart like torn canvas to reveal a slit of darkness—the passageway to Nav, the Land of the Dead.

But something was wrong. Along the edges of the tear, patches of ice shone like glass.

I ran my fingers over the frost, its cold biting into me, as clumps of snowdrops sprang up from a ground covered in snow. Impossible! Morozko, the Lord of Winter, was supposed to be dead in the summer, the ice and frost with him. My hand shook as I bent to touch the drooping flowers, now spreading as if enchanted. If I didn’t move quickly, they would bar my way. Disoriented and confused, and with one last look at my wolf, I forced myself through the passageway.
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The smell always hit me first—dusty, stale, with a hint of rot. I walked past the rough stones on either side, swaying a little, leaning against the stones when I could, weakness being the usual side effect from earth magic and from traveling between lands. I hummed softly. The quiet always hit me next, especially with the white blossoms decorating the passageway in funereal boughs. For snowdrops were death’s flower and a sign of misfortune. As if I needed any more of that.

I made out the gnarled roots of the World Tree, the great oak connecting Nav to Earth and Earth to the Heavens. The Tree’s highest branches were said to reach across the very Heavens, with heart-shaped leaves of the deepest emerald hues and magical red apples that gleamed like rubies. Above, the moon and stars twinkled at the sun’s side. Firebirds soared between branches balancing entire palaces belonging to the gods. The Tree was supposed to be its own passageway, where gods traveled freely between lands.

Because of the mortal blood in my veins, such otherworldly curiosities were hidden from me. I squinted anyway, hoping to catch a glimpse of a celestial face or hand, a little piece of the divine. All I saw were the souls of the dead mortals. They slid down the Tree’s shadowy trunk in glowing droplets before disappearing into the bluish mist on the other side of the river, the one carrying the Water of Life.

I couldn’t cross the river. Past the mists, Volos, the Lord of the Dead, guided newly arrived souls. He did so grudgingly, since he could not travel up the Tree.

“I should rule the Land of the Living instead of that old thunderer, Perun,” Volos had frequently told Mokosh and me. “Not this darkness, this death. After all, I am also Lord of the Living. God of the beasts! Patron of shepherds and knowledge and art! Protector of crops and fields and harvests! Of trickery and magic, too.”

Volos would fly over the river in his cattle-drawn sled to meet us.

I could still see his face, one half young and strong, the other old and withered; his beard, one half white, the other rich and earthy; his expression like Nav’s stones, cold, detached. Likely planning what he would steal from his nemesis next. His flocks? His followers? His lovers? Each theft instigated another battle for the sky. Each battle drew out the gods, forcing them against one another in the eternal war between lightness and darkness; for all gods were descended from either Belobog or Chernobog—ancient, dual deities of light and dark. Each battle ended in a victory for Perun and a loss for Volos, imprisoning him anew in the Land of the Dead.

Yet Volos persisted. “I will take the sky next time, the final time. Are you with me, Lady Mokosh?” he would ask Mother eagerly, his cheeks glowing like sun-drenched pebbles, the horns on his head sharpened. “You could be my queen, my love.”

Mokosh did not approve of gods’ battles, in love or war. “The mortals need us to alleviate their suffering, their sicknesses, their heartaches, not squabble with bored immortals who have nothing better to do.” Her parting glance at Volos would be hard, accusing, and he would be off, whipping his poor cattle so mercilessly the beasts cried out in pain, the sled leaving deep grooves in the soil as it jerked into the air.

Volos and Perun had not shown themselves to me since Mother’s death. Even then, I had only seen Perun a few times, in the Land of the Living, in the instant before a sunrise or a storm. And Volos had not started a battle for the sky since before I was born, when he had stolen Perun’s wife, the Lady of the Rain, Dodola. It was said many gods perished in that battle, but the land forged was Rus’ herself. The gods walked among mortals at first. But when people stopped worshipping them, most had withdrawn from human affairs.

Now I crept along the plateau. The black soil was grainy under my boots, the air muggy. But as I approached the river, I drew back with a little gasp.

The entire shore was covered in snowdrops. They glistened in the dimness like waxy lilies left on a fresh grave. Beyond them, the water was not its usual ebony color. And it didn’t ripple as water should. It was frozen under a thick layer of ice.

Not even in my coldest winter on Earth had I seen the River of Nav anything but rushing, gurgling, alive. After all, only the Lord of Winter could freeze it. And he was dead in the summer, only resurrecting with winter.

On the other side of the river, souls flickered through the mist. One suddenly became more substantive than the rest. It was a figure—a woman?—with floating gray hair and a shrunken body. Darkness unspooled from her rags not unlike snakeskin. She pointed one bony finger at me. Her deformed mouth opened in a scream that pierced me with its agony, that of a prisoner, alone, desperate. Then the figure was gone.

Another vision? No, it was my imagination. Only my imagination. I forced myself to return to the problem of the frozen river, of leaving without the elixir.

You do not give up easily, Yaga, I said to myself, having recovered a little.

I clutched the iron pot in my hands and, summoning all my strength, swung it against the ice. Flecks of ice pelted my arms and neck like tiny blades. A dull echo reverberated through the air, then nothing. Jaw set, mouth twisted in the effort, I brought the pot down again and again. But I soon grew breathless, my weakness returning, and my arms became heavy. My skin, pimpled with gooseflesh, had turned raw and red.

“Chyort voz’mi,” I swore. The demon take it. The ice remained indestructible.

Why had winter returned, preventing me from taking the Water of Life? I broke off a snowdrop and thrust it into my pocket, hurrying toward the passageway before the ice grew over it and trapped me in the Land of the Dead.
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I stumbled out of the passageway, head spinning and body depleted—to a howling Dyen.

Thank the gods you are back. Look—

My heart sank. The ice along the tear was hardening, the snowdrop blossoms crystallizing into stillness as if forced under a looking glass.

Instead of sealing closed, the tear froze, becoming too narrow for me.

Rain started to fall. The wind blasted at our backs as Dyen and I darted to my hut just in time—we had barely tumbled inside, dripping and gasping, when Little Hen stood abruptly. I held on to the walls as she shook off the increasingly heavy rain and ambled through the woods, seeking shelter. Past the window, I glimpsed the raven flying after us. I pulled on the frilly white curtains in irritation, closing them.

I sat on the bench and felt for the strange, enchanted snowdrop in my pocket. I would use it to see which immortal had enchanted the flower, and unlike in the poison, it was possible their touch, and their magic, still lingered. I assembled the ingredients I would need for the identification spell my mother had taught me long ago.

Dried serpent’s flesh for understanding, a chicken leg for divining. I fetched my mortar and pestle. Contrary to Bulat’s rumor, my mortar was too small to take to the skies in, and I had no means to charm it into flying. I ground razryv-trava, to find whom I sought, with blue and red erek blossoms, to hide my deeds from prying eyes.

The ingredients went into the ever-ready, bubbling cauldron, over which I said some words to encourage the spell to work. The water hissed and spat, releasing wisps of smoke that burst into an array of colors: The deep blue of ice in shadow. The bright red of falling maple leaves. The fiery green of poisoned apples. I let out an excited little trill.

I had just thrown the wilting flower into the cauldron when I glimpsed white flecks of dust on its lip. Something landed on my nose—a flurry. Another and another until snow started to fall, as if the ceiling had been torn open on a snowy winter’s day. The dangling herbs became shrouded in white. I blinked, realizing the dust on the cauldron was really ice. It slid along its sides to the floorboards, to my very feet.

Barely breathing, I backed away. My boot snagged something on the floor, and I stumbled. A noise between a moan and a scream escaped me.

Half-buried in a mound of snow on my floor was a yellowing face. Empty sockets. A hole for a mouth. Disintegrating wisps of hair. One rigid shoulder wrapped in a colorless rag. And a drop of blood, trickling out of the would-be mouth. I crumpled into the snow in horror, even as I struggled to push myself away from the dead thing. Almost immediately, my limbs went slack, and my eyes widened.

A black mist was rising from the cauldron like a tendril of smoke—or, I realized, like the tsaritsa’s poison. It drifted into the air, gathered into a dark cloud, and rushed at me.

When it came, my mouth filled with ash and rot. I tasted loneliness, despair, achingly familiar, my own. I saw the figure from Nav, its rags shedding like scales, its blackness surrounding me, pushing into me. My scream was ragged, blending in with that mournful howl, that cry of pain, deep-set, old, incredibly intimate. It chilled my blood. Cowering on the floor, I pressed my hands over my ears, willing for it to end.

The next moment, Dyen was licking my cheek. I lowered my arms.

The snow, corpse, and mist were gone. My hut was as empty and cheery as ever.

What is wrong? Dyen was gazing at me.

“You didn’t see that?”

See what?

I shook my head. “Another vision.”

Does it have to do with the immortal who enchanted the snowdrops?

I thought of the snow whirling through my hut just seconds earlier. I strode over to the cauldron and looked inside. On the surface of the potion, I saw a large, cloaked man with a long white beard and what looked like a scythe in his mittened hand. Though I had never met him before, I knew him to be the Lord of Winter. It was as I had feared—Morozko had somehow come alive in the summer and was bringing winter with him, enchanting snowdrops, maybe even freezing Nav’s passageway and river. But who was the woman imprisoned in Nav? And why had she appeared with my spell?

My head spun. Little Hen had stopped moving, and I rushed to the door, pulling it open and gulping the rain-soaked air as if it were the elixir itself.

The raven watched me from its perch on a pine branch just outside the door.

Clearly, ravens were spying for an unknown master, not only on me but on the poisoned tsaritsa. And there was something very wrong in the land—winter in summer, a vision of darkness and death, Morozko returned. And Koshey, too. I didn’t believe in coincidences. The fact that the tsaritsa of Russia was being poisoned at the same time that the land was being threatened by these strange forces made me very afraid.

What if the vision prophesied her death? And with her the death of an entire country?

My heart quickened. Regardless of my reluctance to involve myself with men and their world, I had to determine who wished Anastasia harm, had to protect and save her—for her sake as well as the country’s. And to do that, I had no choice but to go to Moscow.
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DEEP IN THE forest, behind an izbushka that stands on chicken legs, there is a patch of ground that has been worn by many footsteps and many fires. Ice creeps insistently along the cracks in the earth, dusting the grass on its way to the hut, which is still and sleeping now that its owner is gone. A web of frost forms on the chicken legs, the wooden steps and the iron lock, the dusty path that leads to the skull fence, then beyond it, into the woods, where the trees are veiled in ghostly white.

Frost settles on the road into the village, too. It is a small village; no one can ever remember its name.

Natalya Antonovna notices ice on her bedchamber’s window and promptly closes the shutters, plunging the room into darkness. Vera Mitrofanovna finds no eggs under her hens—alas, it is to be kasha again for breakfast. And Rodion Mikhailovich’s prized cucumbers are frozen; the poor man will have to go without dill pickles this winter. There is a chill in the izbas. The villagers pull shawls and furs from their trunks.

By the izba of Afanasi Sergeyevich, famous for his homemade beers, meads, and wines, an old bench stands. Many villagers stop by there for a drink or two, especially on warm summer nights. At least one of them usually falls asleep there, too drunk or too happy to go home and deal with his wife.

On this bench, on this particular
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