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  Chapter one
Why Our Cat Is Called Lenin


The elk has been asleep on the hood of the car for nearly an hour now. The sun is blinking groggily and getting used to being in the sky again, the forest glittering like a broken mirror with the frost. It would be really pretty if I wasn’t stuck in my grandmother’s Lada Niva on the one narrow road that cuts through the Cherniyy Les with a man eating garlic flavoured crisps. Don’t get me wrong, Daniyar Karimov is one of my best friends in town and he knows these woods like his own bedroom, but there is only so much of a man in an enclosed space chomping loudly on the stinkiest snacks invented that any sane person can take. 
‘Maybe you should speak to it,’ Daniyar says with his mouthful. 
I try sounding the horn again. The elk doesn’t even flinch. If it wasn’t for the periodic grunts coming from it, I would suspect it’s died. But no, it’s just decided it wants to sleep somewhere nice and warm and the hood of the Niva is the best available accommodation. 
‘You’re the shaman, you speak to it,’ I reply, thinking that’s a great idea because if he goes out to commune with the enormous obstruction, I might be able to breathe for a minute or two. I’m already freezing from having the window all the way down.
‘You kidding? That thing could tear me in half.’
‘With what? Is this a sabre-toothed elk?’
‘Its antlers, man,’ says Daniyar, making some sort of weird hand gesture on each side of his head which I presume is just in case I don’t know what antlers are.
‘Why is it any more likely to kill you than me?’
‘Well, you’re the Opekunsha,’ Daniyar says.
Now, I never know if people are deliberately keeping that term in the feminine form because for as long as anyone can remember, the position of town guardian has passed from mother to daughter down my matriarchal bloodline or if they’re just taking the piss because they know it should really have been my mother doing this job. Only she died thirty-five years ago and had only the one child, me, and no siblings to produce female cousins or what have you. 
Opekun is the masculine, should anyone actually care. It’s a term my ancestors picked for themselves, but people have called them other things over the centuries – Znakharka, the healer, Vorozheia, the fortune teller, or Koldun’ia the witch – all in the feminine, you might notice if you know your Russian – but none of these are technically correct. We do a mixture of all of those. Whatever the town needs. Whatever has to be done to maintain the boundaries between this world and the one beyond the veil. 
By which I don’t mean Kazakhstan. Its border’s in the opposite direction. We are here to guard the way between our little patch of Siberia to the Thrice-Tenth Kingdom, which is like Siberia, but with more legendary creatures and fewer young men in tracksuits. My family’s traditions run as deep as the mammoth bones that still spring up when the snow thaws (and are usually sold by the local mob). We go back into the dark beginnings of Mother Russia herself. My grandmother’s ancestors were Polovtsian, warrior women of the steppes. She still has that aura about her, that she’d take a sword to you if she didn’t like the way you looked at her. She calls herself a shopkeeper and runs a small boutique from our house beside the kebab place, selling crystals, books on Paganism, candles, amulets, that sort of thing, and she acts as the town’s chief diviner, with a choice of Tarot, Angel cards (which she hates), palmistry or mediumship. But most of the old families know who and what we are. 
I may not be a Polovtsian maiden, but I can have a temper now and then and I am feeling it rise now, thanks to our elky friend. It was bad enough having to get up at stupid o’clock to go tramping round the forest looking for a pissed-off bear spirit. Those are never easy to calm down at the best of times, and this one was particularly insulted by the fact the gopniks who shot him weren’t from town but came over from Kansk and didn’t go through any of the proper rituals before bringing him down with an AK-47 so they could make snake oil potions to sell online, promising miracles to the poor sods who can’t get it up and are too embarrassed to buy something from the pharmacist. Took Daniyar and I ages to find the bloody bear. Longer still to persuade him that mauling the bastards who killed him in their pokey little Kansk apartment was vengeance enough and retribution against the town was both unjust and unlikely to provide much satisfaction. Eventually, he wandered off towards the threshold and disappeared beyond the veil. But by then, I was cold and damp and irritable from lack of sleep.
Then we got back to the Niva and there’s a fucking elk on it.
You cannot sit for very long in our town without someone sauntering up to ask why you’re sitting there, as if you’re either extremely odd and sitting in a parked car in the middle of a forest because this is some new fad or else you’re FSB and spying on… I don’t know, fucking trees or something. And sure enough, even at the crack of dawn in the heart of the Cherniyy Les, footsteps crunch over fallen leaves and dried mud and a figure steps out from between a couple of trees, hands in the pockets of well-patched brown cords while two bright, nearly black eyes peer out from beneath the shadow of a toadstool-red flat cap. In fact, there are a few bulbous white mushrooms growing from the hat, along with a few strands of moss. Where his tweed jacket has its leather elbow patches, yellow “chicken of the woods” fungus grows in frilly, orange-tipped layers around a tear in the fabric. At a distance, it looks like he’s got a full beard any boyar would’ve been proud of but once he gets a little closer, you can see it’s dark green. Another clump of moss, only this growing from his pointed chin.
Just what I fucking need.
‘Good day, Master Volkov,’ says the guy in green.
‘As I think I’ve told you on no less than eight occasions now, Lukyan, my surname is Voronin, not Volkov.’
Lukyan sniffs and his breath freezes on the air. ‘You’re her grandson. You’re a Volkov. That’s how it works.’
‘Not really. What can I do for you?’
Lukyan makes a face and gestures to Daniyar that he wants a cigarette. Daniyar frowns and shrugs. 
‘Sorry, my friend, I only vape now. Better for your lungs.’
‘The fuck is vaping?’ asks Lukyan, looking at me as though to say “can you believe these kids and the crazy words they invent?” which makes me feel ancient.
‘E-cigarettes,’ I tell him. Daniyar helpfully brings his vape out of his pocket to demonstrate.
‘Heats up oil inside it and you can smoke the fumes or something,’ I say. 
‘Smells like strawberries,’ Lukyan remarks.
‘Smells disgusting,’ I add, sotto voce.
‘And you look like you’re sucking on a tampon,’ Lukyan adds. ‘Come on, Volodya, you must have a real cigarette.’
‘I’ve never smoked in my life.’
‘Maybe, maybe, but you always carry some in case you need to bribe the Vodanoi to keep them on side. So, cough up.’
Annoyingly, he’s right. Water spirits are quite easily appeased with an offer of anything nicotine flavoured. There’s one down by the Yenesei river who even likes the little patches. 
‘You’ll be coughing up a lung, Lukyan,’ I tell him, but I hand him a smoke.
‘I am the lungs of the world,’ says Lukyan with a hacking cough as he lights up. ‘I am whatever you bunch of paranoid, delusional meat puppets make me. What are you doing in my forest?’
I gesture towards the car’s bonnet and the elk. 
‘We are waiting for an elk to wake up and vacate the car so we can leave,’ I say. ‘What else would we be doing at this time on a Tuesday?’
‘Don’t suppose you could…’ Daniyar began, but Lukyan gave him a plumber’s hiss and shook his head. 
‘No way, comrade,’ he says. ‘That’s Egor.’
‘And that makes a difference?’ I ask.
‘You don’t want to go interfering with Egor. Lousy temper he has on him. Once took down twelve of the Tsar’s finest cavalry on their way to St Petersburg.’
‘The Tsar? How old is it supposed to be?’
‘They can live a long time, comrade,’ says Lukyan. ‘Longer the life, the less shit they take too. I wouldn’t go trying to shift him ‘til he’s ready to shift.’
‘Wonderful,’ I sigh. ‘Can’t you move him? This is your territory.’
Again, Lukyan shrugs. ‘I only look after the trees and the plants and shit. Animals, sure, they live here, but they don’t listen to me.’
In case anyone is confused, Lukyan is a Leshii, a spirit of the woodland, who seems to smoke more plants than he guards. The reason neither me nor Daniyar have said the word “leshii” is because creatures like this can get nasty if you use a term or a name they don’t like. I get it. I hate if anyone calls me Vladimir, which thankfully no-one has since I was about four.
‘Just have to wait ‘til he wakes up,’ Lukyan says. He snorts and spits at the ground. ‘What you doing here anyway?’
‘Bear spirit,’ said Daniyar.
‘Oh, the one that got shot the other day? Heard they made his carcass into…’
‘They did,’ I interrupt. ‘It’s sorted.’
‘So, now what you doing?’
I look very pointedly at the sleeping elk on the front of the car.
‘Yeah, but after that,’ says the Leshii. 
‘No idea,’ I reply.
‘Got shaman stuff to do, I imagine,’ Lukyan goes on with a look at Daniyar. Dan tries to smile. It looks more like a bout of wind.
‘Lukyan, are you bored?’ I ask finally.
He scoffs. ‘Nah, my friend, I’ve got things I should be doing. Just I thought I’d show a bit of respect, that’s all.’
‘Since when? What is it you want?’
‘What do you take me for?’
‘Is that a rhetorical question or do you actually want to hear the answer?’ I ask.
Lukyan sniffs loudly, glances over at the trees, then scratches his fungus-covered elbow.
‘Well, I mean, if you’re here…’
I gesture towards the elk. I’m starting to suspect I know where it got the idea to come sleep on the car.
‘Did have a bit of trouble the other day,’ Lukyan says.
‘With…?’
After looking around as though he’s expecting someone to be listening in the woods, the Leshii leans forward and looks in the passenger window, bringing with him a loamy scent, tinged with a bit of something floral. He hands me a small wooden object, slipping it across like a kilo of cocaine, so it’s only once it’s in my hands I can see what it is. It has to be the ugliest matryoshka I have ever seen. Instead of the usual cheery, rosy-faced lady in her headscarf with her chicken, this thing has a scowling, snarling face like something wants to leap right off the lacquered wood and go for the jugular. 
‘Lovely,’ I say, but I am just about to twist it and see what monstrosities are inside when Lukyan grabs my wrist.
‘Are you nuts?’ he screeches.
‘It’s a doll.’
‘You need to take that to your grandmother,’ says the Leshii.
‘Why? I actually quite like my grandmother.’
‘She’ll know what to do with it. Just tell her someone cut into the silver birch. She’ll know what it means.’
It’s easier just to take the thing and pocket it without further question. I’m getting used to everyone in and around the town sharing secrets with my grandmother that I’ve not been brought in on. And oh, what a coincidence, the elk chooses that moment to grunt and shift its massive bulk off the car. 
‘And don’t open it,’ Lukyan says as I shove the Niva into reverse. ‘Just take it to Svetlana.’
I wave just to show I’ve understood, but I want out of there and I want breakfast. 
I drop Daniyar off at his house and carry on to our place beside the kebab shop. Ours is the only izba cottage on the road, surrounded by prefab blocks of flats with businesses on the ground floor. Our house is so old, all its edges have melted. Part of it sinks lower on the eastern side with the subsidence from the old gold mines Peter the Great once sunk here. It’s surrounded by a straggly garden that looks like we do nothing to it, but my grandmother is always out tending the plants. She just doesn’t believe in killing things just because humans decided they’re “weeds”. She calls it eugenics and racism for plants. She could do with trimming the bush next to the front door though. It’s got to the stage again where it looks like it's gained sentience and is trying to find someone to strangle. 
The two rooms at the front are our shop and then the smaller one beside it is kept for readings and consultations. I usually don’t go in through the shop door as there’s a more secluded one round the back that leads into the kitchen, but I want to find Babushka, so I go in from the street and let the little bell announce my presence.
When I was little, I used to hang around behind the counter of the shop, which always smelled of incense and patchouli oil. I never imagined I’d have to stay here. My parents assumed I’d head off on my own, my father trying to push me into the law, but I wanted to play music. I had these grand ideas of studying in some Moscow or St Petersburg conservatoire, then playing in the orchestra of the Bolshoi maybe or even the Symphony Orchestra. It was my grandmother who persuaded my parents to let me do whatever I wanted, but I figure now that was because she already knew something bad was on the horizon and my fate was already carved out. I was in the orchestra pit at the Lenkom Theatre when I got the news that my parents’ car had come off the road on a patch of black ice.  Couple of months later, I had no choice but to pack up and head southeast. 
I wasn’t allowed to do much to begin with and even began to suspect this “apprenticeship” was just my grandmother’s way of having her meals cooked and errands run without paying for it. I would trudge around the town with my instructions, picking up this, that and the next thing from the dusty little shops, taking notes to my grandmother’s endless supply of friends, all of whom look like they’re desiccated and held together by stubbornness and nosiness. 
The first time I was actually sent to do something even remotely related to the craft, I must only have been about thirty-two, which in this town makes you a child. I remember it was just after I decided to grow a beard, thinking this would make me look more like a man, much to my grandmother’s amusement. 
‘You won’t have to do anything, Vovchik,’ she told me, and I should’ve known then it would be one of the lousiest days in my life because rule number one –Babushka says whatever she needs to to get her own way. 
‘Just go down to the little house past the shrine. It’s Mrs Morosova’s house. You remember Mrs Morosova? Oh, Vovchik, don’t give me that. You do. She’s the one who married first the butcher then the baker, and we then all waited for her to find someone to make candles, but she didn’t find that funny. She had a strange eye and one bit of hair that always stood up like an antenna. You do know her. Well, anyway, she has died. Her sisters are at the house, and they worry for her soul as she died alone, so be sure she’s not still there, and if she is, show her the way to go. That’s not beyond you, is it, Vovchik?’
A response to “can you just go and clear out the dead woman” did not come too readily, so I just nodded and let Babushka talk me through the things I would need should the spirit still be lingering. I didn’t even like speaking to old people while they were alive, let alone dead ones. They always smell of pickles and piss.
‘And remember if you have to take her down the pale road, be polite,’ Babushka warned. ‘Remember the one who lives at the end of that lane is our patron and protector. The last thing this family needs is for you to get on her tits.’
‘Lovely image, Baba.’
‘And remember, if you do take Mrs Morosova there, tell her she must be there by nightfall. Otherwise it could be very dangerous. Remember and tell her that.’
I am the first to admit that I was younger then and, yes, a bit of a prat. So I sigh and secretly rolled my eyes and headed off convinced that my grandmother was worrying too much and I would get to the house past the shrine and find nothing but a couple of grieving sisters. After all, why would any spirit want to stay in this town if they could have the afterlife instead? It wasn’t as though her grandmother had summoned her back from her one chance at escape.
I went off, bag slung over my shoulder, into the frosty February and headed for the outskirts of town. I knew the house Babushka meant. It had belonged to the Morosov family for as long as anyone here could remember, probably back into the days of Catherine the Great. The shrine my grandmother spoke of is even older, the sort you see all over the country and especially in otherwise godforsaken places like this. Little wooden hut with a statue of a saint inside, in our case, St Barbara, who, I learned as a child, is the patron saint of chemical workers and engineers. Who knew? My grandmother, though, had also told me that the stone the shrine is built on is much, much older. I’ve noticed people my grandmother’s age are very vague about things beyond a certain age, perhaps because they want to be vague about their own advancing years, but after a point, everything belongs to an era of “long, long ago, before your grandfather’s time”. 
That stone, which came into view as I left the last socialist housing blocks behind and passed a few stray cottages before the road wended off towards the distant, scabrous forest and fields that grew nothing but snow and rocks at this time of year, is pale grey and marked with what might once have been carvings, but the weather objected to them and washed them away. My grandmother calls it The Waystone. Many places have these, so she tells me, to warn you when you’re approaching a boundary between the real and unreal, the living and dead, the truth and story. When I was a boy, we used to dare each other to go past the stone, as though the open fields beyond it and that distant line of dark trees were some fairytale land we might never escape from. I don’t recall ever ending up in Narnia those times and I remember being sorely disappointed.
A low mist hung over the path that day and swirled around the Waystone. Through it a few candles in red glass flickered where they’d been lit before the portrait of St Barbara. Crows shouted what I assume were probably anti-human slurs as I passed. Most of them sat on the outstretched arms of the somewhat redundant scarecrows. And then, down a small incline, surrounded by twisted trees, sat the Morosov house. A curl of smoke rose from the chimney and a light burned like liquid gold in the window downstairs.
And there, standing in the garden, sweeping snow from the path with a broom, was Mrs Morosova. There goes an easy morning. 
Her two sisters, willowy creatures, who standing together were not the width of their deceased sibling, huddled in the doorway, both in headscarves even though one of them couldn’t have been much older than me. Both jumped and waved as they saw me. I waved back, nodding, to let them know that yes, I had seen their dead sister sweeping the path. I leaned on the gate where Mrs Morosova was cleaning.
‘Good afternoon,’ I called. Mrs Morosova looked up with dull eyes, sneered at me, much as she had done any time I came near the house as a child, then went back to sweeping.
‘We don’t want to buy anything, and we already have religion,’ she said.
‘That’s lucky, because I’m not selling anything and I’m an atheist. My grandmother sent me, Mrs Morosova. Svetlana Volkova. I’m sure you know her.’
‘The witch woman in the bookshop.’
‘That’s her exactly, yes.’
‘We don’t hold with that sort of heathen nonsense in this house,’ said Mrs Morosova.
‘Is that so?’ I leaned my elbow on the gatepost and propped my chin up.
‘Load of nonsense. Ghosts, phantoms, evil spirits. There’s no such thing. Would never have been tolerated before.’
“Before”, by the way, is the shorthand many of the old folks use around here to mean “during the good old days of Stalin, when we could have people we didn’t like sent to the gulag with one note”.
‘So you do not believe in ghosts?’ I asked.
She spat on the path then immediately swept it up.
‘Mrs Morosova, do you not want to know why my grandmother sent me?’
‘I don’t give a rat’s arse why your grandmother sent you, boy.’
‘Well, that may be, but as it happened, your sisters had to call upon her.’
Mrs Morosova turned and glared at the women in the doorway. ‘Those stupid bitches? What did they say now? You know they want this house, the pair of them? Kept trying to get me to sign it over to one or the other one. “Oh, we have children, Irena, you have none, and this house is so big.” “Oh, are you not lonely here, Irena, all by yourself with all these empty rooms now your Ivan is gone?” Pah! Grubby little sluts, the pair of them.’
If I hadn’t been used to my grandmother’s language being somewhere between dockworker and sailor, I might’ve been shocked, but Mrs Morosova was evidently one of those old people who complained how the young people had no fucking manners any more.
‘Did you write a will?’ I asked.
‘What the fuck business is it of yours?’
‘Just that… Well, my grandmother asked me to come here to check that you were all right and that you knew where you were to go.’
Sweep, sweep, sweep. ‘The fuck are you talking about, boy?’
‘Mrs Morosova, I am very sorry to tell you this, but you’re dead.’
‘Bollocks.’
I sighed at that point and glanced at the other two for a bit of backup, but they shrugged. Helpful.
‘Then this is going to be difficult,’ I said.
‘Damn right, so why don’t you sod off?’
‘Irena Borisovna,’ whined one of the sisters, the younger one, ‘you have to listen to the Volkhv.’
‘He’s not a Volkhv. He’s barely finished his exams.’
‘I’m thirty-two,’ I pointed out. ‘And I’m not a Volkhv. I’m the Opekun. A Volkhv’s more like a priest…’
‘Irena,’ said the older sister. ‘How do you not remember? You fell down the stairs while you were cleaning them, last Thursday. We held the service in the chapel and your remembrance feast in the kitchen. Mrs Sokolova came. She brought noodles. Do you not remember.’
Mrs Morosova narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t toss out an immediate expletive, which made me wonder if she might actually have started listening.
‘Fell down the stairs,’ she repeated.
‘That’s right,’ said the younger sister. ‘You hit your head on the last step. Pavla found you.’
The older sister, evidently Pavla, nodded, and the two of them clutched each other’s arms.
The dead woman turned and glared at me. ‘This is what they told you? That I fell down the stairs?’
‘That’s the first I’ve heard of it,’ I admitted. ‘I was only told you were dead. It doesn’t really make a difference to my part in this how you died, unless you were murdered or something and unable to…’ Oh, fuck. 
‘You sour faced bitches!’ Mrs Morosova yelled, her voice, though slightly reverberating with that eerie quality the supernatural sometimes endows, like a gunshot across the empty landscape. Even the crows thought, “What the hell?” and took off. 
‘How can you believe such things?’ whined Pavla. ‘Agnessa and I would never dream of such a thing…’
‘Oh, shove it, you cow!’ Mrs Morosova retorted. She charged at the two women, pointing a bony finger at them, the broom still in her free hand. ‘I remember now! I remember you were there, the two of you! You came to ask me to change my will again, for the good of your children! Well, I curse your brats and their brats and seven generations of the ungrateful crotch fruit after them!’
At this point, I thought really I should step in and do something. Most curses are just words flung about like dung, but every now and then, like dung, a bit sticks, and I was supposed to be there for the protection of the family as well as the dead person. Then again, if the family murdered the dead person, then what was I supposed to do? Babushka never went over that in her “how to make the dead move on” tutorial this morning.
‘Ladies,’ I tried, holding up my hands, but I would have had more luck trying to stop the six-fifteen from Abakan using only a pen.
‘Well, the joke is on you, you train station whores!’ said Mrs Morosova. ‘I would rather eat my own entrails than sign anything over to you! I told the lawyer that everything is to be sold, and the money goes to the cat shelter in town to make sure Lenin has a good life.’
‘You’ve lost me,’ I said. ‘How does giving money to the cat shelter benefit Lenin? For one thing, he’s dead.’
‘Lenin is her cat,’ Pavla helpfully informed me. At the sound of his name, the creature in question slinked along the windowsill inside the house and settled there to watch us. 
‘How dare you, you old bitch!’ Agnessa screeched, stomping forward out of the doorway. ‘You know my Yuri lost his job last month! How am I supposed to feed four kids on one salary? And you leave everything to the sodding cats?’
‘Maybe if you kept your legs together for five minutes instead of popping out snivelling little shit-babies, you wouldn’t need so much money!’
‘Ladies,’ I tried again.
‘You keep out of this,’ Mrs Morosova snaps, turning on me. ‘Why are you here anyway? Unless you’re the hairiest woman in town, I imagine there’s a dick between your legs, so why would your grandmother send you? It’s supposed to be a woman.’
‘I thought you didn’t believe in all that heathen rubbish?’ I asked.
She spat again. This time, the spittle sizzled as it hit the paving slabs.
‘Mrs Morosova,’ I began, keeping very level and calm no matter how much my brain was screaming “what the fuck am I supposed to do here?” ‘If you’re satisfied you have revenge on them, there’s no need for you to stay here…’
‘We’ll contest the will!’ shouts Agnessa. ‘We’ll tell them you were crazy!’
‘For fuck’s sake,’ I couldn’t help but reply. ‘Listen, do you want a ghost in your garden for the next nine thousand years? Might make the property value drop a bit.’
That shut them up, although I didn’t doubt they’d be on the phone to Trifonov the lawyer the minute I left. When silence descended for what felt like the first time in an aeon, I turned my attention back to the dead woman.
‘Mrs Morosova, you’ve left everything in order. If your will was done correctly, they can’t do anything with it. So your business here is done, and there is a much larger land awaiting you, the Thrice-Tenth Kingdom, and I can lead you to the veil where you can pass through. Isn’t that a better prospect than eternally sweeping a step and watching these two squabble?’
‘What about my cat?’
‘What about him?’
‘I’m not leaving Lenin here with those two! It’d be just like them to wring his neck out of spite.’
‘Too bloody right,’ muttered one of the sisters, I don’t know which.
A glance at the sky told me if I was going to get this woman to the veil before sunset, I needed to go. So I heard myself say, ‘I’ll take the cat, Mrs Morosova. I’ll make sure he gets to the shelter. Now, can we go?’
‘Fine,’ she said after a while, but she didn’t move. When I just stared at her, she glowered at me as though she had never seen anything quite so stupid in her very long life.
‘You said you’d take the cat,’ she reminded me.
I hadn’t actually meant right at that moment, but then I supposed the sisters might try to hurt the poor thing while we were on our way to the borders. So I headed inside.
‘Be careful, he scratches,’ Mrs Morosova shouted after me. ‘He doesn’t like men!’
‘Wonderful,’ I replied, then went in to try and catch the misandrist cat.
Fifteen minutes later, I emerged with the beast in my arms and the skin of my hands in ribbons. Lenin was a straggly, round-faced white thing with only a few teeth left but he knew how to wield those claws.
‘All right,’ I said, exhausted then and really not looking forward to the trek out to the boundary with this animal. ‘Now can we go?’
Mrs Morosova gave her sisters one last sneer then nodded.
‘Wonderful,’ I said and gestured towards the road.
The sisters started bickering as soon as we left the garden, the gate creaking shut behind us. Mrs Morosova paused and looked back at the house before coming to my side.
‘It was a good place once,’ she said. ‘Both my husbands were happy there, I think. Will they be waiting for me?’
‘So I’m told,’ I replied. ‘But the truth is, no-one living can really know. All I can say with any certainty is that if you stay here, all you’ll be left with is the same misery that comes to the living, only with the added torment of being forever apart from everyone.’
She patted my arm, but as she was a ghost, I felt nothing. Lenin, however, meowed at her. She scratched his chin the damn animal started to purr.
‘He likes you,’ she said.
‘He tried to tear my face off.’
‘But he didn’t, which means he likes you.’
We walked a long way along the misty path, past the bare fields and towards the dark trees that stood as sentinels on the boundary of the town. Already the day was turning from dove grey to pale blue and the moon was out like a chalk drawing amongst the clouds.
‘Does it hurt?’ she asked.
‘Crossing over? No. The painful part is done.’
‘Good,’ she muttered.
Finally, I spotted lights ahead, a row of flickering lamps at waist height, which, as we grew closer, revealed themselves as fenceposts, white as bone and topped with jawless skulls, in which the flames were burning. And behind that, the little hut with its thatched roof and stilts, which looked very much, in that dying light, like the scrawny legs of an enormous hen. The owner, a hunchbacked woman in black, stood leaning on the gatepost, smoking a pipe. A hood covered her eyes, but her long grey hair tumbled out around her shoulders and down to her waist. Beside me, I saw Mrs Morosova hesitate.
‘Don’t be afraid,’ I said quietly. ‘Just do as she tells you, and she’ll see you right.’
I stopped there and gestured to Mrs Morosova to go on alone. There was only so close I could get to the house if I wanted to return to my own world again. She glanced at me, concerned, but the old woman at the gate gave a toothless grin and beckoned her forward.
‘Come along, Golden One,’ she called. ‘There’s stew on the fire and beer on the table.’
When Mrs Morosova turned to look back at me again, I could see why the old woman chose that name. Her hair glinted in the firelight like braided gold and hung to her hips, and the face that smiled back at me was no older than mine. 
‘Come, come,’ the old woman said. ‘It’s getting dark.’
Once Mrs Morosova reached the gate, the old woman ushered her inside and looked directly at me. I bowed. She responded by pulling back her hood, from possibly the most beautiful face I had ever seen. Gone was the toothless mouth and grey hair, and instead I saw the young woman who had matured into that wise old creature. Or perhaps I didn’t. Because the next moment I was sure she looked about fifty, then old once more, then young, then old, until my head hurt.
I watched the two of them go inside the house, then turned to head away. I had heard it would be difficult to leave, and I did feel the tug at my heart, begging me to linger just a little longer, but the sky was too dark. And I was starving and wanted my dinner.
So that was my first assignment. It was also how Lenin the cat came to be a permanent resident beneath my grandmother’s table or on her shop counter. She refused to take him to the shelter, claiming they would just “hand him to any old idiot”. It’s why he’s sitting there now as I walk in after my encounter with the Leshii, yellow eyes following me on the off chance I’ve been near the butchers or fish shop. 
No sign of my grandmother, but there’s a smell of spice from the kitchen, which is where I find her, seated on the pechka, the brick and tile structure that contains our stove but which could also be used for sleeping or sitting if we need the heat. She’s puffing on a cigarette, perched on a rung of the wooden ladder that reaches up to the top and the sleeping space. A few months ago, I bought her a small flat screen for in the kitchen and she’s taken to going in there to watch her period dramas. Some twit in a top hat is confessing his love for a woman in a corset. Which seems to be the plot of pretty much all of them.
‘You stink of moss,’ she remarks. ‘You’ve been in the woods? Why?’
‘Just something to deal with,’ I reply, already getting the matryoshka out of my pocket. ‘Lukyan was about. Said to give you this.’
As I hand it to her, I turn it so the hideous face is towards her and my grandmother snatches her hand away as though I’d offered her an open flame. She stares at me with a weird mix of fury and terror. Not a look I’ve seen on her often.
‘What?’ I ask. ‘He said to give it to you and tell you someone cut into the silver birch.’
‘Did you open it?’ Baba hisses.
‘No. He said not to.’
She exhales, so I take it that’s the right answer. For a while she just stares sadly at the thing then she scrabbles down off the ladder and disappears through the door to our cellar. That’s the last I hear of that doll, at least for a while. My grandmother is very good at closing doors on things she doesn’t want to discuss. That was probably the most important thing I learned in those really early days. 






  
  Chapter two
 Why My Wife is a Raven


You’d think after my experience with Mrs Morosova that I’d just saunter in the next day after seeing off my first restless spirit and be immediately accepted by my grandmother as the next in line to take over the magical business. That’s what I thought, anyway. Full of myself, I went home that day and swaggered around worse than Uncle Aleksei in the days before he had to go on the run before the Bratva turned him into pelmeni for making off with a load of their ill-gotten gains. I told my grandmother the whole story, so pleased with how I’d one, only to get one of those eyebrow raises like when I tried to lie to her as a kid. That’s when I knew this was not going to be easy. 
‘You do one errand, Vovchik, and you expect the town to bow to you. Well, you tell me now then, how do you stop a water spirit from drowning you if you cross a stream?’
‘Use a bridge?’
That got me a slap across the back of the head.
‘How do you appease an angry storm god?’
‘Vodka?’
She sighed and wandered off, shaking her head and muttering to herself while she did several tasks around the house in the space of about one minute.
‘I suppose you think because you lived in Moscow that you know more than us country idiots? I suppose you think your university is the only place that teaches anything useful?’
‘I have never said either of those things, Baba.’
‘Probably think the world of your poor grandmother and her grandmother and all the grandmothers who came before is just the silly superstitions of old women, nothing to do with this rational world.’
There was very little point in trying to argue with Babushka when she was in this mood. It’s like a storm. Sometimes the only thing to do is ride it out. Or use vodka, like I said. They tend to run to a script, so when she comes back in, it should be…
‘I blame your father. You didn’t get this attitude from any of the Volkovs.’
Right on schedule. Following it comes a tirade about several things my father supposedly did as a young man, which segued into how wonderful everyone else in the town’s grandchildren were doing, then eventually a rant about young people in general, before she finally ran out of steam.
‘Anyway,’ she said, picking up books that had sprouted on the floor and furniture, seemingly overnight. ‘Yes, you might have done all right with Mrs Morosova, but not everything will go as easy. And there are things that must be done to make things right, to make sure the other world respects you.’
‘I don’t have to fight a troll or something, do I?’
‘There are no trolls in Russia,’ she said. 
‘Then what do I have to do? Rescue a princess? Kiss a swan?’
‘Don’t be ludicrous,’ said Baba. ‘You have to marry a raven’
Of course. I should’ve known this. Makes perfect sense.
Eventually she did explain to me that it was always tradition in her family to offer one of his children, admittedly always a daughter, in a ceremonial marriage to one of the family of ravens who can cross the boundary through the veil. 
‘They can be valuable allies,’ she told me. ‘You can’t cross over yourself, not unless you piss someone off too much and they kill you or the old woman allows you. But you can ask the birds to take messages to the gods and creatures on the other side.’
I tried to ask her about the logistics of this but only got another look. Then we’re packing a bag and traipsing out towards the Cherniyy Les and the edge of the town. Grandmother smokes her revolting cigarettes all the way then coughs and hacks all over the path, until at last the skeleton of the old manganese factory is hidden by the curve of the mountains and the forest lies ahead, beyond the grey fields.
Annoyingly, I started to find myself worried that I wasn’t dressed nicely enough, then wondered if a raven would even notice or care what I had on. What was a raven looking for in a partner? I mean, it’s not like I could lay eggs. Unless my grandmother intended to put some spell on me. Would I have to turn into a bird every full moon or something? By the time we reached the shrine, which is also the Waystone, I was looking for any excuse to slip away and run for it.
‘Stop twitching, Vovchik,’ Babushka said. ‘You’ll have everyone thinking you have fleas.’
We stopped beside a low wall that bounds one of the fields, where Babushka stubbed out the latest cigarette and breathed out slowly, the air freezing in a cloud in front of her. I looked about, but there was nothing there but a scarecrow. 
‘What…’ I began, but she quickly shushed me. Then she wandered around in a little circle with her hand on her waist as though her back ached, her standard “waiting for the microwave to ping” stance, then she pulled something out of her pocket and tossed it into the field, towards the base of the scarecrow. 
‘Never around when you bloody need them,’ Babushka mumbled.
‘Maybe we should’ve phoned first,’ I said. That got me a thump on the arm.
My grandmother peered off towards the horizon, then stuck her knobbly fingers in her dry-river-bed lips and whistled so shrilly, I could still hear the noise seconds after she’d actually stopped.
‘Bloody birds,’ she muttered.
With a clatter of wings, three huge black birds landed with surprising grace on the outstretched arms of the scarecrow and watched us both with eyes like bullets.
‘Morning,’ Babushka shouted, giving them a wave. ‘Glad you were able to





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
e 2
.

&% c.w

_] ssica M T aonr

The Bes
\Vay

T h s

%> Tenth

" Klngdom

/ Q,/{i_\\‘ 220y \\\\ 'ﬁi‘—% g“
ll “
(! N e ®






OEBPS/images/2b5486fc-a6a1-4321-a789-57eb43b47360.jpeg
T mne,

> y O} ENINSE-RUINETSKY
O\ BARRAUL - yoyopupneTsk
- eHYITL







