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Part One: The Arrival

I.
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The forest swallows her on the third day.

Not literally—not yet—but Yara feels it happen. The moment when the trees close behind her and the path she's been following stops pretending to be a path. The moment when the light changes, goes green and thick and strange, and she understands that she's not in the world anymore. She's in the place between.

Good. That's where she's going.

She's been walking since the blood dried on her hands. Three days through fields and farms and the thin edges of woodland, following the sun west, following the stories she grew up on. Don't go into the deep forest. Don't stray from the path. Don't look for the house on chicken legs, because if you find it, you might not come back.

She's counting on that last part.

The trees here are old—older than the village, older than the boyar's stone hall, older than anything Yara has ever touched. Their bark is dark and rough, split by centuries of growth, and their roots rise from the ground like the backs of sleeping animals. She has to climb over them, sometimes. Has to find her way around trunks so wide that ten women holding hands couldn't circle them.

She's not afraid. That's the strangest part. She should be afraid—she's walking into the domain of a witch who eats people, who boils their bones for soup, who decorates her fence with their skulls. But the fear she expected doesn't come. There's just a calm, heavy certainty, like the feeling before a birth when everything goes quiet and the only thing left is the work.

She's done being afraid. Fear is for people who have something to lose.

The light fades as she walks, though she can't tell if that's the forest thickening or the day ending. Time feels different here. Stretched and compressed at once, like a contraction that never quite peaks. She walks until her legs ache, until her feet blister through her worn boots, until the last of the bread she brought from the village is gone.

And then, just when she's starting to wonder if she'll simply walk until she dies, she sees it.

The clearing opens without warning—one moment she's pushing through undergrowth, the next she's standing at the edge of a space where no trees grow. The ground is bare earth, packed hard, scattered with bones that gleam white in the dim light. And in the center of the clearing, impossible and undeniable:

The house.

It stands on two massive legs, scaled and clawed, bent at the knee like a chicken settling to roost. The legs shift as Yara watches—a slight adjustment, a redistribution of weight—and the whole house sways with the movement. It's smaller than she expected, just a single room with a peaked roof, but there's something about its proportions that makes her uneasy. Something that suggests the inside might not match the outside.

The fence around it is made of bones. Human bones, she realizes. Femurs planted upright in the earth, skulls perched on top, their empty sockets filled with something that flickers like firelight. The skulls turn to look at her as she approaches. All of them, at once, rotating on their posts to track her movement.

She stops at the gate. Takes a breath.

"Little house, little house," she says, and her voice comes out steadier than she expected. "Turn your back to the forest and your front to me."

For a long moment, nothing happens. The skulls watch her. The legs shift again, restless. The whole clearing seems to hold its breath.

Then, with a groan of old wood and older magic, the house begins to turn. The legs move in a strange shuffling dance, pivoting the structure until the door faces Yara. It's a low door, barely tall enough for her to pass through without ducking, and it's painted red—a deep, dried-blood red that seems to absorb light rather than reflect it.

The door swings open.

"Well," says a voice from inside, low and rough and amused. "Are you going to stand there all night? Come in, girl. Let me see what the forest dragged in."
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II.
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The inside of the house is larger than the outside. Much larger.

Yara steps through the low doorway and finds herself in a room that shouldn't exist—high-ceilinged, deep-shadowed, stretching back into darkness that the fire in the great hearth can't quite reach. The walls are hung with bundles of dried herbs, with strings of bones and teeth, with things she doesn't recognize and doesn't want to examine closely. The floor is packed earth, worn smooth by centuries of feet.

And in the center of it all, hunched in a chair made of something that might be wood and might be antler, sits Baba Yaga.

She's not what Yara expected.

The stories describe a withered crone, all bones and spite, with iron teeth and a nose so long it scrapes the ceiling when she lies down. But the woman in the chair is—solid. Present. Old, yes, impossibly old, with skin like bark and hair like cobwebs and eyes that have seen things that no longer exist. But not frail. Not diminished.

She looks at Yara the way a wolf looks at a rabbit. Assessing. Calculating. Deciding whether she's worth the effort of a chase.

"Well," Baba Yaga says again. "You found me."

"I was looking."

"Most who find me aren't. They stumble in by accident, lost children and foolish boys, thinking they can take a shortcut through my woods." She smiles, and her teeth are iron, just like the stories say. Dark metal that catches the firelight, sharp and
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