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            One

         
         The sleeping plague was still nine months away, but the frenzied anticipation had already begun. Marisha passed a family as
            she hurried to her interview. The mother and children wore large vials of stoppered yellow water around their necks, surely
            believing the liquid had otherworldly protective powers. Probably diluted tea, or worse. 
         

         
         Marisha tried to turn a blind eye to the signs of shabbiness that had overcome Severny as the plague year approached. Doors
            boarded up, garbage strewn in the snow, and everywhere people hurried in the streets without making eye contact with each
            other. The only places where the throngs seemed to congregate were around those sham kolduni hawking their most potent hale
            water for warding off the sleeping plague. Marisha turned her face away from one such street corner, her chest tightening
            uncontrollably. 
         

         
         Ow! She clutched her head. She had been so keen on avoiding the crowd gathered around a koldun brandishing a glowing bottle, that she had run into a lamppost. Fantastic, now she would have to be interviewed with a great big bruise across her forehead. The corners of her lips flitted up as she imagined explaining, ‘I was attacked by a lamppost.’ Then she remembered how important the interview was for her immediate future and her smile vanished. 

         
         Despite countless letters sent and hours spent knocking on doors of the remaining open businesses, the interview for the clerk
            position was the only opportunity she had been able to secure. Openings that accepted female applicants were rare in the best
            of times. And now, with kolduni stirring up superstitions about inviting the plague along with strangers into one’s home,
            even advertisements for governesses had disappeared. 
         

         
         Without a salary and a place to live, she would have no choice but to accept whatever repulsive husband Aunt Lyubov drummed
            up for her. A spike of fear at the prospect momentarily displaced her attention from the painful aftershock radiating from
            her forehead. 
         

         
         A poster was stuck to the lamppost. It was too colourful for winter: bright blue letters against a large block of orange.
            Marisha leaned in closer. The block of orange was a drawing of a house, and the blue letters read, ‘Applicants Wanted’. Then
            beneath it was written ‘Baba Zima, Koldunya,’ and ‘Must be a young lady of quality; intelligent, ambitious, and willing to
            travel. Generous compensation.’ 
         

         
         She quelled the small spark of hope that had lit up at the sight of the phrase, ‘Applicants Wanted’. Working for a koldunya
            was unthinkable. Kolduni did nothing to help ease people’s troubles, all they did was ease the desperate of their money. They
            couldn’t ward away the sleeping plague.
         

         
         They couldn’t change someone’s fate. 

         
         Marisha had been standing still for too long, she’d be late. She hurried along to her interview, pushing the garishly orange drawing of the house from her mind. It was easy to spot the company offering the clerkship. A lump formed in Marisha’s throat as she did her best not to count the people waiting in line at the door. She tried to rearrange her hair to cover the bruise that was surely blooming across her forehead. The lump in her throat grew bigger and bigger the closer she made it to the door. 

         
         

         The interview went terribly. Marisha knew it; the portly man interviewing her knew it too. He barely glanced her way when
            he dismissed her and started tidying the papers on his desk. Perhaps determined to show she did not care about the interview’s
            outcome, she asked the man if he had seen an orange house in the city. He looked surprised, as though he had already expected
            her to have left the room.
         

         
         ‘I heard there’s an orange house come to the Poets’ Square. But I haven’t seen it.’ The man frowned at Marisha. ‘Why do you
            ask? It may truly be Baba Zima’s house, and she’s not to be trifled with.’ The man had said ‘Baba Zima’ as though it were
            a name of great significance. He looked at her differently now, with curiosity and a bit of fear, while a moment ago she had
            been something to glaze over. This merchant seemed to think that if she wanted to visit Baba Zima to buy a remedy, she was
            willing to take a big risk. She would not get a job out of him, but at least she knew better than to be afraid of a koldunya.
            
         

         
         Marisha left the building and trudged through the muddy snow towards the square, doing her best to ignore the ball of dread
            in her stomach at the thought of the interview and the scant handful of rubles in her pocket. There, wedged in between the
            other ordinary brick houses, stood an orange house. Painted shingles in shades of peach and carrot covered it from sidewalk
            to chimney, reminding Marisha of fish scales or bird feathers. 
         

         
         Was she really going to do this? Was she really going to ask a koldunya for a job? Marisha’s forehead throbbed, reminding her that two hours ago she had been smacked by a lamppost, and shortly after that she had lost the only job prospect she had found in two weeks. Without a job, she would have no choice but to slink back to her aunt’s house in defeat – which would be unbearably humiliating in itself – and how long would it take Aunt Lyubov to bundle her off as a wife for Gregor Pavlovitch Otresin or someone equally loathsome? She recalled Gregor’s meaty hands, the cruel glint in his eye – No! 

         
         Marisha looked for a door but couldn’t find one. Instead, she knocked on a window at the height of her forehead. She knocked
            timidly at first, then louder as her knocking went unanswered. The window opened and a woman leaned her head out and shouted,
            ‘If you’re a supplicant, it’s too late, we closed at seven.’ The window slammed shut.
         

         
         Marisha knocked again, her jitters melting into annoyance. The window opened again and the woman shouted, ‘We open at nine
            o’clock tomorrow, come back then.’
         

         
         Marisha shouted back, ‘I’m not a supplicant.’ She would rather drink unsweetened tea for a month than buy something from a
            koldunya. ‘I – I saw the advertisement. For a job.’
         

         
         The window slammed shut. Marisha wondered if she should leave. Then, the house shuddered. Marisha watched with wide eyes as
            the house creakily lifted on two fat stilts that unfolded like legs. The stilts were tipped with what Marisha could only describe
            as wooden talons. The house rose until its bottom edge was just above Marisha’s head and she could see down the next street.
            Incredibly, the talons moved with dexterity and the house turned on itself. The stilts folded back up and the house touched
            the ground again. The side now facing Marisha had a door. 
         

         
         Marisha’s eyebrows were frozen halfway up her forehead. She caught a whiff of smoke and squinted at the life-like talons. They must be some ingenious steam-powered contraption intended to fool poor supplicants into handing over their rubles. 

         
         The door opened. Out stepped a tall middle-aged woman with an imposing frame. Marisha immediately noticed the orange shawl
            wrapped around her shoulders: it was embroidered in shades of orange thread that matched the house. Then Marisha met the woman’s
            piercing gaze. The woman’s beady black eyes seemed to sparkle with cold intelligence, just like a predatory bird’s would.
            ‘You,’ the woman, surely Baba Zima, said. Her voice boomed across the square. ‘You want to be a koldunya’s assistant?’
         

         
         Marisha nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She knew what the koldunya must see: just a sturdy young woman with a thin
            face and light brown hair pulled back. Aunt Lyubov often said that Marisha should smile more, for when she did not smile,
            she appeared cross. She had worn boots with a thick heel to appear taller, but still had to tilt her head up to look at the
            statuesque koldunya. 
         

         
         ‘The advertisement said to come in the morning. The morning’s long over.’

         
         Her stomach sank. ‘So, the position’s been filled?’

         
         Baba Zima huffed, crossed her arms, and narrowed her eyes. ‘To my eternal annoyance, no. Come in, if you wish.’ 

         
         She then whirled around and though she did not touch the door, it began to slam shut behind her. Marisha had to rush forward and wedge her arm between the door and doorjamb to keep it from shutting. The door pressed down on her arm with a weight that seemed disproportionate to its thickness, and she had to use all her strength to push it open wide enough to slip into the house. She got through, but the door caught the bottom of her skirt’s hem, and pull as she might on the door’s handle, it did not open. If she tugged any more, the dress would rip. Marisha looked up, furious that Baba Zima stood a few feet from the landing, watching her struggle, her face impassive. 

         
         Baba Zima said, ‘Won’t you come further into the house?’

         
         ‘I would, but your door has caught my dress.’

         
         Baba Zima shrugged and turned around, walking away from Marisha further down the hall. Marisha gritted her teeth, the starukha’s
            mean trick making her seethe. And for what purpose – to scare her off? She took a deep breath. Baba Zima wouldn’t be rid of
            her so easily. Marisha yanked on the fabric caught in the door, and after two tries it ripped away. She smoothed her skirt,
            doing her best to pretend that the rip wasn’t there (just like the bruise on her forehead), and hurried after the koldunya.
         

         
         Maybe it was because she was flustered, but it seemed to her that she was rushing after the koldunya for quite a while. Baba
            Zima’s footsteps echoed ahead, the edge of her bright orange shawl disappeared around a corner. Marisha trotted faster, craning
            her neck as she passed a second, then a third staircase. A shiver of unease ran down Marisha’s spine. How could this house
            be so big? She had seen it stand up on its hydraulic legs and turn around, surely they should have reached the other end by
            now? 
         

         
         Thankfully, the koldunya stepped through a large, blue-painted door. Marisha stopped on the other side of the threshold and looked, tingling with curiosity. The room seemed like an ordinary oven room, the heart of any home in Chernozemlya. Except that the blue-and-white tiled oven dome was needlessly enormous. It almost reached the ceiling, and its door was big enough for Marisha to crawl through. The comforting aroma of baking rye bread was almost enough to mask a woodsy scent that reminded her of autumn mushroom hunts and walking on fallen pine needles. She noticed the pink and green paisley curtains framing the window and the large rectangular table before Baba Zima turned around and stopped, causing Marisha to almost crash into her. They stood nose to nose. ‘So,’ Baba Zima said, ‘You’re here because you want to work for a koldunya. It’s an assistant’s position, mind you. For my apprentice, Olena.’ 

         
         Marisha nodded. Baba Zima looked at her with beady eyes, apparently waiting for her to say something else. Marisha cleared
            her throat and said, ‘I’m sure whatever it is, I can do it. If it’s a position to assist your apprentice, should I speak with
            her?’
         

         
         ‘No. Luckily for you, she’s busy at the moment.’ A corner of Baba Zima’s mouth lifted. ‘You wish to learn remedies, do you?
            I am one of the most powerful kolduni in all Chernozemlya as you cannot fail to have noticed.’ She gestured expansively to
            the surrounding house. The koldunya smirked. ‘Perhaps you have a secret ambition to find a cure for the sleeping plague?’
         

         
         Ha! If Marisha believed a plague cure existed, a koldunya’s house would be the last place she would look for it. Marisha was
            careful to keep her expression blank. Still, she couldn’t stop a stab of longing as she said, ‘Everyone wants a cure for the
            sleeping plague.’
         

         
         Baba Zima’s smirk widened. ‘Including you? You don’t strike me as harbouring such ambitions. What makes you suitable?’

         
         Marisha squared her shoulders, ‘I went to a preparatory, a good one—’  

         
         ‘Strange to see a lady who finished preparatory school wishing to enter the world of koldunry. Shouldn’t you be getting married
            to a rich muzhik?’ The woman’s mouth curled.
         

         
         Marisha’s fingers tensed. ‘My marital ambitions are none of your business. What is your business, is that I am interested in this position.’
         

         
         ‘But why?’

         
         Marisha heated with anger as she recalled the long line of people waiting to interview for the clerkship position. But she
            knew better than to point out to the koldunya that opportunities for employment were few and far between with the upcoming
            sleeping plague. Instead, she said, ‘It would be an amazing opportunity to heal people, and – all the other things kolduni
            do for people.’ The words sounded artificial even to her own ears. ‘I won’t deny being curious.’ 
         

         
         Baba Zima finished studying Marisha. ‘No.’

         
         Marisha’s heart sank. ‘But I’m sure I can do—’

         
         ‘No.’ 

         
         A bell tinkled somewhere in the room and the koldunya muttered to herself, completely ignoring Marisha, ‘What now?’

         
         She marched to a narrow door in the corner next to the oven and it opened. Behind the door hovered a guinea pig flapping duck
            wings. 
         

         
         Marisha’s mouth dropped open. Her gaze stayed glued on the impossible creature tucking its wings close to its furry body and
            dropping a letter from its teeth onto the small table next to the door. She barely blinked when the creature neatly bit the
            seam of the letter open and pulled out a piece of paper for the koldunya. Baba Zima leaned over to read it, her bent pose
            looking slightly ridiculous and making Marisha wonder if the letter was harmful in some way. If not, why wouldn’t the koldunya
            just pick it up? Baba Zima said, ‘Kchort, so soon?’ She straightened and looked at Marisha again. 
         

         
         Marisha tore her gaze away from the guinea pig-duck to meet the koldunya’s beady black eyes. Baba Zima held herself strangely, arms slightly pulled away from her sides, fingers splayed as though ready to grab something out of the air. The alacrity of her gaze and her tense stance reminded Marisha of the storied raven, the last and most vicious of the three bird wives to carry off and marry a king, leaving poor Prince Ivan behind. Marisha was better prepared to meet the koldunya’s piercing gaze this time and did not shrink back, though she wanted to. Instead, she returned the unwelcome stare. Marisha was surprised to see the koldunya raise her eyebrows slightly. 

         
         Baba Zima barked, ‘Tell me, what can you do?’

         
         Hope flared in Marisha’s chest and she spouted, ‘I can read and write, my calligraphy is excellent. I know French, music,
            geography—’
         

         
         ‘Useless!’ Baba Zima winced. ‘Do you know how to sweep and scour and chop?’

         
         Marisha stiffened. ‘Yes, I do.’ 

         
         ‘But you don’t like doing it. Ha! And you don’t care for sorcery, that much was clear from the moment you shoved your way
            through my door. You probably study those idiotic philosophy treatises, don’t you? Olena would love that. As much fun as it would be to see her rage at you, you’re very straightforward – not really the best trait for a koldunya’s
            assistant. Besides, you’re too old. I need someone with a soft, malleable mind, who can learn.’
         

         
         ‘I’m not that old.’

         
         ‘You look practically a spinster.’ 

         
         Marisha sputtered. She was only twenty-one! The koldunya ignored her. ‘I need a young girl who has not learned so much she
            can still unlearn.’
         

         
         ‘You said I don’t know anything useful to you, so what would I need to unlearn?’

         
         Baba Zima pressed her mouth into a wrinkled prune. She said, ‘You seem to be bright enough. And Golgolin did not frighten you as he did all those other simpering fools. To think, squealing at a guinea pig-fowl.’ She gestured at the unbelievable half-guinea-pig-half-duck perched on the back of a chair and preening its fur. The koldunya continued her musings, ‘An assistant with a bit of a backbone might last longer with Olena. And, heh, it might even be good to have one who’s not slobbering to lick up the scraps of my incantations.’ 

         
         Baba Zima paused and opened her hand. Marisha did not know what she wanted and the koldunya made the insistent gesture again,
            lifting her own hand up near her face. Marisha lifted her right hand so that it was level with the koldunya’s eyes. The koldunya
            brought her head so close to Marisha’s hand that her nose almost touched it. 
         

         
         ‘Slender fingers,’ she said. Baba Zima suddenly bent Marisha’s pinky finger back. Marisha winced and Baba Zima declared, ‘Flexible.’
            The koldunya dropped Marisha’s finger like it was a hot coal. 
         

         
         She glanced at the bruise on Marisha’s forehead and her mouth quirked, ‘Stubborn.’

         
         Baba Zima straightened out and gave Marisha a slight nod. She said, ‘If you assist my apprentice for a year, I will teach
            you. I will teach you how to cure ailments, both real and imagined. And many other things besides. Useful things. Not like
            geography or French. The contract’s over there.’ The koldunya pointed at the table next to the oven. Strange, Marisha did
            not remember seeing it there before, but there it was, a creamy piece of paper with heft and small print. When the koldunya
            did not hand it to her, Marisha walked over to the table and picked it up herself. 
         

         
         Marisha glossed over the formal language to glean the contract’s bones: she would be an assistant to Baba Zima until either
            Marisha wanted to leave or Baba Zima dismissed her.
         

         
         She frowned. ‘The salary will only begin to be paid after a year’s work?’

         
         ‘There is a high attrition rate among assistants. I usually require three years of work before the salary is collected, but
            since the plague year is beginning soon, and your main duties would be assisting Olena . . .’ Baba Zima raised her shoulders. ‘I’m willing to cut the trial period down.’
            
         

         
         Marisha quelled the stab of trepidation by continuing to peruse the contract. The position could be terminated at the least
            infraction or disobedience, or if she did not progress quickly enough, or if she did not show the necessary ‘koldunic quality’,
            whatever that meant. She would also be subjected to a quarterly review period. And, strangest of all, she would be required
            to keep secrets and tell lies.
         

         
         But the money was more than enough. Marisha’s fingers trembled with excitement as she lowered the contract. With this money,
            in only a few years, she could start rebuilding her family’s fortune, even buy back her parents’ dacha. Her mind jumped to
            a memory of running with Dima to the sprawling cherry tree that dominated the garden. They would race to the top, though Dima
            would help her up the first branch. Her heart constricted. She still loved her brother, despite it all. 
         

         
         The koldunya interrupted Marisha’s thoughts. ‘If you want the position, it’s now or never.’ 

         
         ‘Shouldn’t I meet your apprentice before you hire me?’

         
         ‘I don’t think that would be wise.’

         
         That answer should have sent Marisha running for the door. But Marisha stayed where she was. Though she hated the possibility of being turned out without pay, she would be housed and fed and if she lasted for a year the money would be worth it. She wouldn’t have to return to Aunt Lyubov and the dreaded marriage that would follow. Her less-practical self warred against aligning with her cousins’ beliefs in koldunic power. It was because of koldunry and their damned superstitions that Marisha’s aunt and cousins had forked their fingers at her to ward off the evil eye. But just because she agreed to work for a koldunya did not mean she had to abandon the principles of reasonable philosophy. Baba Zima was clearly an infamous koldunya, and if Marisha could expose her as a fraud, then maybe people would stop pouring their money into koldunry’s false promises for a plague cure. 

         
         She could feel herself stretching her moral strictures to justify taking the job. But whatever way she looked at the problem,
            the bottom line remained: she needed the salary, she needed a place to live. She stole a glance at the impossible creature
            perched on the back of a chair, now preening its wings with sharp teeth. Her pulse trilled. What else was hiding in this house?
            
         

         
         ‘I’ll do it.’

         
         Baba Zima twitched her lips and said, ‘Very well. We leave now.’

         
         ‘Could I return to the boarding house for my things?’ Marisha asked. ‘It wouldn’t take more than an hour.’ 

         
         Baba Zima pursed her lips and gave Marisha a pointed look, standing between Marisha and the table where the contract lay,
            as though it was something to be guarded. ‘You could leave,’ Baba Zima said. ‘But I cannot guarantee we will still be here
            when you return.’
         

         
         Marisha did not have much, but her few belongings were precious. She thought about what she had in her bag: her wallet, her emergency kerchief, and the letter from Dima that still cut her with every reading. But the childhood notes her father had written her, and, worst of all, the owl her mother had knitted before she was born – all at the boarding house. She did not have much to remember her sleeping parents by, but those had given her comfort at the preparatory and during the lonely time when Dima was gone and her aunt tried to marry her off to anyone who was willing. 

         
         Marisha imagined returning to the square, loaded down with her meagre belongings, and the pit that would form in her stomach
            at finding an empty spot in the drab row of houses. ‘It’s fine,’ Marisha said, voice thick. ‘I don’t have anything at the
            boarding house I truly need.’
         

         
         The koldunya grinned at her like they shared a private joke and stepped to the side. She pointed to the pen lying on the table.
            
         

         
         Marisha blinked and told herself that she simply had not noticed the pen lying on the table earlier. She dipped the pen in
            ink and signed. She felt lightheaded, like stepping out into the cold and only then realising the inside air had been stuffy.
         

         
         The woman raised her hands and called out, ‘Poshol! Poshol! Away we go!’

         
         The house rose slowly and lurched. Marisha stuck her hand out to the wall to steady herself. She contemplated the possibility
            that the house’s chicken legs were magical, not mechanical, and that the koldunya could teach her something beyond pretending
            a dramatic song could banish the evil eye. But that was absurd. Her gaze was drawn to the large rectangular tabletop tilting
            the opposite direction the house did, thanks to a hinge that connected it to the heavy wooden foot rooted in the floor: a
            clever way to keep the table’s surface level as the house swayed. 
         

         
         The row of narrow houses bobbed outside the window as the orange house walked down the moonlit street. The house left the city centre as the koldunya led Marisha up flight after flight of stairs. Marisha struggled to categorise the realities of the house: the mundane practicality of the swinging tabletop against the five flights of stairs that should not, could not, fit in a two-story house. The koldunya pointed Marisha to the last flight of rickety ladder-like wooden stairs, and said the assistants lived up top. Wake-up was an hour before dawn the next morning. Marisha would learn of her duties then. 

         
         Baba Zima left quickly, taking the kerosene lamp with her. Marisha’s resolve faltered in the cold and dark stillness. And
            lest she collapse in a heap on the floor, she felt for the banister with her hand and fumbled her way up the stairs.
         

         
         She had to use her shoulder to open the door. The room was a small, low-ceilinged attic. The full moon shined through the
            curtain corners of the only window, small and cramped in the wall opposite the door. Marisha threw the curtains open and light
            poured into the room, illuminating two blanket-covered lumps huddled on pallets and a set of drawers in a corner. There was
            no extra pallet on the floor. Marisha concluded they had not expected to collect another assistant today. 
         

         
         Though it was much warmer in the attic than she would have expected, she was relieved to find several woollen blankets at
            the bottom of the last drawer. She knew she should sleep, but her heart still thundered in her chest and an army of thoughts
            jostled for her attention. She threw two blankets around her shoulders and sank into the chair next to the window. They now
            traversed a stark and beautiful snowy landscape that gleamed blue in the moonlight. The trees were black outlines against
            the grey night and the moon cast their long shadows onto the untouched snow. A strange and empty calm suffused her. She felt
            like they had left the whole world behind along with the city. The motion of the house was no longer jerky. Marisha wondered
            sleepily if it had found a moving road.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Marisha woke to a still, dark room and a twitter of whispers and muffled footfalls. She raised her head. Her neck was stiff
            from falling asleep in the chair. She let out a soft groan to signal she was awake. The whispers stopped. 
         

         
         One of them lit a candle and crept over. ‘Who are you? How did you sneak in without Baba Zima noticing?’

         
         The other one nudged her companion and said, ‘She couldn’t.’ The two of them huddled against each other, reminding her of
            the coltlike younger girls at the preparatory. All big eyes and long legs. Shepherding them around their first week had made
            her feel wise indeed. Except now she was the new one. She was much too old to be the new one.
         

         
         Marisha yawned to cover her discomfort. ‘I’m the new assistant.’

         
         The first girl, the tall one with rumpled blonde hair, said, ‘Are you really? Baba Zima said Olena had not found anyone suitable
            yesterday.’
         

         
         Marisha shrugged. ‘Well, I signed the contract. And here I am.’

         
         The other girl padded back to her pallet, leaving the candle. Marisha pointed to her, and though she thought she already knew
            the answer, she asked, ‘Is she Olena?’ 
         

         
         ‘Damp earth, no. She’s Anka-ny Simonevna, and I’m Dunya Igorovna.’

         
         ‘I’m Marisha Elyasevna.’

         
         ‘Nice to meet you, Marisha!’ Dunya clapped her hands together, her halo of messy curls quivering. Marisha smiled despite the
            early hour. Dunya’s good mood was infectious. Marisha glanced over at Anka-ny, curious at her Sibirskaya-sounding name. The
            girl’s eyes were large and hooded with sleepiness as she brushed her long, black hair. 
         

         
         Marisha remembered her previous question. ‘But Olena, is she all right? Not as mad as the starukha?’

         
         Dunya’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Don’t ever call her a starukha! Address her as Baba Zima, always. Even when she’s not around.’
            She looked behind her fearfully as though someone listened.
         

         
         ‘And Olena?’ Marisha frowned, remembering how Baba Zima had not wanted them to meet the previous night. How bad could the
            apprentice be? Marisha quelled visions of her aunt reciting a litany of her faults and smiling at how it made her blood boil.
            
         

         
         Dunya’s head tilted to the side and she said, ‘She’s a bit – sharp. Be careful around her, and whatever you do, don’t comment
            on her, you know, appearance.’ Dunya covered half of her face with her right hand. 
         

         
         ‘We’ll be late,’ Anka-ny said. Dunya looked back in alarm and ran to her pallet to dress. Marisha’s stomach began to clench
            with nerves. What she had heard so far about Olena was not exactly reassuring. 
         

         
         Anka-ny had finished her own braid and motioned Marisha to come closer. She produced a brush from one of her pockets, undid Marisha’s braid, and pulled it through her hair. No one had brushed Marisha’s hair since she left preparatory school. The girl was not gentle, and Marisha tried to jerk out the way but Anka-ny followed her movement. Luckily Marisha’s hair was not as long as Anka-ny’s. She had cut at least a foot off after leaving her aunt’s house. She had been practical enough to know that waist-length hair was a waste of time for a working woman, but vain enough to feel a loss at seeing the pile of brown hair on the floor. Marisha caught a glimpse of Anka-ny’s face in concentration and realised she looked very young, younger than she had thought. And now that she got a closer look, Dunya, though she was tall, did not look much older. 

         
         ‘How old are you?’ Marisha asked.

         
         ‘Thirteen,’ Anka-ny answered with much composure. ‘I’ve been here almost one year.’ 

         
         ‘I’m fifteen. And you?’ Dunya called from her pallet.

         
         Marisha hesitated. She was silly to even consider lying. ‘Twenty-one.’

         
         ‘Twenty-one?’ Dunya repeated. 

         
         ‘Yes,’ Marisha said, trying not to cringe.

         
         Perhaps deciding that her disbelief was embarrassing enough, Dunya asked for no further clarification. The silence stretched
            uncomfortably until Anka-ny finished Marisha’s braid and stood in front of her again. ‘There. Nothing to do about your clothes,
            but there’s a basin at the bottom of the steps to wash your hands and face.’ They descended all the flights of stairs, Marisha
            counted five in all, and Dunya chattered the whole way down about their visit to Severny.
         

         
         Marisha had not noticed the previous evening that the ground floor hallway was lined with crystal wall sconces in the rounded bell shape of lily of the valley. They were faintly lit but not by candles – how surprising when gas lighting could only be found in Severny. The oven room was dark. The only light glowed through the oven door, red and faint. Marisha walked over to grab the nearby poker hanging from a hook when Dunya cried, ‘Stop! Only Baba Zima stokes it.’ 

         
         ‘So, we don’t cook?’

         
         ‘The Hands do most of the cooking. You can take burning coals for the samovar, but under no circumstance are you allowed to
            stoke it with the poker.’
         

         
         What an odd restriction. And ‘the Hands’? An unkind nickname for a servant? Anka-ny walked to the side of the room that faced
            the outside and threw the large green-and-pink paisley curtains open. ‘We’re not there yet,’ she said.
         

         
         Marisha had completely forgotten the house was moving. Unlike last night when the house lurched from side to side as it walked
            down the street, its current motion was signalled only by a light rocking of the tabletop. Marisha joined Anka-ny at the window,
            straining her eyes for a clue that the house was ambulating through the snow. The moon had long since set and only a bit of
            greying at the horizon indicated that dawn was imminent. Marisha focused on feeling the house’s motion. It barely swayed at
            all, and if Marisha were not keeping her eyes trained on the far-off stand of dark grey pines slowly passing them by, she
            would have thought she imagined the feeling of motion altogether. Marisha suddenly felt dizzy. She tightened her hold on the
            windowsill, as though to guard herself against the house bucking her out. 
         

         
         Marisha asked, ‘How is the house even moving?’

         
         Anka-ny said, ‘It has legs.’

         
         Marisha thought of the house’s chicken legs as she had seen them yesterday, thicker than her own torso, articulated like an elbow and capped by flexible four-toed feet. She had seen them with her own eyes. But, if those same feet walked in the snow, the house would buck, the shelves would rattle, and she would need to keep her arms stretched out in case a particularly jerky movement sent her flying. 

         
         ‘The house isn’t walking,’ Marisha said. 

         
         ‘It’s skiing,’ Anka-ny said, without batting an eyelid.

         
         ‘What? How? Does it have—’ Marisha searched for the word she heard in a philosophy café. ‘Hydraulics?’

         
         Dunya and Anka-ny shared a puzzled look. Dunya said, ‘The house comes from the other world.’ 

         
         The other world? Yesterday such an explanation would have made her scoff, but today . . . Marisha looked back out the window
            at the snow-blanketed pine trees passing by and grappled with the idea that the other world was not just a place that her
            aunt referenced in prayers, but somewhere things – real physical things – could come from. It seemed impossible – but yesterday
            she would have said this was impossible. Yet the gradually lightening landscape and the gentle sway of the house proved that it wasn’t. A skiing house.
            Pinging between How could it be? and I perceive that it is made her feel like a stream of water sloshing against a glass wall. 
         

         
         ‘You get used to it,’ Dunya said. ‘It gets a bit wobbly when walking around towns, but when travelling between them, it’s
            as smooth as anything.’ She tilted her head to the side, ‘What made you want to become a koldunya’s assistant now?’
         

         
          Usually, Marisha appreciated looking older than her years, but under Dunya’s stare she felt as withered as an oat husk. Marisha
            answered briskly, ‘It sounded interesting, and I could use the money. How about you? How long have you been here for?’
         

         
         Dunya said, ‘A bit over six months. My family wanted to introduce me into society, but I have four other sisters: one older, three younger, and, well, I’m quite clumsy and not very pretty.’ She ran her hand over her hair, smiling apologetically. It was the colour that mothers affectionately called ‘rusi’, not quite brown or blonde, and with a silver sheen that brought birch bark to mind rather than honey. Marisha thought Dunya’s parents were fools. Dunya continued, ‘So my parents didn’t know what to do with me. I suggested reading or flower arranging as an occupation, but they said no. Not respectable enough. But they thought apothecarist was a good idea. Especially with a talented koldunya. I suppose they thought the connection would be a good one come the plague year.’ 

         
         ‘And, you like it?’

         
         ‘It’s all right, I’m afraid I’m not very good at it. Especially the mixing and measuring.’ Dunya’s shoulders slumped. ‘I’m
            terrified she will kick me out. I’m surprised it hasn’t happened yet.’
         

         
         ‘She won’t,’ called Anka-ny from the other side of the room. ‘You’re too good a saleswoman, all the supplicants love you.
            Baba Zima has gotten much better prices since you’ve been here.’ 
         

         
         Dunya shot Anka-ny a grateful look.

         
         ‘I hope I can keep up,’ Marisha said. And as soon as she spoke, she wished she hadn’t. 

         
         ‘Don’t worry,’ Dunya said. ‘You can’t be worse than me. And I’m still here. Besides the workload and some people being less
            than, well, pleasant, it’s really not that bad.’
         

         
         ‘Your family promised to keep Baba Zima supplied with copper.’ A soft, low, female voice carried across the room from the
            stairs’ landing outside the door. ‘Baba Zima would not want to lose such a valuable resource. That’s why she’s so . . . pleasant
            with you.’ 
         

         
         Dunya coloured. A woman stepped out of the doorway into the room. Marisha’s eyes were immediately drawn to her face. She had a bright red birthmark that blossomed from her right eye and covered much of her forehead, nose, cheek, chin, and neck. The skin was pebbled and purple on her nose and lower cheek. Her back was ramrod straight and her black hair was braided and pinned up into a bun. Not one hair was out of place. Marisha tried to keep her gaze on the woman’s eyes, but it kept straying to the birthmark. 

         
         She stopped in front of Marisha. Marisha focused on keeping her expression neutral, while her mind tried to parse out the
            woman’s features on the smooth left side of her face: a long, narrow, slightly downturned eye and a high cheekbone. Could
            she come from one of those nomadic Buryat tribes in the icy North? The two were the same height but the other woman, obviously
            Olena, still managed to look down her nose at Marisha.
         

         
         ‘And who are you?’ Olena asked quietly.

         
         ‘Marisha Elyasevna.’ She squared her shoulders and returned the apprentice’s stare. When Marisha arrived at the preparatory
            school nine years ago, Grusha Pavlevna made fun of her dirt-smudged dress, and Marisha, still reeling from her father’s fate,
            hadn’t done anything except try to hide her burning cheeks and eyes. Marisha only got relief from Grusha’s torment when the
            girl left the preparatory a year later. Marisha could not let herself be intimidated now. She touched her fingers to her thighs
            to keep them from shaking. 
         

         
         ‘Marisha . . . And what are you doing here? A stowaway, perhaps one of the rejected applicants from yesterday. Except I don’t
            remember you.’ Olena tilted her chin to the side. ‘Leaving no impression is not much better than a bad one.’
         

         
         Marisha did not let her stance falter. ‘I’m not a stowaway. Baba Zima hired me yesterday.’

         
         ‘She hired you?’

         
         ‘To be your assistant.’ Marisha could not keep the tiniest smile from her lips. The expression of surprise and dismay on Olena’s
            face was so satisfying.
         

         
         ‘No, she didn’t.’

         
         ‘I signed the contract.’

         
         Olena leaned in, perhaps a handbreadth away from Marisha’s face. ‘Kchort, she cannot be serious.’

         
         Marisha raised an eyebrow.

         
         Olena’s hand darted from beneath her tightly wrapped grey shawl and grabbed Marisha’s wrist. She pulled Marisha out of the
            oven room and down an interminably long corridor. Marisha wondered again if it was her unfamiliarity with the house that made
            it seem so much bigger than it should be. Olena’s grip hurt and Marisha twisted away.
         

         
         ‘What is the meaning of this?’ Olena said as she exploded through a door. 

         
         Marisha froze. Baba Zima sat at a round table, drinking tea, but she drank it from a teacup proffered by a disembodied hand.
            Another hand floated by her shoulder like a flying spider. A huge ivory satin-glove floating-hand spider. Blood pounded in
            Marisha’s ears.
         

         
         ‘Ah, Olena,’ Baba Zima said, ‘I see you’ve met your new assistant.’ 

         
         ‘As I recall, I didn’t hire anyone yesterday.’

         
         ‘No, you didn’t. Nor the day before, and nor the day before that. Frankly, it was getting a bit tiresome. It almost seemed
            like you didn’t want to hire anyone at all. So, I took matters into my own hands.’ The hand at Baba Zima’s shoulder waved
            at Marisha. Marisha swallowed and tried to look nonchalant, or at least less like she wanted to scream.
         

         
         ‘But I don’t know anything about her. Except that she’s old. What do you do?’ 

         
         It took Marisha a moment to realise the question was directed at her. Remembering how well received her list of accomplishments
            had been by Baba Zima, she said, ‘Loads of things. As you noticed, I’m older, and so have a lot of experience.’
         

         
         Olena scoffed. ‘Look at her fingernails, her skills must amount to flirting and French.’

         
         Marisha did speak excellent French. Why was that such a bad thing among kolduni?

         
         ‘You’ll just have to teach her,’ Baba Zima said in a calm voice. She took a long sip from the teacup lifted by the floating
            hand.
         

         
         ‘But I need someone to assist me! Not some air-headed daughter of a muzhik who has never lifted a finger in her life.’

         
         Marisha started to protest when she noticed something. Olena’s shawl came untucked as she waved her arms to emphasise her
            statements about Marisha’s incompetence. She was missing her left hand. Her left arm ended a bit below the elbow, in a stump
            maybe three inches long, knobbly and rounded at the end. Marisha must have been so focused on not staring at the apprentice’s
            red and purple face that she hadn’t noticed her missing hand. Marisha looked away quickly. How had someone with only one hand,
            and a Buryat no less, ended up the apprentice of a koldunya?
         

         
         Maybe Baba Zima had saved Olena from a superstitious mother. Marisha remembered how her cousin had once pointed out a woman whose baby had been born without a foot. She told her that a koldun had told the woman her baby was cursed by her vanity, and the woman was rumoured to have drowned it shortly after. Marisha had looked down upon the woman with horror and pity for her backwards ways, but she knew such fates were common enough. 

         
         Olena spoke again. ‘I cannot use her.’ Marisha’s sympathy for Olena evaporated. She couldn’t be dismissed on the first day!

         
         ‘Too bad, because I’m not hiring anyone else.’ 

         
         Marisha breathed a sigh of relief. Thank goodness for Baba Zima’s unflappable tenor. 

         
         Olena’s voice took on a pleading quality. ‘But Matrionka, don’t you want us to find a cure to the sleeping plague?’ 

         
         What? The apprentice was wasting her time with that impossible task? The kolduni of Chernozemlya had laboured to find a cure
            for decades, but every ten years the plague year arrived and thousands and thousands of people fell asleep no matter what
            the kolduni did. A few lucky souls woke up after a month, unchanged. Most woke up after a year and a day, shadows of their
            former selves. And a small number of deep sleepers, most unfortunate of all, stayed asleep long after the plague year had
            passed. 
         

         
         Hellhorses, she really was in a house of delusional tregetours.

         
         Olena said, ‘And there’s the Grand Prince’s reward—’

         
         ‘As you ceaselessly remind me.’ Baba Zima rolled her eyes. ‘We have rubles aplenty. Many of which you have squandered on this
            project.’
         

         
         ‘The books will help me know the source of the plague, I’m sure of it. And it’s not only the reward, but the undying recognition
            of the people.’
         

         
         ‘If I wanted to be adored, I would have been a saint, not a koldunya.’

         
         Olena’s eyes lost their shine. She delicately touched a finger to her mottled cheek. ‘So you don’t care if someone else finds
            a cure?’
         

         
         ‘Me? Never.’

         
         Olena tilted her chin. ‘Good, because Baba Elizaveta wrote to me yesterday that Anatoli is boasting he’s found a sure lead.’

         
         Baba Zima’s eyebrows shot up. The teaspoon slipped from the floating hand’s grasp and clattered to the table. ‘How dare he!
            That boorish trumpet, if he thinks he can quack without a challenge, no!’ Then her shoulders relaxed and she made a small
            motion with her fingers. The gloved hand picked up a spoon and hovered it in front of her face at eye level. Baba Zima twitched
            her fingers and the hand moved the spoon one way and the other as though to cover and uncover Olena from her sight. ‘You’re
            very pleased with yourself, aren’t you?’
         

         
         Olena shrugged.

         
         The other floating hand brought the teacup to Baba Zima’s lips and she took a long sip. ‘Anatoli won’t find a cure,’ Baba
            Zima said.
         

         
         ‘If you say so.’

         
         ‘You think he’ll find a cure?’

         
         ‘I only think how insufferable he would be if he did find it. And how unbearable it would be knowing that if he found the
            cure, we could have found it first.’
         

         
         ‘Aren’t you a crafty crinkle.’ Baba Zima narrowed her eyes. ‘Anatoli can eat his incantations for all the good it will do.’

         
         ‘Yes! To beat him, I’ll need the best resources possible. I haven’t asked for anything these twelve years. Just let me find
            someone else, I promise I won’t dither anymore.’
         

         
         Baba Zima fixed her beady eyes on Olena. ‘You asked for an assistant. And here she is.’

         
         ‘But—’

         
         ‘No. I’m sure the quality of the assistant won’t increase your probability of finding a cure.’
         

         
         ‘But Matrionka, a bad assistant can create so much more work than she relieves. If you’d really not let me make my own choice, I’d rather do this alone.’ Olena crossed her arms, grabbing her stump above the elbow. It was hard for Marisha not to stare at it. 

         
         ‘My dear buttered blin, you are my sole apprentice for a reason. I trust in you and your abilities. But, if you’re to take
            over my bolshina one day you need to prove to me that you can train someone. You’re a good koldunya, but your people skills—’
            The hand floating above Baba Zima’s shoulder made a tilting floppy motion. ‘Could be improved.’
         

         
         ‘You use Dunya to interface with the supplicants.’

         
         ‘Yes, but when I talk to people they don’t run away crying.’

         
         Olena’s birthmark flushed purple. ‘I can’t help what I look like.’ Her self-assurance crumpled momentarily and Marisha realised
            Olena was younger than she had first thought, maybe only a few years older than herself. 
         

         
          ‘My dear, it’s neither your face nor your arm that puts people off, it’s your personality. Now, Marisha’s first review is
            in three months, so we’ll talk about her performance then. And until then, she will assist you, so you had best find some
            way to make her useful.’
         

         
         Olena swept away and Marisha was unsure what to do. The hand at Baba Zima’s shoulder made a shooing motion. Marisha sighed
            and turned to run after Olena.
         

         
         ‘What can you do?’ Olena asked when Marisha caught up. ‘Have you worked before?’

         
         ‘I went to a preparatory.’

         
         ‘Of course you did.’ Olena rolled her eyes. 

         
         ‘I’m a quick study. I’ll learn to speak in incantations and wave my hands over supplicants – whatever’s necessary.’ 

         
         Olena stopped and stared at her. Marisha cringed internally, wondering what she had said wrong. She hoped her comment about waving her hands was not offensive to Olena. 

         
         ‘This is very serious,’ Olena said, ‘I’m labouring to find a cure for the sleeping plague. If you don’t take it seriously,
            you should leave now.’
         

         
         ‘No, of course I take it seriously, I’m here, aren’t I? I mean, I’ve never seen anything like this – the house, those hands,
            that . . . guinea pig duck.’
         

         
         Olena snorted. ‘Relics of the other world. Only a fool would deny those. But I’m referring to koldunic arts, so if you think
            that warding the evil eye takes nothing more than waving your hands around—’
         

         
         ‘Of course not! Why would I be here if I did?’

         
         ‘Why indeed. I should have known Baba Zima would use this opportunity to torture me with a philosophy-loving stone-brain.’

         
         Marisha gritted her teeth. ‘As Baba Zima reminded you, I’m here for at least three months, so you’d best find some use for
            me.’
         

         
         ‘No. It is you who must make yourself useful.’ 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Olena found a spotless white dress for Marisha. It was too short in the sleeve. 

         
         ‘Now, as your first task you can clean the scalding pans. We need them after breakfast to make cypress bud essence.’ 

         
         Olena led Marisha to another room where a table was obscured by a large pile of cast-iron pans. Marisha stared at them open-mouthed.
            ‘You want me to clean these.’
         

         
         ‘Obviously. Any complaints?’

         
         Marisha shook her head. Olena waved goodbye with a wicked grin. At the sight of the empty washbasin, Marisha realised Olena
            had not told her where to fetch water. She shuffled over to the table and took a closer look at the pans. They were caked
            with some awful residue. She drew back, disgusted, and groaned. Olena was obviously testing her. Marisha grabbed a bucket
            from the corner and opened the door to the hallway. It would take more than some filthy pans to chase her out of the house.
            
         

         
         She only walked a few steps down the hallway when she saw something scurry across the wall. The pair of gloved hands. Marisha dropped the bucket and cringed, then steeled herself and leaned in for a closer look. They really were a pair of fawn-brown leather gloves, puffed out as though filled with hot air – or flesh – but resting on the wall, twiddling thumbs, unattached to anybody. 

         
         ‘There you are,’ Dunya called out, hurrying to Marisha’s side. ‘Sorry it took me so long to find you, but Olena wouldn’t leave
            and she never told us exactly what she’s having you do. But she mentioned cypress essence, so – what’s wrong?’ She followed
            Marisha’s gaze and put an arm around Marisha’s shoulder. ‘Oh, I should have known Olena wouldn’t explain! Those are a pair
            of Baba Zima’s Hands.’
         

         
         ‘Yes. I saw some earlier. But Dunya . . . What are they?’

         
         ‘Um. Well, they’re Hands. They help around the house. Though they’re practically useless for following direct orders, unless
            you’re Baba Zima. But the kitchen Hands like to help if you’re polite.’ Dunya motioned for the Hands to come forward. They
            leapt off the wall and hovered in front of the bucket. ‘You should let them carry the bucket. They like doing that.’
         

         
         ‘I’m sure they do,’ Marisha said faintly. She added disembodied hand servants to her list of impossible possible things about
            the house and forced herself to lift the bucket in the direction of the Hands. One of them landed on the bucket close enough
            to her own hand that she dropped the handle in surprise. The Hand was warm. Very warm. 
         

         
         ‘You’re quite lucky. The kitchen Hands are usually cooking. Now follow them to the door and they’ll give the buckets back
            to you. If the snow is out of reach, you’ll have to help. They can’t go more than a few dozen feet from the house, you see.
            I don’t know why.’ She tilted her head to the side. ‘But I guess I’m glad they can’t.’
         

         
         ‘And how many of these Hands are there?’ Marisha asked, trying to keep her voice even. 

         
         ‘Well, there’s the kitchen Hands, and there are Baba Zima’s Hands. They’re always with her except when she sees supplicants. Unless she wants to scare them. I’m surprised she didn’t have them with her last night when she interviewed you. I’ve seen some red Hands, but I don’t know what they do.’ 

         
         ‘So why doesn’t Olena make herself a pair? Or even one.’

         
         ‘They’re from the other world, you can’t just make more. Baba Zima says you’d lose a year off your life just from visiting, dark earth knows what would happen to you if you
            actually tried to bring something back.’ Dunya shivered. ‘That’s one way you know Baba Zima is so powerful.’ 
         

         
         Dunya walked with Marisha and the Hands down the hallway to a back door. They both watched as one of the Hands held the bucket
            and the other used a spade to pile snow inside. The Hands lifted the bucket back together. Marisha and Dunya stood out of
            the way as the Hands floated by, carrying the bucket. Marisha was astonished. On the one hand, she was strangely comforted
            by what Dunya had said about the Hands being from the other world: it meant that Baba Zima’s power was not limitless. But
            on the other, she felt completely unmoored. She would never have imagined disembodied hands that filled buckets with snow.
            What else was there in this house that she could not imagine? 
         

         
         ‘Dunya,’ Marisha said as her gaze was glued to the Hands scooping snow into the buckets. ‘Baba Zima said that this house protects
            its inhabitants from the plague.’
         

         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         ‘Any idea how?’

         
         Marisha glanced over at Dunya. The younger girl leaned against the doorway, watching the Hands. She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. The house is a bit of a mystery. But if Baba Zima says it’s true, then it is.’ 

         
         ‘And you’re not the least bit curious?’

         
         Dunya turned her head and grinned at Marisha. ‘Oh, I am curious. But within moderation. Otherwise, I’d never get anything
            done.’ 
         

         
         In the washroom, the Hands threw the snow into a cauldron by the well-stoked stove. Marisha could not keep her eyes off the
            Hands as they floated through the air with the bucket, whizzing back with more snow a few minutes later. The snow was soon
            melted and the Hands followed her to the washroom, carrying the cauldron of warm water. But the help stopped there. The Hands
            emptied the cauldron and left. Marisha looked at the huge pile of dirty pans and sighed. 
         

         
         It seemed to take hours to clean them all. She scrubbed the same pan over and over again while her stomach growled. She hadn’t
            eaten anything since her tea yesterday afternoon and was hungry enough to almost regret not checking whether the gunky residue
            on the pans was edible. Finally, the sloppy pile transformed into a neat stack. Just like magic, Marisha thought to herself as she wiped her hands on a rag. Now that her task was done, she hoped she could find Dunya to
            take pity on her hunger. 
         

         
         Marisha remembered that the washroom was near the kitchen, only a few doors away from the oven room. She tried a few doors
            before meandering down a recognisable stretch of hallway, and almost walked past the oven room before pausing in surprise
            at the open door. Everyone was there, seated around the large rectangular table. The smell of kasha and buckwheat pancakes
            wafted to Marisha’s nose, making her knees weak. There was a vacant seat between Anka-ny and Olena. 
         

         
         ‘Breakfast is at eight thirty. You’re late,’ Baba Zima proclaimed.

         
         Marisha bobbed. ‘I didn’t know.’

         
         Baba Zima sniffed. ‘I see that you’ll be in charge of the laundry this afternoon.’

         
         Marisha looked down at the white dress. It was indeed covered in grease spots and other unidentifiable blemishes. Marisha
            nodded but couldn’t bring herself to care about Baba Zima’s slight with the overladen table in sight. 
         

         
         The table was set with a feast: large loaves of black rye bread, steaming blini, porcelain dishes of sour cream and butter
            studded with roe, mushrooms in dill brine, pickled tomatoes with bursting skins, glistening jams in jewel hues. There was
            even a small dish of black salt. One of the kitchen Hands set a bowl of hot kasha on Marisha’s plate and a cup of strong black
            tea next to it. She could have grabbed the Hand out of the air and kissed it. She mixed a heaping spoonful of sour cherry
            preserves into her cup. She sipped it, savouring how the sweet and sour cherry aroma smoothed the tea’s tannic bite. Marisha
            sipped again before attacking the kasha. It was nutty and had the right amount of salt. It took much self-control to remember
            her manners and take small bites of the kasha. She mixed another spoonful of cherry preserves into her tea. She had earned
            it.
         

         
         ‘We have many salves to make, Severny near cleaned us out. Anka-ny, you will assist Olena with the moulding of charms. Excellent
            work, Olena, on your incantation for banishing fevered air. And Dunya, you will be copying the incantations. I don’t care
            if you must work into the night, your progress would have made Baba Serafima weep. Pass the butter?’ 
         

         
         The other women shovelled food into their mouths. Marisha forced herself to eat slowly and taste the tang of the sour cream she swirled into her kasha. She had not had such a rich breakfast since she had left her aunt’s house, and even then, the sour cream had not been so thick. Though she wasn’t used to eating at a slightly swinging tabletop, Marisha appreciated the feature. What a shame it would be for all this food to slide off the table! 

         
         The ivory Hands buttered Baba Zima’s dark rye bread. One of them even lifted the slice to her lips. Marisha did not know whether
            to be amazed or disgusted. Did Baba Zima do nothing for herself?
         

         
         Marisha took advantage of the activity of the breakfast table to take a closer look at Baba Zima. She was not as old as Marisha
            had initially thought, probably in her mid-forties; rather, her authoritative manner lent her the dignity and dominance that
            Marisha associated with older matrons. She was what Marisha’s aunt would call a handsome woman: by no means beautiful, but
            with commanding features. She had a long face with a square jaw and the corners of her mouth seemed to naturally curve upwards,
            giving Marisha the impression that she was constantly amused at some private joke. Her nose and mouth were broad, making her
            eyes seem small and deep-set. Her movements were brusque, and even while sitting at the breakfast table with the Hands feeding
            her bits of buttered bread, it seemed impossible for her to stay still: she emphasised a point with her arms and her head
            swivelled about her neck as she chewed, gaze darting around the table and at invisible points of interest around the room.
            It was only when her gaze snapped onto Marisha that a predatory stillness tensed her body. 
         

         
         ‘So, Marisha, how are you enjoying your first day?’ 

         
         ‘Um, the work is . . . stimulating. The food is delicious.’ Marisha tore her attention from spooning a cottage cheese dumpling onto her now empty plate and racked her brain for another positive thing to say. ‘The house is absolutely incredible.’ Baba Zima’s eyes lit up and Marisha felt triumphant at hitting the right thing. 

         
          ‘It is, isn’t it?’ Baba Zima said. ‘This house is a coveted jewel, one of the few that exist, as rare as the waters of life
            and death among koldunic circles.’ 
         

         
         ‘And how did you come to have it?’ Marisha asked, leaning forward, not having to feign her interest. 

         
         Baba Zima paused like a grandmother about to tell the third refrain of a story and said, ‘It was brought up to the earth hundreds
            of years ago by a fierce koldunya who was so wise, springs bubbled beneath her feet. She was the first holder of the house’s
            bolshina: the authority – the power – to be the house’s mistress, and the bolshina passed from koldunya to koldunya until it reached
            my mistress, my dear matrionka, Baba Serafima.’ Baba Zima’s eyes misted over. ‘Baba Serafima was an incredible koldunya, so
            perceptive she could know your deepest desires with a look. Or at least, that’s what it felt like to me. And, unlike Olena,
            I was not Baba Serafima’s only apprentice. She had two others, Olga and Anatoli. It was a very different house, not as friendly
            and relaxed as now, what with three apprentices competing for the same bolshina.’ 
         

         
         Olena smiled and Marisha wondered if it was out of satisfaction at being Baba Zima’s only apprentice, or because she appreciated
            the humour of Baba Zima calling the household ‘friendly and relaxed’. Probably the former.
         

         
         ‘And then what happened?’ Marisha asked.

         
         Baba Zima frowned slightly, as though she was not used to her assistants interrupting her well-practised story. Baba Zima’s
            voice snagged on her words as she continued. 
         

         
         ‘Twenty years ago, when the bolshina became too much for her and she wanted to retire, Baba Serafima picked me to pass it along to. Hmph, of course she did, I was the best! Anatoli was so put out, he challenged my matrionka’s decision. That drooling woodlouse, he could never admit I had a stronger connection to the other world than he did. And so, Baba Serafima went back on her decision and administered a test to Anatoli and me. It almost destroyed me, but I bested him and even he could not protest that I had earned the bolshina fair and square. Though he tried,’ she added. 
         

         
         Baba Zima fell silent after that, brooding. Marisha frowned. Something had not felt quite right about the koldunya’s story,
            and it was not just that the end lacked the same theatrical smoothness as the beginning. But Marisha could not put her finger
            on what it was that had felt off. 
         

         
         Marisha asked Baba Zima what she had asked Dunya earlier: ‘And how does the house protect its inhabitants from the plague?’

         
         ‘Quite the burning question,’ Baba Zima said, chuckling. ‘The house comes from the other world, it doesn’t follow the same
            rules as those that bind us on the dark earth. Surely, even you must have noticed already.’ Baba Zima raised an eyebrow at
            Marisha. The koldunya was framed on one side by the pink and green paisley curtains, and on the other by the enormous domed
            oven. Quite ordinary on their own. Except that the tabletop swung slightly from the house’s locomotion. And then there were
            the Hands cutting Baba Zima’s toast. ‘The house doesn’t only protect us from the plague, but from all outside curses and ailments.
            So long as the house’s mistress cares for the house, so long as she is strong enough to hold the bolshina, then the house
            will care for her. Of course, the house can’t do anything to that which we bring inside.’ Baba Zima smirked at Marisha. ‘But
            at least we’re safe from the plague.’ 
         

         
         Marisha sat back and took a sip of her strong black tea. Baba Zima’s explanation wasn’t a real explanation, but what else should she have expected from a koldunya? The familiar warmth from her cradled cup alleviated some of Marisha’s uneasiness at being among strangers in this impossible house. She closed her eyes. This was almost all right. 

         
         The rye bread was closest to Olena. Marisha asked, ‘Can you cut me a piece?’ And she remembered Olena’s missing left hand
            and sat up straight. 
         

         
         ‘I – I mean, um – I can do it.’ 

         
         Olena shot her a look like daggers. Her birthmark stood out red against her otherwise pale skin. Everyone around the table
            stopped eating.
         

         
         ‘Well, Olena?’ Baba Zima said with a small and malicious smile directed to Marisha. ‘Can you?’

         
         Olena smirked and grabbed the bread knife with her right hand. She sawed the bread through while anchoring it with her stump.
            Olena dropped the slice on Marisha’s plate. 
         

         
         Olena leaned her elbow on the table and held the knife so that it pointed up into the air. ‘Anyone else?’

         
         Anka-ny and Dunya vigorously shook their heads. Baba Zima sipped her tea. Her look of glee at Olena’s display sickened Marisha.
            Olena left the table, shoving her chair back so hard it clattered. Marisha looked down at her plate, cheeks flushed, and silently
            cursing herself for saying the wrong thing. 
         

         
         After several long uncomfortably silent seconds, Baba Zima stood up. ‘Back to work!’ 

         
         Dunya and Anka-ny stood up too. Marisha gazed sadly at her unfinished tea.

         
         ‘You,’ Baba Zima said to Marisha, ‘have you finished with the scouring?’

         
         Marisha nodded.

         
         ‘In that case, if I’m happy with your work I’ll let you help with some meadowsweet steeping before laundry.’

         
         Marisha had a moment to spot Dunya’s worried face before trailing Baba Zima to the washroom. She clapped a hand over her mouth
            when Baba Zima threw open the door. The pans were not in the neat pile Marisha had left, but scattered and smeared.
         

         
         Baba Zima put her hands on her hips. ‘This is what you call washed?’

         
         ‘They were washed when I left here!’

         
         Baba Zima held up a hand. ‘Then you did not do a very good job,’ she said softly, ‘did you?’

         
         Marisha did not say anything. She was afraid if she opened her mouth she would scream.

         
         ‘These had better be washed by the end of the day. And the laundry done as well. If not, well, Forny Oblast will be your last
            stop. Is that understood?’
         

         
         Marisha nodded, numb. 

         
         Baba Zima gave her a tight-lipped smile and pushed past her. Marisha stood in front of the pile of pans in disbelief. She
            forced herself to walk over, pick up the first pan and place it into the now-sullied water. As Marisha worked through the
            pile, she wondered whether Olena had done this out of spite or if maybe Baba Zima was playing an elaborate but cruel game
            with her. Then, she saw an addition to the pile, and knew the identity of her tormentor with grim certainty. She threw the
            bread knife into the washbasin, grey water splattering more stains on her once-white apron. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         Marisha scrubbed the pans more vigorously than she had the first time. Strangely enough, she felt relieved. Olena’s lack of
            enthusiasm about Marisha’s hiring had been bound to bubble over in a nasty way. If resoiling pans was the extent of Olena’s
            cruelty, Marisha knew she could withstand whatever the apprentice threw at her. After all, washing dishes was a small grievance
            next to being forced to marry Gregor Otresin. But the knowledge that she could endure this did not rid her of that hollow
            feeling below her ribcage. She chided herself for hoping things would be different in this magical skiing house, that work
            could be enjoyable. Friendly, even. The thought made her pause her scrubbing. At least Dunya was kind. But she remembered
            Olena’s furious expression after her faux pas at the breakfast table and her stomach churned.
         

         
         When she was done her lower back ached and the drudgery of cleaning the pans a second time made her feel abraded, as if she
            had scrubbed herself with the metal wool. Though she had vowed to herself upon restarting the task that it would take a lot
            more than a few dirty pans to scare her away, her feet dragged when she looked for Baba Zima to inspect her work.
         

         
         Baba Zima declared her work passable and took Marisha to the laundry room herself. The ivory Hands accompanied Baba Zima, hovering next to her wrists or at shoulder level as though they were attached to invisible limbs. Baba Zima shifted her eyes and the Hands shot through the doorway. They returned with buckets of steaming water. She demonstrated the proper way of doing laundry by using the Hands. And while the Hands grabbed a sheet and scrubbed it with lye against a washboard, Marisha wondered why they could not do all the work. But when Baba Zima left, the Hands followed her out. 

         
         Baskets piled with sheets and tablecloths crowded on the floor. She avoided calculating the volume and threw a pile of tablecloths
            into the tub. She remembered her own stained dress and thought to wash a replacement with the first load of tablecloths for
            her to change into later. 
         

         
         ‘Don’t put a white in with the colours,’ Anka-ny said from the doorway. 

         
         Marisha looked down. The water swam with the colourful tablecloths. ‘What?’

         
         ‘The colours will bleed. Wash the whites with the whites and the colours with the colours. And make sure to add some lye to
            the water when washing the whites, it will make the white brighter.’
         

         
         Marisha nodded. Her arms and neck were sore, her hands were red and already chapped from washing the pans. She leaned forward
            and fished out the dress.
         

         
         Anka-ny stepped to her side. ‘Let me help you.’

         
         ‘Oh, it’s fine,’ Marisha said. It was embarrassing enough that Anka-ny thought she needed her help. ‘Don’t you have things
            you need to do?’
         

         
         ‘I finished with grinding the linseed oil. I don’t mind.’

         
         ‘Oh. Well, you don’t need to help me.’ Marisha’s protests died as the younger girl bent over the washboard and grabbed a handful of tablecloth. ‘But thanks.’ 

         
         Marisha could not see Anka-ny’s expression as she bent over the washboard. She looked instead at Anka-ny’s glossy black braid
            draped over her shoulder and wondered if the house had travelled far to find this serious Sibirskaya girl. The silence stretched.
            Marisha pushed away her dark mood and said with forceful cheer, ‘So how is it that Baba Zima needed to hire me with two perfectly
            capable assistants already at Olena’s disposal?’
         

         
         Anka-ny said, ‘Olena declined to take Dunya and I didn’t want to work on her plague cure project.’

         
         ‘Really? I don’t understand how one can refuse. It’s been such an illustrious honour so far.’ Marisha wrinkled her nose and
            grinned at Anka-ny as she lifted a soiled tablecloth.
         

         
         Anka-ny smiled back and looked down at the water. Her smile disappeared. ‘My aunt and sister were cursed by the plague during
            the last cycle. They woke up after a year. My aunt – before the plague, she was a weaver. She was always quick to laugh, always
            ready with a story at her lips and another three in her pocket. But now—’ Anka-ny shrugged. ‘She mostly sits in a corner next
            to the oven, unravelling skeins and winding them up again.’ Anka-ny paused, her gaze fixed somewhere beyond the wall. ‘With
            my sister – it was like she was missing something vital. She grew more silent by the day until she stopped talking altogether.
            There’s no cure for them.’
         

         
         Marisha looked down, her forced levity dissipated. ‘I’m sorry.’ Her stomach twisted and she considered for a moment sharing
            her own family history. But she dismissed the impulse almost immediately.
         

         
         Anka-ny nodded in acknowledgement, grabbed the paddle, and stirred the sodden cloth in the tub. ‘Olena tolerates me, but still. Maybe you’ll do better.’ 

         
         Anka-ny reached her hands into the water and pulled out a tablecloth. Marisha grabbed the other end and they both twisted
            until the torrent of dripping water slowed. She thought back to Olena’s pleading with Baba Zima to pick her own assistant.
            She imagined her own subsequent conversation with Olena might have gone better if she had tried harder to convince Olena that
            she wanted the assistant job. 
         

         
         ‘We’ll see how long I last.’ 

         
         ‘Do you want to stay so badly?’ Anka-ny said with the first traces of curiosity Marisha had detected in her voice.

         
         Marisha said, ‘Yes.’ And she realised for the first time she meant it. Marisha thought of the sad, grey squalor of Severny,
            and the soul-crushing possibility that she could have been forced to return to her aunt’s. But instead she was here, in an
            impossibly ambulatory house. The thought strengthened her like hot cabbage soup on a cold day. She wanted to be here. 
         

         
         Anka-ny helped her finish the load. Marisha was
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