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Chapter 1 – Ash at the Door
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Night had been chewing at the village for a week. Little bites. A hen with its throat opened like a split pomegranate. A sow refusing her feed. A child going light as straw, eyes too big for her face. Not a storm. Not a sickness you could boil out of sheets. Something that walked, and when it walked it wanted.

Old women kept their beads close and their mouths closer. At the well they said nothing, not to the air, not to each other. Only the click of ladles, the flinch when a crow spoke from the birches like a cracked hinge. Men tied red threads around the handles of their axes and told their sons not to step over the low fence after dusk. The fence was hardly a fence, just sticks and twine and a memory of more courage than they had now. Boundaries mattered. Even a crooked line could give a thing pause.

Zofia’s hut leaned a little, as if the wind had coaxed it into listening. The thatch had been brushed with frost, a white breath. Her hearth held the last of the day’s fire with stubborn bones of oak, the kind you saved, the kind that burned long and low. She had swept the floor twice already because sweeping steadied the hands, and because ash kept slipping out of the hearth the way words slipped from gossiping mouths and made trouble.

“Do not say it,” Babcia had taught her. “There are names that feed the night. There are names that feed you.”

Babcia’s hands had been dry as straw. They had smelled of smoke and thyme and the little clay oven biscuits she baked only in winter. Babcia had also taught her the prayer for doors. Not a prayer to a saint. Not the new words the priest pressed like iron on the tongue. The old words, from before iron learned to be a hymn. The ones you said to wood and to the ash that clung to wood like the memory of warmth. The ones you said to the space between inside and out.

Zofia set the birch broom aside and crouched with the ash pan. The ash was warm, fine as breath, grey-soft with tiny black grit that bit the skin. She felt it through her fingers. She wanted to cough. She did not. Breath wasted on coughing went careless where it should not go. She took a pinch, another, till the pan held a crescent moon of it.

The door stood shut, bar drawn. Through the gap where the sill had sagged she could feel the cold like a tongue against her knuckles. Licking. Testing. She slid the bolt aside and opened the door enough to make a mouth of night. The night inhaled. It always did. The forest wore darkness like a long fur cloak; when it breathed, everything listened. There were birches along the path—white shins, thin as girls’ wrists. There was the low fence, a scrim of sticks and pride. Beyond that, the true trees, the old green one’s house. Not a king, not a god, just old and green and lord of his own hunger.

The village slept with one eye open. Zofia slept with none.

She knelt. She tipped the pan. Ash slid, a pale fall, the softest hiss. She laid it in a straight line across the threshold from jamb to jamb. A line of winter. A line of bones powdered, of past fires humbled. Her hand made the line before her mind could decide to be brave or afraid. It was a small line. Small was sometimes enough.

“Not a fence,” Babcia had said. “A telling. A thing that says: here is where my warmth ends. There is where yours begins. We will not burn one another.”

Zofia’s mouth was dry. Her tongue tasted of smoke and nettle tea. The words wanted to hide under her ribs. She coaxed them out.

“Ash to ash,” she whispered, because ash understood echo. “Ash to ash, and hunger to hunger, and let not your hunger cross mine.”

The house heard her. Or she heard herself as if from the other side of the door.

Her breath fogged and drifted low, curled into the ash and disappeared like a guilty thing. Zofia closed the door before the wind could grow teeth. She set the bar. She did not put the ash pan away. She stood with it held like a shield, a shallow thing against a deep world.

Chicken bones, she thought. Small ribs. The child’s eyes, seeing too much. What walks wants. What walks takes. Do not name it. Do not feed it with sound. But each word unsaid swelled in her, a mouth that wanted, a hunger of its own. Fear was a kind of appetite. It ate sleep. It ate will. It ate the line between waiting and breaking.

The cat lifted its head from the rug before the hearth. Its ears made two little arrows, both pointing at the door. The cat did not hiss. It did not leave. It tucked its paws harder under its chest, as if to keep something soft where claws could not help.

Zofia’s hands remembered bread and salt and births and deaths. They remembered pulling a child through fever with water and willow tea. They remembered her mother’s wedding-braid, heavy as a promise. They remembered Babcia’s funeral, dirt under the nails, tears that came late. They could remember one more thing. They could remember drawing lines.

She took another handful of ash and dusted the windowsill where the leaded pane sat crooked. Powder drifted and made small dunes. She ran a finger through it, left a single ribbed line—a sign for the ones who wandered and counted things. Let them count and be caught counting until morning.

“Zosiu,” Babcia might have scolded, using the little endearment like a tap on the ear. “Do not provoke. Keep quiet as a mouse under winter straw.”

Quiet as a mouse under winter straw got mice eaten. Zofia’s chest burned. Not with fever. With the friction of saying nothing while something bold walked all over roofs and thoughts and the part of her that hated to be afraid.

She set the pan on the table. The table was a slab her father had hewn out of a black alder taken from the bog one summer when the sun would not stop. Her father had gone after. The table remained, heavy as a promise that did not ask to be believed. Zofia put the pan down like an offering. She folded her hands. She unfolded them. Fingers wanted to work. When there was nothing to make, they made worry into braids.

Outside, a fox barked, a single snapped sound like a twig refusing to be a twig anymore. The sound was answered with silence. Not absence. Not empty. A held breath.

Zofia lit a fresh twist of birch bark from a coal and touched it to the wick in her little clay lamp. The lamp showed her hut plain as bone. Pegs with aprons, one patched with a square of blue. A sprig of dried poppy heads hanging from a nail—seeds to grind for winter bread and for dreams when dreams were stubborn. A bowl with eggs under a towel, guarded like small moons. The clay oven, its belly patched and soot-slick. A jar of salt, heavy as the word always.

She could sit. She could sing the words under her breath as if they were no more than a lullaby. She could lie down and pull the sheepskin over her shoulders and pretend that sleep would do what prayers did not.

The door wood whispered. Not a knock. The grain shifting. Cold pressing and the wood answering. Or a palm, placed flat. A listening palm. Zofia’s pulse jumped like a trout in a pail.

She went to the door and laid her own hand where the wood felt warmer from whatever touched it outside. Thin wood. Thin skin. Two hands with nothing between but a line of ash and a plank.

“Go,” she said, quiet. Not a shout. Shouting used up strength. Strength would be wanted later. “Go hungry where hunger is owed you.”

The wood hummed. The sound was not a sound; it was the idea of teeth close to a wrist. She felt it in her bones like the echo of footsteps over a bridge you have already crossed.

Do not name it. Do not say the word that becomes a handle. Don’t give your tongue to darkness. Babcia’s voice. Babcia’s warnings. Babcia’s grave with its little wreath of straw and red thread tied in a knot that would not untie itself.

Zofia’s breath came short, then shorter. Heat in cold air. A heart that did not run but wanted to. She thought of the child who had not cried today, only watched the door as if the door could decide to be a mouth. She thought of the hen’s blood, a red thread that had no knot in it at all.

“I see you,” she said, because it was truth. Truth was a kind of iron when you had none. “I see the way you walk. I see what you take. I see how the night fattens on our fear.”

The hand on the other side—if it was a hand—stilled. Silence opened like a gate in a field. Past it, the forest. Past it, the old green one’s shadow among shadows. All the small other things that ate under his table.

“I have a hearth,” she said. “I have ash. I have the old words, not the priest’s words, not the new iron, the old ones that live in wood and smoke. I have my grandmother’s breath still in my mouth. I have a name to give. Would you hear it?”

Her throat closed on the last sentence as if it were a bone too big to swallow. Fools called. Fools called and were answered. But there were other kinds of fools. Fools who did not call and were taken anyway. The door would stay a door or it would become a mouth. She could choose which mouth spoke first.

The cat rose and pressed itself against her ankle, a weight, a warmth. A small life saying: I am here. Zofia set her palm harder to the door and leaned till the roughness bit her skin, till the splinters threatened to be remembered. She could taste the ash in her teeth now. Fine grit. It made her want to spit. She swallowed it. Let it be part of her. Let her mouth be the hearth that would not let go.

“I name you,” she said, and the words were a spark flung into tinder. “Threshold Guest.”

A breath from the other side. Cold and close, a winter in a lung. The line of ash under the door shifted with it, a slight stir, the tiniest wind. She saw it. She saw the powder lift like pale smoke and settle again with a soft little settling that made every hair along her arms prick and turn toward the door as if toward a fire.

“I name you,” she said again, because names needed repeating to take root. “Ash-Brother. Watcher-at-the-lintel. Night-want.”

The hut listened. The birches beyond were a row of white throats. The fence was a necklace of dark beads. Beyond that, the breath of the forest. Beyond that, the breathless.

Something laughed without laughing. Not sound. An idea of delight that had knives hidden in its sleeves.

“Come no farther,” Zofia said, and her voice shook like water in a pail, but it did not spill. “Stand where you stand and hear me. We will not burn one another.”

The wood cooled under her palm. Not retreat. Consideration. The way a predator cocks its head at a creature that does not run.

“You knew no one would name you,” she whispered, and now the words came quick, hungry, nipping at the edges of her courage and growing fat on it. “They mutter and they bind red threads and they pretend not to see your teeth. I see them. I see you. I will not feed you with fear. If you come for me, you will come as guest, and you will leave as guest, and you will not take what is not given.”

Her mouth dried to ash on the last words. She did not know if they were old. She did not know if they would bind. Sometimes the words you needed had not yet been said by anyone’s grandmother. Sometimes you said them first and the world agreed later.

The wind slid a cold knife along the door’s lip, trying to find skin. She stepped back. She lifted the lamp and set it on the floor by the crack so light ran along the ash line like a seam of gold under dirt. A seam that said: here and not there. Hers and not yours. Warmth and want, kept separate by a breath.

“Babcia,” she said, not as a prayer, as a report. “I have done it.”

The lamp fluttered once, twice. Held. She stood. She listened. The night listened back. She could hear the birches counting. She could hear the brook under its crust of ice still talking the old talk to the stones. She could hear her own heart, quick as a rabbit, then slower, then steady. The cat blinked and sat again, paws tucked, tail around. The hut exhaled, the warm damp breath of ovens and wet wool and human stubbornness.

It came then—the smallest thing, and in small things a world. A mark in the ash where the door and the jamb made their clean grey line, a touch that was not wind. A print the size of a coin. Not a foot. Not a claw. The ash had shifted and caught the shape of something that was not a shape. It looked like nothing. It looked like consent. It looked like a tongue licked the edge of the line and left it whole.

Zofia let out the breath she had been holding like hoarded bread. A laugh wanted to come. It would have been sharp, too loud. She swallowed it and felt it burn all the way down. Hunger had many faces.

“I see you,” she said again, softer, not to give more than she had. “And you see me.”

She went to the hearth. She took the poker and prodded the sleeping coals so they opened like eyes and showed their cores. Fire breathed and licked and did not devour more than it was given. She set a small stick in, then another, then a branch with resin that smelled like a story. The flames reached, took, settled.

She sliced a heel of bread. She put a pinch of salt on it. She laid it on the sill beside the little ribbed line her finger had made in ash. A giving. Not surrender. Because a guest, even a named one, should not be turned from a door without a taste.

“Eat,” she said. “As guest. Not as thief.”

Outside, the birches did not move. The snow did not fall. The cold leaned and listened and the bread sat upon the sill until a weight she did not see took it, and she did not see it go, and the salt remained, a few grains that stuck to the clay like stars too stubborn to drown.

She let herself sit at last, knees folding with a crack and a sigh. The sheepskin was rough, honest. Her hands trembled. The tremble went everywhere, through skin, through bone, into the ash at the door as if her body were a bell rung once and the sound had decided to stay.
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