Welcome Song

By Shawn Jacobson

“Legend says that the Baba Yaga lives in a house that stands on chicken legs,” the mad Russian said as he drove us down the frozen river.  Igor, a man who’s unkempt appearance, wild gleaming eyes, and constant ranting made him seem mad, careened around bends in the river’s course making Alex fear for his life.
“I guess,” said Alex as he wondered why the conversation had gone in this direction.  After all, he had not come to this desolate stretch of far eastern Russia to talk folktales.

Indeed, the trip had been too long to take for any but the most important purpose.  A series of too long plane trips in too small seats and now this mad dash into the wilderness over the rive (no one used the road here if they didn’t have to) to some impossibly isolated destination.  This had to end in something more substantial than some crazy native’s idea of folklore exploration.
As if reading Alex’s mind, Igor continued “we are going to the Baba Yaga’s house, at least that is where you said you wanted to go.
Alex affirmed this as they drove down the frozen river.  “How did you learn English so well?” asked Alex.

“Is that where I asked you to take me” Alex asked “I don’t remember saying anything about a Baba Yaga”.

“True” replied Igor, “But you did ask to see the artifact.  That’s where the Baba Yaga lived.”

Alex nodded even though he didn’t understand.  “I’m impressed” he continued “You’re English is quite good.”

“I grew up in America,” said Igor.  “My mother came to your country.  She worked as a programmer for your government.  She worked for your IRS, then for the Census Bureau.  She did good work, and for less money than you Americans would do it for.  We were happy to live in your country.”

“So what happened” asked Alex?  “Why did you come back here?”

“Programmers came from India,” replied Igor.  “They worked even harder for even less money than we would  Soon there was no work, no money.  I had to come back.”

Alex knew about these things.  By the time he had gotten out of college and had started his own business, pretty much all of the programmers he used came from India.  Over time, he had learned to work the system, what contractors to hire and which to let go, which contracts needed his utmost attention and which he could let slide, which contracts his business could bid for on its own and for which ones he needed a front company with the right location and the right owners.  He had in time learned which front companies to use and which to avoid.  As he learned these things he had, through dint of sweat and persistence, gotten rich.

Yet through it all, he continued to dream of the stars and had continued to hope for higher things than the next contract or the next business deal.  So he took to going to science fiction conventions and flying saucer shindigs, and kept listening for the right story to follow to fulfill his secret need for wonder.

And so it was that Alex had ended up at a science fiction convention in St. Paul, drinking a concoction the conventioneers called “blog” and talking to a Russian émigré, about Russian UFO legends while the parade of alien wannabees passed by.  The drink was good and went down smoothly only turning to fire once it had reached his stomach.

The conversation was interesting, making him lose track of time and how much he was drinking, so that the next day he found himself lying on the floor feeling like Galactic Storm Troopers were stomping around in his head.  He levered himself up and staggered back to his room to clean himself up so he could face the day.  While doing so, he found a business card in his pocket and a scribbled note about an alien artifact in near Aldan.

He searched the web going beyond the ken of reputable websites to the twilight realm of urban legend providers and rumor mongers.  Finally, after slogging through a mountain of misinformation and downright garbage, he found the information he had sought, a way to get to the artifact and the information that had sent him on this trek to the wild unknown and the madman who was his guide.
Then the car slid around a bend in the river and Alex saw the artifact.  There was no doubt, this was the absolute real thing.  The house itself was not inherently interesting, for it looked like a stylized grain silo, like he’d seen in a hundred Midwestern towns while passing through.  He would guess that it was tall enough to have three or four levels each the size of the living room of the modest house in which he had grown up, or maybe a little more.

If the silo-looking house seemed ordinary, what it stood on was anything but.  The house stood on legs--not polls or supports--but legs.  They were neither chicken legs (for they were too thick) nor were they human legs (for they bent in a subtly inhuman way).  They were alien legs, huge legs, about as tall as a two or three story building.

Igor shouted over the car noise, “Wait a minute while I get some stuff from the dacha”.  He went into what looked like a glorified shed and came out pulling a ladder.  “When the Baba Yaga was here, she had a device to lift her to her house, but she’s gone so we use this.   “Could you help me here?” Igor asked, struggling to get the awkwardly bulky thing into position while the cold air he breathed lacerated his lungs.  Alex felt like he was swallowing a dagger with every breath.

Alex had heard that getting around in Siberia was easier in the winter than in the summer because you could drive on the rivers.  However, the brutal cold made him wish he had forgone the convenience.  “You Americans are soft; you can’t stand cold like us Russians,” Igor gloated as he watch Alex shiver.

“So how did you end up working with the Baba Yaga?” Alex asked. “You don’t seem the diplomatic type.”

“Because no one else wanted to,” explained Igor.  “All the peasants fear magic and the Cossacks hate what they don’t understand.  So I got the job.  All we have left now are peasants and Cossacks.  Everyone with brains and ambition has gone to Moscow or to America, or somewhere else.  They’ve all gone to make their fortune, to get a better life, like my mother.”

Igor scrambled up the ladder obviously used to the exertion, as Alex hauled himself up wishing he had not let himself go.  Finally, he pulled himself up through a hatch in the bottom of the house to the utter strangeness above.

The walls of the room were a shade of, perhaps, purple though it was a shade he had never seen.  Around the walls were a mess of machines with a purpose beyond Alex’s ability to understand.  Flashing lights on the machines and in the ceiling cycled between blue, pink, yellow, green, and color combinations that Alex had no name for.  The impression was of something profoundly alien; describing whatever being lived here as some sort of witch suddenly made sense.

 “This was her office, where Baba Yaga used to work,” said Igor as he among the machines.
“What did she do?” Alex asked.

“I never figured it out myself.” Igor said.  “She seemed to be looking at a lot at our planet’s data systems, internet sites, data repositories, that sort of thing.  Sometimes I though she was spying for her military; sometimes I thought she was preparing for some diplomatic mission.  Sometimes I though she was just doing research--but most of the time I was confused.”  Igor continued in this vein as he traveled the room animated by nervous energy finally ending up by a contraption that looked like a cross between a computer consol and an exercise machine with a light show thrown in for good measure.

“Has anyone tried to figure out how these machines work?” asked Alex.

“Oh! Lots of people have tried,” exclaimed Igor.  “There was a rich man who came with engineers to take the equipment apart; but Baba Yaga’s machines exposed the man’s personal information and identity thieves took all his money.  Word got out and no one else tried that approach.  Then there was a leader of a criminal syndicate who tried to learn to use the machines for his business; but after trying, all his syndicate’s records fell into the hands of his rivals.  All his men were killed or went to jail.”
“I’m guessing word got out and no one tried that again” interrupted Alex “but how about your government?  Haven’t they tried to understand what you have here?”

“Oh yes!” said Igor.  “A general came out with some technicians to adapt her devices for war.  But her machines caused radar defenses that guard us from nuclear missiles to fail.  No one else came from the army.  Then our government did what Cossacks always do--try to destroy what they don’t understand.  They targeted the Baba Yaga’s house with a nuclear missile.”

“What happened then?” asked Alex.

“The missile blew up in its silo,” said Igor.  “Needless to say, they didn’t try that again.  Now they just let this place be and let me bring rich tourists here; it’s one of the few good sources of bribes they have.”

“Makes sense I guess” replied Alex.  He had read something about that on an apocryphal website, but had not credited the story as true.

He leaned over Igor’s shoulder to see what was on the weird consol, but the letters or runes or whatever they were on the screen were totally incomprehensible so Alex wandered the room.

“Want to see the next floor?” asked Igor as he pulled a rope ladder down from the ceiling.

“Sure,” said Alex as he followed Igor up to the next floor
 “This is the dining room,” Igor pointed out as he lifted a hatch.  The two climbed up into what looked like a meadow surrounded by trees.  At a cursory glance, this could have been a field near where Alex had grown up, but as he looked more closely, Alex realized that the scene was subtly alien.  The light was more red, the leaves, or whatever they were, on the trees were more yellow.  The sky seemed closer to purple in hue than the skys of Earth.  Yes, Alex thought, this scene was definitely different, though with its own kind of beauty.
“Nice hologram,” said Alex as he looked at what appeared to be mountains in the apparent distance.  “You can’t tell that the walls even exist.”

“Yes,” said Igor, “it’s absolutely beautiful.  The Baba Yaga loved to come up here and eat.  I think it helped her feel the comfort of home.”

Alex had wondered why she had even come to Earth and risked discovery, when her work might have been done from orbit; now he thought he know.  “Did she like the outdoors?” 

“Oh. Yes!” Igor exclaimed.  “She always took walks out in the wilderness when no one was about.  I would walk with her sometime; some of her walks went for hours.  One time we went for a walk and we found her house in a different place than when we started.  She said that she had moved it to prevent detection by the villagers.  She didn’t fear the people of the village, she just found them unpleasant to be around, unwelcoming.”

“The house moves?” asked Alex with wonder.

“Oh yes.  I was in the house once when she moved it to avoid a flood.  It walked with a rolling gait like a boat out on the water.  It was kind of relaxing once you got used to it.”

Igor then pulled some paper packages out of his backpack and unrolled the sausages and potatoes insight.  “Before we eat, why don’t you go to the machine over there and see if it will make music,” said Igor. “While you do that, I’ll pour us some vodka.”
Alex went to what looked like a foreshortened pinball machine with a large button in the center and strange dials in some odd places.  When he pushed the button, music came from all around the room.  It was weird, but beautiful in its weirdness.  An organ-like device provided the main melody while bells, drums, and something Alex could not describe provided accompaniment.

“I see the Baba Yaga’s music box is providing you a welcome song.  You should know that this doesn’t always happen,” explained Igor.

They started eating as Alex relaxed, soothed by the strange music.

“You liked the Baba Yaga better than the villagers” Alex said in an inquiring voice.
“I think I got along better with her than I did with the villagers” replied Igor.  “She was so curious, had such a sense of adventure, and she didn’t see me as strange, foreign, like the villagers did.  They always felt like I wasn’t one of them because I had not lived there all my life.”

Alex understood, some of his best friends had been space aliens, the ones he had read about on lonely afternoons of his bleak friendless childhood.  So Alex lifted his cup of vodka and proposed a toast to kindred spirits as he wondered if that made him crazy to.

 Then a sad expression fell across Igor’s face.  “My mother always loved picnics.  But she’s gone now so she will never know what this is like.”

“What happened to her?” Alex asked.

“She killed herself,” Igor sighed.  “She got a bottle of vodka one night and put poison in it.  She couldn’t get work anymore and couldn’t support us.  She couldn’t stand it anymore.”

“How sad!” Alex sighed.

“Yes” said Igor.  “All the contracting people got rich while she couldn’t get work.  But I guess that’s how it is in your country.  You use people then spit them out.”

Alex wondered if Igor’s mother might have worked for him.  The days of the Russian programmer was just about over when he’d gotten into the business, but he’d still had some working for him at the start.  Not that he’d gotten to know them, you didn’t get personal with people who would work for you for a short time.  Alex realized that he had never thought about how cold the process was, until today.
“Ah well, there’s one more room to see.”  Igor pulled another ladder from the ceiling.

As Alex strained to climb he thought about telling Igor about the difficulties, the risks and sleepless nights that were the businessman’s lot, but he judged that Igor would not be receptive.  In a mood grown somber, Alex made it up to the floor above.

“Here is her bedroom,” announced Igor.
Alex looked about him at what first seemed an empty round room.  The ceiling and walls were red with a pinkish swirl pattern to them.  On further observation he noticed a low round thing in the center; ‘this must be the bed’ Alex thought.  

“What has made you keep this place up for all these years?” asked Alex “You can’t get many tourists out here.”
“It is an old Russian custom not to clean up after a guest until they reach their home.  I will be keeping this place up for the next fifty years if I should live so long.”

Alex thought that this was the least alien of all the rooms; ‘even aliens must need rest’ he thought as he yawned, the long journey here finally catching up to him.

“Mind if I try the bed?” Alex asked.  
“Go ahead” Igor replied “As you say in your country, you’ve paid for the privilege.”

Igor pointed at a curve of the wall that Alex hadn’t noticed, “Here is a picture that she painted of herself for me just before she left.”  Alex turned his head to follow Igor’s finger.  He saw an image of someone that would not have been easy to forget.  Baba Yaga gave off an impression of great size and presence.  She stood with the same alien stance affected by her house.  Her skin was a sort of rust red mixed with pink and from her head sprouted what seemed to be a crest.  With the crest, she was, Alex would guess, somewhat taller than a tall man.  Alex decided that the Baba Yaga would have been beautiful to someone with an open mind about such things.
“She doesn’t look like a Baba Yaga” Alex opined, “I thought the Baba Yaga was boney and looked like a hag.”
“She is a lady of power and magic, a Baba Yaga” Igor replied “the rest is mere appearance.

Alex considered arguing the point, but didn’t have the energy, at this point, Alex only wanted rest.  He turned on his side preparing to sleep, Igor could get him in the morning.
“I see the rich American is tired.  I think you want to sleep; just like my mother.  I will leave you and let you sleep.  Sleep tight, my friend,” Igor said as he descended the ladder.  Alex had always felt secure in his life, so he had never worried about various ways to be murdered, various ways that poison could be administered.  So Alex fell into sleep without the realization of what Igor had done.
Alex awoke feeling like he had been used as a pincushion ‘some crazy vodka the mad Russian had given him’ Alex thought.  He hadn’t had a hangover like this in his life.
A voice asked, “Are you all right?”

Alex pulled himself up onto his elbows, than attained a sitting position.  “Will be soon,” Alex said “maybe in a century or two.”  Alex paused , then asked, “Who are you?”

“I am the spirit of She who lived here,” the voice replied.  “You called her the Baba Yaga.  When my lady went back home, she left me to guard her home against those who might do violence to it.  Protecting guests from murder seemed to fall under that order.”

“Murder!” Alex asked.

“In the vodka” the voice replied “he put the poison in when you weren’t looking.”

“But how did you save me?” Alex asked.

“I had a system for cleaning my lady’s blood of poisons, so that she could endure the long trips between the stars; I didn’t know if it would clean the poison from your blood.  It was a risk,” explained the voice.  “I was afraid it wouldn’t work.”

Since the alternative was death, Alex felt that the risk was worth taking.  “I guess I owe you my life; thank you,” said Alex.

“It was my lady’s will,” the voice toned.  “She came a long way to see your world and the life it holds.  She would not have wanted to see life killed.  The universe is a large cold place.  Life is rare, intelligent life rarer still, and kindred spirits are the rarest thing of all.”  The voice paused, then “she would not have wanted me to let this kindred spirit die.”

Alex then felt a rolling in the floor.  “Is the house walking?” 

“In a sense,” replied the voice.   “I am starting you on your journey home.”

“I do owe you my thanks” said Alex.  And then he heard the music again in all its strange beauty.

The voice replied, “You are welcome.”

