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      Set in the godforsaken wastelands where anything goes, this female-led thriller is both a brutal tale of a young girl’s reluctant return to life and an homage to the Spaghetti Western subgenre.

      

      After accidentally saving the life of a ruthless criminal, she becomes Igor. As Boss’s mascot and confidante, Igor no longer needs to fear for her safety – until a request from an undercover detective sends her on a perilous journey towards an unlikely redemption.
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      Three Gen Z film students discover that channelling Gen X isn’t nearly as fun as the big screen would have them believe.

      

      When a group of friends embark on a series of vigilante missions in their sleepy seaside town, they quickly realise that one of them harbours a murderous agenda, and must be stopped. But how do you kill the thing you love?
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            WELCOME TO MY NIGHTMARE

          

        

      

    

    
      I come round into the slurry pit of somebody else’s life. I know this is not my life, it couldn’t be, I’m not so stupid as to own such a thing. I also know my body’s going to hurt, but then again, my body always does that. Hurts. Kid you not. You point a finger at it and it’s bruised. Anyway. Time to face the music.

      I unpeel my eyelids. Where am I. Question mark. And when – it’s dark in here, but I’m not exactly sure if this is a dusk or dawn kind of gloom. Normally, this wouldn’t bother me too much, but there are times when a girl could do with having a semblance of her so-called bearings. Like, for example, right now.

      So bloody dark. And smelly. Can’t quite put my finger on it, wouldn’t really want to; I mean, who in their right mind would ever want to touch a diseased toenail generously dusted with lily of the valley-scented talcum powder? Because that’s what it smells like around here. Seriously. Must get out of this place before I throw up all over my last night’s finest. But first things first. I check in with my fingers, knees, hips, shoulders and any other bits I can think of, which enables me to arrive at the following conclusion:

      a) my body parts all appear present and more or less unharmed, and spread across something hard, my guess would be a concrete floor, and

      b) I’m fully dressed. Thank god for small mercies, is all I’m saying.

      I drag myself into a sitting position. My head explodes. ‘Mother f⁠—’

      ‘Shhhhhh!’

      Who dares hush me in my hour of need? Out of the shadows emerges a small child – maybe a boy, maybe a girl, maybe a demon. Dead black eyes; bet this is what it feels like to look down the barrel of a loaded .44 Remington Magnum.

      ‘Um… Hi?’

      The next thing I know, the creature’s on top of me, its bony hands pressed over my mouth.

      ‘Shhhhhh!’ it goes. ‘Shhhhhh!’

      I push it away. It rolls over, spineless. This is getting a bit too surreal, even for my liking. I take a moment to assess my current predicament:

      a) I’m sitting on the floor in some kind of a kitchen. I say it’s a kitchen because it has a camping gas stove in one corner, and an assortment of plastic plates, cutlery and tin cups in another; I can’t guarantee it’s a kitchen because the room also houses two cots, each occupied by a rather grubby human looking baby. Reckon they must be asleep, on account of not moving; equally, they could be dead. In any case, I’ve just successfully located the source of that horrible stink, and where is my medal;

      b) the creature in front of me is a boy. I can see his little willy wagging at me from underneath his moth-eaten purple cardigan. I feel awkward, I feel hot, I feel very, very bothered, and

      c) somebody’s having sex close by. Most likely behind that rickety door to my left, pushed ajar. A woman’s voice drifts through, muffled, then a man’s voice, raspy and cracked. Another man says, ‘Pass me the rope!’, then laughs a keen little laugh.

      Cold sweat pours down my back. That’s right, pours. And I never even sweat that much. So what’s up with that. Question bloody mark. I get up to my feet, easy does it for real, and head for the door directly opposite the room of doom. The creature-child crawls in between my feet. I motion it to move the fuck out of my way. It stares back at me in what you may call a belligerent fashion. My heart is pumping hard now; my head is returning to a semblance of making sense. I grab the creature by its scrawny shoulders, force it off my path and push open the door. I’m just about to step out onto a sun-drenched pavement, when I feel a stinging pain in my left leg. The creature has sunk its teeth into my calf, and basically gone feral on me, growling like a dog and everything.

      ‘Get off!’ I say. But the boy-thing doesn’t seem to hear me, so I kick it, as gently as I dare, but still hard enough for it to let the fuck go and fall back into the darkness.

      I limp off down the street, as fast as I can, feeling the warm blood trickling down my leg. And just before I turn the corner, I hear a child cry, a woman scream, and a sound of a door slamming shut on the world I leave behind.

      

      ‘Next to the children’s hospital? Helena? Was it next to the children’s hospital?’

      ‘Think so.’

      ‘You think so?’ Iva frowns. ‘How much did you have to drink last night?’

      ‘I want to say, a bit?’

      I’m sitting on Iva’s bed. She’s helping me figure out what happened to me after yet another big night out in a smalltown shithole. The story of my so-called life. Iva has cleaned and dressed my calf wound, then made me rest my leg on a pile of soft velvet cushions. We’re waiting for her mum to return from work and administer a tetanus shot. I’m not convinced this is entirely necessary, but Iva’s mum is a doctor; guess I may as well do as she tells me. Plus, I’m so traumatised not to mention haunted by the visions of those vile babies sharing that disgusting room with The Creature and god only knows what else, the more drugs the merrier as far as I’m concerned.

      ‘You kill me, Helena,’ says Iva. ‘What the fuck were you thinking, going around a junkie whore’s den?’

      ‘First of all, I didn’t go around of my own volition, okay? I must’ve been kidnapped.’ I light a cigarette. ‘Secondly, don’t bring it down, I may write a story about it one day. Thirdly, how do you know where I went? I don’t even know where I went.’

      ‘You know I know everything.’ This, by the way, is true. Iva knows everything and everyone. She must’ve been cursed by a gypsy. ‘The woman who lives next to the children’s dispensary happens to be Dad’s favourite proof that socialism doesn’t work. Her name’s Melita. She used to be just like us⁠—’

      ‘There’s no-one else like us!’ I say. ‘How dare you?’

      ‘Alright then: Melita was a proper Vukovar girl, plain and good, so definitely nothing like us. She used to work at the shoe factory, and all the women on the factory floor thought she was too stuck up for her own good. But Dad said she was just a dreamer, a lost soul who preferred to stay lost.’

      ‘I like being lost,’ I say. ‘As long as I know where I am.’

      Iva sits beside me and lights a cigarette. ‘Melita never took the factory bus, she preferred to walk to work, rain or shine. One winter afternoon, as she strolled by the river on her way home, wrapped up in her thoughts as well as a thick woollen scarf and a rabbit hat that muffled all sound as well as the sense of approaching danger, she got jumped by a bunch of guys. Nine months later she gave birth to a beautiful baby boy.’

      ‘Ugh. Can we talk about something else?’

      ‘I’m not done.’

      ‘I don’t care. It’s depressing. Cheer me up, now!’

      ‘Just shut up and listen,’ says Iva. ‘So Melita’s in the hospital bed, the rape-baby by her side, and her mum walks in, tells her she’s no longer welcome home. Brought shame on the family, and all that. My dad steps up, way above and beyond his police duty, persuades the doctor to let Melita and her baby stay at the hospital until the social services come up with a place for them to live. But other women on the ward, they don’t want to be associated with a whore, so they literally witch-hunt her out of the hospital, wearing only a dressing gown, her baby suckling at her breast… So the poor girl finally loses her marbles, and it was only thanks to Dad that she was even allowed to keep the boy.’

      ‘That must be the creature who bit me! It’s dangerous. I want it shot!’

      ‘All heart, you are.’

      ‘I’m only joking,’ I lie. ‘Did they ever catch the losers who raped her?’

      ‘Are you kidding? No one saw anything; therefore, no one did anything, despite those guys bragging about their heroic deed practically everywhere, including the Sunday Mass. But there were no witnesses, no evidence, nothing to connect any of them to what had happened to Melita. It drove Dad crazy. In the end, his boss ordered him to stop the investigation, and stop it dead. He said to Dad, ‘As far as we know, it was consensual. A harmless bit of fun. We can’t send those promising young men to prison for having a bit of a laugh, can we now?’ So Dad had no choice but to give up.’ Iva slowly shakes her head. ‘Can you even believe that?’

      I’m having a hard time deciding if that was an actual question, with a question mark at the end, inviting some kind of reply. It’s not like I’m illiterate, it’s just that, sometimes, I have trouble reading the room. Personally, I barely do question marks these days. Don’t ask, don’t tell. Life’s way simpler that way.

      But Iva’s staring at me, so I say, ‘Fucking provincial bullshit!’

      ‘Exactly!’ She seems pleased with my reaction. ‘Dad was never the same after having to drop that case. He lost all faith in the government and has been working on bringing it down ever since.’

      Bringing what down? Is Iva talking politics again? Sounds like a good time for a subtle change of subject. ‘Can I have a glass of wine?’

      Iva gasps. ‘I feel like slapping you right now!’

      What? Perhaps I’ve overstayed my welcome. I feel a pang of self-pity. And rage. ‘Do you want me to leave?’

      ‘Of course I don’t want you to leave.’

      ‘Because I can go if you want me to go.’

      Iva sighs. ‘I’ll get a bottle. Just don’t go mad, okay? Don’t overdo it.’

      ‘I won’t,’ I lie.

      What’s the point in drinking if you’re not going to overdo it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            SWEET SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The year’s 1991. My name’s Helena Ferlan. I’m a sixteen-year-old student, doing my second year at the Vukovar Gymnasium, which is neither here nor there because I’ve already chosen my path and it has nothing to do with any college curriculum. Still, I make sure I sail through my exams, get straight As and all that crap, so I can bag a place at Oxford or La Sorbonne and get myself out of this grim backwater.

      ‘You can choose between Belgrade or Zagreb,’ Dad said. ‘You won’t find better education abroad.’

      Bet it would be a completely different story were I to express a sudden burning desire to study at the Moscow State University. Bet my so-called “incurable xenophilia” would not bother him so much then. Bet he’d move heaven and earth, resort to blackmail and bribery, and basically do everything in his power in order to secure his older and, may I add, favourite daughter a place under the wing of Mother Russia.

      Although, hand on heart, I’m not convinced he’d do any of the above. Dad really is as straight as they come. A man of integrity and a natural-born communist who gets all bristly when people call him an intellectual, or god forbid, an academic.

      ‘I’m just another worker bee,’ he’d say. ‘No different from anyone else.’

      ‘Dad, you’re a writer,’ I’d point out. ‘And a university professor. That makes you an academic, doesn’t it? Give me a break.’

      He’d just twirl his not very grown-up moustache, and repeat, ‘Just another worker bee.’ Or, cue a big cringe, ‘Just another brick in the wall.’ With that, he’d return to pondering over a daily chess puzzle in Politika while eating his lunch, typically a humble proletarian dish, like a bean and sausage stew with bread. He preferred stale bread, by the way, said the fresh made him constipated. As if we really needed to know such a gory detail.

      But I don’t care what Dad, or anyone else, has to say. I just know that in a few years’ time I’m going to be out of this godforsaken hovel, and living in a big city like London, maybe Paris. This knowledge prevents me from putting down roots around here. Not that I would, anyway, but still. I want to travel bright, at the speed of light. Can’t have things like roots and baggage slowing me down. Sometimes, when I’m too lazy to go outside for a smoke, I hang around girls’ toilets and watch them all preen and pout into their shiny round hand-mirrors, making themselves ready for their lame dates. “Better you than me,” I think, thanking my so-called creator for coming up with the me-shaped mould. I’d rather die than be like those girls, and believe it’s all about a boy. No other dream, no other hope, no ambition, nothing. Just some guy feeling you up, and probably making a holy bloody mess out of it, at the back of his dad’s car, if you’re lucky, telling you his balls will turn blue and explode unless you at least suck him off.

      ‘You’re just jealous,’ says my sister. ‘Because you’re not getting any.’

      ‘Oh, and you are? Do Mum and Dad know their younger daughter is a slut?’

      ‘Shut up, you idiot!’ With a flick of her resplendent ebony locks, my sister leaves the scene.

      ‘You’re the idiot,’ I shout after her. ‘You’re just like everyone else!’

      

      Teodora’s two years younger than me, and she’s what you’d call a popular girl. Her popularity is down to her extreme need to people-please, which manifests in the following ways:

      a) ever since she was four years old, Teodora pushed prams with random screaming babies up and down our street so that their mothers could catch up with the neighbourhood gossip in peace;

      b) Teodora was a young pioneer with the brightest eyes and sunniest smile, always rushing to throw flowers at our friend Tito as his convoy sped through the centre of our town en route to some place way more important;

      c) Teodora never hid in the shed when our relatives paid us a visit; instead, she would whip out her accordion without even being asked and entertain the shit out of them for hours on end;

      d) Teodora always was, and still is, a yes-girl. Not so much with me, but with everyone else. She’s a born participator. Joiner. Part of a solution. A team player. Any team – she’s on it, and

      e) although a secret slut, Teodora successfully maintained her status of a girl’s girl. She had a shitload of silly friends who were forever phoning her, and popping in, and having sleepover parties at our house. Once, Mum made Teodora invite me to her birthday sleepover, but I flatly refused to go. Obviously. I stayed in my room watching pirated video copies of Last Exit to Brooklyn and Drugstore Cowboy. A depressing duo perhaps, but way less depressing than spending an entire evening among a group of squeaky girls making each other over in powder pinks and blues, talking jocks’ cocks and mouthing out pidgin English versions of Milli Vanilli and Lisa Stansfield’s so-called songs.

      The sad truth is, this town’s full of Teodoras, big and small, but I reckon it’s particularly unfortunate to have one living under the same roof as me.

      ‘Why did you have to go and procrastinate again, Daddy, when you already had me? You didn’t need Teodora, that horrid little beast!’ I was only, like, four, and I never understood why Dad used to find this question, presented to him in earnest, so funny he’d just laugh and laugh, without ever remembering to give me a proper answer. ‘Come on, darling,’ he’d say. ‘Let me buy you an ice cream for being my clever little girl!’ I was pleased about the ice cream, of course, and also about being his clever little girl, but I remained thoroughly puzzled when it came to the actual reason for Teodora’s existence. As I watched Dad eat his triple chocolate cone, I wondered if grown-ups in general may be just too greedy for their own good. But more importantly, I realised that there was no point in asking a question if all you get in return was an ice cream. From that moment onwards, I decided I would answer all the questions that pop into my head all by myself.

      And that’s precisely what I did.

      

      ‘Mum said you mustn’t have any more booze,’ Iva tells me. ‘Not on top of that tetanus shot.’

      ‘Did you see that needle, Iva? Did you? Massive. You know I have a fear of sharp objects. I deserve a drink, end of!’

      A car drives around the corner. I put up a thumb. The driver pretends not to see me; no surprises there as he has a battle-axe of a wife sitting beside him. Iva and I are hitchhiking to Bomba nightclub in Dalj, a village about half an hour away from Vukovar. I don’t know why we keep returning to that hellish dive, apart from the fact that it stays open until the early hours, and serves alcohol right through. Other than that, it’s a really miserable place, frequented by that typical socialist mix of criminally insane, small time politicians, genuine peasants (to be avoided at all costs, unless you wish to be cannibalised), and last but not least, artists. There are always going to be artists in a place like that, because the creative light requires a steady flow of darkness in order to survive.

      The best thing about Bomba is that it had its own house DJ who, despite the demeanour of a freshly dug out potato, proved to be totally unprejudiced when it came down to music choices, and took great pride in playing every, and I mean every, request coming in, including those major crowd displeasers such as Bauhaus, The Cure and The Sisters of Mercy.

      I loved owning the dance floor with ‘This Corrosion’, or ‘Boys Don’t Cry’, knowing that the plebs lurking around the edges could never get this music, and therefore could never get me, not even if they tried for a thousand years, not even if they actually had the capacity. It felt good, dancing alone, or maybe with Iva, or one of the artist boys, and just not give a fuck.

      ‘I do worry about you.’ Iva is leaning against an old plane tree in front of Count Eltz’s Museum. ‘I really do.’

      ‘And why’s that?’

      ‘The way you rebel against everything, it’s getting way out of control,’ says Iva. ‘I blame your parents, you know.’

      ‘So do I, I literally blame them for everything!’

      ‘I’m being serious, Helena. Liberal parenting can be very neglectful of child’s emotional needs. I read about it when I was researching my psychology essay.’

      ‘Dad read me Shakespeare at bedtime when I was three. How’s that for neglectful?’

      ‘You do know the difference between intellect and emotions, right?’

      I affect a yawn. ‘How about you stop trying to psychoanalyse me and take your turn hitchhiking? My thumb’s getting bored.’

      

      It’s early June. The night is warm, the skies are starry. We have two bottles of red wine safely netted in my bag, courtesy of Iva’s father, or rather, his wine cellar. Mr Balić collected many things, most of them worse than useless, like stamps and matchboxes and fancy paper napkins, but it was his amazing wine collection that made me thank god for putting a nerd into the guy. Goes without saying, Iva and I help ourselves to it only when we absolutely have to, on account of being broke and thirsty, which tends to happen no more than it’s necessary for our survival.

      Although no stranger to recreational stealing and casual appropriation, I was fairly apprehensive the first time Iva took me down to the cellar. ‘What if we take a really expensive bottle, like a thousand billion deutschmark worth of wine, and he, like, notices?’ I was slightly high at the time, which made me feel super paranoid, but also as sexy as sex on legs. ‘What if he’s got cameras, watching our every move, and he’s phoning the police as we speak?’

      ‘I hate it when you smoke,’ said Iva. ‘You go all demented. And will you stop rubbing yourself against me?’

      ‘You wish I was rubbing myself against you.’ I scanned the place for cameras. ‘Hurry up, before he comes for us!’

      ‘Relax, you fool, his knee’s too fucked to make it down the steps. Or up,’ said Iva. ‘Besides, he gets his buzz from buying the bottles, not counting them, and definitely not from drinking the wine. You know he’s been teetotal for, like, ever.’

      ‘Right. That makes sense,’ I lied. ‘I’ll relax.’

      Iva wasn’t exactly stupid, but she sure was naïve. Relax? Even the song went, relax, don’t do it – unless you want to get hit by those laser beams. Which I, for one, didn’t.

      ‘Dad must never know about this,’ said Iva. ‘It would break his heart to find out his only daughter was stealing from him.’

      ‘Of course. What you don’t know about only makes you stronger.’

      

      I watch a shooting star flare across the sky. Time to make a wish.  But what should I wish for? We already have everything we need. We have the wine, we have each other, we have enough cigarettes to smoke a bat out of hell, and I even found some cash in my back pocket. How it survived the night of debauchery and zombie-babies I’ll never know. I count the notes. ‘Weird. This is the exact same amount I took from Teodora’s desk before I went out.’

      ‘So how did you manage to get so wasted?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe someone spiked my drink.’

      ‘What, like they do in the movies?’

      ‘Yeah, exactly like—’ I realise Iva’s taking a piss. ‘Oh come on! Vukovar may be a shithole, but it’s also a minor port, and those Bulgarian sailors are forever hawking their narco shit around town. The police here must be on the biggest take!’

      ‘Stop talking.’ Iva waves at something behind me.

      I turn to see a patrol car, kerb crawling my ass. Never even heard it sneak up. A young policeman behind the wheel beckons Iva over.

      ‘D’you think he heard me?’ I whisper.

      ‘Who cares,’ Iva says, ushering me towards the car. ‘Go on, move it! We have ourselves a lift.’

      Iva jumps in front, I dive into the back. The policeman gives Iva’s thigh a lingering squeeze. They think I don’t see it, but I do. What the fuck’s Iva up to? I check the guy out. Blond, pretty, smiley, short. Kind of happy looking. Ew. Not much older than us, either. A mere boy in a starched blue uniform. Have I mentioned that Jimi Hendrix is blasting out of the radio. What’s that all about.

      ‘Miki, Helena. Helena, Miki,’ says Iva. ‘Got any smoke?’

      ‘What do you take me for?’ Miki pats himself down, in proper police fashion. ‘Fuck! I must’ve smoked the last of it this morning. But, worry not...’ He catches my eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘You! Tall girl. Duck!’

      I only half-duck, resentful of the fact the twat couldn’t even remember my name. Miki turns up the volume, puts on the siren, turns on the flashing blue light. Houston, we have lift-off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            THE KINGDOM OF PRINCE LAZAR OF SERBIA

          

          KOSOVO PLAIN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        15th June 1389

      

      

      

      I look towards the east. A poet would perhaps be tempted to call the sun hesitant to inflict another day upon this blood-drenched corner of the world. But I am not a poet. I know it is not up to the sun to decide what it will shine upon and when. Despite its role as the centre of the solar system, its only job remains to glare ceaselessly on, detached from both its cause and its effect. It is not up to the sun to discern, let alone endorse or condemn yet another scar appearing on the surface of the Earth as it rotates into the light. No matter what, the sun also rises. And, as the shadows of the night part to reveal the first glimpse of Kosovo Plain battlefield, I almost wish it would not.

      Seventy-two hours of fighting have left the ground strewn with Christian and Ottoman bodies, spreading bloodlust amongst the great black ravens and dusky-grey crows. I watch as their sharp beaks tear away long strips of flesh from the fallen soldiers, both dead and alive, before dropping them to the ground and returning for more. No longer hungry, these birds act as if drunk on princely offerings of flesh and blood. Living alongside humans has certain consequences. The human condition has a remarkable tendency to spread like wildfire that shows no mercy as it attempts to devour the rest of the world. That kind of greed can be contagious.

      This is where I come in: my job here is to snuff out the life that has, for all intents and purposes, already expired, but is still grasping for more. People call me many different things, most often an angel of mercy, or an angel of death. Some even call me Death itself, the Almighty Reaper, the One Who Appropriates. I have been around for long, long years, yet I still find myself moved by people’s insistence on death being their main and only ruler, the sole destination of their life’s journey. The truth is, the journey’s never over. Another truth? Human beings have great difficulties facing up to the truth. Speaking of which, within the first couple of years of my Balkan assignment, I became widely knows as Baba Lepa – a pretty granny. South Slavs may have proven to be the most difficult people to move on, but they have always exhibited a good sense of humour, even at their deathbed.

      The wind changes direction. As the smell of wounded flesh and curdled blood forces its way up my nostrils, I decide it is nigh time for this pretty granny to embark upon some not so pretty work.

      

      I don’t merely snuff the life out of a person. First, I must bring grace to their last moments here on earth. Such is the law. No matter what they have done, how badly they have behaved, or what crimes they have committed during their lifetime – none of it matters one single iota when it comes to a person’s dying hour. Grace must enter them before they can move on. This, of course, can be a tall order, as the vast majority of people feel powerfully disinclined to die. Even the most miserable of lives suddenly appear a rather more superior proposition to death, however graceful or glorious. I try to sweet-talk them into walking over the threshold willingly and without fear, but on its own this rarely works. Instead, they spit and snap at me, and, if they are physically able, they try their best to snuff me out first.

      As grace cannot enter before the conditions of surrender and acceptance have been established, I often resort to something called glimpsing. Considered by the puritans in my field as cheating, glimpsing is the way of showing a dying person the reality of their situation beyond their immediate predicament, which never fails to inspire them to let go of just enough fear for grace to slip in. And with that, they can be on their way. What is a little cheating, I say, compared to all the suffering to which puritans subject their clients? It can take days, months, even years for a person to be snuffed out without glimpsing. I avoid puritans like the plague. Not that I need to avoid the plague: plague victims made for some of my best clients.

      

      Summer battles are the worst. It is the heat, dissolving everything that remains into a putrid mush. At some point during the course of the morning, a little ditty starts running through my head, without ever passing my lips:

      
        
        Life and death become one,

        Mangled by the midday sun.

      

      

      On and on it goes, round and round in my head. I have cleared only about a fifth of the field, but I know my job gets easier with every passing hour. Back on the ground, there are a couple of Turks sprawled to my left: one has been cut down across the chest, the other’s head is attached to his neck only by a thin strip of skin and sinew. They no longer require my services. Next to them, a young boy is lying on his back, his eyeless sockets staring at the sky, his fingers still clutching a blooded leather waterskin. Christian boy, a water bearer. I take a closer look at the waterskin, stamped with a pair of bull’s horns, a two-headed eagle and a dragon, all part of Prince Lazar’s coat of arms. One more Serbian mother is to have her heart broken – one of many yet to come.

      I am just about to step over a horse cadaver in order to make my way to a body swathed in ravens, when I hear voices. This is a highly unusual occurrence in the aftermath of any battle. The absence of sound comes with the territory. Even birds feast in silence – no need to make a fuss in the land of plenty. An occasional moan, a flap of wings, a soft squelch of a boot as survivors return to the field to sift through their fallen comrades for any signs of life; no other sound is appropriate in the land of the dead. I shoo the ravens away. The man’s face is missing, as well as most of his brain and guts. He is long gone.

      I listen. The voices are coming from behind a large rock in front of me. They sound jaunty. Mirth in the middle of Kosovo Plain? That I must see.

      

      Two men are sitting with their backs against the rock. One is dark-skinned, almost as dark as any Turk, but with curly auburn hair, high cheeks and bright blue eyes, indicating a possible mix of Celtic and Slavic provenance. When it comes to the Southern Slavs, one can never be too sure who they really are, or where they come from, or which way they are heading. Their capacity to surprise is unparalleled by any other race I have dealt with in the past. They slip, they flip and in a blink of an eye they become something other than you first suspected them to be. I have been studying the Balkan Slavs for over 9,000 years now, and can only conclude that their chronic inconsistency and their inclination to startle and confuse stems solely from their untameable nature, and not from any painstakingly developed design for manipulation. The problem is, this chameleon-like behaviour can come across as a threat and a challenge, and has been known to provoke aggression from other tribes in the past, as it will continue to do until the end of time – or until the Balkan folk learn how to tame their wild and skittish ways. And I have a feeling I know which scenario is likely to occur first.

      The other man is paler, with just enough salt and pepper hair poking out of his winged helmet to identify him as an elder.

      ‘Well, my brother Ivan.’ He knocks on his bashed-in breastplate. ‘I hope you like roast pork, for I am almost done.’

      ‘Take it off, brother Vuk,’ says Ivan. ‘I would offer to assist you, alas…’

      ‘I thank you, my brother, but I fear only an armorer can assist me now.’ Vuk starts to cough. A thin streak of blood trickles out of the corner of his mouth. He wipes it off with the back of his hand. ‘Or a priest.’

      ‘Forgive me, but that is the heat talking. The sun is rendering you feeble.’ Ivan leans towards Vuk. ‘Hear me out, my brother. People come to Vrane from far and wide, and they speak of the great Serbian warriors and their magnificently courageous spirit. I am privileged to find this to be true. Once we get off this blessed plain, you will come with me to visit my castle perched high on the cliff at the edge of the lake. We will ride out together, side by side, back to my home in golden Croatia; we will spend our days hunting for wild beasts and our nights sitting on the terrace under the canopy of vines and stars, and we will drink red wine and eat baby lambs straight off the spit, and we will caress milky-skinned Croatian maidens. But most of all we will rejoice in our Slavic soul triumphing over the unclean.’

      ‘And so it is: let it be so,’ says Vuk. ‘For you are no longer my brother by a distant father, you are now my brother in destiny. The people of Serbia will never forget the righteous Croatian knights who rushed to aid our noble Prince when he needed you the most. There will be songs performed in your honour, long after you and I are gone, and they will tell the story of the band of brave Croatian men, leaving their wives and their sons behind, forsaking their fields and their flotillas, and riding four days and four nights without rest in order to help the Serbian army keep the Ottoman dogs out of our backyard. You fought with me side by side, my brother, so it is only right to rejoice in the same vein. Together, we brought Murad down, may his God greet him at the gates of paradise as the king and a hero that he once truly was.’ Both men cross themselves. I notice Ivan’s right hand has been cut off at the wrist. Vuk continues, ‘It is my honour to finally meet one of the legendary Croat soldiers, to fight with him, shoulder to shoulder, and to fall with him, like a hero and a brother, victorious over Ottoman scum, God bless their warrior souls.’

      ‘Exult, my brother Vuk!’ says Ivan. ‘For I see help is here.’ He motions towards me as if he has only just seen me, even though I had been standing right in front of him this entire time. ‘You! Yes, you, old crone! Stop wasting precious time, but come over and tend to my brother Vuk and his noble wounds!’

      ‘I would be careful who I call an old crone if I were you, young knight,’ I say. ‘Considering how it is you who needs assistance from me, and not the other way around.’

      Ivan curses. ‘You would not be speaking to me like this if I still had my hand, old woman! For you would have no tongue to speak with!’

      I stand there, and I smile. The fact that Ivan can see me indicates his readiness to move on. Except that he does not know this yet. I glance at his Serbian comrade. At first he looks at Ivan as if he were a madman, but then, slowly, he focuses on the space I inhabit until he can see me as clearly as only the dying can. And once he has seen me, his entire body relaxes, at which point grace enters him.

      ‘Welcome, my lady,’ he says. ‘Welcome. And please forgive my friend, he is too young to have acquired respect for your kind.’

      ‘What are you saying, my brother?’ Ivan waves his remaining hand in my direction. ‘She is but an old witch, here to rob the corpses! Go on, brother Vuk, you can still hold your weapon, make her help us!’

      ‘I cannot speak for you,’ says Vuk. ‘But it is too late for me. I welcome this gracious lady. She will help me pass through to the other side.’

      I curtsy. ‘Thank you, kind sir.’

      ‘Wait! Wait, I say!’ Ivan turns to me. ‘Listen up, you old vulture, help us live, and I swear on my ancestors’ bones you will be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams! But do anything to bring about our demise, and I will personally haunt you for the rest of eternity. Do you understand the choice that lies before you?’

      ‘I do, young sir,’ I say. ‘The question is, do you understand the fact that you have no other choice but to heed the call?’

      Ivan opens his mouth, then closes it again without uttering another word. He then looks down at the pool of blood he has been sitting in since the last sunset, and it is as if he is seeing it for the very first time. ‘But,’ he softly says. ‘My bride, she awaits me.’

      ‘You will meet Marica again,’ I say. And again. And again. This is not the biggest of worlds. ‘But not in this life.’

      Ivan’s eyes widen. ‘Really?’ I nod. ‘But how can I know for sure?’

      I kneel between the two men and take their hands in mine. ‘Because my words are true. As you leave this world, know that you are never really leaving behind anything or anybody you hold dear to your heart. Know that you can never lose love, you can only temporarily lose the sight of it, and this is as true in death as it is in life.’

      ‘Thank you,’ says Vuk, and with that, he is gone.

      I turn to Ivan, who is smiling at the apparition of a beautiful young woman running towards him, her arms open wide, her eyes filled with joy. And just as she reaches him, he, too, is gone.

      I place my mark on their respective foreheads, which will protect their bodies from ethereal scavengers, then walk over to a young Turk who has been unfortunate enough to have a spear pierce right through his belly button nailing him fast to the ground. He looks up as I arrive, and, despite his faith promising that everything he longs for in this world will await him in Jannah, he does not seem too pleased to see me.
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