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MONSTROUS NIGHTS


Book Two of The Witch’s Compendium of Monsters


Dive into the breakneck conclusion to the Slavic folklore-inspired Witch’s Compendium of Monsters duology, which began with Foul Days


With her magic reclaimed and her role in the community of Chernograd restored, Kosara’s life should finally be back to normal - but, of course, things can’t possibly be that simple.


She is now in possession of twelve witch’s shadows. Holding them may grant her unprecedented power, but that doesn’t mean they’re always willing to do her bidding.


Across the wall in Belograd, Asen chases his only lead on the latest witch murder case. He follows the trail of smuggling kingpin Konstantin Karaivanov to an underground monster auction - which leads him right back to Chernograd.


There, sinister events follow one after another: snow falls in midsummer, a witch with two shadows is found dead, and monsters that should only appear during the Foul Days are sighted. The barrier between worlds thins . . . and Kosara is certain it’s her fault - and her job to fix.
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Kosara


It was just after midnight, and the chimes of the clock tower still echoed in the empty streets as Kosara rushed down a dark alleyway. The air smelled of coal fire and coming snow, and if she hadn’t known it was the last week of spring, she could have believed it was December. The tips of her ears burned from the cold.


Finally, she reached her destination, an imposing salon on the main street. Kosara was used to seeing its large windows bright and inviting, with their velvet curtains pulled back to reveal the cosy inside. Tonight, the place was dark. The sign above the door swung on its squeaky chains: “The Witch’s Rest.”


The salon wasn’t named after its clientele. In fact, no self-respecting witch patronised it. It was named after its owner, Sofiya Karajova. Sofiya’s shtick was summoning long-suffering spirits back from the dead, so their relatives could ask them all sorts of stupid and invasive questions.


Kosara firmly believed death should excuse you from family reunions, but that wasn’t the main reason she disliked the other witch’s business model. Sofiya made a fortune during the Foul Days, when the realms of the dead and the living were closest. Most other witches were too busy protecting the city from the monsters—Sofiya was more concerned with her profit margins.


Kosara knocked on the door of the salon. When it opened, Vila was on the other side, which wasn’t a surprise. It had been the old witch who’d summoned Kosara there in the middle of the night.


What was surprising was how tired Vila looked. Her skin had lost its glow. Her eyes were bloodshot and rimmed with purple.


“Come in,” Vila said. “Quickly. It’s not good news, I’m afraid.”


Kosara followed her down the salon’s corridor. Their steps were muffled by the deep pile of the carpet. The scent of incense filled the space, but beneath it, Kosara detected a smell that made her nauseous. Blood.


“What’s happening?” she whispered. She wasn’t entirely sure why. The salon was so quiet, it felt inappropriate to raise her voice. “When you told me it was urgent—”


“It is. Once the coppers sniff out something’s wrong, they’ll turn up with their little bags and little tweezers and little vials, and they’ll scrub the place clean. I need you to see it before that.”


“See what?”


Vila turned around so suddenly, Kosara nearly bumped into her. The crystal chandelier illuminated her face, causing the bags beneath her eyes to appear even deeper. “Sofiya’s dead. Murdered.”


It took Kosara a second of standing there, blinking with her mouth hanging slightly open, before Vila’s words fully sank in. “How?”


“Beheaded.” Kosara flinched, but Vila’s tone remained even. “Her shadows are gone.”


“Both of them?”


“Both.”


Kosara’s hand instinctively found the necklace of shadows around her neck. She’d tried leaving them behind in the house, but no matter how many protective spells she drew around them, they never felt safe alone. They’d told her as much.


Sofiya’s two shadows weren’t like Kosara’s twelve. Kosara’s own shadow was the only one she knew how to control. The rest had minds of their own. And no wonder—they hadn’t been given to Kosara by their owners. She’d convinced them to help her defeat the Zmey, but that didn’t make them hers.


Sofiya, on the other hand, had perfect control over her shadows. That made her murder even scarier.


“You see why I called you,” Vila said. “Someone’s on the hunt for witches’ shadows. Again.”


“How is this possible?” Kosara asked. “If they’re gone, Sofiya must have given them away willingly. And then . . .”


“And then, she’d been beheaded like a common upir.”


“Why would they behead her? Unless they were worried she might turn?”


Even then, a pair of silver coins on her eyes would have sufficed. Or an aspen stake through her heart. Or, hell, burying her with a sack of rice, so she got too distracted counting the grains to crawl out.


Beheading her seemed like overkill.


Kosara bit her lower lip. It had started to peel from the cold. “Show me.”


Vila took a deep breath before she opened the door. A second later, Kosara understood why. The stench rushed her, thick and putrid.


The room was warm. Bright fire burned in the hearth, painting the walls in yellow and orange, reflecting off the pools of dried blood caked on the parquet floor. The body was naked, save for the vial hanging between her breasts, where Sofiya had kept her second shadow. It was shattered. Above that was the stump of her neck, bloody and messy.


Kosara’s stomach churned. Vila’s gaze was fixed on her, waiting, and all Kosara wanted to do was rush back outside and take in a breath that didn’t smell like death.


“What do you expect me to do?” she snapped.


“You have experience with things like this. Look for clues.”


Kosara scoffed. She’d hardly call her frantic search of Irnik Ivanov’s room back in Belograd “experience.” It wasn’t like she had Asen’s years of practice. Still, she tried her best. First, she kneeled next to the body and examined it quickly, pushing down the bile climbing in her throat.


For a desperate moment, she hoped the dead woman wasn’t Sofiya, after all. In the dim light of the salon, her skin seemed too dark.


It had been a foolish thought. A rich woman like Sofiya could afford an exotic holiday somewhere sunny. Everything about the body made it obvious Kosara was looking at her dead colleague, starting from her signature bright-red nail varnish and ending with the small tattoo on her wrist: three spirals intersecting in a complicated pattern.


Next, Kosara searched the room. The murderer had been careful not to leave any obvious fingerprints. The floor was spotless, except for the blood: there were no marks, no footprints, and no stray hairs. Kosara checked the ashtray and found it full of the thin filters of Sofiya’s cigarettes, all stained with her red lipstick. A single wine glass rested on a shelf. Its rim was marked with the same red.


All clues pointed to Sofiya having been alone tonight. At the same time, the person who’d taken her shadows must have been someone she’d known. You couldn’t steal a witch’s shadow—it had to be given willingly.


But then, why would they murder her once they’d got what they wanted? What could justify this senseless death?


Kosara took in a deep breath to calm her heartbeat and immediately regretted it when the room’s smell took up permanent residence in her nostrils.


“Anything?” Vila asked.


“Nothing, except . . .” Kosara’s eyes fell on Sofiya’s chest again. Under the broken vial, Sofiya’s skin was marred by a mark: old and long faded to grey. Karaivanov’s two crossed Ks.


“I noticed it, too,” Vila said. “He does make for a pretty compelling suspect, doesn’t he?”


“I suppose.”


This wasn’t the first murder in Chernograd over the last couple of months. Kosara had attended numerous overnight vigils, watching over the bodies of the recently deceased. A murdered person was twice as likely to turn into an upir after their death, or worse, a kikimora. There were many precautions that had to be observed: all the mirrors in the house had to be covered; the candles couldn’t be allowed to burn out; the household cats had to be kept away so they wouldn’t jump over the body.


Kosara suspected the dramatic increase in murders was related to her spell to weaken the Wall. The relatives hadn’t been too willing to talk, but she’d spotted Karaivanov’s symbol on several of the victims.


She refused to feel guilty for it—they’d known what they were getting into when they’d agreed to work for Karaivanov. They’d been aware of the risk.


And yet, sometimes, in the middle of the night, while watching over the cold, dead body of another young person, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d made a mistake. If Malamir had been right, and the Wall had been the only thing maintaining Chernograd’s fragile social structure.


Kosara sighed, glancing again at the symbol carved in Sofiya’s chest. “I didn’t know she’d worked for him.”


“Me neither,” Vila said. “I’m surprised, to tell you the truth.”


“Why? Sofiya has always been all too ready to sell her morals for the right price.”


“You’re judging her too harshly.”


“I know, I know, we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”


“It’s not that. I’ve known Sofiya for years. She had no qualms about making a quick profit off rich fools, that much is true, but I’d never have expected her to mix up with the smugglers. She had class.”


Kosara snorted, then felt guilty. The woman was dead. It certainly wasn’t an appropriate time or place to laugh.


“She didn’t have class,” Kosara said. “She had the money to buy herself enough fine clothes and jewellery to appear classy.”


“Even that’s a good enough reason to believe she’d avoid the smugglers. She didn’t need the money.”


“But maybe when she was younger, before she got her second shadow—”


“Maybe. God knows we’ve all done stupid things when we were young.”


Kosara shuffled from foot to foot, but she didn’t reply. Vila knew exactly what stupid decisions Kosara had made in her youth. All of Chernograd did. She wished her relationship with the Zmey was as easy to hide as an ugly tattoo on her chest would have been.


Vila was silent for a moment, and then she said, casually, “I see you still have the shadows.”


Kosara played with her necklace. The shadow beads were warm beneath her fingertips. “I do.”


“You were going to find their owners.”


“I did. All dead.”


“Shadow sickness?”


“The Zmey.”


“Oh,” Vila said flatly. “Did they tell you?”


“In their own way.”


Kosara had painstakingly interrogated each of the shadows until they’d revealed the truth. It hadn’t been easy. A shadow wasn’t a person, and she couldn’t converse with them like they were. Instead, each was stuck on a different fragment of its past, and each communicated it in a mixture of visions and whispers.


Kosara was worried a few of them had gone mad during their time with the Zmey. Their mutterings made little sense.


Still, the truth hadn’t surprised her. She’d suspected it as soon as she’d noticed all eleven shadows had belonged to young women. The Zmey had forced the shadows, patiently, over many years and many trips to Chernograd, out of his brides.


“What are you going to do with them?” Vila asked, a bit too quietly. If Kosara didn’t know her better, she’d think the realisation had rattled her.


That was impossible, of course. Nothing rattled Vila.


“I don’t know,” Kosara said. “I’ll have to hold on to them for now. I can’t figure out a strong enough spell to keep them safe when they’re away from me.”


“They will make you a target.”


“They also mean I can protect myself.”


Vila’s eyes darted towards Sofiya’s dead body. “Be careful. As far as I’m aware, no witch has ever collected this much power. Don’t let it get to your head.”


Kosara looked down at her boots. She’d never admit it to Vila, but she sometimes thought she heard the shadows’ whispers still, even when they were all folded into beads around her neck. Occasionally, she was sure she spotted a familiar figure in the corner of her vision, plucked straight from the shadows’ memories.


His hair was gold, and his eyes were flame blue.


She thought she had rid herself of the Zmey once and for all when she’d trapped him in the Wall. She was starting to suspect she’d been wrong.
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Asen


The blood was everywhere. Rusty red, it splattered the golden wallpaper and the stucco ceiling. A few drops had landed on the crystal chandelier and hung there, suspended in midair, like flies in amber.


“Mondays, eh?” said Lila. The magic detector in her back pocket quietly beeped. She took her notebook out. “What did you say her name was?”


“Natalia,” Asen said without looking up from the victim. “Natalia Ruseva. She owned the Witch’s Cauldron boutique.”


Lila raised her eyebrows. “Isn’t that the shop you suspected of dealing with illegally smuggled magical objects?”


“That’s the one.”


Natalia’s body was sprawled on the blood-soaked sheets—pale, bloated, completely naked. A depression in the pillow indicated where her head would have lain. Except, all that remained was the bloody stump of her neck.


That was what almost pushed Asen over the edge. He rushed to the open window and breathed in deeply. The spring breeze carried the smell of blossoming linden trees. It made a putrid cocktail, mixed with the stench of death.


“She looks like she’s been dead for a while,” Lila observed, turning over the victim’s arm to look at the small tattoo at her wrist: three spirals interconnecting in a complicated pattern. “Certainly more than a few hours. What do you think?”


“We’d better leave the precise estimates to the pathologists.”


Lila harrumphed, making it obvious what she thought about their colleagues from the pathology department. She quickly dotted all the visible marks on the body in her notebook. “She gave them a good fight.”


Asen muttered something in agreement, though his eyes weren’t on the bruises dotting the victim’s skin. They were on the symbol carved on her chest.


Two crossed Ks. Konstantin Karaivanov’s sign.


“What do you think?” Lila asked. “Konstantin? Or an imposter?” Without giving Asen the chance to reply, she continued, “I suppose it would be pretty stupid, wouldn’t it? If it was Konstantin, I mean. For him to leave her like that. Your eyes are instantly drawn to that symbol.”


“What does he care?” Asen tried to keep his tone casual. “What’s one more murder on top of everything else he’s done?”


“But still, what would be the point of stripping the body naked?”


“Maybe it’s a warning.”


“For who?”


For me. Asen didn’t say it out loud. He licked his lips. They were trembling.


Get a grip, he thought sternly. He couldn’t let Lila see how much this murder had rattled him, because then she’d start asking questions, and before long, she’d find out the truth. She was like a bulldog: once she’d sunk her teeth into a clue, she never let it go.


Lila’s eyes narrowed as she kept inspecting the victim. “Her shadow is missing.”


“I know.”


That had been one of the first things Asen had noticed. It made him shudder, the thought that someone was on the hunt for witches’ shadows again. He hoped Kosara was safe. “We’d better get a team in here.”


“Yes, boss.” Lila flicked her radio open, extended the antenna, and frowned at the crackling coming from the speaker. Asen had known she wouldn’t get signal this deep in the house.


She left the room, her blocky heels clicking against the marble floor, but he lingered.


His fingers found the velvet pouch hidden in his pocket. At first glance, it appeared to be nothing but a simple, good-dreams charm. It was stuffed with herbs—a handful of lavender, valerian root, and lemon balm—but it also held a note. An invitation to an illegal auction held in a secret location, penned in Karaivanov’s own hand.


The day before, Asen had paid an informant handsomely to retrieve the pouch from under Natalia Ruseva’s pillow. He’d been just in time.


“Are you coming?” Lila shouted from the hallway.


“I’m coming.” Asen made sure the pouch was safely buttoned inside his pocket and left the room.


Asen should have handed the velvet pouch to the investigative team. He should have, at least, told his boss about it. It only strengthened the connection between Ruseva and Karaivanov, which made it an important clue in the murder case.


However, parting with the pouch would have required explaining how he’d acquired it. It would also mean that this—his one lead to where Karaivanov might have holed up—would be lost forever.


Asen couldn’t afford to reveal his cards. Karaivanov undoubtedly had people in the police. In fact, Asen was starting to feel as if he couldn’t trust any of his colleagues. There had been so many murders around the city lately, and no one, not even his boss, seemed particularly perturbed by them.


The only logical explanation was that Karaivanov was greasing the police machinery with money, making sure the cases got filed as “unresolved” faster. And the smuggler himself? No one had seen him for months. With every passing day, Asen grew more and more worried he’d fail to fulfil the promise he’d made to Boryana.


He kicked at the ground, dislodging a tuft of grass growing in the mud between the cobblestones. It was a beautiful afternoon on one of the last days of spring, and the linden trees’ pollen coated the windows of houses and automobiles. In a week, summer would arrive, and it would be a scorching hot one if the meteorology witches were to be trusted.


He wondered what Kosara’s plans were for the solstice. He knew they celebrated it as St. Enyo’s Day in Chernograd—the first day of summer, when the herbs were most potent, and picking them would ensure they kept their powers all year.


Asen often caught himself thinking of Kosara lately. How she was, what she was doing. Whether she thought of him.


It was foolish. They hadn’t spoken since that day she’d left him in Belograd. The Wall could be crossed now—if she wanted to see him, she could have done so at any time. She obviously didn’t. He’d invited her for dinner, and she’d refused.


Could he blame her? She was one of the most powerful witches in Chernograd, and what was he? A crooked Belogradean cop.


At last, he entered the police station and climbed the steep staircase to his boss’s office. He didn’t get the chance to knock before her voice came from the other side.


“Come on in, Bakharov.” His steps on the creaky stairs had obviously alerted her to his arrival.


Asen opened the door. “Hi, boss.”


Chief Constable Anahit Vartanian sat behind her desk, cradling a mug of hot chocolate between her fingers. She was a short woman in her mid-fifties who always wore frilly floral dresses and long dangly earrings, even in the depths of winter. Asen had never, not once, let her cheerful demeanour fool him. Under the silk glove, Vartanian ruled the Belogradean Police with an iron fist.


“What have you done now, Bakharov?” she asked as soon as she saw him.


“What? Nothing!”


“I can always tell when you’re guilty. Your whole face sags.” She pulled her cheeks down to demonstrate. Her nails were painted in a vibrant pink. “Well?”


He sat on the chair she indicated. “I’ve done nothing. Lila and I stumbled upon a murder.”


“‘Stumbled upon’?”


“You know how it is. With the Wall gone—”


“Last I checked, the Wall was still very much there. And thank God for that.”


“You know what I mean. Karaivanov’s underlings have gone berserk. His whole organisation is eating itself from the inside.”


“Sounds like a good thing to me.”


“People are dying.”


Vartanian shrugged. “Criminals. So, who have they got now?”


“Natalia Ruseva. She owns the Witch’s Cauldron boutique on the main street.”


Vartanian raised her eyebrows. “Well, what can you tell me?”


Asen described the crime scene as he and Lila had found it. Vartanian listened without interrupting.


“So, her head was missing,” she said at length. “Any ideas why?”


“Maybe the murderer was worried about her turning. Ruseva is from Chernograd—”


Vartanian’s voice was sharp. “We don’t have people turning on this side of the Wall, Bakharov.”


Asen remained silent. He’d heard the rumours, just like everyone else in the city. Since the Wall had become permeable, there had been reports of corpses rising from the graveyard and suspiciously large wolves roaming the streets when the moon was full.


Except, that was all they were—rumours. No one had managed to photograph these sightings, nor provide other proof. For now.


“We’ll have to get someone to ID the victim,” Vartanian said. “Just so we can say we’ve done it all by the book. Did Ruseva have a partner?”


“Not as far as I’m aware.” Asen knew, however, that Ruseva had several young lovers, including his informant.


“Family?” Vartanian asked.


“I haven’t had a chance to check yet.”


“Get one of her staff, if all else fails.”


“Yes, boss.”


Vartanian sipped on her chocolate and licked her lips. “Didn’t this happen in the river district last month? A beheading with the head missing? And there was one in the Docks, I’m pretty sure.”


Asen ran a hand through his hair. “Pretty sure” didn’t cut it for him, and neither did the detached tone of Vartanian’s voice. The murders had happened, and Asen could recite every tiny detail about them—except, he didn’t think his boss would care.


“There have been so many corpses lately,” he said dryly.


“Popping up like mushrooms after the rain, aren’t they? Well, you’d better note it down. There’s probably a connection. Any ideas about motive?”


To Asen, it seemed obvious. Natalia Ruseva was involved with Karaivanov’s gang. She’d been invited to his secret auction tonight, as the pouch in Asen’s pocket attested. Then, something between them had gone wrong, and the smuggler had decided to get rid of her. It could have been Asen’s fault, for all he knew, for stealing the invite to the auction from Ruseva. If Karaivanov had somehow discovered she’d lost it, he’d have probably been angry enough to order her killed. The thought made Asen’s stomach turn with guilt.


In any case, one thing was clear: Ruseva wasn’t Karaivanov’s first victim, and she wouldn’t be the last.


And while, sure, the criminalists would do their magic and discover a clue at the crime scene—a smeared fingerprint or a tiny eyebrow hair—and they’d catch the hit man Karaivanov had sent to do the job . . . did it matter? Did it matter if they took one of his henchmen off the streets, when he had hundreds? What difference did it make for them to remove the tool he used to commit the murder if he still walked free?


Asen knew he’d stayed silent for too long because Vartanian’s gaze had acquired a steely edge.


“Not yet,” he said. He couldn’t tell Vartanian he suspected Karaivanov, not without risking his whole plan falling through. He couldn’t be certain whether his boss was in the smuggler’s pocket.


Vartanian paused. “Something here doesn’t add up, Bakharov.”


“About the murder?”


“About you. Ever since you returned from your holidays in the winter, covered in scrapes and bruises—”


Asen’s heartbeat quickened. “What can I say, I’m not a great skier.”


Vartanian slammed her fist against the desk. The hot chocolate splashed in its mug. “Do you take me for an idiot? It’s not just the bruises. Your whole demeanour has changed.”


Asen shuffled uncomfortably in his seat, but said nothing.


Vartanian stared at him for a few seconds. “I need you to promise me something.”


“Yes?”


“I want you to go home, and I want you to look in the mirror, long and hard. Tomorrow, I want you to come in and tell me if you saw an officer of the Belogradean Police Force looking back at you, or if you saw someone else.”


Asen opened his mouth to argue, but Vartanian put up one finger in the air. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Asen sighed. “See you tomorrow, boss.”


When he got home, he didn’t look in the mirror. He knew all too well what he was.


He found the velvet pouch in his pocket and fished out the note. It smelled strongly of lavender.


Looking at the symbols drawn on it, he couldn’t tell where they’d take him. He wasn’t even sure if the magic circle was safe to use without knowing a spell or incantation of some kind. If only Kosara was here, she’d have been able to read it, but he’d be damned if he turned up at her doorstep after six months of silence with a request like that.


What he knew for certain was the circle would work only once. It was an invitation for one specific event: an auction for magical objects to be held this evening. He’d have one chance at this.


He’d better not squander it.
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Kosara


Kosara wasn’t going to put the fire on. No way. It was June. And while, yes, her breath came out in thick plumes in the frigid air and her fingers felt like icicles, frozen and clumsy, she couldn’t justify the cost. Firewood didn’t grow on trees. Figuratively speaking.


After returning from Sofiya’s salon, she poured herself a glass of wine to calm her nerves and sat in the living room, which she’d rearranged to serve as her workshop. Colourful bottles, vials, and jars were scattered on every surface. From the roof beams hung herbs, rabbit paws and dogwood branches, yuda feathers and strings of karakonjul ears.


In an attempt to liven up the space, she’d bought an enormous crystal ball from a junk shop in Belograd. It stood prettily atop the table, the mist inside it swirling. As far as she could tell, it did nothing else.


Kosara noticed she’d left a red smear of lyutenitsa on it, from when she’d eaten dinner. She was scrubbing it with her sleeve when there was a knock on the door.


It was nearly two in the morning, according to the grandfather clock ticking quietly in the corner, and Kosara’s eyes were already shutting. She crossed the dark hallway, her shadow following at her footsteps, stretching demonstratively and pretending to yawn.


I know, I know, she thought at it. But that’s how it is. Chernograd never slept, so why should she?


Before she opened the door, only for a brief second, she allowed herself to consider the possibility it might be Asen on the other side. Maybe he’d found himself in trouble in Belograd and needed her expertise. Or maybe he just wanted to see her.


Instead, she found a tall man standing at the threshold, wrapped tightly in a thick coat. She felt the pang of disappointment, but she didn’t show it. It had been a foolish hope, anyway. Why would Asen suddenly visit her in the middle of the night, after he hadn’t so much as phoned in the past six months?


It was obvious: Asen didn’t want anything to do with Chernograd. He didn’t want anything to do with her.


And could she blame him, really? The last time he’d visited the city, he’d barely made it out alive.


“Kosara, I’m so glad to catch you at home,” the man breathed out, his teeth clattering. A woollen hat was pulled low over his head, covering his eyebrows. Only the tips of his ears stuck out, bright red.


Kosara squinted, as the man’s face finally clicked in her mind. The baker’s apprentice. “Ibrahim? God, I barely recognised you. What happened?” She shivered and added, “Come on in, you can tell me everything.”


On the way to the living room, Kosara clicked her fingers and mumbled the magic words. There was a loud crack. Fire loomed in the hearth.


She had a guest now, after all. It was the perfect excuse for some warmth.


“Sit down,” she told him, and Ibrahim shuffled to a chair. “Would you like some wine? Or something stronger?”


“Stronger, please.”


Kosara poured him a glass of apricot rakia, home-brewed and so sharp, her eyes watered from the smell alone. Ibrahim downed it in one go.


Kosara topped him up. “What’s going on? You’re pale as a ghost.”


Ibrahim looked at her for a long while with eyes framed by dark circles. “I think I’m dead.”


Kosara barked out a laugh, but his face remained serious. Her laughter died on her lips. “Dead? How?”


“I electrocuted myself tinkering with the radio. You know I’ve been trying to catch signals from the monster realm?”


Kosara had heard of his mad idea before. As if the monsters would simply sit around listening to the radio, like humans did. “Yes.”


“Well, I thought I finally got something. I swear I heard his voice.”


“Whose voice?”


“The Zmey.”


Kosara laughed again, this time slightly higher pitched. Her hand holding the bottle trembled and the amber liquid swished inside. She was tempted to pour herself a glass as well. “The Zmey’s gone, Ibrahim.”


“Well, I’m telling you I heard him. And then the screwdriver slid, and it made a connection with something it shouldn’t have, and it electrocuted me. And I died. My partner—Dancho, you must know him? Dancho Krustev.” Ibrahim paused, then added, with a tinge of pride in his voice, “He’s a doctor.”


“I know him.”


“Well, he found me slumped on the desk, covered in soot. Look!” Ibrahim took off the hat, revealing his bushy eyebrows and his messy hair, sticking in all directions.


“Right,” Kosara said and topped his glass again. If he continued like that, he’d be under the table soon, whether he was dead or not. “I understand you got a fright, but you seem to be all fine—”


“You don’t understand. Dancho found no signs of life. No pulse. I was dead, Kosara. Dead as a doornail!”


“Well, it happens sometimes that you die for a few minutes, but you can be revived again. Dancho knows what he’s doing when it comes to CPR.”


“That he does, but it had been hours, not minutes. I died in the morning and woke up in the evening, absolutely starving.”


“Right. You’d skipped lunch.”


“Starving for blood, Kosara.”


Kosara frowned, taking in Ibrahim’s pale skin and his bloodshot eyes. He could pass for an upir, she had to admit, but he could just as well have been a man who’d had the fright of his life and was still recovering. Shock did a lot of damage to a person.


“You can’t be serious,” Kosara said. “I’ve witnessed upirs awaking before. The mere fact you’re here, having a civilised conversation with me and not trying to suck me dry, shows you’re not one.”


“But aren’t there upirs who keep some of their senses?”


“Not right after awakening! Sure, maybe twenty, thirty, a hundred years down the line—if they survive that long—a handful of them recover some of their personality. Or develop a new one, I’ve never been certain. But hours? A young upir is as senseless as a rabid dog.”


“And yet, here I am.”


“Ibrahim,” Kosara said, keeping her voice level. “I’m telling you, as a witch. Believe me. You’re not an upir.”


“But I want to drink blood, Kosara! You know what I did, right after I woke up? We keep chickens, you know. Hens. I walked right over to the henhouse. Dancho caught me squeezing a chicken, about to bite its head off!”


“Shock does strange things to people. Maybe you lack iron.”


“I lack blood!”


“Have you tried pricking yourself? Upirs have black blood.”


“All of them? I thought some—”


“Well, yes, some retain the colour of their blood, but most don’t. Did you try?”


“We tried. Dancho poked my finger with a needle.” Ibrahim showed her his index finger, where a little red dot marred the skin. “It’s red.”


“See?”


“But some of them—”


“Listen, I’ll brew you a potion, what do you say? Spinach, walnuts, and karakonjul liver. Full of iron. Try drinking that for a few days and see if you improve, all right?”


Ibrahim sighed. “All right. It’s not as if I have a choice. Dancho will kill me if I hurt the hens.” He laughed without humour. “Though he might have to pierce my heart with an aspen stake to manage it!”


Kosara brewed the potion quickly as her eyes were starting to close. It had been a long day. She’d had her usual customers, needing her potions for various aches and pains, but recently, more and more people came after an ill-fated trip to Belograd. The Chernogradeans weren’t used to the exotic food and alcohol, and many needed a hangover cure or something for stomachaches. On top of that, there were allergic reactions to foreign cosmetics, seasick travellers who’d never been on a boat before, and people who’d got into silly fights over some cultural misunderstanding.


It wasn’t only Chernogradeans who visited her, either. The Belogradeans flocked to Chernograd. In only a few months, she’d treated more upir bites and varkolak scratches than she had for years. Wannabe monster hunters, wide-eyed tourists, lovers of extreme sports, second-and third-generation immigrants trying to find their ancestral home: the queue in front of her workshop was never-ending.


Once the potion had finished bubbling, Kosara poured it into a vial and handed it to Ibrahim. “Come back in a couple of days and tell me how you’re getting on.”


“Thanks. I sincerely hope it helps. How much do I owe you?”


“Three grosh.”


Ibrahim inhaled sharply. “Three?”


“Is that a problem?”


“Well, we just got back from a holiday in Mesambria, and money is a bit tight. You know them foreign prices. Plus, if we have to organise a funeral . . .”


“For who?”


“For me.”


Kosara sighed deeply. “For the last time, Ibrahim, you are not dead. Give me a grosh and get out of here.”


“A grosh? Are you sure? That karakonjul liver alone costs more than that.”


“Believe me, I know.”


Once Ibrahim left, Kosara decided not to go to her cold bedroom. The fire in the workshop was nice, and besides, the upper floor was always too quiet now, with Nevena gone.


Kosara hadn’t heard her sister’s voice since that night last winter, right after she’d trapped the Zmey in the Wall. She was more and more certain she’d imagined it.


It had been a traumatic twelve days. It was no wonder she’d been hearing voices by the end of them.


However, as she snuggled on the sofa under a pile of blankets and watched the coals smouldering in the hearth, there was one voice she couldn’t deny she was hearing.


My little Kosara, the Zmey whispered. Where are you? It’s so cold out here. So, so cold.


She was going mad. That was the only explanation for it. Loneliness had driven her insane, and now she was hearing voices. It wasn’t normal, being completely alone in a big, creaky, haunted house. She’d started conversing with the household spirits a lot more often, too, even though outside of the Foul Days, she saw them as nothing but shadows occasionally darting past.


“Nazdrave, Aunty,” she’d toast the kitchen spirit as she downed another glass of wine in the evening.


“Good morning, Uncle,” she’d greet the bathroom spirit when she went to brush her teeth in the morning.


She knew she had them to thank for the fact that the house hadn’t fallen on top of her yet, burying her in a grave of rotten wallpaper, dust, and rusty nails. She’d been so busy these past few months, she’d barely had time for cleaning or maintenance. Between taking care of her clients and poking around the dodgier parts of the city for signs of Karaivanov, there simply weren’t enough hours in the day.


“Good morning, Uncle,” she said, as usual, when she entered the bathroom that morning. It was so cold, frost flowers bloomed on the tiny circular window above the bathtub.


Frost. In June!


She’d just finished brushing her teeth and was getting ready to jump into the shower when there was a knock at the door. Kosara sighed. They couldn’t even let her have a moment of peace first thing in the morning.


The knock sounded again, so loud it startled the swallows nesting on the roof, making them chirp angrily.


“Coming, coming!” Kosara shouted and shrugged her jumper back on as she ran down the stairs.


When she opened the door, she found Ibrahim standing outside. He looked worse this morning—more tired and so nervous, his hands shook.


“The hens!” he shrieked. “Kosara, the hens have all been murdered!”


Chernograd was never particularly cheerful, even in the summer. This June, however, the city was greyer and gloomier than ever. Usually, the cafés and restaurants on the main street set up tables outside, and an ice-cream vendor circled the city on his bicycle. Not this June. Most eating establishments were boarded up, unable to compete with their counterparts on the other side of the Wall. Kosara heard the ice-cream vendor had emigrated to Belograd.


Ibrahim lived nearby, in a block of flats tucked in a grimy alleyway off the main square. He opened the front door and led Kosara through the dingy hallway.


“I woke up early to get ready for work,” he explained while he searched for the keys to the back garden in his coat pocket. “We usually start on the dough at three A.M., to give it plenty of time to rise. Then, there’s the filo that takes forever to stretch . . . Anyway, I got up and went downstairs to feed the hens. Dancho is working the night shift today.” As Ibrahim twisted the key in the lock, his fingers shook. He ran a hand through his dark hair. “God, he’ll be so upset with me! He loved those hens like children. He named all of them, can you believe it?”


“Don’t be silly,” Kosara said. “He won’t be angry with you. It wasn’t your fault.”


“What if it was, though?” Ibrahim turned to face Kosara, his eyes panicked. “What if I sleepwalked there in the middle of the night and did it?”


“Surely, you’d have noticed the blood on your hands when you woke up.”


“Maybe I washed it.”


“Do you still crave blood?”


“No.” Ibrahim paused. “No, I don’t think so.”


“So, the potion helped.”


“Or maybe I sated my hunger in the middle of the night.”


Kosara reached over his shoulder and pushed the door open. “Let’s have a look around the crime scene.”


She’d said it in jest, but soon realised the situation was no joke. The back garden was a scene of carnage. Little feathery bodies lay over the grass and piled high in the henhouse. Their beady eyes stared at her, unseeing.


There was no blood, though. Most of the hens looked as if they’d simply fallen asleep, never to wake. Only the cockerel appeared as if he’d tried to fight: his wing hung at an unnatural angle, and his talons were all broken.


“What the hell . . .” Kosara looked around. “This garden isn’t shared? No one else has a key?”


“Not as far as I’m aware.”


Kosara turned the cockerel’s body around with the tip of her boot, careful not to touch him with bare hands. She couldn’t tell if his injuries were caused by a fight with an intruder, or if he’d hurt himself, crashing against the walls of the henhouse in a blind panic. But what could cause such panic in a bird?


“The neighbour suggested we pluck them,” Ibrahim said, his voice hollow. “And make chicken soup. But I just couldn’t bring myself to. How could I feed Dancho chicken soup made from his hens?”


“Don’t. Don’t touch them. We don’t know what killed them. I’d get the vet to look at them.”


“You think they were ill?”


Kosara hesitated. There had been plenty of bouts of chicken flu in Chernograd over the years—it was what happened when you kept a lot of animals close together. But this . . .


Her eyes fell on the cockerel with the broken wing. This didn’t seem right. Her sixth sense was screaming at her that nothing about this was natural.


There was something terribly familiar about the pressure hanging over the henhouse, making the air quietly, almost imperceptibly, crackle. A scent floated in the wind, one Kosara recognised from somewhere, if only she could put her finger on it.


Ibrahim was still looking at her with his brows furrowed.


“You didn’t murder them,” Kosara told him firmly. “No one’s been drinking their blood. It must have been something”—or someone—“else that got them.”


“Are you sure?”


“Don’t you live with a doctor? Do they look like their blood has been sucked?”


“Well, I thought I maybe drank from a couple until I was sated, then killed the rest since they were witnesses.”


Kosara fixed him with an even stare. “Are you joking?”


“I don’t know, Kosara! I haven’t been myself.”


“Get the vet in here. I bet they’ll be able to solve the mystery.” Kosara was a witch, after all, not a henhouse slaughter investigator. If only Asen was here, he’d probably crack the case in no time.


Kosara shook her head. She had to stop thinking about him.


“Let me know what the vet says,” she said on her way out the door. “I’m sure there’s some logical explanation for all this.”


Except, as she walked back to her house, she couldn’t shake the feeling she was missing something. There had been something in the hens’ empty stares. Something in the cockerel’s broken talons. Something in that familiar smell.


As soon as she got home, she took her bestiary from the shelf and cleaned the dust off it with her hand. It had been a few years since she’d encountered a new monster in Chernograd. Not counting Lamia, of course.


Kosara flicked through the pages quickly, looking at the drawings. All the usual monsters were there, neatly arranged in alphabetical order: chuma, hala, karakonjul . . .


Her gaze fell on a drawing of an enormous black cockerel with gleaming eyes.


Mratinyak, read the elaborate script above the bird’s head. “Causes illness in domesticated birds,” the text explained.


And under it, “The great harbinger of plague and death.”
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Asen


Teleportation magic wasn’t for the weak of stomach. Asen’s every organ was turned inside out. His intestines unravelled. His blood felt light and bubbly, and his heart rushed to pump it into his fingers and toes, inflating them like balloons.


A second later, his body righted itself and his feet painfully hit a hard surface. Bright light blinded him. A wall of noise slammed against his eardrums—a large crowd. He’d only half-materialised when a stranger pushed him out of the way and shouted at him to look where he was going.


Still disoriented, Asen stumbled to a tall column and leaned on it, breathing deeply. He blinked fast, allowing his eyes to adjust to the light.


He stood in what looked like an old opera house: a spacious hall with wide corridors running between many tiers of red velvet seats, overlooking a stage. Expensively dressed people milled about, pulled on imported cigarillos and cigars, and downed glasses of sparkling wine with a speed that would impress the most seasoned drunkards in the local tavern. On the balconies above, Asen caught the glint of theatre binoculars and the flutter of hand fans.


Asen hesitated, unsure where to go. Everyone else seemed to know each other. He spotted no familiar faces, which was a relief: it minimised the chance he’d be quickly recognised by Karaivanov’s cronies. He’d grown a beard in the last few weeks in preparation for this. He’d also done his best to dress inconspicuously, which in his case involved buying a simple black suit. It had been a mistake. In the sea of pearls, feathers, precious stones, and imported fabrics, he stuck out like a sore thumb.


The first step to fitting in with the crowd, he decided, was to grab a glass of sparkling wine from a nearby tray. Asen deliberately didn’t acknowledge the waiter holding it. He had the feeling the people gathered here were not ones to say “please” or “thank you.”


“You’re new here,” came a voice behind him.


Asen turned around. A woman watched him intently through a pair of ruby-encrusted handheld glasses.


He prided himself in being able to accurately estimate a person’s age: it was a part of the mental description he always noted down when he met new people. In this case, however, he struggled. The woman had plump cheeks and wore a lot of colourful makeup, which made her appear younger, but her hair, elaborately braided into a tall updo, was salt-and-pepper.


There was also something terribly familiar about her. Asen frowned, trying to remember whether they’d met.


“My name is Maria,” she said. “Maria Hajieva.”


Oh, bollocks.


They had met, several times. Except, her hair had always been gathered in a tight bun, her makeup had been light, and her clothes—professionally conservative. He’d never have recognised her in this frilly red gown.


Maria Hajieva was the mayor of Belograd.


“Ah, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Maria,” Asen said, putting on an accent that sounded embarrassingly fake even to his own ears. “My name is Kostas Dimitriades, and I’m a rich merchant trading in silk from the great city of Stambul across the Marble Sea.”


Asen swore internally. The hell was he doing? Nobody spoke like that. Who introduced themselves as a “rich merchant”? He’d practised his fake story, of course, but his delivery in the mirror at home had been far smoother.


He had to pull himself together. It seemed obvious the mayor hadn’t recognised him. He was still in the clear.


“A drink?” he said, rolling his Rs. What was this accent supposed to be? It wasn’t from Stambul, that was for sure.


The mayor accepted the flute of sparkling wine from his hand. “So, Kostas, what brings you here tonight?”


“Ah, you know, idle curiosity. I’d heard of the great magical treasures of the city of Belograd, and I wanted to see what the fuss was about.”


“There are a lot of downsides to living next door to our poor neighbour,” the mayor said dryly. “But I have to admit, the magic that pours into our city over the Wall is not one of them.”


“Why are you here, M . . .” Dear God, Asen, get a grip! He’d almost called her “mayor.” “Maria?”


The mayor leaned to whisper in his ear, and the citrusy scent of her perfume filled his nostrils. “I heard tonight’s auction will be particularly special. Apparently, our generous patron has prepared a surprise for us.”


“What surprise?”


Maria laughed, playfully hitting Asen’s shoulder with her fan. “Well, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise if he’d told me, would it?”


Asen looked at his shoulder, then up at the mayor’s face. She was flirting. That was why his improbable accent and his even more improbable story hadn’t rang alarm bells to her. She didn’t care who he was, she only cared about snatching a rich foreigner in a well-tailored suit.


This was good. Asen could work with this.


“Listen, Maria.” Repeating her name was always a good strategy, Asen knew from his interrogation manual. It put people at ease. “You seem like a generous woman. You might be able to help me. The truth is, me being here tonight isn’t mere coincidence. I was sent here on an important mission.”


“Oh?” the mayor curved an eyebrow. She’d glued rubies along it, and they glinted every time her face moved. “What mission?”


“Do you know the padishah of Stambul?”


“We’ve met.”


“I work for him. He’s aware of your city’s reputation for magical artefacts. If a magic exists, it can be found in Belograd, they say.”


Asen’s attempts to appeal to the mayor’s patriotism obviously worked. She beamed at him. “So, what is it that your padishah wants?”


“As you know, he’s rich beyond imagination. He’s got everything a man could wish for . . .” A dramatic pause. “Except for one thing.”


“Which is?”


“Love. His young wife died a few years back. He’d give anything to hear her voice again.”


“Oh, that’s terrible.”


Asen’s smile widened. He’d got her hook, line, and sinker. “So, you see, that’s why he sent me here. He’d heard of the witches from Chernograd who can speak to the dead . . .”


“He’ll have to travel to Chernograd and look for Sofiya. During the Foul Days, when the boundary between the realms of the living and the dead is thinnest—”


“He’s, as you’re aware, an old man now and not fit for travel. Isn’t there anything else that can be done? There must be some amulet out there.”


“I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


“But maybe if you ask around . . . I’ve heard there is a man in Chernograd who can get you any magic you can dream of.”


The mayor’s mouth quirked. “So, you’re requesting an audience with our illustrious patron, is that it?”


Asen hesitated. This had been way too easy. “I admit, I’d hoped to meet him here tonight.”


The mayor opened her mouth again, but a loud voice interrupted them. “Mayor!”


A large man placed his hand on her shoulder. He looked to be in his forties, well over average height, with a thick black moustache, almost a twin to his black unibrow.


The mayor looked up and smiled at him, though Asen had caught how, for a split second, her mouth twisted in annoyance. She hadn’t revealed her job to Asen. He suspected she’d been angling for a quick fling without it ever getting too personal.


“Anton, lovely to see you here,” she said. The man leaned in, and they exchanged pretend kisses on both cheeks. “This is Kostas. He’s made a fortune trading silk in Stambul, he tells me.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Asen said, adding several extraneous syllables to “pleasure.” God, his accent was getting hammier and hammier with every exchanged line.


“Silk, eh?” Anton asked, shaking Asen’s hand vigorously. “Spider silk or sea silk?”


Asen, who knew next to nothing about silk, thought it safest to pretend he hadn’t understood. “I’m sorry, I’m having trouble with your accent. Could you repeat the question?”


Thankfully, the mayor didn’t let them get any deeper into the particularities of the silk trade. “Forget about that. Kostas had been hoping to see Konstantin tonight, apparently,” she said to Anton. “Do you know if he’s coming?”


“I’m afraid not, Mimi.”


Now that Asen had the time to take him in, it was obvious Anton was one of Karaivanov’s cronies. His sheer size suggested as much, and so did the gun, badly concealed under his suit jacket.


Asen barely resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Publicly, the mayor of Belograd had taken a hard stance against the smugglers. In private, she rubbed shoulders with them.


“Oh, why not?” the mayor asked.


“Well, you know. He barely shows his nose outside these days.”


Asen hadn’t been expecting a different answer. Konstantin Karaivanov was known for being evasive, which was how he’d escaped the police for so many years. He’d never simply stroll into a large gathering like this.


“You know what I heard, though?” Anton said. “He’s found a way to leave his lair.”


Maria raised an eyebrow, making the rubies glint. “What is it?”


Anton threw a quick look at Asen, who did his best to look like a clueless foreigner, too busy staring absently into the distance to pay attention to the conversation. Anton hesitated, but then, his desire to show off his connection to Karaivanov in front of the mayor won.


“He says he’s found a way to make himself unrecognisable. I’m not sure if I believe it. He’s become very . . . hmm, superstitious in his old age. He keeps bringing that witch around to tell his fortune, too.”


“He’s planning to alter his appearance?” Maria asked, obviously all ears. “With surgery?”


Asen tried not to show how interested he was in the answer to that question.


Anton opened his mouth, but before he’d said anything else, he was interrupted by a loud voice coming through the loudspeakers. “Take your seats, everyone!”


Asen had been so engrossed in Anton and Maria’s conversation, he jumped about a step in the air.


“Oh, excuse me,” Maria said, holding on to Anton’s extended arm. “I hope we’ll see each other again at the end of this, Kostas?”


Asen gave her his most charming smile. “I hope so too, Maria.”


He watched as Anton took her to the staircase leading to one of the balconies. Damn it.


Still, not all was lost. The mayor seemed keen to see him again later. That gave Asen time to calm his nerves and try not to ruin everything with his bad acting.


He shuffled to a seat in the middle of the row, hoping if he entrenched himself deep enough, no one would ask him to leave. As an old lady started making her way towards him, Asen’s heart skipped a beat.


Her skin was so pale, it looked almost translucent. Her eyes were a bloodshot red.


It couldn’t be, he told himself. What would an old upir from Chernograd be doing here?


But then, she settled into the seat to his left, and he realised her skin wasn’t naturally that pale. Particles of bluish-white face powder were caught in the fine hairs on her cheeks. From a certain angle, her eyes were glossy, indicating she wore contact lenses.


Asen resisted the urge to roll his eyes. It had recently become a bizarre fashion among the upper echelons of Belogradean society to dress as Chernogradean monsters. Now that he was paying attention, Asen couldn’t even count the amount of samodiva hair wigs gleaming in the crowd, not to mention the upir teeth necklaces and rusalka scale tiaras. The man on Asen’s right sported a high-crowned karakonjul fur hat, while a few rows ahead, someone wore a varkolak fleece vest.


Funny, Asen thought. On the other side of the Wall, crafting a hat out of karakonjul fur was a necessity. Here, it was a sign of wealth.


He couldn’t examine the people surrounding him for much longer, because the lights in the hall dimmed. After several seconds of expectant silence, a tall man walked out on the stage, waving to the crowd. Asen frowned, recognising him immediately. It was his new acquaintance, Anton.


Asen considered applauding, but nobody else did, so he put his hands back down.


“Welcome, welcome, friends.” Anton stood behind the mahogany stand and picked up the gavel resting on it. “How wonderful you all look. Didn’t you see on your invites where it said this was to be an informal occasion?”


The crowd erupted in laughter. Asen stayed silent.


“We’ve got a great selection of prized objects tonight, including, of course”—Anton winked at the crowd—“our big surprise. Let’s begin!”


This time, there was applause. Asen was a second too late to join it.


What followed was a long procession of magical objects which Anton brought to the stage, each received by oohing and aahing from the crowd. There was everything, from simple good-luck charms crafted from rabbit paws to ancient curses sealed in jars. Asen shuffled uncomfortably when a heart-shaped bottle of blood-red liquid came up for sale. A love potion.


Love potions were nasty business. Not only because of their effect, which was, of course, unconscionable, but because of the way they had to be prepared. He’d heard of several different recipes, all involving “virgin” this, and “maiden” that, and “innocent” other.


Asen made sure to note down the description of the elderly gentleman who won that particular auction, so he could pass it over to Vartanian.


Finally, just when Asen was growing restless, the spotlights on the stage grew even brighter. Nearly complete darkness swallowed the audience. Anton waited until the hall was perfectly silent, and then pronounced, “And now, for the surprise!”


Several of Karaivanov’s cronies dragged a cage onto the stage. Asen stood straighter in his seat, straining to make his tired eyes focus on the silhouette inside it, awash with light.


A loud wail sounded, as if from a bird of prey, and Asen immediately knew what—who—was in the cage. As if his eyes had refused to see it before, deeming it impossible, the contours of a large figure began to take shape, covered in waxy feathers.


She screeched again, high-pitched and terribly familiar. Asen would recognise this sound anywhere, after spending a full night listening to it, trapped in the cage on top of the Zmey’s tower. A yuda.


The audience had been silent as the cage appeared onstage, but soon a low murmur spread among them. Then, they grew louder.


Asen watched as the yuda thrashed in her cage, hitting the bars with her chest. Through the crowd, her eyes caught his. They were bright, full of pleading, and disturbingly human.


She seemed completely real. Which, of course, she couldn’t be. Firstly, because a yuda couldn’t have stayed in the human world after the end of the Foul Days. And secondly, because a yuda couldn’t have crossed the Wall.


Except, hadn’t Malamir brought a karakonjul to Belograd only a few months ago? He’d coaxed it into jumping in the teleportation circle.


Asen had wondered how long it would be before someone else got the same idea. It all had to do with how good those teleportation spells of Karaivanov’s were getting. Asen still remembered back when he’d worked for the smuggler, and they’d first developed a ring that could take you across the Wall. It worked roughly half the time. The other half, it tore the wearer apart from within. Asen and the rest of Karaivanov’s thugs had spent many an afternoon scrubbing blood, guts, and brains off the walls.


Nowadays, the teleportation artefacts seemed to not only be a lot less dangerous, given how willing the smugglers were to use them, but could also transport multiple people at the same time. What was next? Entire families? Would public transport become obsolete if instead of taking the train or the ferry, people could draw a chalk circle and mumble a few magic words?


The only issue was, Asen knew how the teleportation spells were made. They required not only a skilled, experienced witch, but also her shadow. The only way to craft an artefact that powerful was to convince a witch to sacrifice her magic and die a slow death.


This was something all Chernogradeans instinctively knew, and Belogradeans often failed to understand. All magic had a price, and it never came cheap.


“Silence!” Anton shouted from the stage. “Silence, please!”


Slowly, the conversations died down. All that was left were the yuda’s screeches.


Anton walked over to the cage. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” He extended a hand and reached through the bars to touch the yuda’s head. She hissed and snapped her teeth at him. He quickly withdrew. “She’s a bit wild, but that’s half the fun, isn’t it? Taming her yourself.”


Bile burned in the back of Asen’s throat. Even if this was some kind of a trick, and the cage didn’t contain a real yuda, it held a living, breathing person. Karaivanov must have trapped a woman inside it, and then—who knew? Used some perverse combination of potions and surgery to create this disturbingly convincing disguise.


“So, dear guests.” Anton clapped his hands. “May I hear your opening bids?”


Next to Asen, the man in the karakonjul fur hat raised his hand in the air. The spotlights, which must have been enchanted to detect movement, swirled towards him.


“Two hundred grosh!” Anton shouted. “Come on now, this is a real yuda. A prophetic bird from Chernograd. You can’t let her go for any less than four hundred, can you?”


The spotlights shifted their position again, illuminating the mayor on her balcony. She waved her handheld glasses.


“Four hundred from the lady in red!” Anton announced.


What would the mayor of Belograd do with a yuda? She was known for collecting exotic birds in her aviary—but taking care of a flock of parakeets was one thing, feeding a yuda was something completely different.


Not to mention, a yuda was much closer to a human being than to a parrot. This was all wrong. All of it.


Asen knew he shouldn’t draw attention to himself, but before he could think better of it, he’d lifted his hand in the air.


“Six hundred from the dark-haired gentleman in the middle row!” Anton proclaimed.


This was fine. Asen had savings. He’d been with the police for years, and he rarely splurged for extravagances, save from the occasional tailored piece of clothing. Other than that, his salary piled up in his bank account every month.


“Eight hundred from the lady in red!” Anton shouted. “A thousand from the man in the fur hat!”


With a sigh, Asen lifted his hand. There was a living being in that cage. He couldn’t leave her there.


“A thousand five hundred! Two thousand!”


The next minute was a blur as the numbers kept growing, and so did Asen’s dizziness. He couldn’t even imagine that much money in one place.


“Five thousand from the lady in red!” Anton shouted.


The mayor looked down at Asen through her handheld glasses and winked at him.


He didn’t have this much money. Even if he scraped every last grosh from his vault in the bank, even if he sold all his possessions, he wouldn’t have this much.


With a sigh, he gave up.


Anton lifted his gavel in the air. “Going once, going twice . . .”


Asen didn’t think he’d imagined the look of disdain in the yuda’s eyes as she looked at him.


“Sold!”
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