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By Genoveva Dimova


The Witch’s Compendium of Monsters


FOUL DAYS


Coming soon:


MONSTROUS NIGHTS









About the Book


FOUL DAYS


Book One of The Witch’s Compendium of Monsters


The Witcher meets Naomi Novik in this fast-paced fantasy rooted in Slavic folklore, from an assured new voice in genre fiction.


As a witch in the walled city of Chernograd, Kosara has plenty of practice treating lycanthrope bites, bargaining with kikimoras, and slaying bloodsucking upirs. There’s only one monster she can’t defeat: her ex, the Zmey, known as the Tsar of Monsters. She’s defied him one too many times and now he’s hunting her. Betrayed by someone close to her, Kosara’s only choice is to trade her shadow-the source of her powers-for a quick escape.


Unfortunately, Kosara soon develops the deadly sickness that plagues shadowless witches-and only reclaiming her magic can cure her. To find it, she’s forced to team up with a suspiciously honourable detective. Even worse, all the clues point in a single direction: To get her shadow back, Kosara will have to face the Foul Days’ biggest threats without it. And she’s only got twelve days.


But in a city where everyone is out for themselves, who can Kosara trust to assist her in outwitting the biggest monster from her past?
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It was nearly midnight on New Year’s Eve, but the city inside the Wall didn’t celebrate. The people there knew the birth of a new year was—like any birth—difficult, painful, and dangerous.


Only one pub, nestled in the snowdrifts between Chernograd’s tall spires, was open that night. It was packed but hushed. The patrons huddled close together, rubbing shoulders as they lifted their glasses. The corner table, hidden in a cloud of pipe smoke, was particularly quiet. It was Kosara’s turn to bet, and she took her time.


Being the best at cards wouldn’t be enough to win tonight: she had to be the best at cheating. And to cheat, she needed that damned fireplace to burn brighter.


“Well?” Roksana said, plum rakia dripping down her chin. It landed on the table, glistening in the dim electric lamplight like droplets of amber. The two golden beads tying her thick braids glinted, contrasting against her tanned skin. Her fingers drummed on the deck of cards, ready to deal. “Are you in?”


All three of them—Roksana, Malamir, and the stranger—had their eyes fixed on Kosara. Don’t let the corners of your mouth twitch. Don’t swallow too loudly, don’t rub the sweat off your palms on your trousers, try to calm down your heartbeat . . . 


“Give me a second,” she said. “I’m thinking.”


“For fuck’s sake, Kosara!” Roksana slammed her tankard on the table. Several of the patrons at the other tables jumped. It was distressing seeing a woman her size lose her temper. “We haven’t got all night.”


Kosara didn’t let Roksana’s raised voice intimidate her. She could pretend all she wanted, but Kosara knew she wasn’t truly angry. It was clear to her that Roksana’s mind wasn’t in the game at all. Her eyes kept darting to the clock, whose hands crept closer and closer to midnight.


“Shush, you old grump.” Kosara looked down at her cards. The queen of clubs, she thought automatically, a woman with black hair and black eyes. It must be me. She also held a king of clubs and a five of diamonds. If only she could replace her five with an ace, she’d be holding the second-strongest combination in a game of Kral.


Kosara cast a glance towards the pile of logs in the fireplace. They’d been smouldering there for what felt like hours, occasionally hissing and sending a wisp of smoke into the air. She could gently encourage them, but was it worth the risk of getting caught?


For a long moment, the only sounds were the gramophone playing quietly in the corner and the soft gurgling of Roksana’s pipe.


No risk, no gain. Kosara quietly clicked her fingers under the table. The fire cracked. Flames enveloped the logs.


She looked around. Roksana’s eyelids were half-shut as she pulled on her pipe. She’d left the last few buttons of her shirt open, and her many evil-eye and brass-bell necklaces peeked from underneath. Malamir and the stranger were both preoccupied with their own thoughts, biting their lips, rearranging their cards, counting their tokens.


At Kosara’s feet, her shadow grew larger, darker, and stronger from the light of the roaring flames. She did her best not to let her gaze follow it as it slid under the table.


“Oh my God!” Kosara said, her gaze fixed on the barred window: on the snow whirling outside, the searchlights piercing the sky, and beyond them, the shadow of the Wall. From a distance, it looked like granite, dark and solid. Close up, it resembled something alive—swirling and rippling, as if thousands of fingers tried to break through from the other side.


Any other day, her opponents would have seen right through Kosara’s obvious distraction attempt. Tonight, their eyes immediately followed hers.


“Are they here already?” Roksana’s fingers slowly drew out her pistol from its holster. It seemed strangely small in her large hand.


Malamir’s leather trousers squeaked as he fidgeted in his seat. Kosara almost felt guilty when she saw the panic in his face. Almost.


“They can’t be here,” he mumbled. “It’s too early.”


The stranger kept pulling on his polka-dot neckerchief, as if he’d tied it too tightly. His eyes darted between the window and Roksana’s pistol. His mouth hung half-open, as if a question was just about to roll out of it. In the end, he swallowed it hard.


Kosara’s shadow extended one dark finger over the table’s edge and flicked through the deck so quickly it was a blur, until it found the card it looked for. It disappeared back under the table.


“I can’t see anything,” Malamir said, his large eyes made even larger by the thick lenses of his glasses, blinking fast.


“No.” Suspicion crept into Roksana’s voice. “Me neither.”


The shadow handed Kosara the ace under the table. She quickly swapped it for the five.


“Oh no, sorry.” Kosara tried to sound genuinely nervous. She didn’t have to pretend much. “I must have imagined it. Perhaps it was a stray cat.”


Malamir gave her a pointed look over the golden rims of his glasses. She would have felt bad, if she wasn’t certain he also cheated. As did the stranger: no one had that much luck. And if all of them were cheating, she reasoned, it was as if no one was.


“Sorry,” she said again. “We’re all a bit on edge tonight, aren’t we?”


Roksana’s pipe bobbed up and down in her mouth as she considered this. The smoke grew so thick it made Kosara’s eyes water. The air seeped with the stench of spilled beer, full ashtrays, and too many people in too tight a space, but beneath that floated the sweet odour of seer’s sage. Kosara would recognise it anywhere—a potent sedative she used in all her potions for good dreams. It came in wafts every time Roksana pulled on her pipe, sliding into Kosara’s nostrils and making her eyelids heavy.


She would have called Roksana on trying to put them all to sleep, but she knew better than to argue with the dealer.


“Should we get back to the game, then?” Kosara gave her a winning smile.


Roksana sighed and returned the pistol to its holster. “You never told me if you’re in.”


“I’m in.”


“Wasn’t that difficult, was it? Malamir?”


“It’s getting late.” Malamir’s watch slid between his trembling fingers and swung on its chain. Kosara felt a strong compulsion to double her bet.


Would you look at that! A hypnotising watch. Kosara had never seen one of those in the wild before.


“Where did you get that from?” she asked.


Malamir grinned, his white teeth glinting. “My watch? It’s nice, isn’t it? I won it at cards.”


No wonder the old rascal was doing so well. If he hadn’t already given up, Kosara would have gladly ratted him out to Roksana. As it was, she stashed this information in case it came in handy later.


“Alright,” Roksana said. “And what about you, mister . . .”


“My name isn’t important,” said the stranger.


Kosara rolled her eyes. He was trying way too hard with the “dark and mysterious” act. He didn’t utter a word unless it was to raise the bet. When he wasn’t inspecting his cards, he stared at Kosara, as if he waited for her to do something. As if he’d never seen a witch before.


“So, Mr. My-name-isn’t-important.” Roksana chuckled at her own joke. “Are you in?”


“I might be in.” The stranger twisted the knot of his neckerchief. The toes of his red brogues tapped on the dusty floor. “I might be in, if we make things a bit more interesting.”


Kosara looked down at her pile of tokens. She’d done well tonight. The silver ones were enough for her to eat like a queen for a month. With the bronze ones she could buy that dress she’d spotted in the tailor’s window: velvet and black as midnight. With the iron tokens she’d order everyone in the pub a drink tomorrow—to celebrate, if they survived tonight.


She scratched the scar on her cheek, three raised scrapes. Every self-respecting witch had a few battle scars. “How much?”


“I don’t want your money,” said the stranger.


“What do you want, then?”


Slowly, he untied his neckerchief. Roksana whistled.


On a thin chain around the stranger’s neck hung a string of black beads. He brushed them with his palm, and they trembled like candle flames in the wind.


Kosara bit her lip hard, almost to blood. The stranger wore a necklace of witches’ shadows.


“I want your shadow,” he said.


Through the haze of seer’s sage smoke and alcohol, Kosara felt the sharp sting of alarm. She shook her head so quickly, her hair hit her across the face. “No. I can’t.”


“Think about it. You’ll bet one shadow. I’m offering you”—he weighed them in his hand—“eleven. It’s a good deal.”


“I’m a witch. Without my shadow, I’m nothing.”


“You’re a mediocre witch. I’m offering you true power.”


A mediocre witch. She’d be offended if it wasn’t true. She could heat up her coffee with a snap of her fingers and ask her shadow to fetch her coat. On a good day, she could conjure a firework or two. Parlour tricks.


If she won, she’d become a real witch, like the ones from the old fairy tales. She’d pay all the inns, cafes, and restaurants with alchemists’ gold. She’d weave herself a dress from moonlight. She’d turn the river into wine and give the entire city a free drink.


But if she lost . . . 


Everyone knew what happened to witches who’d lost their shadows: they slowly turned into shadows themselves. It could take years or even decades, but it was unavoidable. Was it worth betting her corporeal body for the possibility of almost unlimited power?


“Come on, Kosara,” said the stranger. “Just think what you could do with so much magic. You could cross the Wall and escape this cursed city. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”


Kosara chewed on her lip. The stranger had read her completely wrong. She didn’t want to cross the Wall, which—she was aware—made her a minority in Chernograd. She couldn’t leave her city to be ravaged by its monsters while she lived happily ever after on the other side.


No, what she truly wanted was for the monsters to be dealt with, once and for all. And with such power, she could finally achieve that.


“Don’t do anything stupid, doll.” Malamir’s horrified eyes searched hers.


“No risk”—Roksana shot a cloud of smoke at her—“no gain.”


“Well?” said the stranger. “I’ve been told you can’t resist a good gamble.”


“Who told you that?” Kosara asked.


“One of your friends.”


Kosara raised her eyebrows at Roksana and Malamir. She would hardly call them “friends.” More like good acquaintances.


Roksana smirked, her face half-hidden behind a curtain of smoke. “Wasn’t me.”


“Me neither,” Malamir said quickly. “I’d never.”


“How many years have we known each other?” Roksana asked. “I’ve never said a bad word about you.”


“Me neither,” added Malamir. “Never.”


Kosara let out a puff of air through her nostrils. Dirty liars. They were lucky she liked them.


She looked down at her cards, blurring slightly in her trembling fingers. Her hand was nearly unbeatable. The only way the stranger could win was if he held a queen, a king, and an ace of spades.


Kosara had bet on much worse chances before, but she’d never bet anything so precious.


“Come on, Kosara,” the stranger said again.


He wouldn’t give up easily. A witch’s shadow couldn’t be stolen—it had to be given willingly. He’d already convinced eleven other witches to give him theirs.


Kosara downed her glass of plum rakia in one go. It burned her tongue and seared her throat, but it did nothing to calm her nerves.


“Kosara, doll.” Malamir rested a hand on her shoulder. She didn’t look at him. In the corner of her eye, she saw his hypnotising watch swinging in the dark hollows of his coat. “I really don’t think this is a smart—”


“Stop pestering her, for fuck’s sake,” Roksana snapped. “It’s her decision. Our Kosara knows what she’s doing.”


Do I? Kosara struggled to keep her hands steady. Her heart thumped in her ears, fast and loud. So loud, she almost didn’t hear the chiming of the clock.


It was midnight.


For a bizarre second, Kosara felt relieved—she didn’t need to decide tonight. Then her heart beat even louder. It was midnight.


“Well?” said the stranger. “What do you say?”


Kosara gave him a grim look. “We’ll have to continue the game some other time.”


“Why?”


“It’s midnight.”


“So?”


He had to be joking. There was no way he didn’t know.


“What’s the matter? What’s going on?”


Kosara nodded towards the window. At first, it was quiet. The only noise was the distant hissing and popping of fireworks on the other side of the Wall. Chernograd slept under its blanket of snow.


Then the nightmare began.


The spotlights grew brighter, moving faster and faster, frantically searching the black sky. A siren sounded, so loud even the curtain of snow couldn’t dampen its wails.


The monsters descended on the walled city. High in the sky, their oily wings glistened in the moonlight, and their eyes shone like lanterns. As they landed, their curved talons screeched against the cobblestones.


Kosara quickly patted her trousers’ pockets, to make sure all her talismans were ready. There was one she itched to try, crafted from a rabbit’s paw and a cockerel’s comb—it would choke anyone or anything who tried to land a hand on her.


Let them come. Her eyes were fixed on the window. The streetlights flickered, revealing and hiding the dark shadows of the monsters. Let them come.


There was a scratch at the door and a low purr.


“Is that a stray cat?” the stranger asked, the words tumbling out fast. “Please tell me that’s just a—”


The purr grew into a growl. Something heavy slammed against the door. The hinges creaked, straining under the pressure. Talons slashed at the wood, sinking deep enough for their sharp tips to protrude on the other side.


Malamir crossed himself. Roksana cocked her gun.


“What the hell is that?” the stranger shouted.


Kosara’s fingers gripped the talisman in her pocket, the magic words ready on her lips. If the ward she’d drawn in front of the door didn’t work . . . 


A loud shriek sounded, as if from an animal that had been badly burned.


Kosara smiled. The ward had done its job. That had been its first test tonight, undoubtedly the first of many. She tiptoed closer to the window, careful to stay hidden behind the curtain.


Several furry figures dashed across the street, leaving deep tracks in the fresh snow. One could mistake them for children in the dark—that was how small they were—if it wasn’t for their teeth the size of daggers. As they ran past the milliner’s, all the mirrors in the shop window shattered.


“Karakonjuls,” she said when she returned to her seat. “They’re gone now. They must have smelled easier prey elsewhere.”


“Kara-what?” the stranger asked. “What are those? Some kind of feral dogs?”


Roksana laughed loudly, her golden tooth glinting. “Where have you seen a horned, blood-sucking dog? The varkolaks are the dogs.”


“No, they’re not,” Kosara snapped. “The varkolaks transform into wolves. Christ, Roksana, you’re a monster hunter, you should know that.”


Another loud noise came from outside. The stranger jumped. “And what was that?”


Something thumped on the roof, making the light swing. Dust rained from the ceiling.


“A yuda, most likely,” Kosara said. “They sometimes nest on the roofs.” The stranger still looked petrified, so she added, “Nothing to worry about, unless you hear them calling your name.”


“Why?”


“It means you’ll die. Didn’t you receive your educational pamphlet?”


“My what?”


Simply unbelievable. The Witch and Warlock Association released one every year, containing detailed information on the different types of monsters and how to fight them. Kosara had spent hours licking all the envelopes shut before they got sent out to every household in Chernograd.


Yet, year after year, she discovered that no one bothered to read them.


Chernograd would never get rid of its monsters if it kept refusing to listen to its witches. Yes, it was much easier to buy an “anti-monster” necklace from a charlatan than to carve aspen stakes and distil holy water, but the difference was, the latter worked, while the former didn’t.


The stranger swallowed, his Adam’s apple bouncing. “Wait, you’re trying to tell me that there’s some kind of large prophetic bird—”


“Half woman, half bird.” Kosara listened. Actually, it didn’t sound much like a yuda. It seemed to be hooves, rather than talons, drumming on the roof tiles. “Or it could be a samodiva. They like riding those damned gold-horned deer of theirs all over the place.”


That last sentence, she had to shout. The barkeep banged on the ceiling with the handle of his rifle until whatever had landed there flew away.


The stranger looked around, as if he couldn’t believe no one else was making the sort of scene he was. The other patrons kept drinking in silence.


“What the hell is a samodiva?” he asked.


“Beautiful women who force you to dance with them,” Kosara said.


“That doesn’t sound that bad.”


“Until you die from exhaustion.”


“Oh.” A drop of sweat rolled down the stranger’s forehead and landed in his eye. He blinked fast. “But why? Why are all the monsters here?”


Roksana laughed. “It’s New Year’s Eve, in case you haven’t noticed.”


“What does that have to do with it?”


“The Foul Days have begun,” Malamir said gravely, as if reciting from some ancient tome. He’d had a brief stint as an actor back in the day, and he’d never shaken off his taste for the dramatic. “The New Year was born, but it hasn’t been baptised yet. The monsters roam the streets freely.”


Kosara narrowed her eyes at the stranger. “You’ve never heard of these monsters before? Really?”


“I have,” the stranger said. “Of course I have. But I didn’t realise they just fell down from the sky like that. Like, like, the world’s sharpest-toothed hailstorm.”


“Not all of them do,” Kosara said. “Those are the intruders. The karakonjuls, the samodivas, the yudas . . . Oh, and the rusalkas.”


“The rusalkas?”


“Fish people,” Roksana supplied.


“Not quite,” Kosara said. “But close enough.”


“Right,” the stranger said. “So those are the intruders.”


Malamir continued in his grave tone, “They are only allowed to come here during the Foul Days, when the boundary between our world and theirs is hair-thin.”


“And the rest?” asked the stranger.


“The rest are our homegrown monsters,” Kosara said. “They simply become more active during the Foul Days—and more powerful. All the upirs rise from their graves, all the wraiths wake up, all the varkolaks transform into wolves . . .”


“I don’t know how you manage to keep them all straight.”


“It’s quite easy, really.” Kosara squinted at the stranger. This went way beyond educational pamphlets. Had he slept through every New Year’s Eve? “I can’t believe you don’t know any of this.”


“I’d heard rumours, of course, but I’d assumed you people were all exaggerating. You’re known for being superstitious folk. No offence.”


You’d be superstitious too if it was a matter of life and death. Knowing your amulets from your talismans could save your skin in a monster attack.


Then Kosara realised what the stranger had said. You people . . . 


“You’re from the other side of the Wall, aren’t you?” she asked. When the stranger remained silent, she knew she was right.


Now that she thought about it, he obviously wasn’t a local. He seemed older than her, maybe mid-thirties, but his skin was smooth and unscarred. He wore a light coat—in the middle of winter! Instead of boots, he had on a pair of suede brogues. His feet would freeze in the snow outside.


Poor bastard. Of all days, he’d decided to come to Chernograd on New Year’s Eve. He was either very brave or completely clueless. Judging by what she’d seen so far, Kosara would bet on clueless.


“The other side of the Wall?” Malamir pushed his glasses up his nose with one long index finger. “How did you get here?”


“That’s none of your business,” the stranger snapped.


Kosara measured him with her eyes. How, indeed? How had the clueless foreigner ended up on this side of the Wall, with eleven witches’ shadows tied around his neck?


Crossing the Wall was dangerous. Its tentacles slashed at the air high above it, preventing anyone from flying over. Its roots sank deep into the ground, stopping anyone from burrowing under.


But dangerous didn’t mean impossible. There were amulets that could teleport you across, and talismans which protected you from the Wall’s wrath. Neither came cheap. Kosara knew several people who’d traded everything they owned to escape Chernograd.


The rich crossed the Wall all the time, she’d heard, coming back with silk-woven foreign clothes and strange-smelling imported alcohol to serve at their exclusive parties. Kosara had little chance to encounter “the rich” to ask them. They were about as rare in Chernograd as a sober man on a Friday night.


She’d never met anyone, however, who’d crossed the Wall in the opposite direction. Someone from Belograd.


The Belogradeans were all cowards. That was why they’d built the Wall in the first place: to keep the monsters out of their precious city. The people they’d trapped with them be damned.


In fact, Kosara suspected the Belogradeans saw it as a bonus. What better way for rich Belograd to get rid of its poor neighbours once and for all? For them, Chernograd was a cancerous growth that needed to be isolated before it could infect the rest of the world.


The stranger shifted in his seat. “So, what are you going to do?”


Kosara shrugged. “What we do every New Year’s Eve. We’ll sit tight and wait for it to pass.”


“We’ll do our best to survive,” Malamir said.


Roksana raised her glass in the air. “Personally, I intend to get absolutely plastered.”


“As I said”—Kosara flashed her a quick look—“what we do every New Year’s Eve.”


“For how long?” the stranger asked.


“Until the first rooster’s crow on Saint Yordan’s Day,” Malamir said. “Saint Yordan the Baptist.”


“Twelve days,” Kosara added since the stranger still seemed confused.


“Twelve days!” The stranger’s voice grew higher and higher pitched. “You mean to tell me that for the next twelve days monsters will roam the streets and you’ll just sit here and drink?”


“It’s as good a place to barricade in as any,” Kosara said. “Plenty of bedrolls, tinned food, bright lights to keep the yudas away, garlic to scare off the upirs.”


“Plenty of booze,” Roksana added.


The stranger looked around the pub. “You’re all insane! How can you be so calm?”


Believe me, I’m anything but. Kosara was pleasantly surprised the stranger couldn’t hear the thumping of her heart.


Roksana patted the stranger on the shoulder, making him stagger. “You’ll get used to it soon enough.”


“I really don’t think I will.”


“You’ll be fine,” Kosara said. “We’ll all be fine.”


Yes, the monsters were terrifying, but they weren’t unbeatable. They all had their weaknesses: karakonjuls hated riddles they couldn’t answer, yudas couldn’t stand to see their own image in the mirror, samodivas were easily distracted by music. It came down to knowing what those weaknesses were, and no one knew monsters better than a witch. Kosara had a talisman ready for any possible turn of events, any possible enemy . . . 


Any, except for one. One of the monsters couldn’t be defeated, as she knew from painful experience. One of them made shivers run down her spine and cold sweat break on her skin, and she’d be glad to never see him again—


“Is this all the monsters, then?” the stranger asked, his fist still tight around his neckerchief. He must have seen something in Kosara’s face. “Have all of them come?”


“No,” Kosara said. “That’s not all of them.”


“Why, what’s left?”


“Who’s left.” Kosara took a deep breath. How ridiculous that she couldn’t even utter his name without bracing herself first. As if by simply saying it, she might summon him. “The Zmey. The Tsar of Monsters.”


She couldn’t stop herself from glancing out the window, half-expecting to see his pale face framed by the dark street.


He wasn’t there. Of course he wasn’t there yet. The Zmey always arrived last.


Sometimes, Kosara wondered if he did it just to torture her. If he waited a tad longer each year because he knew she’d let herself hope that, maybe this time, he wouldn’t come.


But surely, the Tsar of Monsters had more important things to do than to torture her?


“What’s so special about him?” the stranger asked. “That Zmey of yours? Is he the biggest and most monstrous of them all?” He giggled nervously.


I’m glad you’re finding the humour in the situation, Belogradean.


“No.” Kosara gripped the talisman in her pocket even tighter. “He’s the most human.”
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Earlier that day, Kosara took out a lock of the Zmey’s hair, carefully pressed between two sheets of paper in an old spell book. She’d kept it on her bedside table all year, worried that if she let it out of her sight for too long, it might disappear.


It hadn’t been easy to obtain. Kosara and the Zmey had developed an annual ritual in the last seven years, ever since she’d left his palace. Every year, she did her best to avoid him. Every year, he found her. He’d smile his handsome smile and ask in his sweetest voice, “How about a game of cards?”


The wager? A lock of hair.


It wasn’t simply a sentimental keepsake. For a witch, a lock of hair had power. It meant that if she won, Kosara would finally have a weapon she could use against him. Not strong enough to hurt him, but perhaps strong enough to keep him away.


Which was why the Zmey enjoyed the game so much. He always won—until last year.


Kosara walked downstairs to the kitchen and hung her cauldron over the hearth. The room was aglow with the light of the fire, reflecting in the copper pots and pans hanging on the walls. The brighter it grew, the darker the shadows became, her own swirling and whirling around them.


Sweat beaded on Kosara’s skin, the droplets mirroring the flames, as if she were covered in hundreds of small fires. She’d stripped down to her underwear, and her chemise clung to her wet skin. Instead of subduing the hearth, she stoked it. She needed all the power she could get.


It wasn’t as if anyone else was around to complain about the heat. Kosara lived alone.


There was a loud bang from one of the upstairs bedrooms.


It wasn’t as if anyone else alive was around, Kosara corrected herself. The ghost of her sister haunted a bedroom upstairs.


A few more bangs followed. Strange, Nevena wasn’t this active usually. Perhaps she could feel the heat after all, or the magic Kosara wielded.


“Nevena!” Kosara shouted. “Will you please stop it? I’m trying to concentrate.”


The banging continued. Kosara sighed. No point trying to reason with kikimoras.


First, Kosara fished inside a bucket of salty water for two rusalka ink sacs. She pierced them with her knife, letting the dark liquid drip into the cauldron, hissing as it hit the copper surface.


Then, she rummaged for the rest of the ingredients among the many jars and bottles scattered around the kitchen. Aspen tree sap served as a binder, a rusty nail used to kill a karakonjul as a mordant, thyme oil and soda ash as preservatives. Finally, she threw the lock of the Zmey’s hair into the cauldron.


The mixture came to a boil fast, large bubbles rising to the surface and popping, splattering the walls with sticky black liquid.


As she watched it, Kosara wondered if she was making a mistake. What if her attempt to keep the Zmey away angered him too much?


He’d told her before that if she ever tried to defy him again, he’d take more than a lock of her hair. He’d take her. He’d force her back under his control. He liked her knowing that her freedom was conditional on his goodwill.


No, she decided. She was toeing the line, but she wasn’t crossing it. He’d see this as a challenge—a part of their game of cat and mouse. Next year, he’d arrive prepared to fight her spell, but by then, Kosara would have devised a different one to throw at him.


Or maybe her spell wouldn’t be strong enough to stop him. He’d laugh that annoyingly pleasant laugh of his, like hundreds of chiming bells, and then she’d have to sit through another card game. She’d squirm under his icy stare for hours, as he threw stronger and stronger cards on the table. Finally, she’d chop off a lock of hair to give him, and the missing chunk would remind her of him whenever she looked at herself in the mirror.


Kosara sighed. She had to make sure her spell would hold. She’d spent all year preparing it: a ward strong enough to keep the Zmey out. She’d read every book on the subject she could get her hands on. She’d practised all the runes. It would hold.


Unless someone invited the Zmey in, that was. But who would do that?


At last, Kosara took the cauldron off the fire and emptied the liquid into a glass vial. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. Then, she put out the fire with a click of her fingers.


The kitchen went dark, only the flickering of the gas lamps remained. The cold from outside immediately began to seep through the walls.


Kosara got dressed: black woollen trousers, a warm sweater, her long coat, leather boots she’d worn so often the soles were starting to rub through. She couldn’t do the spell in her house—it would be the first place the Zmey would look for her after he arrived at midnight.


“Bye, Nevena!” Kosara shouted.


The ghost remained silent. Sometimes, Kosara wondered if Nevena could even understand her.


Most ghosts were little different from the people they’d been while still alive. But Nevena wasn’t like most ghosts. She was a kikimora: a wraith who rose from the blood spilled after a murder. All that was left of the sister Kosara remembered was her pain and her anger.


Kosara sighed and opened the front door. She braced herself against the winter wind, burying her chin in the neckline of her sweater. After the warmth of the kitchen, stepping outside felt like diving into a cold swimming pool.


She stumbled through the muddy snowdrifts, past dark houses and snow-covered gardens, gripping the vial of inky liquid in her pocket. Her bag hung heavy on her shoulder, filled with notes and sketches copied from spell books.


Granite spires rose high above, icicles hanging off their elaborately carved buttresses. Their grand shapes were a reminder of Chernograd’s more prosperous past before the Wall was built. Now, their stonework was black with dirt and soot, and their arches were crumbling.


In the distance, magic factories coughed dark smoke out of their long chimneys, contrasting against the white streets and the pale sky. Most of them manufactured medicine, cosmetics, or perfumes for export over the Wall to Belograd. Ironically, few in Chernograd could afford their products.


People in dark clothes passed Kosara, their grim faces peeking over ugly hand-knitted scarves and even uglier hand-knitted jumpers. Their coats were more like patchwork blankets, sewn together so they’d last another winter. Occasionally, a horse-drawn carriage flew past, spraying muddy water over the pavements. The swearing of the now-soaked pedestrians was drowned out by the drumming of the horse’s hooves.


Kosara elbowed her way through the crowds gathered in front of the Main Street shops. It was the last day of the year: the last chance to stock up on holy water and aspen stakes in peace, to melt any remaining family heirlooms into silver bullets, to hire a witch to draw a protective ward around the house’s doors and windows. Customers and merchants bargained quietly, in tense whispers, as if shouting would break whatever fragile peace they still had until midnight. Some of them clutched steaming cups of coffee, brown and thick as mud, and others were already well into their wine, their breath coming out in pungent plumes.


Finally, Kosara reached the pub. The barkeep, Bayan, waited for her in front of it, only a thin sliver of his face visible between his karakonjul fur hat and his scarf. He narrowed his eyes at her in question.


Kosara nodded at him, and he unlocked the door.


She went to her knees on the icy ground. Then, she unscrewed the lid from her vial, dipped her finger in it, and began drawing.


“Kosara!” a familiar voice called outside the bar, just after midnight. He didn’t shout, but his words nevertheless carried over the wind’s howling, the monsters’ cries, and the people’s screams. “Kosara!”


The blood rushed to Kosara’s head. Her nails left crescents in the soft skin of her palms.


He was here already. How the hell had he found her so fast?


She looked down at the ward she’d drawn. Half of it was visible on the floor inside, arching around the door and windows: a series of runes drawn in black ink. The other half was outside. If Kosara had done her job right, no amount of snow or hail or rubbing of shoes would erase it for the next twelve days.


She’d hoped to have an hour or two to test it on lesser monsters, like the karakonjuls. To recharge it if needed, or maybe try a different recipe if this one proved too weak—but the Zmey was here already.


“Kosara!” His voice came closer and closer. It sent shivers down her spine.


Calm down, for God’s sake. It would be the same as every year. He’d come, he’d make her feel small, weak, and helpless, and then he’d leave.


But, for some reason, this time it felt different. There was something in his voice—something she hadn’t heard in a long time. Something taut like a guitar string.


Anger.


“Kosara!”


His shadow ran past the window. He wiped the frost away with his palm and peeked inside.


His eyes were the bright blue only found in the centre of a flame, and his hair was like molten gold. When his gaze fell on the mirror above the bar, it shattered.


“Here you are.”


The doorknob rattled.


Kosara inhaled sharply. She watched, petrified, as the lines of her ward twisted and strained under the pressure, but they didn’t break. For now.


After a few long seconds, the doorknob fell still. Kosara didn’t dare exhale yet. The Zmey hit the door with his shoulder.


The ward blurred as if it barely held itself together. As if any minute, its runes would melt and leak between the floorboards like dirty rainwater disappearing down the gutter.


Kosara couldn’t take her eyes off it. Her body was glued to the chair. Her movements were sluggish, the air thick as treacle.


The Zmey hit the door again. The ward kept shifting on the floor. But it didn’t break.


It didn’t break.


Kosara let out a tiny sigh of relief. The ward was holding. She looked around the pub: at the confused faces of the patrons, at her nervous companions around the table, and at Bayan the barkeep, who gave her a thumbs-up.


After a while, the Zmey stopped banging on the door. There was a long, silent moment.


And then he laughed. Kosara shrank in her seat, his voice ringing in her ears.


“Good one, my little Kosara. Good one.”


“I’m not little,” Kosara spat out, mostly to check if she still had her voice. “And I’m not yours. What do you want?”


“How about you invite me in? It’s awfully cold out here.” He let his voice tremble, as if from a shiver. Kosara didn’t believe him for a second. She’s seen how the snowflakes landing on his skin evaporated with a hiss.


“What do you want?” Kosara repeated, careful to keep her voice steady. She was a witch. Witches weren’t afraid of monsters.


A useless witch. The voice in her mind sounded an awful lot like the Zmey’s. A weak witch. You’re nothing without me, Kosara.


The real Zmey, the one outside her mind, laughed again. As if they were simply two friends sharing a joke. “I’d like you to explain why you’d ever think it was a good idea to cheat me.”


Kosara’s mouth filled with the metallic taste of blood.


He knew. Dear God, he knew.


Of course she’d cheated him at cards last year—she’d never have won otherwise—but she’d taken every precaution to make sure he wouldn’t catch her. And he hadn’t, not until a year later.


Kosara hadn’t told anybody she’d cheated. At least, she was fairly certain she hadn’t. She did have the tendency to run her mouth when she’d had a bit too much to drink, but she wouldn’t have told anyone that. Would she?


She cast a glance at Malamir, playing with the ends of his sleeves, and at Roksana, pulling on her pipe quickly, letting out cloud after cloud of sweet-smelling smoke.


“Who told you?” Kosara asked the Zmey, the talisman hot and heavy in her hand. If he uttered one of their names, she wouldn’t hesitate. She’d use it against them.


“Nobody needed to tell me, my dear Kosara. I’m the Tsar of Monsters, remember? I know everything that happens in my city.”


This city isn’t yours.


Kosara loosened her grip around the talisman. Perhaps the Zmey was telling the truth. Perhaps she hadn’t been as smooth as she’d thought last year. It wouldn’t be the first time.


“Come on, you cheating hag.” The Zmey raised his voice. He was losing his patience. “Invite me in.”


The other patrons watched Kosara and waited for her next move, mild curiosity on their faces, as if this was nothing but a play at the theatre. After all, it wasn’t them who’d angered the Zmey. He wasn’t like the other monsters, hungry for human flesh and blinded by bloodthirst. He wouldn’t bother them if they stayed out of his way.


“Very well,” the Zmey said once it became obvious Kosara had no intention of getting up from her seat. “Since Kosara here is being so rude, will one of you good people please invite me in?”


The other patrons’ murmurs filled the pub. Their eyes pierced Kosara. She wrapped her arms around herself, as if appearing as small as she could might turn her invisible.


“You, Stamen!” the Zmey shouted towards a large man sitting next to the fire. “How come you’re all alone? Where’s the wife?”


Stamen’s fingers gripped his glass so hard, Kosara was worried he’d break it. His mouth was a small, trembling o.


“Wait, let me guess,” said the Zmey. “You had another fight, didn’t you? She’s staying with her sister. The house on Iglika Street with the roses on the balcony? Maybe I’ll pay her a visit later. Unless you’d like to invite me in?”


Stamen looked at Kosara. His fingernails dragged along the chair’s armrest as he tried to pull himself up.


“No, wait, Stamen . . .” Kosara began, but she didn’t know how to finish the sentence. She couldn’t threaten him—she had some semblance of morals.


How had she not even considered that this might happen? She’d assumed the other people in the pub would be as desperate to keep the Zmey out as she was. Except, the rest of them didn’t know what he was capable of. Kosara was the only one in all of Chernograd who knew him.


The only one he’d left alive, anyway.


“You stay right where you are,” Bayan growled at Stamen. “I don’t want him in my pub.”


Stamen staggered in his place, his eyes fixed on the rifle in Bayan’s hand. Kosara flashed Bayan a grateful smile. He didn’t return it.


Roksana leaned closer, the smell of her pipe smoke surrounding Kosara like a sticky, dizzying cloud. “Maybe you should open that door before the Zmey hurts someone.”


Kosara turned to her, startled. “If I open that door, he’ll hurt me.”


“No, he won’t. You know him. He cares about you.”


“The Zmey cares about nobody but himself, Roksana.”


Roksana shrugged and leaned back in her chair, her fingers casually resting on the handle of her pistol.


“You don’t understand,” Kosara said. “He’s angry with me. You’ve never been around when he’s been angry with me.”


“Why, what would he do?”


Kosara’s fingers automatically brushed her neck. Her bruises had long healed, but she still felt the Zmey’s ghostly touch there. “He’ll take me back to his palace.”


“Surely he wouldn’t do it against your w—”


“He would.”


Finally, Roksana fell silent.


“And what about you, Maria?” This time, the Zmey addressed a woman knitting in the corner. The clicking of her needles immediately stopped. “Your little girl is at her dad’s tonight, isn’t she? I’d bet your ex was too cheap to pay for proper wards. After all, that’s why you left him . . .”


Maria shot up from her seat. “Don’t you dare—”


“What was that? You’re going to invite me in?”


The barkeep held onto Maria’s forearm to stop her from going to the door. Good old Bayan, Kosara knew she could rely on him—


He turned to Kosara, gripping his rifle. “You have sixty seconds to get out.”


Goddamnit.


“To get out?” She tried for a disarming smile, but her face was too tense. She must have looked like she bared her teeth at him. “Come on now, Bayan, you can’t throw me out to the dogs like that.”


“Fifty-nine, fifty-eight, fifty-seven—”


“Bayan, please—”


“Bayan,” came a voice from a nearby table. “You can’t do this.” Kosara recognised a young woman who’d recently applied to be her apprentice. Kosara had turned her down—she was a mediocre witch. What could she possibly teach a student?


To Kosara’s surprise, several other voices from the nearby tables rose in agreement.


“The girl’s right,” said Sava the baker, standing up from his seat and crossing his large arms in front of his chest. “You can’t.”


“This is none of your concern,” Bayan barked. “It’s not your business he’s going to set on fire.”


“You agreed to give us all refuge here.” Sava took a step forwards. Kosara frantically gestured at him to sit back down. He was a big man and might have looked intimidating, but the only reason he could stand up on his dodgy knees was the poultice Kosara brewed him every week. He’d be helpless in a fight.


Bayan considered him over the barrel of his rifle. “The circumstances have changed.” And then he added, stressing each word, “Fifty-six, fifty-five, fifty-four—”


The stranger coughed in his fist. Kosara jumped. She’d almost forgotten he was there.


“I believe I can help,” he said.


“How?”


“I can take you beyond the Wall. He’ll never get you there. But it will cost you.”


“How much?”


“I think you know.”


My shadow.


Kosara’s first instinct was to refuse. She couldn’t leave Chernograd. Every year, there were fewer and fewer witches willing to fight the monsters. It was a profession with a rather high death rate.


Besides, the people here needed her to protect them from the Zmey. She knew him. Whenever he was about to strike a particular neighbourhood, she was always there first, evacuating the people and the animals. Whenever he’d set his eyes on yet another young girl, Kosara was the one who warned her family to be careful.


Not that it always worked.


“—forty-six, forty-five—”


She also couldn’t leave Nevena. Whatever small part of her sister was still left, it was here. She’d be so lonely without Kosara.


“—forty-two, forty-one—”


And to lose her shadow? She’d die without it. She’d spend a few years or decades as a useless, defenceless witch, and then, she’d fade into a shadow herself.


“—thirty-nine, thirty-eight—”


On the other hand, if the Zmey got her, she was as good as dead. She couldn’t go back to his palace. Never again.


“Kosara, don’t—” Malamir started.


“Leave her alone,” Roksana snapped. “It’s her decision.”


Kosara squeezed her eyes so hard, colourful spots danced in front of her vision. She could still see the Zmey’s teeth, sharp like a dog’s, bared in a smile. She could smell the sulphur on his breath, coming out in clouds in the frigid night. She could feel his fingers, always scalding hot, wrapped around her neck, squeezing and not letting go, no matter how much she pleaded.


Her vision would get blurry, every breath would burn, and one thought would shine bright in her half-conscious mind: I’m going to die.


Kosara looked down at her shadow. Don’t, screamed a desperate little voice in her mind, you’ll regret it.


But there was also the other voice, the one stuck on repeat: I’m going to die, I’m going to die, I’m going to die—


Her city would have to do without her. She was probably giving herself too much credit, anyway—Chernograd was a survivor. The absence of a single witch wouldn’t be enough to crush it.


And Nevena? Nevena was dead.


“—twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven—”


Kosara grabbed her shadow in her fist. At first it tried to fight, twisting and turning and sliding between her fingers. Then it fell still. She rolled it in her palms until it was small and black like a jet bead.


Without giving herself enough time to hesitate, she placed it in the stranger’s open hand. As soon as her fingers let go of it, something pulled on her navel, so abruptly she nearly fell. She stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by light. When she lifted her arm, on the wall behind her, her shadow didn’t raise its arm in reply.


What. Have. I. Done.


She’d done what she had to do.


“—seventeen, sixteen, fifteen—”


The Zmey slammed his fists against the door. “If you don’t let me in right now, you’ll all regret it.”


The stranger threw his neckerchief in her face. “Tie it over your eyes.”


It felt like it took her hours, with her hands shaking so badly.


“I’ll put something on your foot,” he said. Her left boot came off. The cold air tickled her toes. “Give me your hands.” He grabbed them between his palms and dragged her after him, turning and kicking her heels, as if in a peculiar dance. Then he mumbled something. A spell?


“—five, four, three—”


It suddenly hit her: she was leaving Chernograd. Wait! She wanted to shout. I’m not ready! I’ve changed my mind!


Too late.


Her body shook. Her ears rang. For a second, she hung in the air, weightless. Then, her feet crashed against the hard ground. A warm breeze hit her face. It smelled like imported spices and exotic flowers, like distant winds and sea salt.


Belograd.


The stranger lifted her left foot up in the air and slid off the amulet he’d put there. Kosara leaned on his shoulder so she wouldn’t lose her balance. One second, his hand was around her waist, and then he took a step back. Kosara staggered, disoriented with her eyes covered, but managed not to fall.


“Can I take it off now?” she asked, and without waiting for an answer, she pulled the neckerchief off her eyes with twitching fingers.


Her left boot rested next to her on the white cobblestones. The stranger was gone.


In the sky above, fireworks flashed. The beating drums were deafening. Laughing people in bright clothes pushed against Kosara.


She could feel the absence of her shadow at her completely non-magical fingertips.


What have I done. . . . 


Kosara stumbled backwards until her body hit something hard. A wall. The stones were wet and cold against her back. She leaned on them, shut her eyes, and breathed deeply until her heart stopped leaping like a frightened bunny.


This had been a terrible mistake. This city, it felt all wrong. It even smelled wrong. She didn’t belong here. She was a witch—she belonged in Chernograd.


Though could she even call herself a “witch” now that she’d traded her magic away?


If only she hadn’t been such a coward. If only she’d found the strength to face the Zmey. Tears prickled behind her shut eyelids.


Get a grip of yourself, she thought sternly. The last thing she needed was to show weakness in front of this new, strange city.


She was a witch and she’d fought countless monsters. She could handle Belograd, even without her magic. It wasn’t as if she was planning on staying long, anyway.


She’d made a snap decision in a moment of desperation, but it had worked, hadn’t it? She’d escaped the Zmey. All she had to do now was to find the stranger again and get him to bring her back to Chernograd. She’d convince him to give her magic back. The how was still a bit fuzzy, but there had to be something he’d trade for it.


And if he refused? She’d steal it. Years of cheating at cards had given her very nimble fingers.


Then, she’d hide from the Zmey until the Foul Days were over. She’d have a year to figure out how to face him.


Yes, because hiding from him worked so well this time, a little voice chimed in her mind.


Shut up, she thought at it.


Her eyes flew open. She let the bright lights of Belograd rush back into her vision. The crowd pushed past her like a stream. Their loud voices grated in her ears. Their heavy perfumes made her head spin.


Someone shoved a glass of mulled wine in her hands and shouted, “Happy New Year!”
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Day One


As Kosara pushed her way through the crowd, shiny shoes stepped on her feet and elbows draped in silk shoved her. Occasionally, a stranger grabbed her by the hand and tried to drag her into a dance. They screamed at her—congratulations for New Year’s Eve, most likely—but she couldn’t hear them over the incessant crackle and pop of the fireworks. Their faces lit up in different colours: blue, green, purple, blue again, green . . . 


I’d rather fight an army of karakonjuls than this.


Her adrenaline was starting to recede, and all of a sudden, she was freezing. The wind cut straight through her shirt and burrowed deep into her bones. She mumbled a spell and clapped her hands, fully expecting a flame to appear between them and warm her fingers. When nothing happened, she swore under her breath.


Right. She’d traded her magic away.


Thankfully, no one spotted her clapping like a madwoman. Kosara felt terribly conspicuous already—with her black clothes, she was the only dark spot around. The local fashion was for bright colours and embroideries, beads and pearls and precious stones. She found it difficult not to stare.


How come none of these clothes ever made it over the Wall? Chernograd imported most of its fabrics from Belograd. Did the Belogradeans send over only their ugliest products on purpose?


Kosara kept walking, her neck getting sore from looking around. It was like being in a parallel version of Chernograd. The houses were built in the same style, with tall windows and pointed roofs, but rather than covered in dirt and soot, they shone, freshly plastered and brightly painted. The cobblestones were so clean they gleamed. The people seemed so happy. Which most likely tied back to the biggest difference: there were no monsters.


It felt . . . off. Kosara had never experienced a New Year’s Eve which didn’t end in a monster invasion.


She had to admit, it was a relief not having to check every dark corner for a lurking karakonjul, or to occasionally stop and listen for the flapping of yuda wings. However, she knew very well the peace on this side of the Wall was bought with the suffering of the people on the other. Her people.


She couldn’t enjoy it. It wasn’t right.


She had to get back home.


A gust of wind hit her, and she shivered. With a sigh, Kosara admitted to herself that finding the stranger would have to wait until tomorrow. There were more pressing matters—for starters, she had to find somewhere to sleep tonight if she didn’t want to freeze to death out in the street.


But even before that, she had to eat. The scents wafting from the stalls at every corner made her mouth water: hot chocolate and roasted chestnuts, cardamom-infused wheat, honey biscuits, sizzling koftas and shish kebabs. Some smells she didn’t recognise—of spices she’d never tasted and herbs that didn’t feature in any of her herbology books. On the counters rose mountains of colourful fruits, cakes dripping with syrup, and boiled sweets that glinted like jewels. It was a far cry from the tins of jellied meat that had awaited her back in Bayan’s pub.


She approached one stall cautiously. A piece of lamb the size of her arm rotated on a skewer in front of the coal rack. The seller stretched flatbreads over a large stone dome, occasionally wiping the sweat off her forehead with her apron.


“How much?” Kosara asked.


“Two grosh for a small one, three for a large.”


Kosara swore internally. Her stomach let out a pleading growl. A queue was forming behind her.


“Well?” the seller asked.


Kosara gave her an appraising look. Fine wrinkles framed her mouth. Late fifties or early sixties. A gold band glinted on her left ring finger. Married. One of her hands pressed at her temple, and her eyes were bloodshot from the lack of sleep. And unwell.


“How about instead of paying, I tell your fortune?” Kosara asked.


“How about you get out of the way of the paying clients?”


“Your vision is swimming. Your head hurts, and even the thought of food is making you sick. Which is very unfortunate since you’ve been cooking all night. Am I right?”


The seller licked her dry lips. “Maybe.”


A woman in the queue behind Kosara clapped her hands. “This is fascinating! What’s wrong with her?”


She has a migraine.


“It’s a curse,” Kosara said. “Someone’s jealous of you, and they’ve paid a witch to curse you.”


“What would anyone be jealous of?” The seller waved her hand, encompassing the stall. “I’m not exactly rolling in it.”


Kosara’s eyes fell on the wedding band again. “Your partner.”


“You know what, Mariam, he is a looker,” said the woman from the queue. Several other voices rose in agreement. Kosara couldn’t have hoped for a better audience.


Mariam pointedly ignored them. “What should I do?”


Get some sleep, keep hydrated, have a nice warm cup of tea. “You have to keep vigil for three days. Burn a candle in your bedroom and make sure it never goes off. You can’t leave it even for a minute.”


“Stay home for three days! But what about my stall?”


“Find someone else to mind it. There’s no other way.”


“Get your husband to mind it, Mari!” shouted the woman from the queue. “I, for one, would start coming twice as often.”


Mariam gave her a dark look. The woman giggled and raised her nearly empty glass of mulled wine in the air.


“Burn a candle,” Mariam turned back to Kosara. “Is that all?”


“No. You also need to make a potion by boiling a thumb-sized piece of ginger in a pint of holy water, and you have to take it every morning and evening.”


“And you’re sure that would lift the curse?”


“Positive.”


Mariam hesitated for a moment. Then, she sliced a piece of lamb and wrapped it in a steaming flatbread. Before she handed it to Kosara, she drizzled garlic yogurt all over it. “Perhaps I need a holiday,” she said. “Thank you.”


“No,” Kosara salivated so much she could barely speak, “thank you.”


“Oooh, do me next!” said the woman from the queue. After all her help, Kosara could hardly refuse.


“Me next!” came another voice from the crowd.


“And me!”


Kosara spent the next half hour prescribing potions, breaking curses, and predicting tall, dark strangers. By the end of it, her pockets were full of grosh. The flatbread seller had long closed her stall and gone home to drink ginger tea, but the queue didn’t disperse. More and more people joined it, lured by the promise that a real witch from Chernograd would tell their fortune.


It seemed that sticking out like a sore thumb wasn’t such a bad thing, after all. It attracted a rather large clientele. Kosara was aware witches were rare on this side of the Wall, but she’d never thought the Belogradeans would be so desperate for one.


Good thing Vila can’t see me now! Kosara’s old teacher would’ve been so disappointed to find her favourite student reduced to a charlatan in the streets of Belograd.


For a moment, something half-forgotten wiggled in Kosara’s stomach. Guilt. She quickly suppressed it. She had no other trade than witchcraft, and she had to eat.


Belograd didn’t need real witches, anyway. There were no monsters here. The locals themselves didn’t know how good they had it, the spoiled brats. Their problems seemed so minuscule: “Help, Miss Witch, my daughter-in-law always forgets my name day” or “Oh no, it’s going to rain next Wednesday when my date and I were meant to be going stargazing.” Try stargazing while fighting off upirs, why don’t you? Try eating name-day cake while hungry varkolaks nibble on your calves!


Kosara was exactly what their made-up problems needed—a charlatan. She would have stayed all night and squeezed those Belogradean suckers out of their last grosh, if she hadn’t been so tired. Her eyelids grew heavier with every blink.


“Thanks for your business, everyone,” she said finally. “I’m afraid I have to wrap up for tonight. It’s getting late.”


“Where can we find you?” shouted a tall man from the back of the queue. He stooped, his hand pressed against the small of his back. Devil’s claw would help the pain, Kosara thought automatically, as would white willow bark.


“I don’t know,” Kosara said. “I just arrived. I have nowhere to stay.”


At this, the crowd grew notably silent. So, this is how it is. They were happy to ask for her help, but none of them wanted to let a witch from Chernograd into their home.


“There’s a hotel just down the road. . . .” someone mumbled.


Kosara looked down at her purse. It was much fuller than it had been half an hour ago, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough.


The buildings around her were tall and imposing. Plaster cherubs played the harp around the windows, and marble tritons supported the entrance archways on their muscly shoulders. The gentlemen passing by wore fine silks and linen. Precious stones and pearls glinted on the necks and wrists of the ladies. She’d found herself in a posh neighbourhood.


“Bah, a hotel!” A tall woman leaned on the wall of the bakery, the flame of her cigarette flickering like a firefly. White handprints covered her apron, and flour coated her hair. When Kosara heard her accent, she felt like running to her and hugging her—which, obviously, she didn’t do. The woman was from Chernograd. Kosara would probably get slapped if she touched her.


“You can stay in my attic room,” the woman said. “Two grosh a night, what do you say, hen? It’s full of dust and spiders. Since you’re a witch, you’d probably feel at home.”


Kosara couldn’t believe her luck. She was so grateful, she chose to ignore that last dig. “Sounds perfect.”


The two of them weaved their way through the crowd. Kosara had to pretend not to hear the questions shouted after her: “How do you break a family curse?” and “Will I get married soon?” and “About that tall dark stranger . . .”


As Kosara’s new landlady led her through the city, the white cobblestones gave way to grey asphalt and potholes filled with muddy water. The buildings were just as tall, but a lot less grand, with poky stairwells peeking through the open doorways and plaster peeling in large chunks off the facades. The streets grew so narrow, the two of them had to press themselves against the wall whenever one of Belograd’s horseless carriages passed by.


Kosara had read about them, but she’d never seen one. With their bulbous metallic bodies, they reminded her of oversized beetles. They left a trail of black smoke and the stink of chemicals behind them.


“I’m Gizda, by the way,” the landlady said after a while.


“Kosara.”


“How did you end up in Belograd, Kosara?”


“It was kind of an accident.”


“Ha!” Gizda barked, her ruddy face showing no signs of amusement. “An accident!”


Kosara knew how ridiculous she sounded. People spent their entire life savings to come to Belograd. It wasn’t something you simply stumbled into.


“No, honestly,” she said. “I didn’t want to leave Chernograd.”


“Really?”


“Really. I’m a witch. I belong in Chernograd.”


“Please, hen. Don’t give me that patriotic nonsense. You’re a witch: you can’t convince me you aren’t happy you’re on this side of the Wall, telling gullible fools’ fortunes, rather than on the other, fighting monsters.”


Kosara bit her lip. Of course she was happy she wasn’t fighting monsters.


But if not her, who would? What would her colleagues think when they heard she’d escaped?


What did the Zmey think?


That he’d won. Again. That was what he would think. That he’d finally managed to chase her away from her city.


“I did consider crossing the Wall once,” Kosara said carefully. “A few years back. I even had the money saved. But then I changed my mind.”


“Why?”


Kosara hesitated. The first reason had been that she’d lost all the money she’d saved, but there was also something else. “Because I don’t feel like I’d have a purpose here. What would I do? Tell gullible fools their fortunes? That’s it?”


“What’s your purpose over in Chernograd, if I may ask?”


“I can help over there. I know how to fight the monsters.”


“And do people listen to you? Or do they get swept up by louder charlatans who promise easy solutions?”


“Well . . .” Kosara hesitated. “Some listen. We’ve been doing a yearly survey with the Witch and Warlock Association, and we’ve been noticing a slow but steady drop in the number of deaths from monster attacks every year, and—”


“Right, okay. But you’re on this side of the Wall now. You can forget about all that. It’s not your problem anymore. Aren’t you happy?” Gizda studied her face insistently, as if this was some sort of test.


Kosara shook her head. “I traded too much to cross the Wall.”


She saw the question in Gizda’s eyes. Still, she knew it wouldn’t come out. They were both from Chernograd: they respected each other’s right to keep secrets.


Gizda sighed. “I know what you mean, hen, I really do. I scrimped and saved all my life to pay the smugglers for passage across. All that money wasted.”


“You don’t like it here?”


“It’s a city like any city. I don’t hate it. But was it worth it?” She shrugged her broad shoulders. A pause, and then she started talking quickly. “My brother emigrated as soon as he finished school. He was barely eighteen when he paid the smugglers to take him across. He kept sending us letters, though, he never forgot us. It was he who convinced me I had to move. If you ask him, it’s all sunshine and roses here.”


“What if I ask you?”


Gizda pulled on her cigarette. “It appears to be at a first glance, doesn’t it? Listen to me, hen. Belograd is like a fairground version of a city, but there are razors hidden in the candy floss, and the toffee apples are poisonous. They don’t want us here. That’s what it all boils down to. They’d rather we stayed behind our Wall where we belong.”


“They claim the Wall was built to keep the monsters out. . . .” Kosara said, careful to neither agree nor disagree with the statement. Gizda obviously had a lot of strong opinions on the subject, and Kosara really wanted to have somewhere to sleep tonight.


“Bah, the monsters! If that’s the case, why didn’t they make it so the Wall only keeps the monsters out? Do you know what the punishment is if they catch you trafficking people into Belograd? Life imprisonment!”


Kosara started speaking without really thinking. Every primary school child knew why. “They were afraid we’d spread the diseases caused by the monsters on this side of the Wall. Lycanthropy, mostly.” She saw Gizda’s face, and quickly added, “Or at least that’s what they claim.”


“You can’t convince me they had the magical power to build a giant Wall around our city in one night but couldn’t spare the resources to find a cure for lycanthropy. They simply didn’t want to. To them, we’re as bad as the monsters. You know why? Because we’re poor.”


Kosara chewed on her lip. “I only just got here. . . .”


“Just you wait. You’ll see I’m right. But since you reminded me, you need to go and register at the police station. They’ll have to put you under quarantine.”


“What? Why?”


“To make sure you aren’t infected, of course. Every new arrival from Chernograd goes through the quarantine during their first full moon here.”


“And what if I am infected?”


It was a hypothetical question, but the suspicion in Gizda’s eyes made Kosara wish she’d never asked. The landlady was silent for a few long, uncomfortable seconds. “If you’re infected, they shoot you.”


A chill ran down Kosara’s spine, one that not even her thermal vest could protect her from. She automatically raised her fingers to the scar on her cheek. Nevena’s face floated to the front of her mind, mascara-tinged tears welling in her eyes. Just shoot me, Nevena whispered. If I turn, just shoot me.


“I can’t be quarantined,” Kosara said loudly enough to drown the voice in her head. “I have things to do.”


“Don’t we all? Listen, it’s up to you, but I strongly suggest you go voluntarily. Otherwise, they’ll arrest you. After the fuss you caused today, I don’t think you can hide for long.”


Kosara hadn’t even considered that. She sighed. “I’ll think about it.”


The streetlights grew dimmer and sparser until the two of them walked in almost complete darkness. Kosara fidgeted, her fingers grasping one of the talismans in her pocket. She couldn’t help but imagine the Zmey’s pale eyes peering at her from the dark alleyways, even though she knew he was just as trapped on the other side of the Wall as she was on this one.


She hated the way her hands shook, and her heart raced at every noise. Before she lost her shadow, she’d have never been afraid to walk the streets after dark, even in this strange city. In fact, she’d have probably hoped someone would attack her so she could try her newest talisman.
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