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Prologue 

Look through the heavy pine forest and see a fire glowing. 
Beside it sits a bear of a man, knife in one hand, a clay 
bowl on the ground in front of him. 

It has been a long time since he last shed blood for his 
Gods. Tonight would satisfy them a little while longer. 
The screech of a doomed animal is cut short and the bowl 
fills with its steaming blood. He puts it on a flat stone by 
the fire. He cuts his scarred wrist to let his own blood drip 
into the warming mixture. 

For many days he has thrown his runes and has had no 
clear sight. He has marked each one with his blood and 
still they reveal nothing. 

A tune starts deep in his gut. It stretches and twists like 
an unborn child, travelling up like a snake through his 
chest, setting his bones to shake. He grinds his jaw shut to 
keep it from escaping as it creeps up his throat. 

His lips start to vibrate with the tune as it tries to push 
its way out. The man is well learned in the ways of the 
song and knows how to control it. The bowl is steaming 
heavily and he leans over it to breathe in the blood fumes 
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that will give his visions. This man’s name is Vasilli and he 
is trying to find his brother. 
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Chapter One 

Death for Breakfast 

Anya sat cradling a hot cup of coffee outside her village’s 
small café. After making sure nobody was watching she 
took out a small silver flask, tipped some of the contents 
into her cup and hid it once more. She had been to the 
bottom of a bottle the previous night and crawling her way 
out seemed more effort than she was capable of. She 
remembered dreaming of blood and fire and woke 
sweating and afraid. Her long fair hair was unbrushed, her 
pale skin a little grey and her green eyes were bloodshot. 
Anya had stumbled into the village and everyone had 
politely looked in the other direction. 

The village itself was so small that it didn’t even have 
an official name, the villagers sometimes refering to it as 
“Wolf’s Run” after the largest farm. Built over the borders 
of Russia and Karelia it consisted of dark brown timber 
and brick houses, a convenience store that was the 
hardware, butcher and mechanic all in one, the café, the 
tavern and a tsasouna. Tourists as a rule were generally 
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discouraged. In villages like this everyone had their secrets 
and Anya and her family had more than most. 

People remembered the forest rather than the village. A 
thick mass of twisted black alder, elms and taiga pines 
heavy with moss. The undergrowth was an unruly 
abundance of blackberry, juniper and ashberry bushes. On 
the stretch of road that passed through the forest Anya’s 
parents had crashed their car, killing them both and 
leaving her too frightened of the shapes in the gloom to 
climb out. They had been visiting her grandfather Eikki 
who refused to ever leave his farm and stay with them in 
Petrozavodsk. 

“You must not leave until the sun rises,” Eikki had 
argued angrily that night. “You know the forest at night is 
a part their world!” Her father had laughed the warning 
off. He had been joking and talking with Anya’s mother 
about putting Eikki in a home when something had leapt 
out from the fog, making the car swerve and collide with a 
pine on the side of the road. Anya still recalled the pat, pat 
sound the blood made as it dropped from her mother’s 
head onto the dashboard. 

When people had driven through early the following 
morning they found the wrecked car; Anya still with her 
seatbelt on, pale and trembling trapped with the two dead 
bodies. She simply watched the commotion with a blank 
and tearless expression as the village doctor had checked 
her all over and claimed her only injury was shock. They 
had taken her to her grandfather and there she had stayed 
and screamed from nightmares every night for the next 
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year. Relatives on her mother’s side had tried claiming her 
but the visits from their St Petersburg lawyers had always 
ended with them leaving empty handed and defeated. 

Anya took a large mouthful of coffee and felt it go 
down to burn a hole in her empty stomach. She shook 
herself and wondered why after all this time she had 
thought about her parent’s deaths. Of course the villagers 
still talked about it because it was the only exciting thing 
that had happened in the last two decades. 

They also enjoyed repeating the scandal of Anya 
running off to Moscow with a man, only for her to come 
back broken hearted. In truth, she had run off by herself. 
Her grandfather had found her freezing in a park and had 
brought her back with him. The villagers added a lover to 
the gossip to make it juicier. Anya had never bothered to 
correct them. She rarely spoke to any of them unless she 
had no other choice. She had been running the farm by 
herself since Eikki had died five months ago. He used to 
deal with the pigheaded tradesmen in the village. They 
would barely acknowledge Anya. 

“Excuse me, is this seat taken?” a male voice asked in 
English, bringing Anya sharply out of her daydream. In 
this part of nowhere, English speakers were few and far 
between. He wore a sharp black suit, had neatly groomed 
black hair and black eyes. 

“I suppose,” Anya answered even though six other 
tables were free. The man smiled and placed a coffee so 
black and bitter on the table that her nose started to tingle 
as she breathed it in. 
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“I’m Anya,” she said slowly as he sat down. “And you 
are?” 

“I have many names but you may call me Tuoni 
because that’s what your grandfather Eikki used to call 
me,” the man replied with a smile. The smile was genuine 
but it chilled Anya in her already queasy stomach. The 
knowledge of not only who Tuoni was but also what he 
was fell into her mind. Tuoni, in the Karelian tales, ruled 
the Underworld. The Russians called him Koschey. 
Everyone in the world knew him as Death. She wondered 
if she was still drunk and that had somehow caused the 
hallucination in front of her. It wouldn’t surprise her if 
when she sobered up she realised she had been talking to 
herself. 

“Is there something I can do for you?” she asked 
defensively. You’re going crazy; it’s not who you think. 
You’re drunk. 

“Perhaps you are drunk, but let me assure that you are 
not crazy and I am here,” Tuoni said and took a small sip 
of the coffee. 

Bloody mindreader, she thought and then stopped 
thinking very quickly. 

“You should not swear.” 
“You should stay out of my head,” she snapped. “My 

mind is my business.” 
“Your grandfather would not have liked to hear you 

swear. I knew him.” 
“You don’t know anything if you think Eikki never 

heard me swear,” Anya replied, a fresh wave of grief and 
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anger beating at her. I know who and what you are so don’t 
think you can frighten me, she thought in the hope that he 
would hear. 

“How is it you know who I am?” 
“If you knew Eikki you would know the answer to 

that. He would have told you all about the granddaughter 
who saw things in the shadows and knew their secrets.” 

“Your parents used to call it an overactive 
imagination,” Tuoni interrupted bluntly. “Luckily your 
grandfather knew otherwise. If you had been given a 
normal Papa he may have locked you up.” 

“That was a long time ago. I don’t see things,” Anya 
said sharply. Except the wolves, the voice in her head 
betrayed her. “I’m sorry, what do you want? Unless you’ve 
come to collect my soul then I don’t know why you’re 
here.” 

“I told you, I knew your grandfather.” 
“You’re Death. Everyone knows you.” 
Liisi, the middle-aged café owner, bustled outside and 

placed Anya’s breakfast on the table. “Who is this man 
you’re talking to?” she asked suspiciously. Tuoni gave her 
a dashing smile. 

“I’m her grandfather’s lawyer from Petersburg,” he 
said. “Just in to clear up some business.” 

“I knew you were no farmer,” Liisi said slowly in 
English. Anya was glad she spoke it better than that. Her 
parents, a lawyer and a school teacher, had made sure she 
was taught English in the hope that as she got older they 
would travel further abroad. Her grandfather had 
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encouraged her lessons until she was fluent in English, 
Finnish and Russian. 

“You must be psychic,” Anya said to Liisi. 
Liisi clucked her tongue and shook her head, ignoring 

Anya’s comment.“A tragedy what happened to that old 
man,” she said sympathetically, switching to Russian, 
“Attacked by wolves in the middle of summer! It is 
unnatural.” 

Tuoni cut in, “Anya and I have a lot to discuss about 
his legacy.” 

“Oh, of course! Here I am blabbering when you have 
business to get on with. I certainly have lost my manners 
today.” 

And your mind, Anya thought as she smiled politely. 
“You let me know if you need anything,” Liisi said as 

she squeezed Tuoni’s arm. 
“Rest assured, you will be the first to know,” he said 

and after giving her another smile she giggled and 
wandered back inside. 

“A lawyer, huh?” Anya said as she began to eat. Her 
stomach had roiled when Liisi had offered her herrings so 
she had settled with eggs. 

“I have found that if people think you’re a lawyer they 
lose interest in you almost at once,” Tuoni said with a 
slight grimace. Anya laughed despite the macabre 
company. 

“It is nice to hear you laugh. Not many people laugh 
when they are with me.” 
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“So laughing in the face of Death really is just a saying 
then.” 

“Indeed.” He took another sip of his coffee. “Eikki 
wasn’t who you thought he was.” 

“If you ask anyone around here they’ll tell you he was a 
crackpot.” She was still bitter about how the townspeople 
had treated him. They had gossiped and giggled about his 
strangeness but whenever something bad happened or 
someone was sick he was the first person they called on. 

“He wasn’t crazy. Shamans like him are only anxious 
when there is something to fear.” 

“A shaman like him.” Anya let out a dry laugh. “Very 
funny.” 

“I am not lying to you. There was much he kept 
hidden from you and everyone else.” Tuoni fixed her with 
an unnerving stare. “He wanted to protect you. He wasn’t 
going to make the same mistake he did with your father.” 

Anya’s guts squirmed. “Don’t talk about my father.” 
She never got along with the religious bastard even when 
he was alive. When she tried telling him of the things she 
sometimes saw he hired a priest to exorcise her. It had 
resulted in her striking the priest when he poured oil over 
her and screaming that God was going to judge him 
harshly for hurting her and the other children. Her parents 
had been banished from their church because of her. Anya 
hadn’t stepped foot in a church or a tsasouna ever since. 
The priest still glared at her every time they made eye 
contact. 
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“I do not obey gods, mortals or the likes of you,” 
Tuoni said viciously. “I do not have time to argue with 
you so you will shut up and listen to what I have crossed 
the borders of the worlds to tell you.” 

“You don’t frighten me,” Anya hissed. “I have been 
willing to face you for nearly a year now. I have spent 
nights begging to whatever God would listen to finish me. 
Then when you finally show up it’s to feed me stories.” 
She didn’t want to run the farm by herself anymore. She 
didn’t want to have nightmares about her grandfather’s 
death. She didn’t want to be afraid of the forest. She 
wanted peace. 

“It wasn’t your time to die. It still is not. This meeting 
occurs as a final request from Eikki, so let me tell you what 
I need to so I can get back to what I am actually meant to 
be doing.” 

“Get on with it then,” she said bluntly and began to 
shovel food into her mouth so she wouldn’t say anything 
more. 

“What I’m going to tell you, you probably won’t 
believe or understand. All you are required to do is listen,” 
Tuoni said as he calmly smoothed the front of his jacket. 
“Eikki was a Shaman. He has protected one of the 
gateways between this world and Skazki his entire life. 
There are only a few places in this world that touch the 
Otherworld and your farm borders one of them.” 

“The forest?” 
“Yes. Your family have been gatekeepers for 

generations. Your grandfather had many enemies. He had 
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a lot of secrets and a lot of power that they wanted. The 
problem is, these enemies couldn’t really harm Eikki, but 
they could harm others. The night you and your parents 
drove home, he tried to warn them. It wasn’t an accident. 
Things in the dark lashed out at something he loved 
because they wanted to punish him. Not everything has 
the power to walk through the gates that join the worlds, 
so gatekeepers must be petitioned to help them. Most 
gatekeepers refuse to give them access to the real world.” 

Anya felt bread catch in her throat. All this time she 
thought the things she had seen that night had been 
because the crash had traumatised her. In a twisted way it 
made more sense that what she had seen was real and not 
the fantasy of a troubled child. Fantasies don’t haunt you 
like that. 

“Your parents didn’t see them because they didn’t 
believe when they should have,” Tuoni said slowly. “What 
they told you when you were a child about how the things 
you see aren’t always real so they can’t hurt you is a lie. 
Things you can’t see can hurt you, especially because you 
never see them coming.” 

“Why are you telling me this now?” 
“You need to start seeing them again. Eikki isn’t here 

to protect you anymore. When they find out he’s dead 
every one and every thing will try to break into the real 
world. You have a great power inside of you that needs to 
be utilised, or it will not only be a disaster for you but for 
your whole world.” 
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“He never told me about any of this. How am I 
supposed to learn this without him? He couldn’t even stop 
them from…” 

“From what?” 
“Those wolves that killed him weren’t normal.” Anya 

felt the walls of her mind bend slightly. She had convinced 
herself they hadn’t been real. That she had been overtired 
and imagining things. Not real, not real, she had whispered 
over and over. 

“You saw them then,” Tuoni leant back in his chair. 
“They were not normal, you are right there. They were—” 

“Skin changers,” Anya said, trying to stop her hands 
from shaking. She had seen the stick men forms beneath 
their furs. She had thought no such creature could exist. 
By the time she reached where they were attacking him 
they had run further out of shooting range. Her 
grandfather’s stomach and chest had been ripped open and 
eaten. She squeezed her eyes shut to block out the images 
of chewed intestines and gnawed-on spine. “If he had been 
protecting this gate, how did they get in to kill him?” 

“That is a very good question, one for which I don’t 
exactly have an answer. He had many enemies. He saw his 
death in a vision and knew it would be soon. He thought 
he would work a very powerful protection spell. It 
required death and he was already dying from the cancer 
eating him. His enemies sensed his weakening power and 
waited until they could destroy him. He is not here to 
renew the gates strength so they weaken and fray. You 
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don’t have much time before the gates are completely 
ripped apart.” 

“Say I believe you, how much time do you think we 
have?” 

“Months at the most. Usually gatekeepers do 
protection spells twice a year to strengthen the gates. If the 
gate weakens too much anything will be able to walk 
through into the real world.” 

“Why are you telling me this? It seems unrealistic 
someone like you would be worried,” Anya said finally. 
God I need a drink. 

“If this world is flooded with things from stories, 
things that people used to believe in but don’t any more, 
like true monsters, it will be a bloody storm of apocalyptic 
proportions. It’s not even other monsters you need to be 
truly worried about. Its the ones with magic that will seek 
you out and kill you just for the chance to have their own 
way into Skazki.” 

“How am I supposed to learn all these things in a few 
months?” Anya asked as she scooped egg into her mouth. 
“It’s not as if Eikki shared anything about it with me.” 

“Don’t be resentful. He did what he thought was 
right,” Tuoni said, “He wanted a different life for you; one 
where you would be safe. Now is not the time to indulge 
in self-pity or the mistakes of the past. Now is the time to 
step up. You have very big boots to fill.” 

A stray cloud drifted over the already weak sun and for 
a split second a completely different face appeared on the 
handsome man in front of her. She half vomited in her 
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mouth and swallowed again, leaving her throat a burning 
trail of bile. Anxiety and panic were beginning to build in 
her chest. 

“I suggest you start by looking through some of your 
grandfather’s things. Most shamans don’t believe in 
writing things down but I know he occasionally did. You 
could learn something if you keep your mind open.” 
Tuoni gave her an oddly boyish grin. “Now I really must 
be off. Although I hope to see you again soon.” 

“Sounds promising.” 
“Try to stay alive and make it a challenge for me,” he 

said soberly. Anya gave him a ghost of a smile and tried 
desperately to hold his gaze. She couldn’t. He got to his 
feet, smoothing out his coat with a few swipes of his hand. 
He dipped his hand into his pocket. “Before I forget Eikki 
asked me to give you this before he died.” He took her 
hand gently and placed a smooth black rock in it. 

“What is it?” Anya said as she ran a finger over its 
polished surface. It was warm and the skin on her palm 
started to tingle. 

“All you need to know is it is very valuable, very 
precious and potentially very dangerous,” he said as he 
started to walk away. “And it has been in your family for 
generations.” He turned slightly on his heel and added, 
“Stay sober in the next few days. Things may start to get a 
little…strange. Hyvää päivää.” Anya casually tossed the 
stone in the air and caught it again. 

“Stranger than eating breakfast with the Lord of 
Tuonela?” she asked. But he was already gone. 
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*** 

See the man in the forest. He is wearing a long black 
trench coat. Droplets of water cling to his curly hair. He 
doesn’t notice. He is watching the girl walk home from 
the little village, a shopping bag in the crook of her arm. 
Some days he curses the shaman and the promise he made 
to watch over his family but then he wonders to himself 
what it would be like to step into the light and let her see 
him. He is not there to talk, he reminds himself. Only to 
protect her. 

*** 

Anya stuffed her hands deep into the pockets of her faded 
red jacket as she walked. It had started to drizzle and the 
water was seeping its way through her scarf to trickle icy 
drops on her neck. Her fingertips lightly brushed the 
smooth stone Tuoni had given her. If it weren’t for the 
warmish stone in her pocket she would have convinced 
herself she had imagined their meeting altogether. She was 
already too good at imagining things that were actually 
there. 

The earthy scent of pine and cold rot rose from the 
forest looming in front of her. The back of her head 
burned and she felt eyes watching her. The sensation had 
been growing since Eikki had died. She looked behind her 
but there was nothing as always. 
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Anya shook herself and focussed her attention on the 
muddy road and the fields flanking her. Autumn was 
already beginning and the days were getting colder, the 
time when the real wolves would come out of the forest to 
try and pick off sheep one at a time. 

She remembered Eikki taking one sheep at the 
beginning of winter and tying it to the edge of the forest 
for the night. In the morning all that was left was a bloody 
smear on the ground. 

When Anya had questioned him he had looked at her 
and said, “I would rather sacrifice one sheep than lose the 
six they would come looking for.” It had never ceased to 
surprise her that the wolves never harassed their flocks but 
the neighbouring farms had no end of trouble. 

Anya planned to sacrifice a sheep this winter in the 
hope that it would work as effectively. But then she wasn’t 
a shaman was she? Anya thought with equal amounts of 
sarcasm and anger. Eikki could have told her, but when 
she looked back there had been signs. He would whisper 
rhymes, plant during special phases of the moon, writing 
and drawing strange things in journals and whistle songs 
to birds. He would sing to her all the old tales of heroes 
and magic. When she grew older she had tried to tell him 
that they had not been tales for children. He had smiled at 
her and said, “They are tales for you though. They will 
teach you about life. About magic.” Perhaps he was going 
to tell her about her heritage after all. But if all of his tales 
were to help her believe in magic why hadn’t he taught 
her? 
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If Tuoni was right and she only had a few months left 
before the worlds opened she would have to find someone 
to buy the farm or care take it. Running it by herself in the 
past months had taken its toll; she was run down, 
frustrated and had no time to grieve for Eikki. How could 
she learn to close these gates in only a few months even if 
they did exist? At least she knew she wasn’t going crazy 
and the creatures she had seen over the years had been real. 
Her fingers brushed the stone in her pocket and something 
thrummed through her hand and ran up her arm. She let 
go of it quickly but the sensation didn’t stop. 

Dismissing it from her mind, Anya climbed the fence 
and walked across the sludgy fields to the grey wooden 
farmhouse that was home. It was a simple house with a 
porch in front and small square glass windows. Her 
grandfather’s grandfather had built it and it had been 
added to by every generation. The barn was about a 
hundred metres from the house and was made of the same 
weathered wood. It housed their one horse, twelve 
chickens and two goats during the colder months. 

She kicked off her boots, took out a large iron key and 
opened the front door. The coals in the hearth had gone 
white with ash so she banked the fire until it was burning 
hot again. There were bright rag rugs on the floors, 
ornaments sat on the shelves and battered books stacked in 
uneven piles. Dried herbs had always hung in the little 
kitchen and jetsam from the people who had lived there 
filled every nook and cranny. Despite the clutter she never 
had the heart to throw any of it out. She took the stone 
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out of her pocket, placed it on the small shelf above the 
fireplace and went to find something to drink. 

Anya went down to the cellar, found a bottle of vodka 
she had made in the still in the barn and went back 
upstairs. She took one of her grandfather’s books from the 
shelf and collapsed on a chair in front of the fire. She 
turned the first few pages. Drawings and symbols filled the 
spaces, words were written in English, Finnish and Russian 
and were usually a scrambled line or two. Anya sipped her 
vodka straight from the bottle and she soon felt it begin to 
burn in her stomach. She spent an hour trying to make 
heads or tails of the first journal before the writing on the 
pages swam and her eyes couldn’t stay open any longer. 

  
Tap…tap. 
  
Anya woke at dawn with a familiar, blazing headache. 

It had been early afternoon when she started on the vodka. 
She had fallen asleep in her clothes so she pulled on her 
gumboots and headed for the barn. 

Strange dreams had plagued her all night. None made 
any sense in the light of day. She dreamt of a man with 
odd eyes and cool hands arguing with her grandfather. He 
had smelt good and made her feel safe. She dreamt of fire 
and blood again. Hazy images of a lake and stained 
boulders. As she stepped outside the cold air hit her full in 
the face, blowing away all memory of her troubled sleep. 

Wolves had attacked the sheep the night before so she 
spent most of the morning on her horse, Konstantin, 
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trying to get them safely back into pens. There was an old 
motorbike in the barn which had broken down before 
Anya was born. Not that it would have been any use in the 
thick mud of that time of year. Konstantin was warmer 
than a motorbike could ever be and she liked exercising 
him. A nagging voice in the back of her mind told her if 
she hadn’t been so drunk she would have heard the sheep’s 
distress and would have been able to save a few more. The 
sun was going down when Anya finally made her way back 
to the house. 

As she opened the door she smelt something burning. 
Anya dropped the vegetables she was carrying and raced 
around the rooms. In the sitting room she found broken 
black fragments in front of the fire place. Her stone had 
rolled off the shelf and smashed on the floor. The tassels 
on the woven rug had been singed. A choking noise came 
from her bedroom. 

Anya picked up the iron poker and gripped it tight. No 
one in the village who knew anything about her would be 
stupid enough to break into her house; probably kids from 
the city out here visiting relatives. Something was 
definitely moving about in there. Taking a deep breath she 
kicked the door open, ready for a fight. 

A small bird with bright gold feathers sat in the middle 
of her bed. “Stupid bird, how did you get in here?” Anya 
put the poker down. Taking an old shirt she wrapped it 
around her hand and reached for it. It didn’t cry or 
struggle as she gently picked up its shivering body. She 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

20 

took it out and placed it next to the fireplace. She put on 
some more wood and coaxed the coals to life. 

The wind outside had blown up into an icy gale. She 
threw on a baggy woollen cardigan and went to the 
kitchen. What would a bird eat? She was frying herself fish 
for dinner so it could eat that or die. Another animal to 
take care of was the last thing she needed. If she wasn’t so 
soft she would have taken it outside and hit it over the 
head with a brick. 

It didn’t take long for her to fillet the trout and fry it in 
butter and salt while her vegetables boiled. She couldn’t 
remember how long it had been since she had cooked a 
complete meal. She placed her dinner on the small coffee 
table near the fire. 

“I need a drink,” she muttered as the bird looked 
expectantly at her. Anya went back to the kitchen, placed a 
hand on the cellar door and hesitated. Stay sober, Tuoni 
had advised. Anya made herself a cup of coffee instead. 
When the Lord of the Underworld told you to do 
something it was probably wise to listen. 

Anya walked back and sat on the mat in front of the 
fire and put her plate of food in her lap. The chick made a 
chirpy sound at her. The fire was finally catching and 
growing hotter. Taking a piece of fish from her plate she 
offered it to the little bird which pecked at it straight away 
and looked to her for more. 

“First you’re sleeping in my bed, now you’re trying to 
steal my dinner. You are not a very polite bird are you?” 
The bird chirped more forcefully and she relented. One 
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whole fillet later the bird climbed out of the shirt and 
hopped on unsteady feet. It looked so ridiculous that Anya 
laughed. 

“Careful, don’t get too close to the fire,” she warned. 
“You’ll get burnt.” It gave her an incredulous look before 
it jumped straight into the flames. Anya cursed and tried 
get it out. Its little head turned and looked at her before 
crowing with delight. The fire grew higher and hotter 
making Anya fall back. The bird shrieked before launching 
itself straight up the chimney. 

Anya scrambled to her feet and ran outside. She 
watched as the bird shot out of the top of the chimney in a 
streak of orange light. It ascended higher and higher before 
it exploded like a firework and plummeted back to earth a 
fully grown bird. 

“Shit,” she muttered as she studied it. It looked 
something like a peacock with its long curling tail except 
made of living flame. It cooed softly and walked towards 
her. 

“You better be able to turn yourself off if you think 
you’re coming back into my house,” she said. The bird 
gave her another dubious look before stamping one foot 
and the flames disappeared leaving long gold and red 
feathers. 

“Oh,” Anya said embarrassed. “I suppose you can.” 

*** 
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See the man in the forest and the bowl of blood he holds. 
He is calmly and steadily breathing in the steam rising 
from it. He opens his eyes as the bowl explodes in flames 
searing his face and hands. The bowl shatters and the man 
is thrown backwards. Vasilli opens his eyes and starts 
laughing loudly. “Finally!” he shouts into the dark forest, 
“Finally I will get to kill you!” 
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Chapter Two 

Bird Man 

Anya woke the next morning and for the first time in 
many months she wasn’t sick. She pulled on one of Eikki’s 
old shirts and picked up a handy piece of wood she always 
kept under her bed. Anya really didn’t like birds in general 
let alone ones that could light themselves on fire. Slowly 
she crept out of her room and over to the sitting room 
where she had left the bird by the fire. 

“Who the hell are you and what are you doing in my 
house!” she screeched. The naked man sleeping in front of 
the fire jumped up with a shout and looked around him in 
fear. The tips of his fingers sprung alight with fire, which 
spread all over his body. He cried out in pain before 
exploding into the firebird. 

“Stop! Stop, you are going to burn my house down,” 
Anya panicked. The bird screeched awkwardly before the 
flames died away leaving normal golden feathers. 

“Oh Jesus, oh Zeus, oh Odin,” Anya dropped the stick 
and started shaking. “Oh shit.” The bird spread out its 
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wings, which slowly transformed back into arms and the 
rest followed until it was a man once more. 

“I don’t suppose I could have that blanket,” he 
wheezed breathlessly in Russian. Anya reached for the 
throw rug on the couch and tossed it to him. He quickly 
wrapped it around his naked body. 

“What the hell are you?” 
“I am…Yvan,” he replied. “At least, I think I am. I 

was.” 
“Excuse me,” Anya exhaled. She stumbled into the 

kitchen and took ten deep breaths before she made coffee. 
She hesitated a moment and then poured a second cup. 

“I am sorry if I frightened you,” Yvan said as she 
walked back in and handed him his mug. He took it in his 
brown, shaking hands and placed it on the floor. 

“It’s okay,” Anya mumbled. “Are you going to explode 
again anytime soon?” 

“I hope not,” Yvan said nervously, “I don’t know how I 
do it.” 

Anya sat on a chair and looked down at the oddity 
before her. He was trembling as he sipped. He would be 
very tall when he stood and was strongly built. He had 
scruffy thick black hair and dark skin but his eyes were the 
golden red of the firebird. 

“Where am I?” he asked finally. Anya told him. 
“I am in Mir?” Yvan almost dropped his coffee. 
“Yes, on my farm,” Anya said remembering the old 

tales her grandfather told her. Mir was a name for the real 
world and Skazki for the Otherworld. 
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“How did I get here?” 
“I was given your egg. I thought it was a stone,” Anya 

explained. 
“Where is Ilya? If I am in Mir then he must be close,” 

Yvan demanded. 
“He is dead. I am his family though. Did you know 

him?” 
“I met Ilya once,” said Yvan. “Long ago.” 
“Ilya was my grandfather Eikki’s grandfather,” she said. 

Yvan proceeded to exclaim passionately and Anya knew 
she wasn’t the only one with a swearing problem. 

“But you…” he said finally. “You are his heir, a 
Shamanitsa surely.” 

Anya burst out laughing, “I am neither. I never even 
knew my grandfather was one until Tuoni showed up to 
tell me!” 

“Tuoni was here? It doesn’t matter. If you are not a 
Shamanitsa then who is guarding the gates?” 

“Apparently my grandfather was dying and his magic 
was weak. Shape changers killed him.” 

Yvan dropped his cup, spraying porcelain and coffee all 
over the wooden floor. “No one is watching the gates?” 
His whole body shook. 

“Tuoni said I have months to stop the worlds opening 
to each other. I thought he was joking.” 

“No he wasn’t,” Yvan said ominously. “Even Koschey 
wouldn’t joke about this and he has a terrible sense of 
humour.” He began to pick up the pieces of his broken 
cup. 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

26 

“I’ll get it,” Anya said and knelt down to help. “I think 
you need to sleep.” 

“I can’t sleep. There is too much to do. Just being here 
is dangerous to me and you. The fact I am reborn; he will 
find me and kill you. I need to leave,” he said disjointedly. 

Anya took his shaking hands, holding them together 
tightly. “Settle down,” she said gently. “Who is he?” 

“He is a man who should have been killed at birth,” 
Yvan whispered. 

Anya held his frightened gaze for a second longer 
before letting his hands go. His fear was pouring over her, 
setting her teeth on edge as it threatened to drown her. 

“I need to feed the animals,” she said blankly. “Are you 
going to be okay by yourself or do I need to lock you 
outside?” 

“I think you will find I am quite capable of not 
burning your house down,” Yvan replied. 

“I hope so,” Anya said as she tossed the porcelain 
shards in the bin and went to pull on jeans and boots. 

She stomped down the icy path to the barn, wondering 
what on earth she was going to do with the naked stranger 
in her house. There had been a frost overnight and the 
grass crunched underfoot. Not knowing how the wounded 
sheep had fared during the night she saddled Konstantin, 
taking her rifle and hunting knife from the barn. As Anya 
neared the sheep pen she saw the unmistakeable shape of a 
wolf prowling across the field. 

“You bastard,” she cursed and kicked Konstantin into 
action. The wolf spotted her and headed for the forest. 
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Anya skirted the borders not knowing where to follow it 
in. Wolves almost always ran in packs and others could be 
close. She loaded her rifle and charged in. Anya scanned 
the shadows and focussed on the glowing eyes watching 
her. Taking a deep breath she brought the gun to her 
shoulder and took aim. The wolf’s mouth hung open in a 
surreal smile. The wind blew, creating different shadows 
and Anya momentarily lost her concentration. She 
focussed back on the wolf and for a second an odd, stick 
thin man crouched in the dirt. She held the gun tighter 
and fired. The gun crack echoed through the pine trees 
and the wolf disappeared. 

Anya reloaded and slid down from the saddle, her gun 
high. She cautiously approached where the wolf had been. 
There was a smattering of blood but no carcass and no 
tracks. Konstantin whinnied and started stamping 
nervously. She scanned the trees and backed up until 
Konstantin was at her side again. Anya quickly pulled 
herself back into the saddle. 

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” she said as her body 
broke out in goose bumps. She could feel the presence in 
the forest watching her again and she didn’t want to stay 
there a minute longer. 

Anya spent the rest of her morning moving the sheep 
to a closer paddock and scanning the tree line. She felt like 
she was being watched still and Konstantin was jittery and 
nervous. Once she had sorted the sheep out she took him 
straight back to the barn. As the afternoon closed in, 
vodka called to her powerfully but she held herself 
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together and focussed on the hundred menial tasks 
demanding her attention. She still didn’t know what to do 
about Yvan so she was avoiding him. 

As she pushed hay down from the loft that afternoon 
she caught a strong whiff of smoke. Panic seized her as she 
slid down the ladder and ran to the house. She charged 
through the door and slammed into Yvan. He had such a 
fright he half turned into the firebird and back again in 
seconds. Anya realised he had been cooking. 

“I smelt smoke and I thought…” 
Yvan stood up. He had put on a pair of Eikki’s trousers 

that only just brushed his shins. 
“Would you like something to eat?” he asked 

awkwardly. He had cut and buttered some pieces of black 
bread and arranged them on a plate. 

“I wouldn’t mind a coffee,” she mumbled. 
“You should eat a little. You have been working all day 

with nothing in your stomach.” 
“Chasing wolves all morning has scared away my 

appetite,” Anya said as she sat down at the small kitchen 
table. He poured her some coffee and sat down. 

“Wolves?” 
“Strange ones,” Anya said and took a long sip. 
“How so?” he asked with a strange look in his eyes. It 

would be hard to get used to how his eyes changed colour 
in the light from amber to orange to red and back again. 

“The wolves attacked the sheep yesterday so I moved 
them to a closer paddock. Then today when I went to 
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check on them there was another wolf. I followed it to the 
forest. I swear it smiled at me before I shot it.” 

“Did you kill it?” 
“I found blood so it’s wounded but there was no trail 

to follow,” she laughed nervously. “And for a moment 
there it looked like a man.” 

“A man?” Yvan tensed up again. 
“It must have been a trick of the light,” Anya shrugged. 

“I didn’t get much sleep last night and when I don’t sleep 
I see things.” 

“What kind of things?” 
“Things that I know shouldn’t be there. Like wolf 

men.” 
“Perhaps you did inherit some talents from your 

grandfather and they have been suppressed,” reasoned 
Yvan. “In any case you saw Tuoni and recognised his true 
form; mortals can’t do that.” 

“Liisi the café owner saw him,” Anya pointed out. 
“Only because he wanted this Liisi woman to see him. 

You would have seen him regardless,” argued Yvan. 
Anya sighed. There was no point fighting with him; 

she was still unsure if she could even trust him. She drank 
her coffee quickly, scalding her tongue. 

“I am going to try to get back to Skazki tonight,” Yvan 
announced unexpectedly. “I have put you at risk because 
you have housed me.” 

“Right, because there is a ‘man who should have been 
killed at birth’ who is after you?” 
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“You don’t believe me even though you saw me change 
into a firebird with your own eyes,” Yvan said bluntly. “I 
need to leave because your naivety will get us both killed.” 

“I am sorry I am no Shaman; believe me if I was then 
half the ridiculous things in my life would have been 
explained. So believe me I am sorry.” 

Yvan looked scolded momentarily but regained his 
placidity. “I will leave anyway. Then your life will go back 
to normal with you drinking yourself to death every night 
and when the end of the world arrives you will not notice 
or care.” 

“Don’t pretend you know anything about my life.” 
“I don’t need to. There are empty bottles all over this 

house. The only stores in the cellar is vodka which tells me 
that if you don’t die soon from alcohol poisoning you will 
kill yourself so there is no point in stocking food for the 
future. What you don’t understand is that you have power 
and if it decides to rise when you are drunk you could hurt 
yourself and anything around you.” 

“I have been drunk for nearly six months straight and 
you know what? My ‘power’ hasn’t risen once so don’t you 
dare tell me how to live!” She didn’t even wait for a reply 
before storming out. 

  
Yvan picked up her coffee cup and tipped it over. The 

coffee came out in frozen, slushy lumps. Yvan smiled; 
perhaps she wasn’t completely without talent even if she 
had to be angry in order for it to be released. He felt 
slightly guilty for upsetting her though. The firebird 
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shifted irritably under his skin. He didn’t know how he 
was going to be able to share his body with it. 

I could just burn my way out through your skin, 
prince. 

What would that achieve? If you kill me it could very well 
kill you too. 

This girl could help us. She has power. I can feel it 
radiating through her even if she cannot. 

She is too untrained and afraid. Vasilli and the Powers 
would destroy her in a heart beat. Or worse try to steal her 
magic. If we try and take her with us she could get us killed. 
Yvan felt power move through the house like a wave, 
knocking the air from his lungs. 

Magic is being used. Strong magic. Yvan rushed to the 
window to see Anya. He saw the back of a man he knew 
far too well. Panic seized him and he exploded into the 
firebird. 
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Chapter Three 

The Traveller 

Outside Anya picked up an axe and started to hack into 
the woodpile. When she used to get angry as a child Eikki 
would give her a shovel, an axe or a mop and tell her to go 
get it out of her system. The woodpile worked the best. 
Her shoulders began to burn as she swung the axe over 
and over. Thuck! Burn. Thuck! Burn. 

“Dobryj vecer,” a voice said behind her. She caught the 
axe mid swing and spun around. A huge man sat on a 
horse watching her. Ice pricked down her back. 

“Can I help you?” she asked back in Russian, her cold 
hands gripped the axe handle harder. Her skin was tingling 
like it had when she had touched the firebird egg. She 
fought the urge to scratch her arms. 

“I am a traveller,” the dark man said. “I am looking for 
my brother.” 

“There is a village about a kilometre that way,” Anya 
pointed to the road in the distance. “They would be able 
to tell you if there is anyone new in the area. Where are 
you from?” 
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“Oh worlds away,” the man smiled. His smile wasn’t 
warm or friendly. His hand twitched oddly and Anya 
almost dropped the axe as she felt something squeeze her 
brain. 

“I see,” she said shakily, “I am just about to cook 
myself something to eat and my home is always open for 
travellers. Otherwise there is only the tavern and the food 
there is not great.” Anya shook her head to clear it. She 
couldn’t believe she’d said that. She discouraged strangers. 
She wouldn’t invite one into her home. The man laughed 
and slid from the saddle. 

“I could never turn down such a spontaneous act of 
hospitality,” he said as he approached her. He was even 
more imposing up close. He had a mane of jet black hair 
and a well-shaped but outgrown beard. He wore a coat 
lined with thick black bear fur. 

“Please let me help you chop that wood,” he said and 
as he went to take the axe his hand brushed hers. Anya 
jumped as an electric shock leapt between them. 

“Static, I am terrible for it,” Anya said lamely as she 
moved away and propped the axe next to the door of the 
wood shed. When she turned around he had his arms full 
of the freshly cut wood. 

“Oh, thank you. I’m Anya.” Her hand was still 
stinging from the shock so she didn’t offer to shake his. 

“Vasilli,” the man said and smiled again. Anya showed 
him where to put the wood and wisely didn’t comment on 
Yvan’s absence. 
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“There’s a free stable in the barn if you wish to put 
your horse away for the night,” she suggested. “There is a 
storm coming.” 

“There certainly is,” Vasilli agreed. “I will not be long.” 
“There’s a bag of feed there too if he’s hungry,” said 

Anya as she filled a pot with water. He smiled again and 
headed out the door. She took a dry kitchen towel and 
wiped her trembling hands. Once he was gone she crept 
around the house. 

“Yvan?” she whispered. “Are you still here?” She went 
into the sitting room where the fire was burning brightly. 
There was a soft coo and the fire tumbled out of the 
fireplace and transformed. 

“What the…?” 
“You must be careful!” Yvan whispered harshly. “He is 

the danger. He must not know I am here. Try to get rid of 
him.” 

“I can’t, I offered him food,” Anya stumbled. 
“It may give us some time.” 
“Time for what?” Anya was beginning to feel more 

frightened by the second. 
“Time before he tries to kill you,” said Yvan and he 

began to transform again. He leapt into the fire just as 
Vasilli opened the door. 

“I was wondering where you went,” he said. Anya put a 
small log in the fire and gave it a vicious poke. 

“I thought I would tend to the fire, it’s getting so 
cold,” she said brightly. He did not look entirely 
convinced. 
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Soon they were sitting in the low comfortable chairs 
but Anya was anything but comfortable. She picked at her 
food and wished she hadn’t got a bottle of vodka from the 
cellar. She had offered Vasilli a drink but he had declined. 

“Do you live here by yourself?” Vasilli questioned. 
“Yes, ever since my grandfather died,” she answered 

and sipped her drink. 
“What about your husband?” 
“No husband. Never was, never will be.” 
“How can it be that a beautiful woman like yourself 

has no desire for marriage?” 
Anya blushed deeply and felt foolish because of it. It 

had been a long time since someone had called her 
beautiful. “It must be the farmer’s clothes,” she joked. 

“No, it is the clash of seasons.” Before she could move 
he reached across and touched her hair. “Your hair is 
almost white, like winter,” he said very gently, the tips of 
his callused fingers brushed under her eyes. There was no 
electric shock. “But your eyes are green like spring.” He 
slowly leaned back in his chair. 

“Well, that was a very nice explanation.” Anya fidgeted 
uncomfortably. “Why are you looking for your brother?” 

Something dark flashed across Vasilli’s face. “He 
disappeared a long time ago. I have been searching ever 
since.” 

“Why did he leave?” 
“A misunderstanding,” Vasilli answered vaguely. “You 

know how brothers fight. We all used to get along so well 
when we were young.” 
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“Can I ask what happened?” 
“A woman is the only thing that can drive apart the 

bonds of blood.” 
“I see,” Anya said quietly. “Where is she now?” 
“She died long ago.” 
“I’m sorry.You said ‘we all’ before, how many brothers 

do you have? I always wanted a brother.” Anya took 
another drink of her vodka and watched the fire flicker. 

“I was the middle boy,” said Vasilli. “Dimitri was the 
eldest. He died a few years ago. The youngest and most 
favoured was Yvan. He is the one I look for.” 

“I am sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” said Anya quietly. 
“You were not to know. I only wish I could find Yvan. 

He is important to me.” 
“You should ask in the village. We get drifters from 

time to time. It is a good place to hide and to forget.” 
Anya stood and took the empty plates to the kitchen. 

“Yes, I must ask in the village,” Vasilli said vaguely as 
he followed her. 

“There is a spare room in the barn if you wish to stay 
the night,” Anya offered before she realised she had done 
so. “As for me I’d better turn in before it gets too late.” 

“Once again I am in your debt,” Vasilli kissed her hand 
before he slipped out of the back door and into the wind. 
Anya closed the door as quickly as she dared and hurried 
into the sitting room. Yvan was still in the fire. 

“I am going for a shower and as far as I am concerned 
you can stay there,” Anya said her fear turning to 
annoyance. 
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Anya’s shower was a tiny square slab of concrete with a 
thin curtain around it. It had taken ten years to convince 
Eikki to put it in with a flushing toilet and a hot water 
system that ran off a small generator. He had still insisted 
on keeping the outhouse in case the plumbing failed. She 
stripped off her grubby clothes and sighed aloud as the 
steaming water cascaded over her. She scrubbed at the 
tingling skin where Vasilli had zapped her and hoped the 
sensation would fade. She noticed bruises on her hips and 
couldn’t remember where they had come from. 
Undoubtedly she would have knocked into the corners of 
something when she had been drunk a few days ago. After 
fifteen minutes and a good soaping she dried off and 
wrapped a heavy bathrobe around herself. Yvan was sitting 
on her bed waiting for her. 

“If you are quite finished you need to get dressed and 
we both need to get out of here,” he said, holding the 
heavy stick that Anya kept hidden under her bed. 

“I can’t get dressed while you’re in here, can I?” Anya 
folded her arms. 

“I will be outside the door. Dress warm,” Yvan said as 
he got to his feet. “Pack a bag.” 

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Anya snapped. “Your 
paranoia is completely unfounded. He hardly seems the 
murdering maniac to me.” 

“You keep thinking that and I will be putting you in a 
grave earlier than I anticipated,” said Yvan before shutting 
the door. 
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Anya pulled on a pair of jeans, a grey long-sleeved shirt 
and tied her boots tight. She tossed toiletries and clothes 
into a bag and took her grandfather’s heavy coat from the 
cupboard. It was burgundy, waterproofed suede, with 
stitched Sámi patterns around the hems and lined with 
soft fur. On the top shelf was a pistol and bullets. After a 
moment’s hesitation she pocketed it as well. Yvan was 
pacing outside the door and looked edgy. 

“Is there any way out of here besides through the 
doors?” he asked slinging Eikki’s old fishing bag that 
always hung on the back of the kitchen door over his 
shoulder. Anya hadn’t had the heart to move it after Eikki 
had died. She hadn’t moved anything she realised. 

“Why can’t we use the doors?” Anya asked as she 
grabbed her rifle. 

“He’ll be watching them. If I were you I would take 
anything from this house that you cherish because if I 
know my brother he will destroy everything.” 

“Why don’t you just try to work out your problems 
instead of running away?” Anya suggested as she took her 
grandfather’s journals off the shelf and put them in her 
bag. Yvan stopped and gave her a look like he was dealing 
with someone who was insane. 

“You could say it is a little too late for us to talk,” he 
said bluntly. 

“Yvan!” Vasilli’s voice echoed through the walls and 
Anya’s bones vibrated. “I know you are in there you 
coward! I can smell you! Come out or I shall burn the 
house down to get to you.” 
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“Do you still think we can talk out our problems?” 
Yvan said sarcastically. 

Anya peered through the curtains. Vasilli stood in the 
yard with a burning torch in one hand. The barn was a 
fireball behind him. “The animals!” Anya went for the 
door. 

Yvan grabbed her roughly. “They are already dead. You 
cannot save them,” he said and pulled her back. 

“Come out Yvan! Come out and I might be persuaded 
to spare that lying whore who is hiding you,” Vasilli 
called. “Hurry or I will kill her slowly in front of you.” 

Anya loaded her rifle. “Like hell you will.” 
“That won’t do much good,” Yvan said as he lowered 

the barrel. “Is there a way out?” 
Anya glared through the window at the burning barn. 

She was getting really angry now and being drunk wasn’t 
helping. “The cellar.” 

Yvan grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the 
kitchen and down the steps into the dark. “Now what?” 

Anya took two bottles of vodka. One went into her bag 
and from the other she took a long swig. “Now we pull 
this shelf back and get the hell out of here.” 

Yvan took the bottle from her and they pushed the 
shelf out of the way to reveal a well-used tunnel. Anya 
grabbed an old, dusty torch from where it hung on an iron 
nail and was relieved when the battery still worked. 

“No more vodka. You are no use to me drunk,” Yvan 
said as they used a handle on the back of the shelf to pull 
the secret door shut behind them. 
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*** 

Above the surface Vasilli felt power and anger twisting 
together in his veins. “Yvan!!” he shouted again to no 
reply. “You bring this upon yourself, brother,” he growled. 

Focussing his mind Vasilli raised his huge arms and 
released his rage. The earth shook as a wave of power 
surged forward and buckled the house in half before it 
burst into flames. Vasilli was still watching the house burn 
when a wolf trotted up and sat down at his heels. There 
was the sickening sound of bones snapping and a piercing 
yowl of pain before a bony man was sitting on his 
haunches. 

“Where is your brother?” Vasilli asked disapprovingly. 
His minions always ran together. 

“Vischtan is wounded and back in Skazki,” Vischto 
growled. “That bitch shot him with iron. It won’t slow 
him down for long.” 

“Good, I need you to find them and I am sure 
Vischtan wouldn’t mind a little revenge.” 

“Are you sure they survived that?” Vischto asked 
nodding toward the pile of glowing coals. 

“Undoubtedly.” The woman was a surprise. He knew a 
great deal about this particular family and the magic that 
they had in their blood. She seemed to be no threat 
though. He had only touched a little magic coming from 
her and she obviously had no training to use what she had. 
She hadn’t even suspected when he bespelled her to invite 
him inside of her house. They would not get far. 
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He would go back to Skazki for the night and regain 
the power he had used. The magic flowed in the very air of 
Skazki; in the real world it was barely discernible. Yvan 
had the firebird inside of him but he had no idea the 
power that could give him. He would never have the 
chance to find out. Yvan and the girl would be his by the 
following night. Ladislav had commanded him to return 
to Moscow with the firebird. Those were commands 
Vasilli would ignore, he would take the firebirds magic for 
himself and finally eradicate the threat of it once and for 
all. 
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Chapter Four 

Myths and Truths 

The tunnel spun in front of Anya; she used both hands on 
earth walls for support. She had found the entrance one 
day when she was ten and it was the first time Eikki had 
ever been very angry with her. 

“They were built in the war. They are dangerous from 
disuse. Never go in there.” Apparently that was another 
thing he lied about, Anya thought bitterly. Even in the 
scanty light she could see there had been no cave-ins nor 
were there any broken beams. 

The earth shook and Yvan turned to look at her. His 
firebird eyes glowed softly through the darkness. “That 
would have been your house,” he said softly. “I am sorry 
Anya.” 

“I don’t need your damn pity.” She pushed past him 
and kept following the tunnel. 

After nearly two hours of walking Anya hit her head on 
something and the blackness enveloped her. When she 
came to she realised Yvan was carrying her up a flight of 
wooden stairs. 
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“I think I bumped my head,” she said groggily. 
“You ran straight into the sliding bolt of a trap door,” 

Yvan said, his twitching mouth betraying his amusement. 
Even in her slightly concussed state and the swaying torch 
light she noticed how nice his lips were when he smiled. 
He lowered her onto a dusty old couch and stepped back. 
Yvan shone the light around and Anya realised they were 
in a small hunting cabin. Yvan found some matches and lit 
a lamp. The furnishings were sparse. A small camp bed 
with a wooden chest at the end of it occupied the far 
corner of the room; a table, a chair, a small cupboard and 
the couch she sat on took up the rest of the space. 

“We should be able to hide here for the night. Vasilli 
will be weak after destroying your house,” Yvan muttered. 

“Don’t you think it’s about time you tell me what’s 
going on?” she asked firmly. “I have nowhere to go now 
Yvan. In a way that is your fault so really you should tell 
me what I am caught in the middle of.” 

“Don’t look at me like that,” Yvan replied testily. “I 
was trying to prevent this very thing from happening. He 
got here early and for that I am sorry Anya. You have to 
come with me now otherwise you will be dead within a 
day.” 

“I don’t really have a choice do I? Besides, I have to 
stop the ‘magical’ gates from collapsing.” She tried to 
laugh but a nervous squeak came out instead. 

“You do have to close them and Skazki may be a good 
place to learn and hide. You won’t have restrictions like 
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you have in Mir. Even an untrained Shamanitsa in Skazki 
is better than none at all.” 

“That’s settled then, I am going with you. Now tell me 
what the hell this is all about.” 

“I will tell you. Whether or not you believe me is up to 
you,” Yvan said with resignation. 

“After what I have seen in the last few days I am ready 
to go on a little faith.” Anya wrapped the coat around her 
tighter, pulled off her boots and tucked her feet under her. 
Yvan squatted to light a small fire in the hearth. Fire came 
out of his hand igniting the dry wood. He looked at his 
hand in amazement for a few moments before turning 
back to her. 

“My father was the great Tsar Vyslav and he had the 
most beautiful orchard in all of Skazki. He was particularly 
proud of his golden apples. Every day he used to go to the 
orchard and count them. It came very quickly to his 
attention that one was being stolen every night.” 

“He was furious when he found out and posted guards 
to watch for the thief. In the dead of night the guards 
witnessed something not seen in our country for a 
thousand years. The apple thief was none other than a 
legendary firebird.” 

“When Vyslav found out he went to his two eldest 
sons, Dimitri and Vasilli, and told them the one who 
caught the firebird would get half of his kingdom and be 
his heir. I begged to try too but he would not let me. My 
brothers went to watch for the bird that night but when 
boredom struck they started to drink vodka and fell asleep. 
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The next day they tried to say the bird had not come at all 
but my father knew because another one of his golden 
apples was missing. I swear he loved those apples more 
than his own family,” Yvan added with a touch of sadness. 
“I finally convinced him to let me try. That night instead 
of vodka I drank a lot of strong coffee and managed to stay 
awake. I dressed in dark green clothes and hid as best as I 
could.” 

“After many hours it finally came. I was entranced by 
its beauty and blinded by the sudden light. As it perched 
in one of trees I crept up on it but I did not leap soon 
enough. The bird detected me as I pounced clumsily for it. 
By the Gods didn’t it squawk! I only just managed to grab 
one of its tail feathers before it flew off. My hands were 
already blistering by the time I rushed into the palace with 
my prize.” 

“As soon as my father saw the tail feather I knew it 
would not be enough for him. Sure enough in less than a 
day he commissioned my brothers to search for it claiming 
that whoever caught it would be given half his kingdom 
and be his heir. I was yet again forbidden to go even 
though I had been the one to catch the feather.” 

“Wait!” Anya said with her hands in the air to stop 
him. “I know this story. Eikki told it to me.” 

“Really? Or did he simply tell you the fairytale 
version?” Yvan said sarcastically. 

“The eldest brothers set out and they came across a 
large marker stone,” Anya said. “It said whoever took the 
first road would know hunger and cold, on the second 
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road his horse would die and the third road they would die 
but their horse would live.” Yvan snorted but Anya 
continued. 

“The brothers didn’t know which to take so they 
camped by the road for weeks to try to come to a decision. 
The youngest brother, you apparently, was finally allowed 
to go and you crept past your camping brothers. After 
taking the second road, a wolf ate your horse. The wolf 
was Koschey in disguise. He offered to carry you when you 
could walk no further. He took you to a lush garden where 
the firebird lived in a golden cage, but he told you to only 
take the bird and to leave the cage.” 

“That damn cage started it all,” Yvan interrupted. “It 
started ringing in alarm and woke the whole place up and 
of course I was captured in the process. I was dragged 
before the Tsar of that country and forced to tell him the 
whole wretched tale. He ended up taking pity on me but 
he boasted I could have had the firebird if I’d asked. 
Unlikely! He was going to execute me unless I went and 
stole for him a horse with a golden mane that belonged to 
a neighbouring Tsar. He had been coveting it for years but 
the neighbour would never even consider selling it to 
him.” 

“You met back up with Koschey didn’t you?” Anya 
asked. 

“Of course, and how the bastard laughed when I told 
him what happened,” Yvan continued, grinning at the 
memory. “He came with me to steal the horse but warned 
me not to touch its golden bridle. I thought he was 
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playing a trick on me in mockery of last time but he 
wasn’t.” 

“And you got caught again,” Anya laughed. 
“If I had thought the last Tsar had set a difficult task 

this one certainly outdid him. To get out of this execution 
I had to go and fetch a Princess from one of the other 
Tsardoms.” 

“Helena,” Anya stated. 
“Yes, Helena. She was…” Yvan faltered, searching for 

the right words to describe her. “She was very beautiful.” 
“You carried her off but you fell in love with her and 

when the time came to hand her over you couldn’t do it. 
So Koschey changed himself into her form and you 
exchanged him instead. That must have made an 
interesting wedding night.” 

“He escaped the Tsar that night and travelled with us 
to the next Tsardom,” Yvan continued. “He had had such 
a laugh tricking the last Tsar he offered to do it again. So 
he changed himself to look like the golden-maned horse 
and was exchanged once more. Helena and I rode off on 
the horse and waited for Koschey in the forest. He showed 
up two days later with a pack of hunters after him and was 
having a grand time of it. We only just managed to escape 
with Helena on the horse and me riding on Koschey’s 
back. The firebird really didn’t like the rough trip.” 

“Koschey finally left you though where he had first 
eaten your horse,” prompted Anya. 

“Yes, his repayment for eating my first horse was 
complete. Personally I think he came along just to create 
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some mischief. We decided to camp for the night before 
presenting my father with my success. But Vasilli and 
Dimitri knew we were there. Dimitri had always been 
rather dim-witted and tended to follow Vasilli in whatever 
he did. Not much of an older brother in any sense. Truth 
be told he was scared of Vasilli since the day he was born. 
We all knew Vasilli was different. He has a dark soul and a 
very cruel nature. But never did I think he had it in him to 
kill his own kin.” 

“They murdered you didn’t they?” Anya asked. Yvan 
looked uncomfortable but she continued. “They cut you 
up and threw you into the river. They threatened Helena 
into making her say that they, not you, had retrieved the 
horse, firebird and her. Your father bought the tale and 
Vasilli got half the kingdom…” 

“No, here is where this charming little bedtime story is 
wrong,” snapped Yvan. “Dimitri was to get half the 
kingdom. He was the rightful heir anyway. Vasilli wanted 
Helena and the firebird. He wanted Helena because she 
loved me not because he wanted a wife. Koschey found my 
body and caught the crows that were about to eat my dead 
flesh. The mother crow pleaded for her children and he 
agreed to let them live if she went and stole from the Gods 
themselves the Water of Death, which made my body 
whole again, and the Water of Life which made me live 
again. I don’t remember any of this. Koschey told me after 
and honestly I don’t know whether he was lying or not.” 
Yvan’s voiced trailed off. He was looking thoughtful and 
sad. When he continued his voice was quiet. 
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“After I woke he helped me onto his back and carried 
me back up the river to where Vasilli was about to wed 
Helena. My father was kind enough to listen to his naked, 
newly alive son. My brothers were to be punished but 
through tricks of Vasilli’s they managed to evade the 
guards and escape. He had always had talents with dark 
magic and my father had never tried to stop him using 
them.” 

“And you married Helena and lived happily ever after,” 
Anya said. 

“Hardly,” Yvan muttered. “Yes, I did marry Helena 
and for a time I thought we were happy. One night, about 
two winters later, I couldn’t sleep. I rose and started to 
walk around the palace as was my habit. I saw Vasilli and 
two of his minion shape shifters, Vischtan and Vischto, 
sneaking into the palace. They detected me straight away 
and were soon chasing me, baying for blood. Vasilli 
released the firebird from its cage and started to perform a 
spell which would enable him to steal the bird’s magic. He 
killed Helena for her blood because a human sacrifice was 
required to make the spell permanent. I ran to stop him 
but as I grabbed the bird it exploded and we were both 
reduced to ashes.” 

“When a firebird dies its ashes are carried on the winds 
to a sacred temple. There the priests make a new egg and 
when the time is right the bird re-hatches. Unfortunately 
for me, my ashes were carried on the winds as well.” 

“And you and the firebird were made into a new egg,” 
Anya finished in awe. “That is why you keep changing. 
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After all this time Vasilli is still hunting you. No wonder 
he is so impatient. It would be a long time to wait to get 
revenge on the one person who had foiled your plans,” 
Anya looked at Yvan and saw his pain and anguish. 
Immediately she felt ashamed of making him relive it all. 
Light had begun to trickle through the trees outside and 
the crushing weight of exhaustion settled on her. 

“Go to sleep Yvan,” she said gently. 
“You should sleep too,” he suggested as he stumbled 

over to the small camp bed. “We will have a long night 
ahead of us.” Anya went and stoked the fire high before 
curling up underneath her warm coat once more. 

Anya felt nervous as she watched the glowing coals 
something twisted around inside of her. The vibrations 
under her skin were getting stronger. She glanced across at 
Yvan who shook violently every few seconds in his sleep. 
What things are you dreaming about? 

Hesitantly she got up, picked up the faded blanket off 
the end of the camp bed and folded it over him. Her 
fingertips brushed him and she felt like she had been 
electrocuted. Images flooded her mind. Helena covered in 
blood, a mighty palace burning to the ground and Vasilli’s 
dark eyes following her everywhere. Anya stumbled 
backwards away from Yvan, shaking so forcefully she 
thought she would collapse. Yvan had stopped shivering 
and was now sleeping peacefully. 

“What have you gotten me into?” Anya whispered. 
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Chapter Five 

When Walls Break 

Anya woke hours later when the sun was high and found 
Yvan missing. She tossed back her coverings and put on 
her boots before going outside. Light poured through the 
heavy branches of the pine trees, turning their fallen 
needles golden. A few birch trees still had leaves left and 
their patterned bark caught her gaze. Anya hadn’t explored 
the forest in some time. After Eikki died it had made her 
skin crawl. She hadn’t even been able to walk the borders 
to collect wild berries without her eyes making shapes 
from the shadows. 

“I see you finally woke up,” Yvan’s voice cut through 
the stillness, making her jump. 

“Unlike some people I haven’t been asleep for the last 
few hundred years,” Anya replied. “I thought you might 
have abandoned me.” He smiled and held up two freshly 
caught trout. 

“I had to catch breakfast,” he said, “And I also wanted 
to make sure Vasilli had left.” 
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“Why didn’t you wake me? I wanted to check if any of 
the animals were alive.” Yvan looked away from her and 
Anya knew the news was bad. 

“There is nothing left. I am sorry. It would have been 
too traumatic for you to go back. I wanted to spare you 
any additional pain.” 

“If you knew anything about me then you would know 
I am used to it,” said Anya bitterly. “Was Vasilli gone?” 

“Yes, for now,” said Yvan as he moved towards the 
small cabin. “I think he will be back tonight. While he is 
in Mir looking for us we will slip into Skazki with a head 
start.” 

“I will get some wood.” 
“I’ve already got some,” Yvan pointed to the pile. 
Anya turned and gave him a meaningful look. “I will 

get some more,” she replied and headed for the trees. 
She didn’t know why she was angry with Yvan. He 

hadn’t destroyed her life. If anything he was possibly the 
only person who could help her solve the riddle of her 
supposed magical ability but she had become comfortable 
in her misery in the past few months. She found the 
stream and washed her face in the cold water. A deep pain 
filled her chest over the loss of the animals. Her striving to 
keep them alive and have the farm running had been for 
nothing. They all had names and had been her only 
company after Eikki had died. She had failed them. 

After a while Anya ambled back to the camp and sat 
next to the tree Yvan was cooking under. He passed her a 
tin plate with food on it and a cup of coffee. 
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“For a hunting cabin it is amazingly well stocked,” he 
commented as she picked at her food. “Eikki must have 
come here a lot.” 

“He used to disappear for days and always come back 
at night. I assumed he was hunting.” 

“I wonder if he practiced his magic here,” Yvan said 
thoughtfully. 

“If he did he never told me. He never told me 
anything.” 

“He was trying to protect you. He might have wanted 
to shield you from the burden of it all. It seems you have 
already suffered much tragedy in your life.” 

“If I had known where all the visions and other things I 
can do had come from then perhaps it wouldn’t have been 
so tragic,” argued Anya. 

“What can you do?” 
“I can see things. I can look at a person sometimes and 

know their secrets, things that should remain hidden. I 
dream of things and they happen. One of my dogs got hit 
by a car when I was little and I wished him to get better. 
In less than an hour he was running around like nothing 
had ever happened,” Anya said. She remembered how 
worried Eikki had looked that day. He had never said a 
word about it to her. 

“None of the mothers in town would let me play with 
their children because I told one of them their real father 
was the village priest. After that all hell broke loose. Turns 
out he had fathered more than one in town.” To Anya’s 
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surprise Yvan began to laugh. He had a good deep laugh 
which illuminated his whole face. 

“Another time a little boy pushed me over and I 
scraped my knee. I was so mad and embarrassed. Then the 
boy started to scream and scratch himself all over. He 
broke out in a rash and was away from school for three 
weeks,” Anya continued. “He was never game enough to 
push anyone over again.” 

“I imagine it would have been hard having all the 
mothers being afraid of you. It would have been lonely.” 

“I have always been too busy on the farm to ever feel 
lonely and Eikki was good company.” 

“Ilya was as well. I remember being so nervous when I 
met him. By the end of the night I was so drunk and 
hadn’t laughed so hard since I was a child. Perhaps it runs 
in the family,” Yvan said before taking a drink from his 
cup. 

“The drinking? It certainly has turned up in my nature. 
Insanity as well.” 

“You are not insane. I have met insane people and you 
do not even come close. And I thought you hitting your 
head last night was very amusing.” 

“I was drunk,” defended Anya. “I have an excuse.” 
“Of course,” he said seriously while trying not to smile. 

“It seems you have some magical talent. Now you are 
aware of it hopefully it will develop some more because 
you’re not trying to repress it all the time.” 
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“Pass me those plates and I will take them down to the 
wash house,” said Anya as she gathered up the cutlery. She 
didn’t want to talk about her theoretical magic. 

“There is a wash house?” 
“And a sauna. Come, I’ll show you,” said Anya as she 

got to her feet and led the way. She hadn’t been in the 
forest for a long time but she had slowly started to 
remember the cabin and the surrounding buildings from 
when she was a child. Eikki had brought here to show her 
what herbs grew in the forest and which mushrooms were 
poisonous. She hadn’t been there for so long she had 
forgotten about it completely. 

They followed an over-grown path through the trees to 
a little log shack built next to the stream. It held a large 
copper brazier which heated the water for the bath. Anya 
quickly lit the fire. She was going to have a hot bath today 
with or without Vasilli chasing them. 

“I wonder if he did his magic here. The Shamans of my 
people often used bath houses to perform their magics,” 
Yvan said as they looked around the building. “And 
Norsemen used saunas to invoke visions.” 

“That was probably due to dehydration,” Anya said 
dryly, “As you can see there is no evidence of magic.” To 
emphasise her point she pulled open the sauna door with a 
flourish. 

The benches she remembered had been pulled out and 
replaced with a small stool and a table. Dried plants hung 
from the roof with paintings and symbols covering the 
blackened walls. Anya felt heat rise through her and she 
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became dizzy and nauseous. “Oh shit,” she mumbled as 
she took in the clutter before her. She stumbled outside 
breathing in deep gulps of cool air. 

“Do you believe me now?” Yvan asked gently from 
behind her. 

“Would you have believed straight away if you were in 
my position? I never knew this even existed.” She 
indicated to the contents of the sauna. 

Yvan placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go back in. 
There could be things in there that could help us in 
Skazki.” 

“If you say so; I wouldn’t even know what I am 
looking at.” She walked back into the sauna and sat down 
on the little stool. Heat didn’t overwhelm her like it had 
done minutes ago. Yvan walked around the room 
examining the paintings and curious objects. Feeling 
useless and displaced Anya played with some smooth 
stones she found in a covered clay bowl on the table. She 
picked one up and dropped it on the table. A ripple passed 
through the table and continued on. Yvan stopped 
suddenly and looked outside. 

“Did you feel that?” he asked in a whisper. 
Anya picked up the stone again and dropped it against 

the pine. The same ripple occurred but stronger. Yvan 
turned to look at her. 

“What? I didn’t do anything,” she said defensively. 
Yvan strode angrily across the room and snatched the 

stone off the table. “You stupid girl,” he hissed as he 
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looked at the bowl. “These are rune stones! You do not 
drop these against a surface unless you are casting them.” 

“How the hell was I supposed to know? I’m not a 
shaman am I?” Anya snapped back and stormed from the 
sauna. 

  
Yvan cursed himself for reacting so harshly. How could 

he not? The girl was a liability. She’d probably given away 
their location all the way into Skazki. He put the runes 
into a leather bag lying on the table. He picked up the 
stone she had been playing with and looked at the symbol 
scratched into it. The rune Raidho; the symbol for 
journeys. He laughed grimly at the accuracy of her choice. 
She was cynical and bitter but her furious power would be 
a force to be reckoned with if trained. Perhaps she wasn’t 
such a liability after all. 

Find someone who can train her. She may be the one 
to stop Vasilli once and for all, the firebird said in his 
mind. It hadn’t tried to force its way out of him today for 
which Yvan was grateful. It felt like his very bones were 
shrinking and melting when it happened. 

Yvan made his way back to the cabin and found Anya 
cleaning her guns. “They won’t work once we get to 
Skazki,” he said as he watched her. “You will have to leave 
them here.” 

“How can I protect myself then?” Anya asked before 
adding snidely, “Magic?” 
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“You still don’t believe? You will see when you cross 
the borders tonight. Where did you get those guns 
anyway?” 

“They were my father’s. He was in the army when he 
was young.” 

“There is honour in serving your country.” 
“He didn’t serve after he met my mother,” Anya said 

and loudly banged the piece she was cleaning on the table. 
She picked up the barrel and began polishing it. 

Yvan put more wood on the fire, “How did he meet 
your mother?” 

“Why all the questions?” 
“We are going to be spending a lot of time together. I 

want to know a little about you. Besides, I told you about 
me.” 

Anya put down the barrel and leant back in her chair. 
“They met at a dance hall. I remember him telling me she 
looked exactly like Veronica Lake.” Yvan gave her a 
puzzled expression. “Never mind, she was beautiful,” Anya 
said not wanting to describe film to Yvan. “They met and 
fell in love and all that rubbish.” 

“Wait,” Yvan interrupted. “What do you mean by all 
that rubbish? Have you never been in love?” 

“No,” Anya answered without hesitation, “I know that 
desire can be mistaken for love. You tend to realise your 
mistake pretty quickly though.” 

“That sounds like experience talking.” 
“It is.” 
“What happened?” 
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“I ran away from Eikki. Took off for Moscow and 
didn’t look back. I needed to be free for once. I met 
someone and pretended to be someone else. It didn’t 
work. One night I was drunk and sleeping in a park. I 
heard a fight break out close by. Then warm arms were 
picking me up and I felt safe for the first time since I left 
the farm. I don’t remember much but when I woke up I 
was back home with Eikki. I never ran away again.” 

“This is the reason you don’t believe in love? Then it is 
because you have never felt it. That is why you think it 
does not exist.” 

“I don’t know. I have never been very emotional,” 
Anya admitted. “None of the good emotions anyway.” 

“That’s so tragic,” Yvan said quietly. “One day you will 
feel it. And when you do it will shake you to the very core 
of your being.” 

“I’m not a hundred percent sure I have a core either,” 
Anya laughed darkly. 

“I think there is more to you than meets even your 
own eyes. You will realise your full potential soon. I 
believe you feel like you’re half a person. That is not 
surprising considering you have suppressed a huge part of 
your soul. The magic sings in your blood, but you just 
need to hear it.” Anya played with the hem of her sleeve 
and didn’t look at him. 

“I brought these for you,” Yvan handed her the leather 
bag with Eikki’s rune stones in it. “They are extremely 
valuable. I was never of a magical persuasion but ever since 
the firebird and I hatched I feel power strongly. These are 
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giving off an aura even here in Mir. I hope they won’t give 
off an even bigger aura once we get to Skazki because it 
will act like a beacon for Vasilli.” 

“Why don’t we leave them here?” Anya pushed. “It 
would save us any additional trouble.” 

“Rune stones of this power are rare, useful and 
important. They could help us greatly in Skazki.” 

“Only if we can hide them.” 
“It’s worth the risk,” said Yvan. “Trust me on-” He cut 

out mid-sentence, choking on his words. The firebird 
began to squirm and push its way through him. His bones 
began to crack and he screamed. 

  
Anya leapt off her chair and grabbed him by his 

shoulders, pushing him out of the cabin before he lit the 
building on fire. He collapsed on the ground as his arms 
started to transform into wings and flames lit up along his 
back reducing his clothes to ashes. 

The last transformation had been quick but this 
seemed to go on and on. Yvan was groaning and bucking 
under the pain. His body was refusing to settle in one 
form as firebird and man fought for domination. 

Anya rushed back inside and grabbed a bucket of 
drinking water. She poured it over him, dousing the 
flames. Yvan groaned, collapsing face down and naked in 
mud and ash. Anya dropped the bucket and sank to her 
knees beside him. 

“Yvan?” she said and gently touched his shoulder. As 
soon as she touched him she felt a bolt of static like the 
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one she had when she had touched him while he had been 
dreaming. In her mind she saw the firebird squirming, 
wanting to be released. 

“Leave him be,” Anya told it coldly. 
I want to see the world. I want to be free, a voice 

touched her mind. It sounded old and metallic. 
“You need to compromise you stupid bird.” 
Done, said the firebird. Yvan started to seize and Anya 

quickly rolled him onto his side to keep his airways clear. 
Colours danced along his skin, flashing back and forth. 
Finally with a cry that sounded like it had been ripped 
from his throat, the colours settled. 

Tattooed on his entire torso was a stylised firebird. Its 
wings stretched up over his shoulders and cascaded down 
his back. The tattoo was bright oranges, reds and yellows. 
The firebird’s head was to the right and to Anya’s horror 
its eye winked at her. Yvan groaned and coughed. 

“Are you all right?” 
“No, I don’t think I am,” he said hoarsely. “What 

happened?” 
“The bird tried to get free of you,” said Anya. “And I 

yelled at it to leave you alone.” 
“It listened to you?” 
“It wanted to see so that’s why,” she gestured at his 

fresh tattoo. 
“Well…I…hmm,” he mumbled in shock and touched 

it. “It feels so different.” He took her hand before she 
could protest and ran her fingers along the wings on his 
arms and down his chest. It felt extremely soft, like one 
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continuous feather. Anya suddenly became aware of how 
naked Yvan was. She reddened and pulled her hand away. 

“You really should go down to the wash house,” she 
said as she quickly got to her feet. “I’ll find you a towel, or 
blanket or something.” Anya went back into the cabin and 
searched the cupboards until she found some old towels. 
She glanced out of the window as she walked past it and 
saw Yvan get unsteadily to his feet. He turned and Anya 
quickly averted her eyes. 

“Shit,” she cursed, more embarrassed than before. Yvan 
walked to the steps and with her eyes shut tight she held 
out the towel for him. He took it from her but her eyes 
stayed shut. 

“You can open your eyes,” said Yvan. 
“Are you covered?” 
“Does it matter?” 
“Yes.” There was a rustle of fabric. 
“Covered.” Anya risked a glance as Yvan finished 

tucking the towel about his waist. 
“Thank you for putting out the flames,” he said as he 

caught her eye. His own eyes had changed from the 
burning reds of the firebird to a vibrant blue. The firebird 
could now see for itself. 

“Sure, anytime, no problem,” Anya said shakily. Yvan’s 
eyes sparkled with amusement. Anya felt herself blush 
again and desperately hoped he couldn’t read her mind. 

“I better go get cleaned up,” he said with a grin before 
he turned and headed down the path. Anya watched him 
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walk away, his tattoo shimmering and she realised she was 
now in even more trouble. 

She pulled herself together and went to look for some 
clothes. Buried in an old chest she found a pair of overalls 
and a long nightshirt that might fit him. Eikki had been a 
short man and Yvan was very tall and broad. 

Anya grabbed some clean clothes for herself and 
headed down the path. She discreetly knocked on the door 
and waited for Yvan to reply. 

“Come in,” he said. Anya took a deep breath and 
walked into a cloud of steam. 

“I’ve brought you some clothes…oh shit I’m sorry,” 
she said and quickly turned her back. 

“You have a problem with nakedness don’t you?” Yvan 
laughed loudly. 

“I don’t have a problem with nakedness, just a problem 
with you being naked,” she defended. 

“In my time everyone used to bathe and sauna 
together.” 

“Are you suggesting something?” 
“I wouldn’t dare. Did it sound like I was suggesting 

something?” 
“Yes,” Anya said bluntly. 
“Why would I?” 
“You haven’t seen a woman, let alone a woman naked, 

for over a hundred years,” she replied. “If I was stuck in an 
egg for that long I would not only want to see a man 
naked I would want a good…” Anya shut her mouth very 
quickly. 
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“Sounds like you are suggesting something now,” Yvan 
teased. 

“I can’t believe we are having this conversation at a 
time like this,” she muttered. 

“A time like what?” 
“In a couple of hours I’m going to be crossing into 

Skazki! Skazki for god’s sake. Oh but it gets better! My 
grandfather was a whacked out Shaman who never taught 
me a thing,” Anya exclaimed, slightly hysterical. Yvan was 
making her terribly nervous and she really hated that. He 
placed his big hands on her shoulders. 

“It will be fine,” Yvan said next to her ear. “You are 
stronger than you think.” 

“I have nothing to lose now any way, Yvan,” said Anya. 
“I never had much to begin with.” He slowly rubbed her 
shoulders without saying anything. She started to feel tears 
build in her eyes ready to betray her at any moment. There 
had been no one to comfort her since Eikki had died. The 
villagers had treated her with an undisguised resentment. 
Eikki had been a healer; Anya had nothing to offer them 
so she had been shunned. Anya’s hand automatically came 
up and crushed into her chest, trying to ease the raw pain 
clinging there. 

  
Yvan felt her shoulders trembling under his hands. She 

had smaller shoulders than he thought under her oversized 
clothes. He got such a sense of isolation and vulnerability 
from her that he flinched. Yvan watched in amazement as 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

65 

his tattoo started to move. The wing tips reached down his 
arms to his fingertips so it could touch Anya’s shoulders. 

Comfort her you fool, the firebird’s voice touched his 
mind. She needs human contact. Taking a deep breath 
Yvan moved forward and put his arms around her. Her 
whole body stiffened in alarm before a large sob came out 
of her. Anya’s legs started to buckle and they sank down 
together on the damp floor. 

“I’ve got you,” he soothed. 
“They killed them,” she whimpered. “They killed them 

and I could do nothing to stop them. They killed my 
parents. They killed my grandfather. He was all chewed up 
and I couldn’t stop it.” 

“How could you have stopped them? You have known 
nothing about the forces against you and your family.” 

“If I did I could have done something and I wouldn’t 
be so alone.” 

“You’re not alone now are you?” he said giving her a 
slight squeeze. “We are both orphans with the world 
against us.” 

She turned her face to look at him. Her green eyes were 
filled with tears and her lips red from crying. Her face had 
been so blank since he met her that to see her walls 
crumbling down animated her beautifully. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…you know…start 
crying,” she stumbled and tried to get to her feet. “I had 
some rough months and I haven’t been sleeping lately.” 
He held her tightly so she wouldn’t go. 
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“I was beginning to wonder when that icy disposition 
of yours was going to melt.” She laughed deeply for the 
first time. The transformation was amazing and 
unnerving. 

“You look very pretty when you laugh,” he blundered. 
“Oh yes, crying and slobbering is a great look. I bet 

you’re really glad you dropped that line about all of your 
people bathing together now.” 

“I am actually,” he said as he brushed her tears away 
with his thumbs. “At least now you have cried some the 
ice out of your veins.” 

“Hilarious, my sides are splitting,” Anya said with a roll 
of her eyes. “Let me get up and have my bath before I have 
to freeze all night in the forest.” She went to move again 
and to Yvan’s surprise he held on for a fraction longer 
before he released her. She got to her feet and went to 
check the brazier. Yvan got off the ground and made sure 
his towel was firmly attached. 

“I hope you didn’t steal all my hot water,” Anya said as 
she pulled off the heavy woollen cardigan. Yvan tried not 
to stare as she turned on the taps and let the steaming 
water pour into the tub. Hidden underneath the oversized 
man’s clothes was a curvy figure with fair skin. 

“I found some clothes that may fit you,” Anya said and 
pointed to the chair where she had put them. 

“When I get to Skazki I will be able to get clothes that 
fit,” Yvan said. “We both will need to get something to 
blend in. Fortunately women are not allowed to wear 
men’s clothes there.” 
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“Are you saying there is something wrong with my 
clothes?” Anya asked with her hands on her hips. “They 
happen to be extremely comfortable.” 

“They look like der’mo,” Yvan argued honestly. “You 
could be a man under there and no one would know.” 

“Get out of here,” she said shoving him towards the 
door. He soon found himself outside, half naked with the 
door shut firmly behind him. 
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Chapter Six 

Through the Blue 

The sun had started to set while Yvan had been in the 
washhouse. He tried not to stare mesmerised at the trees 
and sky. He hadn’t been fully conscious the whole time he 
had been in the egg but he remembered flashes of being 
cramped in the dark, of being afraid. He went back to the 
cabin and pulled on the clothes Anya had found for him. 
He hoped when they got to Skazki her abilities would 
come to her. He would have a rough time trying to protect 
them both. He was going to have to call on some help. 

They had better be trustworthy. The last thing she will 
need is to be betrayed by someone she trusts. She’s trusting 
you, prince, against her better judgement. He felt the 
firebird moving along his skin and he fought the urge to 
rub his chest. He did his best to ignore the extra voice in 
his head. 

Yvan stepped out into the cool evening air to watch the 
sun dip behind the trees. Movement next to a pine tree 
caught his eye. A starved wolf watched him. He saw the 
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stick man hidden underneath. Yvan ran to the wash house 
and burst through the door. 

“What are you doing?” Anya demanded. She had only 
managed to get one of the buttons of her shirt done up. 

“We need to leave,” Yvan said as she put on her boots. 
He grabbed her hand, pulled her outside and back up to 
the cabin. 

“What’s going on?” Anya asked as she shrugged on her 
heavy coat and picked up her bag. “Is it Vasilli?” 

“I saw Vischto.” 
“Vischto?” 
“You know how you shot at a wolf man? That must 

have been his brother Vischtan. They are Vasilli’s 
minions,” explained Yvan. “They are his spies which 
means he will be coming for us so we need to go now.” 

Yvan grabbed the bag of runes off the table and put 
them in his pocket before they hurried from the cabin. 
The firebird twitched against his skin, moving its feathers 
away from them. Yvan wasn’t sure where Eikki had got 
them. Most likely they had been passed down for 
centuries, growing with power each passing year. Yvan 
wondered why Eikki had never taught Anya about who 
she was and what she could do. Her family had always 
been gatekeepers, so why not her? It would take a very 
good reason for a shaman to not pass on knowledge to his 
heir. Something must have scared him and Yvan could 
only imagine what would be frightening enough to scare a 
man like Eikki. 
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Anya ran blindly behind Yvan. He gripped her hand 
tightly as they bolted through the darkening forest. She 
put her other hand out in front of her to knock away 
branches. She hoped they wouldn’t crash straight into a 
blackberry bush in their haste. It seemed Yvan could see in 
the dark because he never tripped at all while she stumbled 
to keep up. It didn’t help that his legs were twice as long as 
hers. 

“Where are we going?” she panted. 
“Right now we are getting as far away from the cabin as 

we can before Vasilli gets here. As for passing over into 
Skazki; I will know the crossing when I see it. They move 
sometimes but will always be in the same stretch of forest.” 
Anya heard a howl in the distance and the sweat froze on 
the back of her neck. She quickened her pace running 
close to Yvan. 

“Don’t over exert yourself. He has to wait for Vasilli 
before he can do anything. If Vasilli was in the area we 
would know. If we cross into Skazki tonight then 
hopefully we can get a head start while he is searching the 
forest for us.” 

“That is if he doesn’t catch us first.” 
“Do not even joke about that,” Yvan said seriously. 

“We were very lucky last time. I doubt it will happen 
again. If you were trained we would have more of a chance 
of survival, but you’re not.” 

“Thank you for reminding me.” Anya stopped as she 
felt an invisible wave of vibrations roll through the air and 
over them. 
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“What was that?” she asked, her hand was trembling in 
his. 

“You can feel that. The tingling?” 
“Yes.” 
“Skazki will open soon and the forest will become the 

Otherworld. That’s what you can feel. I have never been 
able to pass through the gates without a gatekeeper’s help. 
The firebird’s power should change that.” A wolf howled 
again and they both started to run. 

“Vischto will try to stop us entering,” Yvan said. “He 
won’t be able to cross without Vasilli.” 

Anya slowed as she saw a blue shimmer through the 
trees. “What is that?” she asked and pointed. 

“That’s our way in.” Yvan headed towards the 
shimmer. 

“It looks like an aurora,” Anya said when they stopped 
in front of it. 

“I hope it lets you through,” Yvan said unexpectedly, 
like the thought had only just occurred to him. 

“It’s a little late to be thinking like that,” Anya said 
sharply. Vischto jumped through the trees, landing only 
metres from them and let out a blood-chilling howl. 
Without hesitation Yvan jumped through the light. Anya 
saw his faint outline on the other side. Anya tried pushing 
her way through but it was resisting her. Vischto was 
moving in on her slowly and purposefully. 

“Let me in dammit!” Anya cursed and punched with all 
her might. Something burned up through her and she fell 
through the wall of light just as Vischto attacked. She 
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landed heavily on the forest floor scraping the palms of her 
hands. Yvan helped her to her feet. 

“I thought it wasn’t going to be let you through,” he 
said looking very pale. 

“It wasn’t,” she replied as she brushed the leaf litter off 
her trousers. He picked the leaves out of her tangled hair. 

Through the sheer blue light they saw Vischto throw 
himself against the wall in frustration. 

“We need to keep moving,” Yvan said firmly. 
Anya turned and followed Yvan into the darkness 

without looking back. Her skin was still tingled all over 
and she rubbed at her arms to stop it. Yvan’s hand found 
hers in the dark. 

“Don’t get lost,” he said and Anya saw the flash of his 
smile through the gloom. 

“How come he couldn’t get through?” 
“He needs Vasilli’s magic. Not much can get through a 

gate without the help of a powerful magic user or a 
gatekeeper. Sometimes gatekeepers will lay a charm on 
someone which can make it so they can pass through. 
They don’t give it lightly. You might as well leave your 
guns here. They won’t fire in Skazki. Real world science 
will not work in the Otherworld. There is real magic here 
and guns will be a dead weight to carry.” Anya placed 
them regretfully next to a tree and followed Yvan into the 
night. 
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Anya woke cocooned in dry autumn-coloured leaves. 
Sunlight dripped through the branches and the world felt 
warm and close. 

The firebird studied Anya from the open top of Yvan’s 
shirt, its golden head sticking out of his chest. Unnerved 
Anya reached across and pulled the shirt over to cover its 
head. The movement woke Yvan and he looked at her 
sleepily. 

“Sorry, the firebird was being creepy,” she apologised. 
“Or you just wanted to touch me,” he joked lamely. 
“Please!” Anya said with a rolling her eyes. 
“I thought you would still be asleep. We only stopped 

running two hours ago.” 
Anya yawned dramatically. “Go back to sleep. I will 

drift off eventually.” 
“We will need to move on in an hour or so,” said Yvan 

as his eyes shut again. “It’s going to be a long day and a 
longer night.” 

Anya went to answer him but was asleep again before 
her lips began to move. 

*** 

Look through the glade to where two exhausted travellers 
sleep. A fox pads his way silently through the leaf litter 
towards them. He is curious because humans are rarely 
seen in this part of the forest. 
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He sniffs the woman cautiously. She smells strongly of 
Mir. Colours swirl around her brightly. There is strong 
raw magic here but it is buried deep. 

He sniffs the man and smells a bird. Curious, he sniffs 
further towards the opening of the man’s shirt. A bird 
leaps out and snips the fox’s nose with its sharp beak. 

“Gods!” the fox curses as it jumps out of harm’s way. 
Be gone, a voice touches the fox’s mind. His tail 

standing on end the fox turns and bolts from the glade. He 
knows who would pay for such a shocking revelation. A 
firebird has returned to Skazki! 

See the old bent crone standing in front of a bubbling 
cauldron in the middle of a cottage made of bones. She is 
stirring her soup slowly, humming with pleasure. It had 
been a long time since a child wandered through to Skazki 
and across her path. It had been a petulant creature and 
she had to cackle that Mir people had stopped telling their 
children the old stories about her. Hopefully more 
unsuspecting children would come and she would grow fat 
on their dreams before getting fat on their flesh. She could 
never have such fun in Mir; too many rules there, too 
many people watching her. 

“Hey Old Iron Teeth!” a voice calls up to her, “I have 
information for you! Let down your house and I shall 
share it with you.” Baba Yaga continues to stir before 
finally relenting. The cabin wobbles slightly as it lowers its 
chicken legs and comes to rest on the ground. 

The shiny black nose of a fox appears through her door 
before the rest of it steps tentatively across the wooden 
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floor to where she’s cooking. A pile of children’s clothes lie 
discarded in a corner of the room. The fox knows what she 
is cooking and holds back a shudder. There are some 
things even foxes know better than to eat. 

“What is it you wish to tell me?” Baba Yaga asks. “Be 
warned if you lie to me I shall eat another of your cubs.” 

“There are Mir visitors in the forest,” he says. 
“And?” 
“There is a woman and she has power.” The fox licks 

his lips nervously as the old witch stops stirring. “And 
there is a man from Skazki with her and he is split in two.” 

“How is he split in two?” she asks and turns to face 
him. 

“He shares his body with a firebird,” mumbles the fox. 
Baba Yaga stares intently at him and he feels her moving 
in his mind searching for the lie in his tale. He thinks of 
the bird and how it bit his nose. 

She starts to laugh hysterically. “Finally! He has been 
reborn and he brings the girl to me at last.” 

“My debt?” asks the fox hopefully. 
“It has been paid,” the witch snaps. “Now leave before 

I change my mind and add fox to my stew.” The fox 
doesn’t need to be asked twice. He bolts through the door 
just as it snaps shut taking part of his tail. Baba Yaga 
shuffles over to her loom and checks through her weave 
again. Yes, it was almost time for her plans to come into 
fruition. Her gnarled hand strokes the lid of a wooden 
crate and she feels the power of the game board inside of 
it. Yes, it was almost time. 
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*** 

Back in the glade Anya dreamt. She is dressed in wolf furs 
standing in front of a roughly constructed stone altar. 
There is an army in the cold, winter forest behind her. 
They are waiting for a battle to start. The smell of fear, 
mud and blood hangs in the air. Warriors stamp their feet 
in an effort to warm themselves. They are waiting for her 
to complete a sacrifice to help ensure the army’s victory. 
They know the stories of her power and a good omen 
from her would change the course of their war. 

The altar before her is stained a reddish brown and is 
charred from the hundreds of sacrifices shamans have 
made here. She picks up a small black goat and places it 
lying down on the cold surface. It looks up at her with sad, 
drugged eyes. She pulls out a long knife with a handle 
carved like a snarling bear. With two precise cuts she 
opens the goat’s throat and stomach. Blood and entrails 
spill out onto the stone. Using her knife blade she moves 
the gory mess around before reaching to her belt and 
pulling out the leather pouch holding her rune stones. 
Dipping her finger into the blood she quickly marks each 
stone. She cuts her finger and marks them again. 

“Shamanitsa…” a voice behind her tries to draw her 
attention. It is the Tsar of the army waiting nervously in 
the forest. She doesn’t answer him. He is impatient and 
her art is not a thing to be hurried. He has raped her every 
night since he captured and brought her there. She plans 
on killing him as soon as she has the chance. There are 
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some actions that are unforgivable, even for desperate 
Tsars in the middle of a war. 

Taking a deep breath and steadying her thoughts she 
breathes onto the stones in her hand and begins to sing. 
She feels power rush through her veins as the song twists 
and forms. It has no words. The men guarding her step 
back in fear. Finally the song ends and she casts the stones 
across the bloody altar. What she sees makes her heart 
glow with satisfaction. 

“Shamanitsa, answer me,” the Tsar demands. 
“Victory,” she says bluntly as she turns to face him. For 

the army, she thinks smugly, not for you. 
“Good,” he says. “You are free to go, witch. If you have 

lied I will find you and kill you myself.” She doesn’t thank 
him. She gets her rune stones together and walks into the 
forest. She climbs to the top of the hill and from the cliff 
face watches the battle that which begun. Tuoni appears 
beside her. He is dressed in black cotton, strong leather 
and has a sword on his back. He looks like a warrior. 

“Kill him,” she says harshly. “As painfully as possible. 
Let him be just alive enough to feel the crows pluck out 
his eyes.” 

Tuoni takes her by the shoulders and turns her to face 
him. “Remember this Anya. Dreams have power; they 
show old truths you are too blind to see on waking. They 
make you remember memories that are lost in the blood 
flowing through your veins. Remember her magic. 
Remember what she did when you wake,” he says before 
he pushes her off the cliff. 
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*** 

Anya’s body jerked awake. The dream came back to her 
and she started to sweat. Her shoulders hurt where Tuoni 
had pushed her. She could still smell burning flesh and her 
brain was humming with the words to the song which 
weren’t words at all. Yvan crashed through the trees and 
pulled her to her feet. 

“We have to go,” he said urgently. Panic was pouring 
off him and which scared her more than the dream. “What 
just happened? What the hell did you do?” 

“I was dreaming,” Anya stammered and wiped the 
sweat from her face. 

“You were projecting in your sleep,” said Yvan. 
“Dreams have power in Skazki. I don’t know what you 
dreamed about but it just sent out a magical beacon 
saying, ‘Here I am.’ Gods knows who and what it’s going 
to attract.” 

“What does it matter who it attracts? There is no way 
Vasilli could have caught up to us yet,” she said unable to 
keep the tremble out of her voice. 

“You don’t understand,” muttered Yvan. 
Anya stopped moving. “Then explain it to me.” He 

grabbed her arm and forced her to start walking again. 
“There are Powers in Skazki, in the whole of the 

Otherworld. They are the main rulers here. Everyone falls 
under allegiance to one or the other, even the Tsars pacify 
them. Very few beings aren’t obligated to one of them. It’s 
a lifetime bond if you owe them a favour,” Yvan explained. 
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“When someone potentially powerful enters their realms 
they know and they will try to make you obligated to 
them.” 

“But I am not powerful. They couldn’t have an interest 
in me! If they have an interest in anyone it’s you and that 
fucking bird.” 

“You have power,” Yvan yelled in frustration. “You just 
don’t know how to use it which is worse because they 
could mould you anyway they like.” 

“They can go to hell,” Anya yelled back. “If I can’t use 
it no one can.” 

“You are acting very stupidly. Think what you are 
saying. These beings are so powerful they could make you 
believe anything. One spell, one cantrip and you would be 
their willing slave. You have no way to protect yourself. 
You are defenceless against them.” 

They walked for the next hour in a very crowded 
Silence. Anya could feel the capital S. Yvan, who had 
begun to loosen up in the past day, was back to being up-
tight and short tempered. She wanted to say sorry for 
behaving like a child, but couldn’t quite muster it. With 
Eikki she used to be able to hug him and he would know 
she was sorry. She wasn’t game enough to touch Yvan. 

The dream had scared her. It had felt so real. The 
buzzing in her head was becoming more intense. 

“Do you have any weapons?” he asked eventually. 
“I have a knife in my bag.” It had been a fishing knife 

Eikki had given her. Yvan made her take it out and tuck it 
in her belt with her shirt covering it. 
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“Do you know where we are?” she asked, fearing he 
would go back to being silent. 

“As soon as we find a road or a village I will know. 
Skazki tends to change when you aren’t paying attention, 
just like the rest of the Otherworld,” Yvan said. “I am 
focussed on getting us as far away from the forest as 
possible. Thanks to your dreaming who knows what will 
be following us.” 

They stumbled through the trees and onto a dirt road. 
“Which way?” Anya’s ribs were aching from trying to keep 
up with Yvan’s long strides and the sun had started to go 
down. She turned to look at Yvan who was standing 
rigidly, staring at something past her left shoulder. 

“Should I turn around?” whispered Anya as the hair on 
her neck rose. 

“Come slowly to me,” said Yvan. “Get behind me.” 
Anya turned as a rider moved from the edge of the forest 
and stopped in the middle of the road. 

The rider was a shaggy man the colour of dried blood. 
He was filthy and matted with gore. His red eyes glowed 
in the failing light. In one hand he held a long crude spear 
covered in old blood. His horse was massive and was the 
same bloody red. 

“We have no quarrel with you or your mistress,” Yvan 
told the Red Rider. 

“You have been summoned nonetheless. She does not 
like to be kept waiting. I have been instructed to take you 
by force if necessary.” 

“You could ask politely,” said Anya. 
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“He just did,” Yvan said before turning back to the 
Red Rider. “Lead the way. We would be honoured to meet 
your mistress.” 

The Red Rider steered his horse in the opposite 
direction. “Don’t even think to run. The Black Rider is 
waking in the woods and he is not as polite as I,” he called 
to them. 

“What the hell is going on?” Anya asked Yvan. He was 
silent for a few minutes before turning to face her. 

“Tell me, Anya,” he said softly. “Have you ever heard 
of Baba Yaga?” 
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Chapter Seven 

Bones 

Anya had never seen a house uglier house than Baba 
Yaga’s. It was made entirely of mouldy bones in the same 
interlocking design as a log cabin. A thorny garden grew as 
high as the fence and skulls, bleached white by the sun, 
capped each fence post. Two enormous scaly chicken legs 
came out on either side of the house. 

Anya snorted in amusement and disgust. Yvan, she 
noticed, had turned an interesting shade of grey. The Red 
Rider disappeared back through the trees and left them 
waiting. 

“Come on, lets get this over with,” Anya sighed. 
“You should be more afraid,” Yvan muttered. 
“Why would I be afraid of a shitty old house and a 

gnarly old witch who waylays travellers even though they 
have done her no harm,” Anya yelled towards the house. 

“By all means do come in, loud-mouthed girl,” a voice 
reached out to them. The gate and the door to the house 
silently opened for them. The smell of cooking meat 
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reached Anya’s nose. It wasn’t a comforting smell and it 
set her nerves humming. 

“No,” Anya yelled back before adding quietly to Yvan, 
“I know the stories. If we go in there we don’t ever come 
out.” 

Baba Yaga appeared in the garden. She looked Anya up 
and down with beady black eyes. She had chaotic grey hair 
and a smile made of iron. Anya felt pressure build behind 
her eyes but she pushed it back as hard as she could. The 
old witch shuddered once and the pressure stopped. “Ah, 
Yanka I thought you were dead,” she cackled. 

“Your memory must be fading in your old age. My 
name is not Yanka,” Anya said firmly. Yanka; that name 
sounded so familiar but Anya couldn’t place it. 

“I heard she had crossed to Mir and bred with a filthy 
human! And here is her spawn, in the company of Vyslav’s 
son and a firebird.” 

Yvan opened his mouth to protest but Baba Yaga held 
up her hand to stop him. “Don’t even bother to deny it,” 
she snapped. “I can smell its magic from here.” 

“What is it you want?” Anya demanded. “We have 
nothing.” This woman from the stories Eikki used to tell 
her was more overwhelming in the flesh. She wanted to 
turn and run. 

“Oh really? And how could it be that Yanka’s blood 
knows what I want?” Baba Yaga said. “As it turns out I 
have something you want.” 

“I doubt it.” 
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“You have no idea who you really are and what powers 
you actually have,” said the witch. “I could tell you, I 
could show you child.” 

“At what price though,” muttered Yvan. 
“It is cheap for what I offer,” smiled Baba Yaga. “I 

want Yanka’s Rune stones.” 
“I’d rather not know. Ignorance seems like bliss,” Anya 

stated. 
“What about if you give us the directions we need?” 

Yvan asked, “We would like to leave your forest.” 
“For the Runes?” 
“It is a different thing we bargain for and at a different 

cost.” 
“And what do you offer?” Baba Yaga still hadn’t taken 

her hungry eyes off Anya which was starting to annoy her. 
She remembered what Yvan said about the Powers 
wanting to use her and she moved closer to him. 

“How about a feather from the firebird?” Yvan said. 
“You know what it could be used for and you know it is 
over-paying for a simple thing such as directions.” 

“And where would it be that you wish to go?” the old 
witch asked, rubbing her hands together. 

“We want a straight passage through Skazki,” said 
Yvan. “One which doesn’t involve getting waylaid by any 
of the Powers.” 

“I don’t know all the ways of the Otherworld but I 
have an item in my possession that will,” Baba Yaga 
grunted. “You better make it a good feather.” She turned 
and went back into the cottage. 
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“I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Anya. “I 
don’t think we can trust her.” 

“Anya?” 
“Yes?” 
“Look away, I am about to take my clothes off so I 

don’t destroy them,” said Yvan. “I know how nudity 
makes you nervous.” 

“It doesn’t if I have something worth looking at.” She 
turned her back and heard Yvan start to whimper slightly 
as the transformation began. She turned just as he burst 
into flames. The firebird let out a joyful cry as it launched 
up into the sky. It floated through the air like a kite of fire. 

“I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it,” said 
Baba Yaga as she came out of the cottage again. “Two 
creatures sharing the same body is tricky business 
especially with one more powerful than the other. It will 
get frustrated and try to take over. People will come after it 
wanting its magic. You are better off letting him go on his 
own and staying here to become my pupil.” 

“Is that what Yanka did?” 
The old witch spat on the ground before answering. 

“She should have. She had too much power in her that she 
didn’t know what to do with. I heard she blew herself up 
but looks like she must have gone to Mir after all.” She 
grunted again. “Her talent would have been wasted there.” 

“Perhaps it got too much,” Anya found herself saying. 
“In Mir she would be safe from it because it doesn’t flow 
as strong there.” 
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“It would explain why you are such an untrained, bad 
mannered nuisance,” she snapped. “It will start to 
consume you too if you do not learn how to control it. 
You look like her…Same eyes, same hair.” She stretched a 
bony hand to touch it but Anya side stepped her. 

“I was only told there was magic in my family the day 
before he hatched in my house,” said Anya and pointed up 
at the frolicking bird. She wished he would come down so 
she could get away from the old witch. 

“You are too much like her so they probably didn’t 
want to encourage it.You should stay here. Let him go.” 
Anya felt the pressure moving gently behind her eyes again 
and she slammed it back. She turned angrily to face the 
old witch who was smirking. 

“Stop it, stay out of my head,” she said as she clutched 
her skull. “I will not leave him.” 

“He is already clouding your judgement, foolish child. 
I can’t believe Yanka produced such an idiot,” snarled the 
witch. The pressure vanished from her head and Anya 
breathed deeply with relief. Anya watched the firebird land 
softly on the ground. 

“If you don’t mind I would like us to get on with it,” 
Baba Yaga insisted. The bird ruffled itself up and selected 
a feather before pulling it out. It screeched angrily as Yvan 
started to push his way back through until at last he was 
naked and shaking before her with the feather in his hand. 
Anya handed him back his clothes and he put them on 
slowly, his body obviously sore from the transformation. 
The tattoo moved itself back into place and Yvan held out 
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the feather to Baba Yaga. She handed him a round leather 
bag the size of a small plate. 

“Place Raidho from Yanka’s runes on the drum, ask it 
for guidance, beat the drum and it will show you the way,” 
Baba Yaga said as she tucked the feather away in a fold in 
her robes. “There is a village not far from here. I suggest 
you get there as quickly as possible. If you are still in my 
forest at full night I will get my Black Rider to kill you.” 

*** 

Vasilli had torn apart the little cabin in the forest but 
hadn’t found his brother or anything he could use. He was 
slightly impressed with the sauna room where a shaman 
had been practicing magic. He knew the family was 
Yanka’s blood and therefore had an old magical bloodline 
but the Darkness was under the impression it had almost 
gone. The girl was completely untrained but whoever had 
practiced in the sauna had been well learned in the old 
ways. 

Vasilli had searched the surrounding forest without any 
success. In his haste to get into Skazki his horse had 
tripped over a rotting log and broke its leg. He had liked 
his horse but he still cut its throat and continued on foot. 

“There is a camp up ahead,” Vischto trotted beside 
him. “There is a horse you can use.” 

“Good. Make a distraction,” Vasilli commanded. He 
stopped outside the camp to watch and wait. 
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The Red Rider sat by the fire and waited for the rabbit 
to cook. It had been a slow day; hardly anyone lived in the 
forest to kill or torment. The only thing he had done was 
escort two strangers to Baba Yaga and he wasn’t even 
allowed to play his games with them. She had a purpose 
for letting them go and the Red Rider knew better than to 
question Baba Yaga. 

A sharp howl pierced the cold night and the Red Rider 
tensed. His spear was on the other side of the fire. As he 
made a jump for it a dark figure leapt from the trees, 
grabbed the spear and drove it deep into the Red Rider’s 
chest. 

He sagged slowly to his knees as Vasilli quickly saddled 
the Red Horse and rode off through the trees. “Not 
again,” the Rider cursed as he pulled the spear out. “They 
will never learn.” Taking blood from his wound he 
scratched runes into the dirt, sending a message to his 
mistress. 
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Chapter Eight 

The Tavern 

Anya and Yvan ran down the road and as far from Baba 
Yaga as they could get. Anya didn’t know how far the 
forest stretched but she didn’t like the idea of meeting the 
Black Rider. “I cannot believe how disrespectful you 
were!” Yvan yelled at her. “She could have killed us both 
with a bat of her eyelid.” 

“Why didn’t she then?” Anya shouted back. She 
tripped over a rock and Yvan spun to catch her. He 
gripped her hard by the shoulders. “Because she wants 
you,” he said through gritted teeth. “She wants you and so 
will all the other Powers. I don’t know how I am going to 
protect you when it gets out that Yanka’s blood walks in 
Skazki.” Anya thought he was going to shake her but he 
just pushed her away roughly. 

“Why?” 
“We shouldn’t talk about it here,” Yvan said as they 

pressed on. “There is more than Baba Yaga in this forest 
that will kill us.” 
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He was frightening her, which made her angry, and she 
knew she needed to walk away before she took it out on 
him. This talk of Yanka had worried her. She couldn’t 
believe she was so stupid she hadn’t remembered the 
name. She recalled Eikki mentioning Yanka once or twice, 
but always in passing to other people who came to visit 
him. Yanka had been some kind of descendent of theirs. 
Was she the woman in the dream who wanted to kill the 
Tsar so badly? 

After what felt like hours, they ran until the faint lights 
of a village twinkled down in a little valley ahead of them. 
“Come on, we are almost there,” Yvan said, his tone gentle 
again. He didn’t seem like an angry spirited person but his 
temper seemed to burst unexpectedly and die just as 
quickly into a sulky simmer. 

The village was quiet as they approached a tavern and 
hurried inside. It was filled with drinkers who reminded 
Anya of the old men from home. They looked like rough 
farmers and tradesman, their overalls and heavy woollen 
jackets stained with dirt. The room had a smoky air of 
filthiness created from the small clay pipes most of them 
were smoking. All of them stopped to stare at her. 

“We need a room,” Yvan said bluntly to a man behind 
the bar, “We also need hot food if there is still any left.” 

“Where are you coming from?” he asked suspiciously. 
“Through the forest,” said Yvan in the same tone. “We 

have had a rough few nights. Please, a room.” 
The barman looked like he was going to argue then 

thought better of it. He spat on the ground and grunted, 
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“There is a wash house if your woman needs it.” Anya 
made a little snort at the “your woman” comment before 
disguising it as a cough. The barman yelled at a thin 
woman with a scarf wrapped so tightly about her head 
Anya wondered if she could breathe properly. She hurried 
them upstairs and let them into a small room with one 
bed, a pine chair and a fireplace. 

“I will bring food up shortly,” she said as she handed 
Anya a towel. She curtsied to Yvan before hurrying from 
the room. 

“I wonder if there is a seamstress in town,” Yvan said as 
he sat down on the edge of the bed. “We are going to need 
clothes and some supplies.” Anya didn’t say anything as 
she moved back towards the door. She needed some space 
and in a hurry. Yvan looked tired and she didn’t like that 
she was starting to notice him in that much detail. She 
didn’t need any more complications and caring for a 
complete stranger was complicated. 

“I’m going for a bath,” she muttered and walked from 
the room. She heard Yvan sigh as she shut the door. 

She found the small grubby washroom downstairs and 
scrubbed herself red raw. Clean and dry she made her way 
to the bar. They stared at her but she had been graced with 
plenty of disapproving glances in the past. She ignored 
them and sat down on a wooden stool, dumping her bag 
on the floor beneath her. 

“Vodka,” she said to the barman. 
“I don’t think your husband-” he began. 
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“What my husband would think is no concern of 
yours,” Anya said sharply. “Vodka.” With a shrug of his 
shoulders he handed her a large cup of vodka and left her 
be. 

The vodka was as almost as strong as the stuff she 
brewed herself and the warm mist began to roll in. It 
calmed the incessant tingling under her skin she had felt 
since coming into Skazki. It didn’t take long for a man 
with a bushy beard to come and sit down beside her. 

“What makes you think you can drink in this place, 
woman?” 

“Because there is nowhere else,” she said calmly. She 
gave the barman a meaningful look and he refilled her 
drink without an argument. 

“It’s going to be cold tonight,” the drunk mused. 
“How about I keep you warm?” He reached out a grubby 
hand to touch her shoulder. She grabbed it and crushed 
his fingers tightly. He yelped in surprise. She didn’t think 
her grip would have been strong enough to cause him any 
real pain. 

“How about you let me worry about the cold,” she 
growled as she pushed his hand away. He flexed his fingers 
as if he didn’t realise what happened. Her fingers had 
marked them like a burn. He made another clumsy grab 
for her and Anya aimed a kick between his legs. Her boot 
kicked the edge of the seat instead, unbalancing the man 
and the stool, sending it backwards with a crash. A roar of 
laughter rose from the other drinkers and the man, red 
faced and angry, struggled to his feet. 
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“You stupid bitch,” he spat and raised a hand to hit 
her. Someone grabbed his arm from behind and as he 
turned Yvan punched him in the mouth. The man sagged 
to his knees. 

“You don’t hit women,” Yvan said coldly as the man 
slumped to the floor, blood pouring out of his mouth and 
stained the floor red. The bar was silent as Yvan held Anya 
around her waist to steady her, picked up her bag and 
walked her back to their room. 

“Yvan…I… I think I burned him,” she mumbled as he 
helped her sit down on the end of the bed. She leant down 
and tried to slip her boots off. 

“What you think you did to him was nothing like the 
damage he could have done to you. You could have been 
hurt. Why don’t you ever think?” he said as he helped her 
unbuckle her boots. She couldn’t think of anything to say 
as he moved to sit down on the pine chair. 

“You don’t understand,” Yvan continued. “If they find 
out who you are you will be taken to Baba Yaga or one of 
the other Powers who will use you as much as they can. 
You cannot draw attention to yourself in these places. 
These people live here but they are only mortal and are 
subject to the will of people with more power than them. 
Do you want Vasilli to find you? When he comes after us 
he will hear whispers of the two strangers who came to 
town and caused trouble.” He twisted his brown fingers 
over and over again. She placed her hand over them to still 
them. 

“I am sorry. I was angry and I wanted a drink and…” 
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“I know. Go to sleep Anya,” Yvan muttered. “I will 
keep watch a while.” 

  
Yvan watched Anya toss and turn in her sleep. She was 

dreaming again but she wasn’t producing any magical 
beacon for which he was grateful. She was already 
attracting too much trouble but the thought of leaving her 
to fend for herself wasn’t possible. He was going to need 
help protecting her. Trajan was close and they used to be 
friends. Trajan had known Ilya so he was familiar with 
Anya’s family at least. Yvan felt uneasy. He wondered if 
bringing another person into the mess would be a good 
idea. Especially someone like Trajan. 

They will hunt her mercilessly once her potential is 
known, the firebirds voice whispered through his mind. 
Whatever your misgivings you will need help and what I 
offer. Let me out and I will cry tears of pearls to pay for 
the protection if she needs it. 

Why are you so concerned about her well-being? 
It was her touch that woke us from our long slumber, 

her power that broke our prison. Besides, you will not 
leave her; you are too honourable for that. What affects 
you will also affect me. You are becoming too fond of her 
already. Yvan didn’t reply but looked over at Anya’s 
tangled mass of fair hair. The firebird stretched itself 
underneath his skin impatiently. Yvan shut his eyes 
waiting for the pain to begin. 

*** 
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Anya woke at dawn and looked blearily around the room. 
Yvan wasn’t there. Her head pounded painfully when she 
tried to sit up so she sagged back down. After a few 
minutes the door opened and Yvan appeared carrying a 
tray of food. 

“Good morning,” he said as he placed the tray on the 
edge of the bed. Anya groaned in reply. “Eat something 
and you will feel better.” He offered her a small cup of 
black coffee. “Drink this.” Anya sat up slowly, resting her 
back against the wall before she took it and sipped. The 
coffee seared her mouth and throat before flooding her 
stomach with warmth. 

“God, that’s hot,” she said screwing her face up. 
“It will give you an appetite,” Yvan smiled and drank 

his own. 
“You look terrible. Didn’t you sleep at all?” 
“A wooden chair isn’t the most comfortable thing to 

sleep on.” 
“You could have pushed me over the other side of the 

bed,” said Anya with a frown. 
Yvan shrugged his big shoulders, “It would have been 

inappropriate.” 
“Are you serious? It is sleep Yvan, not sex,” she 

laughed. “Oh I am sorry. I forgot you are very, very, very 
old.” 

“Thank you for pointing that out,” Yvan said dryly. 
“Would you let any man you didn’t know share your 
bed?” 
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“Don’t say it like you think I am some kind of slut. I’m 
not.” 

“Just eat something,” Yvan said and gave her a bowl of 
porridge. “You are becoming defensive over nothing. I 
have found a seamstress in town. There are a lot of things 
we need to get. You need to destroy any of the Mir 
clothing you brought with you.” 

“I won’t destroy Eikki’s coat,” Anya said protectively. 
“I don’t care about the other stuff but that will not be 
taken from me.” She finished her porridge and was happy 
her stomach was keeping it down. Yvan paced the room, 
checking out the windows in an agitated sort of way. 

“Vasilli can’t be far behind us,” he said in a hollow 
voice. 

“Why doesn’t he attack us then?” she asked as she 
pulled her messy hair back into a ponytail. 

“His is a dark magic,” explained Yvan, “He is most 
powerful at night. He will wait until then to attack.” 

“So we run,” said Anya quietly as she picked up her 
bag. 

“As hard and as fast as we can,” Yvan answered as he 
opened the door for her. “There are some people I can call 
on who might be able to help us.” 

“I hope they have money to fund this game of hide and 
seek because I know I don’t.” 

Yvan gave her an amused grin. “Let me worry about 
that.” 
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Yvan scanned the quiet street before stepping out of 
the tavern, Anya was silent behind him. The muscles in his 
back ached from his night in the chair but he was trying 
his best not to show it. Not that his effort had been 
appreciated. Give her time. She needs a hero. The 
firebird’s voice touched his mind. 

Yvan didn’t reply as he led the way to the goods store 
on the other side of the village. He had used every ounce 
of his charm to convince the seamstress to open early for 
them. Even though it was barely dawn she was waiting for 
them with steaming cups of thick, black coffee. 

“It is not often we get strangers visiting,” she said as she 
narrowed her black eyes. Her round creased face looked 
grim wrapped in a grey scarf. 

“We are just passing through,” said Anya when Yvan 
failed to think of anything to say. “I am Anya.” 

“Call me Unä,” the woman said bluntly. “You clearly 
need another woman’s guiding hand, child. Lucky for you, 
you come to me.” Yvan half expected Anya to respond 
with a biting remark, but she just nodded. Unä held out 
her arm and Anya linked hers through it. 

“You come with Unä. She will look after you,” she said 
and started to lead Anya away. Yvan made to follow but 
Unä held up a hand. 

“You stay. Women’s business,” she snapped. Yvan 
stopped and sighed inwardly. Probably better that you 
don’t know, came the firebird’s voice. 

“Oh shut up,” muttered Yvan. 
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Unä headed to the far side of the store, tut-tutting all 
the way. Anya didn’t know why she had let the old woman 
push her around. She seemed to have a matriarchal type of 
authority about her that Anya didn’t dare disobey. 

“Now, where are you going and what will you need?” 
Unä questioned with her hands on her generous hips. 

“I’m not sure exactly,” stammered Anya. “We are 
journeying and it’s shaping up to be rather perilous.” 

“Heroes,” muttered Unä with a roll of her eyes. “They 
always seem to find a woman to drag along with them. 
They need us. For the brains.” She tapped Anya’s temple 
roughly to emphasise her point. 

“You will need as much as you can carry. This means; 
four shirts, two pants, two vests, two boots, one light coat. 
You have a winter coat on you and it is very fine indeed,” 
rattled off Unä as her fingers felt the fur. “You need one 
brush, one balm but first you need a haircut.” Anya didn’t 
take any offence to this because she knew the woman was 
right. 

“You sit,” she demanded and Anya sat on the wooden 
stool. From one of the folds of her apron Unä produced a 
pair of scissors, a small comb and proceeded to cut into 
Anya’s hair. It had been a long time since it had been cut 
and hung almost to her waist. 

“You need weapon too. All women need weapon,” Unä 
said. 

“I’ve got a knife.” 
Unä stopped cutting. “Show me.” Anya hunted around 

in her bag and produced her knife. Unä took it from her 
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and flipped it over a few times in her hand with an easy 
dexterity. If Anya had tried that she would have sliced her 
hands to pieces. 

“Mir rubbish,” she muttered and before Anya could 
stop her Unä threw it at one of the hardwood poles 
supporting the roof. The knife blade snapped under the 
impact, breaking it at the handle. 

“Like I said it’s Mir rubbish! You need a proper 
weapon,” Unä grunted as she continued to cut Anya’s hair. 

“So it would seem,” said Anya as she looked at the 
broken knife pieces. Unä continued to cut and talk. She 
braided Anya’s hair for her and made her promise to take 
better care of it. An hour later Anya felt like a different 
person. 

Unä had fitted her clothes perfectly to Anya’s shape. 
She now wore a soft maroon cotton shirt with fine black 
embroidery around its collar and bell sleeves. A dark 
brown vest went over the top and was buttoned tightly but 
was not uncomfortable. She also wore dark brown pants, 
tailored to the curve of her legs and boots made from 
reindeer leather and fur. 

They gathered up the last of Anya’s Mir clothes and 
threw them into the fire. Anya picked up all the hair from 
the floor and threw it in too. For some reason she felt 
extremely liberated as she watched them burn. Unä 
watched her thoughtfully. There was something familiar 
about the woman and Anya couldn’t put her finger on it. 
She reminded her of the grandmothers in the village who 
used to cross themselves whenever Anya walked past 
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because they thought her cursed, although they considered 
any woman over twenty and unmarried to be cursed. 

“Come, let’s find the Hero.” 
  
Yvan had gathered some clothes for himself as well as a 

small frying pan they could use to boil water and cook 
food in, a bed roll for each of them, fishing line and a pack 
full of dried foodstuffs for when they were desperate. He 
was looking at knives when he heard someone come up 
behind him. 

“Are there any knives you think I might like? Unä 
broke mine.” 

Yvan turned and he almost jumped at the 
transformation. She looked so different Yvan had to blink. 
“There may be a few you may like.” He cleared his throat 
and moved aside so she could see into the cabinet. His 
palms were starting to itch so he rolled them into tight 
fists. “You look different.” 

“So do you,” said Anya as her eyes swept from his high 
black boots to his freshly combed hair. He wore a dark 
blue shirt and black vest with a three quarter length black 
leather riding jacket with black fur to keep him warm as 
the weather worsened. He felt a lump rise slowly in his 
throat as her eyes raked over him. Finally she smiled and 
turned back to the knife cabinet. 

“Don’t look there; Unä has chosen special one for 
you,” the woman appeared out of nowhere making them 
both jump. She handed Anya a knife in a light brown 
leather scabbard. A fine leaf pattern had been pressed into 
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the leather. Yvan watched Anya place her hand on the pine 
handle, a plain knife but sturdy and practical. 

“Thank you. I am sure this will be useful.” 
“If you come into any trouble, aim true and it will not 

let you down,” Unä replied sagely. “So Hero, I see you 
have organised yourself without my help. That is good. I 
could not have been bothered.” 

“I am no hero,” said Yvan as he handed her a small 
leather pouch. He didn’t like that her words had echoed 
the firebird’s. 

“You have the look of one,” said Unä as she tipped the 
bag up in her hand and pearls flooded her soft palm. “This 
seems to be a lot for what you have taken. Was there 
something else you wanted?” 

“Just your silence. People may come looking for us and 
we were never here. Understand?” said Yvan and gave her 
a smile. 

“Heroes!” Unä rolled her eyes. “It shall be done. You 
promise me one thing. You protect that girl. There is more 
to her than you can possibly imagine.” 

Yvan didn’t like the greedy way Unä was looking at 
Anya. He felt surprisingly possessive and wanted to get 
Anya out of the village and away from those greedy eyes as 
fast as he could. 

“We must go now,” he said to Anya. “We have a long 
day and possibly a longer night ahead of us.” She shoved 
her new knife down the side of her boot and stepped 
forward to hug Unä. 
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“Thank you for all of your help. I hope we meet again 
some day.” 

“Yeah, yeah go, go,” Unä said roughly though Yvan 
noticed she looked very pleased. He shouldered his pack as 
Anya did the same and they stepped back out into the 
muddy street. 

*** 

The old woman Unä hummed as she walked back through 
the store to where she had cut Anya’s hair. The girl had 
been very wise to burn all of her possessions, even more so 
to burn her all of her hair. But not all of it. One perfect 
platinum strand remained in the groove of the wooden 
floorboards. 

Unä bent down, picked the strand up with her fingers 
and cackled with glee. She pulled out a small black box 
from her apron and placed the hair on the satin lining. She 
put the box away in the folds of her clothes and did a 
bandy legged dance. She had placed a charm on the knife 
so when thrown it will always fly true. On the bottom of 
the boots she had carved the sign of protection so Anya 
would not fall when running. She had also placed a 
tracking spell on both of them. 

Unä stepped through the back door of the shop and 
headed for the forest. She would be keeping her inner eye 
close on Yanka’s blood. The store vanished as her glamour 
did and she smiled her true smile with a flash of iron. 
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Chapter Nine 

Visits 

Anya followed Yvan through the little village and into the 
woods on the other side. They hadn’t spoken much since 
leaving Unä’s and she was starting to wonder what had 
changed so much since then. 

“Where to now?” Anya asked as cheerfully as she could 
muster. Yvan was doing his best not to look at her. “Stop 
Yvan, I have had enough. What is your problem? And 
where did you get those pearls to pay for all these clothes?” 

“I had a rough night and I am tired. We have a long 
day ahead and we need to travel fast so we can get a head 
start on Vasilli. The pearls are from the firebird if you 
must know.” 

“Did he lay them?” 
Yvan did his best not to smile. “No. Don’t you know 

any of the old stories? Firebird tears turn into pearls. 
While you were sleeping last night I transformed and 
when I went back to being myself, there they were.” 

“That’s incredible. Are you sure there is nothing else 
on your mind?” 
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“Nothing worth troubling you with. I want to find an 
old friend of mine. He can help us. He lives a few days 
from here when he is in Skazki. I am hoping he is staying 
at his house and hasn’t gone off to Mir again.” Yvan 
frowned as if a new thought occurred to him. “I hope he 
has not been killed.” 

“I would think you would be more concerned with the 
fact he could be dead of old age. You have been in that egg 
for a long time.” 

“He ages differently to mortals and he would be very 
hard to kill.” 

  
That night they camped in a small dry cave. Yvan was 

still keeping to himself and Anya was starting to feel 
lonely. She took out one of Eikki’s journals and began to 
flick through the pages. It was filled with scraps of paper, 
strange symbols and small pictograms, sketches and 
occasional paragraphs in his tight neat handwriting, just 
one or two lines written almost as a reminder. Not every 
page was dated but one date in particular caught her eye. 
It had been her twelfth birthday. 

  
Today would have been the first day of Anya’s initiation. 

It is hard not to start her teachings, she is already so talented. 
But I know it is the right thing to do. She is too much like 
Yanka. If I knew how strong she was it would be different. 
Zosi looked into her future and she saw blood and fear and 
power. 
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Anya shut the book loudly, making Yvan jump. 
“What is it?” 
“Eikki didn’t want to train me because I am too much 

like Yanka.” 
“Why would he think that?” 
“He must have shown me to some people who knew 

her and they told him I was too much like her. Some 
woman called Zosi,” Anya said. 

“There are certain people who could take your 
memories away. There wouldn’t be many who are still 
alive who knew Yanka and if Eikki was anything like Ilya 
he was very reluctant to share things that were too 
personal. He must have trusted this Zosi to show you to 
her. Yanka’s history is sketchy at best. She was very 
powerful and her battles with Baba Yaga were known from 
one side of Skazki to the other. It is possible they just 
didn’t want another war and thought you might start one 
if you came full into your power.” 

“Maybe one of the people he showed me to was your 
friend who never seems to die,” Anya said. 

Yvan looked thoughtful. “Perhaps. I will have to ask 
him. He knew Eikki so he would know who she was too.” 

Anya rolled herself in her blanket and stared into the 
fire, mad at herself for not remembering who Zosi was. 
Eikki wasn’t always the most popular person so visitors 
were a rare occurrence. The idea that someone could have 
stolen parts of her memory was incomprehensible to her. 
It made her worry what else had happened that she 
couldn’t remember. 
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Anya woke with a hard jerk. The fire had died down 
and Yvan was awake watching her. Outside the full moon 
had turned the beech forest into silver. 

“Dreaming again?” he asked gently. 
“Sorry if I kept you awake,” she apologised as she 

pushed her damp hair from her face. 
“I couldn’t sleep anyway,” Yvan said as he rolled onto 

his side to look at her more closely. “I feel like Vasilli is 
about to appear at any moment.” 

“You fear him don’t you?” 
“Very much, I don’t know how we are going to outwit 

him. But I know we must,” Yvan sighed deeply. 
“Go to sleep Yvan, I will keep watch for a while. You 

are no good to me exhausted.” Anya couldn’t recall what 
exactly she had been dreaming about but it had left a scar 
in her mind and the sound of drums in her ears. 

  
Anya woke the next morning to discover she was still 

alive, despite accidently falling asleep on watch. The forest 
was sighing with rain and Yvan was still snoring softly. She 
took a small pan and held it out in the rain to fill it up. 
Taking some of the dry wood Yvan had gathered the night 
before she built up the fire and placed the pan in the fire 
to heat up the water for coffee. 

Anya felt grimy from a day of travelling and a night 
sleeping on the ground. After checking Yvan was still 
asleep she stripped off her boots and trousers and stepped 
out into the cold drizzle. 
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The forest itself wasn’t as dark as the cave but with the 
rain washing down the trees it had become sharp and 
beautiful in detail. Anya walked barefoot and enjoyed the 
cold water soaking through her long shirt to her skin. For 
the first time, in a long time Anya felt a lightness. The 
humming under her skin was settling and the urge to 
scratch herself wasn’t as strong. Realising how far she had 
walked she turned to hurry back before Yvan woke up. 

*** 

A wolf walked nearby. Unlike Vischtan and Vischto, who 
were starved and small, this wolf was huge. His black pelt 
was thick and even weighed down by rain, glossy and 
sleek. 

He could smell humans in the forest. He could smell 
magic. In Skazki magic was all around but there was 
something about this magic which made him wary. He 
padded silently and carefully as he followed the scent. As 
he approached the cave he smelt one human and a bird 
inside. The other trail headed away from the cave and into 
the forest, the scent familiar, like he had smelt it once 
before. 

The trail through the pines and beech trees was bright 
red. He was surprised the other human couldn’t see it. She 
was walking slowly, not far from him. He could smell the 
moisture on her hot skin. She hadn’t noticed his presence 
yet. She stopped in her tracks and he moved silently 
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behind a cluster of moss-covered rocks. She turned and he 
saw her face. 

Oh no not her…he thought before turning and bolting 
back the way he came. 

*** 

Two days later Anya was sick of the rain, no longer 
noticing how beautiful it made the forest look. She was 
tired, damp and cold and was over Yvan’s surly company. 
He became more serious with every step they took. She 
was getting headaches and had the shakes from not having 
any alcohol in days. Yvan was guarding the one bottle of 
vodka they had bought with them to stop her from 
downing the lot. 

“Are you lost?” Anya asked for the third time that day. 
“I thought you said your friend’s house was only two days 
away.” 

“I am not lost,” Yvan said with a barely restrained 
temper. “We are close, I know it. Things change in the 
time span of a hundred years. Especially in Skazki. Things 
can change daily.” He was walking ahead of her with his 
hood over his head. The only good thing that had 
happened was that Vasilli had not caught up to them. It 
was getting dark and they were still lost. When Anya was 
about to despair all together Yvan shouted, “Aha! I have 
found it!” Anya tried to see what he was so excited about. 
Beside the road was an oval block of slate. 

“It looks like every other rock beside the road.” 
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“No, this is it. Come, we are almost there,” he said and 
took her hand. 

There was barely a track through the woods and night 
was falling fast but Yvan managed to follow it and Anya 
managed to keep her mouth shut and not provoke him. 
The track widened out and there in front of them, hidden 
deep in the forest, was a house built of dark timber which 
time had covered with a light green moss. The front of the 
house rested on tall poles and had been built up against 
the shape of the mountain. “Well done, Yvan. Let’s hope 
he’s not dead,” Anya said cheerfully. 

“He will be here,” Yvan said with an odd smile. “He 
can be temperamental so please try to behave.” Anya gave 
him a mock salute but said nothing. Yvan knocked politely 
on the heavily carved door. No answer. He knocked again. 
Still no answer. 

“Yvan, it is raining so heavily he probably can’t even 
hear you,” Anya yelled over the downpour. She stepped 
forward and beat against the door heavily with her fists 
before adding a kick for luck. “Hey! Open the goddamn 
door!” 

“You are trying to get me killed aren’t you?” 
“If he is a friend of yours I am sure he will 

understand,” she said just as the door opened. The man 
was tall and slender with curly hair dark hair. His eyes 
widened with surprise as he looked Anya up and down. 

“Good evening, Miss Anya.” 
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Chapter Ten 

Old Friends 

Vasilli had been lost in the forest for nearly four days. He 
sat on the large Red horse with his two wolves running 
behind him, their heads down. The horse seemed to be 
intent on leading him and fighting him every step of the 
way. He had given up on it and now the horse was finding 
its own way home. 

The Bone Cottage on its chicken legs came into view at 
nightfall of the fourth day. The old witch was standing 
beside her gate picking the grime out from under her 
fingernails with a sliver of bone. 

“Baba Yaga, so this is your doing,” growled Vasilli. 
“This is my forest, Vasilli, I know everything that goes 

on in it even if you think you can cross through my lands 
without me noticing,” she snapped. “The forest thinks for 
itself. Perhaps it didn’t want to let you go straight away. I 
believe that horse belongs to me.” 

“And has the forest produced anything of interest 
lately?” Vasilli asked, changing his tone to be almost 
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friendly. He didn’t have the power to take on Baba Yaga. 
Not yet. 

“Nothing worth mentioning. Why? Have you lost 
something?” 

“Indeed I have. Two very good friends of mine have 
gone astray and I wish to find them.” Baba Yaga looked up 
at him and rolled her eyes dramatically. 

“Byk der’mo Vasilli. I know who you seek and I know 
they are not good friends of yours,” she said in a frustrated 
tone. “It must be hard for you to have lost your brother 
again, especially now that he is with Yanka’s blood.” 

“What business is that of yours witch? What interest 
are they to you?” 

Baba Yaga shrugged her bony shoulders. “They are not 
of any interest to me, I am not the one who is in danger of 
them. They came seeking help and being full of stomach 
and generous of nature I gave it to them.” 

Vasilli gripped the leather reins tighter. “Tell me what 
you gave them Baba Yaga,” he said threateningly. 

“Nothing of much value,” Baba Yaga said as she started 
to pick at her nails again. “Just directions.” 

“Where to?” 
“Let’s just say I gave them bad directions,” she smiled 

her iron smile. “I will tell which way they went for a 
trade.” 

“What do you want?” 
“I want my damn horse back. My Rider told me what 

happened and I am not impressed with the way you stole 
from me on my own land,” Baba Yaga yelled and threw 
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down the bone. There was a roll of power from her and 
Vasilli relented, dismounting and pushing the horse away. 
It wandered into the yard and nuzzled the old witch. 

“Fine. Which way?” he asked. 
Baba Yaga was not listening. She was looking the deep 

cuts in the horse’s flesh where Vasilli had cut it to perform 
his dark magic. 

“They went East,” she said through her iron teeth. 
“You had best hurry Vasilli before they fulfil Ilya’s 
prophecy heh?” 

“Ilya was a stupid, crazy farmer. I don’t give a fuck 
about anything he said.” 

“I think you do, you have been hunting that firebird 
long enough. I hope it burns you up until your skin melts 
while you scream for mercy,” Baba Yaga said as she 
stepped into the door way of her house. 

“One day Baba Yaga I am going to kill you.” 
“You may dream but I know what blood flows in your 

veins and if she couldn’t kill me you certainly have no 
chance.” She clapped her hands and the house rose on its 
legs, high enough to drown out Vasilli’s curses. 

*** 

“I’m sorry?” Anya said confused. She had never met this 
man in her life though there was something about him 
that seemed slightly familiar. 

“Good evening Trajan,” Yvan said as he pushed past 
her. 
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“By the Gods, you are reborn. Come in quickly.” He 
waved them in and Anya felt guilty for dripping water and 
mud over the threshold. “I didn’t think you were ever 
going to hatch.” 

“You and I both,” said Yvan as he took off his coat. 
“I’m sorry but who are you and how do you know my 

name?” Anya asked suspiciously. Trajan looked her over 
but didn’t say anything. He was dressed in real world 
clothes she noticed; fine black jeans and dark blue dress 
shirt. 

“There is a guest room upstairs Anya, second on the 
right. Do help yourself,” he said completely dismissing 
her. She opened her mouth to argue but Yvan shook his 
head at her so she shut it again. 

“Thank you,” she mumbled as she picked up her bag 
and headed up the stairs. 

“You have ten minutes to tell me how you came to be 
here with Ilya’s blood before I kill you myself,” Trajan 
hissed. Anya didn’t wait to hear the rest of the 
conversation. 

She found the room and changed into dry clothes. She 
didn’t know who Trajan was but she didn’t trust him. 
Why had Yvan brought her here? A short while later she 
was wringing out her hair; as she turned to find her brush 
she let out a startled yelp. Trajan was standing in her 
doorway. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said as he 
lit the lamp on the wall. “I thought you might need some 
light up here. Skazki doesn’t like electricity so I am afraid 
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it is back to lamps and candles.” The warm light cast 
shadows in the room and against his face. His eyes 
gleamed golden brown and flecked with a dark red. A 
flicker of fear shot through her and she gripped her brush 
tighter. 

“Why are you wearing real world clothes?” she asked 
when the silence became too much. 

“They are comfortable. I apologise if I was impolite 
earlier. It gave me quite a shock to see you on my doorstep 
with Yvan of all people. I find it rather surreal that you are 
both here.” 

“He surprised me too,” Anya said. Trajan smiled and 
she felt a little less awkward. “How do you know who I 
am?” 

“I knew your grandfather.” 
“I heard you mention Ilya before.” 
“Eavesdropping is rude.” 
“You spoke too loudly, I wasn’t eavesdropping at all.” 
“In that case, yes I knew Ilya as I have known all of 

your line down to Eikki and yourself.” 
“I have never met you,” Anya pointed out. He walked 

slowly around the room, lighting lamps as he went. 
“You have met me. You were only a girl at the time. A 

tiny thing. I am not surprised you don’t remember me. I 
have seen you since then but you would’ve been far too 
sick to remember then either.” 

“How long ago was that?” she asked suspiciously. 
“How do you think Eikki found you so easily when 

you ran away to Moscow? He came to me and I found 
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you. I am very good at finding people and if that fails I 
have a friend who could follow your scent to the ends of 
the earth.” 

“Do I really smell that bad?” Anya asked lamely. 
“I wouldn’t say it’s a bad smell,” he said, “But it’s 

distinctive.” 
“I think that sounds worse.” 
He studied her for a long moment. “You have grown 

up.” 
“How can you even be alive if you knew Ilya?” 
“I age differently to everyone else.” 
“Why is that?” 
“Because I do,” he said simply. 
“Fine then, keep your secrets” 
“Come downstairs, I am sure Yvan has managed to 

cook up something for you to eat,” he said if sensing her 
unease. 

“That sounds like a good idea.” 
Trajan had a large kitchen and soon they were all 

sitting around a well-scrubbed table. Yvan had made her 
soup from what they had left in their supplies. 

“Aren’t you eating with us?” Anya asked Trajan. 
“I ate before you came,” Trajan replied. “I would like 

to hear about more of your adventures since you woke 
Yvan.” So Yvan and Anya told him how Tuoni had 
appeared to her and the events that followed. Trajan 
listened patiently, rarely interrupting. Anya wanted to 
bombard him with a hundred questions about Ilya and 
how they knew each other and what made him age so 
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slowly for he only looked about thirty years old. Her 
headache was coming back. The cynical part of her wanted 
to write Tuoni, Yvan, Trajan and the whole of Skazki off 
as a strange dream before waking up in her creaky house 
on the farm. She knew that was impossible now no matter 
how hard she wished for it. 

“I am going to turn in,” Yvan yawned, breaking her 
train of thought, “Sleeping rough with this one 
complaining has taken it out of me.” 

“Because your snoring is so easy to live with,” Anya 
retorted. Yvan just smiled at her. He did look tired and a 
little rugged but it suited him. Finally alone with Trajan 
she decided to make the most of it. 

“So are you going to tell me how you met Ilya?” 
“Only if I have to,” he said seriously without taking his 

eyes off her. 
“You are really not going to tell me anything?” Anya 

got to her feet and started clearing the plates away. She 
needed to do something with her hands. She found his 
steady gaze intimidating. 

“Not if I can help it.” 
“Why?” She had her back to him and suddenly she felt 

him behind her. She hadn’t even heard a chair move. 
“It’s complicated,” he said. Anya shrugged her 

shoulders. 
“So un-complicate it,” she turned and realised he was 

standing very close. She could feel the line of heat off his 
body. 
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“Can I show you something?” Trajan asked 
unexpectedly. Anya nodded slowly and followed him from 
the room. She was uneasy about their host despite his 
claimed friendship with her family. She kept telling herself 
that Yvan wouldn’t have brought her there if he thought 
he was putting her into more danger. 

“Your grandfather was a remarkable man,” Trajan said 
breaking her out of her train of thought. “We didn’t 
always see eye to eye but we could always count on each 
other.” 

“If you were such good friends how come he never 
mentioned you?” she sounded almost accusing but Trajan 
didn’t seem to mind. 

“That was Eikki’s plan. I wouldn’t be surprised if he 
removed your memories of the times you met people from 
his other life. He didn’t want you a part of this world 
where people could use you like a puppet.” 

“He thought I was too unstable to be taught about 
magic or Skazki,” said Anya bitterly. “Now I am caught in 
the middle of a fight and I can’t use any of the weapons I 
should have.” 

“You are very much like Yanka. She wasn’t completely 
unstable. She was too powerful and didn’t know how to 
control it,” he said. “So it controlled her. Between her and 
Baba Yaga they could have torn the worlds apart. It is 
understandable that when people saw you they grew 
afraid.” Anya didn’t want to talk about her mysterious 
albeit hidden abilities so she tried to change the subject. 

“How old are you really?” 
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“Do you really want to know or do you think you want 
to know?” Trajan opened a door to a large sitting area. 
The walls were lined with bookshelves and there was a fire 
burning brightly in the large fireplace, heavy rugs on the 
floors and paintings on the walls. Unlike the rest of the 
house which felt empty and unlived in, this room felt 
comfortable and full. Clearly this was where he spent most 
of his time. 

“Look above the fireplace,” he said. Anya walked 
towards the fire and she spotted it. Hanging in a frame was 
a crayon drawing obviously done by a very young child. 
The figure on the left had messy brown hair and was 
holding hands with the figure on the right who had 
blonde hair and green eyes. 

“Did your child do this?” Anya asked. She hadn’t 
picked him as the father type but she had been wrong 
before. 

“You did it,” Trajan smiled. “You drew it for me one 
day when I came to visit. This is proof that we have met 
before.” 

“I was quite a terrible artist wasn’t I? I can’t even 
remember drawing it.” 

“When a fearless mortal girl draws you a picture you 
don’t throw it out.” 

“Fearless? Hardly. I was always afraid when I was a 
child.” 

“Not of me you weren’t.” 
“I was afraid of the things in the darkness. Why would 

I be afraid of you?” 
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He hesitated for a few moments like he was weighing 
up replying. “Because I am the thing in the darkness. 
Every mortal fears my kind. It is deeply ingrained into 
them, except you were not afraid. You held my hand that 
day not knowing you were touching a monster.” 

“You are hardly a monster,” said Anya as she sat down 
in an armchair next to the fire. She didn’t feel anything 
evil about Trajan. There was something about him though 
that unsettled her. 

“That is because you have no idea what I really am.” 
“I would like to though. If all the important men in 

my life have known you as a friend I can’t see why I would 
shun you for what you are,” said Anya quietly. “Besides I 
know what it’s like to be hated for who you are and it’s 
not something I would inflict on anyone.” 

Trajan sat down on a chair in front of her, “Why do 
you want to know so badly?” 

“If you are a monster than maybe so am I. I don’t even 
know what I am.” 

“You are not a monster,” Trajan ran a hand through 
his hair. “If you were Yvan would have left you to Vasilli.” 

“Why won’t you just tell me?” asked Anya. 
“Because he is a demon,” said a very deep voice from 

the doorway. Anya turned in surprise and saw a huge wolf 
stalking into the room. It had shiny black fur, smelled like 
rain and had just spoken. 

“Did that thing just speak?” Anya shook her head in 
disbelief. 

“It did. Brace yourself.” 
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Anya heard the sickening cracking and snapping before 
the wolf even started to physically change. When his skin 
started to melt Anya had to look away. 

“Couldn’t you have done that outside, Izrayl?” Trajan 
reproached. 

Anya looked back to see a massive man standing by the 
fire. He had dark skin and black hair that fell to his waist. 
He had the deep amber eyes of a wolf and was naked. She 
averted her eyes. Maybe Yvan was right, maybe she really 
did have a problem with nakedness. 

“And miss the look on her face?” he said as he stretched 
out his back with a final crack. Trajan handed him a 
blanket off one of the couches. Izrayl wrapped it around 
his waist before holding his hands up to the fire. 

“It’s freezing out there. I’ve been trying to get here for 
a few days and tell you about this one walking around 
loose in Skazki,” he jerked his thumb towards Anya, “Her 
trail is bright red. Anyone could follow her.” 

“I have a name. Why were you following me?” 
“This time was pure accident. I thought my nose was 

playing tricks on me. I have followed you on and off 
before in Russia. You never saw me,” the man declared as 
he stretched out on the carpet in front of the fire. 

“She doesn’t know anything Izrayl,” Trajan explained 
in Anya’s defence. “Eikki never told her. She doesn’t even 
remember meeting me.” 

“I would really like to know who you are and what the 
hell is going on,” Anya got to her feet angrily. “I didn’t 
know anything about this world or that Eikki was a 
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shaman until a few days ago. I was living an extremely 
boring life and now all of a sudden I am being thrown 
about with a man who can change into a bird, a fucking 
demon and now a werewolf.” 

“I am not a werewolf. I am volk krovi. And do you call 
getting wasted every night a peaceful life?” Izrayl asked. 

“What I did with my life is my business. At least people 
weren’t trying to kill me for no reason! I didn’t ask for any 
of this.” 

“Well it’s too bad because you’ve got it. You’ve always 
had people hunting you but someone has always been 
watching your back to stop anything happening.” Izrayl 
got to his feet and loomed over her. “So stop acting like a 
child and deal with it.” 

“Haista vittu!” she shouted as she strode out of the 
room. 

“Quite a mouth on her isn’t there?” she heard Izrayl say 
behind but she didn’t bother to stop and listen any 
further. 

Anya sat down on the end of her bed and wondered 
what the hell she had got herself into. A third male voice 
was raised which meant Yvan had joined the argument 
downstairs. 

A thousand thoughts and revelations swirled around 
her head. Izrayl had been watching her in the real world? 
Izrayl was of the volk krovi, wolf’s blood, and Trajan is a 
demon? She had thought that the things she had seen when 
she was a child were demons. None of them looked like 
Trajan, who reminded her more of a history tutor. Eikki 
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had been religious in his own way but he wouldn’t have 
been friends with a demon. As for Izrayl being volk krovi, 
the wolf blood people were pure myth. She would never 
have believed it if she hadn’t seen him change with her 
own eyes. She wished Eikki was there to explain it to her 
in his simple steady way. She also wished he was there so 
she could yell at him for his stupidity for not preparing her 
for any of the surprises her future may hold. The three 
men downstairs seemed to be content with causing 
arguments with her and each other. She had probably 
made it worse by storming out. There was only so much a 
person could take and seeing Izrayl morph from a wolf 
into a naked man had been her breaking point. She 
wanted vodka, anything alcoholic, to calm her scattered 
nerves. 

Anya paced the room wondering if she should go down 
and throw herself into the fray. Her mind was made up for 
her when there was a soft knock on her door. 

“What?” she yelled as she yanked the door open. 
“The other gentlemen and I request your presence 

downstairs,” Trajan said gently. “A cup of tea is also 
waiting.” 

“I don’t want tea, I want vodka. Are you all going to 
talk like real people or just scream at each other some 
more?” 

“They are going to talk. Izrayl has promised not to 
provoke you.” 
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“I want to know everything. I have that right at least. I 
will no longer be kept in the dark about what is 
happening. Understand?” 

“Of course,” said Trajan softly, his face completely 
unreadable. 

“And I want to know more about you being a demon.” 
“I am not a demon, Anya. But I will tell you when 

other things are less pressing.” 
“I will hold you to that.” 
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Chapter Eleven 

The Pieces of the Puzzle 

Anya held the cup of vodka in her hands that Yvan had 
poured for her without any arguments. Yvan sat on her 
left, Trajan on her right. Izrayl lounged in his wooden 
chair a leg flopped over the armrest. Compared to the rest 
of them he was the only one who looked relaxed. 

“We have been talking,” said Yvan finally, “and we 
have agreed that you need to be told about Eikki and some 
other things concerning your family…” 

“I don’t understand how she can’t know,” Izrayl 
muttered irritably. 

“Eikki never told me anything. Whatever talents I had, 
have long been suppressed or weeded out. I don’t know 
why he made the decisions he did but I refuse to live with 
them now,” Anya said firmly. “Tell me what I need to 
know otherwise I am out. That’s it. I go back to the real 
world and disappear. I got into Skazki and I can get out 
again. What happens to you all after I leave will be no 
concern of mine.” She sipped her vodka and tried to feel as 
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indifferent as possible. Yvan stared at her with a hurtful 
expression. 

“Eikki came to me,” Trajan said. “He told me what 
you could do without any training at all. Even though he 
warned me against it I wanted to see you for myself. He 
had let many of his magical acquaintances see you to 
determine how powerful you would be. He was worried 
that others would come and try and take you away; people 
who wanted your power.” 

“One day he came to us because you had disappeared. 
Run off like a brat and he was in a panic at what you could 
do and how many people you could hurt with the talent 
which was growing stronger,” Izrayl interrupted. 

“We went to Moscow and we found you in a park, 
dying of hypothermia and you didn’t even know it.” 
Trajan crossed his hands in front of him. “We took you 
and Eikki back to the farm where he nursed you for many 
weeks.” 

“Trajan stayed to help him because Eikki trusted no 
one else with you and the old man had to sleep 
sometime,” Izrayl added sternly. “Trajan put himself at a 
great deal of risk for that.” Trajan flashed him an angry 
glance. Izrayl pretended he didn’t see. 

“So where do you fit in Yvan?” Anya changed the 
subject. “You told me you had met Ilya. Eikki had your 
egg. How does my family fit into all this?” 

“It all started when I met Izrayl for the first time. After 
the quest for the firebird and I was living back in the 
palace. I was out hunting when Izrayl first approached me. 
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He scared me half to death. Of course I knew volk krovi 
existed but I had never actually thought they lived in our 
forest.” 

“Vasilli had been stealing our children to turn into 
minions,” Izrayl growled, his eyes growing a little more 
feral. “We knew the younger of Vyslav’s sons had more 
sense than the other two so we approached Yvan about it.” 

“My father wouldn’t listen to me when I went to him 
about Vasilli so I knew I would have to find someone with 
power to take him down.” 

“The only person we ever knew in history powerful 
enough to take on Vasilli was Yanka,” interrupted Izrayl. 
“It took us six months to find any trace of her. She was 
long dead. That was when we crossed into Russia and 
found Ilya, her son. We first met Trajan there. Even 
though Ilya was ridiculously talented he wouldn’t have 
half the strength to take on Vasilli. The last resort was to 
ask the firebird to use its power to destroy Vasilli. But 
before we could convince it Vasilli had attacked the palace 
and Yvan died.” 

“We went to Ilya to tell him what had happened to 
Yvan. Ilya had many visions and he convinced me to help 
him to find the egg,” said Trajan quietly. “With his 
considerable protection I led him to the Greek lands in the 
Otherworld to the temple where a firebird’s ashes go to be 
remade. On that trip he told me of a very powerful vision 
he had of a woman who looked like Yanka and the firebird 
fighting Vasilli. But with Yanka already known to be dead 
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we never understood it.” The three men suddenly all 
looked at each other guiltily. 

“What?” Anya questioned trying to look at all of them 
at once. “What happened then?” 

“Ilya was murdered,” Trajan said, “Not before he had 
charged me with hiding his son Ahti and his mother. Ahti 
was sixteen so Ilya had a chance to teach him some things 
in secret, the gates magic especially. When he was old 
enough he returned to the farm.” 

“Then many, many years later you were born,” Izrayl’s 
voice rumbled. “Eikki knew about Ilya’s prophecy and 
even as a young child you looked like her. Naturally he 
grew worried and crossed over to tell us about you.” 

“He never had copies of Ilya’s prophecies so he was 
never certain of the vision but he was cautious of it. He 
was frustrated with your parents for not believing him but 
your father was magically dead so he never understood,” 
continued Trajan. “He insisted on keeping you as far away 
from as Eikki as possible. It wasn’t until you were nearly 
six years old that they decided to visit the old man.” 

“Eikki had many enemies. He was incredibly good at 
guarding the gates and many creatures wanted to hurt him 
in some way.” 

“He tried to warn my parents,” Anya said coldly 
remembering the accident. 

“He fought with them about you. He tried to tell them 
about Yanka and the visions Ilya had. It wasn’t Yanka in 
the visions at all. He thought you were the woman. When 
your parents were killed he blamed himself completely. He 
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decided then he wouldn’t let the same thing happen to 
you. I believe guilt stopped him from teaching you.” 

“He came to me about it and asked if there was a way 
to repress the magic from surfacing. That was when I 
made the decision to come and see you for myself,” said 
Trajan. “Your grandfather was concerned about your lack 
of fear of me. Not only were you not afraid but you took 
an instant liking to me. I tried to tell him he must teach 
you because Vasilli and the men he worked with needed to 
be stopped. He has caused havoc for far too long now. If 
he got hold of the firebird’s magic or yours, he and the 
Darkness would tear both worlds apart.” 

“Who the hell is the Darkness?” 
“The Darkness is an organisation, currently headed by 

a man named Ladislav. The Illumination is their opposite, 
they are like a supernatural police force if you will, the 
Darkness is the other side of their coin. Dark to their 
Light, evil to their good. They are currently not at war and 
a very tentative treaty holds. Their last war nearly 
destroyed the real world. Majority of both the worlds 
supernatural beings have an allegiance to either party. 
Those that do not are called neutrals.” 

“If that were true how come I know nothing about 
some supernatural war?” 

“What do you think the last two world wars were really 
about?” Izrayl said. “The supernatural war was behind the 
real one. Humans were puppets or cannon fodder.” Anya’s 
hand started to tremble and Trajan placed his hand over it. 
Anya was grateful for the gesture though Yvan frowned. 
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“So what you’re all trying to say is because of some 
vision my ancestor had hundreds of years ago you think I 
am going to be able to stop Vasilli? I’m not trained to act 
normal let alone be able to act magical and Vasilli knows 
who I am.” 

“If he were really sure he would have grabbed you 
when you first met. He mustn’t have thought you a big 
enough threat to worry about. He will realise soon enough 
though,” said Izrayl grimly. “He is smart and vicious. He 
will figure it out and then you will be hunted more fiercely 
than Yvan and the firebird ever were.” 

“I knew something like this was going to happen,” 
Anya muttered, “I knew as soon as I had that crazy dream 
when I first came to Skazki.” 

“What dream?” all three men asked at once. 
“The one I was having when you woke me because I 

was sending out a signal or something,” Anya reminded 
Yvan. “I was dreaming about Yanka. It must have been 
her.” 

“How could you have let such a thing slide past your 
attention,” Trajan reprimanded Yvan. 

“She never told me! We were in Baba Yaga’s forest and 
she was sending a beacon in every direction. All I could 
think of was getting her out of there as quickly as 
possible.” 

“Don’t blame Yvan. We were running for our lives.” 
“Tell us what the dream was about,” Trajan asked, his 

tone warm for her. “It’s important.” 
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“I dreamt that I watched her or rather I was her,” Anya 
explained. “She was predicting the outcome of a battle for 
a Tsar who had kidnapped her. She told him the army 
would win but she didn’t say she foresaw his death. He let 
her go and then I was on a hill with Tuoni and I told him 
to ‘Kill him, as painfully as possible. Let him be alive 
enough to feel the crows pluck out his eyes.’ And then 
Yvan woke me up. I don’t know who the Tsar was.” 

“I do. I had only guessed until now though,” Trajan 
said “It was Yvan’s great-grandfather.” 

“What?” Yvan said sharply. 
“When we went to find traces of Yanka I did some 

research while I was still in Skazki. She was a daughter of a 
king. Her sister was sent to marry your great-grandfather 
as part of a peace treaty. The Tsar had wanted Yanka but 
her father refused to give her up because of her magical 
gifts. When the Tsar went warmongering once more he 
must have captured Yanka and forced her to predict the 
battles for him. I am only guessing though, there is no way 
to know now for certain.” 

“He raped her,” Anya added quietly. “That’s why she 
hated him so much.” Yvan’s black brows were drawn 
together in thought. She wanted to take his hand but she 
stopped herself. 

“Did she fall pregnant from it?” Yvan asked quietly. 
“There is no way to know,” said Trajan calmly. “I am 

sure if she had fallen pregnant she would have aborted it.” 
Yvan looked like he had been kicked. Anya was exhausted, 
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emotional and wanted to be alone. Her head was fit to 
bursting. 

“I think that is all the revelations I can handle tonight,” 
she said as she rose from her seat. “I’m sorry but I am a 
mere human and I need time to process it all. Yvan? Don’t 
forget you need sleep too.” He nodded slowly but couldn’t 
manage to look at her. She leant over and kissed his cheek 
before leaving them to talk and argue the night away. 

  
Hours later Anya was still awake. She had long given 

up on sleep and let her mind play over and over on what 
she had learned that night. She should go and talk to 
Yvan. She had gotten used his snoring and now she 
couldn’t go to sleep without it. She climbed out of bed, 
opened the door to her room and crept out. Tip-toeing 
she made her way down the polished stairs. She had only 
taken two steps before she slipped, falling forwards into 
the blackness. As she opened her mouth to scream strong 
arms caught her. 

“You really should be more careful,” a voice mocked in 
her ear. “That’s why there are banisters.” 

“Trajan?” Anya whispered, glowing red with 
embarrassment. He was holding her very tight, his body 
warm against hers. 

“At your service,” he answered and carried her lightly 
down the rest of the stairs before placing her back on her 
feet. 

“I’m sorry I was sneaking about,” Anya mumbled, 
completely caught out as she followed him to his large 
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sitting room. She sat down next to the fire to warm her 
freezing feet. 

“I could hear you pacing but I did not wish to intrude” 
“Don’t you ever sleep?” 
“I do I just don’t need much,” he finally answered. 
“Since there is nothing to hide any more why don’t 

you tell me what you are? Why did Izrayl call you a 
demon?” Anya said quickly. It had been running in her 
mind all night. 

“He likes to say that to people just for the reaction he 
gets. I am not a demon so you can stop being so worried. I 
am a Thanatos.” 

“I don’t know what that is. You are going to have to 
get very specific. I’m exhausted so aim for small 
sentences.” Trajan walked over to a drinks cabinet and 
poured two vodkas, handing one to Anya before he sat 
down. 

“A Thanatos is a part of Greek legend. In the stories we 
are Death. In reality we merely provide the service of 
taking the souls of the dead to Heaven or the 
Underworld.” 

Anya took a long drink before she asked, “Why aren’t 
you doing that now?” 

“Ilya helped me break the bond that my old mistress, 
Eris, held me by. Now I can stay in my human form.” 

“Your human form,” Anya said slowly. 
“Yes, I don’t naturally look like this. I have to feed in 

order to have the power to hold it.” 
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“Feed on what exactly?” Please don’t say blood, please 
don’t say blood, she whispered in her mind. 

“Death,” Trajan answered. Anya didn’t know if that 
was better or worse. “When people die their body releases 
all their life’s essence in one go. Thanatos feed on that 
energy. When the soul is released from the body we ferry it 
to where it needs to go.” 

“So Ilya saved you from having to ferry souls.” 
“Basically yes. I escaped servitude with his help.” 
“But then how do you feed now?” 
“Hospitals are always good places. When I am in 

Skazki I can usually find a village where there is someone 
dying.” 

“What happens if you don’t feed then?” 
“I start to revert to my real form.” Trajan shifted 

uncomfortably. 
“Oh.” Anya drank more of her vodka, butterflies in her 

stomach. “Ilya saved you and to return the favour you 
helped him find Yvan’s egg.” 

“Yes, I also promised to help keep a watch on his 
family.” 

“That is a big ask.” 
“It was a hard thing he did for me. I am to keep watch 

and help protect when I can. Nothing will hurt you in this 
house.” 

“Not even Izrayl? He doesn’t seem to like me much.” 
Anya didn’t quite understand why he was so short 
tempered towards her. 
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“Izrayl doesn’t really warm to people for a while. He is 
likeable but is tired from running the forests for weeks. 
Give him a few days and some good meals and he will be 
right again.” 

“Does he live here all the time with you?” 
“When I am here he does. I cross over and live in the 

real world when I get sick of Skazki and vice versa. The 
worlds run on very different versions of time. I can’t really 
explain it but it runs much, much slower than the real 
world. Stories have a tendency to leak through especially if 
the world walkers tell people in the real world tales they 
have heard while living in Skazki. You and Yvan were 
lucky to catch me here. I was living in Russia and keeping 
my eye on you like I promised Eikki. When I saw the 
ruins of the farm I knew it wasn’t an accident. I came back 
to Skazki hoping I could find Izrayl to help me track you 
but you found me instead.” 

“We had no choice really with Vasilli hunting us. If 
Yvan hadn’t shown up I would probably be dead from 
Vasilli or alcohol poisoning by now.” 

“I wouldn’t have let your addiction go that far. I 
promised I wouldn’t interfere unless you were in real 
danger. People deal with their grief in different ways. I 
knew eventually you would slow down.” 

“You should have made yourself known to me. I 
needed a friend who had some answers so I didn’t think I 
was losing my mind.” 

“I would have brought attention to you,” Trajan 
replied bluntly. “The creatures that killed your grandfather 
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have been watching you. They didn’t kill you because they 
didn’t see you as a threat. If I had come to you they would 
have known and would have found a way to kill you.” 

“How did they not see you watching over me?” 
“Thanatos have a special talent of being able to fade. 

We become invisible to the point that even magical beings 
won’t be able to pick up on us.” 

“That would work,” she said at last. “Just don’t fade 
now I have finally met you again. I need some friends right 
now.” 

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” Trajan 
promised. “Not just because I gave my word to Eikki.” 

“Because you believe I can defeat Vasilli, right?” Anya 
gave a disbelieving grunt. “I can’t even walk down a set of 
stairs without falling.” 

“That is true,” Trajan smiled. “But you defeating 
Vasilli really has nothing to do with it. You are unique, 
even for one of the members of your family.” 

“So what happens now?” Anya asked while trying to 
hide her blush. 

“We protect you and try to keep you away from Vasilli 
and the Darkness,” Trajan said firmly. “Izrayl will come 
with us. I couldn’t let you head off with Yvan again 
unprotected.” 

“We’ve done okay so far,” Anya defended. Without 
Yvan she would have been dead long ago. 

“Yes, but that is a miracle,” stated Trajan his brows 
creasing. 

“Are you saying I can’t take care of myself?” 
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“That’s not it. I think someone or something is 
watching your back. Vasilli should have made some kind 
of move by now.” 

“I thought we might have been too lucky,” Anya 
sighed. “My luck has never been that good.” 

“I won’t let Vasilli get to you or Yvan and his firebird,” 
Trajan promised again. He suddenly stiffened and became 
alert, eyes flickering uncertainly. 

“Oh Trajan please tell me you haven’t developed a taste 
for damsels in distress,” a silken voice said from the other 
side of the room. “You know how tedious they can be.” 
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Chapter Twelve 

Cerise 

Anya turned in alarm and saw a figure standing in the 
doorway. She had beautiful rich, cherry coloured hair 
which matched her lipstick. 

“This is Cerise,” Trajan introduced as the woman 
walked slowly into the room. “She is a friend of mine. I 
contacted her a few days ago when I thought you were 
missing.” 

“Come now Trajan, don’t look so pissy that I 
interrupted,” Cerise laughed, a husky chuckle which rolled 
down Anya’s spine. “So this is the girl who is causing all 
the trouble.” 

“Hello,” said Anya cautiously. “You must be another 
Thanatos.” 

“She is very clued in Trajan dear. I thought you 
weren’t going to tell her.” Her blue eyes were now 
sparkling with merriment. “But I am no Thanatos honey. 
I am a keres. Same sort of job but only for the ladies.” 
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“The keres are war spirits,” Trajan explained to Anya, 
“They hover around battlefields to take the souls of the 
brave to the Underworld.” 

“Like Valkyries?” 
“Those winged women don’t drink the blood of the 

dead but my kind do,” Cerise said matter-of-factly. 
“Do you still need to do that?” Anya asked as she drank 

some more vodka. This night couldn’t get any stranger. 
“Old habits die hard,” Cerise shrugged as she lit a 

cigarette, “Lucky there are some lovely morgue assistants 
these days who are happy to oblige a lady. Speaking of 
obliging a lady, Trajan, I will have a wine and Anya looks 
like she’s going to need a refill.” 

“It has been a long, confusing, frightening day,” Anya 
admitted as Trajan took her glass. 

“Well vodka will certainly help with that,” Cerise 
winked at her. She shed her grey fur coat to reveal a black 
satin top, leather pants and knee high boots. She looked 
amazing and Anya had to stop staring at her. 

“Did Ilya help you get free as well?” 
“No, Trajan is the only one who has had extra help,” 

Cerise replied, “though I don’t hold it against him.” She 
smiled sweetly at him. 

“Of course you don’t,” he said sarcastically as he 
handed her a glass of red wine. At least Anya hoped it was 
red wine. 

“Some of us can work off our servitude which is what I 
did. Some like the work and decide to stay on another 
millennia but I had quite enough.” 
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“So you two knew each other before you came to the 
real world?” Anya was starting to feel warm and fuzzy 
around the edges which made her a little braver. 

“Not exactly. The Underworld isn’t a very social place. 
Well, the Greek one certainly isn’t,” Cerise said. “I got 
myself into a little spot of trouble and Trajan rode to my 
rescue like the darling he is.” 

“Do you want to tell the story?” Trajan asked her 
indulgently. 

“Of course,” Cerise nodded. “I will give Anya the 
abbreviated version. The poor thing looks like she’s about 
to pass out.” 

“It takes a lot more to get me to pass out trust me,” 
assured Anya. 

“Okay then, I had just been released from my servitude 
and popped up to the surface. I woke in an alley 
disoriented and with the worst headache you can imagine. 
I hadn’t taken on a human form before and I had no idea 
where to start. I made myself invisible so I wouldn’t scare 
the life out of anyone and began to search for my perfect 
form. I hadn’t even gone a block before I saw her. The 
most beautiful woman in the whole world. It was Ava 
Gardner on a movie poster for “The Killers” outside of 
this run down old theatre. She was divine. This form I 
wear now was an inspired creation of that picture.” 

“I found her a few months later,” Trajan smiled. “I had 
felt that something from the Underworld had surfaced but 
by the time I found her she had been caught and charged 
with murder.” 
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“The man was already dead darling, I was just trying to 
not let a good meal go to waste,” Cerise stressed as she 
inspected her nails. “Long story short Trajan arrived and 
saved my hide. He taught me how to do things the less 
obvious way. We both have a penchant for hospitals and 
morgues so it all worked out quite well. Now we are going 
to use what power we have left to save your hide the way 
he saved mine.” 

“I’m going to need all the help I can get,” Anya said 
with a massive yawn. “I don’t know what to do next.” 

“The first thing you need to do is get some sleep,” 
Trajan said firmly. 

“Sounds like an excellent idea,” said Cerise. “I will be 
in my usual room Trajan.” She got to her feet and 
disappeared. 

“She has taken your room, Anya. It’s the one she 
usually stays in. I didn’t expect her for a week yet. Cerise 
likes to take her time,” said Trajan. “Never mind. You can 
have my bed. I have slept enough for one night.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Anya protested. “I can sleep on 
this couch. Lord knows I’ve slept in worst places. Once I 
fell asleep on the floor of my shower and woke up in my 
own puke. ” 

Trajan stood and helped her to her feet. “How 
charming. Come along then.” 

“You are so pushy.” 
“You will get used to it.” Anya didn’t know how she 

got up the stairs but the next thing she knew she was being 
helped onto a soft bed with heavy covers. 
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*** 

Yvan woke early the next morning to the sound Anya’s 
bright laughter. Tossing on a shirt he stumbled barefoot 
into the hallway and followed the sound to the room he 
knew to be Trajan’s. Yvan felt his temper flare brightly as 
he stormed his way towards them. A beautiful red-haired 
woman was sitting on the end of the bed talking 
animatedly with Anya and they were in fits of laughter. 

“I was worried when I heard your giggling coming 
from Trajan’s room,” he said as he leant against the 
doorframe. He felt relieved to see Trajan wasn’t in there 
with her. 

I don’t like the way he looks at her, the firebird 
commented to Yvan. 

“Your worries are complete unfounded. Cerise slept in 
my room last night so Trajan offered me his.” 

“And where did Trajan sleep?” 
“Would it matter?” Anya asked. 
“Yes,” he said firmly. Anya opened her mouth but the 

red haired woman beat her. 
“Hello, I’m Cerise,” she said, cutting the potential 

argument in half. “I was just waking Anya up because she 
sleeps too late and I wanted to talk to her. You must be 
Yvan.” 

She’s not human either. She smells of death. 
“And what are you? A Thanatos like Trajan?” Yvan 

asked. 
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“I am a keres. Is that a problem?” Cerise asked as she 
tilted her head. 

“Not at all, I just wanted to make sure,” Yvan 
mumbled, “I will see you downstairs.” 

Too many people are getting involved. 
You were the one who said we needed more people to 

protect her. Make up your mind or keep your opinions out of 
mine. 

He found Trajan in the kitchen carefully brewing 
coffee. He looked completely out of practice and Yvan 
couldn’t help but smile at him. 

“Having trouble?” 
“It has been quite a while since I have made coffee,” 

Trajan said looking slightly frustrated. 
“Anya wouldn’t have anything to do with this sudden 

bout of coffee making?” 
“She wants coffee and I feel obliged, as her host, to 

provide her with it.” 
“Of course that is it. She slept in your bed last night 

did she not?” 
“Who slept in whose bed?” Izrayl appeared through the 

back door yawning. He looked a lot more relaxed than he 
did last night. Yvan was relieved; Izrayl could be difficult 
when he was tired or hungry. He sat down at the end of 
the table and proceeded to detangle this long hair. 

“Anya slept in Trajan’s room.” 
Izrayl’s mouth cracked into a dirty grin. “I’m 

speechless, though she looked like she could use a good…” 
“Be careful, Izrayl,” Yvan warned. 
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“You are both being ridiculous,” said Trajan. “Cerise 
arrived late last night and took Anya’s bed so I gave her 
mine. I didn’t sleep in there with her and nothing else 
happened in there either.” 

“There would be too much danger there anyway,” said 
Yvan matter-of-factly. He was surprised that he felt 
jealousy coil in his stomach. Trajan said nothing. 

She doesn’t belong to you, the firebird pointed out. 
“Why? Do you have an eye on her?” Izrayl asked Yvan. 

“I mean I can understand. You’ve been stuck in that egg 
for how long? You’ve probably re-virginised again.” Trajan 
stopped and looked at Yvan. 

“It’s not like that. I feel responsible for her,” Yvan said 
honestly. “Her touch made the egg break and in return I 
have brought Vasilli’s wrath down on her. I care about 
what happens to her. She doesn’t need any more hurt in 
her life. This is why I want to know your intentions.” 

“You think I would hurt her? I have watched over her 
since she was a child. You think I would hurt her—?” 
Trajan’s odd coloured eyes flashed with anger. 

“I do not doubt your loyalty to her,” Yvan argued. “I 
worry about you becoming romantically interested in her 
for many reasons, the first being that you are an immortal. 
She is not.” 

“Who said I am interested in her that way?” 
“I saw the way you looked at her last night.” 
“I was surprised to see her that’s all, as I was surprised 

to see you.” 
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Cerise pushed open the kitchen door and looked at 
them with her hands on her hips. “I can hear you men 
arguing from upstairs. There is enough testosterone in this 
room to choke on. Settle down the pair of you.” 

“Cerise! Come and kiss me, you red haired harpy,” 
Izrayl bellowed. She smiled and moved to kiss his stubbly 
cheek. He held her tight and squeezed. 

“How goes it Old Dog,” Cerise said fondly to her 
temporary captor. 

“Still alive,” he grinned salaciously at her. “And still 
young enough to learn some new tricks if you are the one 
doing the teaching.” 

“Try it and I will neuter you,” Cerise threatened and 
tugged on his braid. “You dogs, all you think of is 
hunting, fighting and fucking.” 

“What else is there?” Izrayl growled in the back of his 
throat and raised an eyebrow at her suggestively. “How 
about I show you how much fun it can be? You run off in 
the forest and I can hunt you, then fight you, then…” 

“You wouldn’t be able to do that if I killed you in the 
fight,” Cerise interrupted and pulled herself out of his 
grip. “Besides we were talking about Anya.” 

“What about Anya?” Anya appeared through the door 
and sat down. She had pulled her hair up in a neat 
ponytail, the silvery tips hanging over one shoulder. 

Stop staring at her. 
Please just be quiet. Yvan hated the non-stop chatter in 

his head. 
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“Nothing,” they all seemed to say at once. Anya’s green 
eyes narrowed. 

“I see,” she said suspiciously. 
  
“So what’s the plan?” Cerise asked as they sat around 

the table together. Anya held her cup of coffee, still shaken 
up by everything that had been revealed to her the night 
before. 

“The plan is to get Anya as far away from Vasilli as we 
can. We need to figure out how we can kill him once and 
for all,” Yvan stated as tapped his fingers on the table. She 
had heard them all arguing and that worried her. 

“Baba Yaga gave us a drum, she said it would show us 
the way if I cast Yanka’s rune stones on it. I am not really 
sure how it works though,” Anya admitted. “I haven’t even 
had a look at it yet.” 

“It’s all right, I am sure you will figure it out.” Cerise 
gave her an encouraging smile. 

“I don’t know what I am doing but I will give it a go. 
There might be something in Eikki’s journals which could 
help too.” 

Yvan started squirming in his seat irritably and quickly 
undid his shirt while he gritted his teeth. He breathed a 
sigh as the pain disappeared. The firebird stretched and 
moved his wings along Yvan’s skin. 

“Are you okay?” Anya asked as she took his hand. She 
hated seeing the agony the firebird caused him. 

“It wanted to see,” Yvan said apologetically. “Damn 
thing won’t shut up in my head.” The firebird’s feathers 
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gleamed softly. Its eye would occasionally blink and its 
head would turn so Yvan looked as if he had a bird’s head 
sticking out of his chest. It repelled Anya each time it did 
it. 

“I thought I was a freak,” Izrayl laughed. “That is just 
gross.” 

“It’s draining having an extra voice in your head,” Yvan 
said. “It’s like having a wife.” 

“So sweet Helena wasn’t so perfect after all?” joked 
Anya and nudged him with her shoulder. 

“Helena was a spoilt bitch,” growled Izrayl. 
“She had a good side,” Yvan defended. Anya gave his 

hand a squeeze. He never talked about her more than to 
say that Vasilli had killed her. There was so much about 
him she didn’t know. 

“We need to leave before Vasilli gets too close,” Trajan 
said, his eyes flickering briefly at their locked hands. 
“Anya, I think you should have a look at the drum and the 
runes to see what you can discover. Even an untrained 
Shamanitsa can be a force to be reckoned with.” 

“Especially one with a shocking temper,” Yvan added. 
Anya pinched him. 

“That is not a bad thing,” Cerise said as lit a cigarette. 
“I have found anger can be a rather good motivating 
force.” 

“It won’t be a good thing if she becomes a live wire,” 
Izrayl warned. “Angry and full of magic isn’t exactly a 
killer combo; just killer.” 

“My lack of training can hardly be blamed on me.” 
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“Of what I have seen of magic you only need talent 
and instincts and you have both,” said Yvan. “Have you 
felt any different since crossing over?” 

“Sometimes I feel like I have static running under my 
skin, vodka dulls it down enough so I don’t want to 
scratch myself to pieces.” 

The magic is building inside of you child, the firebird 
touched her mind. You must release it or it will start 
releasing itself. 

“That is not helpful,” Anya told the bird on Yvan’s 
chest. “It says it’s the magic trying to get out.” The firebird 
stretched its wing down Yvan’s arm to where their hands 
touched. Anya felt warmth flood up her arm. 

“Using the drum could help release some of it,” said 
Trajan making her look up. 

“You don’t think using magic will attract Vasilli?” 
“If it does at least you have some fierce protectors,” said 

Cerise. “And a guard dog.” 
“Don’t push your luck with the dog jokes,” Izrayl said. 

He was fiddling with his long plait. Anya had never seen a 
man with such long, thick hair. 

“You should try using it outside so if you release too 
much power you won’t destroy the house,” suggested Trajan. 

“I think that is a good idea. Just don’t expect any 
miracles,” Anya said quietly. 

“Well, how about you get started on that and the rest 
of us will pack what we need for when the miracle arrives,” 
suggested Cerise as she tapped her nails on the table. “We 
can’t sit on our hands all day.” 
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Chapter Thirteen 

Dog Fight 

Vasilli threw his rune stones across the floor of the forest 
and hoped they would give him some kind of direction. 
He had sent Vischtan along the trail ahead of him and 
Vischto to follow another direction in case the Bony 
Witch was telling lies. He didn’t trust the Powers, which is 
why he had killed as many of the lesser ones as he could. 
He hated Baba Yaga most of all. When he first entered 
Skazki he could taste the magic residue Anya had left in a 
glade. He cursed himself over and over for not snatching 
her. She seemed so unimportant the night they met and 
yet after finding the sauna and the cabin he knew he had 
made a big mistake. The magic in there had a different 
taste altogether and was nowhere near as powerful. 

Vasilli tried to clear his mind as he looked at the small 
bone tiles. Nothing. Just gibberish yet again. Vasilli raged 
and cursed until he ran out of breath. 

Finally he sat down next to the fire and tried to figure 
out the problem before him. He didn’t know what she had 
been taught. Surely the last gatekeeper would have taught 
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a girl with such raw power! Yanka’s blood, no matter how 
diluted would be useful. If he could capture her he would 
have no need of the firebird. If he could get both and take 
them back to Ladislav it would be even better. He would 
steal the firebirds magic and offer him the girl as 
compensation. 

There had been no sign of a trail for days now and he 
knew Baba Yaga had played him. Of course she would 
have seen Anya for what she was instantly. All of Skazki 
knew of the feud Baba Yaga had with Yanka. 

Taking his knife he scratched symbols in the dirt 
before cutting his arm and letting the hot red drops stain 
the earth. Taking a deep breath to steady his heart he sent 
his message across the worlds to Ladislav. 

*** 

Anya went to her room to find the rune stones she had 
pushed to the bottom of her pack. Cerise had taken over 
the room and had left her gorgeous fur coat hanging over 
the end of the bed. 

“How are you?” Yvan appeared in the doorway. He 
held the leather bag in this hand containing the drum in 
it. 

“Gods! You scared me,” she scolded. 
“You didn’t answer my question.” 
“I am nervous. I really don’t know what to expect. 

Everyone is acting like I’m some great Shamanitsa. I don’t 
feel any different than what I did back in the real world. 
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At least I understood my life there even if I was lonely and 
drunk and knee deep in animal shit.” 

“You know you are worth more than that,” he said 
sincerely. “You can only do as much as you can. No one is 
asking for anything more. We know you haven’t been 
taught anything. Just stop worrying so much about it and 
see what happens. You never know, you might get your 
miracle.” 

“I can’t be sure of anything anymore. I am freaking 
out, Yvan. I’m in Skazki with a group of the strangest 
people I have ever met. And they are all something more 
than human. There is only so much crazy I can take.” 
Yvan walked towards her and wrapped his arms around 
her. It surprised her, she usually didn’t like to be touched 
but she found the physical contact reassuring. 

“You are coping remarkably well. I know it is a lot to 
take in but try to focus on who they are as opposed to 
their natures. Try to accept your own nature. You aren’t 
an average human either.” 

“I know you wouldn’t have brought me here if you 
didn’t trust them, and it’s not as if I don’t. It’s just…” 

“Overwhelming, I know.” Anya felt the firebird move 
under his shirt before heat seeped through her cheek. Just 
for a moment she felt warm and safe before reality came 
crashing down. 

“I had better go and get started,” she said as she 
stepped out of his arms. He handed her the drum. 

“Try not to think with your eyes when you look at it,” 
he suggested. 
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The forest was cold and damp from the rain the night 

before. The scent of sweet pines and the thick earthiness of 
rotting leaves and moss filled the close air. Anya held the 
drum in one hand and the runes in the other. Warm and 
dry inside her thick coat she had been sitting on a wet rock 
for an hour trying to find the will to try out the drum. 

Yvan hadn’t been enthusiastic about letting her out of 
their sight but she couldn’t handle the thought of people 
watching her. She hadn’t wandered very far in the forest 
but far enough to be out of sight of Trajan’s house. 

She turned the drum over in her hands; it was shaped 
in a rough oval lain out in the designs of the Sami nojd 
drums. She had seen such drums when Eikki had taken 
her to the Midsummer celebrations. There had been joik 
singing which had left her brain buzzing. In the centre of 
the drum was a large cross with a reindeer in the middle of 
it. Scattered around the drum were small drawings of 
churches, birds, stick figures, trees, a wolf, a bear and more 
reindeer. 

Anya had brought Eikki’s journals with her. She had 
seen something similar to the small pictograms in there 
some where. It took her a few minutes of flicking before 
she found a scribbled note and a small sketch of a drum. 

The drums are read from top to bottom. The top is North, 
most often crowned with a cross shape, the Northern star. 
Three layers, Heavenly realm, Earthly realm and the 
Underworld. Eikki must have been doing some research on 
them at one stage. It made sense, he was a shaman so why 
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not learn what he could from the other ones he 
encountered? 

Anya re-read it twice while checking her drum. There 
was a cross, encircled with antlers on one of the four arms 
of the larger centre cross piece. So that was north. She 
didn’t know what all the other symbols meant but she 
understood how a compass worked. 

Anya placed the drum in front of her on the ground, 
took out her runes and randomly picked one. It was 
smooth in her hand and had a scratching in it like a 
slanted L. Anya felt the hair begin to stand up on the back 
of her neck. Taking a deep breath she put the rune back in 
the bag. She felt her fingertips tingle as she sorted through 
them to find the one that Yvan had showed her. Baba Yaga 
had said to drop Raidho on it. Yvan explained it looked 
like a crooked R. She finally found it and turned it over in 
her palm. Silencing all the voices in her head Anya 
stretched her hand out over the drum. Something rushed 
through her, making her ears roar and she dropped the 
rune stone. 

It bounced once on a bird then jumped to land on a 
string of crosses before stopping on a stick figure wearing a 
dress. She did her best to ignore the thrumming under her 
skin and tried to imagine it’s landing on a compass. South 
East. 

“Okay…” Anya breathed out and picked up the rune, 
placed it into the bag and tucked them into her coat 
pocket. She had just stood up when she heard a deep 
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growl. A grey wolf appeared inview not ten feet from her. 
Anya knew that wolf. 

“Vischto,” she whispered. 
“The Master wants you,” it rasped through its teeth. 
Anya stepped carefully backwards. Vischto growled 

once again threateningly. 
“They know where I am,” Anya said cautiously. 
“The Master knows where you are too and he is 

coming for you.” Vischto crouched down as Anya turned 
and bolted. In the same instant something huge and black 
sped past her and she heard a yelp. She stopped and 
turned to see a big wolf grappling with Vischto with brutal 
ferocity. 

Anya wanted to run but her legs didn’t want to move. 
Vischto was more powerful than Anya thought possible. 
He was biting viciously at Izrayl’s back. He was bucking to 
break his hold. Anya’s body started to tingle; she felt rage 
and panic building up in her. 

“No! Stop!” Anya held out a hand and she felt 
something rush thick and fast from her. Vischto screeched 
and howled in pain. Izrayl fell back as the wolf 
transformed into a skinny, naked man with black eyes 
filled with agony. He writhed on the ground scratching 
deep red gashes in his pale flesh. His breath hissed out of 
him as his body exploded, showering them in ash. Anya’s 
hand was still outstretched and trembling as she slowly 
lowered it. 

Her legs gave way and she crumpled on the ground. 
She couldn’t even look away as Izrayl changed in front of 
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her. His human body was covered in Vischto’s bites and 
scratches. She felt him lift her but she couldn’t move or 
speak. Her face and lips were completely numb. 

“Bloody Yvan is going to kill me,” Izrayl muttered as 
he moved quickly through the forest towards Trajan’s 
house. 

*** 

Vasilli felt the moment Vischto died. He roared with blind 
rage at the forest in front of him. Vischtan started to howl 
and whimper in pain. Vasilli turned to watch as Vischtan 
began to burn up like his twin. 

“Master, help me,” he begged. But the invisible fire 
burnt his wolf body to a cinder. Vasilli watched as the 
ashes were carried away on the wind. They had been 
valuable slaves and Vasilli was going to truly enjoy killing 
who ever was responsible for their demise. 

*** 

“What happened?” Trajan asked as soon as Izrayl walked 
inside with Anya. “Give her to me and get Cerise to help 
you with your wounds; you are bleeding everywhere.” 
Trajan carried her quickly up the stairs to her room. 

“I’m ‘k…” Anya mumbled through numb lips. 
“Vissto.” Trajan wrapped her in a blanket and held her 
tight. 

“What the hell happened?” Yvan stormed in the room. 
“Yebat! Is she okay?” 
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“Go and see Izrayl, they were attacked,” Trajan 
commanded. “Get her some coffee or something. She is 
shivering.” 

“I will be right back Anya,” Yvan glared at Trajan but 
did as he was told. 

“We never should have let you go in the forest alone,” 
Trajan said as he rocked her gently. 

“Tired…” Anya managed as her head drooped and 
rested on the groove of Trajan’s neck, warm and 
comfortable. 

“Don’t go to sleep,” he said urgently, shaking her a 
little. 

“Why?” she asked already half in a doze. 
“Because you might not wake up,” Trajan moved her 

to check to see if she had her eyes open, his own filled with 
worry. “I need you to be able to wake up.” 

“Nice…thing,” Anya said before she started to cry 
from the emotions bombarding her. Yvan came back in 
the room with Izrayl following close behind. He was 
holding a wad of bandages to his chest. 

“I was following her to make sure she didn’t get lost 
and Vischto jumped her. I managed to stop him from 
attacking her but then something strange happened. She 
screamed and all of a sudden Vischto was off me and he 
burned from the inside out. I think she used her magic on 
him.” Anya tried nodding her head in agreement but it 
just flopped forward. 
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“The firebird says the magic has drained her because 
she used too much at once,” Yvan said as he looked at her. 
“She just needs to rest.” 

“Is that all?” Trajan breathed a sigh of relief. “You can 
go to sleep now if you want to Anya.” She still had her 
head resting on him so she just closed her eyes. 

“Vischto said Vasilli was coming for her,” Izrayl added. 
“We need to leave as soon as she can move.” 

“Then make sure you’re ready. I will stay with her,” 
Trajan said. 

Anya opened a bleary eye as Yvan touched her cheek 
lightly. She tried to smile at him but her mouth still didn’t 
want to move. 

“If her temperature drops, find me,” he told Trajan. 
“Watch where you put your hands.” He followed Izrayl 
from the room. Trajan lifted her onto the bed properly 
and removed her boots. He placed another blanket on her. 
Anya thought of Vasilli being close and started to shiver. 

“Don’t go,” Anya croaked and held out her hand that 
the magic had come out of; it was burning up. Trajan 
pulled up a chair and sat down next to her, placed his cool 
hand in hers and the burning pain eased. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said gently. “Every time 
I do something happens. I dropped my guard to go and 
feed and Tuoni gives you Yvan and now you were attacked 
by Vischto.” 

“Least…magic worked,” Anya said. 
“A little too well I think,” Trajan frowned and softly 

stroked the hair back from her forehead. “At least you are 
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not hurt.” Anya nodded sleepily but couldn’t find the 
energy to reply. 

“Go to sleep Anya,” he whispered as she tightened her 
grip on his hand, “I’ll be here.” 

  
“How is she?” Cerise asked from the doorway. Trajan 

looked up and held up a finger to be quiet. 
“She is sleeping finally,” he whispered as he put down 

his book and his reading glasses on the small bedside table. 
“Poor thing must be scared out of her head,” said 

Cerise as she looked at Anya’s sleeping face. 
“I don’t know what I can do to help her,” Trajan 

mumbled. “I’ve never met someone magical and 
untrained. She could have killed herself today.” Cerise 
gave him an appraising look and smiled softly. 

“You really care about this mortal don’t you?” 
“I have been watching over her family for a long time.” 

He cleared his throat awkwardly. 
“Not to worry,” Cerise said dismissively. “I won’t tell 

anyone.” 
“How is Izrayl?” 
“The bleeding has stopped but his complaining hasn’t. 

Why don’t you have a break and go and pack your things. 
I will watch over her.” Trajan must have looked hesitant 
because Cerise frowned. “I don’t like that look on your 
face right now, darling. Don’t get too attached to her. She 
is a mortal and our kind does not mix with hers. It can 
only end in pain, heartache and death. Now get.” 
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Anya woke to the smell of something sharply chemical. 
“Trajan?” Her blurry eyes focussed on Cerise who was 
sitting at the end of her bed. 

“Guess again,” the redhead smiled her megawatt smile. 
“I was charged with the very important job of watching 
over you while Trajan went to pack.” 

“What’s that smell?” 
“Nail polish,” Cerise said innocently. “I have a short 

attention span and I got bored.” Anya realised her feet 
were sticking out the bottom of a blanket, her left one 
propped on Cerise’s knee. Her toenails glinted scarlet. 
Anya went to move but Cerise’s hand gripped her like 
iron. 

“Don’t move; you will mess up my artwork. Just relax.” 
Anya gave up and lay back down. 

“I feel like I have been hit with a hammer,” she 
groaned and clutched at her head. With a flash of red she 
realised her fingernails had been manicured and painted as 
well. “Voi luoja,” Anya cursed. 

“Don’t be mad, you were looking so under the weather 
and I thought it would perk you up,” Cerise said before 
letting out a sigh. “Okay fine. They were annoying me. 
Honey, your nails were shocking and I just had to do it.” 

“I never really found the need to give myself a 
manicure when I was rounding up sheep.” 

“Don’t be so snappish. I wasn’t judging you; I was 
trying to do something nice. I don’t like mortals very 
much so take it as a compliment.” 

“Sorry, I am not used to being around women.” 
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“Does that mean I can do your eyebrows?” Cerise 
asked hopefully. 

Anya tossed a pillow at her. “That hurts,” she gasped as 
her muscles screamed. 

“It will teach you for throwing things at me,” Cerise 
said snootily. “You really need to relax. It must have been 
surprising when the magic came out.” 

“I didn’t even know what I was doing. I saw him going 
for Izrayl and retaliated. I didn’t want to kill him.” 

“From what Izrayl tells me it was a very close call,” 
Cerise said as she rummaged in the small bag on her lap. 

“I think he must have been under Vasilli’s control 
somehow,” said Anya. “Are these your glasses?” She picked 
up the pair off the bedside table and put them on. They 
had black rectangular frames and Anya couldn’t see a thing 
clearly though them. 

“They belong to Trajan.” 
“He’s really blind,” Anya said as she quickly took them 

off and put them neatly back where she found them. “I 
find it a little strange that someone who feeds off death 
needs glasses.” 

“We are from a place of darkness, honey. We can see in 
it like its day, we can wrap it around us like a cloak; we are 
a part of it. We are light sensitive. It doesn’t burn us up 
but it hurts. Trajan needs glasses for reading because his 
eyes are damaged from refusing to live in darkness 
anymore.” 

“What about you?” 
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“I’m far too cute for glasses,” said Cerise as she 
repositioned herself beside her, tweezers in hand. Anya 
frowned as Cerise moved in. 

“Trust me; I have been doing this for a very long time,” 
assured Cerise. “Let me have my fun. It will make you feel 
better.” Anya sighed and resigned herself to her fate. 

“Come on, I think you need to eat something,” Cerise 
said and took her hand like the most natural thing in the 
world. 

Trajan caught them on the staircase, “Anya, how are 
you?” 

“I am fine,” Anya said as she looked at her feet.“Cerise 
attacked me in my sleep though.” Trajan’s head snapped 
up in alarm. 

“Not literally Trajan. Your faith in me is 
overwhelming,” said Cerise scathingly. “I like my food 
already dead anyway.” 

“After today I am assuming the worst.” 
“Oh here are your things, I thought you might want 

them,” Anya said awkwardly as she handed him his book 
and glasses. He slipped them on and smiled at her. Her 
image of him as a history tutor was complete but she had 
to admit they looked good on him. 

“Thank you,” he said. “There has been no sign of 
Vasilli yet. Yvan is on edge though.” 

“That man strikes me as always being on edge. He is 
intense,” commented Cerise. 

“He has reasons,” Anya said a little more coldly than 
what she meant to. 
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“I was only making an observation, sweet pea. I will go 
see what I can find for you to eat,” Cerise said as kept 
moving down the stairs. Trajan hadn’t taken his eyes off 
Anya since he had turned up. 

“I shouldn’t have let you go into the forest alone,” he 
said finally as he leant against the banister. 

“You weren’t the one who attacked me,” said Anya, “I 
wouldn’t have let you stop me anyway. I am stubborn that 
way.” 

“Yes, you are,” Trajan reached out and lightly touched 
her cheek. His hands were warm against her cool skin, 
sending goose bumps running along her arms. “I was so 
worried today when I saw you limp in Izrayl’s arms.” 

“Did you think I was dead?” 
“No, I would have known if you were dead. There can 

be worse things than death though. Vasilli has more than 
Vischto and Vischtan at his command.” Anya realised his 
hand was still on her cheek but didn’t move it away. 

“I know that but you shouldn’t worry, I can take care 
of myself.” 

“Clearly.” 
“What do mean that you would have known if I was 

dead?” 
“I would have felt it.” 
“Can you feel it all the time? With everyone?” 
“Not the way I used to. Those who I know I feel very 

strongly. I can tune the rest out, just like I can tune in if I 
need to find someone who is about to die.” 
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“To feed on,” Anya finished. Trajan moved his hand 
away from her cheek. 

“Does that frighten you?” 
“Not as much as it probably should. In my growing list 

of things to be frightened of you rank quite low.” 
“That is a relief. I wouldn’t like you to be afraid of me 

at all.” 
“Vasilli is a lot scarier than you. Then there is the 

Darkness and whoever else wants my blood, or my power, 
or both.” Anya rubbed her arms and hugged herself. She 
could feel power running under her skin again. Trajan 
leant forward and tapped her shoulder in an awkward 
gesture of affection. 

“They won’t ever hurt you, Anya. I may not seem 
frightening to you but I can be just as horrifying as the 
things in your dreams. They will find it very hard to get 
anywhere near you while you are under my protection.” 
She wondered how horrifying he could be. 

“Thank you,” she said and stood on tip toes to kiss his 
cheek. She could only just reach his jaw line but it was 
close enough. His dark hair lightly brushed her cheek and 
she heard him inhale sharply before letting go of her. 

“We should really get you something to eat,” he said. 
Anya stepped away from him quickly and headed down 
the stairs. 

When they entered the kitchen Anya could smell eggs 
frying. Izrayl was standing at the stove cooking up a storm. 

“There she is, our fierce Shamanitsa,” he smiled. “Back 
on her feet and ready for action.” 
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“How are you feeling, Anya?” Yvan asked his voice 
tight with concern. 

“I’m fine,” she said and sat down beside him, “I am 
just a little achy.” 

“I’ve got you covered,” Izrayl put a massive plate down 
in front of her, piled with scrambled eggs and toasted 
bread. 

“I don’t know if I can eat all of this.” 
“Try, you need some more meat on you,” he said. 
“Hardly,” said Anya. Izrayl gave her a wink before he 

placed a plate in front of everyone and a massive one for 
himself. He was eating enough for two men. 

“I need it for my strength,” he said as he tucked in. 
“We should leave by morning,” Trajan said. “If Vasilli 

were close he wouldn’t have sent one of his minions after 
her. We will leave at dawn.” 

“It sounds like a good plan,” Yvan agreed as he sipped 
his coffee. “Night is when Vasilli is strongest. He would 
have attacked us at dusk if he was nearby.” 

“I could use one more decent night’s sleep too,” Izrayl 
added. “I’m not as young as I used to be and I am not 
quite recovered from the last adventure.” 

“You need to heal too. You were wounded today and 
we have to take that into account,” said Anya. She didn’t 
like him being in pain because of her. Izrayl smiled and 
ripped the bandage off his chest. All that remained of 
Vischto’s bite was a fresh purple scar. 

Anya gasped. “How is that even possible?” 
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“Volk krovi heal fast,” said Izrayl with a smug grin. “I 
get a decent scar to show off too. Ladies like scars.” 

“I’ll take your word for it. I’m so full,” Anya sighed; as 
she had predicted she had not eaten half her meal. 

“More for me,” Izrayl said and took her plate to finish 
it off. 

“Pig,” snorted Cerise, her nose crinkled with disgust. 
“It’s for my stamina. I could show you how good it is if 

you want,” Izrayl licked his lips. 
“You are nothing if not persistent, boy.” 
“One day you are bound to say yes,” Izrayl shrugged. 
“Did the drum work for you?” Yvan asked Anya. 
“Before Vischto jumped me the drum said South East. 

It will be imprecise at best. I don’t understand all of the 
figures on it. I will keep looking through Eikki’s journals 
and see what I can find.” 

“It’s better than nothing,” said Yvan, giving her a half 
hug. Trajan frowned at him. Anya didn’t know what his 
problem was and she was still embarrassed by the moment 
on the stairs. 

“Oh, the drum! I left it in the forest I have to-” 
“Relax Anya, I found it and your runes,” Yvan said, 

“You weren’t in any state to get them.” 
“Thanks. I was so out of it. I can’t believe I left them 

behind, some Shamanitsa I am,” she said with a grunt. 
Yvan’s arm tightened around her. 

“Don’t worry, you did great but should turn in early 
tonight, darling. The magic drained you completely today 
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and tomorrow will be a very big day,” said Cerise as she lit 
a cigarette. 

“I agree with Cerise, you should get your rest,” Trajan 
gave a curt nod. “You need to go to bed.” 

“Yes, your bed,” Yvan stressed to Anya. “In your room.” 
“Oh no, I have claimed that one,” Cerise protested, “I 

need my beauty sleep, especially if I am going to be in the 
sun all day tomorrow.” 

“She can have my room,’ Trajan said smoothly. “I 
don’t think I will be getting much sleep tonight.” Yvan’s 
frown deepened as he looked at Trajan. 

“I think we should all turn in,” Izrayl interrupted with 
a massive yawn. “Are you going to come keep me warm 
Cerise?” 

“If you want to keep warm piss in your pants,” Cerise 
said sweetly and blew smoke at him. 

“I am going to head up,” Anya laughed, “Thank you 
for the eggs Izrayl.” 

“I will go up with you,” said Yvan, “I have your drum 
and runes in my room. They make the firebird 
uncomfortable so you had best take them.” 

  
“You were looking very worried when you came in 

tonight,” Yvan commented when they were back in his 
room. 

“I just had an awkward moment with Trajan,” Anya 
said as she said down on his bed. “I don’t think he likes 
me very much.” 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

166 

“I don’t believe that is the problem,” Yvan frowned, 
“You can’t forget he is not human, Anya. He probably 
hasn’t had much to do with mortal women either. You 
make him nervous. Whatever happened he will get over it. 
We all feel a little uneasy and out of place at the moment.” 
Anya leant forward and rested her elbows on her knees. 

“I suppose. It’s probably just me making an issue out of 
something that isn’t one. I did kill someone today so 
everything else should pale in comparison.” Yvan sat down 
next to her and passed her the bag with her drum and her 
runes in it. 

“Vasilli would not have been a kind master. Those skin 
changers have been in his service for a very long time. 
They killed Helena, they would have killed you. If 
anything you did the creature a kindness.” 

“I burnt him up from the inside out. How the fuck 
could that be a kindness?” Anya raked her hands through 
her hair. Yvan detangled them gently. 

“He would have done worse to you, to all of us. If it 
had been Vasilli instead of Vischto you wouldn’t have 
been so lucky. Do not mourn for the creature.” His hard 
blue eyes softened as he looked at her. They were the 
darkest blue she had ever seen. 

“I should go to bed,” she said and got up quickly. “Big 
day tomorrow.” 

“Yes you should,” he replied and rubbed the back of 
his neck. “Sleep well shalost’.” 

“Mischief? Me? Never!” 
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Anya took a deep breath of relief when she walked 
down the hallway. She didn’t need any more 
complications and the look he just gave her was all kinds 
of complicated. She was packing her clothes when she felt 
someone watching her. Trajan stood in her doorway, his 
eyes following her movements behind his glasses. 

“Did you want something?” she asked as she set aside 
some clothes for the next day. 

“I feel I owe you an apology.” 
“For what?” Anya really didn’t want to go through this 

uncomfortable conversation tonight. She just wanted to go 
to sleep. 

“I reacted strangely when you kissed me and you need 
to know it wasn’t you-” 

“Stop right there,” Anya interrupted him, “Firstly I 
pecked your cheek, it doesn’t count as me kissing you. 
Secondly I don’t need an explanation of why you pulled 
back. I don’t even care.” 

“You do though which is why you are so angry right 
now.” 

“It is this conversation that is making me angry because 
it is unnecessary.” 

“It is necessary. Do you know that was the first time a 
mortal has kissed my cheek? Do you know that I had no 
idea what would happen? If I kissed you I could very well 
take some of your life energy before I could stop it. I just 
don’t know. I stepped back because I was scared I would 
hurt you,” Trajan said heatedly as he advanced on her. He 
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was so tall she automatically took a step back so she could 
still look him in the eyes. 

“You didn’t though I am fine apart from being 
embarrassed.” 

“Why are you embarrassed? You didn’t do anything 
wrong,” he looked confused. 

“I understand that you have not had a lot of experience 
with human women but for future reference if a woman 
kisses your cheek and you move away she will always, 
always think there is something wrong with her and not 
the other way around.” Anya turned away to continue 
folding her clothes and putting them in her bag. 

“That’s ridiculous. The problem is with me,” Trajan 
argued. 

“Whether it is or not has nothing to do with it.” 
“Well now you know that there is absolutely nothing 

wrong with you.” Anya laughed before she could stop 
herself. 

“There is so much wrong with me I wouldn’t even 
know where to start.” 

“I can’t see very much wrong with you and maybe that 
is the problem.” Anya stopped folding and looked up at 
him. He smiled shyly. She didn’t know how to react to 
that. 

“Give it time and you will,” she said, “Everyone always 
does.” 

“You forget that I have known you since you were a 
child,” he said and folded his arms. 
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“You have watched out for me on and off but you 
don’t really know me.” 

“I would like to though if you are willing to let me. 
You don’t let many people behind that wall of yours do 
you?” 

“No I don’t because basically people are shit. They 
have let me down over and over so now I choose them 
very carefully.” 

“You have let Yvan in,” he pointed out. 
“Yvan’s different.” 
“So am I. I am not even a human so I can’t even be 

counted in the category of ‘people.’” 
“That’s right; you are not human. You won’t even let 

me get anywhere near you because you ‘may’ hurt me.” 
Anya hated falling back on sarcasm but he was provoking 
her and she really wasn’t in the mood. 

“Are you trying to tell me that you are not going to let 
me get to know you because I am hesitant about touching 
you? Even though I could damage you? I have held you a 
few times but I have been very careful. If I let my guard 
down for a second I could feed off you without meaning 
to.” 

“Analyse it whatever way you like Trajan but do it 
somewhere else because I need to sleep.” She looked at 
him blankly for a few moments, neither of them saying 
anything. 

“Yes of course, I am sorry. Good night,” he said 
awkwardly and turned to walk out the door. Anya stared 
after him, What the hell was that all about? 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Rose Thorns 

In the darkness Anya dreamt she was a little girl again 
playing in the forest, flowers in her hand, blackberry stains 
on her lips. Through the trees she saw a man sitting by a 
stream. 

“I have been expecting you,” the man said, his voice a 
deep thrum. “Come closer, so I can see you.” She couldn’t 
disobey an adult so she came to stand in front of him just 
out of arm’s length. The man’s face was dark from the sun. 
His eyes were deep and old. 

“Yanka’s blood, you have grown,” he said and moved 
his hand and presented her with a red rose. “My gift to 
you, to honour your beauty.” 

Little Anya took the rose and smiled at him brightly 
“Was that magic?” 

“No my love, I simply asked the rose to appear in my 
hand,” the man laughed. “Some would call it magic.” He 
studied her a long moment and she held his gaze. 

“I could teach you magic if you want,” he said 
suggestively. “If you take my hand I will show you the 
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most amazing things in the world.” He stretched out his 
hand and Anya studied it. He was smiling at her kindly. 

“I shouldn’t trust strangers,” she said and the warmth 
drained out of his black eyes. 

“Come with me Anya and we could rule the world. 
This one and the next.” 

“I don’t want to go,” she said stubbornly. He frowned 
impatiently at her. 

“Leave them. You and I will have a new family. One so 
strong and powerful it will make the world quake,” he said 
convincingly. “They don’t want you, Anya…You and I 
belong together. If you come with me you will stay 
beautiful and powerful forever. I will never leave you, I 
will love you forever and we will crush our enemies into 
the dust.” 

“I don’t want go with you.” Gone was the child like 
voice. Adult Anya had spoken through her child form. 

“What chance do you think you have?” he growled 
through his teeth. “You and my useless brother? You don’t 
think I will find you? You have only gotten as far as you 
have because I have willed it. I could crush you right now 
through your dreams. You have no idea of my power 
child.” 

“Then why are you afraid?” she asked in her sweet little 
girl voice. 

He backhanded her across her face and she fell back 
onto the dirt. It felt like she had been hit with a 
sledgehammer. Despite the pain she started to laugh 
loudly. She struggled to climb to her feet. 
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“You are so powerful and yet you still resort to hitting 
me,” she managed between giggles. “I am going to destroy 
you.” 

“You say that now,” growled Vasilli. “But when all 
your friends are dead and no one can help you with the 
power that is slowly destroying you, you will come to me. 
It is only a matter of time. A parting gift for you. Never 
forget, roses are beautiful but they have thorns.” He 
rotated his hand in a twisting gesture and the crushed rose 
in her hand trembled. Anya screamed as thorns stuck in 
her soft skin and started to bury deep in her flesh. She 
tried to scratch them from her palm as bright blood 
pooled in it. Vasilli started to laugh as she screamed and 
screamed. 

  
“Anya! Wake up!” Trajan’s voice startled her with a 

jolt. She looked around the room trying to clear her head. 
His eyes were full of concern as they looked down on her. 

“Oh no Trajan, he’s coming, he’s coming!” She pulled 
on the sleeve of his shirt. “Go and wake everyone we need 
to leave!” He didn’t question her and hurried from the 
room. Anya looked down at the palm of her hand. Fresh, 
raised pink scars had appeared on her skin where the 
thorns had buried themselves in. Swallowing her rising 
horror she got out of bed and quickly got dressed. 

“What happened?” Yvan burst in as she pulled on her 
boots. Her feet tingled when she stood up. Anya ignored 
it; they had bigger things to worry about than her magic 
shuddering under her skin. 
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“Vasilli is coming, we need to go,” she said. He took 
her firmly by the shoulders to stop her moving. 

“How do you know?” 
“I met him in a dream.” 
“Anya-” 
“Don’t say it was just a dream Yvan! Look at this!” she 

held her palm up to his face. He took her hand and lightly 
ran his thumb over the raised bumps. He quickly dropped 
her hand like she had burnt him. 

“There is something in there,” he said raggedly. 
“I know. They are thorns. We need to get away from 

here. We can worry about cutting them out later.” 
“You must promise to tell me if you feel ill in anyway. 

We don’t know what will happen with those things inside 
your body.” 

“Go and get your things. I will be downstairs,” Anya 
said as she started to do up her pack. Yvan looked like he 
was about to argue but he relented. Anya slid her knife 
down the side of her boot just as Trajan reappeared. He 
was wearing a knee length leather jacket, his glasses pushed 
up on his head. 

“They are ready and waiting for you,” he said quietly. 
She wanted to ask how he knew to wake her from the 
nightmare. She went to move past him but he grabbed 
her, holding her tightly. 

“Yvan told me about your hands; whatever it is we will 
fix it Anya.” For some reason his words made her want to 
cry. She held her tears in and tried to focus on how nice he 
smelt. 
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“I am sure it is nothing,” she lied. “We need to go.” 
“Yes we do,” he said and released her. He took her 

pack and she let him without arguing. Yvan, Izrayl and 
Cerise were waiting for them outside. Cerise was in her 
long fur coat and despite being woken so suddenly was 
wearing perfectly applied makeup, smoking a cigarette and 
frowning at the still dark sky. 

“Izrayl, I’ll carry your clothes in my pack,” Trajan said. 
“Always looking out for me, little brother,” the volk 

krovi grinned. 
“I don’t think the ladies will want to see your naked 

body when you change back.” 
“Their loss,” Izrayl said and started to shed his clothes. 

Anya couldn’t look away as he started to morph. Bones 
began to snap and black fur burst from his brown skin. 
His long hair formed into a longer ridge of fur down his 
back. In seconds a large wolf was looking at her with big 
amber eyes. 

“God,” Anya whispered in awe. Even though she had 
seen him become human the first time they met she had 
still only half believed he was volk krovi. The wolf sniffed 
the air once before he trotted off into the trees. 

“Shall we?” Cerise said and followed him with a swish 
of her fur coat. 

“Please tell me if you start to feel unwell or strange in 
anyway,” Trajan said to Anya. She didn’t have the heart to 
tell him that she always felt strange. Yvan gave her a nod 
and she knew he watched her too. With an inward sigh 
she set off after Cerise. 
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They kept a quick pace through the heavy birch and 
pines. A few times Anya slipped on pine needles and wet 
logs but either Yvan or Trajan was there to catch her 
before she went down. Her hand had started to itch 
terribly but she refused to scratch it in case they started to 
fret over her. 

At sunrise they stopped for a few moments for a drink 
of water. Cerise and Trajan both slipped on sunglasses 
even though the day was overcast. Anya risked a glance at 
her hand. The scars were looking redder with smaller 
tentacles of purple spreading from them like veins. The 
back of her neck broke out in a cold sweat. Izrayl burst 
through the trees and shook his head, a low growl rolling 
through his body. 

“Vasilli has found the house,” Trajan said slowly. 
“Is Vischtan with him?” Yvan asked. Izrayl shook his 

big head before taking off through the trees. He had been 
circling their general vicinity all morning, keeping a look 
out for Vasilli or anything else that could hinder them. 

“Are you okay honey?” Cerise asked Anya quietly, “You 
are looking awfully pale.” 

“It’s nothing. I am more worried about you trying to 
make your way through the forest with those boots on,” 
Anya tried to joke. Cerise was wearing impossibly high 
heeled boots that came up past her knees. With her black 
leather corset firmly in place she looked like a femme 
fatale. Cerise raised a perfect red eyebrow. 

“Don’t worry about my boots; I have had loads of 
practice walking in them. Just worry about yourself.” Anya 
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pulled her hair back in a high ponytail to get it off her hot 
sweating neck. Her hand stung and she tried not to wince 
as she fastened her hair tie. 

They started moving again, heading South East like the 
drum had instructed. Anya kept thinking about the 
symbols the rune stone had landed on. Bird, crosses, 
woman. Bird, crosses, woman. It rolled around and 
around her head like a mantra to distract her from the 
ache was spreading up her arm. The next time she fell she 
didn’t have anyone there to catch her and her world 
flooded with black. 

*** 

In the East of the forest is a woman. She has shaggy black 
hair that just touches her shoulders. Her fringe is cut short 
and jagged to keep out of her eyes. Layered wisps of dark 
hair blow around her face in the wind. A thin scar curves 
from her right eyebrow down to her high cheekbone. She’s 
short and lithe and holds a bow in her hand. 

Katya focussed on the huge deer through the trees. Her 
eyes narrowed as she aimed and fired. The deer bucked 
once and fell. She lowered the bow and straightened. 

Come home, Yakaterina, her sister’s voice echoed 
through her head. 

I am hunting, she replied. 
We have trouble. The words were urgent and worried. 

Katya knew that tone and was suddenly fully alert, moving 
quickly, leaving the kill where it fell. 
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What have you seen? she asked as she ran. 
Strangers are coming. They are going to need your help. 

Dark forces are hunting them. Get home as quick as you can. 
Baba Zosia has seen them too. 

I will be there soon, she said and quickened her pace. 
It took her less than an hour to get back to the camp. 

Painted wooden caravans formed a circle, hidden amongst 
the oak and pines. Children playing within the circle were 
being watched by the women at the cooking fires. The 
smell of smoke, red paprika and other spices filled the air. 
Old men playing chess were arguing. Katya greeted 
everyone by name as she passed and quickly sent a few 
young men back for her deer. Winter was coming and the 
meat needed to be dried and stored. Katya ran up the 
wrought iron steps of her sister’s caravan and pushed her 
way through the heavy red curtains. 

“Aleksandra?” she called. Her sister stood by the small 
stove boiling water for tea. They were sisters but didn’t 
look very much alike in Katya’s opinion. They both had 
soft olive skin, burgundy lips and black hair, but 
Aleksandra was the more beautiful. Her ebony hair 
reached her waist in full, shining curls. Her features were 
softer, fuller and more delicate. Her eyes were vibrant blue 
and they saw far into the future. Katya was shorter, 
thinner with eyes the colour of pale jade, stronger, faster 
and blunter in her manners. 

“What is so important?” 
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Aleksandra frowned at Katya’s boots covered with mud 
that she failed to take off. A line of muck covered her clean 
mats. 

“I had a vision. I saw a small group travelling quickly 
with a black cloud following them. There is a woman with 
fair hair; she has magic pouring from her. You need to 
help them. Bring them here if you have to. The woman is 
important somehow but I cannot see,” she said as she 
scooped sugar into one delicate teacup and a large metal 
mug. “Baba Zosia came to me because she had the same 
vision. She looked nervous.” 

“What is hunting them? Please tell me it’s a big 
monster because I am getting bored hunting animals,” said 
Katya. “I have been sitting around Skazki for too long.” 

Aleksandra frowned and Katya felt a lecture burning on 
the tip of her sister’s tongue. “There is something evil on 
their trail. Just because you enjoy the fight Yakaterina 
doesn’t mean you should be craving it.” 

“I can if I want, little mother. What is the point of 
wasting the gifts God has given you? You see the monsters 
and I kill them. That’s how it works.” 

“The gifts should only be used to protect the tribe, 
Katya. That is why we inherited them. If father was alive I 
am sure he would tell you the same,” Aleksandra said as 
she poured out the steaming tea. 

“If father was alive he would still be cursing his luck 
that I was born a girl instead of a boy,” snapped Katya. “I 
am a warrior; that is my gift. I will use it the way I want.” 
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The little kitchen was suddenly silent and crowded. 
Aleksandra sighed and handed Katya her mug. 

“You don’t have much time, drink your tea and go find 
them. I am hoping Baba Zosia can help the woman rein in 
some of that magic before she hurts herself and others.” 

Aleksandra’s gifts included compassion. If there was a 
baby bird within a hundred kilometres with a broken wing 
she would find it and spend weeks tending to it until it 
could fly away, leaving her weeping with joy. The soppy 
side of her sister’s character frequently made Katya roll her 
eyes. A killer and a healer under the same roof was not 
easy. 

“Did you see what I am meant to be hunting? Just so I 
have some kind of idea of what weapons to take,” Katya 
asked as she sipped her tea; black, sweet and with a twist of 
aniseed the way she liked it. 

“I couldn’t see what it was exactly,” Aleksandra said 
with her brows together in frustration. “The best you can 
do is to take whatever is most effective. They aren’t far 
away. You should encounter them by this afternoon.” 

“I will see you at dawn at the latest. Or if I get killed, 
not at all.” Katya barked out a laugh when she saw her 
sister’s worried face. 

“I don’t understand your humour some days, Katya.” 
“There is a lot you don’t understand about me, sora. 

Don’t worry so much, I’m not dead yet,” Katya said and 
disappeared out the door. 

*** 
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Vasilli had found the house and felt where Vischto met his 
end. He wanted to destroy it, rip it apart with his magic 
like he had with Anya’s farm. He couldn’t afford the 
massive loss of power though, not when he was gaining on 
his quarry. Anya had fallen for a child’s trick in the dream 
and now he had planted his own special way of tracking 
her deep in her flesh. The thorns would fester deep in her 
body, spreading through her, paralysing her. It would 
make up for lost time and damage her enough to make her 
compliant. Ladislav was becoming impatient so Vasilli 
needed to speed up collecting her. 

Vasilli pulled off his heavy coat and the shirt he wore 
underneath. Tattooed on his abdomen was a black winged 
creature, similar to a griffon, with a scaly body and bat like 
wings. Clearing his mind Vasilli took his knife, cut his 
palm and smeared the blood over the tattoo. 

  
“Rise and waken dark slave, 
Break free from bonds of magic and flesh, 
I call you forth, I call you out, 
Slave of mine, caught by my hand, 
I call you forth, I call you out, 
Rise from your trappings of blood and bone, 
Take form and shape, 
Rise and waken, 
I call you to do your Master’s bidding” 
  
He felt the magic pouring through his body. The 

tattoo twitched and with a shout of pain Vasilli could not 
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hold in, the creature pulled itself from his body. It 
flopped, bloody as a newborn onto the ground and 
stretched its wings. It started to cry and grew to the size of 
a horse before it turned to Vasilli and lowered itself in a 
bow. 

“How may I serve, Master?” Its voice rasped through a 
mouth of venomous fangs. 

“Find the girl and bring her to me,” Vasilli 
commanded. “If you can snatch my brother do it, if not 
slaughter them all.” The creature bowed its head in 
servitude before it launched itself into the air. It flapped its 
large wings and disappeared into the distance. 

*** 

By midday Anya had lost sensation down the left side of 
her body. Trajan had to stop sporadically so she could 
vomit up greenish fluid flecked with blood. They had 
discovered she was paralysed down her whole side when 
she had almost fallen on her face the moment Trajan put 
her down. She was slipping in and out of consciousness. 

“I’m sorry if I smell like vomit,” she wheezed, her voice 
aching from retching. 

“That is quite all right,” Trajan smiled gently. “You 
should rest.” 

“I am going to be resting soon enough,” she touched 
his face with her good hand, making him look down on 
her. “Can you feel it yet? My death?” she whispered. 

“No,” he said and his arms tightened around her. 
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“You are lying.” 
“This is some trick of Vasilli’s to hinder us.” 
“If it’s a trick it’s a damn good one,” she chuckled 

blackly. 
“We should stop for a rest,” said Yvan as he moved 

beside them. “If only for a short while.” 
“Good idea, I am tired of being carried like a sack of 

potatoes.” 
“Izrayl is scouting ahead to find a suitable spot,” said 

Trajan. Yvan’s warm hand brushed Anya’s forehead. He 
didn’t say anything but it made her feel better as she 
drifted off to sleep again. 

Anya woke up as soon as Trajan’s pace slowed. “Where 
are we?” she asked drowsily. 

“We are stopping for a while. Cerise is going to check 
you over again,” he said as he set her down on soft grass. 
She could hear a stream running but didn’t have the 
strength to look around for it. Yvan sat down beside her 
and propped her up against him. The heat from the 
firebird poured into her, relaxing her cramped muscles. 

“I have to hand it to you honey you sure know how to 
be the centre of attention,” Cerise said as she crouched 
beside them. “I am going to take a look at what’s going on 
with you.” 

“Are you a doctor?” Anya asked as she stripped off her 
coat. 

“I have had some medical training as a nurse. It makes 
it easier to get into hospitals.” Cerise looked at Anya’s 
hand and followed the tendrils up her arm and down her 
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side. “This looks like some kind of poison,” she said 
finally, “If we can get the thorns out of you, your body 
might be strong enough to heal the rest.” 

“You mean cut them from her?” Yvan hissed. 
“That is exactly what I mean. It is either that or she 

worsens and possibly dies.” Izrayl appeared through the 
trees naked as the day he was born. Anya looked away and 
she felt Yvan chuckle a little despite the seriousness of the 
situation. 

“I told you that you are embarrassed about nakedness, 
shalost,” he whispered. She couldn’t help but smile. Trajan 
passed Izrayl a pair of jeans. 

“I am just going to have to take them off again,” he 
pointed out. “You look terrible Anya.” 

“Thanks,” she mumbled. 
“We need to make a decision here, boys and soon. This 

poison is spreading-” 
Anya interrupted her, “Cut the fucking things out.” 

The concern on the faces around her almost did her nerve 
in. 

“Cerise, you should do it,” Izrayl said. Cerise pulled a 
knife from the folds of her coat. It had a short curved 
blade with a handle of carved ivory. 

“You will have to help hold her,” she said to Trajan. 
He sat down on the other side of Anya and pulled her 
close. 

“I am so sorry for the pain this is going cause,” he 
whispered, his lips brushing her ear, “but I cannot bear the 
thought of losing you now.” 
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*** 

Katya moved quickly through the trees. She was like her 
father in many ways. He had been a hunter except they 
didn’t just hunt animals. They hunted creatures of the 
supernatural persuasion as well. Usually the men in the 
family inherited the hunter gifts and the women inherited 
telepathy and divination. Being cursed with two girls 
Katya had become the hunter. 

Their tribe wandered between Skazki and the real 
world and she had spent lengthy times in both. She only 
ever really came back to Skazki when Aleksandra’s 
persistent telepathy became too much for her to handle. 
Katya had an apartment in Moscow full of guns she could 
never bring over. It didn’t bother her too much because 
she never stayed in Skazki long. Creatures had crossed over 
to the real world and multiplied; the only problem was 
that the people over there no longer believed they existed. 
It made Katya’s job much more of a challenge but she felt 
her skills went to better use in the real world. Aleksandra 
had contacted her a week beforehand with fierce 
premonitions of a battle brewing between good and evil 
and had forced Katya to come back to protect the tribe. 
The promise of the fight had brought her back, not 
allegiance. 

Aleki? Where are they? She had been running most of 
the day and was getting annoyed that she still hadn’t 
found them. 
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You are so very close, keep going. Katya, the creature is 
dangerous and it has wings. Be careful little sister. 

She could hear voices arguing in the direction of a 
stream that was close by. She loosened her bow from 
where it hung concealed underneath her ankle-length 
leather coat. It also hid an impressive assortment of vicious 
weapons including throwing knives and a short sword. 
You could never be too prepared. 

As she got closer she could see the small group through 
the trees. Two women and three men. The blonde woman 
with them oozed so much magic Katya was surprised the 
trees weren’t coming alive and dancing. She was too late; 
they had already captured her. They started to hold the 
woman down and a knife flashed in the hand of the red 
haired woman. 

Not on my watch, Katya nocked an arrow. 

*** 

Cerise had just touched Anya’s skin with the cold blade 
when an arrow thudded into the ground beside her. A 
woman appeared through the trees, loading another as she 
ran. Izrayl morphed and charged her, dodging another 
fired shot. In a quick move the bow disappeared under her 
coat and a knife appeared in each hand. Izrayl launched 
himself at her and she fell to her knees, sliding underneath 
him, her knife catching one of his legs. Izrayl landed and 
turned quickly for another assault. 
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“Stop!” Anya tried to shout with her ruined voice. 
Izrayl ignored her and as he attacked the stranger she 
flipped over him. Izrayl was faster and managed to catch 
her coat in his teeth. She hit the ground with a loud 
thump. Izrayl stalked over to her, a deep growl rolling 
through him. The woman waited until he was crouched 
over her before she swung her arm out and punched him 
in the nose. Izrayl yelped in pain and surprise. 

“That is enough!” Trajan shouted, his voice echoing 
over the noise and confusion. “Izrayl, back down. You 
woman, explain why you are attacking us.” 

“You were about to slice that poor girl up, I can’t allow 
that.” 

“They are helping me,” Anya wheezed. “They are my 
friends.” 

The stranger fingered the hilts of her knives as her eyes 
darted around the group. Finally she lowered her weapons. 
“If you are her friends, why the hell are you about to cut 
her hand apart?” 

“She’s been poisoned you presumptuous bitch,” Izrayl 
said as he changed back into his human body. His nose 
was bleeding and had a deep cut on his thigh where she 
had caught him with her knife. 

“I am sorry about the wound,” she said when she saw 
it. “My name is Katya and I am here to help you too. 
Would you mind putting on some trousers?” 

“I would actually,” Izrayl crossed his arms defiantly. 
“And we don’t need your help.” 
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“Really?” Katya pushed him hard out of the way. A 
high pitched cry screeched overhead and something huge 
and black swooped them. 

“What the hell was that?” Anya asked. With her half 
blurred vision it looked a like a bat. Trajan moved to 
shield her body as it swooped again. 

“Get her under the trees!” Katya shouted as she loaded 
another shaft into her bow. Trajan and Yvan grabbed 
Anya’s arms, Cerise her legs and carried her quickly under 
cover. Izrayl howled as the black creature landed in the 
glade. 

“Watch its head,” Katya yelled to Izrayl as he went for 
its long snake neck. A clawed foot caught him, brushing 
him out of the way like he was a puppy. Katya fired her 
bow and hit it in the chest but missed its heart. It 
screeched in fury. Swearing she pulled out a short sword. 
Izrayl was back on his feet and doing his best to damage 
the creature’s wings. 

“Look after Anya,” Trajan commanded Yvan. 
“Be careful,” Anya croaked. Trajan smiled ironically at 

her before throwing himself into the fray. Katya was 
fighting at the beast’s head; Izrayl was biting at its legs and 
belly. As if in slow motion Anya watched Trajan jump 
lightly up onto its back behind its wings. He placed his 
hands on its neck and to Anya it seemed like he 
shimmered for a moment, like a mirage. The creature 
stopped fighting and sagged to its knees. It cried high and 
mournful as silvery smoke rose from it, enveloping Trajan. 
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He opened his mouth and the smoke sucked into him. As 
he started to shudder, Anya fainted. 

  
She woke to the smell of burning and the musk of 

animal fur. Anya opened her sore eyes and realised Izrayl 
was carrying her on his back. Cerise was beside them and 
looked grim. 

“Cerise? Where is Trajan? What happened to him?” 
“Try not to talk honey,” she said urgently. “You had a 

seizure before and coughed up a lot of blood.” 
“Where’s Trajan?” 
“He is walking a little way back,” Cerise frowned. 
“Is he okay?” 
“He’s fine, just an idiot. He shouldn’t have done that 

in front of you all. He’s embarrassed now of course. Izrayl 
is carrying you because Trajan thought when you woke 
you may have been…frightened. Just try to relax. This 
gypsy Katya is taking us to her camp. Apparently they 
have a wise woman who will be able to help you.” Cerise 
did little to hide her scepticism. 

“What happened to the monster?” 
“We burnt it. Katya didn’t want Vasilli to be able to 

resurrect it. Don’t worry about it, darling. Just sleep.” 
Night fell quickly in the forest. An extra coat had been 

placed over Anya when she woke again. Anya could just 
make out the glimmer of fires through the heavy beech 
and pine trees. 

“You will have to change back here,” Katya said to 
Izrayl. “My tribe doesn’t look kindly on volk krovi.” She 
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spoke good English but she had a thick Eastern European 
accent and rolled her r’s. Yvan stepped forward and gently 
lifted Anya from Izrayl’s back. Anya couldn’t even feel him 
touching her. She couldn’t move her arms or legs. She 
started to weep as fear crowded her. 

“Shh don’t cry shalost,” Yvan whispered. “All will be 
well.” She tried to smile at Trajan. He didn’t smile back. 

“Can you feel it now?” she asked him. 
“Come, we have to hurry,” Katya said. “They know we 

are close. Everything is prepared so they can work on her 
straight away.” Through bleary eyes Anya saw flames and 
curious glances from dark faces. Spices and incense filled 
the air mixed with the smell of Yvan’s skin. If she could 
have moved she would have clung to him and buried her 
face into his chest like a little child, breathing in his scent 
of heat and man. 

“This way,” Katya said quietly and lead them to a 
wooden caravan painted yellow and black. The door 
opened and a short, squat old woman shuffled out. She 
moved to grip Anya’s face with her bony hands. Her 
snapping black eyes looked deep into her before muttering 
something in a language Anya didn’t know. 

“Come,” she said in English. Yvan carried Anya up the 
iron steps and placed her on a narrow bed. “Go.” 

“But-” Yvan started but was already being pushed 
outside. 

“You, come.” Anya heard the command. Trajan 
ducked into the caravan followed by a beautiful woman 
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with long black hair. She looked a little like Katya but was 
much softer in her features. 

“Hello Anya, I am Aleksandra. Everything is going to 
be fine,” she said calmly. She looked at Trajan standing in 
the corner and started. “What are you?” 

“He come wit her,” the old woman said, “He is 
moartea spiritului.” 

“Not anymore,” Trajan answered. The old woman 
rattled a reply to Aleksandra. 

“Baba Zosia says you are here so you can feel if we are 
about to lose Anya,” Aleksandra translated. Baba Zosia 
started to light the many candles in the cramped space and 
Aleksandra quickly moved to help her. 

“Trajan?” Anya croaked. He knelt down beside her bed 
and pushed the damp hair from her face. “Can you feel 
it?” 

“Yes,” he answered, “But I won’t let you go just yet.” 
“Can I have a final request in case I don’t make it?” 
“Anything.” 
“I haven’t been kissed in five years, kiss me Trajan,” 

she whispered. “I am so afraid.” Trajan slowly pushed his 
glasses onto the top of his head and brought his lips softly 
to hers. They were gentle and Anya felt warmth grow in 
her chest. When he moved back from her his eyes were 
filled with amazement. 

“See? A kiss from you didn’t hurt me after all,” she said 
before a fit of coughing overtook her. 

“We need to get started now,” Aleksandra said as she 
manoeuvred Trajan into the far corner of the hot room. 
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Baba Zosia crouched down next to the bed and removed 
Anya’s shirt. “This made by magic. Only magic can un-
make,” she muttered. Aleksandra passed her a small pestle 
and mortar. Anya caught the strong smell of spices. 

“If I die,” she said to Trajan, “give my soul to Tuoni. 
The bastard got me into this mess to begin with so I am 
going to haunt him in the afterlife.” 

“You quiet now. Both quiet,” Baba Zosia snapped. 
Aleksandra came forward and from a hessian bag started to 
pour salt in a circle around the narrow bed on which Anya 
lay. From the folds of her shawl Baba Zosia produced 
some small bells which she rang, filling the tense air with 
their tinkling. Anya remembered Eikki telling her of such 
bells, he called them bakterismasko bells. Baba Zosia 
started to crush the contents in the stone basin slowly and 
methodically. The rich smell of cloves bombarded Anya as 
Baba Zosia started to hum a tune that made Anya’s magic 
spike. Her heart was racing but she managed to find 
Trajan’s face and focus on it. 

Baba Zosia took Anya’s infected hand and with two 
quick flicks of a knife she opened the inflamed scars. 
Blood poured from the wounds and Baba Zosia let it drip 
into the crushed herbs. Anya could no longer follow the 
tune, it had been reduced to a buzzing static in her brain. 
Aleksandra joined in and continued the flow and rhythm 
of it when Baba Zosia spat into the mixture. A small 
leather bag appeared in her hand and she tipped the 
contents in. Finally she lit a small bundle of dried grasses 
and dropped the ashes into it. She ground the mixture 
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until it became a thick paste. Scooping some into her 
wrinkled hand she spread it over Anya’s wound. Anya 
screamed as an agonising burning sensation burst up her 
arm. A thousand knives scraped through her veins as she 
twisted in pain. “She is fading,” Trajan said urgently. 

“Holt her down,” Baba Zosia commanded Aleksandra. 
She gripped Anya’s shoulders without stopping the 
incessant humming. Baba Zosia started an incantation in 
the gypsy’s obscure language. She said it three times, her 
voice becoming stronger with each telling until she was 
shouting. 

Anya screamed as her power flared and mixed with that 
of Baba Zosia. It roared through her burning and 
cleansing the poison from her body. With a final shout the 
pain left her. Anya opened her eyes as Baba Zosia ran the 
rim of a small glass vial over her bloody palm. She held it 
to Anya’s face so she could see in the congealing mess were 
two rose thorns. “Bind her,” Baba Zosia said to 
Aleksandra. 

“I will be back with some water to clean the wound,” 
Aleksandra said before helping the older woman down the 
stairs and out of the caravan. Trajan was beside Anya, his 
cool hand resting on her burning head. 

“Why is it so dark?” Anya whispered. 
“Whatever you and that woman just did melted all the 

candles,” Trajan said. “I thought I had lost you for a 
moment.” 

“I am not going anywhere. You wasted a kiss for 
nothing,” she smiled sleepily. 
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“It wasn’t a waste. Neither is this one,” he kissed her 
again, his long fingers twisting in her matted hair. Anya 
managed to move her good hand, gripping his shirt she 
brought him closer. Aleksandra re-appeared with a 
steaming basin of water and coughed politely. Trajan 
broke off the embrace at once. Anya touched her lips a 
little dazed, the sensation of him imprinted on them. 

“I see your hands are working again which is a good 
sign,” Aleksandra commented as she took her place by 
Anya’s side. “Once we get all of this blood bathed off we 
will stitch your hand and get you changed into fresh 
clothes.” She looked at Trajan expectantly. 

“I believe that is my cue to leave,” Trajan said and 
made for the door. 

“The others are eating in the third caravan to the right 
of this one,” Aleksandra said as she started to wash Anya’s 
skin, “They are expecting you.” 

*** 

Yvan heard Anya scream and rushed outside. Katya 
stopped him just as he reached the door of the caravan 
where he had placed Anya in. 

“You can’t go in there,” she said as she pulled him 
away. “If you interrupt whatever magic they are doing you 
could kill Anya.” Yvan reluctantly moved back but 
remained standing in front of the caravan. He was angry 
but he couldn’t blame Katya for it. He hated that Trajan 
was allowed in there and he wasn’t. 
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“Yvan, you had best stop that,” Katya said and pointed 
at him nervously. “People will notice.” Yvan looked down 
and realised flames were sparking to life along his arms. 
He patted them out quickly. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, “I didn’t mean for that to 
happen.” 

“Just be careful with it. I am going to go and check on 
the others now. Can I trust you to not interrupt them?” 
she asked with her hands on her hips; knives were in 
sheaths around her thighs and on her belt. Yvan had seen 
that she could, and would, use them if necessary. 

“I will be fine. I am just worried about Anya,” he 
assured her. 

“Understandable but Baba Zosia and my sister will do 
everything they can for her.” Katya eyed him for a long 
moment before leaving him to pace and stress. He heard 
Anya scream again and his stomach churned. 

Baba Zosia appeared a short time later pale and leaning 
heavily on Aleksandra’s arm. 

“How is she?” he asked. 
“She live,” Baba Zosia grunted. Aleksandra helped her 

up the steps of the next caravan before she came out 
carrying a basin of water. 

“Anya is fine, Baba Zosia got the thorns out but it has 
drained her.” 

“Can I see her?” 
“Not yet. I need to get her cleaned up and she must 

rest so she can heal.” She moved past him and into the 
caravan. Trajan came hurrying out looking flustered. 
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“I see you have been evicted as well,” Yvan said calmly. 
“I have served my purpose.” 
“Which was?” 
“To tell them if Anya was dying,” Trajan frowned. 

“She is fine now though, just exhausted. You can stop 
looking so worried, Yvan.” 

“I am worried though. Vasilli did that to her through a 
dream. How in all the worlds are we going to keep her safe 
from him?” 

“I don’t believe she will make the same mistake twice 
but I really don’t have an answer for you. She is worth 
protecting though,” Trajan’s voice had grown soft. Yvan’s 
frown deepened. 

“You should go and eat something Trajan. The body 
you have is still mostly human after all,” he said, “I will 
watch over her for a while.” Trajan hesitated but he finally 
relented. 

When Aleksandra opened the door some time later 
Yvan quickly ducked into the shadows and hoped she 
didn’t spot him. He watched her walk past him, the water 
in the basin alarmingly red. He hurried up the stairs and 
into the dark caravan. Anya lay on the bed covered high 
with brightly coloured crocheted blankets. Her green eyes 
flickered open and she smiled tenderly at him. 

“I was wondering if you were ever going to come visit 
me,” she said as he sat down on the small milking stool 
beside her. 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

196 

“I haven’t been allowed to, I am still not.” He gently 
took her heavily bandaged hand between his own. “How 
are you?” 

“I am sore but I can move now which is a good thing.” 
Let me help her, the firebird said in his mind. Yvan felt 

it move and shift on his chest as warmth flooded down his 
arms and into her hand. 

“Oh,” Anya breathed, her eyes growing wide. 
“It wants to do its share to help you. It doesn’t like to 

see you suffer either.” 
“Will you stay with me a little while?” she asked as her 

eyes began to droop. 
“If you would like me to.” 
“Good.” She rolled onto her side and cuddled into 

their hands before drifting off to sleep. Yvan was nodding 
off as the door to the caravan opened. Baba Zosia shuffled 
in and grunted when she saw him. 

“I knew you be here,” she said quietly, so not to wake 
Anya. 

“I am not disturbing her.” 
“You and dat burd inside you,” her fingers brushed his 

face lightly and Yvan felt the firebird flare. “You make 
problems for her.” 

“I know that but I can’t leave her now Vasilli is aware 
of her.” 

“He do this for fun.” Baba Zosia held a glass vial in 
front of him. The bloody thorns were inside and Yvan 
flinched. 
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“I know he did. Anya didn’t know he could harm her 
in her own dreams.” 

“I will show her how to stop dat. I show her some 
more tings. But not for long. You all must go. He come 
for her.” 

“Thank you, we will take any help you are willing to 
give chovihani,” he bowed his head respectfully. 

“Dat other creeture. He care for her,” her face 
tightened into a scowl. 

“Trajan? Yes, he does.” Yvan felt his chest tighten that 
a complete stranger had noticed Trajan’s obvious interest 
in Anya. 

“He fall in love wit her. Bad ting.” 
“Perhaps.” 
“I see it. He will. She will. But will you still be there for 

her?” 
“I will,” he said though unexpected pain was running 

through him. 
“She needs hero. You be her hero and lovers not 

matter,” Baba Zosia said with a wave of her hand. “You be 
whut she need. She love you different. She love you 
forever. Be her hero. Be her champion.” Yvan looked 
down at Anya’s pale face and tangled mass of silvery hair. 

“I already am her champion,” he sighed, “I know I 
won’t leave her.” 

“Good,” Baba Zosia patted his shoulder. “You grieve 
for vife?” Yvan had no idea how she knew about Helena. 
The fairytale version of what happened had been told 
through both worlds but only Yvan and Vasilli knew the 
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truth of what really happened that night. He hadn’t even 
told Anya the full version of events. 

“A part of me has been grieving the whole time I was in 
the egg,” he admitted as he looked back at Anya, “Other 
things are more important now.” 
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Chapter Fifteen 

The Seer, the Hunter 
and the Witch 

Anya woke to the sound of rain pattering on the roof. The 
warm milky smell of cooking porridge and cinnamon was 
drifting through from the front of the caravan. Anya flexed 
her toes experimentally and was relieved to find they were 
working. Sitting up slowly she ran her hands through her 
hair. Her wounded palm was still tender but not 
throbbing like it had been. Whatever Yvan and the firebird 
had done it had helped with the pain. With her body 
protesting every step she hobbled through the curtained 
doorway. 

Baba Zosia, swathed heavily in knitted shawls, stood in 
front of a cast iron, pot-bellied stove scooping thick 
porridge into painted wooden bowls. 

“Eat,” she said as she passed Anya a bowlful. She took 
it and sat at the small pine table. Baba Zosia put her own 
down and glared at her. 
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“Thank you for getting the thorns out of my hand,” 
Anya said, not knowing if the older woman would even 
understand her. “I would be dead if you hadn’t.” 

“Worse,” said Baba Zosia, “Eat.” Anya scooped the 
gooey porridge in her mouth. Ever since she had come to 
Skazki she had a much stronger appetite than usual. Being 
sober more often probably had a lot to do with it. Baba 
Zosia watched her carefully. 

“You have Papa’s eyes,” she said and tapped her 
temple. 

“You knew Eikki?” 
“Our path cross. He com to me when you born. To see 

destiny. I don’t lie. He scared.” Baba Zosia clucked her 
tongue. Aleksandra came into the caravan, her black hair 
glittering with rain droplets. 

“Buna dimineata,” she greeted with a bright smile at 
Anya. “It’s nice to see you up and eating already.” Baba 
Zosia said something long and complicated to Aleksandra 
as she shed her soaked shawl and hung it near the stove to 
dry. 

“Baba Zosia said I am to translate for you,” she relayed 
to Anya as she poured them all coffee. “Her English is 
limited and she says she has much to tell you.” 

“You speak English very well,” Anya commented. 
“Yakaterina taught me. She spends a lot of time in the 

real world and our language is only used by our particular 
tribe.” 

“It certainly sounds complicated.” 
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“It is a hybrid of many languages Rom, Russian, 
Egyptian you name it. We have had many different 
cultures join us over the years so it is very hard to learn it 
unless you live with us.” 

“Do you live in Skazki permanently?” 
“We travel in and out as it suits us. Lately we have been 

in Skazki more though, trouble is brewing-” They were 
interrupted by Baba Zosia who started to talk rapidly to 
Aleksandra. 

“She says that she looked into your future when you 
were a child and she saw many things. That she saw you 
being torn apart by dark and light. You were powerful and 
strong. She could taste the magic. Eikki didn’t want that 
for you so he said he wouldn’t teach you. He didn’t believe 
it would happen with or without his help. His own son 
was a great disappointment to him.” 

“I didn’t think much of him either,” Anya muttered. 
Baba Zosia raised an eyebrow at her and Anya quickly shut 
her mouth. She said something to Aleksandra who nodded 
and said, “There must have been something buried in his 
blood though to name you as he did. That his magically 
dead son could find a name so close scared Eikki. Your 
father and mother died at the hands of Eikki’s enemies 
and to protect your identity he shortened your name to 
Anya.” 

“Anya is my whole name,” she argued. She had been 
called Anya for as long as she remembered. That or the 
cruel names children used to call her. She thought of Yvan 
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calling her shalost, mischief, and she smiled at the 
nickname. 

“She says that it’s not your whole name,” Aleksandra 
frowned as Baba Zosia began to speak more quickly, “but 
she will get to that. She says there are servants of the dark 
searching everywhere for gifted people like us. They hunt 
for old families who have held the power. The magic in 
their blood grows stronger as the years pass. People with 
the magic usually only ever connect with other people 
with special gifts. The two types of magic entwine making 
the child of their union stronger. You know how people 
talk of soul mates? A person they are so connected to and 
yet they won’t be able to tell you why? It’s because the 
magic in their blood is…”Aleksandra stumbled to find the 
right word, “ah…singing to one another. The Darkness, 
who Vasilli works with, follows magical families to find 
the best talent. The people in the real world don’t believe 
in magic anymore. It makes it so easy for the dark ones to 
find them. They have no idea of their power. They just 
disappear into the night.” 

Anya opened her mouth to ask a question about the 
Darkness but Baba Zosia held a hand up to her. Her tone 
when speaking with Aleksandra was growing sharper and 
angrier. 

“They have watched your family since Yanka’s death,” 
Aleksandra continued, “waiting for the moment to strike. 
To turn a child with such power could help them create a 
weapon. They killed your parents but couldn’t kill you. It 
made them curious. You had shown no signs of power that 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

203 

they could see. Eikki felt them watching you both. To 
protect you he changed your name and vowed he would 
never teach you so they would maybe lose interest. They 
kept close eyes on you so he had his friends watch you 
from time to time. Why do you think he panicked when 
you ran away? He thought they had kidnapped you.” The 
stuffy space was quiet for a long moment. So much had 
been going on around her and she had been too dense to 
see the signs. 

“What is my full name if it is not Anya?” she asked 
finally. Aleksandra translated for her and Baba Zosia 
clucked her tongue before answering, “Anyanka.” 

“Anyanka.” So close to her family matriarch’s name 
and if Yanka had been a Power than perhaps that was why 
Eikki’s enemies were paying too much attention to them. 
Anya felt dizzy and her skin was crawling underneath. 
Blood rushed to her head as her magic flared hot and she 
fainted. 

  
“I can’t believe you killed her already.” Katya’s voice 

drifted through Anya’s subconscious. 
“We haven’t killed her. The magic forced its way 

through her and she couldn’t handle it,” Aleksandra 
defended. “She will be all right soon enough.” 

“You don’t think you pushed her too hard? She almost 
died yesterday.” 

“We know that better than anyone,” Aleksandra 
snapped. Baba Zosia added something in their language 
and Katya sighed, loud and sarcastic. 
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“I am Anyanka,” Anya whispered and opened her eyes 
slowly. She saw Katya looking at her from beside her bed 
with a teasing look on her face. 

“I thought Yakaterina was a mouthful. May I call you 
Anya still? I think if I start calling you Yanka it might 
cause a riot,” she joked. “Anya suits you anyway.” 

“My skin won’t stop tingling.” Anya flexed her hands 
to try relieve it. 

“It’s the magic,” explained Aleksandra. “That’s why 
you have to learn to control it so it doesn’t try to get out at 
unexpected times.” 

“That would be a killjoy when you’re having sex,” said 
Katya. 

“Silly Katya go to Mir and tink she know everyting,” 
Baba Zosia mocked, her accent becoming thick with 
scorn. “Leaves tribe to run with men become harlot.” 

Katya rolled her eyes at Anya. “I have no time to be a 
harlot. I am too busy killing things that stupid people 
can’t see.” 

“You hunt in the real world?” Anya asked. “Where? 
How do you get in? I thought the gates were all guarded.” 

“They can’t stop us, little Anya,” Katya answered. “We 
move between Skazki and Mir as effortlessly as you do. We 
have roamed since time began, we are of both worlds.” 

“Where do you live when you are there?” 
“I have an apartment in Budapest, one in Moscow and 

one in Paris,” Katya counted them off on her fingers. “It 
depends where the trouble is brewing and how quickly I 
can get there.” 
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“All you are doing is cleaning up other people’s mess,” 
Aleksandra interrupted. “You and your friends cause more 
trouble than the monsters.” 

“You have friends in the real world like you? How 
many?” 

“A few. We are loners by nature but there are people I 
can call if I ever need back up.” 

“You were amazing yesterday. I have never seen anyone 
fight like that before.” 

“I could show you a trick or two.” 
“I could show you both a trick or two,” Cerise said as 

she walked in, “I was wondering if you were up yet. I came 
to do the nurse thing and check on you.” 

“I am fine, I think,” Anya said as Cerise sat down on 
the end of her bed. Baba Zosia was looking at her 
suspiciously but said nothing. Katya lifted Cerise’s hand to 
look at her nail polish. 

“O.P.I?” she asked Cerise. 
“Good guess.” 
“God, I have to get back to the real world,” sighed 

Katya. “Time to go back to Paris I think. We need to get 
out of here so we can figure out what to do next. I have a 
lot of hunter friends in France I could call on.” 

“You are going to come with us?” Anya asked in 
surprise. 

“If you will have me. Trouble is following you and you 
need an extra warrior in your group. Not that Fido doesn’t 
do an okay job.” Anya smiled but wondered if Katya 
would ever have the guts to call Izrayl “Fido” in front of 
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him. One look at her sharp, scarred face and Anya 
suspected she would. 

“Trajan has a house there we could use,” said Cerise 
thoughtfully. “We have friends through Europe we can get 
in contact with and see what kind of activity is going on.” 

“What do mean activity?” Anya questioned looking at 
them. 

“Vasilli would have his allies looking everywhere for 
you now,” Katya said, “He would have alerted the 
Darkness throughout Russia. You killed Vischto. You 
added insult to injury by turning him down in that dream 
of yours “ 

“Because that turned out so well for me,” Anya said as 
she waved her bandaged hand at them. “He is going to 
know the thorns are out.” 

“Not necessarily,” said Aleksandra, “Baba Zosia said 
that if they remain in your blood he may not be able to.” 

“Well that is something at least,” Katya said, “We can’t 
take you back to Russia though. He will have too many 
allies there who will know of you.” 

“Why shouldn’t we just stay in Skazki?” Anya 
questioned. 

“While you stay in Skazki you are trailing magic 
wherever you go. We couldn’t run fast enough to get 
away. I have friends who can teach you how to control it.” 

“The Twins could help,” Aleksandra suggested. “But 
Anya needs to use her magic so it doesn’t leak a trail 
everywhere. Baba Zosia and I would like to teach you 
some techniques that could help you.” 
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“Like card tricks?” joked Anya. Baba Zosia scowled at 
her 

“I think we should start basic. How to use your runes 
and, if you have the ability, to link with Katya using your 
mind. Simple things that will be useful,” Aleksandra 
replied. 

“Great, another voice in my head telling me what to 
do,” Katya said huffily as she got up and left the caravan. 
Aleksandra went after her and Baba Zosia went back to the 
tiny kitchen and lit a pipe. 

“I am going to tell the boys that you are okay honey,” 
Cerise said when they were alone, “They are worried 
senseless. Yvan keeps igniting.” 

“Literally or figuratively?” Anya asked as she sat up. 
“Literally. Both.” 
“That’s new.” 
“The firebird’s doing it. He is troubled as well.” 
“Aren’t I lucky to have all of these people worried 

about me?” Anya said as tried to braid her hair. Cerise 
slapped her hands away and after they found Anya’s brush 
in her pack she braided it for her. 

“I haven’t seen Trajan this anxious for a mortal 
before,” Cerise commented as she wove the strands 
together. “No offence but it concerns me.” 

“Why?” Anya asked. She didn’t know if Trajan had 
told Cerise about their kisses the night before and wasn’t 
about to share it if he hadn’t. 
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“Our kind and your kind are different sides of reality. 
It is unheard of and discouraged for any of us to get 
attached to mortals.” 

“Why?” 
“Because they die, or we kill them.” 
“Accidentally or on purpose?” 
“Pick one, honey. It is our job. I know you saw what 

he did to that creature. Doesn’t that frighten you?” 
“I would be stupid if it didn’t. But I think you are 

getting a little carried away.” 
“Oh am I?” she said haughtily. 
“Nothing has happened for you to be so concerned. He 

was good friends with all my relatives don’t forget.” 
“I haven’t forgotten but I can tell you right now, even 

though I have only known him sixty-five years I have 
never seen him look at anyone or anything like he looks at 
you. So don’t tell me it’s nothing, sweet pea.” 

  
“Is Katya okay?” Anya asked when Aleksandra had 

reappeared. 
“She is fine. Just stubborn. She doesn’t really care for 

magic,” Aleksandra said. “She has no wish to learn it 
either.” They made fresh cups of coffee and sat down at 
the scrubbed wooden table. Baba Zosia and Cerise had 
both left them earlier. Cerise had made Anya uneasy. She 
hoped she wasn’t going to be the cause of conflict between 
Cerise and Trajan. But why would she be? Anya had 
trouble believing he was interested in anything more than 
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friendship. As for the kisses, well they had just been the 
product of a very tense, life threatening situation. 

“I have no idea where to begin with this,” Anya said as 
she pulled the runes and painted drum from her pack. She 
put them on the table in front of Aleksandra. She didn’t 
touch the drum as she leant in for a closer look. 

“Where did you get this?” she asked curiously. 
“Baba Yaga.” Even to Anya it sounded ridiculous but 

Aleksandra didn’t laugh. 
“I don’t know anything about drums so we will have to 

ask Baba Zosia about it. It’s pulsing with magic though.” 
She went to touch the leather bag containing the runes but 
jerked her hand back with a yelp. 

“What happened?” 
“I am not sure. They zapped me,” Aleksandra said as 

she cradled her hand to her chest. 
“Sorry, I’m not really sure how they work,” Anya said 

as she tipped them out. They felt warm in her fingers. 
“They didn’t zap Yvan when he touched them.” 

“I can’t explain it either but I will let you handle them 
from now on.” 

Anya turned the runes over so they lay face up, their 
symbols all showing clearly. Very slowly and with extreme 
patience Aleksandra began naming them one by one and 
explaining what each one represented. After the forth rune 
Aleksandra gave Anya a battered notebook and pencil to 
make notes. 

Aleksandra soon had her repeating them back to her; 
Fehu, Thurisaz, Ansuz… Anya hadn’t been very good at 
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school but she was good at card games so she tried to look 
at the confusing stones as different version of “memory.” 

After an hour of repeating them back and forth Baba 
Zosia hobbled in and put more coffee on. Aleksandra 
spoke quickly with her and Anya heard Baba Yaga’s name 
mentioned more than once. Baba Zosia replied to her in 
angry tones. Clearly she didn’t think too much of the Iron 
Toothed Witch. Anya was just relieved they were taking 
her seriously. 

Baba Zosia sat down next to Aleksandra to look closer 
at the drum, very careful not to touch it. She started 
speaking and Aleksandra began to quickly translate. 

“She says this drum is magic in many ways. It changes 
with each user. If I were to possess it the symbols on the 
skin would change so they are the most…right to me.” 

“When I first used it the rune stone landed on this 
bird, the crosses and this figure here,” Anya said as she 
touched the skin of the drum, “Could you tell me what 
that means?” Aleksandra translated and Baba Zosia started 
cackling before she gave her reply to Aleksandra. 

“She said if you can’t figure it out, you are an idiot,” 
Aleksandra’s cheeks pinked a little with the insult. 

“Could you tell me how to use it at least?” 
“Only basics. This drum is Sámi and it is not our 

magic. Eikki tried to teach Baba Zosia once so she can tell 
you how they work and what the symbols mean but as for 
actually using it. Well, you will need a proper Shaman for 
that,” answered Aleksandra. 
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“I will take anything I can get at this stage,” Anya 
replied. 

“Very well, drums are read in all directions, from the 
front and from the back. From top to bottom. Your eye 
should move from the highest 'world' to the lowest one, 
reading the markings counter-clockwise. This is North, 
South, East, West,” Aleksandra explained with Baba Zosia 
prompting her, “This is the Northern Star. The top half of 
the drum is usually the heavenly realm, especially the 
north eastern section. This is a church, representing God, 
this bear too is the god, Ukko. The rune here is Algiz, if 
you remember.” 

“Protection, defence and warding off evil,” Anya 
interrupted with a glance at her notes. 

“That’s right. This bird, I can only assume, is the 
firebird. Look at its tail, long and beautiful. Firebird’s 
home is in the sky. This section, north western, is also 
heavenly things or higher knowledge. You have Yggdrasil, 
the World’s Tree, from your Northern tales. Also we have 
Odin’s ravens, Huginn and Munin, Thought and 
Memory.” 

“And that symbol is Ansuz, symbol for Odin, God, 
insights, truth, vision and the power of words.”Anya 
looked at it closer, secretly proud that she had remembered 
it without the notes this time. 

“This whole middle section is Earthly realms. You have 
a warrior, or hunter, right here, a forest, salmon. Here is 
Uruz, physical strength, speed, courage and sex. Here is its 
female counterpart, Pertho, which is a symbol of women, 
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as well as mysteries and fertility. This is a male shaman 
with his drum with a female shamanitsa on the opposite 
side. Now this last end of the drum is the Underworld, 
especially this south eastern section. These crosses are a 
graveyard or Death. We have Fenrir or Cerberus, hell 
hounds of the Underworld. This is Thurisaz, but it is 
merkstave, backwards, so the meaning is opposite. Here it 
represents evil, hate, lies, rape and torment. It is all bad.” 

“What is this one? It looks like a funny little house.” 
“That is a winter storage hut but in this case I believe it 

is Baba Yaga.” 
“Great. I really can’t escape her can I?” 
“No. She watch you,” Baba Zosia said. 
Hours later Anya’s head was pounding. She stumbled 

out of Aleksandra’s caravan and into the cool misty rain. 
Her mind was buzzing and they had barely scraped the 
surface. Her muscles still ached but at least they were 
working. 

“Hale and whole I see,” said Yvan. He was standing 
under the awning of a caravan. He’d pulled the collar on 
his jacket up high to keep the rain out but his black hair 
was wet and glossy. 

“Thanks to you and my other helpers I am doing 
okay,” she said as she joined him. “Have you been 
standing here long?” 

“A while. I was hoping your body guards would have 
freed you by now.” 

“They have been teaching me the ways of the great 
shamanitsa’s!” she mocked playfully. 
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“I am happy to hear it,” he smiled. “Are you learning 
anything useful?” 

“Bits and pieces. They are going to teach me how to 
link with Katya’s mind this afternoon. Baba Zosia seems 
to think I have the capabilities.” 

“Even a blind man can see your potential, shalost.” His 
own eyes were a very deep blue today and Anya felt the 
weight of them when he looked at her. 

“Where is everyone else?” 
“They are around. Trajan and Izrayl went on a 

scouting trip. Cerise I have no idea. I saw her a little while 
ago. Katya disappeared at dawn with her bow. I get the 
feeling being in the tribe and around so many people 
makes her uncomfortable.” 

“It’s certainly a change for me. Our little group is 
growing.” 

“Katya told me her intentions of joining with us. I 
don’t see the harm in that. She can take care of any threat 
that comes against her. I have never seen a woman warrior 
like her.” Anya felt a pinch of jealousy but she buried it. 

“Cerise tells me you were lighting yourself on fire last 
night, how is that going for you?” 

“Fine, now I know that you are well.” 
“You were that worried?” 
“Are you surprised that I would worry about you?” 
“I am surprised when anyone gives a damn. It is a new 

experience for me.” He pulled her close, her arms sliding 
under the warmth of his jacket. 
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“I give a damn. More than you know. If you would 
have died yesterday I never could have forgiven myself,” he 
said softly. 

“I think you carry too much guilt as it is, Yvan. Don’t 
shoulder the burden of me as well.” 

“You are a burden I don’t mind shouldering.” 
“Just don’t let it become so heavy that you can’t carry 

it, so you leave.” 
“I am not going anywhere.” 
“I should get back,” Anya said moving out of the 

embrace, “otherwise Baba Zosia will be after me.” 
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Chapter Sixteen 

Plans 

Trajan was pacing across the forest floor. Izrayl sat on a 
rock not far from him with an amused expression on his 
face. Cerise appeared through the trees, her hair standing 
out brightly against the greens and browns of the forest. 

“Relax Trajan; she is fine though I am not. Whoever 
thought camping was a good idea needs to have their brain 
examined,” she said as she joined them. “Baba Zosia and 
Aleksandra are training our girl as we speak.” 

“I am such an imbecile,” Trajan muttered. “Eikki used 
to speak about her. He called her Zosi. He never even told 
me Anya’s real name is Anyanka.” 

“Anya is taking it fine so there is no reason for you to 
get all antsy about it. For goodness sake, between you and 
Yvan there is enough worry to smother the poor girl to 
death,” said Cerise exasperated. Trajan continued to pace. 

“It’s not like she hasn’t been through enough already! 
She could have died yesterday.” 
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“But she didn’t so get over it,” Izrayl replied before 
adding slyly, “She is rather extraordinary, although you 
already know that, don’t you Trajan?” 

Cerise hit Izrayl across the back of the head. “Take 
your mind out of the gutter. Trajan damn well knows 
better than to think about going there with a mortal. 
Right Trajan?” She raised a perfect red eyebrow at him. 
Trajan didn’t reply but he stopped pacing and became 
very interested in cleaning the water droplets off his 
glasses. 

“I think we should go to Paris and come up with some 
sort of plan to protect Anya,” Cerise changed the subject. 
“I ran the idea past her and Katya and they agree with me. 
Katya has back-up there we can call on and knows some 
people who can teach Anya how to use her magic better. 
We need to keep Anya out of Vasilli’s clutches and away 
from those bastards who work for the Darkness. With any 
luck Vasilli won’t find out that his stunt with the thorns 
hasn’t worked until we are all long gone from here.” 

“I don’t know if taking her back to the real world is 
such a good idea,” said Trajan hesitantly. “Vasilli has 
many allies, in Europe especially.” 

“At least she won’t be trailing magic all over the place,” 
Izrayl said as he picked leaves out of his long hair. “You 
can guarantee the Powers in Skazki will know about her by 
now. Baba Yaga already wants her. We can’t take her back 
to Russia. Everybody will be looking for her. We already 
have enough heat on us when we go back there from 
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rescuing her the first time. Paris is a good idea considering 
all we have is rubbish options.” 

“Katya has agreed to come with us and teach Anya how 
to defend herself.” 

“Katya had better not teach her any of her bad 
manners,” grunted Izrayl. “That girl has some serious 
issues against volk krovi.” 

“Sounds to me like someone is sulking,” Cerise teased. 
“I’m not interested in her” 
“Really?” 
“Yes…why?” 
“Nothing, it’s because I know she is interested in you.” 
“Really?” 
“Nope,” Cerise said seriously before she burst out 

laughing. 
“You’re such a bitch.” 
“It sounds to me like you are interested.” 
“If you two would get back to the problem at hand,” 

interrupted Trajan. 
“Yes, I want to go Paris,” said Cerise as she lit a 

cigarette. “Katya can help. She knows what we are up 
against better than we do. Your house will be able to hold 
us all. It is a veritable fortress with all the security you 
have. We have somewhere safe to take Anya so she can 
learn her magic and get ready for when they come after 
her. The gates aren’t going to hold forever either. We are 
going to need to smuggle her back into Russia as it is. At 
least if she has a few months to explore her talent she may 
be able to do it.” 
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“I want to go back too. Tasty French women are just 
what I need,” Izrayl said as he stretched his back. 

“Paris will be about as safe as we will get. We will 
follow our instincts, hide somewhere secure and pick our 
battle. Yvan cares for Anya so I am sure he won’t object. 
We need to be gone from here by tomorrow night. The 
longer we stay here the longer we are putting these people 
and ourselves at risk. Vasilli won’t be fooled for long and I 
would hate for innocents to be killed because of us.” 
Trajan looked through the trees at the brightly painted 
caravans. It wouldn’t take the people of the tribe long to 
get suspicious about them. 

“It is good that we are going. I don’t think I could 
handle much more of this trudging through mud and lack 
of hot showers,” Cerise said, “Also my supplies are 
running low. I only have three vials of dead man’s blood 
left. We all know that you will be okay for weeks thanks to 
that unfortunate incident with Vasilli’s pet.” 

“Let it go Cerise,” Izrayl warned. Trajan knew she was 
right to be angry. Exposing what he could to do to Anya 
was risky but she hadn’t said a word to him about it. 

They hadn’t even left the forest before they heard 
Anya’s laughter. He smiled and hurried to find her. Anya 
was sitting on a wooden stump with some of the tribe’s 
children teaching them scissors, paper, rock. Yvan stood 
with them laughing at their games and arguments. Trajan 
frowned. 

“She is very patient with them.” He turned and saw 
Katya leaning against the side of a caravan. 
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“Yes, she has a kind heart even though she hides it,” he 
told her as he turned back to watch Anya. 

“I am not an idiot. I know you are falling in love with 
her. It’s written all over you. If you hurt her, I will kill 
you,” Katya said evenly. She hadn’t even bothered to mask 
the threat. 

“If I hurt her you will have to get in line to kill me. But 
I will do everything I can to make sure nothing harms her. 
Even myself. Nothing has changed about me protecting 
her.” 

“When we get back to the real world I don’t know 
what kind of reception we are going to get,” commented 
Katya. “Probably a bad one knowing the Darkness. If I 
had known Vasilli was after you I would have thought 
twice about coming to aid you. This is so much bigger 
than all of us. The way the Darkness are organised is crazy. 
I know people who have tried to map their organisation 
and can’t. He’s a part of it and is ranked highly. He’s got a 
lot of fingers in a lot of pies.” 

“You’re not afraid of a fight are you?” Izrayl had 
appeared out of nowhere. He and Katya eyed each other 
up like gunfighters. She hooked her thumbs in her belt, 
very close to where the sheaths holding her daggers sat. 

“I live for it,” Katya tossed her shaggy black hair 
defiantly. “I’m worried about an old dog like you taking 
on the big boys that’s all.” 

“Settle down, pup. Those teeth aren’t sharp enough to 
take me on just yet,” Izrayl retorted. “I will fight you one 
day I promise. Right now we got bigger problems.” 
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All three of them turned and looked at Anya again. She 
gave them a puzzled glance but was interrupted by one of 
the children clamouring for her attention. 

“Aleki tells me she learns remarkably fast,” commented 
Katya. “She thinks it’s too fast but I think Anya is a 
natural. She certainly has enough power to fly around 
that’s for sure.” 

“Let’s hope it turns out to be a good thing,” said Izrayl. 
“She’s more stable than you give her credit for,” Katya 

said sternly. “She’s smart and she wants to learn. I’m sure 
Eikki had his reasons for protecting her but she has some 
talent.” 

“The Darkness was after her in Moscow when she went 
missing. She hadn’t learnt a thing and they were still 
trying to find her.” Trajan could still feel the rage he had 
released that night. Izrayl bumped him slightly to bring 
him back. 

“What happened?” Katya asked as she looked at Trajan 
uneasily. “Anya only told me you both found her in the 
park.” 

“Izrayl and I had been tracking her for days. They had 
been too.” 

“We found them closing in on her,” Izrayl interrupted, 
his eyes flicking over to Trajan. “He kind of lost it. He 
raged out and tried to kill all ten of them. I stopped a few 
from killing him. He almost died but we got her back to 
Eikki in one piece.” 

“They would have found it a hard task to kill me and I 
heal quicker than Anya,” argued Trajan. That night was 
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still a sore spot between them. Izrayl didn’t like to kill 
unless he had to but Trajan was his best friend so he had 
made the exception. 

“I won’t say they didn’t deserve it. I know what they 
do to people who have gifts,” Katya said darkly. “Sounds 
like it would have been a good fight.” 

“The problem is we are now high on their shit list. 
That’s why we have been keeping away from Russia. I am 
happy to go back to the real world though. I have missed 
the girls there for countless reasons,” Izrayl gave Katya a 
wicked smile. The back of her neck reddened. 

“I am sure. Is this little tale about rescuing Anya your 
way of telling me we could be in for trouble when we head 
back?” 

“I’m sure you can handle some trouble,” said Izrayl 
suggestively. 

“I can handle a lot of trouble,” Katya’s mouth twisted 
into a provocative grin. “And I can certainly handle you.” 

*** 

Katya didn’t know why she did it. Flirting with a volk 
krovi was just plain dangerous. It didn’t matter how cute 
he was, you just didn’t do it. He had a shitty attitude but 
it kind of heightened his appeal. Katya groaned inwardly 
at her stupidity. 

She killed his kind; she didn’t flirt with them. Maybe 
Baba Zosia was right…maybe she was turning into a 
harlot. Or maybe there was a volk krovi walking around 
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with amazing black hair and wicked amber eyes and a 
killer smile who could turn a seventy-year-old nun into a 
harlot just by walking past. 

Focus! Katya yelled at herself. She decided to blame her 
lack of sex, the darkness, the gold light of the fires and the 
vodka singing through her brain. It would be really great if 
he would stop smiling at her knowingly, then looking 
away. Bastard men! Katya raved in her head as she took 
another sip of vodka. She was standing out of the fire 
circle, leaning against one of the caravans. 

Trajan and Anya were sitting next to each other, their 
sides just touching. They reminded Katya of nervous high 
school kids who didn’t know whether to hold hands in 
public. Cute, in a very weird way; a Grecian death spirit in 
love with a mortal Russian Shamanitsa. That was a world 
of drama waiting to happen. 

“You seem to be lost in thought,” a very deep voice 
said from behind her. Shit! She hadn’t even seen Izrayl 
move. 

“Big thinker I am,” Katya slurred and stumbled 
backwards a little. He placed his large hand on the small of 
her back to steady her. 

“Easy there, hunter,” he said and Katya heard the 
humour in his voice. “I never picked you for a big thinker. 
You’re more like me, you’re a doer.” She turned around 
slowly to face him. His long braid hung over his shoulder 
and she fought the urge to touch it. 

“Won’t do you,” she blurted out. She thought that 
would offend him but he just laughed. 
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“I bet a one legged leper could do you right about 
now.” 

“Not recommended,” Katya shook her head. 
“I can’t imagine a leper would be your type anyway.” 
“You wouldn’t know what my type is,” she defended as 

she took another drink. He fixed those golden eyes on her 
and her legs swayed again. He reached out and took the 
red mug out of her hands. 

“I think you have had enough of this for one night,” he 
said without taking his gaze off her. “We have a big day 
tomorrow. You should think about going to bed.” 

“I will have someone escort you to your kennel sir,” she 
gave him an extravagant bow. 

“So, you’re a bitch even when you’re drunk,” said 
Izrayl bluntly. 

Katya felt guilty when she saw the hurt look on his 
face. 

“Shit, I’m sorry. I’m kind of a bitch most of the time. 
Don’t mean to be but I don’t play very well with others.” 
Katya tried to walk forward and ended up tripping right 
into him. He was laughing as he caught her again before 
she hit the grass. 

“I can handle your bitchy attitude because you are kind 
of adorable when you’re off your face,” Izrayl said as he 
propped her up against him. 

“You are nice when I’m drunk,” she said. 
“Don’t tell anyone,” he replied. “I think you really 

should go to bed. I can help you…don’t give me that look; 
no funny stuff I swear. Believe it or not I don’t take 
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advantage of girls when they are drunk.” Katya gave him a 
wonky smile before it fell from her face. 

“Izrayl?” 
“Yakaterina.” 
“See that tree? Head for it, because I am about to 

throw up,” she choked. He all but carried her behind the 
tree. As she fell forward to vomit she felt his warm hands 
reach around to gently hold the hair from her face. 

“This is so fucking embarrassing,” Katya groaned. 
“It is amusing for me though. Now when you are being 

difficult I can go, ‘Hey Katya, remember the time I held 
your hair as you threw up?’ and then it will force you to 
talk to me.” 

“You could just say hello,” Katya said sarcastically, 
before heaving once more. 

“Come on,” Izrayl helped her once she had stopped. 
“Let’s take you home.” Katya lost her footing and 
stumbled. Izrayl caught her and swung her up in his arms. 

“Let’s do this the easy way,” he said. “And don’t even 
think about fighting with me or I will dump you on the 
ground and leave you there.” 

“Okay,” she mumbled. 
“You really can’t hold your liquor, can you?” 
“Depends on how much I drink,” Katya said as he eyes 

focussed intently on his collarbone. 
“How much did you drink tonight?” 
“Lots.” 
“Why?” 
“Who are you, my father?” 
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“No, thank goodness,” replied Izrayl calmly. “I’m just 
trying to figure you out.” 

“Good luck,” Katya said harshly. 
“I think I am going to need it.” He walked up the stairs 

of Aleksandra’s caravan.There was a small room in the 
back that was Katya’s. He placed her gently on the bed 
and walked from the room without even saying goodbye. 
Katya clutched her head at the thought of more 
complications. She opened her eyes and she saw he was 
holding out a cup of water. 

“Oh!” she jumped. “Thank you.” He gave her the cup 
before folding his arms and leaning against the doorframe. 
Katya sipped some and placed it on the nightstand. 

“Will you please stop looking at me like that?” Katya 
asked as she lay back on her pillows. 

“Like what?” Izrayl asked innocently. 
“Like you’re laughing at me,” huffed Katya. “It’s rude.” 
“Only because you aren’t in on the joke.” 
“Because I am the fucking joke.” She grabbed the quilt 

and pulled it up to her chin. 
“I would give you a kiss goodnight but I am not keen 

on vomit breath.” 
“What makes you think I want you to kiss me? I’m not 

that drunk,” snapped Katya. Izrayl slowly leant down to 
her face. He was so close she felt his breath on her lips. 

“Despite your prejudice against my kind I think you 
are curious,” he whispered. “Goodnight Yakaterina.” He 
disappeared out the door, leaving her staring stupidly after 
him. 
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Katya woke with her head pounding. She heard 

laughter filtering down from the kitchen. Very slowly she 
sat up and drank some water. It tasted stale and rolled 
around in her empty stomach. She found a packet of 
painkillers she had brought from the real world and took 
three. Aleksandra appeared through the door carrying 
coffee. 

“Good morning little sister,” she beamed. “How do 
you feel?” 

“Like stabbing you for being so sunshine and fucking 
rainbows,” groaned Katya as she took the coffee. 

“Please don’t swear. It’s not my fault you drink too 
much. Izrayl helped me cook breakfast and everyone is 
waiting for you.” Hazy memories from the night before 
swam through Katya’s head mainly Izrayl holding back her 
hair as she vomited her guts out. Now, he was cooking her 
breakfast. 

“Kill me now,” moaned Katya. She took a swig of 
coffee and felt it go all the way down. 

“He seems very nice,” commented Aleksandra in a 
whisper. “He is rather quiet but very kind to offer to help 
me.” 

“Oh how wonderful he is,” said Katya sarcastically. She 
slowly got to her feet as Aleksandra moved out of the 
room. Katya poured water from a porcelain jug into a 
bowl and washed her face. She risked a glance at the small 
cracked mirror. Her eyes were red and her hair was 
matted. She ran a brush through it to make an 
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improvement. She smiled at her reflection and muttered, 
“Looking good.” She finally changed into a dark blue 
button up shirt and a pair of pants. Aleksandra had made 
them especially for her. Katya refused to wear a dress when 
she came back to live in the tribe so her sister had made 
for her a pair of tighter fitting, female versions of the 
trousers the men wore. They were dark grey with two 
black buttons on the front of each hip. Katya loved them 
and wore them at times in the real world. To her 
considerable amusement she had seen steam punk girls 
wearing something quite similar last time she was working 
a job in London. Finally she put some balm on her lips 
and checked her reflection again. She didn’t flinch this 
time but it wasn’t much of an improvement. 

The kitchen was crowded with chairs and bodies as she 
squeezed her way in. She smiled grimly at Izrayl as he 
handed her a plate of food. 

“Here we go, Katya,” Cerise offered her a chair. Katya 
took a seat and started slowly on trying to get food in her 
stomach and keep it there. Izrayl found a three legged 
stool and sat watching her, giving her the same infuriating 
grin from the night before. The thought of the almost kiss 
made her want to put her head in an oven. She would have 
considered it if the oven in the caravan had run on gas. 

“We were just saying we should cross over tonight,” 
Cerise informed Katya. 

“That sounds good. I know Vasilli has a base in 
Moscow. He has more than one associate there. If he 
needs help or advice that will be the first place he will go,” 
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replied Katya as she drank some more strong coffee. 
“Russia is out. The Darkness would find us as soon as we 
crossed over.” 

“What happens to the people who don’t know they 
have gifts and the Darkness get to them?” Anya asked 
them. 

“They re-educate them,” said Katya darkly. 
“I see.” 
“No, you really don’t,” Aleksandra patted her shoulder, 

“Believe me, it’s not something you really want to know 
about.” 

“It doesn’t matter, Illumination or Darkness, they are 
assholes anyway,” Katya muttered. 

“Oh God let’s talk about something that isn’t so 
depressing,” interrupted Cerise. “We all have things we 
need to take care of today. I suggest we get to it.” 



229 

Chapter Seventeen 

Mind Link 

Anya went in search of Trajan after breakfast. He was 
about to walk out of the circle of caravans when she finally 
caught up to him. 

“And where are you disappearing to?” she asked. 
“I am not disappearing anywhere. Just walking,” he 

replied without looking at her. Anya was a little taken 
aback by his abruptness. They hadn’t had a chance to talk 
in private since the night they had arrived in the gypsy 
camp. 

“What is the matter?” she asked, “What have I done?” 
“What makes you think you have done anything?” It 

started to sprinkle with misty rain so Anya slowed her pace 
so she wouldn’t slip on the mud and crushed pine needles. 

“Look if you are embarrassed about kissing me the 
other night, don’t be. It’s fine, I understand. Let’s be 
friends at least,” she called out to him. He surprised her by 
stopping abruptly. She almost lost her footing trying not 
to crash into him. 

“Do you think I regret it?” 
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“It’s obvious you do which is why you are doing your 
best to get rid of me.” Anya pulled her heavy fur lined 
hood down over her head so her hair didn’t become even 
wetter. 

“I am not trying to get rid of you,” he said firmly. “I 
am just going to look for any signs of Vasilli. I am worried 
we have lingered here too long. You should go back to the 
protection of the camp. I am sure Baba Zosia and 
Aleksandra will be looking for you.” He hesitated a 
moment before he pulled the sides of her hood down 
lower. “And get out of this rain. Getting a fever is the last 
thing you need.” He rested his palm lightly on her damp 
cheek for a moment before heading off once more. She 
didn’t want to call out to him again and irritate him so she 
walked through the mud back to camp. 

“Is everything well Anya?” Yvan asked as his eyes 
flickered to Trajan’s retreating back. 

“He’s just going to check for Vasilli,” she said trying to 
sound more cheerful than what she felt. Yvan didn’t look 
convinced. 

“Aleksandra wanted to know if you could find Katya. 
We leave tonight and they wanted to teach you to link 
minds with her,” he said. 

“Another night time run through the forest,” Anya 
laughed. “Aren’t we lucky?” 

  
Anya found Katya in the forest just out of sight of the 

camp. Katya didn’t seem to be worried by the steady rain. 
Her clothes were soaked and stuck to her skin but her 
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sword training didn’t slow. Anya sat down on a damp rock 
to watch her go through each move. The look on her face 
was blank but her eyes were filled with fury as she battled 
her invisible foe. 

“How are you Katya?” Anya asked, “You look a little 
upset.” 

“I’m just peachy keen,” Katya said in a mocking 
American accent. She lowered her sword. “I’m sorry, I 
have a terrible hangover.” 

“I heard that Izrayl came to your rescue last night,” 
Anya commented. Katya sheathed her sword and sat down 
on a fallen log. 

“I haven’t felt this bad in years,” Katya winced. “Izrayl 
held back my hair as I spewed everywhere. Oh yes, I was 
in fine form last night.” 

“You have nothing to be embarrassed about. I have 
been in a worse state than that everyday for the last six 
months, the last few weeks excluded thanks to Yvan. I 
doubt Izrayl would have been worried by it either. The 
man walks around naked after every wolf change. He 
doesn’t know the meaning of being embarrassed. Besides 
you have to admit it was nice of him.” 

“He hasn’t been rude about it this morning which is a 
surprise,” Katya admitted, “Sorry; did you need me for 
something?” 

“Baba Zosia and your sister sent me to look for you. 
They want to see if I can talk to you in my head.” 

“Great. No offence but I am not really keen on the idea 
of you being in my head.” 
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“Trust me when I say my mind isn’t a place for you or 
anyone else,” Anya said. “Unless it is a grave emergency I 
will stay out of your head if you stay out of mine.” 

“That sounds fair. I think I may learn to like you 
Anyanka,” Katya said with a crooked and cheeky smile. 

“Don’t be surprised if you don’t,” Anya said as she got 
up and brushed the wet leaves off her trousers, “We had 
better get back. Baba Zosia doesn’t strike me as a patient 
person.” 

  
“You need to relax, Anya,” Aleksandra said calmly, 

“Everything is fine.” 
“I am relaxed,” Anya insisted. Sitting in Baba Zosia’s 

kitchen with her eyes closed with Aleksandra, Baba Zosia 
as well as Katya, Anya could hear each person breathing 
and the rain hammering on the wooden sides of the 
caravan. To her right the pot-bellied stove ticked and 
popped from the fire inside of it. She could smell dust, 
incense, Aleksandra’s perfume, and the coffee dregs in the 
cup in front of her. 

Anya opened her right eye and saw Katya sitting 
opposite to her, her eyes were shut but she was still smiling 
cheekily. Anya stifled a giggle. Baba Zosia hissed at her 
and Anya quickly regained her composure. 

“Calm yourself Anya,” said Aleksandra, “Calm your 
thoughts. Think of a memory that’s extremely vivid and 
focus on it. Block everything else out around you. Find 
that quiet space in your mind.” Anya took a deep 
steadying breath and tried to find a memory. The firebird 
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rising from her chimney and across the blue black sky 
filled her mind. She focussed on the way the flames on its 
body lit the darkness with an inferno of light, the white 
stars blinking behind it. She remembered how the night 
smelt; the scent of pine, the muskiness of the animals 
coming from the barn, wood smoke from the house and 
the smell of the firebird itself. It reminded her of ozone, 
the way a thunder storm smelt, hot and charged, crackling 
with energy. 

Across the table Katya gasped so loudly that Anya 
jumped, snapping her out of the moment. 

“I’m sorry,” Katya apologised hastily, “I didn’t expect 
to see the firebird like that.” 

“Neither did I,” Anya said, “You should have been 
there.” 

“This is good, it means Anya can find the focus she 
needs,” interrupted Aleksandra, “Try it again.” So they 
tried, and they tried and they tried. Anya was ready to give 
up completely when she felt her magic rise up through her 
and reach out of her body. 

I don’t know why they are pushing her so hard. Poor 
thing has had a lifetime of surprises in the last few weeks, 
Katya’s voice rolled through her mind. 

I am sure I will live to see more surprises, Anya thought. 
Katya started to laugh out loud. 

“She did it.” 
“Too much magic,” Baba Zosia scolded. “Small, 

small.” Her power purred softly through her and this time 
it only lightly brushed Katya’s mind. She was thinking of 
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Izrayl getting her some water while she was sick and felt a 
fresh wave of embarrassment. 

Don’t feel that way, Anya said, Izrayl was trying to do a 
good thing. 

I shouldn’t have been drinking at all. I am meant to 
be protecting the tribe. 

“Good! Good!” Baba Zosia clapped her hands loudly as 
Anya opened her eyes, “Now again!” 

  
For Anya the day was spent inside with the three 

women but outside was a flurry of activity. The tribe 
would move on that night leaving little trace that they 
were ever there. Baba Zosia had decided it was time for 
them to move to the winter grounds. No word was 
mentioned of Vasilli. 

By nightfall everyone from the youngest infant to the 
oldest grandfather was ready to leave. Anya dressed warmly 
and shouldered her bag before stepping out into what 
remained of the camp. Horses were being hitched to 
caravans; the small bells sewn onto their harnesses rang 
nervously as they fussed. Yvan stood to one side of all the 
commotion and Anya hurried to join him. 

“Be careful you don’t get trodden on in the madness,” 
Yvan said as he moved her out of the way of a man 
carrying a large roll of carpet. 

“Madness is the name for it,” Anya replied. 
“How did your lessons go today?” 
“Better than I expected. I can talk to Katya in her 

mind.” 
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“That sounds complicated.” 
“It is. Apparently I have problems with focusing and 

finding that inner peace.” 
“How did you manage it then?” 
“I focussed on a memory that makes me happy,” she 

smiled at him and he looked confused. “I used the night 
when you hatched and the firebird was flying for the first 
time.” 

“And this is a memory that helps you find inner 
peace?” he asked, a faint pink tinge rising up his neck. “I 
thought it would have been perceived more as the end of 
peace.” 

“If not for you I probably would have been dead by 
now. If not from Vasilli and his ilk it would have been 
alcohol poisoning or a drunken farming accident. You 
hatching in my house was a good thing.” Yvan opened his 
mouth to reply when Trajan, Cerise and Izrayl appeared. 
He held off his reply and Anya made a mental note to ask 
him about it later. 

The caravans started to move off one at a time and 
within thirty minutes they had all disappeared with the 
exception of Baba Zosia’s. It stopped just on the outskirts 
and after checking no one was left behind or within the 
area still she moved to a nearby tree. 

“Watch this, Anya,” said Katya as Baba Zosia pulled a 
small knife from her belt. Squinting in the darkness Anya 
could just make out a strange curving symbol scratched 
into the bark. Baba Zosia scored a line through it, 
disfiguring the symbol. Anya felt something in the air 
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change and give, like the forest had let out a breath it had 
been holding around them. Something like static pricked 
the back of her neck as Baba Zosia cut her finger and 
smeared blood on the tree. The strange symbol melted 
into the bark, healing the tree to appear like nothing had 
been carved on it to begin with. Lifting her hands towards 
the campsite Baba Zosia started to chant softly in the 
complicated language of the tribe. Magic thrummed 
through the air, making Anya’s own flare and itch under 
her skin. She rubbed her arms to stop it. Around her a 
breeze picked up and the campground, with its tracks in 
the mud and stains from the fires all melted away until 
there was nothing but autumn leaf litter and debris in its 
place. It looked like it hadn’t been disturbed for years. 

“That is amazing,” Anya said her eyes wide. 
“That is magic,” Katya replied. “Come on, she wants to 

see you before you leave.” 
Baba Zosia stood with Aleksandra supporting her by 

the arm. Whatever she had just done had clearly taken it 
out of her. 

“Thank you for all of your help Baba Zosia I hope one 
day I can repay you for it,” Anya said politely. The old 
woman pinched her chin. 

“You pay me by not dying. Be smart,” she tapped Anya 
hard on the forehead, “You learn from dis. You…” Baba 
Zosia said something to Aleksandra who continued, “You 
guard your dreams and guard your heart.” 

“I will, I promise you.” Anya thanked Aleksandra who 
hugged her and they said farewell to the rest of the group 
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before Baba Zosia was helped into her caravan and they 
made their way after the rest of the tribe. 

*** 

A kilometre from where they had left Anya, Aleksandra 
stopped the caravan next to a large birch tree. She pulled 
out the small vial containing the thorns that were still in 
Anya’s blood and buried it between its roots. With any 
luck it would throw Vasilli off just enough to give Katya a 
head start. 

*** 

Katya felt jittery as they moved through the forest in the 
opposite direction. She hadn’t spoken to Izrayl all day and 
wondered if ignoring him like this would eventually make 
the situation worse. 

I wouldn’t worry about it now, Anya touched her mind 
before opening her mouth. “I’m sorry about that, I’ve been 
tuning into you all day and you were broadcasting.” 

“It’s fine Anya. I would rather you be the one reading 
my thoughts than the others if you know what I mean.” 

“Don’t worry I will keep out.” 
“You girls do realise I can hear everything you are 

saying?” said Cerise as she walked up beside them. Katya 
couldn’t believe she managed to walk so far in those 
impossible boots. Whatever Cerise was she certainly had a 
superhuman tolerance to pain. 
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“You aren’t the one I am worried about,” said Katya. 
“It’s the wolf boy, wherever he has gone.” 

“Trajan and Izrayl decided to do a quick scout ahead. I 
doubt we will be ambushed though.” 

“I wouldn’t count on it with Vasilli,” Yvan said from 
behind them. “He is the slyest, slipperiest, most cunning 
man ever created.” 

“Always cheery and optimistic aren’t you?” 
“Unlike you lovely ladies, I know my brother. I know 

what he is capable of. If you think he will show any kind 
of mercy, he won’t. If he is quiet be even more worried. It 
means he is organising something worse.” Quite the 
speech for Yvan who usually sat quietly and listened to 
everyone else talk. 

“We seem to be clear,” Izrayl emerged from the trees in 
a pair of dirty jeans and covered in mud. “You make a 
terrible lot of noise. It must be a woman thing.” Yvan 
coughed meaningfully but Izrayl ignored him. 

“There is a gate not far ahead,” Trajan appeared at 
Anya’s side and Katya saw him very subtly take her hand. 
Anya looked surprised by it but didn’t let his hand go. 
“Watch your step, the ground is very uneven.” 

After a few more minutes of climbing over fallen logs 
and negotiating slippery loose rocks they spotted the soft 
lights of Aurora Borealis glimmering through the trees. 

“There it is,” whispered Anya. “I can feel it more 
intensely than last time.” Yvan moved to the left side of 
her and took her other hand. 
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“Let’s hope you don’t have to scream at it again for it 
to let you through.” 

“Let’s just hope one of Vasilli’s minions isn’t getting 
ready to attack us again.” 

“Izrayl and I checked, Anya. Vasilli is nowhere near us 
and neither are any of his followers. Besides Izrayl can 
smell trouble from far away even in his human form,” 
Trajan assured her. 

“That’s why I have to keep away from Katya,” Izrayl 
joked. 

“Keep it up and I will buy you a flea collar,” Katya 
retorted as she shifted her bow from one hand to the 
other. 

“Another dog joke; how original.” Katya opened her 
mouth with a scathing retort but Cerise cut her off. 

“Come on, I have had enough of this procrastination. I 
am in desperate need of a shower and a martini and I 
don’t want to be lingering here any longer than we need 
to,” she interrupted. As a group they all lined up and 
moved as one through the glimmering wall of light and 
back into the real world. 

*** 

Not for the first time in the last few days Vasilli found 
himself ready to burn the forest to the ground in order to 
find Anya. He knew magic was at work but he couldn’t 
find the source of it. The usual revealing incantations 
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weren’t producing any results. This was old magic, much 
older than himself which was very old indeed. 

He could sense Anya was close; the thorns were still 
giving off the same magical signature he had been tracking 
for days. The previous night he had felt a shudder roll 
through the forest. Whatever had been blocking his 
passage was suddenly removed. Without wasting a 
moment Vasilli had packed his camp and homed in on the 
location of his thorns. 

Rain was now falling hard and heavy, making his 
progress slow. By midday the following day he found the 
glade where the signal was coming from. He pulled out a 
knife as long as his forearm. The magical pulse was coming 
from behind a large birch tree not even a hundred metres 
from him. He looked about for Yvan’s tall frame but he 
couldn’t see him anywhere. Perhaps his fool brother had 
been cast aside by the growing Shamanitsa. Yvan had no 
problem attracting women but keeping them had never 
been his strong point. 

Clearing his mind of all distraction Vasilli moved 
quickly, his knife lashing out around behind the tree. It 
met with bark and nothing else. There was no one there. 
The ground amongst the roots had recently been 
disturbed. Falling to his knees Vasilli dug in the mud like 
a dog until his fingers brushed a small glass object. 
Rubbing the mud off it onto his filthy cloak he saw his 
thorns still in half an inch of blood. He gripped the vial so 
hard that it shattered in his hand. As he opened his mouth 
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to scream he felt some invisible force slam hard into him. 
He clutched his head, smearing blood in his hair. 

Vasilli, you have failed again. Come to Moscow. They 
have already crossed over. Ladislav, the current leader of 
the Darkness, had forced himself into Vasilli’s mind. 
Vasilli tried to grit his teeth against the pain burning 
behind his eyes. 

When did they cross? 
Last night. I had our people posted at the crossings 

through Russia. They are tracking them. Come to 
Moscow. Do not go after them. That is an order. You will 
be held accountable for your recent failings. Without 
waiting for a reply Ladislav pulled the connection apart 
leaving Vasilli on the muddy ground still clutching his 
temples. Blood was dripping from his eyes, nose and ears 
but he didn’t bother to wipe it off. When he could finally 
stand he cursed Anya, Yvan and Ladislav until he was 
breathless. He had six hours to find the closest gates and 
get to Moscow. Ladislav was not a creature to be kept 
waiting. 
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Chapter Eighteen 

Uninvited Travelling Companions 

Katya was trying to sleep in a cramped train carriage which 
smelled of boiled cabbage and painted a dull grey to match 
the grey curtains, grey bed sheets and dirty grey carpet. 
They had been travelling for days and she thought 
longingly of a hot bath and a clean bed. 

They had travelled on foot until they got to a village 
not far from Baia Mare in Romania. From there they 
hitched an uncomfortable ride in the back of a truck to the 
closest train station. The places they had passed through 
since then had been a blur. They were heading to Paris 
and that was all she cared about. She was too focussed on 
possible attacks and Anya’s talent of being able to read her 
mind if she wasn’t careful. Katya tried not to dwell on it. 
Scaring Anya more wouldn’t help any of them. 

She was finally drifting off to sleep when the door to 
her train carriage opened and a tall person slipped in. 
Katya gripped the knife under her pillow and was ready to 
use it. Warm hands pinned her arms down when she 
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started to move. She took a deep breath getting ready to 
scream but hot, moist lips smothered her cry instantly. 

“Please don’t try to use that knife on me, Katya,” 
growled Izrayl. “It will ruin the mood.” His hands 
loosened their grip on her arms as his lips found hers 
again. His hands slid down and rested on the side of her 
small rib cage. She buried her hands into his thick hair as 
he kissed her again. Katya’s breath caught in her throat as 
his hand slid under her shirt and started to stroke her 
warm stomach, achingly slow. His exploring hands started 
to go south just as Katya fell out of bed onto the hard 
carriage floor. “Fuck,” she mumbled as her eyes snapped 
open and the dream ended. 

Sunlight was shining through the dirty curtains. Katya 
groaned in frustration and embarrassment. The door slid 
open loudly and Izrayl stuck his head in. 

“Are you awake yet? What are you doing on the floor?” 
“I fell out of bed,” she said, her cheeks start to burn. 
“Was it a bad dream or sex dream?” he grinned at her. 

Katya fought the urge to bury her head under the blanket. 
“Sex dream. I can tell by look of horror on your face.” He 
started to laugh loudly as she struggled to get up, her legs 
and arms twisted up in the sheets. 

“You are delusional.” 
“Here let me help.” He picked her up and plonked her 

on the bed. “At least you could get enough sleep to dream. 
I hate trains, they make me itch.” Katya adjusted the 
blanket to cover her bare legs. She only ever slept in a t-
shirt and underwear and wasn’t normally shy until now. 
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“Are the others awake?” 
“No, I was bored so I thought to see if you were 

awake,” Izrayl sat down on the carriage floor and rested his 
back against the door. 

“What time is it?” 
“About 6.30 a.m.” 
“I should kill you for waking me up,” Katya said and 

buried herself deeper in her blankets. 
“You were awake already. I didn’t wake you,” he said 

and grinned mischievously, “Or did I?” 
“Don’t flatter yourself.” 
“It would explain the look of humiliation on your face 

when I walked in.” Katya kept her mouth firmly shut. “It 
couldn’t have been all bad,” Izrayl mumbled after a while. 
“I’m sorry I teased you. We’ve all had an intense couple of 
days. It’s natural to dream about the people we see all the 
time.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“I told you, you’re curious—” Izrayl suddenly tensed 

and let out a low growl. Katya sat up gripping her knife. 
“What is it?” Izrayl’s hair was standing on end; his 

shoulders bunched up and tense. He held a finger over his 
mouth and she shut up. Izrayl quickly pulled her off the 
bed and onto the floor. A dark shadow passed over the 
window. 

“Be very still,” he whispered in her ear. “We have 
company.” 

“Vasilli?” 
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“No something else.” Katya reached for her bag and 
rummaged around in it. 

“What are you doing?” 
She found the sleek weight of the revolver she always 

carried with her, even into Skazki. “My good luck charm.” 
“Get dressed and let’s go find the others. They are after 

Anya already,” said Izrayl and helped her to her feet. She 
quickly dragged on her jeans, weapon holsters, jacket and 
boots. She slung her bag over her shoulder and met Izrayl 
in the corridor. 

“I thought it would take Vasilli a lot longer to send his 
cronies,” muttered Izrayl. “You can bet he has gone 
straight to Ladislav.” 

“Let’s just pray that Ladislav himself doesn’t come after 
us.” 

“I am praying. He is still pissed at Trajan and me for 
that night in Moscow when we killed his people. I hope 
Trajan is awake because we are about to have a fight on 
our hands.” As the neared Trajan’s sleeper he emerged 
dishevelled and tense. 

“Can you feel it?” he asked Izrayl and the volk krovi 
nodded. “Wake Yvan and Cerise; I will get Anya.” He 
hurried a couple of doors down and knocked politely 
before entering. He came out carrying her bag as she 
shrugged on her heavy fur lined coat. 

“What’s going on?” Yvan stumbled out sleepily from 
his room further up the aisle. “The firebird is panicking.” 

“Trouble,” said Katya. “Get your gear.” Yvan went 
back into his room just as Cerise appeared moving 
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through the carriages. Her hair was wild and she had 
blood coming from her nose. 

“What happened?” Izrayl asked. 
“Some bastard jumped me when I was sneaking a 

cigarette,” she said angrily. “Don’t worry; I managed to 
throw the prick from the train. We have to get off right 
now. There are at least six of them.” 

“We are going to have to jump,” said Katya matter of 
factly. She re-adjusted her weapons so nothing would hurt 
her when she rolled. 

“Hold onto me,” Trajan said to Anya, “I will heal faster 
if we land wrong. We wouldn’t want any more damage 
being inflicted on you.” 

“No, we wouldn’t,” said Yvan bluntly. He was 
shedding his coat and shirt. The firebird was moving on 
his chest, its long, fiery wings stretching down his arms. 
Anya watched it for a moment then blushed as she looked 
away. Sweet, innocent thing that she was. Katya had a 
good look and wasn’t embarrassed in the least. Yvan rolled 
his shoulders and feathers started to push through his skin 
like silken spikes. 

“Yvan…”Anya’s voice was tight with concern. 
“I am fine Anya,” he replied, his dark eyes flashing gold 

and red. “Hold close to Trajan.” 
“Are you going to be okay by yourself little hunter or 

would you like a strapping man to hang on to as well?” 
Izrayl asked. 
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“If you can find me one I wouldn’t mind hanging onto 
him. I think I will make do on my own. I wouldn’t have 
suggested jumping if I didn’t think I could do it easily.” 

“You had better go before I push you out,” he retorted. 
“Please Trajan, be a dear and get the door,” said Cerise 

over the top of their bickering. Trajan slid the doors open 
and as he turned for Anya something swung itself through 
it, claws outstretched reaching for them. Three shots from 
Katya’s revolver rang out and the creature collapsed on the 
carriage floor. Black blood oozed from the bullet holes. 
Katya squeezed a fourth bullet into its head. 

“What the hell is that?” Anya asked as she gripped tight 
to Trajan. 

“I am not sure. It doesn’t like silver though,” Katya 
looked down at it thoughtfully. It was like a man but was 
completely hairless. Its skin was a pale grey and instead of 
hands it had claws like a bird and a mouthful of sharp long 
fanged teeth. “Its body is the Darkness’s problem now,” 
she continued finally. “We have to go before its 
companions arrive.” Without waiting for them she strode 
purposely to the door and jumped. She hit the ground 
harder than she expected, rolling three times before the 
long grass stopped her completely. 

She looked up just in time to see Yvan glide through 
the air for a moment and land. The golden feathers were 
melting back into his skin like they were never there to 
begin with. Anya was giggling not far away as she tried to 
untangle herself from Trajan’s coat, the first time Katya 
had seen the Thanatos smile. Izrayl’s cursing brought her 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

248 

attention to a blackberry bush. She tried not to laugh as he 
ripped himself free, his shoulder hanging at an odd angle. 

“Is it broken?” she asked as she straightened her 
holsters. 

“It’s dislocated,” he said gruffly. 
“I can put it-” she began. 
“Stay back.” He looked nervous as he backed away. He 

didn’t realise Cerise was moving behind him. 
“I have done it before. Are you afraid or something?” 

Katya provoked to keep him from turning. Cerise reached 
for his shoulder quickly. 

“I am afraid of no wo—FUCK!” he shouted. Cerise 
jumped out of the way as he swung. 

“Good as new sweetie,” she said with a mischievous 
laugh. 

“Both of you stay away from me,” he said as he slowly 
rotated his shoulder. 

“Don’t be such a baby,” Cerise replied as idly brushed 
the leaves from her hair. 

“We have to keep moving,” said Trajan as he slipped 
on his sunglasses, “It won’t take them long to find their 
dead companion and I want to be far from here.” 

*** 

They arrived in Paris a week later. After the incident on 
the train they had walked for nearly two days before they 
had managed to catch a bus. Anya had never been to Paris 
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before so she was impressed when Trajan fluently directed 
the cab driver to his town house in Neuilly-sur-Seine. 

“You speak French?” Anya asked as she sat beside him. 
“When you are immortal you need to find things to 

occupy your mind,” he said, looking tired. They all were 
dirty and exhausted. Anya hadn’t had much of a chance to 
talk to him privately since the gypsy camp but was 
growing more comfortable around him, perhaps a little 
too comfortable. She sometimes risked touching his hand 
briefly. Although she had no objections from him she 
didn’t want to push her luck either. 

Cerise had cheered up since arriving. The thought of a 
hot shower, clean clothes and other luxuries had 
brightened her disposition toward the world. She had 
already bought a carton of thin, white cigarettes and was 
now smoking them one after the other with a nonchalant 
vengeance. A good thing Cerise was immortal, Anya 
decided, because with the amount she smoked she would 
have surely died of cancer long ago. Anya looked out of 
the window of the car and admired all of the warmly lit 
cafes and restaurants. 

“I will show you everything I promise,” said Cerise. “I 
am going to take you shopping. That is the first thing on 
my list.” 

“She isn’t a doll for your amusement,” Trajan pointed 
out defensively. 

“Bah! I know that. But it will give me joy and look at 
her Trajan! She needs a woman’s touch.” Anya sunk 
herself down into Eikki’s oversized coat and hoped in the 
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darkness they couldn’t see her red face. A warm hand 
found hers. 

“I think she is fine just as she is.” 
“Well of course she is sweetie but unless you want her 

running around Paris naked I will need to take her 
shopping. Good Lord you would think I was asking your 
permission to torture her,” Cerise blew some smoke at 
him. He waved it away with a sigh. 

Trajan’s town house was made of a pale grey stone, had 
long gothic windows and was one of the only mansions in 
the area not attached to another. It had a high wrought 
iron and stone fence surrounding it and a well-tended 
garden and lawn. 

“I called my maintenance people from a town a few 
days ago so everything should be uncovered and ready for 
our arrival,” said Trajan as he walked up to the front gate. 
He punched in a code and the gate swung open slowly. 
The taxi holding Katya, Izrayl and Yvan arrived and they 
joined them. Yvan looked around warily, as if he expected 
something to jump them at any moment. He closed the 
front gate carefully when they were all through. 

“I hate keys,” admitted Trajan as he entered a number 
in a key pad next to the large white door. “I lose them all 
the time. This is easier.” He entered the house and start 
switching on lights. Katya let out a low whistle as she 
walked in. 

The floors were highly polished cedar and the walls 
were a clean, warm white. Art hung on the walls and vases 
were filled with freshly cut flowers. A magnificent, 
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sweeping staircase led upstairs and a beautiful black 
chandelier hung above them. 

“Upstairs in the right wing are the guest rooms so you 
are welcome to any of them except the last room at the 
back of the house. That belongs to a friend of mine I hope 
will join us soon. The left wing upstairs is mine. 
Downstairs is a kitchen, the library and sitting areas,” 
Trajan directed. “The first lower level is a gym and the 
basement is the garage.” 

“Wait until they see the pool,” said Izrayl as he 
dumped his mud splattered bags on the shining floor. 

“Pool?” Katya said instantly. Trajan obliged her 
curiosity and took them downstairs. There was a gym full 
of shiny equipment, a sauna and a heated pool with cobalt 
blue tiles. 

“That’s more like it,” said Katya. “You know Trajan, I 
think I might move in.” 

“I had planned on asking you to. There is no point you 
keeping an apartment if we are all going to be working 
together,” he replied. “You can use the pool anytime.” 

“Gym as well?” 
“Of course. I will get Izrayl to help you move anything 

from your other apartment if you wish.” 
“I have ordered some take-out for the humans, I hope 

you girls don’t mind,” Cerise said as she appeared on the 
steps in front of them. “Come on ladies I want to take you 
on a tour of upstairs.” 
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The guest rooms were as lavish as the rest of the house. 
Each had its own claw-foot bath and ensuite. The four-
poster beds had thick velvet hangings and creamy linen. 

“I think I am in love with your Thanatos,” Katya said 
as she lay down on a window seat. “How the other half 
live.” 

“He isn’t my Thanatos. First thing I am going to do is 
have a bath,” Anya said as she stripped off her muddy 
jacket and boots. She turned the tap to the bath and 
watched it fill with hot water. She didn’t want to talk to 
Katya about Trajan. There was nothing to say, she 
reminded herself. 

“I think I will go claim a room of my own,” said Katya 
over the running water. “I’ll see you at dinner.” 

  
Trajan was relieved to be home at last. He left the 

others and went to his own wing of the house. He shut the 
doors quietly behind him and let the silence envelop him. 
He hadn’t been around so many people consistently before 
and he found himself longing for a quiet moment. A little 
bit of separation from Anya would also be a good idea, he 
decided. Not that he didn’t want to be around her because 
he did. He wanted to be around her too much and that 
was problematic. When he was with her he felt awkward. 
He blamed it on not feeding as regularly as he should. The 
energy from Vasilli’s creature was just about spent. 

Shedding his filthy clothes he went for a long, very hot 
shower. It always reminded him of the night Ilya helped 
free him from Eris. It had been cold and raining. He had 
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stood in it, naked as a babe, and marvelled at the touch of 
water against his skin. Even cold had held a special kind of 
fascination. 

After he got out of the shower he looked at himself in 
the mirror to check that his fading energy wasn’t starting 
to show in any of his human features. He hadn’t shaved 
for days but apart from that his human body was holding 
true. He would have to feed soon but for now he would go 
and check on his guests. 

  
Anya was drinking vodka and laughing with the others 

when Trajan decided to joined them. He was dressed in a 
collared shirt, rolled to the elbows, waistcoat and pressed 
trousers. He hadn’t shaved in a day or two and Anya 
decided that suited him very well. 

“Stop staring,” Katya said discreetly next to her and 
Anya snapped herself out of it. She drank some more from 
the glass of vodka in her hands, cursing herself inwardly 
for being so obvious. 

“I thought you had drowned sweetie,” said Cerise as 
she sipped the martini she had been craving for days. She 
was reclining on a chaise lounge, wrapped tightly in a 
hand painted silk kimono and, much to Anya’s 
amusement, wearing fluffy pink slippers. Anya had formed 
the impression that the elegant keres only allowed heels to 
adorn her long white feet. 

“We were just about to send Anya in there to 
resuscitate you,” joked Izrayl. Trajan looked a little 
embarrassed but didn’t rise to his teasing. 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

254 

“Oh do grow up,” Cerise rolled her eyes. “We were 
actually speaking about some American friends of Katya’s 
who could help Anya develop her magic a little more.” 

“They will be hard to track down this time of year but 
I will certainly try,” Katya said with a yawn. “I think I will 
crash here tonight. I can get the things from my apartment 
later.” 

“Good idea,” said Anya, draining her vodka before 
getting up. She couldn’t even bring herself to look at 
Trajan as she mumbled her goodnights. Once back in her 
room she opened up a large window and stuck her head 
out into the cold air. 

“Are you all right?” Cerise appeared in her doorway. 
“You cleared out remarkably quickly.” 

“I’m fine. Go away.” 
“You look a little flushed.” Cerise pulled her back 

inside. 
“Bath must have been too hot or something. I 

shouldn’t have been drinking straight after it.” 
Cerise pulled out a silver cigarette case and offered it to 

her. Anya was tempted but she shook her head. Cerise lit 
her cigarette with a silver lighter. 

“Is it man trouble?” she asked casually as she blew out 
the silvery smoke. 

“Not exactly.” 
“I wouldn’t let Izrayl’s banter bother you too much. 

He likes to tease.” 
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“Just because I don’t feel uncomfortable enough,” 
Anya muttered. “It is hard to get Trajan to talk to me let 
alone Izrayl scaring him off.” 

“It would take a lot more than Izrayl to scare Trajan. 
You can take my word for it. Trajan does things in 
Trajan’s own time. He is immortal so the time factor is 
measured very differently compared to humans. You have 
to understand though that our kind and your kind 
aren’t…compatible.” 

“I know I am not compatible to Trajan. I don’t think 
I’m compatible for a normal man let alone a Thanatos.” 

“That is not what I meant. There is nothing wrong 
with you. It’s what’s wrong with him. You saw what he 
did to that monster of Vasilli’s. He did that in seconds 
imagine how quickly he could do it to humans. If he loses 
concentration with you for a second and accidentally kills 
you he would never ever get over it. There are reasons that 
our kind and yours are forbidden to mix.” 

“What? It has never happened before?” 
“Not that I am aware. I don’t see how it could end 

well.” 
“I don’t think that is enough to scare me off,” she said 

slowly. “I know you mean well. That you are just telling 
me the way things are. But I don’t think it is something 
that I can switch off. I want to know him. He is the only 
one who has known my family since Ilya.” 

“Well I can’t give you any advice sweetie and I won’t 
get in your way. Trajan is big enough to make his own 
decisions, as are you,” Cerise said as she stubbed out her 
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cigarette. “You obviously need to know where you stand 
with him so I suggest you go and talk to him. You won’t 
sleep until you do. He has gone back to his room for the 
night. Think about it.” 

  
Anya approached Trajan’s rooms with caution. She had 

spent the last half hour trying to come up with a decent 
excuse to be knocking on his door. She had drawn a blank 
so she decided to be brave and wing it. Anya knocked 
softly and opened his door a little to stop herself running 
back to her room like a scared little devushka. 

“Trajan?” She stuck her head in and looked about the 
dimly lit room. 

“Anya, what’s wrong?” Trajan walked out from his 
bedroom holding a book, his glasses sitting on the bridge 
of his nose. 

“Nothing is wrong I was just…after a book. I can’t 
sleep.” He turned the one in his hands over a few times. 

“There is a library downstairs,” he said quickly. 
“Right, thanks.” Anya turned back towards the door 

when he stopped her. 
“Would you like some company?” 
“If you aren’t busy. Or tired. I didn’t mean to barge in 

on you.” 
“I am not busy or tired. Please sit down; I don’t like 

my guests standing next to the door ready to run at any 
moment.” Anya sat down on one of the couches that was 
arranged around a carved oak coffee table. Trajan turned 
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on a tall led-light lamp. Anya loved the way it looked like 
a stained glass window. 

“What are you reading?” she asked as he poured 
himself scotch and her a vodka. She looked over to the 
deserted volume. “Stories and Legends of Pagan Russia,” 
she read aloud. “Are you catching up on Yvan’s 
biography?” 

“I was looking for references to Yanka,” Trajan said as 
he handed her the vodka. 

“I thought you knew Ilya. Wasn’t she his mother?” 
“According to Ilya she wasn’t there long. He had 

memories of her until he was about five years old and then 
she disappeared. I thought that if I could find out 
anything more about her it may be able to help you.” 

“I think you have all helped me too much as it is. I 
could never be able to pay back any of you.” She sipped 
her vodka as she thought about it. If any of them were 
hurt protecting her she would blame herself entirely. 

“We don’t do any of it with the thought of being paid 
back, Anya,” Trajan said sharply. “We do it because we 
know you are worth it, even if you do not think you are, 
so banish that ridiculous notion from your mind.” 

“I have a lot of ridiculous notions in my mind that 
would be lonely without it so I don’t think I will.” The 
vodka was warming her and loosening her tongue. She 
shouldn’t have accepted another drink. Making a bigger 
fool of herself in front of him would not help her situation 
in the slightest. “Cerise came to lecture me,” she 
continued. 
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“About what?” 
“About you and me.” 
“What about you and me?” he asked cautiously. 
“She seems to think there is a ‘you and me’ for 

starters,” Anya laughed nervously. Trajan didn’t even 
smile. 

“Is there?” The laughter died on her lips when she 
realised he was serious. 

“I don’t know. I didn’t think you were interested.” 
“It’s not a matter of interest it is a matter of 

possibility,” Trajan put down his glass and ran his hands 
through his hair. 

“You are wrong,” Anya drained her glass and got up to 
refill it. 

“How am I?” 
“It is all about interest. You are either interested or you 

are not. Possibility doesn’t factor into it.” Anya sat back 
down and put the bottle on table in front of her. 

“It does. I am in a human form but I am not human, 
Anya. I don’t even know if a relationship between a 
Thanatos and a human could work.” 

“Cerise said it hadn’t happened before.” 
“It hasn’t.” 
“Then how would you know if it’s not possible?” 
“I could hurt you-” 
“You kissed me twice and nothing happened. Or did 

you forget that?” A voice in the back of her head reminded 
her she couldn’t bully someone into wanting to be with 
her. She told it to shut up and have another drink. 
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“I haven’t forgotten. But are you willing to risk me 
accidentally killing you one day?” 

“Yes.” 
“You are just being stubborn now you have not even 

given it proper thought.” He shook his head. 
“I have given it proper thought!” she hissed in 

frustration. “It is all I have been thinking about for days. I 
have never liked people, Trajan. I could never have been 
bothered with men especially. But I like you. I liked you 
from the moment I met you. So yes I am willing to risk it 
because me liking anyone that quickly has to be some kind 
of miracle on its own. I like that you wear glasses and that 
you wear waistcoats even though no one just casually wears 
a waistcoat anymore. I like the way you are uneasy around 
people and the way your lips feel on mine. I want to feel 
them on mine a lot more. Don’t try and tell me I haven’t 
thought about it.” 

Trajan looked down at his hands and didn’t say 
anything. It made Anya feel guilty for being so forceful. 
She leant across and gently touched his arm. “I’m sorry. I 
am drunk and I shouldn’t have…I will go.” She picked up 
the bottle up off the table as she got to her feet. Anya felt a 
self-flagellation brewing inside of her, a vodka fuelled rant, 
the worst kind. 

Her hand had just touched the handle of the door 
when she felt something move behind her. Trajan loomed 
over her causing a momentary flicker of fear that she had 
made him angry. He didn’t say anything but lightly placed 
his forehead against hers, his hands sliding up her arms to 
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rest on her elbows. The half empty bottle of vodka slipped 
from her grasp and landed on the carpet with a muffled 
thud. They both ignored it. He leant down and kissed the 
top of her head before moving down to kiss her temple, 
the curve of her ear and the tip of her nose. His lips were 
warm and soft when they found hers. He kissed her lightly 
a few times, as if to check it was safe. Her hands moved up 
and she finally ran her fingers through his dark curls; 
something she had wanted to do from the moment they 
met. 

“I suppose this means there is a you and me?” she 
whispered as she held tightly to him. 

“I believe so. I, we, will have to be so careful though 
and I can’t guarantee-” 

“Shh Trajan I know. We can figure it out as we go 
along.” A piercing sharp pain shot through her and she 
doubled over. 

“Anya? What is it?” Trajan caught her as her knees gave 
out. 

“Katya,” she gasped and clutched her head tightly. 
“Katya is being attacked.” 

*** 

Look through the fog to a small camping ground deep in 
the North American mountains. Sitting in the closest tent 
is a man in the middle of a peyote-induced trace. He 
doesn’t use the drug often because his visions come 
unbidden, but this time he is worried. He is worried 
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because he keeps seeing his gypsy friend in trouble. He is 
hoping the peyote will make his visions more complete. 

He can send a message to her sister who is a psychic. 
He follows the paths of the spirit world. The colours move 
in front of him to form a picture of strong Katya bleeding 
on the ground next to a wolf’s body. 

He sees a girl trailing bright red magic wherever she 
goes. There is darkness hunting them. He is stunned and 
horrified. He knows she will need him and his brother. 

Aleksandra? He throws the name to the wind. Where is 
your sister? He waits quietly; he feels the peyote wearing off 
but he hangs onto the spirit world waiting for her reply. 

Paris. Black magic is following them. Vasilli has returned. 
Aleksandra’s voice is barely a whisper against his cheek. 
Suddenly his world is crashing and he is being pulled 
backwards. Air rushes through his ears and he cries out in 
pain as his spirit slams back into his body. He opens bleary 
eyes and sees his twin brother across the fire. His grin is 
wide and white. 
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Chapter Nineteen 

Jumped 

Katya was running. Sweat soaked her back and the butt of 
a hand gun rubbed irritably against her hip. Pain shot 
through her thighs and lungs as she tried to run faster. In 
the back of her mind her father’s voice came through 
unbidden and unexpected. You have let yourself get slow 
and weak. You are supposed to train harder in Skazki not 
waste your time hunting animals. She pushed herself harder 
to prove it wrong. 

The night had started well. After days of travelling and 
being on high alert she found she couldn’t relax enough to 
sleep. While staring up at the ceiling Katya had decided 
she would take Trajan up on his offer and move into the 
mansion. Not having to pay for her short term apartment 
would also be a bonus. 

The house was silent when she rose and dressed once 
more. There would be no chance of her sleeping tonight so 
she might as well be productive. Trajan had offered her 
Izrayl’s help but she was never going to take him up on 
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that. Now she was cursing that she hadn’t asked someone 
to come with her. 

Katya’s apartment was in Montmartre. It was neat and 
rather impersonal as the furniture and pictures hanging on 
the walls had come with the apartment, exactly the way 
she had left it. There had been no point in settling in 
because she never stayed anywhere for long. Katya smiled 
with delight as she ran her fingers over her laptop. She had 
missed it terribly and had felt completely lost without her 
iPod. The few changes of clothes she had hanging in the 
cupboard were quickly shoved into a bag. She opened the 
gun cabinet she had secreted behind some coats and 
emptied the contents into another bag. After she had 
picked up the remaining weapons and books she had left 
out she locked the door and gave the landlord back his 
keys. 

“You in trouble with the police or something?” he 
grunted. 

“Of course not Monsieur,” Katya answered smoothly. 
“Why do you ask?” 

“There have been people here looking for you. I 
assumed they were police from the questions they were 
asking. They were here yesterday.” His eyes were narrowed 
suspiciously at her. Katya gave him a smile she hoped was 
convincing. 

“Do I look like I would be any trouble? It sounds like 
the police nationale have got their people mixed up.” She 
laughed though her heart was hammering in her chest. No 
one had ever known where she lived except a very select 
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group of hunters. He gave another grunt as a way of saying 
goodbye and she hurried down the stairs and out into the 
wet street. 

If there had been people here looking for her they 
would be watching her right now. She felt the reassuring 
weight of her guns at her side. She didn’t want to lead 
them back to Trajan’s so she began to walk calmly along 
the street. A few moments later as she passed a Sacré 
Coeur souvenir shop she risked a glance over her shoulder. 
Two men were following her. Their eyes caught the light 
of the shop fronts and for a second they flashed gold like 
an animals. Katya steadied her breathing to keep herself 
from bolting and giving the game away. 

Anya! Katya reached out trying to link with her mind. 
Anya! They are following me. I am keeping them away from 
Trajan’s but I don’t know how many they are. Katya hurried 
on and hoped Anya would receive her message in time. 

*** 

“Katya! Quick we need to find her,” Anya pushed Trajan 
away and he placed her on her feet again. “They are after 
her, Trajan. We need to go now!” Without waiting for a 
reply she pulled open the door and ran out into the house. 

“Izrayl!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. She didn’t 
know what room he had taken but she would need his 
help. Katya needed some serious muscle to back her up. 

“What’s wrong?” he stumbled sleepily into the hallway, 
buttoning up his jeans. 
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“Katya is being attacked. She has left the mansion and 
is being followed,” she said and grabbed his hand to drag 
him toward the stairs. 

“We’ll take my car. Where is she?” 
“I don’t know. She said her flat was in Montmartre 

somewhere.” 
“I’m coming,” Trajan said as he pulled on his coat. 
“I’m driving,” Izrayl ducked back in his room to get his 

keys and pull on a black shirt. 
“I don’t want you coming with us. They want you not 

Katya. You will be playing right into their hands,” Trajan 
said as he pulled Anya aside. 

“I am your only way to find her. I will stay out of the 
way. We know I don’t know how to fight,” she replied 
before she ducked into her room and grabbed her coat and 
her boots. 

She met them at the elevator just as Izrayl was tucking 
a gun into the back of his jeans. “That stupid girl! She 
should have known better than to go out by herself,” he 
muttered darkly. “If they don’t kick her ass, I will.” 

“Let’s just get her home first,” Trajan replied calmly. 
“She is a hunter and probably thought she didn’t need 
help because she can handle herself.” 

“She is like all hunters. Hot headed and reckless.” 
The garage was huge and housed at least twenty cars. 

Anya didn’t know much about cars so she couldn’t name 
them but they all looked expensive and fast. 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

266 

Izrayl climbed into the driver’s seat of a black muscle 
car and Trajan took the passenger side, opening the back 
door for Anya before he climbed in. 

“Put your seat belt on,” he turned to smile at her. 
“Izrayl likes to drive like a maniac.” Anya clipped the belt 
around her waist and wondered how the strap of material 
would go if they actually crashed. 

“We are kind of in a hurry,” Izrayl said as he fired up 
the engine. He took off up the curving ramp which led out 
onto the road. The automatic door was already open as he 
roared out into the street. 

Katya, Anya tried hard to concentrate on connecting 
with her as the lights flickering past distracted her, Show 
me where you are. 

Anya! She caught a glimpse of Katya with her knives 
flashing and for a moment felt the fear run through her as 
she ran past a brightly lit carousel. 

“She’s running, there’s a carousel-” 
Anya didn’t know anything about Paris to be able to 

identify where Katya was so she reached out and grabbed 
Izrayl’s shoulder. Setting her teeth she forced the image of 
Katya fighting for her life into his mind. 

“Holy shit!” Izrayl swerved but kept the car on the 
road. “She is running through Square Louise Michel. God 
damn Darkness is on her trail.” He changed up a gear and 
the speed dial jumped. 

We’re coming Katya, hold on. 
Izrayl wove through the streets skidding and sliding 

with a vengeance. Fifteen minutes and many curse words 
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later he slammed on the brakes and jumped out of the car. 
Within a blink he had morphed and was gone. 

  
Katya was about to faint with blood loss and 

exhaustion when the huge black wolf appeared through 
the trees. They had cornered her up near the monumental 
fountains and she had been forced to make a stand. The 
creatures were similar to the those on the train, their 
fingers morphing into long claws and they were fast. 

Katya screamed as one of her attacker’s long claws 
ripped through her side. She fired her gun and it clicked; a 
hollow sound that signalled she had finally used her last 
bullet. She waited for a killing blow but instead a heavy 
black wolf knocked her aside. She fell to the ground as 
Izrayl tore through her attacker’s throat. It still lay gargling 
as Izrayl padded towards her, his black face shiny with 
gore. 

“Look out!” she screamed as another pale-faced 
creature appeared behind him. Izrayl turned a clawed hand 
was already digging deep into his back. Katya acted 
quickly, pulling a long knife from the sheath strapped to 
her thigh. The attacker screamed as the sharp blade sliced 
through its hand, leaving five bloody fingers and claws 
embedded deep in Izrayl. The creature cradled its hand 
and hissed defiantly at her before vanishing into the 
blackness. Katya stood over Izrayl’s bleeding body, 
unwilling to lower her guard again. 

“Katya!” Trajan was running towards her. 
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“He’s hurt,” she said as she sank to her knees. The last 
thing she saw was Anya’s pale luminescent face as she ran 
through the gardens in her pyjamas. 

*** 

A man stood in the distance and watched as the lithe 
hunter and the wolf were arranged in the back seat of a 
black car. There was nothing remarkable about him. He 
was average height with pale hair and eyes. His age could 
have been anywhere between twenty and forty years old. A 
crow landed near him and pecked at some rubbish left on 
the ground. He raised an eyebrow at it but didn’t say a 
word. He could hear concerned voices floating up to him, 
nervous tourists and other people passing through the 
square had heard gun shots and the police had been called. 
With a tired sigh he made his way down to the fountains 
to clean up yet another mess. 

*** 

By the time they returned to Trajan’s twenty minutes later 
the backseat was covered in so much blood Anya thought 
their passengers must have surely been dead. As they drove 
back into his garage Cerise was there, wide awake and 
dressed in medical scrubs. The area behind her had been 
transformed miraculously into a make-shift hospital. 
Initially Anya had thought the wall of stainless steel 
cupboards and drawers were places to keep tools. It kept 
tools but not for fixing cars. Two of the metal panels had 
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been folded down to make sturdy operating tables. 
Drawers had been opened to reveal medical instruments 
and bright lamps had been folded out. 

“Good Lord,” Anya muttered when she saw it. “I see 
you two have dealt with this before?” 

“More than we would have liked,” Trajan replied. 
“Open the back doors please Anya.” With the ease of the 
supernaturally strong Trajan and Cerise carried first Katya 
and then Izrayl from the car and lay them on the metal 
tables. 

“Cut her coat and shirt off Anya so I can see what I am 
dealing with,” Cerise said as she handed her a pair of 
scissors. “Trajan, try to wake Izrayl up so he can morph 
back. I’m a nurse not a vet.” Katya didn’t move or protest 
when Anya started cutting the sleeves of her leather coat. 
Anya gasped when she pulled back the first layer. Katya’s 
back was a mass of deep claw marks oozing dark blood. 

“Hurry up Anya, she’s losing a lot of blood,” Cerise 
prompted and Anya quickly removed Katya’s arsenal of 
weapons and the tatters of her tee shirt. Now that her back 
was bare Anya could see the odd symbols tattooed around 
Katya’s narrow hips and up her back bone, coloured with 
bruises and old scars. 

“You are going to be okay Katya,” Anya promised. 
“Trajan, she is going to need blood,” Cerise said as her 

eyes ran over Katya’s wounds. 
“What type?” he asked as he opened a fridge full of 

bags of blood. Cerise ran her gloved finger over one of 
Katya’s wounds and put it to her mouth with a thoughtful 
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suck. Her blue eyes flashed black for split second as she 
said, “AB positive; my favourite.” Anya felt sick in her 
stomach as Cerise smiled at her. “Don’t worry, I don’t 
really like living blood and Katya won’t be a corpse for a 
long time.” Anya looked away just in time to see Izrayl’s 
body shudder and morph into its human form. Pale, 
clawed fingers still stuck grotesquely from his bleeding 
back. 

“Be a dear and pull those out for me Trajan,” Cerise 
instructed. Trajan did as he was asked and gripped the first 
finger. Anya swayed and was about to faint when the 
elevator dinged and Yvan stepped out. “Perfect timing, 
Yvan. Take Anya upstairs she is about to pass out.” Anya’s 
knees were squishy and when she started to rock Yvan’s 
strong hands caught her. 

“Come shalost let’s get you upstairs.” He gently lifted 
her and carried to the elevator. Yvan had only just 
managed her to her bathroom when she threw up all over 
herself and the arm steadying her. 

“Shit,” she muttered as she stuck her head in the toilet. 
“I thought I had a stronger stomach than that. I’m sorry.” 

“I am sure I will live,” Yvan said as he calmly washed 
his arm in the sink. He wet a washer and placed it on the 
back of her neck. “Would you like to tell me what has 
happened while I have been sleeping?” 

“Let me get cleaned up first,” she said and waved him 
out. She looked at the mess all over the bathroom and was 
mortified Yvan had witnessed it. She shed her ruined 
clothes and rinsed them in the sink before she climbed 
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into the shower to wash the sour smell from her skin. She 
had stitched up wounds on animals before without a blink 
but stitching up wounded friends was completely 
different. 

Anya emerged a short time later wrapped tightly in a 
robe. Yvan was coming in through the door with two 
steaming cups of coffee. 

“I thought you would need something and I don’t 
think vodka will be your friend,” he said as he handed her 
a cup. 

“Thank you,” Anya said and sipped the scalding liquid. 
“I think I have had enough vodka for one night. It’s 
probably why I couldn’t keep my stomach under control.” 
She settled herself on one of the small couches in the room 
and began to tell him about the night’s excitement. 

“It worries me that the Darkness was waiting for her,” 
Yvan said. “And these creatures, I wonder what they are? 
They don’t sound like anything I have encountered before 
even in Skazki.” 

“Whatever they are their bodies are littering the park 
right now thanks to Katya and Izrayl.” 

“The bodies will be removed swiftly. The wounded one 
would have reported back to them by now,” he sighed. He 
looked uncomfortable for a moment before asking, “So 
Trajan and you are a couple now?” 

“I don’t know about that,” Anya replied feeling more 
awkward than he looked. “I wouldn’t know what to call it 
at this stage.” 

“I see.” 
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“Are you angry with me?” Anya wondered why she felt 
the need to ask. 

“No, I’m not. Should I be?” 
“No! It’s just…never mind. I thought you would 

lecture me, warn me against it.” 
“I am not your father, Anya. I won’t try to make 

decisions for you but I will be there if and when you make 
the wrong ones.” 

“Prince Yvan, my hero,” Anya teased and was rewarded 
with one of his rare smiles. 

“We all need rescuing sometimes Anyanka.” 

*** 

Katya woke as the sun was rising. She had been placed 
back in the bed she had vacated the night before. Izrayl 
was sleeping on a lounge not far from her with his chest 
wrapped tightly in bandages. He looked tired and his long 
hair was a mass of tangles. She tried to remember what 
had happened the night before. She remembered fighting 
and Izrayl knocking her out of the way but everything else 
was a blur. As if he sensed her watching him he opened his 
amber eyes. 

“Hey,” she said. 
“How long have you been awake?” 
“About five seconds. You look like crap.” 
“That’s because I had my ass kicked and I have been 

keeping an eye on you so I haven’t slept much.” 
“No, I mean in general,” she said. 
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“You’re lying,” Izrayl replied. “So much for gratitude. 
Be careful not to move.” 

“Why?” she asked and moved. Pain shot through her 
and she cursed. 

“I warned you. Don’t move. You will bust stitches.” 
He propped a cushion under his head. “I hope you don’t 
mind but Cerise put me in here to sleep. Easier to check 
on us both at once.” 

“How long have I been out?” 
“This is the first time you have been conscious since 

you cut the hand off that thing in the square. I woke up 
when they were pulling its claws out of my back.” 

“That sounds like great timing,” Katya said as she took 
a sip of the water beside her bed. Someone had arranged 
brightly coloured tablets on her nightstand. Katya took 
them all and hoped they were painkillers. 

“Great timing. You never told me you had tattoos.” 
Katya had to struggle to keep herself from choking on the 
water in her mouth. 

“That’s because my tattoos are none of your damn 
business,” she said once she had swallowed. Izrayl just 
grinned which made her even more self-conscious. “Thank 
you for coming to my rescue,” she continued after a while. 
“I would be food for crows by now.” 

“You didn’t really need saving. There was a pile of dead 
before I even got there. You just needed help towards the 
end. I’ve never seen a woman able to fight like that.” 

“I will take that as a compliment.” 
“Good. You should sleep now.” 
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“Don’t tell me what to do.” 
“I wasn’t but you just took two lots of pain killers and 

sleeping tablets. You are going to be-” But Katya was 
already asleep. 
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Chapter Twenty 

Crows 

Vasilli passed through the glimmering lights that took him 
from Skazki into Sokolniki Park. The Guardian of the 
Gate watched him closely with his falcon eyes but did not 
stop him from entering. Due to its location and the 
labyrinth built around it, the Sokolniki Park was the 
strongest gate in all of Russia and was under constant 
guard. It was no coincidence that Alexei Mikhailovich had 
loved hunting here so much or that his son Petyr had put 
so much effort into maintaining it. 

Vasilli breathed in the cold air and let his body re-
adjust to the real worlds rhythms. There was magic still 
there but it was buried deep in the earth and the sub-
conscious of the humans living there. Ladislav and the 
Darkness would change that. 

There were places in Moscow where mortals did not 
enter. More than the dark touched them and people knew 
instinctively to turn and walk away. One of these places 
was a grand townhouse. It had been the main Russian base 
of the Darkness for over four hundred years. Vasilli could 
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feel the power pulsing silently from it long before he could 
see it. A homeless babushka sat on the steps leading down 
to the lower basements of the building. 

“Vasilli, Vasilli, what took you so long, chernyi syn of 
mine?” she asked in heavy Russian. 

“Hello Zhenechka, are you going to let me pass 
tonight?” She didn’t look it but was one of the most 
powerful Shamanitsas in all of Europe. She kept guard at 
the head quarters’ entrance with fierce diligence. The last 
policeman who had tried to move her along had been 
turned into a rat and squashed under her heavy boot. 

“Of course Vas’ka you know you are a favourite of 
mine.” Zhenechka pinched his bearded cheek and Vasilli 
felt the burning power under her wrinkled hands “Be 
patient tonight eh? There has not been good news 
received. Ladislav is not happy.” 

Vasilli moved down the stairs and unlocked the door 
with a brief touch of his hand. Usually he would have 
cleaned up before going to see the master but if Ladislav 
was already in a bad mood he wouldn’t like to be kept 
waiting. Moments later Vasilli sat opposite Ladislav at a 
highly polished ebony table. 

Ladislav was one of the strongest black magic users to 
ever have been born outside of Skazki. In the older times 
of Russia he had been worshipped as a dark god and the 
blood sacrifices done in his name had granted him 
immortality. The men in his command still murmured the 
old ritual line before they killed in his name and he grew 
stronger every day because of it. 
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Ladislav had long steel grey hair worn in a thick braid 
interwoven with secret spells. It had been said that the 
ones who could weave intricate braids could read the 
wearers fate within its twisted strands. Within Ladislav’s 
braid were smaller tighter plaits, sometimes woven with 
coloured threads and these were the ones that held his 
spells. Vasilli had often wondered if the secret of Ladislav’s 
power was, like Samson, held within his hair. And what 
would happen if he shaved it off. Ladislav had a long but 
well-trimmed moustache and ice blue eyes. 

“It is good to see you Vasilli despite your recent 
failings,” Ladislav said finally. “We have both 
underestimated Anyanka. Our spies in recent years have 
failed terribly in noticing what she was capable of.” 

“I was in her house and even I did not see. She barely 
had any magic about her; the little I detected had not even 
been encouraged or developed. As to my recent failings she 
had a lot of help. Baba Yaga detained me and there was a 
Rom witch as well.” 

“We know about that tribe. We sent a force to capture 
one of their hunters in Anyanka’s confidence. Nearly the 
entire force has been wiped out.” A small domovoi dashed 
into the room with a chilled decanter of vodka and two 
cups. He placed it on the table between them and with a 
short bow vanished once more. 

“Who did you send to get her?” Vasilli poured a glass 
of the vodka for Ladislav before he took one for himself. 
The icy cold liquid froze his throat before it burned 
comfortably in his stomach. 
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“I sent Völundr.” 
“Shvedskii gryazi.” Vasilli fought the urge to spit on 

Ladislav’s fine Persian carpet. 
“Swedish filth he may be but his loyalty isn’t under 

question at the moment and yours is.” 
“How could you say that? The Princess-” 
“The Princess is dead Vasilli!” Ladislav shouted. 
“We don’t know that for certain. She’s immortal.” 
“Then where has she been for the past hundreds of 

years? We must move on Vasilli. The world has not 
stopped and neither shall we.” There was a knock at the 
door and a pale, colourless man stepped in. In his hand he 
held a bleeding crow. 

“Völundr, thank you for coming. Is that the survivor?” 
“Yes my lord, shall I change him for questioning?” 

Ladislav nodded and Vasilli felt hot power roll from the 
man. The bird in his hand struggled futilely as it began to 
stretch and change. Within seconds there was a pale 
creature shaped like a man on the floor in front of them. It 
clutched a bleeding fingerless hand to its chest. From its 
throat came a series of croaking, mewling sounds of pain. 

“So this is why you let this filth contaminate our halls,” 
Vasilli said as he looked at the pathetic creature in front of 
him. “You are letting him make vorona rabov. To what 
end though?” 

“Crow slaves make useful servants when properly 
controlled,” Völundr replied on Ladislav’s behalf. “And 
nobody looks twice at a crow flying near them. Besides 
they are expendable.” 
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“So are you,” Vasilli hissed. Ladislav ignored their 
bickering and approached the crow slave on the floor. He 
knelt down and took its head between his hands. It started 
to weep as Ladislav forced himself into its mind. Vasilli 
had suffered that kind of mind reading before and it 
wasn’t a pleasant experience. When he was finished 
blackish blood was oozing from the creatures nose, ears 
and eyes. It was dead. 

“Clean this up for me Völundr,” Ladislav waved his 
hand at the corpse. “And send some more to Paris to find 
Anyanka.” 

“As you wish.” The pale man walked over to the corpse 
and waved his hand over the creatures body. It dissolved 
into a fine white ash and within seconds two domovoi had 
cleaned up the rest of its remains, leaving no trace of it 
ever being there. 

*** 

As Anya walked the streets of Paris with Cerise she 
remembered what Eikki had told her about other 
countries, that they had forgotten the old ways. At the 
time she had thought him on a rant about the state of the 
world and had laughed it off. She wasn’t laughing now. As 
she walked she felt nothing, no energy seeping up to her 
through the pavements, nor even a fresh breeze with the 
hint of something in it. A crow squawked from a street 
sign and Anya jumped. 
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“Anya, what’s wrong?” Cerise asked from behind her 
designer sunglasses. 

“Nothing, it’s crazy but I can’t feel any power in this 
place at all.” 

“You have spent a lengthy time in Skazki, Anya. You 
know magic is pulsing in everything over there.” 

“I know that but even at the farm I could feel a certain 
energy around me. I didn’t know it was magic but if I 
stood still long enough I could feel a humming through 
the earth.” 

“Right, because growing up on a farm built on the 
crossroads of two countries and two worlds would have 
nothing to do with it?” Cerise opened the door to a 
boutique and Anya followed her inside. 

“When you put it that way I suppose it makes sense, 
but you sure are sarcastic when you make a point.” Cerise 
just smiled brightly and ignored her. In an effort to get 
Anya out of the house and to forget about the madness of 
the night before Cerise had all but kidnapped her and 
insisted on taking her shopping for clothes; something 
Anya had never actively done. Cerise’s red convertible was 
already packed tight with purchases but she showed no 
sign of slowing. Anya was terrified. 

“Cerise, are you trying to kill me?” she wailed through 
the dressing room door hours later. She was looking at the 
dress Cerise had passed her; black, floaty and very low cut. 

“I will kill you if you don’t start trusting my 
judgement,” came the threateningly reply. 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

281 

“But when will the need ever arise for something like 
this?” Anya asked as she struggled into the dress. 

“That’s not the point of this exercise.” Cerise pulled 
open the curtain and came in to help straighten and adjust 
the dress. 

“I just don’t see the point of buying something I won’t 
wear,” Anya said as she eyed herself critically in the full-
length mirror. 

“I knew this cut would suit you perfectly,” Cerise said 
smugly, ignoring how uncomfortable Anya was. “You have 
great breasts, you shouldn’t hide them the way you do.” 

“I admit it, it is a nice dress. But I still don’t see the 
point of it.” Cerise wasn’t listening to her though. She had 
walked out to find more clothes. 

“Cerise, please I’m hungry, we have been doing this for 
hours.” Anya struggled out of the dress again. 

“One more and you can eat,” she said and handed her 
a pair of jeans. 

  
“I can’t believe you went shopping without me!” Katya 

said angrily as she hobbled into Anya’s room and collapsed 
on the bed. She had put a satin nightgown on but Anya 
could still see her bandages and dressings. 

“I can’t believe you are walking around when you 
should be in bed,” Anya replied as she dumped her bags 
on the floor. “Is shopping meant to be this exhausting?” 

“If it’s done right. Show me what you got,” Katya said 
eagerly. 

“I told her not to buy half of it but she did anyway.” 
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“Money isn’t an issue with older supernaturals. Let her 
have her fun.” 

“Please tell her I have impeccable taste,” Cerise 
appeared with a bottle of wine and some glasses. She had 
changed into a new strapless aubergine satin dress that she 
had just bought. It showed off her curves in all the right 
ways and set off her red hair. 

“You sure do,” Katya said. “I want this red leather 
jacket.” 

“Well I do owe you one because I had to cut your last 
jacket off you. Please tell me this is in Yen not Euro!” 
Anya exclaimed as she read some of the price tags. 

“Will it make you feel better? No. So go try some 
clothes on to show the invalid,” commanded Cerise as she 
poured the wine and reclined on the couch expectantly. 

Half an hour later Katya was on her third glass of wine. 
“Now Anya, I’m going to start training you tomorrow.” 

“Katya, you can barely move without morphine. You 
are in no position to train me.” 

“Look, I can get you training without having to do any 
myself. I can’t be stuck in that damn bed any longer. It is 
getting beyond ridiculous.” 

“Hasn’t anyone told you not to mix alcohol with pain 
killers?” Izrayl was leaning against Anya’s doorframe with a 
mix of amusement and disapproval on his face. 

“Oh look girls, it’s my baby sitter,” said Katya and 
lifted her glass to toast him. 
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“Oh look girls, it’s the hunter who likes to get the shit 
kicked out of her,” Izrayl mocked back. “Suit yourself.” 
He turned and walked out. 

“Men!” grumbled Katya. Anya and Cerise exchanged a 
glance but weren’t game enough to comment. 

*** 

“Women!” Izrayl found Yvan and Trajan in the library 
playing chess. 

“Delightful creatures aren’t they,” Trajan said as he 
moved one of his pawns. 

“Precisely why I keep away from them,” Yvan added as 
his knight took out Trajan’s piece. 

“You were married so you have learned better than 
anyone that nothing kills love like marriage.” Izrayl poured 
himself some scotch from Trajan’s bar and sat down in a 
deep leather chair. The library was extremely masculine 
and was the perfect cure for the oestrogen party he had 
encountered upstairs. 

“I don’t want to talk about Helena,” Yvan said darkly. 
“Don’t worry, we won’t. I’ve had my fill of bitches for 

one night and do not feel the need to bring up another.” 
“I suppose that means I shouldn’t ask how our little 

hunter is going,” Trajan smiled as he sipped brandy. 
“She’s got piss and vinegar running in her veins.” Yvan 

and Trajan exchanged amused looks. 
“What?” Izrayl looked at them completely bewildered. 
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“You keep talking about her like that and I’m going to 
think you are in love,” teased Trajan. 

“Funny bastards, aren’t you?” Izrayl’s tone was 
venomous. 

“I found it rather interesting that when Katya was 
being attacked, Anya went straight to you for help,” Yvan 
said as he moved to take out one of Trajan’s castles. 

“It certainly ruined my night,” Trajan said as he 
frowned at the board. 

“It’s not my fault the stupid gypsy went out and got 
herself into trouble and interrupted you and Anyanka 
making out.” 

“Don’t get crude,” warned Yvan. Izrayl heard the 
protective tone in his voice and not for the first time 
wondered if Yvan had started to get stronger feelings for 
Anya before Trajan had stepped in. Not that he would 
ever bring it up in any circumstances. 

“Let’s change the subject,” Trajan said picking up 
Yvan’s hostility. “By now Ladislav will know his people 
failed miserably. He will know Katya had help.” 

“Or worse, he will learn we were the ones who saved 
Anya all those years ago. We’ve managed to keep under his 
radar until now.” 

“Vasilli would have told him about Anya and her 
potential magical abilities. They will be extremely angry 
because they failed to see it all those years ago. They were 
going to kidnap her last time because she has shaman 
blood and offspring usually have some talent,” said Trajan. 
“As soon as they learn how much power she has they will 
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send an army for her. She will have to be more skilled by 
then because we won’t be able to protect her unless we 
have an army of our own. I know some people who can 
help and Katya said she had friends.” 

Izrayl grunted in disbelief. “Not many friends I 
imagine. Time to call in some favours regardless.” 

“I know I might regret mentioning this but what about 
the gates on Anya’s farm?” asked Yvan. “Eikki’s protection 
will only work for a few months at the most. Anything 
near it in Skazki will sense it opening and they will be able 
to come into this world unchecked and unhindered. Not 
to mention what a permanently open gate could do to this 
world.” 

“Could another Gatekeeper close it?” asked Izrayl. 
“No, it all comes down to blood.” Yvan shook his 

head. “Each Gatekeeper’s blood is tied into its protection. 
Only Anya can do it. She is the last of that bloodline.” 

“Could one of them train her?” 
“No, Ilya told me each Gatekeeper has their own way 

to do it.” Yvan drank deep of his vodka and leant back in 
his chair. 

“We’re screwed,” Izrayl said. 
“It’s hardly her fault. Eikki should have shown her how 

to close the gates at least,” Trajan defended. “I am hoping 
Anya can find something in his journals that she brought 
with her.” 

“What is done is done, we can’t change that, we just 
have to do what we can,” said Yvan, “Anya is smart; she 
might even be able to close them instinctively.” 
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“Let’s worry about that when we get to it. Right now 
we have got enough trouble,” Izrayl said as he poured 
another drink. “There’s a wild dog upstairs and she goes 
for the throat every time.” 

*** 

Later that night when everyone had gone to bed, Cerise 
met Trajan in his garage downstairs, dressed in her scrubs 
with a small satchel over her shoulder. 

“Are you ready?” Trajan asked as he took out his keys. 
“I want to get this over with quickly.” 

“Of course I am ready. Relax Trajan, we will back 
within the hour. I told Izrayl where we are going so the 
world won’t stop if someone wakes and we are missing,” 
Cerise rolled her eyes. “Besides Yvan isn’t about to let 
anything happen to Anya. No matter how much you like 
playing human you need to feed.” 

“Don’t lecture me Cerise. I know I need to feed. Let’s 
just go so hopefully our disappearance will go unnoticed,” 
he said as he climbed into the driver’s side of a black 
sedan. 

“She knows you need to feed too Trajan so don’t think 
you can shield her from it. Jesus, she saw you kill Vasilli’s 
monster for herself. I don’t want to lecture you but do 
yourself a favour and be honest with her. Human women 
are big on honesty.” 

“Because your experience with human women has been 
so extensive?” 
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“It has been a lot more extensive than your own. You 
should know Anya well enough by now to know she 
would handle honesty over you lying to try and protect 
her.” 

“Can we please not fight about this anymore?” 
“We aren’t fighting, we are discussing. What hospital?” 
“The American, it’s closest.” Cerise dug around in her 

bag and pulled out two ID tags. She clipped one onto the 
breast pocket of his jacket. 

“I will meet you back out here in thirty minutes,” 
Cerise said after they had parked. “Be a doll and send me 
down some freshies would you? If you need me I will be in 
the morgue looking gorgeous.” 

  
Trajan watched her move off efficient and smiling; like 

she was meant to be there legally. Despite their hospital 
IDs Trajan never thought he had the acting skill to pull 
the deception off so successfully. He ducked into the 
men’s room and faded; a useful skill which shielded him 
from curious people and video camera’s. Sometimes he 
was spotted by someone attuned into the supernatural but 
it didn’t happen often. 

Hospitals were the perfect hunting grounds for a 
Thanatos. They were the gateways of life and death and 
always could provide what he needed. At times he never 
even had to feed properly because that much life force 
residue hung in the air and he could gather it to him like a 
magnet. Faded and hungry Trajan stripped his human 
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guise for his corporeal form, stretched his arms out wide 
and began to feed. 

  
In the morgue Cerise had tied on a face mask and was 

calmly looking through the folders of the recently 
deceased. She didn’t like to drink from just any old corpse. 
Clean body, clean mind applied to supernaturals as well as 
humans. If she wasn’t careful and put trash in her body it 
had all sorts of repercussions. Sometimes she would get 
flashes of memory that didn’t belong to her and strange 
cravings. She was never affected as a full keres would be 
but with a free form and human guise all the rules had 
changed. 

One man had come in after dying from a triple bypass. 
One look at the corpse and Cerise decided against it. The 
man was grossly obese and she would be able to detect the 
thick, sticky taste of fat in his blood. She would also crave 
every crap food the man had put into his body and her 
thighs didn’t need it. 

Cerise was just inserting a very large syringe into the 
heart of a twelve year old girl (died two hours ago in a car 
crash) when two male orderlies pushed in a fresh cadaver. 

“We have three more on the way down…wait who are 
you?” one of them asked. Cerise flashed them her ID tag. 

“I am on loan from the Hôpital Saint-Vincent de Paul 
for the night,” she answered confidently as she pulled 
down her mask and smiled. “I am Cerise.” They didn’t 
question her further but chatted politely and left to get the 
other bodies. Once they had gone she quickly went back 
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to work. She had ten minutes and she really didn’t want to 
be there when they came back. 

*** 

You know you only have yourself to blame, the firebird’s 
voice dripped with arrogance as it rolled through Yvan’s 
mind. He was pacing his rooms and the firebird was 
berating him incessantly. 

“Please shut up,” he muttered. 
You know I am speaking truth. 
“You know nothing.” 
I am beginning to learn much about the human heart 

being inside of one. 
“Just shut up!” Yvan shouted. Flames spurted out of his 

hands and he hurried to shake them out. He sat down 
breathing heavily once they were gone. 

That is…new, the firebird didn’t sound nearly as 
confident. Yvan studied his hands. They were unmarred 
but he could still feel the tingling aftershock of the 
firebird’s power riding him. 

“It is certainly something we must get control of,” 
Yvan said calmly as he got to his feet and walked to open a 
window. Cold air rushed over him and his heart beat 
steadied. 

In the streets below were vehicles and light and so 
much noise despite the late hour. He didn’t think he 
would ever get used to it. This era was nothing like his 
own. Earlier that day Izrayl had shown him what a 
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television was and it gave him such a fright he hadn’t been 
able to bring himself to turn it back on again. Izrayl had 
laughed until tears ran down his cheeks. 

Yvan held up his hands and focussed on getting a small 
flame to burn in his palm. Out of his three brothers Yvan 
was the most average; Vasilli had his magic, Dimitri his 
brute strength and Yvan had to rely on his wits and his 
swiftness to out-match them. Now he had magic and 
wasn’t sure what to do with it or how to control it. If he 
could learn how to harness it he would have the means to 
protect Anya himself. He still was having nightmares 
about Vasilli’s evil thorns killing her slowly and painfully 
while he stood there unable to help her. 

I find it interesting that you have nightmares over 
something that didn’t happen with the Shamanitsa but 
you don’t even dream of the death of your wife. I can feel 
that betrayal buried deep within you. The grief- Before 
the firebird had finished Yvan was burning. Flames licked 
out from his skin; he fought his anger and his panic and 
let them burn. Once his emotions had calmed the flames 
melted back into him like they were never there to begin 
with. 

“Never speak of my wife again,” he hissed. A deep pulse 
rolled through him, driving the air from his lungs and 
setting his nerves tingling. “What the hell was that?” 

It’s Anya! Quickly! Yvan stumbled to his door and ran 
as fast as his winded body would allow. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 

Blackberries and Bath Tubs 

Anya had fallen asleep early that afternoon and didn’t 
wake until the sun was going down. She wandered the 
house and discovered Katya and Izrayl in the kitchen 
making borsch and bickering. Anya couldn’t help but 
notice the slight glow in Katya’s cheeks when she had 
interrupted them. They both looked like they were having 
fun even though they were still slow and sore from their 
injuries. Yvan had joined them as Katya was dishing out 
the food. 

“Where are Cerise and Trajan?” Anya asked as she took 
a bowl. 

“They had to go and see their banker,” Izrayl answered 
promptly. “They left while you were asleep. Don’t worry; 
they will turn up at some point.” Anya felt crestfallen. She 
had wanted to talk to Trajan badly. They were constantly 
getting interrupted in the most uneasy situations so Anya 
always felt shy the next time they were alone. 

Despite Cerise and Trajan’s absence Anya had a good 
night and had cheered up with many tales of hunts that 
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Katya had been on and big laughs at Izrayl’s exploits. Yvan 
had been slightly more withdrawn than usual but even he 
managed a few unexpected stories. Anya asked him about 
Ilya but he hadn’t seemed willing to share it. 

Tired and full to bursting with Katya’s spicy, violently 
coloured borsch Anya got into bed. As soon as her head hit 
the pillow she fell into a dream. 

The forest around her was dark and ancient. The smell 
of decaying leaf litter and earth hung heavy in the air like a 
smog. 

“Hello?” she whispered. Anya looked up at the 
branches above her and realised not even a leaf was 
moving. Careful to not make too much noise she walked 
through the trees to find a path. A part of her knew she 
was dreaming but the forest and her fear were more real 
than any dream she had previously. The trees were eerie so 
when she saw a patch of sunlight she made for it quickly. 
The pine and birch soon thinned out to reveal a large 
clearing and a small cottage built of stone and wood. 
Smoke was drifting up from the chimney and well-tended 
gardens filled with vegetables, flowers and herbs 
surrounded the building. 

“In the middle of the big dark forest lived an evil 
witch,” Anya whispered as she approached. As she placed 
one foot on the house steps the door opened and a woman 
stepped out, a sword raised high and pointing directly at 
her. 

“Hello, I don’t mean you any harm,” Anya said 
quickly, her arms raised in surrender. The sword lowered 
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and a pair of piercing angry green eyes stared at her. She 
knew those eyes. 

“Who are you?” they both asked at once. 
“My name is Yanka and you are trespassing,” the 

woman hissed. 
“I’m Anyanka. I think, I mean I am… I’m your great-

great granddaughter about five times over.” Anya was 
going to faint but reminded herself it was only a dream 
and it would be pathetic. After a long ten seconds the 
sword was lowered and she stepped back to appraise her 
ancestor. Yanka only looked around thirty-five to Anya’s 
reckoning and they shared the same very fair hair and eyes. 

“What are you doing here?” Yanka asked finally. 
“I am dreaming.” 
“This isn’t the Land of Dreaming; it is the Land of the 

Dead.” 
“I think I would know if I was dead.” 
“Would you? I didn’t. I thought I was dreaming too 

when I came to this place. I am still waiting to wake up.” 
“I am not dead.” 
“You hope.” Yanka folded her pale scarred arms then 

pulled the sleeves of her dress down to hide them from 
Anya’s gaze. “I need a drink,” she continued before 
turning back towards the door. “Wipe your feet.” 

Anya followed her through the shadowy hallway and 
into a kitchen. It was very similar to the one she had back 
at the farm with wooden cupboards and benches along one 
wall, a pine table and a cast iron stove. Yanka wore a 
simple woollen dress and a soft leather girdle pressed with 
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intricate designs. Anya watched her as she opened a 
cupboard and brought out a large jar of a violet liquid. 

“How long have you been in this place?” Anya asked. 
“Too long to remember properly now. I woke in the 

forest and found my way to this cottage. I repaired it and 
settled in to wait. The forest-” 

“Is frighteningly silent,” Anya finished. 
“I was going to say dangerous. You cannot leave the 

cottage after night fall. I tried once and got this.” She put 
the jar on the table and lifted the hem of her dress. 
Wrapped around her left leg was a long curving scar. 

“Der’mo,” Anya whispered, “I am sure I will wake by 
nightfall.” Yanka lowered her skirt and placed two squat 
pottery mugs next to the jar. She sat on one of the three 
legged stools and indicated Anya to sit on the other one. A 
small knife appeared in her hand and she deftly began to 
cut the wax seal. 

“So you are of Ilya’s ilk?” 
“Yes, he was grandfather’s grandfather,” Anya answered 

thinking the question was strange. She had already told 
Yanka that she was her descendent. Yanka didn’t say 
anymore but poured the thick liquid from the jar into the 
mugs. 

“You have some magical ability yes?” Yanka sipped, 
Anya did the same and was pleasantly surprised to discover 
blackberry vodka. 

“A little and only newly discovered.” 
“You should have begun your teaching when you were 

three.” 
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“Eikki, my grandfather, thought it would be best not 
to teach me. Something about wanting me to have a safe, 
normal life.” 

“Fool!” Yanka muttered, “It isn’t something you can 
leave undeveloped or it will control you. It will burn you 
up.” 

“Is that what happened to you? Baba Yaga told me that 
the magic had destroyed you.” 

“Baba Yaga is a lying bitch,” she hissed, “but even I am 
not sure what happened. As to what I remember…give me 
your hand.” 

“Why?” 
“I am going to show you something that your 

grandfather should have.” Anya drained her mug and gave 
Yanka her hand. Something pulsed sharply when they 
touched but Yanka didn’t let go. She began whispering 
something under her breath and images flooded Anya’s 
mind so fast she couldn’t discern what they were. Then 
flames, burning and screaming. 

  
“Anya!” Yvan charged into Anya’s flame engulfed 

room. He could make out her body on the bed writhing 
on the sheets, fire pouring from her. His own body lit up 
and he walked through the fire to reach her. 

“Anya, wake up,” he said urgently as his hands brushed 
her face. 

These are not ordinary flames. This is magic fire, the 
firebird said. 
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“It doesn’t matter what type of fire it is!” Yvan growled 
before he started to shake her, “Anyanka! Wake up!” 

“Yvan?” Anya opened a bleary eye. The flames stilled 
burned and she flinched. 

“Anya,” Yvan said calmly as he held her face in his 
hands, “turn the flames off. It is okay, I have you.” She 
nodded and shut her eyes in concentration. Within 
seconds the flames slowly vanished. Yvan did the same 
until the room was completely back to normal. Anya 
collapsed in his arms shaking and crying. 

“You are safe, Anya. Don’t cry,” he tried to soothe as 
he patted her shoulder. 

“Just a dream, just a dream,” she murmured over and 
over against his shirt. 

“What happened?” Trajan strode into the room, his 
coat and hair still wet from being outside. Yvan let Anya 
go and she ran to hug him. Cerise came into the room, her 
face white with worry. 

“We saw the flames coming out of the window when 
we drove in,” she said. “We thought the whole place was 
burning.” 

“No, just me,” Anya said, her voice muffled by Trajan’s 
overcoat. 

“How about we go downstairs and get you something 
warm to drink?” Trajan said and kissed her gently despite 
Cerise and Yvan’s presence. “Why do you taste like 
blackberries?” 
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Sitting with Trajan’s arm around her and a cup of hot 
tea in her hands Anya finally relaxed enough to tell them 
about her dream and what Yanka had done to her. 

“Just how much paprika did you put in that borsch?” 
Izrayl teased Katya who sat beside him. 

“Very funny,” she rolled her eyes. “More likely 
something you put in it when I wasn’t looking.” 

“I don’t know much about magic but how do you 
know your dream was actually real?” asked Cerise, her 
manicured hand wrapped around her glass of wine. 

“She tasted of blackberries. Dreams can be extremely 
potent but not enough to cause fruit in ones mouth,” 
Trajan argued. 

“It was real enough to Anya to cause her body and her 
magic to react. Whether or not she found her way to the 
Land of Dreaming or the Land of the Dead is irrelevant,” 
Yvan said. He had a dark look in his eyes Anya hadn’t seen 
before. They flashed red and back to blue. Clearly the 
firebird wanted to make his presence known. 

“If it wasn’t for Yvan I would still be burning,” Anya 
smiled at him and his dark look softened a little. “You 
scared me, I thought I had set you on fire.” 

“It is just something the firebird and I have been 
working on lately.” Yvan said as he got to his feet and 
started to pace. 

“Getting back to whether you really made it to the 
Land of the Dead or Dreaming,” Katya said to Anya. “I 
have shaman friends who can walk those paths. They need 
preparation first though but it is possible you did it 
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without it. I will ring them and see if they can help. I was 
going to get in contact with them anyway. They could 
teach you how to use your magic.” They sat quietly for a 
while and Anya drank her tea, her mind full of fire and 
pain. Whatever Yanka had done to her hadn’t affected her 
physically but mentally she was a mess. 

“So how was your night killing people?” Yvan asked 
randomly. Trajan glared at him and Cerise fought to hide 
her embarrassment. Anya felt like she had been kicked in 
the guts again as Trajan opened and closed his mouth 
under her questioning gaze but didn’t manage to get an 
explanation out. 

“Their banker, huh? Great, someone else who likes to 
lie to me,” Anya said, glaring hard at Izrayl. He visibly 
shrank in his seat as she stood up and made for the door. 

“Well done Yvan,” Anya heard Trajan say behind her. 
She didn’t stay long enough to hear the heated words that 
were about to start. 

Anya jogged up the twisting staircase and back to her 
room. Flames flashed in her mind’s eye so she went into 
the small bathroom. At least there was nothing in there she 
could set on fire. She climbed into the dry bathtub and 
glared at the ceiling. She knew what Cerise and Trajan 
were. The lying was the thing that upset her. They even 
had Izrayl lie for them which was worse. If not for Yvan 
she would have remained blissfully ignorant. How did he 
know anyway? Clearly he wasn’t as gullible as her. 

“Anya? Are you hiding in here?” Trajan was at the 
bathroom door. She pressed herself down as flat as she 
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could. His curly head and dark purple shirt appeared 
above her. 

“I’m not hiding,” she pointed out. 
“You are angry.” 
“Good observation. Why didn’t you tell me where you 

were going?” 
“You were asleep.” 
“But you had Izrayl lie for you.” 
“Will you please get out of there so we can talk 

properly?” 
“No.” Trajan frowned then kicked off his shoes and 

started climbing in. “Hey this bath is full!” 
“You won’t come out so I need to get in.” Anya sat 

forward to move away from him but he ended up sitting 
behind her. 

“I didn’t want to upset you,” he explained, “which 
backfired anyway. Cerise and I are not-” 

“I am not annoyed because you had to go and feed or 
whatever it is you and Cerise do. I am annoyed because 
you couldn’t be honest about it. I’ve had enough lies in 
my life, I don’t need any more.” His hand lightly touched 
her back, tangling in hair. 

“I am sorry.” Anya looked over her shoulder to see if he 
was teasing her. He looked sincere and upset. “I really am. 
I just wanted to shield you a little from it that is all. I 
won’t from now on if that is your wish.” 

“I don’t need to be shielded from who you are,” she 
said before she leant back against him. “If anything you 
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need to be shielded from me. You don’t spontaneously 
combust.” 

“I can suck the life force out of any living thing 
though.” Anya laughed before she could stop herself. 

“It’s not a competition,” she said. 
“I know,” he replied as he ran his hands up her arms. 

She glanced over her shoulder at him and saw him looking 
at the ends of her hair like it was the most fascinating 
thing he had ever seen. She turned slowly so she could 
look him in the eyes. 

“Don’t lie to me again. I don’t care how terrible the 
truth is.” 

“I won’t, I promise. I am sorry.” 
“Good,” she pushed his glasses to the top of his head, 

“Did you feed a lot tonight?” 
“Yes I did but I didn’t kill anyone. You see with 

hospitals-” But he didn’t get to finish what he was saying 
because her lips were on his. 

“Will you stay with me tonight? I am not going to get 
any sleep otherwise.” 

“Okay,” he kissed her forehead. “Let’s get you into 
bed.” He helped her out of the bathtub and started to 
unbutton his shirt. 

“You had better stop right there,” Anya said as she 
focussed on the ceiling, “I am going to have enough 
trouble trying to sleep as it is without you half naked.” 

“As you wish,” he said, placing his glasses on the 
bedside table before climbing in beside her. 
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“What if I really did go to the Land of the Dead?” she 
asked, her voice very small. Trajan moved closer to her and 
placed his arm around her waist. 

“I have been to the Land of the Dead and believe me, 
what you described was very far from it.” 

“I just don’t understand.” 
“We will work it out in the morning. Close your eyes, I 

will still be here.” 
  
Trajan woke a few hours later. He watched Anya sleep 

for a little while, a frown forming on his face. They were 
going to need more help than just Katya’s friends. 
Shamans were all well and good but they would need 
tough muscle as well. Leaving Anya sleeping he went and 
found his address book and dialled an international 
number. 

“Burnt Downs Station,” a woman’s curt voice 
answered. 

“Good day, I was wondering if Hamish Hudson would 
be available.” 

“You a copper?” 
“I assure you madam I am not. I am one of Hamish’s 

acquaintances.” 
“You sound like a copper. Look Hamish ain’t in. He’s 

out mustering and isn’t due back to the station for another 
three days.” 

“Could you please tell him Trajan called and that I 
need him to come to Paris? It is important.” 
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“I need him to bring the cattle in first then you can 
have him. Not for too long mind you, because he works 
hard, unlike some of the other good for nothing bastards 
out here.” 

“Of course. Just tell him it is urgent and if he needs 
money to call me.” 

“No worries. I’ll let him know.” The phone went dead 
and Trajan sighed. At least he knew where Hamish was. 
Now all he could do was wait and hope he would turn up 
in good time. 

  
Anya woke well past midday. Trajan wasn’t beside her 

so she got up and made her way downstairs. She found 
everyone had congregated in the kitchen. Izrayl passed her 
a plate with a sandwich on it and gave her a wink. 

“Look who’s finally awake!” Katya said loudly. Anya 
could see the outlines of the bandage patches underneath 
the fabric of her clothes and wondered if she should really 
be up and about. A phone blared loudly, cutting off all 
conversation. Katya pulled an electric purple mobile from 
her pocket and answered it. 

“Heya! I was just talking about you boys!” she yelled 
excitedly. Anya couldn’t help but laugh at her exuberance. 
A dark frown appeared on Izrayl’s face. 

“What do you mean you saw me on a peyote trip? The 
wolf? Yeah I know who he is.” She gave Izrayl a wicked 
smile before she started laughing at something the man on 
the other end said and fluttered out of the room. Izrayl 
watched her go before letting out a long growl in the back 
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of his throat that made the hair on Anya’s arms stand on 
end. She sat down next to Trajan and he leant over to kiss 
her cheek. Anya watched Izrayl as he stood looking at the 
door. 

“Go after her,” she suggested. “I am worried she is 
going to bust a stitch.” 

“Knowing her she will bust seven,” Izrayl sighed as he 
went out the door. 

“If I didn’t know better I would say that you are trying 
to match-make Anyanka,” Trajan said as he sipped his 
coffee. 

“I am just worried about her, that’s all.” 
“Of course you are.” 
  
“So where are you anyway?” Chayton asked Katya. She 

had moved outside into a small courtyard and spread out 
on one of the cushioned sun beds. 

“I’m in Paris. I was attacked a few nights ago just as 
you saw. The girl with me, Anya, is so full of magic and 
has had no training at all. I need you and Honaw to come 
help me.” 

“I knew you would that’s why I called. We are coming 
to you,” Chayton assured her. “So tell me about this wolf? 
You seemed pretty upset in my vision. You dating him, 
ciqala?” Chayton always called her ‘little one’ every time he 
was teasing her. 

“Wouldn’t you like to know? He saved my ass Chay, 
he really did.” 
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“It’s not your ass I am worried about. It’s that soft little 
heart of yours. If he breaks it, it will be his ass in trouble.” 

“You know I can handle him and his ass,” assured 
Katya. 

“I know ciqala; it doesn’t mean we can’t torment him 
if he does.” 

“Let me know when you land and I will come to get 
you, okay?” 

“Last time I saw you, you were riding a motorcycle, 
have you got a side car for Honaw?” Katya heard sharp 
protests in the background. She laughed hard and loud. 

“Last time I didn’t have friends with flash cars. Don’t 
worry, there won’t be a sidecar. Tell Honaw I will let him 
ride in front with me if he is nice.” 

A deep growl from behind her made her jump with 
fright. Izrayl’s face appeared upside down over her. Katya 
tried to ignore him but his gold eyes were glowing. 

“Of course you can stay with me, Chay. Trajan wants 
you here so you can help Anya,” her voice broke slightly. 
Izrayl moved slowly around her sun bed, his shoulders 
moving more wolf than man. Katya tried desperately to 
concentrate on what Chayton was saying but she felt like a 
rabbit that was about to be pounced on. 

“The last time you boys and I got on the drink I 
danced on a table and we all ended up hung over for a 
week. I don’t think we are going to have that level of 
freedom this time,” she said, not taking her eyes off him. 
Izrayl leant forward and placed his burning hands on her 
cool, exposed ankles. 
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“Um, Chay? I think I better go,” she stammered. “Text 
me your flight details and I will be there.” Izrayl was 
slowly moving up along her body until he loomed over 
her. 

“Yep. Yep. Okay. Bye!” Katya snapped the phone shut 
and stared wide-eyed at the huge body crouching over her. 
“And what do you think you are doing?” 

Izrayl moved his right hand down the side of her body 
and lifted her up to meet him. He shocked her by kissing 
her long and hard. His goatee was rough against her skin 
but she didn’t stop him. He growled again and her whole 
body vibrated. 

“That is what I am doing,” he said as he climbed off 
the sun bed and walked back inside. 

“Seriously?” Katya shouted after him. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 

Unexpected Hunt 

Anya and Cerise found Katya downstairs in the gym 
running a quick pace on the treadmill with a look of pure 
fury on her face. 

“So this is where you are hiding,” Cerise said as she 
leant casually against the tower of hand weights. 

“You shouldn’t push yourself so hard when you are still 
recovering from injuries,” Anya frowned. She had a lot of 
dreams about Katya covered in blood and wasn’t keen to 
experience it again. 

“Our little fire starter is right. I certainly don’t want to 
be stitching you up again.” 

“The wounds have already closed and the stitches are 
coming out,” Katya argued and didn’t slow her pace, “It’s 
one of the perks of being born and bred in Skazki. Healing 
is not as fast as a supernatural’s but fast enough. I will be 
fine.” 

“Has that mongrel Izrayl been giving you a hard time? 
I noticed he has been one step off pissing and scratching 
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about you,” Cerise flashed a smile. Katya didn’t respond 
straight away but quickened her pace. 

“Yes, and this is precisely why I don’t get involved with 
men. Human, supe or otherwise. Waste of time and space 
the lot of them,” she muttered. 

“But they sure can be fun when they are compliant,” 
Cerise said as she lit a cigarette. 

“The Twins are coming,” Katya changed the subject. 
“Chayton saw you in a vision, Anya and they are going to 
help you with your magic if they can. They are very old, 
very powerful Shamans of their people.” 

“The more help I can get the better. Cerise and I were 
going to steal a bottle of Trajan’s finest red if you’re 
interested.” Anya was trying to distract her and get her off 
the treadmill. 

“I still have another ten kilometres to go,” said Katya 
flatly. 

“Well the offer is open if you change your mind,” 
Cerise said and signalled Anya to go. They were walking 
up the stairs when Cerise whispered darkly, “I am going to 
neuter that mutt.” 

  
After the ten kilometres was done Katya didn’t stop 

running. She peeled off her sweat soaked shirt and ripped 
off the itching patches. Her wounds had closed neatly, the 
stitches that hadn’t fallen out or dissolved she picked out 
with her fingernail. She adjusted her sports bra and kept 
on running. One moment she was alone and the next 
Izrayl was sitting on a weights bench watching her. 
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“What do you want?” she asked abruptly. She tried not 
to appear flustered and hoped she didn’t trip up on her 
feet. He walked over to the machine and took a long look 
at her back. 

“Your stitches are almost healed.” 
“Yes, they have so I have no fear of busting them when 

I do this,” Katya cracked him in the jaw with her fist. 
Izrayl stumbled backward in surprise. Katya stopped 
running, glided back with the momentum of the machine 
and jumped neatly off the back. 

“What the hell was that for?” he asked as he rubbed his 
jaw. 

“You know what it’s for,” Katya growled, her body 
flexing for the fight. 

“You just have to fight with me about everything don’t 
you.” 

“Damn straight I do. You have been a thorn in my side 
since day one and that little stunt you pulled before was 
completely out of line.” 

“I think if you were honest with yourself you would 
realise you enjoyed it. It unnerved you and that is why you 
are fighting me.” 

“Don’t flatter yourself, you arrogant bastard.” 
“It always comes back to us fighting. Mostly you 

fighting against me.” Izrayl moved carefully towards her. 
“Just give it up, Katya.” 

She reacted before he could get closer, kicking his legs 
out from underneath him. He fell onto his back with a 
curse. She stepped smugly over him and made for the 
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stairs. Izrayl leapt up and tackled her fast. They flew 
through the air and landed in the pool with a crushing 
splash. Izrayl broke the surface laughing loudly. Katya 
popped up quickly and pushed the hair from her face. 

“You dick!” she shouted. “I think I have lost my shoe.” 
Izrayl dived down and retrieved her soaked sneaker and 
offered it to her. 

“Cinderella.” 
“Thanks,” she said as she took it and tossed it from the 

pool. She trod water for a few moments, looking at him 
thoughtfully. 

“Are you thinking about how you could drown me?” 
he asked as he pushed his wet hair from his face. 

“It’s tempting. I am still angry with you.” 
“No you’re not.” His gold eyes sparkled with mischief. 
“Stop laughing at me. I’m serious.” 
“You look it,” he said. “I’ve never seen a woman with 

as many scars as you.” 
“It comes with the job. If you don’t like them, don’t 

look at them.” Katya wished she hadn’t taken her shirt off. 
“Don’t be so defensive. I was just making an 

observation. I actually think they suit you. Your tattoos do 
too. What do they all mean?” 

“They are protection symbols from just about every 
nation and religion.” 

“Do they help at all?” 
“Sometimes. Depends what I am up against. I figure 

they can’t hurt. Besides you cant give me a hard time 
about my scars; you have more than me.” 
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“And I had some weird creature’s fingers stuck in my 
back.” 

“Pretty gross,” Katya admitted. Her legs were getting 
tired from running and now treading water. Izrayl could 
touch the bottom of the pool and as if reading her mind 
he stretched out a hand towards her. 

“Give your legs a rest,” he said. “I’m not going to bite 
Katya. You don’t need to be so afraid of me all the time.” 

“I am afraid of nothing,” she replied and boldly took 
his hand so he couldn’t call her bluff. The pain in her legs 
ceased as he held her steady. She knew she could’ve 
climbed from the pool and relieved her legs but for some 
reason she didn’t. 

“Are you really afraid of nothing?” 
“Only intimacy.” She could never maintain a 

relationship longer than a one night stand. Sometimes 
they didn’t even last the night. 

“I think ninety-five percent of people in both worlds 
could say that.” 

“And I suppose you are in the five percent?” 
“God no, I am terrified of it.” 
“Then why did you kiss me today?” 
“I wanted to and I like to unnerve you. It’s fun. It 

seems to me you haven’t been allowed to have a terrible lot 
of fun.” 

“I haven’t. Too much to do. I was training by the time 
I could walk. I have had some fun though, once I could 
get away from the tribe.” 

“But no fun lately?” 
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“Not exactly.” 
“Would you like to have some?” The twinkle was back 

in his eyes and Katya didn’t know if he was joking. 
“Depends what you class as fun,” she answered 

cautiously. 
“I’m going to let that be a surprise,” he winked before 

he went thoughtful again. “Why were you trained from 
the time you could walk?” 

“After I was born my mother couldn’t have anymore 
children. My family has always been the protectors and 
seers of the tribe. I had no brothers so I became the 
warrior, Aleki was a seer from the moment she opened her 
three eyes. If you want to see the true talent in the family, 
look to her.” 

“I don’t need to. I am looking at some pretty great 
talent right now.” 

“You really are an incorrigible flirt aren’t you?” 
“Guilty as charged. Is it working yet?” 
“Maybe,” Katya admitted with a grin, “but you are 

going to have to wait to find out. As for me I am going to 
have a hot shower.” 

“Can I come?” 
“You wish,” she said as she pulled herself out of the 

pool. Katya pulled out her hair tie and pressed the water 
out of her hair. As she made for the stairs she heard him 
call out to her, “Let me know when you change your 
mind. I am an excellent back washer.” 

Katya was shivering by the time she got into her 
bathroom. She turned the gold taps in the shower on hot 
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and let the steam fill the room. After peeling off her wet 
clothes she stepped in and let the boiling water cascade 
over her, stretching out her muscles out so they wouldn’t 
cramp from running. Katya’s phone went off on the basin 
and she knew it would be the Twins texting her with their 
flight details. It would be good having them around. They 
would know the answers to Anya’s dream problems and 
hopefully be able to stop her from lighting herself on fire. 

She stepped out of the shower and dried herself with 
one of the thick luscious towels. She had to hand it to 
Trajan, the man had good taste. Slipping on a thick 
towelling bathrobe she picked up her phone and opened 
her message. K.ON A HUNT IN PARIS.CALL ME.BEL. 

“Shit,” breathed Katya. 
Isabelle Blackwood had been a friend of the family for 

years. Katya had never heard the full story but rumours 
abounded that Isabelle was half vampire, a demon, a 
supernatural of some sort. All were wrong. She actually 
was one of the greatest hunters in the world. Katya could 
believe the half supernatural rumour. Isabelle had never 
aged the whole time Katya had known her. 

Isabelle looked about twenty-five with long wavy 
blonde hair and violet eyes. Her obvious femininity was 
just another deception though because she could out-fight, 
out-shoot and out-hunt any of her male counterparts. She 
had shown Katya many tricks of the trade and had often 
sent her jobs or they simply caught up whenever they 
could. Isabelle had known her family for a long time so 
Katya treated her with much more respect than she ever 
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had another hunter. Trouble had a tendency to follow 
Isabelle wherever she went, which was all over the world. 
There were ways to contact her if you needed a problem of 
the supernatural persuasion handled. Only in rare 
circumstances did she charge a fee. She lived for the hunt. 

Katya had worked with Isabelle a handful of times. The 
first time Katya had seen her in action she had almost 
gotten herself killed by standing there watching Isabelle 
slice, dice and shoot. She was magic with a blade and 
damn frightening to behold. 

Katya stepped out of her bathroom and was about to 
shrug off her robe when a voice said from the darkness, 
“Why do you have such a worried look on your face?” 
Izrayl reclined lazily on one of her window seats, his gold 
eyes bright with amusement. 

“None of your business. What are you doing here?” 
She tried to sound snappish but was more nervous than 
angry. 

“Rumour has it that you were up here naked and I had 
to come and investigate.” His eyes slid slowly from her 
bare feet to her shaggy wet hair making heat rise up in her 
chest. 

“I have to go out,” Katya said bluntly to prevent 
anymore suggestive conversation. 

“You are not going anywhere,” Izrayl said 
threateningly. 

“I will go wherever I like. It’s none of your business.” 
Izrayl was on his feet in the blink of an eye. “I won’t be 

coming after you if you get yourself cornered again.” 
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“Come with me then,” Katya said exasperated. Izrayl’s 
whole demeanour changed instantly. 

“Where are we going?” 
“To find some fun. I have a hunter friend called 

Isabelle. She wants my help tonight with a job.” 
“You have only just healed,” Izrayl said softly. He 

brushed a piece of wet hair back from her face. He 
sounded genuinely concerned which surprised her. “Did 
you tell her that?” 

“No, and she doesn’t need to know. I can’t let her 
down. It is an honour to fight with her and she would 
never have contacted me if she didn’t really need my 
help.” 

“I don’t like it but I’m in. I can’t let you go out by 
yourself again.” 

“Oh, my hero!” Katya said sarcastically. 
“Be careful what you say miss. You are only in a robe 

right now and I am rather eager to see you naked so don’t 
push your luck.” 

“Get out so I can get dressed then,” Katya shoved him 
toward the door. “Go and get ready so I can do the same.” 

“Come and get me when you want to leave.” 
Katya breathed a sigh of relief and quickly locked the 

door. He had a way of turning up unexpectedly and 
making her wary. 

Katya dressed in tight fitting black jeans and a long 
sleeved grey shirt. She pulled her gun holsters over her 
shoulders, fastened another set over her hips and strapped 
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two long knives to her thighs. She dialled Isabelle’s 
number and waited. 

“Katya,” Isabelle answered quickly. “I want to hit this 
place tonight if you can.” 

“I’m ready and I have a friend coming to help.” 
“Good, the more the merrier. I will text you the 

address. We ambush them in an hour.” 
“See you then.” Katya shut her phone with a snap. 
Izrayl was waiting for her as she stepped out her door. 

He was wearing a three quarter length black pea coat with 
a dark green shirt, black jeans and boots. He had tied his 
hair back in a long braid and looked positively menacing. 
His gold eyes glowed soft and feral. 

“Are you armed?” she asked. He smiled slyly and 
opened his coat up to reveal an arsenal almost as 
impressive as hers. 

“I might do this in human form so I don’t have your 
friend try to hunt me too. You got that sword with you? 
You look pretty hot when you use it.” 

“Mind on the job, and of course I have my sword.” 
Katya’s ring tone jingled and she opened the message from 
Isabelle. 

“Do you know where this is?” she asked as she held up 
the phone for him to the address in the 18th 
arrondissement of the city. 

“I should be able to find it,” Izrayl confirmed. “We’ll 
take my car.” They stepped into the small elevator 
together. Katya turned around, put her arms around his 
neck and kissed him. His large hands rested on her hips 
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and lifted her up so they were at the same level. The 
elevator bell rang and the doors slid open. 

“Time to go,” Katya said breaking out of his embrace. 
“What did I do to deserve that?” he asked as he opened 

his car and slipped into the driver’s seat. Katya placed her 
sword in the back before climbing in next to him. 

“Just trying to make you feel as unnerved as you did to 
me today.” 

“You need to try harder.” If she wasn’t going on a job 
with Isabelle she probably would have. You didn’t keep 
people like her waiting though. 

“So this Isabelle, does she call you up out of the blue 
like this a lot?” Izrayl asked as they pulled out into the 
streets. 

“Not often but when she does it is always last minute. 
She didn’t say what we are up against tonight. I hope I 
don’t get you killed.” 

“I hope so too. I think of the two of us I have more of 
a chance of walking out alive. I told Cerise we are going 
out so they will know when to start worrying. She wasn’t 
exactly happy about it.” 

“She and Trajan went on their little night out so we 
should be able to as well. Besides, it’s Anya they actually 
need to worry about.” 

“They are worrying, that I can guarantee. Especially 
Trajan.” 

“Am I the only one who thinks it’s strange that a 
Thanatos is in love with a mortal?” Having a moon-eyed 
death spirit around was definitely a first for her. 
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“No, you are not the only one,” Izrayl frowned as he 
shifted up a gear, “But I know Trajan and never in a 
million years would he hurt her. He is the perfect 
bodyguard, there is very little that could harm a Thanatos; 
even less that would get the better of it in a fight. The only 
thing that could bind it is magic.” 

“Or the love of a good woman.” 
“So it would seem.” They drove in silence for a few 

moments before Katya’s phone pinged. MEET ME ON 
THE ROOF. B. 

Katya and Izrayl left the car a few blocks from their 
destination and continued on foot. It was a quiet night 
and Katya could smell the water of the Canal de l’Ourcq 
in the air. Izrayl followed next to her, watching her back. 
It felt oddly comforting to have him close by. Her 
confidence had taken a hard hit with the incident in the 
park. She should have been able to handle that situation 
with ease. Maybe she was getting old and losing her touch. 

They had scaled the building next door before very 
cautiously making their way across to the roof of their 
destination. Katya didn’t know who they were about to 
ambush but the dilapidated building didn’t appear to have 
a lot of security. 

Katya nearly crashed into Isabelle before she spotted 
her. She still looked as young as she always did. Her honey 
hair fell to her waist and glowed softly in scant light. Katya 
caught the glimmer of weapons strapped to her legs in 
holsters similar to her own. She wore the hunting gear that 
Katya had seen her in most often. Tight dark trousers, 
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high lace up boots, a dark blue shirt and a many buttoned 
governess waistcoat. She had a three quarter length jacket 
over the top which held, if possible, more weapons than 
Katya had. 

“Thank you for coming,” Isabelle said, her English 
accent crisp. Katya shook the soft leather of Isabelle’s half 
gloves. 

“It’s good to see you. This is Izrayl,” Katya replied with 
a head nod in his direction. Isabelle gave him a sharp 
appraising once over before she offered her hand. He 
shook with a smile. 

“Nice to have you along. Katya and I will try not to get 
you killed.” 

“She said the same thing,” Izrayl grinned. “You don’t 
have to worry.” 

“Oh I am not worried. If you die it’s your own fault. 
Let’s go, it’s getting late.” 

“Belle, info. What are we up against?” Isabelle turned 
on her heel. She had a look in her eye that Katya had never 
seen before. 

“I don’t know. I believe it’s the Darkness but I can’t be 
sure. All I know is that something very evil is going on 
here. It’s pulsing with it. Why do you think the 
surrounding buildings are empty? In a place like this these 
mansions should be filled with indulgent rich people. 
Where are they? This place has scared them off. They can 
feel the evil,” Isabelle said fiercely, “It sets my nerves on 
edge. Enough info?” 
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“Absolutely. Let’s go take a look,” Katya pulled out her 
gun and looked over at Izrayl. His eyes were glowing again 
and she wondered if he was using his volk krovi senses to 
get a feel for whatever lay beneath their feet. Katya hoped 
Isabelle didn’t notice his eyes. That wasn’t the 
conversation for now. 

Isabelle was more concerned with the door to the stair 
well. She reached into a pocket and pulled out two small 
strips of metal and expertly picked the lock. 

“They have minimal security whoever they are,” Katya 
commented, “No electrical trips anywhere.” 

“Perhaps they don’t need them because people know 
better than to break in here,” Izrayl said and pulled out 
one of his guns. They stepped into the stair well and the 
hair on the back of Katya’s neck stood on end. There was a 
chemical smell in the air mixed with decay and sweat. A 
low growl began to rise up through Izrayl and Katya 
elbowed for him to cut it out. Isabelle had her knives out 
and ready as she stepped down silently in front of them. 
She opened another door which lead out onto the top 
floor. There wasn’t any sound coming from anywhere. It 
had the feeling of abandonment but Katya knew better 
than to trust it. 

Over- turned furniture and clutter littered the three 
rooms. It showed signs of a hurried departure. Isabelle 
placed a hand on a wall and shut her eyes. Izrayl opened 
his mouth to say something but Katya grabbed his arm. 
She had seen Isabelle do this before. She had told her that 
she could sometimes read objects and Katya had never 
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questioned her abilities. Isabelle jerked her hand away 
from the wall. She had gone very pale, “Beneath us. I am 
sorry Katya I shouldn’t have bought you.” Without 
elaborating Isabelle strode down the stairs to the next level. 

Katya hurried to catch her and was almost bowled over 
by the smell. Blood and decaying flesh filled her nose and 
she gagged. Izrayl steadied her. 

“They were torturing them,” Isabelle said from the far 
side of the room. There were a few old metal hospital beds 
with corpses left on them to rot. There were chains on the 
walls, small tables littered with medical instruments and 
what remained of a science lab. 

Plastic sheeting had been hung up as a divider and 
Katya carefully lifted it with the barrel of her gun. It took 
her a few moments to recognise what she was actually 
looking at. Half of it looked human but one arm was the 
broken wing of bird. Feathers stuck out of it in odd places, 
disguising half of its face. Its liquid black eye blinked and 
Katya jumped. It made a glutinous sound and Katya 
struggled to keep her nerve. The creature before her tried 
again, black fluid running from its mouth. 

“Kill…” 
“It wants you to,” Izrayl said from behind her. “Do it 

Katya. It’s in pain.” 
“I know it is,” Katya lightly touched the feathers on its 

deformed face as she placed the barrel of her gun under its 
chin and squeezed the trigger. “Let’s find the fucking 
bastards who did this.” She pushed past him and tried to 
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spot Isabelle. She was looking at a pile of papers tacked to 
a wall. Some of it looked like family trees. 

“These people were from magical bloodlines,” Isabelle 
said, her voice dull. “Obviously they weren’t getting what 
they wanted from them.” 

“But why leave the building like this?” 
“Maybe they spotted me watching it and thought they 

were compromised.” Isabelle handed her a piece of paper, 
it had a seal on it in black ink. A sword with a snarling 
dragon around it. 

“Fucking Darkness,” Katya spat. “This is what they 
will do to Anya if they get a hold of her.” 

“Who is Anya?” Isabelle questioned sharply. 
“She is a long story. One I won’t tell you about here.” 
“Very well.” Isabelle collected some of the papers 

together and stuffed them into the front of her waistcoat. 
Katya turned away from the collage of blood lines and 
spotted a small door, not even a metre high on the far 
wall. Gripping her gun she walked over to it. Her hand 
had just slid the bolt across when something burst out of 
it, snarling and snapping, knocking her over as she fired a 
shot. It was on top of her, its legs squeezing the air from 
her lungs. There was a snarl and a black wolf launched 
over the top of her knocking the creature off. There was a 
wet shriek and then nothing. Gasping for air Katya rolled 
onto her side and Isabelle helped her up. Izrayl stood over 
what remained of the thing that attacked her, his fur 
standing up high and vicious. Katya looked on the ground 
at the grey skinned stick figure. It was woman shaped but 
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had long ropey strands of black hair and no obvious 
genitalia. Isabelle slammed the little door shut again and 
slid the bolt across. 

“It’s a hag. I didn’t think any were alive in the real 
world. They are a Skazki creature, which begs the question 
as to what the hell it was doing here,” said Isabelle. Izrayl 
stepped back from it and slowly transformed back into a 
man. Katya picked up his coat and passed it to him to 
cover up. 

“You didn’t tell me your friend was one of the volk 
krovi.” 

“Surprise,” Katya said numbly as she looked at Izrayl. 
“It’s time we left,” he said, his voice more growl than 

normal. 
“I couldn’t agree more,” Isabelle said. “There is 

something I would like to do first.” Within moments the 
three of them walked out of the back of the mansion as 
flames engulfed the top levels. 

“Come by this address tomorrow,” Katya said and 
wrote Trajan’s house number on Isabelle’s hand. “We 
need to talk.” 

“That we do. Take care of her tonight Izrayl,” Isabelle 
said before she walked away from them and melted into 
the darkness of the street. 

  
They were silent on the drive back home. Katya’s chest 

was hurting from the hag and her heart was hurting from 
what she had seen. Tears slid silently down her cheeks and 
Izrayl was smart enough not to comment on them. It 
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wasn’t until they pulled into the basement garage that 
Katya felt she could finally breathe again. 

“Katya-” 
“Don’t.” She got out of the car and hit the elevator 

door button over and over before Izrayl grabbed her hand. 
“Go on then. Make a joke about the hunter who cries 

after a job.” 
“I wasn’t going to say anything so stop putting words 

in my mouth.” The elevator binged and she stepped in. 
She felt guilty for jumping to conclusions. Mostly she felt 
heartsore. She hadn’t had to do a mercy killing in a long 
time and she had never seen fear and pain like she had 
tonight. When the doors opened again she headed straight 
for her room. 

Katya pulled off her boots and started to unload her 
weapons, placing them neatly on a table. “Don’t you have 
your own room to go to?” A small smile appeared on 
Izrayl’s face. 

“Are you ever going to stop trying to fight me?” 
“Probably not.” She was crying again and hated it. He 

turned her and pulled her close to him. 
“I would think less of you if you weren’t upset by the 

pure fucking evil we saw tonight Yakaterina. I have seen 
stronger men lose their stomachs over less. It’s not a 
weakness to have compassion.” 

“I need a shower,” she said as she pulled out of his 
embrace. She started pulling off her clothes as she headed 
for the bathroom. “Are you coming?” 

“I’m sorry?” Izrayl looked confused. 
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“After a night like this I really don’t want to be alone. 
Usually I would go and pick up and celebrate being alive. I 
just thought I would see if you’re interested.” 

“You would have to be the most emotionally 
unpredictable woman I have ever met,” Izrayl laughed 
awkwardly. 

“Is that a yes you are coming for a shower?” 
“That’s a hell yes.” Katya turned on the shower taps 

and tried not to grimace as she pulled off her shirt. Two 
massive purple bruises the size of grapefruit adorned either 
side of her ribs. 

“It looks like you’ve been put through the ringer 
again,” Izrayl said as he ran his fingers along them. 

“It’s lucky there was only one hag to deal with if that’s 
how good my form is.” 

“You are pretty hard on yourself considering only just 
over a week ago I thought you were done for.” He kissed 
the base of her neck where her first tattoo was. “You know 
I never would have picked you as a wearer of sweet girly 
underwear.” 

“We all have our weaknesses. Mine just happens to be 
underwear. What’s yours?” 

“Women who wear lavender underwear.” 
“Good answer,” she said and turned to wrap her arms 

around his neck. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three 

Cowboys and Indians 

At eleven o’clock the next morning Anya was tired of 
waiting for Katya to get up so she went to wake her. Katya 
had promised to train her how to fight and if Anya didn’t 
do something to occupy herself soon she thought she 
would go mad. 

Very quietly Anya opened the door to her room and 
quickly stifled a surprised shout. There was an 
unmistakable tangle of brown naked limbs and white 
sheets. She backed out of the room as quickly as she could, 
shutting the door behind her. 

She found Cerise and Trajan in one of the downstairs 
living areas. Cerise watched an old film on the flat screen 
with a face of pure joy, her hair carelessly pinned up and 
still in her night robe. Trajan sat nearby reading a book. 
He smiled as she entered at full speed. 

“You will never guess what I just saw!” she said 
breathlessly. 

“What?” Cerise asked as she paused her movie. 
“I went to wake up Katya and-” 
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“Found Izrayl in her bed?” Cerise finished. 
“How did you know?” 
“How can you be surprised? Trajan, are you surprised?” 
“Not in the slightest,” he said as he turned a page 

without looking up. 
“But how did you know?” Anya flopped down on the 

lounge next to Trajan. 
“Darling, those two have been circling each other since 

day one. It was going to end in one of two ways; killing 
each other or fucking each other to death. I am glad they 
resorted to the latter. And I am sure so are they,” she 
laughed loud and dirty before lighting a cigarette. “Oh 
darling don’t look so crestfallen. Stay and watch this movie 
with me. It will educate you.” 

“In what?” 
“About Cerise’s obsession with Vincent Price,” Trajan 

said before Cerise could answer. She stuck her tongue out 
at him. 

“They don’t make them like him anymore,” she said 
with a dreamy look on her face. “I met him once.” 

“Really?” Anya asked. She had never seen Cerise so 
nostalgic. 

“I believe she may have stalked him,” whispered Trajan 
and laughed as Cerise threw a pillow at him. 

“I certainly did not. He was a magnificent kisser,” she 
smiled at the memory. “Like I said, they don’t make them 
like that anymore.” 
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Katya’s alarm screeched loudly, shocking her out of 
sleep. After digging around in her discarded jeans she 
found her phone and looked hazily at the screen. 11.30 
am. 

“The Twins!” she gasped and tried to unwrap herself 
from blankets and limbs. Izrayl murmured sleepily and 
pulled her back down against his chest. 

“Hey! Wake up you slug! Let me go!” she shoved at 
him. Izrayl opened his eyes and smiled groggily at her. 
Propping himself on his elbows he stroked the hair out of 
her face and kissed her gently. 

“What are you shouting about?” 
“I forgot the Twins! I need to get to the airport,” Katya 

stressed as she tried to disengage herself from his grip. Her 
strength was futile against him as he casually rolled over 
her. “No, no, no. None of those games this morning. 
They landed half an hour ago.” 

“Go on then,” he kissed her before rolling off and 
making himself comfortable again. 

*** 

Gladys Harding watched the cattle thunder into the 
station yards in clouds of red dust and spinifex. Hamish 
rode in and secured the cattle in the pen before he slid off 
his horse and gave Gladys a bright, white smile. 

“You finally got here then did ya?” she questioned 
harshly. 

“Gladys love, you knew I would deliver,” he replied. 
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“Don’t ‘love’ me you good-for-nothing sod; you’re 
late.” He bent down from his great height and planted a 
wet kiss on her old cheek. She caught the unfriendly looks 
the girls were giving her. 

“You got something nice cooking for a hard working 
lad or what?” he asked hopefully. 

“I could if you can find me a hard working lad. Settle 
this lot first and wash up ‘cos you smell like hell. I won’t 
have you trailing cattle shit through my kitchen again. If 
you’re a good boy I might be persuaded to throw in a cold 
beer.” As he turned to go she remembered the weird 
phone call she had taken a few days beforehand. 

“Oi, some flash bastard called looking for you,” she 
yelled after him. Hamish stopped dead in his tracks 
without turning around. 

“What’d he want?” 
“Something about needing you to go to Paris or some 

shit. Posh sounding prick, I thought he was a copper.” A 
deep sigh rippled through his entire long body, like 
something was under his skin trying to break out. 

“Fuck Glad, you better make that dinner to go,” he 
said and walked off before she could take pieces off him 
for swearing. 

*** 

Katya steered Cerise’s red Jaguar through the tight streets 
of Paris trying to find the quickest way through the traffic. 
She was driving like a demon and promising herself to be 
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Cerise’s slave for life for letting her use her car. Bloody 
Izrayl! If it weren’t for him she would have been waiting 
for the Twins when they landed, not getting pissy texts 
because she wasn’t there. She screeched into the five 
minute parking and dialled Chayton’s number. 

“Hey I’m here! I will get out and wave my arms like an 
idiot so you see me.” She left the Jag purring, climbed out 
and looked around the car park for her friends. She 
spotted them almost instantly. They were both very tall, 
very dark with long black hair tied half up. They had very 
defined features; high cheek bones, large almond shaped 
black eyes and straight noses. They saw her and smiled 
identical bright smiles. 

“Hey, hey ciqala,” Chayton said and they hugged her 
from both sides. She groaned under their sandwiching 
weight but couldn’t stop laughing. When they freed her 
she kissed them both. 

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t here on time. I am a terrible 
friend,” she apologised. 

“Yes, you are. You smell like wolf; what have you been 
doing?” Honaw asked. There was a very loaded silence that 
lasted a full thirty seconds. “I change my mind. Don’t tell 
me.” 

“Yehay the drought is over,” Chayton teased. 
“Don’t give him too much of a hard time. He saved 

my ass more than once in the past few weeks.” 
“Sounds like that’s not the only thing he has been 

doing with your ass,” Honaw muttered. 
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“Does he have jet lag or what?” Katya asked his 
brother. 

“He is just grumpy and hungry,” Chayton said as he 
looked down the car bay. “Which one is yours?” Katya 
walked over to the red Jag and slipped into the driver’s soft 
leather seat. The Twins stood gaping for a few minutes 
before struggling with each other for the front seat. 
Honaw, the bigger of the two, won out. 

“Holy shit, you’ve been a thieving little gypo haven’t 
you?” 

“It belongs to one of my new friends. She’s got a thing 
for red as you can probably tell.” She eased the beautiful 
car out into traffic and hit the accelerator. 

“She will kill you when she finds out you have been 
revving in her car,” Chayton warned as he got sucked to 
the seat. 

“I’ve seen her drive believe me I am taking it easy. She’s 
a keres.” Katya couldn’t help but laugh at their faces. 
“What? You didn’t see that in your visions of the future?” 

“We just never thought we would see the day you 
would be friends with supes,” Honaw said. “Or be 
shagging a male volk krovi for that matter.” 

“I’m a big girl, Bear. I don’t need your approval.” 
Honaw grunted but said nothing. 

“Ignore him, he needs food.” Chayton placed a warm 
hand on Katya’s shoulder. “It is good to see you have 
found someone to love.” Katya swerved erratically and 
swore loudly. 

“What the hell?” Honaw was gripping the dash. 
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“Tell Chayton to stop scaring me,” Katya shouted back 
and she steadied the car. “Shut up about that sort of shit 
when I’m driving. Bloody hell, I barely know the guy. 
Sheesh.” 

*** 

“You really are distracted today aren’t you?” Cerise asked 
once the movie had finished. Trajan had disappeared some 
time ago and Anya couldn’t think of a good excuse to go 
after him. 

“It was a good movie. I am just cooped up,” Anya 
admitted. “I am used to working everyday…or running 
most recently.” 

“How about a walk? You would have to wait for me to 
get ready and dressed but it would get you out of the 
house at least.” 

“Really? Quick hurry up!” 
“You can’t rush perfection.” 
“Try,” Anya smiled sweetly. Twenty minutes later they 

were strolling under the overcast sky. Anya felt edgier than 
she expected. She felt exposed after the last few days inside 
the mansion. 

“What’s on your mind, Anyanka? You have that look 
on your face,” Cerise asked. “Surely you aren’t concerned 
with Katya and Izrayl having a little fun.” 

“No, it’s not that. I feel daft for not noticing what was 
so obvious to everyone else but I am sure they will be 
adults about it. I doubt it will change anything,” Anya 
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replied as she looked along the tree line and the street 
lamps. “Did you really kiss Vincent Price?” 

“I really did, among other things.” 
“So people like you can have sex?” 
“Of course we can! We are in human bodies, why 

would you think….oh!” she stopped dead in her red heels. 
“What?” Anya asked as she focussed on the crow 

perched on a nearby branch and cawing loudly. 
“You are thinking about Trajan and you, aren’t you?” 

Cerise demanded. 
“Um…maybe, not really, I thought I would just check 

because you know, maybe one day, it may be an issue.” 
“Oh Anyanka,” Cerise was laughing now as she 

reached into her bag for the silver case holding her 
cigarettes; “You are such a sweet, shy thing aren’t you?” 

“Shut up,” Anya dug her hands in her jeans pockets 
and kept walking. 

“Have you talked to Trajan about this?” Cerise asked a 
short time later when they had stopped at a café. 

“What do you think? He’s still too careful to even kiss 
me.” 

“I think it’s a miracle he is willing to give any kind of 
physical contact a chance. Give it time; I am sure he will 
come around.” 

“It’s not like I don’t have bigger things to worry about. 
Katya’s bringing her friends to Trajan’s and I will be going 
back to school,” Anya said as she tore up a piece of her 
croissant and tossed it to a crow jumping near her. It 
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pecked at it and cawed expectantly. Pigeons soon got 
curious and came over as well. 

“Rats with wings,” Cerise sniffed. “You shouldn’t 
encourage them. Speaking of birds isn’t it good to see 
Yvan making the most of his current situation. Having 
someone who can use fire like that will be handy in a 
fight.” 

“Yvan is very clever and if anyone could win over a 
stubborn mythological creature it would be him.” Cerise 
lowered her glass of wine. 

“You care for him a lot don’t you?” 
“Of course I do. He’s the best man I have ever met. 

Certainly one of the only ones to treat me with any kind 
of worth. Don’t take this the wrong way but I trust him to 
stand by me more than any of you.” 

“No offence taken at all. You set him free, you have 
crossed worlds together, and there is a close bond that 
comes with that.” 

“He set me free as much as I did him,” Anya answered 
and parted with the last of her pastry to the circle of birds. 
“We should be getting back.” 

“That sounds like a sensible idea. I am sure Katya will 
be back with the Twins. She said they are ancient Shamans 
of their people. I am going to have to behave with two old 
men in the house.” 

“Somehow I don’t think they will be old. Katya told 
me they are her favourite ‘boys’ to drink with.” 

“You will soon learn honey that no matter how old 
men are they will always be boys.” 
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*** 

Trajan was pacing his rooms when the phone rang. Very 
few people in the world that had his phone number and 
that made him wary. 

“Hello?” 
“Good morning sunshine!” a cheery voice said on the 

other end of the line. 
“Hamish?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Where are you calling from?” 
“Brisbane. I’m on my way. Sure as shit better be an 

emergency because you know I hate flying and fucking 
airports.” Trajan couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. 

“You know I wouldn’t ask for your help if it wasn’t 
important.” 

“Yeah, yeah. You still have my Winchester rifles?” 
“Of course I do. Do you have enough money to get 

here?” 
“Yeah don’t sweat it. Tell me how deep the trouble is 

this time.” 
“Deeper than it has been for a very long time. There’s a 

girl—” 
“There always is, Trajan. That is from where all trouble 

generates. It started with Eve.” 
“If I recall correctly I pulled you out of your girl 

trouble once upon a time.” 
“Don’t even bother bringing her up. She was probably 

murdered back then for all I fucking know.” Hamish’s 
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tone was flat and Trajan knew he had gone too far. On 
that particular love affair Hamish was a closed book. 

“I’m sorry but I am in a rather desperate situation. I 
really need you, Hamish.” There was a long pause on the 
other end of the line. 

“That sounded so fucking gay.” Hamish laughed 
loudly. 

“I believe you would know about that more than me. 
Please get on that plane and don’t get too drunk or 
torment the flight attendants. I don’t want to have to 
collect you from airport security again.” 

“Fine, I’m going. You still living at the same 
unpronounceable place?” 

“Neuilly-sur-Seine, yes I am. If I cannot make it myself 
I will send a car for you.” 

“Damn straight you will. See you soon.” The line went 
dead and Trajan smiled. Hamish was loud and brash but 
he was one of the few people Trajan could trust with the 
secret that was Anya. 

*** 

The Twins looked around the garage with wide eyes and 
drooling mouths. “Hey Honaw, I think we need to make 
friends with these supes,” Chayton said as he studied a 
particularly beautiful Rolls Royce. 

“Come on you two.” Katya took both their hands and 
pulled them into the elevator. She remembered the last 
trip she had in there with Izrayl and smiled. 
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“I see that smile and it usually means trouble.” 
Chayton gave her hand a squeeze. 

“And you haven’t even met him yet.” The elevator 
door opened and they were flooded with the warm sweet 
smell of frying pancakes. “By the smell of things he is 
cooking up a storm.” 

“No wonder you are in love with him. He is replacing 
Aleksandra with the prestigious position of keeping you 
well fed,” Chayton laughed. 

A dreamy look passed over Honaw’s face. “Oh 
Aleksandra; she can cook a meal so good it will make a 
man weep,” he sighed. 

“Sounds like you weren’t just sighing over her cooking. 
Don’t be getting mushy ideas about her or I will have to 
kick your ass like last time,” she warned. 

Katya followed her nose to the kitchen and pushed 
open the door. Izrayl stood in front of the stove, dressed 
only in a pair of jeans, flipping pancakes. Easily the sexiest 
damn thing she had ever seen. As he turned the muscles in 
his back flexed and shivered. He placed the tea towel he 
was holding over his bare, brown shoulder. 

“Good morning,” he smiled. Katya’s gaze lingered 
along the smooth pelvic grooves which disappeared under 
his loose jeans. She knew where they led and wanted to 
visit again. 

“Boys, this is Izrayl. Izrayl this is Honaw and 
Chayton,” she managed to stumble out. 

“The wolf,” they said together. Honaw offered Izrayl 
his hand and Izrayl shook it. 
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“That’s me. I thought you would be hungry after such 
a shitty flight,” Izrayl replied. 

“Honaw is always hungry, don’t worry about that.” 
Katya’s glance started to linger over Izrayl’s mouth and she 
quickly snapped her attention to the huge pile of pancakes 
he had cooked. 

“I’m starving,” she said loudly. She hustled the Twins 
to sit and set them up with plates and toppings. Katya did 
her best to ignore Izrayl as she brewed them all strong 
coffee. He disappeared out of the kitchen for a few 
moments, returning with a black singlet on. She wouldn’t 
have been able to say why but that was worse than having 
his skin bare. Katya placed the coffee on the table and sat 
down. Izrayl brought the food over and sat next to her, his 
knee lightly brushing hers. 

“Dig in,” he said informally. 
“Did I tell you Isabelle Blackwood is in town?” Katya 

asked the brothers. Both stopped eating at the same time 
and gave her identical stares. 

“Seriously?” they synced. 
“We went with her on a job last night, a really fucked 

up one too. I think we could use her help with what’s 
going on with Anya and the Darkness.” 

“You want to be careful she doesn’t make things worse 
for you. That girl draws trouble like ants to honey,” 
Chayton said and placed a hand over Katya’s. “Are you 
sure you are in that much trouble you would want to risk 
it?” 
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“We need her. She has more of an idea of what is going 
on with the Illumination and the Darkness and we need 
that edge. What we found last night was beyond fucked 
up. They have been experimenting on people with magical 
bloodlines, amongst other things. I don’t know if they are 
planning something big or just want to increase numbers. 
Isabelle has been looking into it so she is supposed to drop 
in sometime in the next few days.” 

“I hope you know what you are doing. I love her but 
you know she doesn’t play well with others.” Honaw 
shook his head. 

“Do any of us? I for one will always feel better with her 
at my back.” 

“She certainly gave the impression of someone you’d 
want to avoid in a bright alley let alone a dark one,” Izrayl 
commented. “She isn’t all human that’s for sure.” 

“No she isn’t but I won’t be the one to talk about it, 
mainly because I have never asked her. If the Twins know 
they will keep their mouths shut. Right boys?” 

“We don’t have a death wish,” they echoed. “Besides, 
it’s all speculation.” 

High female chattering echoed through the house and 
Cerise and Anya entered the kitchen. The Twins stood 
respectfully. 

“Hello boys, I’m Cerise. My, my I am glad that I was 
wrong about you being old men.” Her blues eyes were 
pure mischief as she looked them over. 

“We haven’t encountered a keres in a long time,” 
Chayton said cautiously. 
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“There are a few of us hiding about. Don’t worry, I am 
retired. Sort of. ” 

Anya held out her hand.“I’m Anya.” As her hand 
touched Honaw’s there was a loud crack of static and they 
blew back in opposite directions. Honaw hit the wall with 
an audible thump. Anya shot back and hit the kitchen 
bench. 

  
“Holy shit,” Honaw muttered and sank to the floor. 

Chayton was by his side in seconds. 
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Anya stammered as she 

touched the back of her head. Blood covered her hand and 
she burst into flames. Everyone took a step back as the 
flames went higher. The kitchen door swung open and 
Trajan appeared beside her. 

“Get back Trajan,” Izrayl warned. “She doesn’t need 
you getting burnt.” 

“Anya, you are okay. Turn the flames off,” Trajan said 
calmly. Anya wrapped her arms around her knees and 
started to rock. Yvan appeared and moved Trajan out of 
the way. 

“I’ve got this one,” he said. Yvan’s arm licked with the 
firebird’s flames and he reached out to take Anya’s hand. 

“Shalost, look at me.” She slowly turned her big green 
eyes on him. Their flames mingled and everyone moved 
through the doors leading into the garden. “Calm your 
mind and turn the flames off.” Anya nodded slowly and 
closed her eyes. As the flames began to fade on her arms, 
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Yvan’s melted back into his skin. Her eyes opened and she 
fell forward into his strong arms. 

“Get me out of here. I don’t want them to see me cry,” 
she whispered. He scooped her up without questioning 
her. Yvan carried Anya easily, finally placing her on a soft 
couch in the library. 

“Just shoot me now will you?” she muttered as he 
placed a blanket around her. He bundled together a wad 
of tissues and sat beside her so he could hold it to her 
head. 

“You seem to be more than capable of hurting yourself 
without my help. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. 
You are untrained and have a lot of power. These sorts of 
things happen.” 

“To who?” 
“When Vasilli first started learning magic he blew up 

the top of a tower. All you did was set yourself on fire.” 
“I suppose. I make such a good first impression don’t 

I?” 
“The first time we met you tried to hit me with a big 

stick.” 
“In my defence you were naked and sprawled out on 

my floor,” Anya smiled at the memory and then blushed a 
little at the details. 

“You had best turn so I can see this cut,” Yvan said as if 
sensing her unease. He lightly brushed her hair back over 
her shoulder and leant in to inspect the damage just above 
her ear. 
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“It doesn’t seem to be very deep,” he said, his breath 
tickling her neck. “The firebird can heal it if you like.” 

“I would appreciate it. I am meant to be learning magic 
and I can’t do that with a blazing headache. Though I will 
be surprised if I still have a teacher.” 

“You will. Now, hold still.” He placed two fingers on 
the wound and Anya felt a warm charge of power flow 
into her. “Good as new.” 

“That’s amazing,” Anya said as her fingers brushed the 
healed place. 

“The firebird doesn’t like to see you in pain. I am not 
very keen on it either.” Anya turned and hugged him 
tightly. “Anya? What’s wrong?” He wrapped his arms 
around her and rested his cheek on the top of her head. 

“I feel like something is coming for me. A darkness is 
closing in and I won’t be able to stop it when it arrives. It’s 
a dread, Yvan, that I will be forced to watch you all die 
because of me.” 

“I won’t lie to you shalost, there are battles coming. 
That is no reason for you to fall into despair over it. What 
we do with this time now is we train, we learn, we make 
our plans so when the battle comes we are ready for it. No 
sides in a war are without losses but you cannot shoulder 
the burden of seeing that as your fault. You didn’t ask for 
any of this. The ones who stand beside you are the ones 
who love you. You would die for the ones you love so 
don’t expect any less of us.” 

“What am I going to do?” Anya sighed against him. 
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“You are going to go and wash the tears from your face 
and the blood from your hair. You are going to get your 
runes and your drum and you are going to go to the Twins 
and get some training. That is the only way you will feel 
more in control. Make yourself too busy with learning to 
think of anything else. Do you understand me?” 

“Yes, I understand,” Anya sat up and kissed his cheek. 
“What ever would I do without you to give me such good 
advice?” 

Yvan smiled her favourite smile, the rare one he only 
ever seemed to show her. “I don’t know shalost but you 
had best get moving.” 

No one was in the hallway when Anya snuck out of the 
library and hurried upstairs to her room. She went in the 
bathroom and looked at the fright that was her hair. 
Shedding her shirt she stuck her head over the bath and 
turned on the taps. 

“Do you need some help?” Trajan asked and Anya 
yelped in surprise. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to scare you.” 

“You are far too quiet for your own good,” Anya 
looked up at him through a tangled curtain of bloody hair. 

“Let me help,” he said and rolled up his shirt sleeves. 
“You will get blood and water-” 
“It doesn’t matter, Anya,” he said firmly and knelt 

beside her, “Honestly I feel useless enough to help you as 
it is. At least I can do this.” Anya didn’t argue with him as 
he began to pour the warm water over her hair. 

“You don’t need to worry about the cut, the firebird 
healed it,” she mumbled. 
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“That is helpful. It is good that Yvan is here to come to 
the rescue.” 

“It is good. I could have burnt you alive if you had 
tried to touch me. I can’t control it yet. Don’t be jealous 
that Yvan stepped in. He was the only one who could 
help.” 

“I am not jealous!” Trajan said and then laughed. 
“Maybe I am. It’s definitely new.” 

“Don’t be,” Anya said as she tried to relax enough for 
him to finish cleaning the blood from her hair. He was 
slowly and methodically massaging conditioner in and 
detangling the strands as he went. Anya had never had her 
hair washed by someone else before and was quickly 
discovering how much she enjoyed it. 

“Be patient with me. Like I said, jealousy is a new 
emotion.” 

“Yvan is my best friend. You need to accept that and 
fast because it’s not about to change.” 

“I know that.” 
“Good.” Trajan didn’t reply as he began to towel her 

hair. She really didn’t need a jealous boyfriend on her 
hands. She would have to stamp out her attraction to 
Trajan for the good of her health if he was going to cause 
an upset. 

One look at him through wet hair told her she could 
be a hundred years old and the attraction wouldn’t be 
stamped out. He was wearing finely tailored navy pinstripe 
pants and waistcoat with a pale blue shirt rolled to his 
elbows and slightly damp. Anya couldn’t help but smile. 
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After a lifetime of dour farmers in woollen coats and 
overalls Trajan and his taste in clothing was both novel 
and alien. 

“What? What are you smiling at?” he asked as 
continued to dry her hair with the corner of a towel. 

“Nothing. You.” 
“I don’t understand.” He looked so confused and that 

just made her smile more. 
“Neither do I.” 
“You are a strange girl,” he said as he combed her hair 

back from her face with his fingers. 
“You will get used to it.” He found the fresh scar in her 

hair and slipped on his glasses for a better look. 
“Is it really bad?” she asked. 
“It’s barely noticeable. It is amazing, I didn’t know the 

firebird could heal like that.” He studied it for a moment 
before he leant over and kissed it softly. “I love the way 
your hair smells,” he whispered as he moved his head so he 
could breathe her in. Goosebumps rose up her arms as he 
kissed the soft skin behind her ear. 

“For someone who has limited experience with women 
you are rather good with them,” Anya said softly. 

“I read,” Trajan said and she felt him smile against her 
skin. “Voraciously.” 

“I should probably go and find the Twins and see if 
they are still willing to teach me.” Trajan’s arms went 
behind her and gripped the sink to trap her. 

“And what if I want to keep you here?” he asked 
innocently. 
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“While the idea has merit,” Anya kissed his exposed 
collarbone lightly. “I don’t think you have quite reached 
the chapter in your books that is currently playing out in 
my mind.” 

“Touché. Fine, go and fill your mind with knowledge. 
But kiss me first.” 

“I was planning to.” Anya grabbed his tie to pull him 
closer and kissed him all the while marvelling that he’d 
asked. 

  
After changing her clothes and grabbing her drum, 

runes and Eikki’s journals, Anya hurried to find her 
teachers. She didn’t know if they could make any sense of 
Eikki’s scratching but it wouldn’t hurt for her to ask. She 
found them settling into some guest rooms. 

“Hello, I apologise for shocking you before,” Anya said 
awkwardly to Honaw. 

“Lucky you’re so pretty, otherwise I would have had to 
blast you right back,” Honaw joked. 

“Now you can see why I need your help. I can’t control 
it at all. It comes unbidden at the most unexpected times.” 

“You have a lot of magic, Anya. You will have to be 
patient if we are going to teach you,” Chayton smiled. 

“I have patience when I need to. I have also bought 
some things you might be able to give me a little insight 
into.” 

“All in good time. The first thing I need you to do is 
remove your shoes and sit with us,” Chayton instructed as 
he sat on the thick cream carpet. Honaw followed him 
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without hesitation. Anya unzipped her boots and joined 
them in the small circle. 

“Katya tells me you dream-travelled back in time.” 
Honaw was looking at her impressed. 

“By accident. I talked to my dead matriarch 
grandmother.” 

“Yanka,” breathed Chayton reverently. 
“I see Yakaterina has filled you in well.” 
“Yanka was an amazing Power.” 
“She was one of the Powers?” Anya hadn’t known that 

Yanka had held ranks with the gods in the Otherworld. 
“She apparently gave it all up when she left Skazki. 

Sometimes there are more important things than power. 
But like many stories the truth of all those events died 
when she did.” Chayton offered her his hand. 

“Are you sure you want to risk it?” Anya looked at the 
large brown hand, afraid to touch it. 

“It will be fine, Anya.” Very slowly she placed her own 
palm over his. Nothing happened. “That’s a relief.” The 
heat between their hands was building slowly. 

“I have learnt to block magic leaks. Honaw was 
unprepared for your reaction or how much power you 
had,” explained Chayton. “When two people with magic 
touch, their power also touches. Sometimes it is very mild, 
like a faint tingle or static electricity…” 

“Or you get blown across the room,” Honaw added. 
Anya was embarrassed but he was smiling when he said it. 

“What now?” 
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“Power is hereditary but it also changes with each 
child. Sometimes there is more power passed on to one 
child, whereas their sibling can get nothing.” 

“Apparently my father was magically dead before he 
actually was…dead,” Anya butted in then felt awkward 
that she had. 

“It would appear something different has happened 
and you are an almost a perfect doppelgänger of Yanka’s 
power,” Honaw explained. 

“Let’s start releasing some of your magic slowly so it’s 
not all built up in there. Despite all the focus in European 
magic on ‘spells’ you have to understand you don’t really 
need any of that. Magic is all about intent. That’s not to 
say words don’t have power but we will get to that. First 
you need to be able to form a clear picture in your mind of 
what you intend to do. We will try something easy to 
begin with.” Chayton pulled a red apple out of his pocket 
and placed it in front of her. “Okay. Lift the apple using 
your magic.” 

Anya tried to be serious as she focussed on the apple 
before closing her eyes slowly. Lift! Lift! Lift! She repeated 
over and over in her mind but felt nothing. I always liked 
green apples better anyway. She felt a small rush and opened 
her eyes. 

“Not quite what I was expecting,” Honaw lifted the 
now green apple off the floor and tossed it lightly in the 
air. “How do you like to eat them?” 
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“I like to peel the skin in one long strip,” Anya said. 
“Then eat that first.” The apple lifted itself and invisible 
hands started peeling it. 

An hour later Katya poked her head in. “Just wanted to 
see how the magic tricks were coming along. You Thunder 
Twins settle in okay?” 

“Yes little mother we have,” they synced. 
“Why does everyone keep calling you two the Thunder 

Twins?” 
Chayton and Honaw looked at each other. “Because 

we are the Thunder Twins,” they answered in unison. 
“Don’t be jerks.” Katya was frowning playfully at 

them. “Tell her like you first told me.” 
“Well we did say we were going to teach Anya about 

the power of words,” Chayton said and rubbed his chin. 
“Okay, story time,” Honaw said and grabbed a small 

drum from his bag. “Would you like to do the honours, 
bro?” Chayton took the drum and started to beat a steady 
rhythm. 

They started singing in a strange tongue Anya had 
never heard before. It sounded as ancient as the world. All 
the hair on Anya’s body rose to attention as the song 
wound around her, her magic flaring unexpectedly. The 
room seemed to fade around them and then they were 
sitting on a high cliff in a primordial forest. The smell of 
wood smoke hung in the air and Anya gripped Katya’s 
hand. 

“There are many legends of us. We are sons of the Sun. 
We are the Twin War Gods and the beloved Two. We are 
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of the red people. We belong to no tribe for we are the 
land and the water, the forests and the sky. Our language 
is not Sioux, Dakota or any other. Our language is 
universal. It was the root of these, before the tribes broke 
away. This is but one of the legends our people have about 
us.” 

“It begins with a large drought in the plains north of 
Tulare Lakes where the Tachi people lived. The tribe was 
starving. In the mountains where the tribe lived in the 
winter months, there were two little boys.” 

Chayton made a complicated gesture with his hand 
and Anya realised they were in the very mountains of 
which he spoke. Anya could smell the earth and forest 
from where they sat and could warm her hands on the fire 
in front of her. 

“The boys were covered in weeping sores from the 
whippings their parents gave them. They were made to 
sleep in the dirt until their grandmother took them into 
her home.” 

“The chief of the tribe made a decree that all the 
people must go in search of a new land where there was 
sweet water and fertile plains. The runners went out and 
found land that still had edible roots and berries so the 
tribe moved there. The parents abandoned the boys and 
refused to take them to the new lands. Their grandmother 
stayed with them and for two years they lived off the little 
amount of food they could find.” 

“The boys no longer ate and their grandmother 
despaired that they would die. But they didn’t for they had 
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turned into thunders. The boys told their grandmother 
that next month they would have many fish from the 
spring at the high mountain west of the north end of the 
lake. The next month, as the boys predicted, they caught 
many fish and dried them.” 

“But the boys didn’t need to eat for they had turned 
into supernatural beings. At this time their mother’s 
brother came back to bring the boys a little food. They 
shot arrows at him and nearly killed him but then they 
cared for him until he was cured again. He told them to 
kill their parents when they came back for them. The boys 
gave their uncle fish to take back to help feed the tribe.” 

“When he returned to the tribe he showed them the 
fish and told them how well off the boys were without 
them. The boy’s parents went back with a few other 
people. The boys, angry at their parent’s selfishness, shot 
them down and killed them. The other people of the tribe 
began to talk when the others did not return to them with 
any fish. The Uncle told them they should never go back 
to that place because the boys who were so rejected by 
their tribe were now gods. The remainder of the people 
stayed where they were and troubled the twins no more. 
The Thunder Twins legend was born and they still live on 
their mountain called Chenhali.” 

Chayton had stopped his story and slowly their 
mountaintop transformed back into a room in Paris. 
Anya’s body was tingling with magic and awe of their 
story. 
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“Stories have power, as you can feel,” Honaw said. 
“Your people have a long oral history, Anya. I am sure you 
know some of it. Become familiar with it because in the 
old songs and stories lies ancient wisdom and knowledge.” 

“Eikki used to tell me stories all the time. The Kalevala, 
the Poetic Eddas, Russian fairytales, original Grimm 
stories,” Anya said remembering. 

“Good. He was teaching you even if it wasn’t an 
obvious education. Re-read these stories. I am sure Trajan 
has them. The stories of your land will always reveal its 
secrets to you because it calls to your blood. They are the 
stories that built the land you were born on. They are in 
you; you just have to remember them.” 

*** 

Isabelle stood in front of the elegant stone mansion. She 
scanned the street around her before pressing the little red 
intercom button. 

“Hello?” said a guarded voice. 
“My name’s Isabelle Blackwood. I am here to see Katya 

Domotetsky.” With a loud buzz the gate swung open. 
Small cameras followed her as she made her way to the 
polished black door. It opened and a man appeared. He 
was tall and lithe with curly, dark chestnut hair and was 
clearly very, very old. Power emanated from him. 

“Katya will be along shortly,” he said politely. 
“Welcome to my home.” 
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“Thank you.” She held out her hand and he shook it 
without any hesitation. There was something about him 
she couldn’t put her finger on. Her senses were burning 
because usually she knew a creature’s nature by looking at 
them. He wasn’t human and yet she was drawing a 
complete blank. 

“I am Trajan. Please, come in.” He politely took her 
coat and hung it in a small cupboard next to the door. 

“What are you?” Isabelle asked bluntly. 
“What are you?” 
“I am different.” 
“As am I. We are all honest in this house, I am 

Thanatos.” 
“That is certainly one I haven’t heard before.” 
“And you are?” 
“I am a hunter who was bitten by something a long 

time ago.” 
“You have a stigmata.” 
“Something like that.” An amused smile played around 

the corners of his mouth and she found herself liking 
Trajan and his open attitude. 

“I think if Katya Domotetsky trusts you then it is 
because you are extremely trustworthy.” 

“Isabelle? I thought I heard your voice,” Katya hurried 
down the grand staircase, wearing tight black jeans and a 
purple top, her hair slightly dishevelled. 

“Little Katya, been up to mischief have we?” There was 
a particular glow about her that suggested she and the volk 
krovi were more than friendly. 
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“That’s not like me at all,” Katya gave her a lopsided 
grin. “I see you have met Trajan.” 

“Yes, we were just doing a little game of ‘get to know 
your monsters’,” Isabelle replied. 

“Fabulous, that saves me a lot of time,” laughed Katya. 
Izrayl sauntered down the stairs behind her, pulling on a 
fresh shirt. 

“Hello again,” he said with a bright charming smile. 
“Shall we go into the library so we can talk?” Katya 

suggested. 
“I will go and round up the others. I am sure Anya 

would be ready for a break by now if you will excuse me?” 
Trajan smiled and headed up the stairs. 

“Would you like some tea?” Katya offered. 
“Yes, please. It is freezing outside.” 
“Izrayl will take you to the library. I won’t be long.” As 

Izrayl walked past Katya he lightly brushed a hand down 
her back, a small intimate gesture. Isabelle would never be 
able to get that close to anyone. Izrayl led her through the 
gorgeous home until they reached the double doors to the 
library. 

“I must say I am surprised to see Katya getting friendly 
with a volk krovi,” Isabelle commented as she sat down on 
one of the armchairs. “Her family do not have a good 
history with them.” 

“It must be my winning personality.” Izrayl flopped 
down in the opposite chair, pulling his long braid over one 
shoulder. 

“Or your beautiful body.” 
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“You noticed.” 
“If you hurt her, I will kill you. Just to be clear.” 
“It’s not going to happen.” 
“What makes you so sure?” 
“Being the complicated creature you are, you would 

appreciate the true value of someone who you can be your 
absolute self with. She gives me peace, if not quiet, and I 
don’t have to hide my true nature from her. Have you ever 
felt like that?” 

“No. Once I thought I had found the right man but 
my enemies always find me. He would have been in too 
much danger and that is not something I could risk. Better 
for him to have a full, safe life.” 

“What happened?” 
“I left before they could use him to get to me. It was 

for the best.” 
“For whom I wonder?” Izrayl was frowning slightly, 

giving him a sexy brooding quality. No surprise Katya had 
succumbed to his obvious charms. Isabelle was surprised 
she had just told him more about herself than she had 
another person in years. 

“Here we are, two sugars, no milk,” Katya appeared 
carrying the steaming mug. She passed it to Isabelle before 
seating herself on the arm of Izrayl’s chair. His arm moved 
and rested in the small of her back. He gave Katya a look 
of such infatuation that Isabelle had to hide a smile. Katya 
hadn’t even noticed it. 
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Trajan walked into the library leading the Twins, 
Anya, Cerise and lastly Yvan. Isabelle eyed Anya warily. 
She was glowing with the flush of magic around her. 

“It’s the Thunder Twins!” Isabelle got up and hugged 
them both tightly. “I haven’t seen you in how long?” 

“1963, New York,” Chayton answered her as he kissed 
her cheek. 

“I must say I am surprised to see you here.” 
“Likewise. You know we don’t like leaving our home 

but it was important.” They had all positioned themselves 
in a rough circle. Isabelle noticed Trajan was holding 
Anya’s hand easily. Talk about an odd and dangerous pair. 

“I’m Yvan.” The tall dark Russian offered her his hand. 
She shook it politely but jumped when his blue eyes 
rapidly changed to golden red and back again. 

“It is nothing to be concerned about,” he said gently as 
he sat down. The red haired woman watched her 
cautiously. 

“Cerise, I am a keres,” she said by way of introduction. 
Isabelle gave her a nod. There wasn’t a normal one 
amongst them. 

“So what is going on? Don’t edit a thing. My senses are 
going mental and I need clarification. The Illumination 
and the Darkness are more active than usual and that 
makes me nervous. What we found last night was beyond 
anything I have seen in years.” 

They told her about Anya and Yvan, Vasilli and 
Ladislav coming for them and the rest of the story from 
start to finish. 
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Hours later Isabelle stumbled out of Trajan’s house 
with the promise to return to help them whatever the cost. 
What a mess. 

*** 

See the crow circling high over the Parisian suburb of 
Neuilly-Sur-Seine. It swoops and dives over a grey stone 
mansion and lands on a window sill. It cocks its head 
curiously to one side as it studies the figure within. It hops 
to the next window and glimpses the fair haired human 
who fed it earlier that day. Warm red light pulses around 
her and lingers on objects she touches. The crow flutters 
nervously to a bathroom window that has been left ajar. 
Using its sharp beak it works the crack open, little by little, 
until it can squeeze its feathered body through. On the 
small basin is a hair brush. The crow hops down from the 
window, across the porcelain top of the toilet and onto the 
basin. It claws at the tangle of hair still trapped in the 
coarse bristles. With a small bundle of silver firmly in its 
grasp it pushes its way out of the window and soars into 
the empty sky. 

*** 

Trajan spotted Hamish instantly as he walked off the 
plane and into the Charles de Gaulle airport. He was 
unmistakable in a crowd, being taller and broader than 
everyone else around him. His skin was a tanned golden 
brown which was almost the same colour as his hair. His 
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hazel eyes sparkled with mischief when he saw Trajan 
leaning casually against a sign with a newspaper tucked 
under his arm. 

“Hey pretty girl, you come here often?” Hamish asked 
flirtatiously. 

“I do if I want to pick up good for nothing cowboys,” 
Trajan retorted. They laughed and gave each other a brief 
male hug. “You seem to have dressed up for the occasion. 
You look like a cowboy who has finally discovered 
washing.” Hamish pulled down on the blue cowboy shirt 
he wore, his dark denim jeans had been ironed and even 
his belt buckle was polished. Usually when Trajan picked 
him up from a flight Hamish was dishevelled and drunk. 

“Gladys wouldn’t let me leave looking like a scruff.” 
“I didn’t know you had a lady.” 
“She’s an old lady, Trajan. She feels the need to mother 

me and it’s kinda nice seeing how I never had a mother.” 
They started walking slowly through the brightly lit 
terminal and towards the exit signs. 

“So, tell me what’s going on,” said Hamish. Trajan 
explained the situation as quickly as he could. Hamish 
already knew about Izrayl and Trajan coming to Anya’s 
rescue all those years ago. He didn’t know Trajan had 
been guarding her ever since. 

“You were watching her all this time and she had no 
idea you were there? You never said anything to her?” 
Hamish questioned as they got into Trajan’s BMW. 
Trajan shook his head. 

“I thought it best if I didn’t.” 
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“You’re an idiot.” 
“Believe me I know.” He told Hamish about Yvan and 

how they had turned up on his doorstep wet and 
bedraggled. They talked all the drive home. 

“We are going to have a full house so behave yourself,” 
Trajan said as they stepped out of the car and into the dry 
garage. “There are ladies so try not to walk around without 
your trousers on.” 

“You just want to ruin all my fun, don’t you? You 
afraid little Anya will switch camps when she sees what a 
real man looks like. You know, one who isn’t afraid to 
touch her.” 

“I think we both know that neither of us are ‘real’ 
men.” 

“We really have put our foot in it this time haven’t 
we?” Hamish mused as they rode up in the elevator. 

“We certainly have. Do you not feel up to it?” teased 
Trajan as his friend laughed. 

“I was just wondering how you are going to keep up in 
a fight with that young filly of yours to tire you out.” 

“You know that it’s not her fault we have been hunted 
across both of the worlds.” 

“That wasn’t what I meant. I see you are still as clueless 
as ever.” The doors opened and Anya was waiting for 
them. She looked very tousled and sleepy in her camisole 
and boxer shorts 

“I thought I heard you come back,” she said, her voice 
husky. “Hello Hamish, I’m Anya.” 
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“Yes, I thought you must be,” he smiled and Trajan 
had an overwhelming urge to strike him. 

“You really should get a dressing gown so you don’t 
freeze,” Trajan said as he touched her arm lightly. 

“I’ll go get it,” Anya said before standing on tiptoes to 
kiss his cheek. Trajan watched her go and wished he could 
go after her. Hamish was grinning at him. 

“What?” 
“I didn’t say anything. It just surprised me.” 
“Why? I told you about her.” Trajan hung their coats 

and led Hamish to the kitchen. 
“I’m surprised that after all this time reading all of 

those books you have turned into an idiot.” 
“How am I? I know it’s dangerous touching a human 

but we have been testing it and I haven’t hurt her, yet. I 
am still worried that I will one day,” Trajan said as he 
switched on the hot water jug. 

“The risk of killing her would be the only explanation 
as to why you haven’t jumped her fragile, human bones.” 

“What do you mean by ‘jumped her’?” 
“You really are clueless.” Hamish shook his head. 
“Don’t talk to Trajan like that,” said Anya as she 

walked into the kitchen, wrapped in a plush dressing 
gown. 

“Tea?” Trajan asked her. 
“Yes please.” Anya yawned as she bent down to retrieve 

three cups from a cupboard. To Trajan’s surprise the sugar 
bowl floated over to him from the opposite side of the 
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bench. A drawer opened and a teaspoon appeared and 
stuck itself into the granules. 

“One or two?” Trajan asked. 
“Two please,” answered Hamish and the spoon 

obeyed. “Am I going to have singing birds doing my 
laundry while I am here with the floating sugar bowls?” 

“I hate to disappoint you but my skills aren’t quite 
there yet. Though some of those birds would be handy to 
have when you think about it,” Anya replied. 

“I see your lessons with the Twins have been going 
well.” Trajan smiled at her. 

“They are. I am moving objects around really easily 
now,” Anya passed Hamish his cup of tea. “And I don’t 
feel like my head is full of static because some of the magic 
is finally being released. How was your flight?” 

“Really long. I’m kind of buzzed up now which is the 
problem,” Hamish answered. 

“You should keep Trajan company. I would stay up all 
night with him talking but I am in desperate need of some 
beauty sleep.” 

“Give the guy a break. He wasn’t allowed to talk to you 
for years,” Hamish came to his defence unexpectedly. 

“That is his fault,” Anya said stubbornly. “I was right 
there in front of him.” Hamish was smiling at her and 
Trajan could tell that he liked her. “I’m going back to 
bed.” She snaked her arms around Trajan’s neck and 
kissed his cheek. 

“Where’s mine?” Hamish looked at her expectantly. 
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“Sorry Hamish, you’re just not as handsome.” She 
smiled cheekily before wandering out of the kitchen door 
with her steaming cup. Hamish gave a snort of disbelief. 

“She is just saying that to make you feel better. I’m way 
better looking than you.” 

“She said it, not I.” 
“I still can’t believe you haven’t bedded her. She a 

virgin or something?” 
“No, she’s not and I am too afraid to hurt her.” Trajan 

realised he was blushing. 
“Yeah but your self-control won’t always be this good. 

I think sex will make you question every assumption you 
have ever made about humanity.” 

“You’re an animal.” 
“Ain’t that the truth.” 
“We do not have what one could consider a normal 

courtship. I don’t even know if that physical aspect would 
be possible.” 

“That’s all well and good but Anya doesn’t strike me as 
the type who couldn’t handle you or your quirks. She 
knew what you were when she first kissed you. You need 
to get over your hang ups. I’m sure Yvan would kill you if 
you hurt her anyway so your remorse would be short 
lived.” Hamish stopped laughing. His nose went up into 
the air just as Trajan heard a woman scream. 

“Anya…” He bolted up the stairs with Hamish close 
behind him. The tall windows in Anya’s room were 
shattered. Blood was on the floor, the curtains were 
slashed and Anya was gone. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four 

Taken 

Katya woke to a frightened scream echoing through the 
walls. She flew out of bed, grabbed her gun, charged into 
the hallway and followed the voices coming from Anya’s 
room. Trajan was crouched on the ground next to a 
massive golden dingo. It looked as if it had been crossed 
with a mastiff. There was no sign of Anya. 

“Trajan, what the hell?” Katya pointed her gun at the 
creature. It let out a low threatening growl. It was 
answered by the large black wolf which moved in from 
behind her. 

“Easy Katya, he is a friend,” Trajan said. He was 
fingering a small piece of torn red material while studying 
a trail of blood along the carpet. 

“Where’s Anya?” she demanded. 
“They have taken her,” Yvan said as he came through 

the doorway, his eyes burning like flames. “How did they 
get past your security systems to begin with?” His eyes 
didn’t change back and they were unnerving her. Izrayl let 
out a small whine when he sniffed the blood trail. 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

363 

“I don’t know.” Trajan’s voice betrayed no emotion. 
“Settle down, Yvan. Blaming others won’t help get her 

back,” Katya said before turning to Izrayl. “What can you 
smell?” Izrayl continued to track around the room before 
he morphed back. 

“It’s strange. There isn’t much of a scent. It just smells 
like death and it’s dark.” He shook his head. “It’s unlike 
anything I have encountered before. It smells of despair.” 
Katya passed him a towel from Anya’s bathroom. 

“Cover up.” 
“I could say the same to you,” he retorted, eyeing up 

her singlet and black panties. The big golden dingo 
morphed into a strapping golden man. 

“There’s nothing hotter than a half-naked girl with a 
gun,” the stranger said with an appreciative smile. 

“Dream on, Goldie,” she replied as she lowered her 
gun. 

“Nice to see you again Izrayl,” the stranger smiled. 
“You too Hamish,” Izrayl shook his hand. Trajan 

looked up from the smashed glass of the window. He ran 
his fingertips along the sill. Something feral passed over his 
normally placid face and Katya’s hand tightened 
instinctively on her gun. 

“So, what the hell are you? Some kind of were-dingo?” 
“I am just plain old cursed. I was an Irish convict sent 

from England to Australia. I made the stupid mistake of 
killing an aboriginal elder in a brawl one night. As a result 
I was kidnapped and their kurdaitcha man cursed me as 
apart of their tribal laws. I have been this way ever since.” 
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“Nice to meet you. I am going to ring Isabelle and tell 
her to get her ass over here to help us. She might be able to 
pick up something from the room that we can’t.” 

“You might want to get dressed,” Izrayl suggested. 
“I might not.” Katya went back to her room and 

rummaged around for her phone and hit the speed dial. 
“Isabelle,” came the blunt response. 
“Belle, I need you over here now. They took her.” 
“Who?” 
“Anya.” 
“No, who took her?” 
“I don’t know. The Darkness I am guessing. Izrayl said 

there was no scent but that of old death and despair if 
that’s anything to go off.” There was a long silence. 

“I’ll be there soon.” 
  
Isabelle arrived at Trajan’s within the hour. Katya was 

waiting for her in a pair of faded jeans and shirt, looking 
tousled and wired. 

“Morning Belle, welcome to my nightmare.” Katya led 
her to the lounge room where everyone had gathered. 
Trajan stood with Izrayl and the Twins while Yvan was 
filling Cerise in on what had happened. Isabelle’s eyes 
found a tall man standing in the shadows. He leant 
forward into the light and her gun was in her hand in the 
blink of an eye. 

“What are you doing here?” she yelled at him. The 
room fell silent. 
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“I could say the same to you. You’re the one who 
fucking disappeared off the face of the earth.” Hamish was 
moving in on her quickly. Isabelle didn’t lower her gun. 

“I thought you were dead.” 
“Likewise” Hamish let out a long growl. 
“What’s going on?” asked Trajan, “You are both being 

incredibly rude to each other.” 
“This is Belle Holland,” Hamish all but spat at her. 
“Isabelle Blackwood, actually.” She dropped her gun 

but didn’t holster it. 
“Just what we need,” Trajan muttered. 
“You didn’t even tell me your real name?” Hamish 

demanded. “You are such a bitch.” 
“Now is not the time for this fight Hamish.” 
“This conversation is not over,” he promised. 
“This conversation hasn’t even begun,” she snapped 

and turned away from him. Everyone was looking at them 
but she wasn’t going to elaborate. Not tonight. 

“You said something about death and despair?” she 
looked pointedly at Izrayl. 

“It’s close to that. I can’t describe it any better, I am 
sorry.” 

“It’s all good news tonight,” she sighed. Trajan was 
calm on the outside but Isabelle could feel the anger 
pouring off him. “I can’t be sure but I think, by what you 
are describing, a Nehemoth took her.” 

“I thought Nehemoth were just some Jewish fable,” 
Katya whispered. 
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“They exist,” Isabelle said bluntly. “Although I’ve never 
gone up against one. If I can have a look in her room I 
might be able to get a clearer picture of what happened.” 
Katya led her quickly to the trashed room. Isabelle felt the 
presence of the thing that had been there as soon as she 
stepped in the room. 

“Definitely corporeal,” she said as touched the broken 
window and shuddered. “You won’t find any prints.” 

“But how can a ghost be strong enough to do that.” 
“Nehemoth aren’t technically ghosts. They could be 

classed as demon if you wanted to get down to the nitty-
gritty. But this one was definitely under someone’s 
control. If Vasilli has enough power to control one we are 
in deeper trouble than what I initially thought.” 

“Do you know of any other buildings that belong to 
the Darkness in the city?” 

“I have found three that could be used for their 
operations. After what we found a few nights ago I know 
they will still be in the city somewhere. Just because they 
had temporarily abandoned that mansion doesn’t mean 
they don’t have another lab set up elsewhere.” 

“We will have to attack all of them. It will be the only 
way to find her in time. I don’t think they will kill her but 
she will be made to suffer.” 

“I would hate to see what that Thanatos would do if 
they harm her,” Isabelle commented, “That creature could 
decimate a city block if he lost his temper.” 

“Speaking of creatures, what is going on with you and 
Hamish?” 
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“Our paths crossed a long time ago.” 
“Care to elaborate?” Katya asked, her smile crooked 

and cheeky. Isabelle didn’t smile back. 
“I tried to kill him.” 

*** 

Hamish stormed into his room and tried not punch one of 
Trajan’s perfect walls. The room was clean but otherwise 
the way he had left it two years ago. He pulled on a white 
t-shirt and boots and opened up his gun cabinet. He had 
missed these particular weapons when he was back in 
Australia. He had left Europe on a drunken whim last 
time but knew one day he would come back for them. 

Hamish put on his gun belt and holstered his pearl 
handled revolvers before reaching for his Winchester rifles. 
He slung their leather holsters on his back and slid them 
in position. They were long rifles but Hamish was a tall 
man so they fit snugly between his shoulder blades. Trajan 
had kept them well maintained for which he was thankful. 

Pulling on his Driza-Bone coat he started to swear long 
and inarticulately. Bloody Belle was alive to screw him 
over all over again. Be damned if he would let her get the 
better of him. The top of his left butt cheek started to ache 
where he wore the scar of a bullet she had put in him. 

“How are you holding up, Hamish?” Trajan appeared 
in the doorway. He was dressed in his black trench coat, 
his face twitching slightly from holding in his own anger. 
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“Tip fucking top, mate. I’m more concerned about 
your mental well-being. You can’t hide it from me. I know 
you’re fucking fuming. Best keep it in check before that 
pretty human coating you have goes to shit.” 

“I am doing my best. I am angry, but so are you. 
Isabelle was the girl wasn’t she? The one who messed you 
up?” 

“Yeah, I thought she was dead.” 
“There are very few true immortals in this world. It is 

no surprise that she would turn up.” 
“It’s a pretty big surprise seeing how I watched her 

building blow up minutes after she walked into it. Christ, 
I found her bloody clothes. But don’t worry yourself over 
what’s happening with me; getting Anya back is more 
important.” 

*** 

In the 18th arrondissement of the city a tall man in a navy 
leather trench watched as a team of investigators combed 
through the ashes of a destroyed mansion. Fire, 
deliberately lit, had been the overall cause but that was not 
what he was here to determine. 

“Excuse me, Aramis, sir?” a nervous, sweating young 
man pulled him out of his thoughts. 

“What is it?” 
“The team have uncovered some peculiar remains that 

could confirm this building was used by the Darkness.” 
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“Show me.” Stepping carefully over fallen beams and 
piles of ash they came to a neatly pegged area. 

“You see sir, that’s definitely a humanoid skeleton but 
see this section here? Well that’s a wing.” Aramis leant 
down for a closer look. One pale finger touched the fan of 
bones. Images bombarded him and he pulled his hand 
back quickly. 

“It was a site used by the Darkness. This was a failed 
experiment. Were there any other bodies?” 

“Three human and I am pretty sure the fourth was a 
hag.” 

“A hag? Are you sure?” 
“I am quite sure though I won’t be able to give you full 

details until we are back in the lab.” 
“Very well, organise the remains to be shipped for 

examination.” He pulled his vibrating cell phone from his 
pocket and answered it. 

“Aramis, we have a problem,” a curt male voice said at 
the end of the line. “I’ve just received information about a 
powerful witch on the loose in your jurisdiction.” 

“Is she one of ours?” 
“She is a neutral at this stage but she has the potential 

to wreak havoc if we don’t find her. The Darkness is 
already onto her so be careful.” 

“Not a problem sir. I shall organise a team to search 
her out.” 

“Oh, and Aramis? There is something else about the 
girl that you should know.” 

“Yes?” 
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“She is of Yanka’s blood line. That won’t be an issue 
for you will it?” 

“No sir.” Aramis hung up the phone quickly and tried 
not to drop it as he put it in his coat. His hands trembled 
as he tried to maintain a cool, professional façade. Yanka’s 
blood. He had to find her and fast. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five 

Enemy’s Camp 

Anya woke to the smell of chemicals and decay. Her vision 
was blurred and scratchy; there was a low distorted 
murmur to her right. Her head pounded from the blow 
she had received from an invisible attacker. She rubbed her 
eyes and they grew accustomed to the darkness. She was in 
a large room with only one boarded up window that let in 
small chinks of light. Iron manacles encircled her ankles 
and she lay on a damp, bare wood floor. 

“Don’t move,” a voice to her right wheezed in Russian. 
“They will know you are awake.” Anya turned her head 
slowly and through the gloom made out the pale, naked 
figure of a woman shackled to the wall. Her long brown 
hair hung in ropey tendrils over her, concealing her bare 
figure as best as it could. Her skin was peeling rapidly and 
her lips were bloody and cracking. Anya tried not to seem 
shocked or frightened. A large bowl of water was a couple 
of metres from the creature. 

“What…what are you?” 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

372 

“I am a Shishiga,” she whispered, “I don’t have a 
name.” Anya looked at her and then the bowl of water. 
“It’s their idea of a joke,” the Shishiga continued. “My 
chains aren’t long enough to reach the water so I can have 
some relief.” 

“Who are they?” 
“The Darkness of course.” 
“I was afraid you were going to say that.” 
“You should be afraid,” a new voice came out of the 

shadows. What Anya took to be a pile of rags on the floor 
folded out to be a small gnomish creature that wouldn’t 
even reach Anya’s knees. 

“She knows that, Ovinnik,” hissed the Shishiga. “She is 
the Shamanitsa they have been hunting for.” 

“She doesn’t look like a Shamanitsa to me.” 
“I don’t feel like one. I know what they want with me 

but why are you two here?” Anya asked. 
“They want what they always want. Our magic and our 

secrets,” the grimy Ovinnik spat. “Our blood and our 
souls.” 

“Do you know where we are?” 
“Paris but exactly where I do not know. I do know 

there is a water canal close to us. I can smell it. If I could 
reach it I would be free.” Tears leaked out of the Shishiga’s 
black eyes. Where they fell down her cheeks the pale skin 
healed itself. Anya hugged her knees to her chest tightly 
and didn’t ask any more questions. 

A scream tore through the walls a few hours later 
jolting Anya out of her doze. The Shishiga next to her 
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curled into a tight ball, her hair around her as a cover. The 
Ovinnik began to mutter but he too tried to make himself 
even smaller. Anya flinched but stood to relieve her 
cramped legs. Her iron manacles clunked and dragged on 
the floor but it couldn’t be helped. The fear and despair in 
the room was threatening to choke her but she couldn’t 
allow it to. Trajan and Yvan would come for her. They all 
would. Her head was still sore and she felt dopey like she 
had been drugged. She flexed her hands and for the first 
time in weeks she couldn’t feel the magic running under 
her skin. Panic rose up through her and she pressed a hand 
to her chest as she nearly doubled over from a lack of air. 

The door to the room opened and she stood up, 
straight and defiant. The most colourless person she had 
ever seen walked in. He was of an average height and 
build, his fair hair cut short. His grey eyes were pale, 
almost white and completely devoid of all emotion. If eyes 
were the window to the soul, then no soul was home. 
Anya fought not to shudder under their gaze. 

“Anyanka, we meet at last,” he said, his voice holding 
touches of a Swedish accent. “I am Völundr.” 

“You are not who I was expecting,” she answered 
evenly. 

“You thought Vasilli had managed to catch you at last? 
Clearly he is more incompetent than I thought. I managed 
to catch you quite easily, didn’t I?” 

“What was that thing you sent after me?” 
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“The Nehemoth? That was a trick of Ladislav’s. I am 
merely here in a delivery capacity. I intend you to be quite 
useful to me before I give you up.” 

“I am not going to help you with anything you sadistic 
bastard,” Anya spat. He grabbed her around the throat 
with a speed she didn’t anticipate. She clawed at his hands 
but he held her firm. 

“I may be under orders not to kill you Yanka’s blood 
but that does not mean I have to deliver you completely 
without damage.” He let go of her with a strong push that 
sent her back against the wall. She fell to her knees gasping 
for air. She felt a sharp stab in her neck and the last thing 
she saw was Völundr standing over her with a syringe. 

  
There was water dripping somewhere. The steady 

sound began pulling Anya from her heavily drugged state. 
The misty droplets from the rain outside were being 
blown through the unevenly boarded broken window. The 
Shishiga next to her was making soft mewing sounds like a 
kitten as the moisture in the air revived her. 

Anya clutched her head, a migraine already pressing in 
on her. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness she spotted 
the Ovinnik shivering and shrunken; rain and fire spirits 
weren’t happy bedfellows. 

“How long was I out?” Anya asked groggily. Her 
mouth felt like it had been stuffed with cotton balls. 

“About eight hours,” the Shishiga said. “I wouldn’t 
fight them anymore. They will just keep putting poison 
into you.” Anya shook her numb hands. She felt a very 
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low purr of magic under her skin. She stretched her hand 
out towards the large water bowl and it shifted a little off 
the boards. She had to have something to drink before her 
migraine worsened. She tried again and felt power trickle 
out of her. The bowl lifted a few centimetres off the floor 
and floated slowly over to her. Anya caught it and took a 
long sip. The water was stale but tasted good. Summoning 
what strength she had left, Anya floated the bowl over to 
the Shishiga. The creature took it and started to cry with 
relief. 

“They will know you did this,” she whispered. 
“Doesn’t matter,” Anya shrugged. “If you can escape, 

do it.” She watched as the Shishiga placed her manacled 
hands into the bowl. It seemed to Anya that they simply 
dissolved and rematerialised without the iron around 
them. She did her feet one at a time until she was free. 

“I won’t forget this Yanka’s blood,” she promised. 
“Just hurry before they catch you,” the Ovinnik urged. 

The Shishiga stood by the broken window where the rain 
poured through the gaps in the boards, dripped down the 
wall and pooled next to the Ovinnik. She stepped into the 
puddle and Anya gasped as she shone pale blue before 
melting into the water. The blue light pulsed as it went up 
the water on the walls, through the crack and disappeared. 

The awe of the moment was shattered as heavy 
footsteps and loud shouting echoed through the house. 

“Do you think she made it to the canal?” Anya asked. 
“I hope so because you may just regret helping her 

before the night is out.” 
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“Doesn’t matter,” she repeated as the door was kicked 
in. Anya got to her feet. She would not cower like the 
Ovinnik. 

“You vindictive little slut,” Völundr strode in and 
kicked the empty bowl across the room. “I don’t know 
how you did that but it seems I am going to have to up 
your doses.” 

“When is Vasilli going to get here?” she asked in a 
bored tone. 

“Why? Do you wish for death already?” He grabbed 
her face and squeezed it roughly. 

“No, not death,” she pulled her face away from him. 
“It just would be nice to deal with a professional with real 
power.” Anya expected the blow but it still rattled her. She 
managed to keep her feet though she had to prop herself 
against the wall. 

“I have real power and I would enjoy proving it if I 
wasn’t under orders from Ladislav. Oh I would delight in 
making you scream little girl. I am tempted to tell them 
early that I have you just to see what they are going to do 
to you.” 

“Why haven’t you told them that you have me 
already?” Anya wiped the blood from her mouth with the 
back of her hand. 

“They would get here too quickly and I have a plan to 
make you useful to me before you go,” Völundr said 
softly, his personality completely altering and becoming 
gentle. He lightly touched her damaged face. “Don’t you 
see Anya? You are my bait.” 
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“Bait for what?” Völundr smiled and Anya felt a heavy 
weight settle in her chest. 

“You are going to help me catch Death itself.” 

*** 

It had been twenty-four hours since Anya was taken and 
plans of the city littered the thick cream carpet in Trajan’s 
wing of the house. Isabelle had marked areas that she had 
been suspicious of but two had already come up empty. 
They had only just started to admit a need for sleep 
leaving only Trajan to pace. Yvan had barely spoken since 
they had discovered her gone and was angrier than Trajan 
had ever seen him. When Trajan had tried to speak 
privately with him Yvan had turned into the firebird and 
ignored him. 

“Have you slept at all?” Isabelle asked as she walked in. 
“Not exactly. Why aren’t you resting?” There was 

something about the hunter that just didn’t feel right to 
Trajan. Unlike other humans she was a blurred presence in 
his mind. 

“I don’t need a lot of sleep,” she admitted as she made 
herself comfortable on one of his couches. 

“Why is that Isabelle? What are you exactly?” 
“I am different and I am on your side.” There was a 

glint in her eye and Trajan decided not to push her. 
“Very well.” 
“Don’t let it worry you and compound the situation. 

The important thing is finding Anya. I am going to revisit 
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some places I got a weird vibe from. I dismissed them at 
the time but they are worth checking.” 

“Thank you.” 
“They won’t hurt her, Trajan. She’s too valuable for 

that. They know what she can do and they won’t break 
her unless they have no other choice.” 

“I would like to say that your words give me comfort 
but it would be a lie.” 

“I know, but it doesn’t make them less true.” He 
watched her evenly, her violet eyes large and fierce. A 
blunt and beautiful woman and he could see why Hamish 
was so infatuated with her. 

“May I ask you something?” Trajan said as he sat down 
on one of plush chairs. 

“You may ask anything, though I may choose not to 
answer you.” 

“That is your right. But I was going to say, why did 
you leave Hamish the way you did?” 

“I was being hunted and they had seen me with 
Hamish. I couldn’t let them use him against me so I left.” 

“He thought you were dead. He said he found your 
bloody clothes.” 

“The bomb I didn’t expect. I was injured and I 
thought if I left some kind of evidence behind my enemies 
would be satisfied and leave Hamish alone.” The hard 
edges to her voice had softened fractionally. 

“He mourned you quite aggressively for many years, 
just so you are aware.” 

“Why are you telling me this? To make me feel guilty?” 
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“I am not trying to make you feel guilty at all, Isabelle. 
I just want you to know because he will never tell you 
himself. Try to not be too hard on him. He is unsettled 
enough by your presence.” 

“I will try to keep that in mind.” 
“Did you really shoot him when you first met?” Trajan 

couldn’t resist asking. 
Isabelle’s lip curled in the slightest of smiles, “I put a 

bullet in his ass. That’s what you get when you run away 
from a fight.” 

  
Trajan had taken half of Isabelle’s list of addresses and 

whilst the others slept they left the mansion to walk the 
streets of Paris. He had thought Isabelle would protest in 
someway, to talk him out of it. But he saw her severe 
independence and she seemed pleased to be doing 
something other than waiting for people to wake up. 

“Just promise me you will call me if you find 
anything,” she had said sternly as she passed him a card 
with her number printed on it. “Don’t go charging in.” 

“Only if you promise to do the same. You aren’t all 
human but that does not mean you are invincible.” 

“Deal,” she had smiled but for some reason Trajan 
knew Isabelle lied, just as she knew that he did. They 
wouldn’t risk waiting for back up. They would go and 
investigate for themselves before calling and wasting each 
others time if their hunch proved groundless. 

Trajan was walking along the Hauts-de-Seine making 
his way steadily towards one of the addresses on Isabelle’s 
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list near Le Port-Marly when a flash of blue in the water 
caught his eye. At first he assumed it was a reflection in the 
afternoon sun. He paused as the small head of a woman 
bobbed up in front of him. He leant closer over the 
railings for a better look. She was definitely there but the 
other people walking past didn’t seem to notice her; 
without a doubt a supernatural of some sort but not one 
Trajan had ever seen. 

“Can you see me?” she asked tentatively, “What 
manner of creature are you?” 

“I can see you,” he affirmed. “I am a Thanatos, I don’t 
mean you any harm.” 

“Are you the Darkness?” she hissed, her beautiful face 
turning vicious. 

“No I am a neutral. Why? Have you seen the Darkness 
around here? You see, I am trying to find someone.” 

Something flashed over the water creature’s face, 
something akin to recognition. “Who is it that you are 
searching for?” 

“She is a woman about so tall,” Trajan indicated to 
where Anya’s head reached the groove of his chest. “She 
has very fair hair. Almost white. With green eyes.” 

“Yanka’s blood,” the woman said, her dark eyes wide, 
“She said you would be looking for her.” 

“You have seen Anya?” he asked eagerly, not caring to 
keep his voice lowered so passers-by didn’t think he was 
crazy. Maybe he was. 

“She helped me get free of them last night in the rain.” 
She looked like she was crying but there was so much 
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water on her face it was difficult to tell. “She risked the evil 
one’s wrath and used her magic to get me to the water.” 
The creature began moving back and forth in distress. 

“That sounds like something Anya would do.” 
“I fear they would have punished her terribly for it. She 

shouldn’t have done it but I was so desperate, I was 
dying.” 

“Calm yourself. She would have known that she would 
pay for helping you. She still did it so do not feel guilty. Is 
this why you haven’t left Paris?” 

“I am a Shishiga. I owe her a life debt. I can’t leave 
until I have repaid her.” 

“Tell me where she is being kept. I can save her. Your 
debt will be repaid.” 

*** 

Anya had spent five hours chained to a wall in the main 
part of the house. Völundr no longer trusted her and he 
wasn’t about to lose another hostage. Her arms were 
shackled above her head this time and were aching 
incessantly. Her feet had been spread and shackled after 
she had kicked a guard who wandered too close to her. If 
she stood on tip toes it relieved the throbbing in her arms 
but only fractionally. 

The physical pain was hard to bear but having to see 
Völundr work was worse. She had watched him create his 
crow slaves with such a cruel efficiency, swapping their 
forms over and over again. This seemed to be something 
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to entertain him while he waited. He had drawn a neat 
circle in chalk behind the door leading into the room and 
had decorated it in symbols Anya didn’t know or 
understand. When he started to cut himself Anya thought 
she would vomit. The brief tickle of magic she could still 
feel recoiled inside of her. She had been keeping quiet and 
seemingly drowsy so they thought she was still heavily 
sedated. She knew she couldn’t fool them though because 
every two hours an alarm would sound and Völundr 
would inject more into her. 

Anya had tried to mind link with Katya but her power 
was nowhere near strong enough and the drugs made sure 
she didn’t have a clear head. Falling in and out of 
consciousness she dreamt of the farm, of Eikki, of the 
firebird blazing in the night, Trajan smiling as he read 
aloud to her. Images of the last year of her life seemed to 
flow on repeat. She dreamt of things that could not be 
memories; Baba Yaga clack clacking at her loom, Yanka 
walking through the forest or picking herbs from her 
garden. 

Shouting and commotion in the house brought Anya 
out of her dream. The door on the other side of the room 
burst open and there he was; Trajan, full of fury. He 
instantly spotted her hanging from the wall. 

“Trajan, no!” she croaked desperately. Trajan had 
stepped into Völundr’s circle and was trapped. He tested 
the invisible walls and screamed as he was shocked 
violently. 

“Anya are you all right?” he asked. 
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“Oh you know, the usual,” she replied and gave him a 
weak smile. “Just hanging out and waiting for my rescue.” 

“I apologise for not being better at it.” 
“I am glad you can admit that this was a ridiculous 

attempt.” Völundr appeared with a smile of triumph on 
his plain face. Anya struggled at her manacles, her hands 
itching to wipe the grin from his face. “Now, now Anya 
you know what happened last time you caused a fuss.” 

“He has nothing to do with this Völundr. It’s between 
Vasilli and me. Let him go.” 

“No.” Völundr walked slowly towards Trajan. 
“Your magic circle won’t hold me for long,” Trajan 

said, his voice changing, becoming deeper and distorted. 
The hair on Anya’s arms stood on end. 

“You don’t frighten me Thanatos,” Völundr hissed. 
“I should.” Völundr’s hand twisted and Trajan 

clutched his head. 
“Now Anya, you will see him for what he truly is!” 
“Stop it, please,” she begged as Trajan writhed in pain. 

Völundr didn’t seem to listen or care. Trajan’s clothes 
were melting under the power pouring from Völundr’s 
hands. Anya pulled frantically at her chains, trying 
desperately to touch her magic. She started screaming loud 
and piercing until a guard came into the room and hit her 
until the world went black. 

*** 
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“I can’t believe he didn’t call me!” Isabelle shouted as she 
loaded weapons into her various holsters. 

“I can’t believe you let him go off on his own!” Hamish 
shouted back as he towered over her. “He never would 
have taken the time to call knowing Anya was there. Now 
they bloody have them both.” 

“Get out of my face,” Isabelle said through her teeth. “I 
have a copy of the list. We find them by a process of 
elimination.” 

“Will you two stop fighting,” Katya yelled over the top 
of them. “It’s not helping anyone and it’s wasting time. I 
will go ahead with the Twins and see if they can pick up 
any magical signatures. Get yourselves together and follow 
us.” She left them and joined Izrayl and the Twins in the 
car downstairs. 

“Cerise and Yvan are going to take some of the 
addresses on Trajan’s list,” Izrayl said calmly as they pulled 
out into the streets. “Cerise will stop him charging in like 
Trajan obviously has.” 

“It’s great that Anya has so many brave men on white 
horses but it’s a shame they can be so fucking idiotic at the 
same time.” Izrayl didn’t argue and Chayton, who knew 
her better and saw through her moods, squeezed her 
shoulder gently. Katya just hoped they wouldn’t be too 
late. 

*** 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

385 

Anya was dreaming about sitting by the fire in her small 
farm house. Eikki was in a chair opposite to her and had a 
kantele on his lap. He was plucking the strings with well-
practiced ease. As he started to sing in his husky strong 
voice Anya looked into the fire and let the familiar stories 
of the Kalevala wash over her. Steady old Väinämöinen, 
rune singer of unspeakable power, had been building a 
boat and wounded himself with an axe. He had found a 
grey beard healer to help him with the wound. 
Väinämöinen was telling the old man about the Origin of 
Iron when a sharp punch in the ribs woke her. Anya 
opened her eyes and wished she hadn’t. 

“Wake up Yanka’s blood,” Völundr kissed her busted 
lips softly. “Wake up and see what I have done.” Trajan, if 
she could still call him that, had been stripped completely 
of his human form. His skin was a dark grey and through 
blurry vision it looked like he had wings coming from his 
back made of smoke and shadows. He was covering his 
face but she saw his enlarged eyes were a deep dark red. 

“Let him go,” Anya whispered. “Stop this. I will give 
you anything.” 

“You already have. I wanted a Thanatos and now I 
have one.” 

“I am going to kill you for this Völundr,” Anya 
promised as a deep calm settled within her. She could feel 
her magic rising up through her. Being so preoccupied 
with torturing Trajan, Völundr had forgotten to inject 
her. He rattled her iron chains and laughed at her. 
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“Oh brave Anya, you aren’t going to do a damn thing.” 
Her dream was coming back to her in hazy snippets. 
Eikki’s stories, the Origin of Iron, the Twins telling her 
how the old stories have power and truth in them. The 
Origin of Iron. Völundr had turned his attention back to 
Trajan so he didn’t see Anya find her feet and stand 
strong. He didn’t see her hands stretching out or the fury 
in her eyes when she looked at the iron around her wrists. 
Völundr was taunting his prey, telling Trajan in intimate 
detail what he was going to do to Anya, what Vasilli and 
Ladislav would do once they were told he had her. Anya’s 
power flared up through her fierce and hot, she opened 
her mouth and her words came out unhindered by any 
other thought in her mind; 

  
“Iron that binds me, 
Iron that pains me, 
Iron that holds me 
In cold cruel grasp.” 
  
“Remember your brother 
that frightening Fire. 
Remember the touch 
of Ilmarinen’s hammer. 
Remember coals. 
Burning heat 
of Forge’s Fire.” 
  
“Rise and remember, 
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release your brother. 
The one that tamed you 
into shape and into form. 
Release his fury 
The heat of his anger.” 
  
“Remember Mother’s Milk 
That made you on Ukko’s knee. 
Return to earth now, 
Flow like Mother’s milk, 
Into cold dark earth.” 
  
“Free Brother Fire from 
Cruel cold grasp. 
Let his anger flow out 
Onto those that bind me!” 
  
Flames hot and blinding burst from Anya’s hands 

before spreading down her body. The iron manacles 
melted like plastic and dripped onto the ground. Anya was 
aware of Völundr shouting but she couldn’t make out the 
noise over the roaring in her ears. He ran for the door but 
Anya held out a hand and the door swung shut and 
locked. 

“You should have let him go,” Anya said. The guard 
bashed against the door beside Völundr, trying to find a 
way out. Völundr had begun working spells against her 
but they were bee stings against her skin. The fire poured 
out of her setting the laboratory ablaze. Her hands 
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stretched out towards the two struggling men who started 
screaming as they began to burn inside. With Vischto it 
had been instantaneous but Anya wanted them to suffer. 
She stepped over them as they squirmed and opened the 
door. The walls caught fire where she walked and she 
opened the door where the Ovinnik was being held. 

“Yanka’s blood.” Its eyes were wide in its shrunken 
face. Anya gripped his chains and they melted beneath her 
hands. She touched his face and smiled. The Ovinnik 
smiled back as the fire ignited him and he started to laugh 
with glee. “Go through the house and do your work,” 
Anya said calmly. “If you find others set them free.” It ran 
from the room screaming and laughing, leaving trails of 
fire wherever it went. Anya went to Trajan and punched a 
wall through the invisible force holding him. Völundr’s 
circle shattered beneath her touch. The flames along her 
skin were fading now but she could still feel the power 
riding her. 

“Trajan?” She rolled him over. 
“Don’t look at me Anya. I am too weak to shield-” He 

turned his misshapen face from her. 
“Take what you need Trajan.” 
“No! I will kill you.” 
“It’s freely given. You can’t control it anyway. So take 

it.” The silvery smoke-like substance was already seeping 
out of her skin and rushing into him. She sagged against 
him as the power slowly retreated. Trajan’s skin was just 
starting to change when she lost consciousness. 
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Trajan let Anya go, horrified at what he had done. The 
house was burning around him. 

“Trajan!” Hamish appeared through the flaming door. 
“I found him!” Cerise appeared after him. 

“Trajan what have you done?” she screamed as she 
pulled Anya from his arms and lifted her up. Hamish’s 
heavy coat dropped over Trajan’s naked body and he was 
hauled to his feet. Völundr’s body twisted in the corner. 
Trajan could still feel the life in him fighting. He leant 
over and placed a hand on the terrified face. “I am going 
to send you somewhere very special for what you have 
done,” Trajan said and Völundr’s ruined mouth screamed 
as his soul was torn from his body. 

“No time!” Hamish shouted and tossed Trajan over his 
shoulder. Hamish carried him through the burning house 
and outside. Izrayl and Yvan were helping to put Anya in 
the back seat of Cerise’s car. Yvan climbed in after and 
held Anya tightly to him. Trajan looked back at the 
burning house and could feel all the souls that had died in 
there. Spreading his arms out, he pulled all of them to 
him. 

“Trajan,” Cerise was beside him. “Trajan don’t take 
them, it will destroy you from the inside.” He ignored her 
until there was nothing left. 

“I have no intention of keeping them; I just don’t want 
them left to wander this plane.” For the first time since 
Ilya had saved him Trajan opened the unseen door 
separating reality from the spirit world. Cerise stumbled 
away and yelled at the others to keep back. Focussing on 
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the soul energy inside of him Trajan released it, sending all 
the souls the Darkness had killed into the Underworld. 
Völundr’s he kept until last. With an old efficiency Trajan 
opened another gate leading to the Hell realms. 
Summoning Völundr’s soul he sent it howling into the 
abyss. He shut the gates quickly, closing the invisible doors 
in the fabric of reality until he was standing in the wet, 
dark streets of Paris. He turned around just as Izrayl’s 
heavy fist connected with his face, knocking him out cold. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six 

Aftermath 

“How is she?” Trajan asked as he entered Anya’s rooms 
late afternoon the following day. She still hadn’t woken. 
He had come around from Izrayl’s punch disoriented and 
raving. Cerise had calmed him and told him what 
happened. He could barely remember anything about the 
last twenty hours. 

“You had opened a gateway to fucking Hell Trajan,” 
she stopped and forced herself to calm down, chain 
smoking worse than ever. “Could you imagine what would 
happen to this world if you had left it open? If something 
had tried to get through?” He couldn’t believe he had 
done it either. He remembered being angry, Anya burning 
and then nothing. 

“I am very sorry Cerise,” he had mumbled like a 
scolded child. 

“I am just happy you are both alive. We have to make 
preparations to get out of Paris. Once the Darkness find 
out what happened we will all be fucked.” 
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“Völundr said he hadn’t told Vasilli he had Anya. He 
was using her first to get at me.” 

“Who the hell is Völundr?” she asked as she lit another 
cigarette. He had told her everything he could remember 
but now he just wanted to see Anya. Katya was standing 
guard. 

“Go away Trajan,” she said, pointing her gun at him. 
“Katya please. I am myself again,” he held his hands 

up. 
“And what kind of comfort is that? I saw what you did 

yesterday.” Her gun was shaking a little. 
“Katya I am still the same… person you knew 

yesterday. Do you think Izrayl would’ve brought me back 
here if I wasn’t? Do you think Yvan would’ve let me in the 
house?” Katya lowered her gun slowly but didn’t holster it. 

“I would still be careful of Yvan if I were you,” she 
warned. “You can have ten minutes. I will be right outside 
the door.” 

“I understand.” 
“I hope you do.” She walked out leaving him to sit by 

Anya’s bed. Anya still wore the filthy pyjamas splattered 
with blood and ash. He couldn’t recall much but he would 
never forget the pure fury on her face or the way she 
melted the iron holding her. 

Anya seemed to have a natural affinity with fire which 
made Trajan think perhaps that was the reason why her 
touch woke the firebird from its long sleep. Whatever the 
reason she had used it to save him, not the other way 
around like it should have been. And now she had seen his 
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true form, or as much as one could on this plane of 
existence. She had touched him and offered her life’s 
energy to help him. He wondered if she would live to 
regret it. He already regretted taking it. She twitched 
roughly in her sleep, bringing Trajan out of his thoughts. 

“No, no-” she whispered before lashing out at the 
sheets. 

“Anya? Wake up darling, you are having a night 
terror,” Trajan said softly and reached for her hand. Her 
eyes snapped open, saw him leaning over her and she 
screamed. “Anya, it’s okay,” he said urgently as she 
struggled to get out of the sheets, backing away from him 
in terror. She managed to free herself on the other side of 
the bed and ran for the door. 

“What the hell?” Katya appeared just as Anya knocked 
her over and ran down the hall. Trajan went over and 
helped Katya to her feet. Her jade eyes were full of shock. 
“What did you do?” 

  
Anya barged into Yvan’s rooms and finding them 

empty she ran for his bathroom. She slammed the door 
behind her and turned the lock. She jumped in fright 
when she caught her reflection in the corner of her eye and 
thought someone was in there with her. She looked filthy 
and terrified. The horror of the dream was slowly fading 
and her mind began to waken. 

Shaking and crying she tore at her dirty clothes in 
frustration. She managed to turn on the shower taps 
before her knees gave out and she crumpled on the tiles. 
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The sobs came out in heavy painful gasps as she pulled her 
knees up to her chest and started to rock. 

“Anya?” a voice called from the other side of the door. 
It burst open and Yvan’s dark head appeared around the 
shower door. Through the fall of water she saw the 
concern on his face. He turned and shut the bathroom 
door again. “Do you want to come out of there?” he asked 
gently. 

“I c-can’t m-move,” she managed, shivering badly. 
Yvan kicked off his shoes, turned the water hotter and sat 
down beside her fully clothed. He draped an arm around 
her and she collapsed into him. 

“You are okay, I have you,” he whispered and gently 
stroked her hair. “Do you want to tell me about it?” 
Slowly the whole confused story tumbled out of her; the 
Shishiga and her peeling bloody skin, the Ovinnik, the 
crow slaves and Völundr’s terrible experiments. She told 
him about Trajan and of his true form. Yvan held her 
tighter when she spoke about the huge amount of power 
that had ridden her. She couldn’t remember anything after 
she started to give Trajan her energy except for the 
horrifying night terrors of Hell and distorted crow slaves, 
Völundr screaming in the darkness. When Trajan had 
woken her all she could see was his Thanatos form 
looming over her. 

“Anya, I want you take a deep breath for me,” Yvan 
instructed once her story had turned into a ramble of 
words and images. She took three big deliberate breaths. 
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“Now listen carefully,” he continued. “I think the 
heavy drugs Völundr was injecting you with are slowly 
wearing off. You are coming down from a long high so 
you need to try and relax. I am not going anywhere. You 
are safe. Vasilli and Ladislav weren’t even aware that you 
were captured. That gives us a few days of grace and by the 
time they realise what has happened we will be long gone. 
They aren’t ever going to get their hands on you again 
shalost.” Anya gripped him tighter. Her whole world was 
turning upside down again but Yvan was solid; the rock, 
the only thing keeping her from getting swept away in the 
madness. 

“You want to know something?” she asked shakily. “I 
met another two fairy tale creatures when I was captive. I 
am here with you, a wonderful cursed fairytale Prince from 
Skazki. It’s like I am trapped in a fairytale of my own. But 
this fairytale isn’t going to have a happy ending is it?” 

“One thing I have learnt in my life is that we can never 
predict the future with certainty. You have been given a 
massive gift and you have been using it for good. You have 
given a Shishiga and an Ovinnik a much happier ending 
than they thought possible. They will spread the word 
about you and when the time comes you will have more 
allies than you can imagine. You will not be fighting alone. 
Don’t pretend there is only death and sorrow in your 
future because it will not always be so.” 

“What will happen now?” 
“I think the first thing is for you to get out of the 

shower. Then food and then you need to talk to the others 
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about what happened. They were all very afraid for you. 
The Twins picked up on your magical signature so we 
could find you and Trajan.” Anya flinched when he 
mentioned Trajan. She had screamed in his face. 

“Can you do me a favour?” 
“Anything.” 
“Can you go and talk to Trajan? He is going to think I 

am afraid of him. I was screaming because of the dream 
and-” 

“And coming down off drugs probably made the 
nightmares and the world in general terrifying. I will tell 
him.” Yvan stood up and climbed out of the shower. He 
unfolded a massive towel and held it out for her. He 
looked away discreetly as she stood, turned off the taps 
and stepped into it. He wrapped it around her like a little 
child and dried her face with a corner. 

“There we are; I knew my little Anya was in there 
somewhere.” She smiled up at him. 

“Thank you for everything Yvan. You always know the 
right thing to say.” As he stepped back for a moment Anya 
saw the firebird blazing under his skin. She jumped away 
in shock. 

“What’s wrong?” 
“I think I am still high. I can see through you, I can see 

the firebird! He’s so beautiful.” She reached out her hand 
to touch him before quickly pulling it back. 

“Go and get dressed, you need food,” he said with a 
smile. “And I need to change too. Unless you have 
conquered your fear of nudity you had best go.” Anya 
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blushed and headed for the door. “I didn’t think so,” Yvan 
called. 

  
Yvan dressed in clean jeans and pulled on a tee shirt. 

Shirts that didn’t require lacing or buttoning were 
something he enjoyed about the real world. He found 
Trajan in the library with Hamish and Izrayl. He had a 
whiskey by his elbow and had his head in his hands. 

“Wouldn’t have been you,” Izrayl was saying to him. 
Trajan looked up as Yvan interrupted them. “I just 

rescued Anya from my shower. She is coming down off 
the drugs and is hallucinating. She said she could see the 
firebird under my skin, she could see right through me. 
She was dreaming and she panicked when you woke her 
Trajan, that’s all. She’s embarrassed.” 

“See? Told you not to beat yourself up,” Hamish said, 
the big Australian slapping Trajan on the back so hard it 
brought tears to his eyes. 

“What do you mean you rescued her from the shower? 
You went in there when she was naked?” Trajan 
demanded as a dark look settled in his eyes. 

“Trajan, cut it out,” Izrayl growled and pointed to the 
decorative house plants that started to shrivel and die. 
Trajan shook himself, the dark look passed and Yvan’s 
heart beat slowed back to a normal rate. He pretended not 
to be worried as he poured himself vodka from the crystal 
decanter. He took a long sip before he said, “She was 
dreaming of Hell when you woke her. She could hear 
Völundr screaming.” 
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“Did you tell her what I did?” 
“No, that’s something you can explain to her. You had 

best do it soon.” Trajan nodded his head sadly. 
“Shit happens, Trajan. Gotta move on from it. Anya is 

a cool chick, she will get it. Hell after what she just went 
through with that little Swedish prick she will probably 
praise you for it.” Hamish lifted his rum with a mock 
salute before downing it. 

Anya came in about half an hour later in a green 
sweater that matched her eyes and a pair of jeans. Yvan 
was relieved that she wasn’t looking so distraught though 
the bruises on her face made him want to take her in his 
arms and hold her. Isabelle, Katya, Cerise and the Twins 
had arrived earlier. Katya had the foresight to order some 
take out because everyone was too tired and heart sore to 
cook. The Twins gave Anya a small vial of fluid to drink, 
which she swallowed quickly and hugged them both 
before sitting next to Trajan. He put an arm around her 
shoulder and as she cuddled into him the heavy tension in 
the room lifted. 

“We need to start a twenty-four hour guard over the 
house,” said Isabelle, her plate of pasta balancing easily on 
her knees. “Just until we can get out of Paris. If we are 
lucky it will take them a week before they become worried 
enough about their colleagues to send someone. I have a 
friend who is watching the lines of communication. The 
technical kind that is. Still, it’s better than nothing.” 

“Chayton and I have cast some protections around the 
grounds already in case they send something magical after 
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us,” Honaw said, his deep voice held an American accent 
which had a smoky quality. A whiskey voice, Yvan had 
heard Katya refer to it as. 

“I want to be gone within the week. I don’t want to 
stay in Paris,” Anya said softly as if to herself. Trajan’s arm 
tightened around her. She smiled up at him but everyone 
could see it was bravado. 

She needs to face that fear in her. She is brave, it won’t 
take her long,Yvan commented to the firebird. 

Remember the witch’s words. She will need you most 
of all. Be her hero. 

I will never forget that. 
  
Anya and Trajan walked up the large sweeping staircase 

and back to his wing of the house. Just for once, Anya 
wasn’t nervous. She sat down on one of the deep cream-
coloured couches and watched him move about the dark 
room, turning on the beautiful stained glass lamps and 
lighting the small fireplace. There was an engraved plate at 
the back of it of a figure holding a spear that looked 
ancient Greek in origin. Like everything in the house, 
effortlessly elegant. Trajan fitted in perfectly with his 
manners and habit of dressing in ties and waistcoats. On 
anyone else they would have looked like a uniform but on 
him they looked comfortable and casual. The fire caught, 
the warm glow highlighting his impossibly shiny chestnut 
curls. 

“What?” he asked. 
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“I was just wondering if I was still high,” she said as she 
pulled her feet up. “You are just so beautiful.” 

“Yes, you definitely must still be suffering under the 
effects of that poison.” He smiled just in the corner of his 
mouth but Anya spotted it before it disappeared. “Can I 
get you anything?” 

“Don’t fuss, I am fine.” He sat down beside her. He 
looked more nervous than she had ever seen him. A 
sinking feeling washed through her. He was gearing up for 
the ‘talk’; the kind that would result in her crying into her 
pillow. He had finally come to his senses and realised their 
attraction was a farce. She had been expecting it. She had 
probably turned him off beyond words after she had set 
the building they were in on fire. Before she came into his 
life he hadn’t been kidnapped and tortured. He took her 
pale hand in his and stroked her fingers lightly. 

“Yvan told me about your nightmares.” 
“I am sorry for screaming in your face. I didn’t-” He 

waved her apology away. 
“It’s nothing. That’s not what I want to talk to you 

about. I should be the one asking forgiveness. I believe I 
may have unintentionally given you the nightmares.” 

“What are you talking about?” Anya tried hard not to 
show her surprise and fear as Trajan spoke of opening the 
doors of reality and what he had done to Völundr’s soul in 
revenge. By the end he was on his knees in front of her 
almost begging forgiveness. 

“Trajan, who am I to judge? Look what I have done.” 
She pushed his glasses to the top of his dark head and held 
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his face. “I couldn’t possibly imagine what you have been 
through but I believe you are angrier at having to face your 
nature and past like that, than what I would think of you. 
I would have done the same thing. I left him to burn alive 
slowly. I have no sympathy for his fate and neither should 
you.” Anya studied the darker strains of red in his eyes; the 
human visage he inhabited with such ease couldn’t hide 
who he was entirely. The red had worried her a little to 
begin with but now she loved it because it helped her to 
partly understand the riddle that was Trajan. He was 
looking at her so completely, so deeply that she struggled 
to hold his gaze. 

“For one so young you know and have seen so much,” 
he whispered sadly. “You have lived, you have suffered. It 
completely enamours me. You have stood on the edge and 
looked into the dark abyss but you fully accept that you 
will always be on that edge now. Being close to a creature 
like me will only make it worse. You will always be living 
with death.” 

He was so earnest that Anya couldn’t help but lean 
forward, run her hands through his thick hair and kiss him 
softly. His eyes widened in surprise before he pulled her 
down onto the floor with him, kissing her face over and 
over. 

“I thought you were dead when I saw you hanging 
from that wall,” he whispered against her hair. “I was so 
frightened that I was too late.” 

“Don’t talk of it,” Anya said as she looked at his face 
above her. Again she marvelled at how the firelight 
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warmed him into luxurious detail. If he was a normal man 
lying with her on the carpet in front of the fire she would 
have presumed sex was inevitable. But Trajan was not a 
normal man. The thrill was there though as she reached up 
to stroke his temple where the fine lines under his eyes 
crinkled. 

“Even after days of captivity you are still so lovely.” 
“You are a very good liar,” Anya teased. She had seen 

her bruised face in the mirror earlier. “I think Völundr’s 
games with you must have given you brain damage.” 

“I don’t have brain damage. I can see you for what you 
are. You glow in my mind like a supernova,” he stroked 
her damaged face lightly. “The bruises on your skin do not 
diminish it even a little.” 

“You really know how to make a girl blush.” 
“Not all girls, just you. And it doesn’t take much to 

make you blush I must admit.” He grabbed some thick 
white pillows from the couch and propped them under her 
before covering her with a caramel-coloured cashmere 
blanket. She felt like a little girl being taken care of but in 
a good way. She liked that he thought of her comfort. She 
pulled him close again and ran her hands under the dark 
blue waist coat he wore. 

“I promise not to wake screaming in your face if you 
sleep next to me tonight.” 

“Screaming or not I am not planning on letting you 
out of my sight for a long time.” 

“That’s going to be interesting,” she couldn’t help but 
comment. 
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“I am pleased you said ‘interesting’ and not 
‘intolerable’.” 

“Well you smell ridiculously good and your company 
isn’t so bad either.” 

“Thank you, I think,” he laughed. She didn’t add that 
if her self control wasn’t so good she would be rubbing 
against him like an affectionate cat. They talked and 
bantered quietly for a while until finally Anya gave into 
her exhaustion and slept. 

  
And she dreamt; although it didn’t feel dream-shaped 

to her. Vasilli was standing next to a robust older man 
with grey silvery hair hanging to his waist. She realised 
that they couldn’t see her. She could see in the distance the 
black scorch mark of what remained of her barn and small 
house. 

“Have you heard from him yet?” Vasilli demanded 
irritably. 

“No but the Nehemoth has been released.” 
“You should have let me go, Ladislav. I know my 

brother and Anya and their tricks. That piece of der’mo 
Völundr cannot be trusted.” 

“None of us are to be trusted. He’s loyal though, and 
his loyalty is to me. You are loyal because you have no 
other choice.” Vasilli’s large fists clenched at his sides. 

“I am loyal.” 
“The only thing you are loyal to is the dead princess. 

Move on Vasilli.” 
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“Once Anyanka is caught many things will change. She 
will come into her birthright quickly, if she doesn’t fight 
us too much, and then you will have to watch your back. 
If she is anything like Yanka she will surpass you within a 
year.” 

“I am not concerned about Anya or her talents. I am 
concerned about this,” Ladislav held out his hand and the 
invisible wall in front of him shimmered red for a 
moment. “It’s weakening. Within a month it will open 
and if we can stop anyone interfering it will stay open 
permanently; we will control it. Skazki will flow into 
Russia and the Darkness will claim it completely, bringing 
a new age of belief and worship.” His voice was hungry 
and determined. They were silent for a long while 
contemplating before Ladislav shook himself. “Let’s go 
Vasilli. I feel too exposed here.” 

“It’s the ghosts watching us,” Vasilli said taking 
obvious enjoyment in Ladislav’s discomfort. Ladislav 
grunted before heading back into the forest, Vasilli 
following him obediently. 

Anya expected to wake up at that moment but she 
didn’t. Snow was falling and she shivered impulsively even 
though she couldn’t feel the cold. She turned back to 
inspect the charred ruins of the house and screamed 
awkwardly when she saw they were whole once more. Was 
this a dream? Why couldn’t Vasilli and Ladislav see her? 
Why was her house suddenly rebuilt and who the hell was 
walking towards her? 
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A tall man walked across the field in front of her. His 
long golden hair was tied back and his green eyes shone 
with anger when he saw the creatures that had appearing 
on the side of the invisible wall Ladislav had just inspected. 
Anya hurried backwards to get away from the nightmarish 
creatures that were trying to break into the real world. 

He looked straight through Anya but she knew who he 
was; Ilya. She had seen a picture of him in a locket she had 
left behind. Power flowed out of him so strongly she could 
feel the currents streaming through the air. He stopped 
beside her and she wanted to reach out and touch him. 
Now that he was closer she could see his high cheek bones 
and the golden stubble on his face. He looked like a lost 
Viking God. 

“You will not enter this world,” he said, his steady 
voice carrying over the noise. “I am the Keeper of the 
Gates and you will not pass.” There was a terrible 
screeching sound as a deranged horned beast burst 
through. Its face was faintly humanoid but covered in fur 
and was sleek with sweat, its long horns smeared with 
blood. Anya cried out as it charged at Ilya like a berserker. 
Ilya lifted his hand slowly; as he did his attacker lifted off 
the ground. He made a simple twisting motion and the 
creature started to choke and struggle. Ilya dropped his 
hand again and the body fell to the ground. 

With an easy precision Ilya took a plain strong steel 
knife with a golden pine handle carved like a snarling bear 
from his belt. 
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With quick movements he made two shallow cuts on 
both of his forearms. He started to sing but Anya couldn’t 
make out the words. Ilya threw the bloody knife and it 
landed in the earth where the two worlds touched. The 
ground trembled underneath Anya’s feet and she watched 
with a mixture of awe and terror. Ilya’s left hand came 
down over the cut on his right arm and scooped the 
flowing blood into his palm. Crouching down, he drew a 
line in the dirt. Slowly he poured the blood that had 
pooled in his hand into the line. Sweat had begun to bead 
on his forehead as he worked. His words never stopped 
but try as she might Anya couldn’t make them out. 

Ilya repeated the process with his opposite hand before 
getting once more to his feet. She could feel his exhaustion 
in every movement. 

After scooping blood into both of his hands he flung it 
out into the air. As soon as the crimson drops touched the 
barrier the creatures straining against it were flung back 
with an almighty force. Most flew through the air, hitting 
trees and earth. The remaining turned and fled. 

Ilya’s fine features had turned ashen. Taking a few 
strips of cloth from his pocket, he tied them around his 
cuts and retrieved his knife. 

“Ilya…” Anya couldn’t help but whisper. He stopped 
suddenly and looked around as if he had heard her. She 
reached out and as soon as she touched him she woke with 
a hard jerk. 

Trajan was asleep beside her and the fire had burned 
low. There was a tap at the door and Anya got to her feet 
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and padded silently over the carpet to answer it. Chayton 
and Honaw stood outside in their boxer shorts. Chayton 
was wearing a singlet but Honaw was bare-chested. He 
had a tattoo of a bear on his abdomen that Anya found 
instantly distracting. 

“What did you just do Anyanka? You set off our 
magical guards,” Chayton asked sleepily. 

“I was dreaming again. I think… I think Ladislav and 
Vasilli have been to the farm.” 

“You dream walked there and saw them?” Honaw 
asked and placed a heavy hand on her shoulder. 

“I don’t know. Maybe. They were testing the gate. 
They couldn’t see me,” she pushed her hair out of her face. 

“You are tied to the gate so it makes sense. Just so long 
as you are safe then it’s okay. We thought the Nehemoth 
was back,” Chayton said. “Go back to sleep Anya. Try not 
to dream.” 

“We will talk about this in the morning,” Honaw said 
ominously before giving her an unexpected hug. They 
headed back to their rooms and Anya closed the door. She 
tried not to wake Trajan as she snuggled back into his 
arms and watch the glow of the coals die. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven 

Treaties 

Isabelle was down on the floor doing yoga stretches to try 
to clear her mind and relax her muscles. She was edgy 
about being so caught up in the plots of the Darkness. It 
wouldn’t take their counterpart, the Illumination, long to 
get involved either. All of her instincts told her to run, that 
this wasn’t her fight. 

As soon as they had retrieved Anya and Trajan she had 
emailed a contact in New Orleans to see if she had any 
information on the Nehemoth. If anyone could find 
anything about them, it was Harley and her friend Fox. 
Isabelle had been checking her email every hour and still 
had nothing. 

Isabelle glanced through the thick curtains, worried 
that the Darkness would try to engage in a full military 
assault to get at Anya. A golden flicker in the garden 
caught her eye. A huge golden dingo prowled through the 
plants. Hamish was out checking the borders. 
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Isabelle grabbed one of her guns, hurried out of the 
room and through the back kitchen door. The smell of ice 
and diesel hung heavily in the night air. 

Hamish was moving steadily along the fence line and 
coming towards her. She wanted to avoid him while she 
checked around the other side of the building but she 
couldn’t hide from his nose. 

Hamish sat down in front of her, a droopy, doggy 
smile on his face. She pointed her gun at him as he started 
sniffing at her pyjama pants. Before she could suspect him, 
he lifted his leg, peed and trotted off. 

Isabelle stood horrified for a few moments before 
biting back a scream and turning slowly back towards the 
house. Hamish had clearly not forgiven her just yet. 
Cursing and muttering she stood on the back step and 
peeled off her soiled clothes. Oh yes, Mr Hudson had 
declared war. She promised retribution as she bent down 
to pick up her ruined pyjamas. 

“You’ve put on some weight since I last saw you from 
this angle.” Hamish was buttoning a pair of jeans, his head 
tilted to one side as he inspected her. 

Isabelle bundled her clothes and threw them at him. 
They hit him in the chest with a satisfying splat. 

“Go screw yourself, Hamish,” she said bitterly. His eyes 
still looked a little feral after the change and her trigger 
finger twitched. She took a step backwards and opened the 
door to the kitchen. 

“Isabelle—” 
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He had that soft confused tone which was so rare to 
him. It brought up too many memories. She wasn’t going 
to let that work on her. He hadn’t even attempted to talk 
to her since the night Anya was taken. Isabelle whipped 
around angrily. “What? You want to make another jibe 
about my weight?” 

Hamish hesitated a moment before asking. “Do people 
still say jibe?” 

“If that’s all you have to say to me after all these years 
you’re a bigger idiot than I thought.” His expression 
darkened as he advanced on her. She stuck out her chin 
and held her ground defiantly, still only in her underwear 
but did her best to face up to him all the same. 

“I wasn’t the one who pissed off in the middle of the 
night. You left me, Belle, you remember? I tried hunting 
you down and when I finally did it was after the whole 
place had been blown to bits.” He was looming over her. 

“I left to protect you, moron. I had my enemies closing 
in on me. Do you think I could sit back and watch them 
murder you to get back at me?” 

“I didn’t need protecting,” Hamish said stubbornly. 
“Even if you would have said goodbye and ended it 
properly it would have been different. You weren’t some 
random chick I picked up at the pub. And you know it so 
don’t pretend otherwise.” 

“By the time the heat was off me too much time had 
passed. I wouldn’t risk it again. It’s not that I didn’t want 
to find you but a lot changed and I didn’t need the rep of 
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being a hunter who had sex with her targets instead of 
killing them.” 

“Don’t bullshit me, Belle. You have never given a crap 
what other hunters thought of you so what changed?” 
Isabelle pulled her long hair down over her neck to hide 
the scar. She wasn’t about to tell anyone about that. 

God had a cruel sense of humour to let their paths 
cross again. Hamish offered her the white tee shirt he held. 

“Thank you,” she mumbled and slipped it over her 
head. It came down to her knees. “I’m going back to bed. 
I will tell you some other night when I am up to it. 
Tonight I am not and you are just going to have to accept 
that. For what its worth I thought I was doing the right 
thing when I left you.” She turned and began to walk away 
from him. 

“Hey Belle.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. He 
was looking very nervous as he stammered, “About the 
weight comment; it looks good on you. I didn’t mean that 
you were…you know…fat.” 

“Thanks for clarifying. I will sleep better tonight,” she 
said sarcastically. 

“You don’t have to be a bitch about it,” he said as he 
walked up behind her. “I would like us to be civil to each 
other even if it’s just for Trajan’s sake.” 

They had started moving up the stairs and Hamish’s 
hand brushed hers where it rested on the banister. She 
pulled her hand away quickly. 
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“Yeah whatever. Goodnight Belle.” He pushed past 
her, leaving her standing there cursing the day she had 
walked through Trajan’s door. 

*** 

Anya woke with the dawn. She had only managed to sleep 
for a few hours. Trajan was snoring softly and she kissed 
his head before getting up and making her way to the 
kitchen. In this house days were for sleeping and nights 
were for living but she had a farm girl body clock. The 
rich heady smell of brewing coffee filled the air as she 
neared the kitchen doors. She pushed her way through to 
find Yvan standing in the kitchen in his long pyjama 
bottoms and an open night robe. He was arguing in 
Russian with the firebird which was twitching along the 
grooves of his chest. 

“Do you have enough for two?” she interrupted. She 
had been trying to get Yvan speaking more English but 
when they were together they always fell back into Russian 
eventually. Yvan looked up and smiled, his eyes flashing 
golden for a moment. “Morning to you too.” She poked 
the firebird’s crest. 

“I am surprised to see you awake so early. I thought 
you would be exhausted.” Yvan poured her a cup and she 
sat down at the bench to drink it. 

“I am exhausted, I just can’t sleep.” 
“Bad dreams?” He looked expectantly at her. “Don’t 

look so surprised the firebird was in a fit last night.” 
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“I can’t seem to hide anything in this house,” she 
muttered as Yvan took the seat beside her. 

“Not from me you can’t. Just tell me so I can stop 
worrying so much about you.” 

“I don’t know if I should. It will probably make you 
worry more.” He rubbed her back gently. “Let it out Anya; 
it’s like rats in your brain.” She caved and told him about 
Ladislav, Vasilli, Ilya and the gates and finally the Twins 
turning up at her door to check on her. 

“A month,” Yvan said softly. “That’s all we have until 
the gates open.” 

“According to Ladislav. We could have less than that 
even.” They sat quietly for a few moments contemplating. 

“Chayton and Honaw said you’re tied to the gate so if 
they are going to open you will be the first to know. That’s 
an unforeseen advantage.” 

“Still doesn’t mean I can close them on time.” 
“You saw Ilya do it. It may be a different ritual for you 

but you will know what to do. I am sure of it.” Yvan 
squeezed her hand. “Have you told Trajan yet?” 

“Not yet. I wanted you to be the first.” 
“Why?” 
“Because I trust you the most, and you will be calm so 

I won’t freak out.” Anya nudged him with her shoulder 
and he smiled. “Besides they will know soon enough and 
then they will start complaining, ‘Anya we need to give 
you weapons training, Anya we need you to focus on your 
magic, Anya I need to show you the right outfit to save the 
world in.’” Yvan started laughing and that, more than 
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anything, helped to ease the anxiety building in her 
stomach. 

“Perhaps you should take the first step,” he suggested. 
“Go and see Isabelle. Get her to train you how to defend 
yourself. You know how to use a gun but if anyone could 
teach you how to fight in a hurry it will be her.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight 

Harley 

Isabelle’s laptop was beeping with a new email alert. She 
opened a tired gritty eye and groaned. She thought about 
the incident with Hamish the night before and buried her 
head under the pillows. 

Within ten minutes her mobile roared with Harley’s 
ring tone, motorbike engines revving loudly. With a sigh, 
Isabelle crawled out of bed and flipped open her phone. 
Read ur email, you skank. It’s IMPORTANT. Luv H. 

Isabelle looked down at Hamish’s tee shirt. She had 
been so upset the night before she had washed the pee off 
her leg and climbed into bed. His scent left on his shirt 
was now assaulting her. The nightmare continues, she 
thought bitterly as she pulled it off and dropped it onto 
the carpet. 

Isabelle couldn’t help but smile when she opened up 
Harley’s email. It was splashed with her motorcycle shop’s 
logo and the colours made her eyes ache. Legba’s Ladies 
was a dominantly women-run motorcycle fabricator 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

416 

workshop and the three men who worked there considered 
themselves the luckiest men in the world. 

Harley had been born to two motorcycle mechanics in 
New Orleans. The story went that her father had to deliver 
her on the shop floor on his favourite Harley Davidson 
leather jacket. 

She had been christened Harley that night and now she 
had taken over their business, earning a reputation. Some 
disgruntled customers had killed her father one night 
while Harley hid in a metal toolbox. Her mother died 
soon after drunk and grieving on her bike. Harley had 
been taken care of by her grandmother who was a well- 
respected elder in the New Orleans supernatural 
community. 

At seventeen Harley had managed to kill the men who 
had murdered her father but what she didn’t know was 
that they worked for a local Asanbosam. It had arrived at 
the workshop a few nights later and Harley had been 
forced to defend herself with the first thing that came to 
hand, which happened to be a blowtorch, and she had 
burnt its face clean off. It had disintegrated into dust until 
only its iron teeth remained. Isabelle had been in New 
Orleans at the time and after hearing about the kill had 
tracked Harley down to her parent’s motorcycle shop. 

Isabelle still remembered the first time she laid eyes on 
the young girl covered in engine grease. She had soft 
brown skin, black, wavy hair that fell halfway down her 
back and the most piercing eyes ever created. 
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“What can I do for you?” she asked, her full lips giving 
Isabelle a smile. 

“You can tell me about how you killed that Asanbosam 
the other night,” Isabelle had replied. The spanner Harley 
had been holding clanged to the ground. 

“What’s it to you and how the hell do you know about 
that?” 

“You aren’t the only person in the world who had it in 
for him.” After that she and Harley had sat down with a 
couple of beers and talked. Harley had inherited the shop 
completely on her eighteenth birthday. Her father’s best 
friend Blue Jay had managed it for her, teaching her 
everything he knew, and worked there still. 

Harley had made Isabelle her custom motorcycle down 
in Trajan’s garage. It had all sorts of interesting features 
hidden from the naked eye like a place for spare knives 
and silver blades that shot out of the sides of her wheels. 
Harley had got that idea after watching the chariots in the 
movie Gladiator. Holy symbols had been stamped into 
different parts of the frame and Fox had airbrushed a 
fierce, blonde Valkyrie on the fuel tank. Harley and Fox 
were the best researchers Isabelle knew and they had never 
let her down yet. Isabelle scrolled down the page of her 
email with a sigh. 

  
Belle, 
BIG trouble! A Nehemoth? What the hell are you into, 

girl? I know you must be in deep so I will tell you what I 
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know. Basically a Nehemoth is a night spectre or a shadow 
demon and is Jewish in origin. 

In Exodus God sent the angel of death to kill all of the 
first born sons in Egypt when Pharaoh refused to let the 
people of Israel go. These souls were left to roam the earth 
with no peace because of Pharaoh’s decision. These souls 
flowed out into the world until one day a man of great 
power who could see souls, enslaved one to him and 
turned him into his own personal dealer of death. This 
was allegedly the first Nehemoth. 

I don’t know who would have enough power to send 
one after you but it’s a bigger problem than usual. There is 
no known way to kill them. Your best bet is to try to kill 
its master. I have a theory though. You know how Moses 
told the Israelites to take a male, year old lamb and brush 
their doorposts and lintel with its blood? Maybe this will 
still work as a protection if not a weapon. It’s only a theory 
though so don’t hold your breath and don’t go bathing in 
sheep’s blood. 

I’m worried about you, Belle. Blue Jay has offered to 
look after the business if you need back up. Call and I will 
come. I owe you, it’s the least I can do. 

Keep in touch, 
Harley xo 
  
Isabelle was tempted to ring Harley and tell her to get 

her butt on the next flight. Harley was like a little sister 
and one of the few women Isabelle actually liked. This was 
big trouble though and she didn’t want to bring Harley 
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into it. A soft knock at the door snapped her out of her 
inner argument. 

“Just a minute,” she called as she found a dressing 
gown and wrapped it around her. She picked up Hamish’s 
shirt and stuffed it under a blanket. Isabelle opened the 
door and found Anya waiting for her. She looked nervous 
and held two cups of steaming coffee. 

“Everything okay?” Isabelle asked. Anya looked even 
more tired than usual behind her colourful bruises. 

“I have a favour to ask,” she said and offered one of the 
cups. Isabelle accepted it gratefully and let her in. Anya 
made Isabelle uncomfortable. She had a strange aura about 
her. As if she walked in both worlds at once. She also had 
an almost ethereal presence and was completely unaware 
of it. She made Isabelle’s extra senses buzz. 

“Have a seat,” Isabelle offered. Anya sat down at the 
small table next to Isabelle’s laptop. “What’s this favour?” 

“I would like you and Katya to teach me how to fight.” 
“Anything else?” 
“We only have a month to do it and we only have a 

few more days left in Paris.” 
“We can teach some of the basics in that time but not 

much else. Can I ask why? You have a whole houseful of 
supernaturals to protect you.” 

“I shouldn’t have to rely on other people to fight my 
battles. I am good with a gun but I can’t rely on always 
having one either.” 

“That’s very true. How is using your magic going?” 
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“I’m starting to control it but I’m worried about it 
being unreliable when the time comes. Or that I will panic 
and I won’t be able to defend myself. I only managed to 
save Trajan because I got really angry and it took over.” 
Anya fidgeted slightly. “I’m sorry, but you make me really 
nervous and self-conscious.” Isabelle started laughing and 
Anya managed a shy smile. 

“Don’t let it worry you, Anya. I have that effect on 
everyone.” 

“I tend to weird people out as well.” 
“That’s what happens when you’re different.” 
“I know you are reluctant to talk about yourself but 

what are you? You feel…I don’t know.” Anya struggled to 
articulate. 

“I am going to let you in on a little secret.” 
“It will be safe with me I promise,” Anya assured 

quickly. 
“I know it will. You have the look of someone who has 

kept a lot of secrets over the years. But I will give you a 
short version of the story.” Very slowly she pulled her hair 
back and dropped the shoulder of her robe. Anya stared at 
the fine raking scars decorating the side of Isabelle’s neck 
and down her shoulder. She swallowed nervously but 
waited for Isabelle to continue. 

“I was on a hunt for a creature not long after I left 
Hamish. I wasn’t really sure what I was up against but I 
tracked it to an orphanage. Turns out it was a demon 
possessing a little girl. I had never been up against one 
before; I didn’t know what I was doing. It managed to do 
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this to me,” Isabelle indicated the scars. “It left me for 
dead. I managed to heal and after that I developed some 
new abilities. I am a little bit stronger and faster. I can feel 
evil before I can see it and I can read objects. All skills that 
have helped me hunt. My scar hurts badly at times and I 
am sick for a few days but after I am fine.” She didn’t tell 
Anya about the Illumination turning up or the priest who 
saved her from the demon. Somethings she just wasn’t 
ready to talk about. She doubted she ever would be ready 
to share it. 

“That makes a lot of sense then. I suppose you are in 
good company here. We are all strange.” Anya smiled and 
tried to lighten the situation. 

“You are right there.” 
“How are you coping living with Hamish?” Isabelle 

raised an eyebrow at her and Anya looked embarrassed. 
“I’m sorry it’s none of my business.” 

“It’s complicated and we are both angry. I know you 
mean well but leave it.” 

“I understand. Sometimes it is easier to not talk about 
certain things because no one will ever understand.” 

Isabelle regarded the woman before her and gave a 
slight nod. Hamish was definitely labelled too 
complicated. “When do I start training you in these 
combat lessons?” Changing the subject was easier for 
Isabelle than deep and meaningfuls. 

“Today, if we can. I have to speak with the Twins first. 
I need to know if magic will drain me too much before I 
work out.” 
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“Well, you let me know when you need me.” 
Anya stood and made her way to the door. “For what 

it’s worth, I am really glad you have decided to help us. 
And that you have decided to stay even with Hamish 
here.” 

  
Isabelle spent the rest of her morning rearranging 

Trajan’s gym downstairs. She felt relieved to have told 
Anya a little about herself. Isabelle felt like she could trust 
her and in a group like this the truth would get out 
eventually. 

“It’s nice to see someone woke up productive,” Trajan 
had appeared out of nowhere. 

“Your lady has requested that I teach her to fight so I 
am obeying her wishes.” 

“By all means; don’t let me stop you.” Isabelle got back 
to shifting equipment but Trajan didn’t leave. 

“Was there something else you wanted?” 
“I was hoping you had seen Hamish today.” 
Isabelle snorted before she realised he was serious. “He 

is not in the mansion?” 
“No, I can’t find him anywhere.” 
“We had a fight in the garden last night. I went to bed 

and figured he did the same,” Isabelle admitted. “Do you 
think someone has snatched him?” 

“I don’t believe so but I don’t know what would have 
got to him enough to want to leave the safety of the 
mansion.” 
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Isabelle knew exactly what had got to him. Her. 
Goddamn it. 

“I have a bad feeling-” 
“Stop worrying, Trajan, I know where he’ll be. I’ll go 

get him,” she said calmly inwardly cursing whatever god 
would listen. 

“Thank you Isabelle. Help yourself to any of the cars 
downstairs. The sooner he is back the better. I don’t want 
him causing a bar fight somewhere and drawing attention 
to himself.” 

*** 

Hamish sat on a stool in the newly refurbished Dirty Rose. 
It was the first place he had met Isabelle about fifty years 
ago and he had secretly hoped it would have been burnt to 
the ground. 

“Another?” the bartender asked uncertainly. 
“Yes, no ice.” The boy nodded and didn’t say a thing. 

He was probably wondering how Hamish was still alive 
after all the alcohol he had consumed. Hamish loved a 24 
hour bar and was making the most of it. He had been 
drinking steadily for nearly twelve hours. 

Hamish really couldn’t understand why Isabelle was so 
angry at him. Surely he was the one entitled to be angry. 
She had left him. All the years he had thought her dead. 
He had never felt any connection like that with any other 
woman. He had looked for it and nothing had ever come 
close. 
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The bell chimed on the bar door. A drunken man’s 
dream made real. In his hallucination she was dressed in 
tight black jeans, a lacy cream top and a black leather 
jacket. Her long hair fell in waves over her shoulders and 
she still had those perfect red lips. The bartender broke his 
concentration as he placed the rum in front of him. 
Hamish drank it straight down to clear the illusion away. 
He couldn’t even get drunk without her ghost haunting 
him. 

“Hamish,” her warm voice washed over him. Maybe he 
should stop drinking. Seeing and hearing things are 
usually a sign to sober up. Nah. “I thought I would find 
you here,” Isabelle sat down beside him. “Trajan is worried 
about you. Martini, thank you.” The barman nodded as 
she placed her keys on the counter. “I can’t believe the old 
place still stands.” Oh great. She really was there talking to 
him. 

“Trajan is too wrapped up in the Russian witch to 
notice if I go out for a drink.” 

“Maybe if you hadn’t been missing for nearly twelve 
hours it would have been less obvious.” She took her drink 
from the bartender who blushed when she smiled at him. 
“This is weird isn’t?” She drank her martini delicately. 

“I don’t know how I ended up here last night. I feel 
like I am in the twilight zone except you aren’t singing.” 
She reddened at that, maybe surprised he had 
remembered. The first night they had met she had 
climbed up on a table and sang for a bar full of people on 
a dare. “Do you still sing?” 
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“Only in the shower.” 
“I will have to catch your show sometime.” 
Isabelle laughed loudly, nearly choking on her drink. 

That really surprised him. She had a great, big, filthy 
laugh. It reminded him of the days when they didn’t hate 
each other. 

“I assure you the sight isn’t as good as it used to be.” 
She finished her martini and ordered another one. 

“I saw a bit last night and it looked just fine to me.” 
Hamish waved his glass at the barman and he refilled it. 

“Except for that extra weight you mentioned. You, 
however, still look exactly the same. Are you still finding 
wars and saving the day?” 

“I am back home on a station again. You get tired of 
killing men. It’s too easy and disheartening anyway. 
Supernaturals present much more of a challenge these 
days.” 

“Very true. I think that’s why I’m staying around. 
Trouble flocks to that witch and it’s going to be a killer of 
a fight when it comes to a head.” 

“We might even get the chance to die in this fight.” 
“Just for something different.” They both burst out 

laughing at that. The bartender was looking at the both of 
them with a perplexed expression which made them laugh 
more. 

“Make me another, please,” Isabelle had a glow in her 
cheeks, the first sign of her getting tipsy. It made Hamish 
smile that she still couldn’t hold her liquor. “We really 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

426 

should get back to the mansion after this round. Trajan is 
fretting like a mother hen.” 

“I have a better idea, Isabelle. How about we stay here 
and you can keep on drinking. You are less hostile with 
vodka in your system.” Hamish gave her a sideways grin 
over his glass. 

“I am serious, they will send out a search party for us 
soon.” 

“You will protect me from any bad guys.” 
“What can I do to convince that drunken brain of 

yours to come with me easily?” 
Hamish rubbed his chin dramatically. Finally he got to 

his surprisingly steady feet and offered her his hand. 
“Dance with me.” 

Isabelle frowned at him but despite her annoyance 
there was mischief in her eyes. 

“Fine. One dance, then we are leaving.” 
The music in the bar hadn’t changed much, still that 

sweet, nostalgic French jazz. Isabelle took his hand and 
once again Hamish felt as he had last night. Isabelle placed 
a hand on his high shoulder. Hamish swallowed and rested 
his hand on the small of her back. They were both like 
nervous teenagers on a first date. 

“This seems somewhat familiar,” Isabelle commented 
as they moved to the music. 

“Why didn’t you come back all those years ago? I know 
you are different now. You have always been an amazing 
hunter but you were human then. You aren’t now. You 
haven’t aged a day since I saw you,” he said softly. 
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“I will tell you the whole story one day. It’s the result 
of something I hunted that got the better of me. I am still 
mostly human; I can just do things a little differently now. 
It happened not long after I left you. I was so disgusted 
and frightened by what was happening as a result of the 
attack, I couldn’t face you like I was. It has taken me a 
long time to accept it. I really did think I was protecting 
you.” They moved slowly to the music, oblivious that the 
next song had started. 

“I was crazy about you, kiddo.” 
“I’m sorry I hurt you. My enemies were closing in and 

I couldn’t let anything happen to you. You deserved better 
than that.” They lapsed into a long silence again. Her 
body moving against his was driving him crazy but not 
enough to stop. 

“Please say something.” 
He hadn’t realised his silence was hurting her. “It’s 

okay, I understand.” He finally did. 
“But will you still understand when you’re sober?” 
“Yes. I don’t want to be mad at you and I don’t want 

you hating me. What we had was rare and we should 
remember that.” 

“We really should go back now,” Isabelle said as she 
stepped out of his arms. Hamish fought the urge to grab 
her and kiss her. “There is more alcohol at the mansion if 
you want to keep drinking.” 

“Okay mum, I will behave and come quietly.” As 
Hamish was fixing up his massive tab the barman 
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whispered conspiratorially, “Now I see why you were 
drinking so hard.” Hamish gave him a large tip. 

“So whose car did you steal?” Hamish stepped out of 
the bar and onto the bright street. 

“Whoever owns the silver Aston Martin.” Isabelle 
flashed him a mischievous grin before opening the driver 
side door. 

“Trajan might try to kill you for taking it,” warned 
Hamish as he got into the passenger seat. 

“He told me to go find you. I couldn’t put you on the 
back of my bike; you are too big.” Isabelle put her foot on 
the gas and they squealed all the way down the road. 

“Do you always drive like this?” Hamish felt his 
stomach turn with the car. 

“Yes, I am an immortal now so it really isn’t enough to 
kill me if we crash.” 

“It would hurt like bloody hell though.” 
“I know it does,” Isabelle’s tone was dark. “I tested it.” 

Hamish didn’t reply. He had been in that head space 
when he was first cursed. He tried everything but 
decapitation. When they finally pulled into the driveway 
Hamish was almost sick on the shiny dashboard. He 
stepped out of the car on wobbly legs and would have 
fallen if Isabelle hadn’t caught him by the arm. 

“Jesus, you’re a heavy bastard,” she complained as she 
tried to get balanced on her heels. She slipped on the 
finished concrete floor and they ended up in a heap on the 
ground. 

“God, I hate you,” Isabelle started to laugh. 
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“And you think I’m heavy,” he said as they tried to 
untangle themselves. She looked so beautiful sprawled on 
the concrete that before he could stop himself he leant 
over and kissed her. He gently brushed the side of her face 
with the pads on his fingers, marvelling at the softness of 
her skin. When he pulled back she had a soft look in her 
eye. 

“Looks like we still got it, old girl,” Hamish whispered 
as he slowly got to his feet. He took her hand and helped 
her up. They were both very quiet as they stepped into the 
elevator. 

“That was weird,” Isabelle whispered finally. 
“Ah, yeah sorry about that. I’m drunk and got a little 

carried away,” he stammered. She still hadn’t hit him, 
which was a very good sign. 

*** 

Vasilli paced his rooms in Moscow. He felt like a prisoner 
under Ladislav’s guard. They should have heard from 
Völundr by now. The Swede couldn’t be trusted with 
something as important as Anya and Vasilli knew 
treachery; he was currently embroiled in it himself. There 
was a phone in his room and Vasilli still had allies that 
weren’t Ladislav’s lackeys. He made some calls to the head 
quarters in Paris but received no reply. 

Finally he called to send some of his informants around 
to the headquarters in Paris. He received word from them 
five hours later to say that both of their buildings were 
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destroyed and crawling with the Illumination. Vasilli had 
the mad desire to laugh as he instructed them to search the 
city for Anya by any means necessary. He thought about 
telling Ladislav as he poured himself a large glass of vodka. 
No, he would let Ladislav find out in his own time. 
Meanwhile he was going to find Anya himself and this 
time he would send a proper specialist team for her, not 
some useless child. 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine 

Flee 

Anya gathered them together that night and told them all 
of her visions of Vasilli, Ladislav and the dubious one 
month time frame to get the gates closed completely. 

“If they leave the gates open it won’t just let Skazki leak 
in it will tear this whole world apart,” Honaw said angrily. 
“They are idiots to think they would be able to contain it.” 

“You would think the Illumination would already be 
moving to prevent it,” Katya let out a harsh bark of 
laughter. “Those assholes are clueless.” 

“Perhaps we should tip them off?” Trajan suggested. 
“Why? So they can either shoot or capture Anya as 

soon as they see her?” Isabelle demanded. 
“We need to stop arguing,” Chayton said quietly 

before turning to Anya. “My brother and I came here as a 
favour to Katya but now, now we need to stay to stop this 
from happening. If they are successful in Russia the idea 
will spread and soon we will have the slaying of Gate 
Keepers the world over. Gate Keepers are mostly neutrals 
but they will be forced to take sides if it comes to a head.” 
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“I have to agree with Chayton,” said Yvan slowly. “We 
are all here as favours or obligations to each other but if we 
don’t help Anya prevent this then the consequences could 
be catastrophic. Skazki cannot be left open otherwise we 
will lose everything it represents. This world needs it to 
believe in. The land of stories tells humans what they are 
or should be.” 

“So we head to Russia and kick their asses.” Hamish 
nodded his head in approval. “Good plan, easy to 
remember.” 

For the next few days Anya rose early and reluctantly 
left her warm bed. Isabelle had begun training her hard 
and though she felt clumsy she appreciated the lessons. 
She would have loved to explore the city with Trajan 
holding her hand but after her kidnapping and Trajan’s 
subsequent torture she refused to leave the safety of the 
mansion. Passports were being forged for Anya, as hers 
had been destroyed in the fire. They had to assume the 
Darkness would have ties with border security and 
Interpol. 

Security within the mansion had been improved with a 
brand new high tech system. They were all on a rotating 
roster to keep guard at all times. They all had ‘emergency’ 
backpacks ready to go if they had to leave in a hurry. 

Anya was still on farm hours otherwise she suspected 
her 6:30 am training sessions with Isabelle would have 
been torture. Her days were taken up with alternating 
workout sessions with Isabelle and magic lessons with 
Chayton and Honaw. They were teaching her how to 
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focus and to be able to use it without thinking. They were 
also teaching her how to find her way through the Land of 
Dreaming so she wouldn’t feel trapped in there. 

Isabelle was waiting for her, dressed in gym clothes and 
her long blonde hair was tied back in a high ponytail. 

“Morning,” Anya greeted. Isabelle was the one who set 
the time for their sessions but she was not by any means a 
morning person. She gave Anya a grunt that passed as a 
hello and pointed at the treadmill. 

An hour later Katya sauntered downstairs with a 
glowing complexion. Anya had moved on to weights and 
she felt like her arms were going to fall off. 

“You are putting her through the motions I see,” Katya 
said as she climbed onto the treadmill and set a perfect 
pace. Anya wanted to throw a weight at her. Katya 
grinned. “You had her on this for a while didn’t you? She 
looks ready to kill me right now.” 

“She has to be strong enough to run away if she cannot 
fight, Yakaterina. You know that.” 

“Don’t talk about me like I am not here,” Anya 
snapped. Isabelle ignored her and coached her on how to 
position her feet before starting her on lunges. 

“So Isabelle, what’s going on with you and Hamish?” 
Katya asked innocently. 

“None of your business.” Isabelle’s severe countenance 
slipped a little. 

“I like Hamish. He is so funny,” Katya continued. To 
her credit, Isabelle’s face didn’t move an inch. “And he’s 
smoking hot.” She let out a low whistle of appreciation. 
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“Keep your eyes on your volk krovi,” snapped Isabelle. 
Katya and Anya exchanged smiles. 

“Don’t worry. I am keeping my eyes on Izrayl…and 
my hands, and my lips and—” 

“We get the idea, Katya. If your father could hear you 
he would rise from his grave and smite you.” 

“We both know he wouldn’t give a damn just as long 
as I didn’t make him look bad. If he could rise from the 
grave I would wait and tell him I was having wild sex with 
a shape changer and that would send him straight back to 
the Land of the Dead.” Katya upped her speed on the 
treadmill, keeping perfect pace without even a puff. It 
made Anya sick. 

“I think we will move you onto something a little more 
useful today,” said Isabelle and pulled a long silver knife 
from her bag. 

“Isabelle, I can barely throw a punch properly,” Anya 
pointed out. 

“Yes but you can move objects with your magic if all 
else fails. Silver messes with most supernaturals; maybe not 
kill them but definitely slow them down. Now, let me 
show you how to push it past the ribs.” 

*** 

Serge surveyed the mansion a few rooftops away. Vasilli 
had given him strict but easy instructions on the mission. 
Get the girl; kill anyone who gets in their way. They were 
waiting until all the lights in the mansion were out. His 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

435 

group of men were walking calmly around the roof, 
waiting for their signal to attack. 

Vasilli had told them about Völundr and how he had 
found the witch using magic. Serge had different methods. 
He had simply found local government surveillance 
footage of the witch and her red-headed friend walking the 
streets shopping. After that he had simply tracked the 
address of the owner of the credit card which had been 
used within the store. He never could understand why the 
magically inclined just didn’t use common sense. 

*** 

Anya’s magic woke her just as the glass smashed in one of 
the windows. Trajan’s alarm system started screaming to 
alert everyone of the intruders. A man dressed entirely in 
black swat gear was on her before she could move. He 
grabbed her around the throat and she clawed at his hands 
desperately. Her attacker’s eyes bulged and the skin of his 
face started to shrink and shrivel as all the life in him was 
pulled from his cells. Anya pushed the mummifying hands 
away from her and picked up the knife she had bought in 
Skazki. Trajan let the body fall to the carpet. 

“We need to move now,” Trajan instructed her. “They 
came in from the roof and there will be more in the 
house.” 

Hamish crashed through the door, making Anya jump. 
He was shirtless and carrying a Winchester in each hand, a 
revolver was stuck in the front of his blood-flecked jeans. 
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“Fucker jumped me,” he grunted. “I was going to say 
sorry for wrecking your carpet but shit happens. We need 
to get the others and get outta here. We can fight better as 
a group.” They rushed down the hallway, Hamish leading 
the way to Isabelle’s room. They heard the commotion 
before they got there. 

Five men had surrounded Isabelle and they were 
closing in on her. One rushed at her with a speed that 
made him blur. Isabelle flipped over him with ease and 
drove her knife in his back. As he fell screaming she 
jumped again, hitting another in the chest; the force drove 
him across the room. 

Hamish shot one in the head, spraying the couches 
with bits of skull and brain. Trajan killed the other two 
with a single touch. There was barely any of the silver 
smoke, he just drained it in a second and they fell to the 
ground dead. 

“They must have found out Völundr was dead,” said 
Trajan. 

“It doesn’t matter now; let’s get out of here,” Isabelle 
tightened her gun holsters and slid her long knives down 
the back of her boots. 

Anya stopped as a ripple of power flowed through the 
mansion. “Yvan—” She started running. As she got to 
Cerise’s doorway something grabbed her from behind, 
gripping her tight. 

“Let her go,” Cerise demanded. She tried to sound 
calm but her eyes were changing black in her anger. 
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“She is the little Russian witch everyone has been 
looking for,” the man said as he jerked her tighter to him. 
“I just want her. The rest will be spared if you let us take 
her.” 

“Not an option,” Trajan said. 
“You will not be going anywhere with Anyanka,” Yvan 

appeared in the doorway. His eyes were glowing with the 
firebird and flames were starting to spread out along his 
hands. He was looking at her and gave her a slight nod 
before shouting, “Pozhar!” Anya exploded into flames and 
the man holding her fell back in surprise. Anya ducked as 
Yvan threw a ball of fire, hitting the man in the chest. He 
barely had time to scream before he burnt up, an almost 
perfect statue of ash. Anya ran to Yvan and held him 
tightly, burning as one for a few seconds before their 
flames died completely. 

“Thank you,” she said as she let him go. 
“We have to get moving,” Isabelle said firmly. “They 

are going to be on us again within twenty minutes if not 
sooner. They would have picked up that magic wave a 
hundred kilometres away.” 

“I just need to get my bag from the Twins room with 
my runes and drum,” Anya said to Trajan. 

“We already have them,” Honaw and Chayton joined 
them. “Anya you really have to stop throwing your power 
like that.” 

“It was Yvan,” she said quickly. 
“It went through hers though,” Trajan pointed out. 
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“Can we please argue about the magical technicalities 
later?” Cerise snapped. “Everyone get their stuff and get 
downstairs. I am going to get some supplies and I think 
you should too Trajan.” She gave him a meaningful look 
and Trajan nodded. 

“I will go and get my gear,” Anya said. She really didn’t 
want to see Cerise getting blood from corpses or Trajan 
walking through the house while the silvery smoke 
surrounded him. She had seen enough for one night. 

Katya and Izrayl were already waiting for them. Izrayl 
was lounging against his car with Katya sitting on the 
bonnet. 

“Never a dull moment with Anya around.” Izrayl 
smiled but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. 

“What’s the plan?” Katya asked. 
“I need to get back to Russia. I only have a couple of 

weeks before the gate on the farm opens,” Anya said. 
Trajan took her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. 

“Russia it is then. Into the lion’s den.” 
“You aren’t worried are you, pup?” Izrayl gave Katya’s 

chin a light pinch. Her pale green gaze hardened and she 
batted his hand away. 

“Do I look worried?” Isabelle, Hamish and the Twins 
appeared in time to break up the squabble. 

“What an exciting life you lead,” Chayton smiled at 
Anya. 

“Reminds me of the old days,” Honaw added. “It 
makes you feel alive when there are people trying to kill 
you.” 
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“Thanks guys. That makes me feel so much better for 
putting your lives at risk.” They both shrugged casually. 

“Don’t worry about it. That was some pretty 
impressive magic you did with Yvan. We are proud of 
you.” 

“Be proud when I close the gates.” Anya sounded 
colder than she wanted. She was scared and was trying 
very hard not to be defensive. She wanted to crawl into a 
dark place and get drunk. 

Cerise and Yvan had arrived as they talked. Yvan gave 
Anya a small smile which allowed her to relax a little. 
Cerise tossed her bag into the back of her red Jaguar and 
climbed into the driver’s seat. “When you a ready, 
darlings,” she said. She looked edgy as she lit a cigarette. 
Anya was surprised to see Yvan put his bag in her car and 
take the front seat. Her urge to get drunk was suddenly 
magnified. 

“I know you want us all to stick together but I am 
taking my bike,” Isabelle stated. “There’s no way I am 
going to let some filthy lackeys of Ladislav get it.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of asking you to leave it behind. 
Hamish can ride with Anya and me,” said Trajan. 

“The Twins are coming with me,” piped up Katya. 
“Don’t worry, ciqala, we are coming to make sure you 

don’t get up to any mischief.” Anya tried not to smile as 
Izrayl’s eyes narrowed. Someone clearly had some mischief 
in mind. 

Isabelle’s motorcycle roared to life, making them all 
jump. “Today people! They are coming! I can feel it.” 
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Trajan led Anya to a shiny black Land Rover SUV. 
Hamish sprawled out on the back seat and Anya sat in the 
front, pushing her bag onto the floor. 

“When we get to the border we will put the cars on a 
train. I don’t want to get to the end of Russia with no 
transport. There are too many of us to carry now.” 

Trajan didn’t believe in holding with the speed limit 
and neither did the people they were with. Anya didn’t 
care how fast they went. She wanted to be out of France 
before anything else came looking for her. 

*** 

Aramis surveyed the human wreckage in the mansion with 
as much passivity as he could. He opened his phone and 
dialled a number. “I am going to need a clean-up crew,” 
he said and hung up. He was the only one of his team who 
wasn’t in black swat gear. This was the third house they 
had investigated in a fortnight and he knew they were 
connected, he just didn’t know how yet. The second house 
they had been to had turned out to be another building 
owned by the Darkness and unlike the first fire this one 
had been lit by magic. The residue over it had been intense 
and Aramis had known just by the feel of it that it had 
been started by Yanka’s descendant. It had taken a lot of 
self-control to even stay on the site let alone the case. 

“At least ten remains so far, sir,” a faceless man 
mumbled through his balaclava. “The magic residue is off 
the charts again and it was used to kill. There are four 
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separate magic signatures but one in particular was on a 
higher scale.” 

“Was it the same as the last building?” Aramis asked. 
“Yes, sir. But I think it was more controlled this time 

around. There, it was more of an explosion but here I 
believe it was directed at the one target.” 

“Do we know who this target was?” 
“Yes, but I think you should come and take a look.” 

Aramis followed the man up the stairs to the remains. He 
had seen many strange things but the perfect ashen figure 
of the man was definitely a surprise. It reminded him of 
the bodies they had found under the ash of Pompeii. 

“You can see why I wanted to show you. It creeped the 
hell out of the men when they found it.” 

“I imagine it would.” Aramis held out a hand to the 
victim’s face without touching it and closed his eyes. Her 
magic was all over it but it had been a mingling of her 
power and something older and stronger that had killed. 
Whispering under his breath and drawing on his own 
magic the last seconds of the victim’s life flashed through 
his mind. A dark haired man burning with a firebird 
glowing and alive on his chest. The faces of worried people 
watching. The girl in his arms igniting in a burst of flame. 
He dropped her and she fell to the floor. Her face turned 
and Aramis jolted out of the vision with a cry. 

“Are you alright sir?” Aramis was breathing heavily but 
nodded. 

“I’m fine. It’s time we make contact with these people. 
This situation is getting out of control.” 
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“With all due respect, sir, you know the family’s 
history. You think she will listen to us or blow us all to 
pieces?” 

“We will find out soon enough.” 
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Chapter Thirty 

Bright Sparks 

Anya first noticed the tall stranger at the Czech 
Republic/Slovakian border. It wasn’t unusual to see fair 
people in this part of Europe but the stranger was striking. 
His hair was a silver ash, fairer even than hers. His blue 
eyes were made bluer by the dark navy leather trench coat 
he wore with the collar turned up. She had glimpsed him 
for a split second in the dining car before someone stepped 
in front of him and he was gone. He had looked directly at 
her and in that second her magic had flared like a fever. 

The journey so far had been remarkably unhindered. 
They had crossed into Germany with an unobserved ease. 
After the first few days of driving Anya’s body clock was so 
completely out of whack she lost the concept of time. In 
the Czech Republic they boarded a train, their vehicles 
stored in the cargo carriage. Trajan and Cerise had argued 
with each other and everyone else until finally they agreed 
that train travel was the least inconspicuous. 

Anya had always felt claustrophobic on trains and the 
closer she came to Russia the more agitated she 
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became.Trajan understood her anxiety and was doing his 
best to distract and calm her. He told her stories of the 
relatives she had never known and had been reading aloud 
to her. He was also a lot more relaxed with touching and 
kissing her occasionally. Anya suspected it was the 
strangest relationship in the world but she had no 
experience to compare it to. Whatever it was, it was 
enough for her. 

“Do you know that you are drinking too much again?” 
Yvan said behind her. Anya sat in a booth in what she 
called the vodka carriage, the only place she could 
successfully hide. Obviously it wasn’t anymore. 

“And?” She made a point of taking a long swallow of 
her drink. Yvan moved and sat opposite her. He had been 
playing cards and arguing playfully with Cerise hours 
before and while Anya was happy they were getting along 
it bothered her. 

“Is there a reason for the drinking?” 
“Boredom. Nerves. Magic bugging me. You name it.” 
“Getting drunk everyday won’t help any of that and 

you know it.” 
“How’s Cerise?” Anya asked abruptly. 
“Cerise? She is fine, why ask me?” Yvan’s eyebrows 

drew together in confusion. 
“You two seem to be getting awfully friendly.” 
“I am awfully friendly with everybody. How is your 

human- thanatos relationship working?” 
“It’s going just fine.” 
“How nice for you.” 
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“It is yes.” 
“If it’s so great how come you are hiding in the back of 

the train drinking by yourself?” Anya scowled but couldn’t 
think of a reply. Yvan sighed and helped himself to her 
vodka, draining it in one gulp. 

“I am not going to argue with you shalost. I just think 
there should be someone in your life who is not going to 
indulge you. You should be using the time on this train to 
learn some more magic from Honaw and Chayton, not 
drinking the entire vodka supply.” He got to his feet and 
looked down on her. “Get focussed and stop wallowing.” 
He hesitated before he bent down and kissed the top of 
head whispering, “Get some sleep occasionally.” He left 
her sitting there drunk and ashamed. He was disappointed 
and that killed her more than anything he could have said. 
As soon as the carriage door shut Anya burst into tears. 

She was running the sleeves of her grey sweater over 
her face to wipe off her tears when she spotted the stranger 
again. Tall, impossibly fair and looking at her with a 
mixture of horror and surprise. He went to open the door 
to the carriage but he stopped, turned around and 
disappeared along the aisle. Anya’s chest was filled with 
instant pressure and she fought to push down the magic 
threatening to break out of her. Shaking and drunk she got 
to her feet and hurried back to her own compartment. In 
the morning she wondered if the man had even been 
there. 

Over the next few days Anya spent her time with 
Chayton and Honaw as Yvan suggested. They were trying 
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to teach her how to use the drum she had been given. Like 
Baba Zosia they didn’t dare touch it in case the symbols 
changed. Anya wanted to tell them about the man she had 
seen who had disrupted her magic so much. If it wasn’t for 
the fact she had been drunk when she had seen him both 
times she probably would have asked. For all she knew he 
could be a figment of her imagination. She had seen more 
than impossible things when under the influence. Once 
she had seen the fire place in the house on the farm 
glowing florescent purple. No, she would keep him to 
herself, at least until she saw him sober. Then she would 
send Isabelle and Katya to rough him up for scaring her so 
much. 

“What is it?” Trajan’s face came into focus in front of 
her and she snapped back into reality. They were eating in 
one of the dining cars and the noise of clanking cutlery 
and people talking was almost deafening. 

“Nothing, just thinking,” she replied vaguely. 
“Are you and Yvan talking to each other yet?” He 

looked at her over the top of his glasses. 
“I don’t know what you mean.” 
“Come now Anya, you haven’t spoken to him in days. 

I believe this would have to be some kind of record. 
Usually you two are thick as thieves. Did you have a 
disagreement?” 

“Something like that. We will get over it don’t worry.” 
“I am not worried nor am I complaining about having 

you to myself for once. But still, don’t let some small 
oversight become an incurable problem. You care for each 
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other too much for that.” Anya looked at him and smiled. 
Only Trajan would say it like that; an ‘incurable problem.’ 
He wore a burgundy scarf around his neck today that set 
off his eyes and contrasted boldly with his dark curls. He 
pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, a nervous 
habit that Anya didn’t think he was even aware of. 

Something pale flashed over his shoulder and Anya saw 
her phantom stranger sitting at the end tables. Her breath 
caught as her power rushed to her head and tried to break 
free of her. It wanted to reach out and touch him. Anya 
felt possessed like she had the night she escaped from 
Völundr and her magic had taken over. She dug her nails 
into her palms to snap her out of it. The stranger was 
looking at Trajan the way a gardener looks at a slug and he 
screwed up his face. He noticed Anya watching him and 
his expression relaxed as he inclined his head in 
recognition. Slowly he tucked the paper he had been 
reading under his arm and departed from the carriage. 
Anya finally felt like she could breathe again. 

“I think you are right,” she said and got to her feet. “I 
need to go and speak with Yvan.” Trajan opened his 
mouth to say something but she grabbed him by the soft 
fabric of his scarf and pulled him in for a quick kiss before 
hurrying after her phantom. 

By the time Anya moved into the next carriage the 
stranger was gone. She glanced over her shoulder a few 
times as she hurried to Yvan’s compartment. Without 
knocking she barged in only to find the firebird in full 
flaming glory perched on the metal bar of the bed. 
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Swearing she pulled the door shut behind her before a 
curious passenger accidentally looked in. 

“Hey is Yvan in there? I really need to talk to him,” she 
said as she sat down on the bed beside it. It cooed at her 
and Anya got the distinct impression she was getting a 
cold shoulder. She slowly released some of her magic so 
her hand lit up with its own fire. Very carefully to not 
startle it she gently stroked its back. “I know he’s annoyed 
with me but this is important.” It ignored her and too 
tired to fight she lay down to wait it out. 

  
She looks so peaceful when she sleeps, the firebird said 

as it looked down on her. Deep inside of him Yvan 
squirmed. If I let you out you do you promise not to upset 
her? Look how tired she is. She is fading under the strain. 
You are meant to be the one to stop it from happening. 
You promised to protect her. 

Let me out so I can! Yvan shouted. The firebird’s wing 
touched her cheek before it started to change. Yvan tried 
to hold in the cries of pain so not to wake her. In 
moments he lay naked and panting on the thin carpet 
floor. He looked up uncertainly but Anya hadn’t moved. 
He got to his feet and quickly pulled on a pair of jeans. 
The firebird was right, she did look drained. He had been 
harsh but at least she had stopped drinking quite so much. 
He wondered if Trajan knew she had been sneaking off to 
the bar when everyone was sleeping. Trajan could still be 
clueless about the most mundane of things. 

It’s not up to him to take care of her. It’s up to you. 
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Why do you care so much about what I am meant to do? 
Yvan snapped. 

Isn’t it obvious? I care so much about her because you 
do. You can just be too stupid to see it sometimes. 

That’s not helping. 
It is the truth though. Yvan ignored it as he carefully 

placed a spare blanket over Anya. He brushed her cheek 
lightly with his fingertips. It seemed unfair that someone 
as young her had so much responsibility. He sat down on 
the floor and rested his back against the bed. 

Anya moved in her sleep and her arm flopped down 
beside him. As he was tucking it back in her fingers 
tightened around his and held them. Yvan thought about 
waking her but decided she needed the sleep more than he 
needed his hand. 

  
Anya woke to see Yvan pulling on a t-shirt. “Nice to 

see you,” she said sleepily. 
“Sorry if I woke you.” 
“You didn’t. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” 
“You looked like you needed it.” Anya sat up slowly 

and ran her hands through her hair. “About the other 
night,” he continued, “I am sorry if I upset you.” 

“Don’t be sorry, you were right after all. I came to tell 
you that and I think there is someone on the train 
following me.” Yvan sat down next to her as she told him 
about the stranger and how her magic had reacted to him. 

“Have you told anyone else?” Yvan asked. 
“Just you. I knew you wouldn’t think I am crazy.” 
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“Well not completely crazy.” He smiled just at the 
corner of his mouth and Anya found herself smiling back. 

“Shut up. I am serious, this man worries me. I don’t 
think he is Darkness. He’s something else. It’s like my 
magic wants to reach out and touch him. It has never done 
that before.” 

“How do you know he wasn’t one of the Darkness?” 
“I don’t but he just didn’t feel…evil. I don’t think my 

magic would have reacted like that if he was. I met Vasilli 
and Völundr and I never experienced anything like that.” 

“Just watch yourself. It’s always possible that it’s just a 
coincidence. If he is intent on making himself known to 
you he will.” 

*** 

Aramis watched Anya leave the compartment of her tall 
male companion. Aramis only briefly saw him but even 
then he saw that the man was lit up with a magical aura as 
bright as the sun. As he followed her she glanced around 
cautiously as if she sensed his presence. Her trailing magic 
left a red signature and it clung to surfaces wherever it 
landed. No wonder the Darkness could find her so easily. 
It was going to be harder to protect her than he originally 
thought. And there was no doubt in his mind she would 
need protecting. She was so much like Yanka that people 
out there would kill her on sight for that alone. 

Aramis thought he would be able to perform this 
assignment with relative ease, even with his history with 
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her family. But one glance at those green eyes and pale, 
pale hair and he had to fight not to go to her. To tell her 
everything. It wasn’t Anya who he was seeing though. It 
was Yanka. 

Anya had many powerful bodyguards and was already 
suspicious of him. He had caught a glimpse of Isabelle 
Blackwood on the train, a legend even among the 
Illumination. Then there was the Thanatos, who was very 
obviously her lover. Anger had washed through him when 
he had seen them together. To get involved with a Death 
Spirit was to court death itself. She didn’t seem nervous or 
repulsed yet she would have to know what he truly was. 

Aramis knew he was going to have to wait to get her 
alone. She wasn’t the type to trust anyone lightly. He 
didn’t like the thought of using compulsion magic on her 
in order to get her trust but he didn’t see another choice. 
Before leaving the carriage he gave a careless flick of his 
hand and the scarlet magic faded away. 

*** 

Anya pulled on her jeans and jacket and stumbled into the 
corridor. It was dark and quiet which was exactly what she 
needed. She had felt better since she had a sleep and a talk 
with Yvan but when she had tried to go back to her own 
bed, she was left wide awake and staring at the ceiling. She 
felt the crushing vulnerability of being alone in a strange 
place. Trajan was a creature of the night and had left her 
to sleep. But she hadn’t slept. She had twisted herself back 
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into a ball of worry and fear that had momentarily had 
been eased by Yvan’s presence. 

Trains were never really quiet, no matter how hard she 
tried she couldn’t block out the clacking sound of the 
tracks and the hum of the other passengers. The closer to 
Russia the more uneasy she became. Her magic was 
starting to annoy her again and despite the exercises 
Chayton and Honaw taught her she could feel the thrum 
of it under her skin. 

Anya caught her reflection in the train windows and 
shuddered. Her hair was a shambles and she had dark 
circles under her eyes. She hastily pulled her hair back in a 
ponytail and rubbed her cheeks to get some colour into 
them. 

She made her way to the vodka carriage where she 
knew she wouldn’t be disturbed. She had denied herself 
for days but she couldn’t handle the power running under 
her skin annoying her a moment longer. Drinking was the 
only thing that would dull it down enough for her muscles 
to relax. The tired barman smiled at her and handed her a 
glass of vodka before going back to reading his book. 

Anya sat down in one of the booths and watched the 
stars flash by. Her magic flared intensely as she sipped her 
second vodka. The phantom stranger was opening the 
door of the carriage. Anya glanced over at the barman but 
he had fallen asleep on the counter. With no other doors 
out she was trapped. She fought the panic that started to 
smother her. 
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The stranger’s blue eyes glanced over at her as he 
walked past and helped himself to the bar. “It would seem 
we are the only two people who can’t sleep,” he said in one 
of the most unusual voices Anya had ever heard; gentle, 
deep with a touch of husk and had a lilting unidentifiable 
accent. 

“Trains are too noisy for me to sleep,” Anya replied 
warily as she watched him. He could just be a passenger; a 
normal human passenger she had just happened to notice. 

“I am claustrophobic so trains aren’t my favourite form 
of travel either.” He sat down opposite her. He was 
without a doubt one of the most handsome men she had 
ever seen. “Forgive me, I am Aramis.” 

“Like the musketeer?” 
“So I have been told,” Aramis replied, the faintest of 

blushes colouring his cheeks. 
“Anya.” He offered her his hand to shake it and very 

hesitantly, and more to be polite, she took it. Her magic 
flared brightly and began rushing to her palm. She tried to 
yank her hand back but Aramis held it firm. 

“Let me go! I don’t want to hurt you!” 
“You will not hurt me, Anya. Try to relax.” Her magic 

burst forth from her palm in two scarlet translucent 
ribbons that twisted around Aramis’s forearm. It looked as 
if it were caressing him. Slowly, it retracted back to Anya 
and disappeared under her skin. 

“What the hell are you?” she demanded as he let go of 
her hand. Her power had never materialised like that 
before. She wouldn’t have thought it could. 
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“I am with the Illumination. I have come to protect 
you.” 

“Vittu tätä paskaa,” she swore. “What the hell do you 
people want from me?” 

“We do not want anything from you. I can help you, if 
you will let me.” 

“Why? I have done nothing wrong, you don’t even 
know me.” 

“That is where you are wrong, Anyanka. We do know 
you. The Illumination has kept files on your family since 
Yanka crossed into this world. We know who your parents 
are, how they met, when you were born. Unfortunately 
your grandfather kept the extent of your powers a secret 
from us.” 

“I wonder why he would do that?” she interrupted 
sarcastically. 

“Perhaps he was concerned we would take you away 
from him for proper training.” 

“Or he didn’t want you using me like every other 
bastard wants to. The Darkness, the Illumination, the 
Powers. You are all the fucking same.” 

“We are on the side of good.” 
“That depends on which side you’re standing on.” 
“You are terribly stubborn aren’t you?” he said 

unexpectedly. 
“Yes I am and I am extremely suspicious and not very 

trusting.” 
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“I can tell.” His lips were curling up in amusement. 
Anya began to feel the anger drain out of her. “Regardless, 
I have a team onboard to assist if you are attacked.” 

“I really don’t think I can handle any more baby sitters, 
Aramis.” Anya got up and went to the bar to get the bottle 
of vodka. The bartender was out cold and slumped over 
the sink. Anya looked over to Aramis who watched her 
carefully. He probably suspected she would try to bolt. She 
would have if she didn’t have to get past him to get to a 
door. 

“I don’t want us to be disturbed so he won’t be waking 
any time soon,” Aramis assured, “Your file said you had a 
drinking problem.” He looked pointedly at the bottle in 
her hand. 

“My drinking is none of your business.” She sat back 
down and filled her cup. Aramis took the bottle and filled 
his own. 

“I must admit there wasn’t a terrible lot of information 
about you. What we found in Paris will make an 
interesting addition.” 

“What is it you think you found in Paris?” Anya’s heart 
was starting to panic again. They had been to Trajan’s 
house. They would have seen the bodies. 

“A man had been turned into a perfect ash sculpture. 
Only magic could have done such a thing.” 

“It was self-defence.” 
“I have no doubt. Can I ask who he was?” 
“I don’t know. I assume he was with the Darkness.” 
“Why is that?” 
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“Because they kidnapped and tortured me and my 
friend. Because they are hunting me. They were the ones 
who broke into our house and tried to kill us. That man 
had a knife at my throat. He had it coming.” 

“How did you escape them when they kidnapped you? 
By burning their headquarters down?” 

“How did you know about that?” Anya demanded. She 
hated that she sounded afraid instead of angry. 

“Your magic residue was left all over it. Tell me what 
happened?” 

“Why should I?” 
“Because I am trustworthy,” he smiled as he touched 

her hand. Her power purred as a tingling warmth spread 
from him. 

“What are you?” she whispered. “Why does my magic 
react to you like this?” Her eyes filled with tears, 
overwhelmed by the power that began to pour into her. 
“You want me to trust you but you won’t even tell me 
who you really are.” 

“I told you. My name is Aramis and I am with the 
Illumination.” 

“What else are you?” 
“If I tell you, will you tell me how you came to be on 

this train? Will you trust me and believe that I am here to 
help you, Anyanka?” His fingers were lightly stroked the 
soft underside of her wrist. 

“Yes, I will tell you everything,” she found herself 
saying dreamily. Warm mist was rolling through her and 
the incessant twitching of power under her skin calmed. 
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“Very well, I am Álfr.” 
“Did you say an elf?” a cynical laugh escaped her lips 

before she could check it. “An elf with a French name.” 
“I am not an elf. I am Álfr. As for my French name, 

Aramis is the closest I could get to my real name in the 
human tongue.” 

“Prove it. Prove that you are an elf…or Álfr. The 
legends call you the Fair Folk but you look just like a 
handsome thirty-something human man.” 

“It’s a glamour so I can…blend in.” He said it with 
such sincerity that Anya found herself believing him. The 
cynical part of her won out. 

“Show me.” Aramis sighed as a rush of power poured 
from him. The change started at the top of his head and 
flowed down his body in a ripple effect. 

Anya had seen good looking men before. Yvan was the 
epitome of human male beauty, strongly built, long 
limbed, you could see him riding a horse and using a 
sword as well. He had lines around his eyes when he 
smiled. Trajan was one step more towards refinement; well 
groomed, well-spoken and elegant in manners but he was 
still human or human shaped, with the slight flaws that 
came with it. Those small unidentifiable traits that made 
him look human. 

The man who sat opposite her was now so far beyond 
anything she had experienced that her head unexpectedly 
filled with clichés. Eyes as blue as sapphires, skin as pale as 
snow. Ethereal. Angelic. None of those well used 
descriptions could ever justify him. Yes, his eyes were blue 
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but they were so deep and so clear you couldn’t help but 
think that this blue was the first shade of blue that God 
created. The whiteness of his skin was unmarred and 
flawless. There was a sheen to it under the fluorescent 
lights, like crushed pearls had been rubbed into it. He 
seemed to be lit from the inside, some force that 
illuminated outward. High cheekbones gave strong 
structure to his deep set eyes, Grecian nose and soft 
smiling mouth. All of this was framed by very thick, glossy 
silver white wavy hair. This creature was so far from 
human that she felt attracted and repelled at the same 
time. Her hand reached across and touched his cheek in 
fascination before pulling it back quickly. 

“Do you believe me now?” 
“I believe you,” she said and swallowed hard. “Is that 

why my magic acted like it did? Because you are Álfr?” 
“What your fródleikr, your magic, did was quite 

unusual. We are a magical race but I have never had that 
happen before. As if it recognised my nature.” Aramis 
brushed his fingers along the top of her hand, leaving trails 
of warmth. “Tell me what has happened, Anyanka. You 
will not regret trusting me.” 

“I hope I don’t regret it, for your sake.” He was looking 
at her expectantly so taking a deep breath she told him 
everything that had happened since Tuoni had visited and 
turned her world on its head. 

An empty bottle later, Aramis sat across from her wide 
eyed but silent. His glamour had been replaced as they 
talked so he was back to looking human. 
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“If their plan is going to run on the month time-frame 
I will make sure that the Illumination has a presence in the 
area. What the Darkness plans to do violates the treaty and 
could completely destroy Russia. It is a risk the 
Illumination will not take,” he said gravely. “Also I know 
now more than ever that we need to protect you. Your 
power has infinite possibilities to grow and you will always 
be a target because of it.” 

“You can’t be so naïve to think that the Illumination 
won’t try to recruit me or whatever it is you do. They will 
lock me up as quickly as the Darkness,” Anya said and 
folded her arms. “You will not convince me otherwise.” 

“I don’t want to lie to you; the Illumination wants me 
to apprehend you-” 

“I would like to see them try. The Darkness tried it 
once and look how it ended for them.” 

“I’m not trying to threaten you Anya,” Aramis said 
calmly. “You need to close the gate because you’re the only 
one who can. They won’t make a move until then. The 
things they could teach you…” 

“Stop it, Aramis. I’m not interested. If you follow us to 
Russia I can’t stop you but after I am finished if you try to 
take me they will stop you. I won’t be a hostage again.” 

“There wouldn’t be any force involved, Anya. It’s for 
your protection more than anything else.” 

“Is that what they are telling you?” Aramis looked like 
he was about to reply but he stopped the retort. Instead he 
let out a small sigh and said, “I won’t let anything happen 
to you Anya. Just let me help you and your companions. 
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As for what happens after you close the gate well…I will 
endeavour to change their minds. Unless of course it is 
what you want. The Illumination isn’t your enemy and 
neither am I.” He ran his fingers over the back of her hand 
and Anya felt the charge in them. She didn’t know why 
she trusted him or what he was saying but she did. 

“I think it will take a lot of convincing to get the others 
to want to work with the Illumination but I will try.” He 
smiled easily at her and she found herself smiling back. 
She liked him and he knew it. 

“You should go off to bed. You need to sleep and they 
will panic if they can’t find you,” he said finally. Anya 
looked up as the carriage door opened. Trajan spotted her 
and Aramis. 

“They have already found us.” Aramis got to his feet as 
black smoke began to pour from Trajan. 

“Trajan stop; he’s a friend!” Anya shouted. She 
watched as the brown from Trajan’s eyes melted into red 
and Aramis’s position changed to defensive. Trajan 
vanished and was on him in a heartbeat. Aramis glowed 
and with a deafening crack Trajan was thrown backwards 
and crumpled on the stained carpet. Anya pushed Aramis 
out of the way and hurried to where Trajan lay. 

“Are you hurt?” Anya was on her knees beside him 
checking him over. His nose was bleeding and he was 
looking at her in a daze. “What the hell did you do to him 
Aramis?” 

“I defended myself.” He still hadn’t taken his eyes off 
Trajan. 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

461 

“What the hell is he?” Trajan said as he sat up 
clutching his head. 

“I am Álfr and you will keep your distance,” Aramis 
commanded; the power in his voice made Anya’s hair 
stand on end. She helped Trajan to his feet. 

“Álfr…” 
“Long story,” Anya muttered. “I told you not to attack 

him.” 
“I didn’t mean to. I saw him and…” Trajan seemed to 

be at a loss for words. 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“I apologise,” Trajan said to Aramis when he could 

stand straight. 
“Accepted,” Aramis gave him a nod. “I have to go and 

check on the security detail. Anya, please talk to your 
people and find if an alliance is possible.” He fixed her 
with his impossibly blue gaze and added more gently, “I 
will be close.” 

“I will find you,” she assured. As he walked past her his 
hand lightly touched hers, leaving her magic burning. 

  
As Anya was helping Trajan back to their compartment 

they were met by the Twins and almost collided with a 
very edgy Yvan. 

“What’s happened?” Honaw demanded as he helped 
shoulder Trajan’s weight. 

“How did I know you would be at the centre of this 
newest disturbance shalost?” Yvan teased sleepily. 
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“Help me get Trajan inside. He just nearly had his 
brain knocked out,” Anya said, drunk and shaky from her 
night with Aramis. Now she was away from him she 
couldn’t believe the things she had revealed. She 
remembered the bartender who was put to sleep so they 
could speak privately. Had he used magic on her too? Her 
knees started to weaken and Yvan grabbed her arm to 
steady her. 

“Looks like you need to sit down. Some water couldn’t 
hurt either.” Anya was placed next to Trajan on the 
narrow bed and Yvan disappeared only to come back with 
bottles of water. The Twins had positioned themselves on 
the carpet and were looking at Anya expectantly. 

“Tell them Anya,” Trajan slurred as he slumped against 
the wall. She didn’t tell them that she thought he had used 
his magic on her but an edited version of Aramis and his 
offer came forth instead. 

“Álfr. Even in Skazki they are a myth,” said Yvan with 
a shake of his head. “I wonder how they ended up living 
here.” 

“There are two colonies of them in America that we 
know of,” admitted Chayton thoughtfully. “We leave 
them alone, they leave us alone. Their existence wouldn’t 
be an entire secret but they stick together and guard their 
privacy. We don’t know much about them. It is surprising 
that one is working for the Illumination though. They are 
highly magical of course but they don’t get involved in the 
affairs of others. Strange.” 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

463 

“Another thing,” Honaw continued almost instantly, 
“is that you will have to watch your nature, Trajan. Álfr 
are not like humans or supernaturals. As a Thanatos you 
are Death and they are unnaturally pure life. You will 
always repel each other.” 

“What did he hit me with?” Trajan asked rubbing his 
chest. 

“I don’t know but it was powerful enough to send us 
running. There is something more pressing to worry about 
than that. ” 

“What?” Anya asked. 
“How are we going to convince Isabelle and Katya to 

become allies with the Illumination?” 

*** 

They had agreed to meet in Aramis’s private carriage. 
Since no one trusted anyone else, this was as neutral a 
territory as they were going to get. Anya was edgy but 
nowhere near what the others were. Trajan was closer than 
usual, one arm resting around her at all times. 

There was no way she could have talked them out of 
going unarmed so she didn’t even try. Katya and Isabelle 
looked quite bulky underneath their overcoats. Anya could 
only guess how many weapons they had between them. 

Only the Twins looked relaxed in their dark jeans and 
matching black tee shirts. Both had worn their hair out 
making it even harder to tell which was which. Chayton 
had a calmer aura whereas Honaw had the slightly more 
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aggressive. Their magical signature was the only thing 
Anya could tell them apart by and only because they had 
taught her how to feel it out. To anyone else they would 
be very tall, very serious looking men. They were the only 
ones who had any knowledge of the Álfr in the real world. 
Katya and Isabelle had scoffed openly. Anya still didn’t 
think they fully believed her. 

“You two are the only ones acting normal tonight,” she 
commented to Chayton and Honaw. 

“We’re not worried because you have enough power to 
take them all out if they threaten us,” Chayton answered 
and they both smiled big and white. “Besides it sounds 
like this Álfr is a fan of yours.” 

“Great. You guys are meant to be protecting me 
remember?” 

“Oh no, you protect us,” they synced unevenly. 
“You guys are meant to be gods, you don’t need my 

help.” 
“It’s much more fun to watch you get angry though.” 
“What makes you think I am going to get angry?” 

They both looked slightly guilty and Honaw lowered his 
voice. 

“We have been talking to Katya about her experiences 
with the Illumination. They tried arresting her a few years 
ago for a shape-shifter murder. It was stealing children and 
feeding on them. She saved a little boy but they tried to 
arrest her anyway for killing without a warrant. They are 
not happy she has eluded them for so long.” 
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“This is different. Aramis has promised to help us. I 
trust him.” 

“Why? Because he said he was trustworthy?” 
“I am sure my magic wouldn’t have reacted that way if 

I couldn’t trust him.” 
“So trust your Álfr but do not think for a minute that 

the others who are with him wouldn’t betray you,” said 
Honaw viciously. 

“All right, this is what we are going to do,” Isabelle 
interrupted the chatter. “Izrayl and Hamish will go first, 
then Yvan and Cerise, Trajan, Anya and the Twins. Katya 
and I will protect the rear. I am not happy about this 
treaty. We have no idea of their firepower or how many 
men they have. If we are walking into a trap I want 
everyone to be on his or her guard.” Anya knew if 
anything did go wrong tonight Isabelle was going to hold 
her personally responsible. Trajan saw the look and 
wrapped Anya protectively under his arm. 

They made their way to Aramis’s carriage in the 
convoy set out by Isabelle’s instruction. Anya could only 
imagine what the passengers thought of the group moving 
through the carriages. They looked like train robbers, 
especially Hamish in his long coat, boots and the shiny 
belt buckle on his jeans. 

They were all on guard, everyone looking out for an 
attack. Anya wanted to remind them all they had been 
travelling on the same train for quite a while now so if 
they’d wanted to attack they had had plenty of 
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opportunity. One glance at Isabelle’s face and she decided 
not to mention it. 

Two burly men in black guarded the doors to Aramis’s 
carriage. Izrayl and Hamish eyed them warily. There 
wasn’t a lot of room to have a fight on a train but Anya 
was sure they would have liked to pick one regardless. 

“We have a meeting with Aramis,” Izrayl said. 
“There will be no weapons past this point,” said one 

guard. He had a thick cockney English accent and a 
severely crooked nose. 

“Leave our weapons with you? You’re fucking 
dreaming mate,” said Hamish, as eloquent as ever. As they 
argued Anya stretched out her magical senses like the 
Twins had taught her. She instantly found Aramis’s 
presence glowing in her mind like a silvery star. It began 
moving towards her; the doors behind the guards opened 
and Aramis was there, serious and imposing. He was 
dressed casually in dark jeans and a grey shirt. He was 
leaner than Anya expected under the blue coat he wore the 
previous night. 

“Is there a problem?” he asked. The guard shifted 
uncomfortably. 

“They are refusing to disarm,” the guard replied, his 
tone slightly sullen. 

“You can hardly blame them. Let them pass.” 
“I don’t think that is a good idea sir.” 
“Noted, now let them pass.” Aramis turned promptly 

and walked back into the carriage. Hamish stuck his 



CRY OF THE FIREBIRD 

467 

middle finger at the guard as they filed in. Anya was sure 
Isabelle hissed at one. 

The carriage was roomy with lounges and mismatched 
seats lining the walls. A massive desk stood at the far end 
stacked with papers and a small laptop. For some reason 
Anya couldn’t picture Aramis ever using it. There were 
two other men in the room but they had much more of an 
air of authority about them. 

“You will have to forgive the suspicious nature of my 
men,” said Aramis as he sat down in one of the soft leather 
chairs. He indicated they should make themselves 
comfortable on the two-seater lounges and other available 
chairs. Isabelle and Katya remained standing but Aramis 
didn’t seem offended by it. 

“Suspicion helps keep you alive,” said one of the 
strangers. Aramis quickly introduced them as Petyr and 
Ruben, commanders of the two different Illumination 
teams on board. Anya followed his lead and introduced 
her companions. When she reached Isabelle, Ruben 
grunted. Aramis glared at him. 

“What do you want?” Isabelle said promptly. 
“We are here to help Anya. She has made me aware of 

the predicament with the gate protection so we travel to 
Russia in order to stop anything from entering our world 
that shouldn’t. Also to stop the Darkness from leaving the 
gates open and destroying Russia,” Aramis replied. 

“I have never seen one of the Illuminators get their 
hands dirty,” hissed Katya. 
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“We can’t all be baby killers can we Blackwood?” said 
Ruben. Isabelle went extremely still. She looked furious 
but something else flashed by on her face. If Anya didn’t 
know her any better she would have thought it was fear. “I 
was there that night. When we were cleaning up the little 
limbs of children you had ripped apart.” 

“That is enough,” Aramis warned but the man didn’t 
stop. 

“We were the ones who had to bury them. All those 
poor innocents, dying so terrified.” The man had gotten to 
his feet and started moving toward Isabelle as he spoke. 
“Yet for all our efforts the culprit remained unpunished. 
You fled only to reappear years later hailed as the greatest 
hunter in the world. How fucking ironic.” 

“Hold your tongue, you fucking spark plug or I will rip 
it out.” Isabelle’s tone was ice cold, making Anya’s skin 
rise with goose bumps. She had never heard an insult for 
the Illumination but they bristled with offence. Ruben 
pointed a finger at her accusingly. 

“I have no doubt that in time you will show your true 
self and we will have to take you out. It is a dark day for 
the Illumination that we make an alliance with such a 
filthy whore!” 

Ruben only had a second to gloat before there was a 
blur of movement and he was on the floor, blood pouring 
from his mouth where his jaw had shattered. The attack 
didn’t come from where he expected it. Hamish stood over 
him with his fists still balled tight. 
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“Don’t you ever speak to her like that again. If you do 
all your specialist training ain’t going to amount to shit,” 
he spoke very low. A strong ripple of power ran under his 
skin, his beast wanting to explode from his flesh. 

Isabelle moved to stand over the bleeding man, one 
hand resting on the butt of her pistol. “I didn’t kill those 
children. They weren’t the only things that got attacked 
that night.” She reached up and pulled across her shirt so 
they could see the mangled scar. Ruben looked up at her 
with round eyes. Isabelle turned and headed for the door, 
yanking it open violently. The two guards tried to grab her 
but caught air as she ducked. One made to grab her again, 
swinging low. Isabelle caught his arm, one-handed and 
twisted it back, splintering the bones, and drove her other 
fist into his face. She kept walking. 

“Hamish, can you go after her?” Anya asked quietly but 
he was already heading for the door. 
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Chapter Thirty-One 

Blood Letting and 
Earth Screaming 

Isabelle rushed through the train and headed for the 
storage carriages to get her motorcycle. At the next stop, 
she was riding off this train. She wouldn’t work with the 
Illumination. 

Ruben had made her so mad she felt the dark part of 
herself move about underneath the surface. If Hamish 
hadn’t intervened she would have killed him. Her hand 
was itching to go back and put a bullet in his skull. 

In the cold store carriages the musty odour of damp 
canvas and motor oil filled the air. She found her bike 
closest to the large sliding door and she pulled the blanket 
off it. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Hamish’s voice 
cut through the noise of the train, making her jump. “I 
never picked you for one to bugger off in the middle of a 
fight.” 

“I am not running. I am getting out of the way so I 
don’t kill someone. I won’t work for the fucking 
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Illumination.” She unlatched the big wooden door. He 
stepped forward and pulled the clutch cable out of her 
handle bars. 

“I don’t need the bike to go, cowboy.” She slid the 
door back and rain poured in over her. Harley would 
make her another bike. She jumped but not quickly 
enough. Strong hands grabbed the back of her coat and 
ripped her back in.She turned and scratched out at him. 
His face was grim in the scattered light as he picked her up 
and dumped her on the bonnet of a car. 

“You aren’t leaving until I get some answers first. Tell 
me about that scar. You didn’t have it when we were 
together.” 

“No, it happened after the bombing,” she muttered. 
There was no way she would get out of telling him now. “I 
was outside Budapest hunting something that turned out 
to be a possessed child. I followed it to an orphanage and 
when I got there it had slaughtered everyone in the 
building. I had never been up against a demon before and 
it managed to do that.” She tapped her shoulder. “I was 
saved in time by a priest who was also a hunter. Long story 
short is that he killed it and took me back to the church. I 
would have been dead if it wasn’t for him. I lived and 
acquired a few more talents in the process.” 

“So why do the Illumination think you killed the 
kids?” 

“They saw me enter the building and when they finally 
got the balls to follow everyone was dead and I was gone.” 
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“You know you didn’t do it so why give a shit what 
they think? I can’t make you stay but it’s going to be a shit 
fight and I would feel better having you fighting at my 
side.” 

“They won’t let her just go, you know. They will 
pretend they are on her side but when the dust settles she 
will be taken down.” 

“Anya trusts this Aramis guy and that’s enough for me. 
If they betray us we will deal with them. Stay for the fight, 
stay for Anya or just stay for me. Please Belle.” 

“It’s not going to be a fight; it’s going to be a fucking 
bloodbath.” 

“Then I will buy you a rubber ducky,” he grinned. 
“God I hate you,” she muttered as he shut the big 

wooden door and bolted it. 

*** 

Back in Aramis’s carriage he had focussed his attention 
back to Ruben who was holding a wad of bloody tissues to 
his face. 

“You are relieved of your command,” Aramis said 
firmly. “At the next stop you shall remove yourself from 
the train and make your way back to London where the 
Council can make up their minds what to do with you. It 
is no wonder these people mistrust us when they have you 
for an example.” He turned his sharp blue eyes onto Petyr. 
“If you have a problem with our alliance with Anya and 
her people I suggest you leave as well. If you stay, keep 
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your mouth shut or I will seal it permanently.” The 
damaged and disgraced man removed himself from the 
carriage. 

The uneasiness began to alleviate after an hour of 
talking but Katya didn’t look entirely convinced. Izrayl 
had taken her hand and she seemed to calm. Cerise 
chained smoked to the point that Aramis found her an 
ashtray but didn’t make her stop. She had dressed up for 
the occasion claiming while some people wore weapons as 
armour, she wore fur and heels. It seemed to be working 
on Petyr who was struggling not to look at her. 

They talked for a long time about what had happened 
in the last six months, what the Illumination knew about 
Vasilli and Ladislav’s movements and what to expect if the 
gates were not sealed properly. Trajan held Anya’s hand 
tighter when they talked about the latter. That scared 
Anya more than anything else they had talked about. 

Her magic was thrumming incessantly under her skin 
just by being near Aramis. It was almost as if her magic 
had a crush on him and she fought the urge not to start 
scratching at her arms like a junkie. Aramis answered all 
their questions without hesitation and in detail. Very 
slowly a shaky alliance and plan were beginning to emerge. 
It was late when they started to drift off to their beds. 

“I will meet you there in a minute. I just need to talk 
to Aramis,” Anya said quietly to Trajan. 

“I don’t like you being alone with him,” Trajan replied 
with a glance at the Álfr. 
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“I will be fine.” Anya kissed him gently. The others 
said their good nights, Yvan murmuring that they needed 
to talk as he left, until finally Aramis and Anya were alone. 
He was leaning against the front of his desk smiling as she 
walked toward him. 

“I thin-” he began as Anya’s right hand struck him 
hard across the face. 

“How dare you use magic on me! You tricked me into 
trusting you last night didn’t you?” 

“I only used a little to make you relax around me. I 
genuinely want to help you Anya and I knew you wouldn’t 
give me the chance in time,” he said as a red mark 
appeared on his pale cheek. Aramis caught her hand as she 
raised it again. The translucent tendrils of power burst 
from her skin and wrapped around him. It pulsed like a 
heart as it entwined with his magic. 

“Why does it do that?” Anya said in frustration. Her 
eyes were filling with tears and she swallowed hard. She 
wanted to stay angry. 

“I don’t know but we can work it out together. I am 
sorry I used fródleikr on you but my intentions were 
sincere. Let me teach you Anya. We can work out how 
you can close the gates properly. Just trust me.” He was 
standing a hair’s breadth from her and Anya stepped back 
quickly as he released her arm. She had an overwhelming 
urge to touch him again. 

“Fine, I will trust you. Just don’t use your magic on me 
again. I don't like liars,” she said as she backed away 
towards the door. 
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“I promise. Sleep well Anya. I will start training you 
tomorrow.” She waved awkwardly before she turned and 
hurried away from him as quickly as was polite. 

Her compartment was empty when she got back and 
she figured Trajan would have gone to have a drink with 
the others. She grabbed the leather bag holding her drum. 
She didn’t want Aramis to think she knew absolutely 
nothing about her power. Anya yelped as the drum 
shocked her with static. 

“Bastard,” she mumbled as she sucked her stinging 
finger. She tipped the bag upside down on the bed and 
quickly flipped the drum. Her teeth closed hard on her 
sore finger. There was a new symbol on the top half of the 
drum; the heavenly realm. Unlike the others that were 
inked in dark brown Sami symbols this was a shining silver 
leaf drawn in intricate detail. Anya knew instinctively what 
it meant. 

She ran the pads of her fingers over it gently, “Aramis.” 

*** 

Anya felt a tremble roll through the earth when she 
stepped off the train and onto land once more. “Anya?” 
Aramis had appeared beside her in the dark as the others 
helped unload the vehicles. Her magic still fluttered 
whenever he was near. He was teaching her how to control 
her power a little and how to not leave a signature trail 
that anyone could follow. Mostly they were just talking 
about her life and going over what the Twins had taught 
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her. She reluctantly showed him the Sami drum and he 
had smiled in a mysterious way when he saw the leaf. 
Aramis held her hand for a few minutes before each 
session so their magic could touch. Anya’s power settled 
afterward so she could concentrate without it running 
irritably under her skin. 

“Anya, what was it?” Aramis looked around, searching 
for enemies. 

“I don’t know. Like a shudder. I have never felt 
anything like that before.” 

“Come with me,” he instructed. Anya followed him as 
they went towards a group of trees. 

“Anya-” Trajan called but she waved. Both Trajan and 
Yvan were looking at them suspiciously. 

When they reached the trees Aramis took off his blue 
coat and handed it to her. “Hold this, I want to check 
something.” He crouched down beside her and pushed his 
hand into the dirt. He shut his eyes and concentrated 
while Anya watched in fascination. Aramis gasped and 
pulled his hand out so quickly that dirt sprayed 
everywhere. 

Anya touched his shoulder. “Aramis? Are you alright?” 
Heat spread through her arm where she had touched him 
and flowed through the rest of her body. 

“The earth is screaming,” he said. “Take off your shoes; 
I need to show you something.” He started taking off his 
own shoes and Anya slipped off her boots and pulled off 
her socks. Aramis ran a finger up her pale foot and the 
cold evaporated from them. He stood up and put his 
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jacket back on before taking her hand. Their magic 
connected and Anya let out a small sigh as it relaxed. 

“I want you to close your eyes and bury your feet into 
the earth. I want you to reach out like you do when 
searching for a magical aura. Reach into it. Feel the energy 
all around you,” he said softly. Anya closed her eyes and 
tried to steady her breathing. He made her jumpy and she 
hated it. 

“Concentrate,” he whispered. “Feel it roll up through 
your feet, up your legs, around your hips…” Anya reached 
out and tried to find what Aramis was describing. Her 
heart slowed and then she felt it pouring up into her. A 
high pitched signal of pain and panic tore its way through 
her brain. There was a massive pulse and she crumpled to 
her knees. 

“I hear it…” Tears fell from her eyes as she opened 
them. Aramis knelt down beside her and let her hand go 
so she could run them through the loose earth. The sound 
moved through her again, calling out to her for help. 
“What is it, Aramis?” 

“It’s the gates weakening. You can hear it and feel it 
because you are tied to them through blood and magic. 
They are sending it out as a warning.” 

“How come you can hear it too?” 
“The Álfr have a connection to all living things. Earth 

magic is apart of it. The closer you get to the gate the 
more you will feel it.” Anya’s legs wobbled as he helped 
her stand. With considerable effort she managed to get her 
shoes and socks back on. 
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“Are you okay Anya?” Trajan asked as he joined them. 
“Fine; just woozy.” He took her in his arms and held 

her tight. “The gate is talking to me,” she whispered 
dreamily. 

“I know we were planning on staying in Anya’s village 
but I am afraid that will be too dangerous now. We will 
try the next one over where hopefully the gate won’t call to 
Anya so strongly,” Aramis replied as he brushed the dirt 
from his clothes. 

“Will you let the others know?” Anya asked. Trajan 
looked like he would argue but instead gave a nod and 
walked back to where the cars were parked. 

“He does not like me being anywhere near you,” 
Aramis commented. 

“I think he might be worried you are going to magic 
me away to join the Illumination,” Anya joked lamely. 
Her hands were burning and filthy from their contact with 
the earth. 

Aramis looked at her seriously, “Trust me, Anya. If I 
really wanted to magic you away there isn’t a thing he 
could do to stop me.” 



479 

Chapter Thirty-Two 

Days Before 

After a further twelve hours of travelling they drove into 
the small town Anya called Otverstie, or Hole, situated on 
the other side of the forest bordering Anya’s farm. After a 
quick reconnaissance drive Aramis confirmed that the 
borders of her farm and the village of Wolf’s Run were 
being watched by the Darkness. 

They paid for rooms at the towns only tavern and 
Rosa, one of the barmaids, didn’t recognise Anya even 
though they had gone to school together. Anya tried to 
think of the scared introverted girl before Yvan had arrived 
five months ago. She was more frightened than ever. 

Aramis had been right about the gate’s distress affecting 
her. Under Aramis’s instruction everyone had gone out to 
scout the surrounding forest between them and the farm 
but Anya had been forced to stay behind. Yvan had 
managed to soothe her temper but not enough for her to 
stick to her current no alcohol rule. She kept hugging 
herself tightly to keep her magic in check and Aramis 
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wasn’t there to calm it so she did the only thing she knew. 
She went to the bar and drank. 

She sat at a table hidden from view. She didn’t want 
any inconvenient questions from people if they happened 
to recognise her. She poured herself another drink and 
downed it. The numbness was starting when Katya found 
her. 

“Not a big surprise to find you hiding in a bar,” she 
commented as she sat down opposite her. 

“Nowhere else to hide. Drink?” Anya offered the half 
empty bottle of vodka. 

“Don’t mind if I do.” Katya took a hearty swig. 
“Why aren’t you out with the others?” 
“I came back early to make sure you had a bodyguard. 

Yvan and Trajan were having a competition to see which 
one was stressing the most about you.” 

“You weren’t worried I was going to run off, were 
you?” Anya folded her arms and stared. 

“No, I was worried someone was going to run off with 
you. I know you wouldn’t run from your duty.” 

“You mean like Vasilli sneaking up and jumping me?” 
Anya scoffed and drank some more. 

“You wouldn’t be able to put up much of a fight in 
your current state. But I was not thinking of Vasilli. I had 
someone else a little closer in mind.” 

“Who then?” questioned Anya. Katya gave her a 
disbelieving look. “Aramis? You think he is going to hurt 
me? I know you hate the Illumination but that is 
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ridiculous. I thought even you were swallowing your 
prejudices for the time being.” 

“I’ve seen the way he looks at you. It isn’t right. Trajan 
has noticed too. He might be in the first relationship of his 
life but that doesn’t mean he’s completely clueless.” 

Anya reached forward and took the bottle from her. “I 
think you are imagining things” 

“I just want you to be cautious. I think he is interested 
in more than just protecting you.” 

“He has been a perfect gentleman and he understands 
what I am going through and wants to help. He knows I 
am with Trajan. He is going to help with the gates and go 
back to the Illumination. If anything he is interested in the 
way my magic reacts to him because he is Álfr.” 

“I hope so, Anya. Just know that I will be there if he 
tries anything. I don’t care who he is; I will gladly kick his 
perfect ass.” 

The tavern door opened and the rest of them filed in. 
They looked suspicious even to Anya who knew them. 
Trajan looked cold and tired but when he saw her he still 
managed one of his gut-wrenching smiles. 

“There is my lady, hitting the hard stuff again.” He sat 
down next to her and kissed her cheek. 

“It’s the only thing that numbs the magic isn’t it?” 
Aramis joined them. Katya’s eyes narrowed. 

“Yes, it is. I don’t know how else to stop it, none of our 
exercises are working. What did you find?” 
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“Nothing is in the immediate area. I believe they are 
staying close to the outskirts of the farm. I suggest that you 
and I go for a closer look tomorrow.” 

Trajan’s hand found hers under the table. “No. Anya is 
not going anywhere near the farm. They will shoot her on 
sight. Or worse.” 

“I should not have to remind you she will need to close 
the gates in two days. How is she meant to do that if she 
doesn’t know what she is in for? We need to find Ilya’s 
knife for the ritual anyway.” 

“I will go with you then. I know these forests better 
than any of the Darkness.” 

Aramis shook his head. “I don’t doubt it but I can use 
my magic to cloak Anya and myself. I cannot risk us being 
detected. Not yet.” 

  
“I have to go Trajan there is no way around it,” Anya 

argued hours later. They had gone back to their room 
when Trajan and Aramis’s argument had become so 
heated it started to draw attention. Anya had sobered up 
very quickly and taken Trajan away before the two men 
started to hit each other. 

“I know you trust him but I don’t. Not with you.” 
“I have to go with him. If for no other reason than I 

have to search the wreckage for Ilya’s knife.” 
“I don’t like the way he looks at you—” 
“You and Katya should start a club,” she muttered. 
“Perhaps you should start listening to what we are 

saying then,” Trajan replied calmly. 
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“I need to get the knife. Then I will never have to be 
alone with him again and you can get over your jealousy.” 

“It is not through jealousy that I say this. I don’t fear 
him taking your affections; I fear him trying to take you. 
The Illumination has ever hunted the most gifted to place 
among them. In many ways they do exactly what Ladislav 
and his people do. I understand they are needed to control 
the Darkness if you cannot close the gates but I worry that 
now they know of you, they will hunt you as strongly as 
Ladislav and Vasilli.” 

“I won’t go with them and Aramis knows it. I have no 
interest in being a prize of the Illumination. As soon as 
these gates are closed I want to get as far away from here as 
possible.” Trajan took her hand and kissed her fingers, her 
palm, and the soft skin of her wrist. “If you do not come 
back within two hours I will come after you. I don’t care if 
Yvan burns the forest down and the Darkness swarms us. I 
will be coming for you.” 

*** 

Aramis’s phone was ringing. He knew it was an Elder and 
was trying to put off answering the Illuminations calls. He 
had walked into the woods to get away from the tension in 
the tavern. Too many supernaturals under the one roof 
caused so much friction. He was surprised they had all 
lived together in Paris without any of them killing each 
other. The phone was ringing again so he picked it up 
with a small sigh and answered it. “Aramis, what the devil 
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is going on over there? You have not reported in two 
days,” said the voice with a very proper English accent. 

“I apologise sir. Reception here is not the best.” 
“There are other ways for us to communicate.” 
“The situation here is precarious. I do not wish to use 

any kind of power that could be detected by the enemy.” 
There was a long pause on the other end of the phone. 

“Tell me about the girl, Aramis.” 
“She is amazing, sir. A wealth of untapped power. 

More than I have ever encountered since Yanka. After this 
situation with the gates is sorted I would like some time 
off from my regular responsibilities to stay and help her.” 

“That will not be necessary. We have another 
assignment for you.” 

“Oh?” 
“Bring her to us, Aramis. We can teach her.” 
“With all due respect, she would never come with me. 

She is closely tied to her companions and will not leave 
them.” 

“I did not say ask her to come to us. I said bring her to 
us.” 

“She would not react kindly to force and I find the 
thought of hurting her unsavoury. Her magic tends to rise 
up and protect her and would be a force to reckon with.” 

“You do it Aramis or I will send another team to 
extract her and they will not be so delicate. The choice I 
leave to you. You told me her lineage wouldn’t be an issue 
for you so stop making this personal.” The line went dead 
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and Aramis fought the urge to throw the phone into forest 
and be done with it. 

*** 

“You have two hours,” Trajan told Aramis firmly. His eyes 
were changing to full red when Anya squeezed his hand 
hard. It was early the next morning and it was so cold 
Anya had the hood up on Eikki’s jacket so the thick fur 
would keep her head warm. Trajan turned and kissed her 
cold nose and her lips. 

“Be safe. I really don’t want to have to come after you,” 
Trajan said softly. 

“You won’t have to. I will be back soon. Enjoy the 
peace and quiet,” she joked. He smiled but it didn’t reach 
his eyes. They hadn’t slept much the previous night and 
Anya felt guilty when she saw how worried he was. 

“We will return soon, Trajan,” Aramis promised. 
“If anything happens to her, I will hold you 

responsible.” 
“We are leaving now,” Anya said to stop another 

inevitable argument. She stood on tiptoes and kissed 
Trajan long and hard. She wished, not for the first time, 
that she could have just left with him and let someone else 
deal with the gates. Aramis cleared his throat loudly. 

“Yeah, I’m coming.” Anya sighed and let go of Trajan’s 
hand before following Aramis into the forest. 

Anya didn’t realise how much she had missed the 
forest, her forest, until they were under the heavy pine 



AMY KUIVALAINEN 

486 

branches. She hadn’t explored this Eastern side for a long 
time. She had missed the berry picking season while she 
had been away. There wasn’t a cloudberry to be seen and 
it made her feel sad and nostalgic for her childhood. Eikki 
had spent a lot of time with her picking berries, 
mushrooms and wild flowers. He named all the types of 
trees that they passed until Anya knew them by heart. Pine 
and birch, aspen and rowan grew wild and thick. 

Eikki would sometimes run a callused hand over them 
and greet them. “Hello grandfather birch, grow strong old 
friend,” he would say cheerfully. Anya thought this was 
natural practice until she said good morning to the aspen 
tree on her first day of school and a boy had thrown a rock 
at her. 

“Do you know your boyfriend is very intense,” 
commented Aramis breaking Anya out of the flood of 
memories. “If I didn’t know better I would say he is 
insecure.” 

“He is under the impression that you are going to try 
to kidnap me.” 

“Why would I want to kidnap you? You have to save 
the world remember?” Aramis held her hand as he helped 
her over a slippery tree trunk. Her magic rushed towards 
him and into him. He smiled a little but didn’t mention it. 

“He knows that. He isn’t as trusting as I am,” Anya 
replied as she took her hand back. Aramis reached into his 
pocket, pulled out a small silver flask and offered it to her. 

“Drink some of this, it will dull your magic down and 
help me shield you when the time comes.” 
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Anya took the flask and eyed it sceptically. “If this is 
drugs so you can kidnap me more easily it won’t work.” 

“What makes you so sure?” Aramis was looking 
amused. Anya remembered what he’d said about no one 
being able to stop him if he wanted to take her. 

“When the Nehemoth took me, Völundr gave me 
drugs to dull my magic down and you know what 
happened? When I saw what they had done to Trajan it 
burnt it out of my body.” 

“Then you really have nothing to fear,” he shrugged. 
Anya opened the flask and took a long swig. It had a 

most unusual taste like some kind of sweet berry liquor. 
She tried to identify the flavour but it kept changing and 
finally evaporated with a tingle on her tongue. 

“No, I have nothing to fear,” she said as she looked at 
him levelly. He was smiling at her, his silver hair in a 
tangle from the wind. The buzzing under her skin 
quietened quickly, making it feel like it was never there. 
The absence of it made her feel unusually empty. 

“I wish you would have given me some of that a few 
days ago. It would have stopped me from hitting the 
vodka so hard.” 

“It’s not given to humans because it becomes too 
addictive. Come on, we have a long way to go.” 

“I have a question.” 
“I thought you would.” 
“How are you going to shield our presences from the 

Darkness?” 
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Aramis smiled knowingly. “Like this.” There was a 
strong pulse of power as he waved his hand over his face 
and was gone. Anya saw a slight movement in the air, like 
a heat wave from a road on a hot day. She waved her hand 
through it and felt the fabric of his shirt. Fingers touched 
her face lightly and Aramis materialised in front of her. 
She looked down at her feet and they weren’t there. 

“Don’t panic, you are just under the shield. Come, 
we’ve got a lot of ground to cover.” 

“It’s a shame you couldn’t shield a car so we wouldn’t 
have to walk. It would give us a lot more time to find 
Ilya’s knife.” 

“Cars are too complex and it would be too dangerous 
to try. Just because they can’t see us doesn’t mean they 
can’t hear us. Is a thirty minute walk through the forest 
with me such a trial?” 

Anya didn’t know if he was teasing her or not. “I have 
to keep a close eye on you in case you try to kidnap me.” 

Aramis looked worried before he asked, “Have you 
thought about coming to the Illumination for training and 
guidance?” 

“Sorry Aramis, it sounds too much like school to me. 
That and imprisonment. They would want the debt repaid 
in some way and the price will always be too high.” 

“For someone who knows nothing about us you are 
extremely perceptive.” 

“No, I know how the world works. Nothing is free. No 
one is going to have that kind of power over me.” 
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“That is true in many ways but you could do with 
more training. The sky’s the limit for what you are capable 
of. You are Yanka’s granddaughter. Yanka was one of the 
greatest Powers the world has ever seen.” 

“You say that like you knew her,” Anya commented. 
Aramis hesitated and quickly covered it up. “You did 
know her, didn’t you?” Anya grabbed his sleeve and pulled 
him back. 

“Anya, please lower your voice. Remember they can 
hear us still.” 

“But you knew her.” 
“Yes. Now can we go?” Aramis asked shortly before 

adding more gently, “Can we speak of it later?” 
“Fine. But this conversation is not over,” she warned as 

she pushed past him. Why did he not tell her about Yanka 
to begin with? She turned to see if he was still following 
her and she glimpsed the look on his face. He looked like 
he was a world away. He also looked extremely guilty. She 
would get Ilya’s knife then she would get a confession out 
of him. 

They walked to the edge of the forest and surveyed the 
open field stretching out before them. The black charcoal 
skeleton of the house and barn marred the otherwise 
perfect land. 

“I can’t see anyone,” Anya whispered. 
“Look along the forest line just past the house.” 
Anya squinted but couldn’t see anything. “I don’t have 

Álfr eyes,” she pointed out. He dug around in his pockets 
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and handed her a rifle scope. She took it and rescanned the 
tree line. 

“Paska,” she swore. Men were moving about and a few 
were definitely not human. “Can they see us?” 

“No, but they might be able to sense us if we take too 
long.” 

Anya handed back the scope. “Let’s get on with it 
then.” Aramis drew a knife from the inside of his coat and 
kept it low. Its blade was thin and as long as Anya’s arm. 
Its silver edge was engraved in elegant swirling designs. 
“Are you going to need that?” 

“You never know.” 
Anya took a deep breath and stepped out into the 

open. There were no cries of alarm so she strode across the 
all too familiar fields and toward the black rubble of the 
house. Vasilli had done an extraordinary job of destroying 
the place. If it wasn’t for Yvan she would have been in that 
fire. She wished Yvan was there with her to hold her hand. 

“I will give you a minute,” Aramis said gently. Anya 
walked into the ruins of the house. The fireplace still stood 
which surprised her the most. She remembered all the 
bizarre tokens of her family. Perhaps if she had known 
about her dormant magic she could have seen the magical 
objects from the mundane. 

“I can’t even remember seeing the knife, Aramis,” she 
said finally. 

“If it is important to the ritual it would have been 
hidden someplace where it would be safe from fire or 
anything else.” 
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“Then we are screwed because the house is wrecked. It 
could be at the cabin but there is no way we could get to it 
in time.” Anya walked around the wreckage, occasionally 
recognising objects in their burnt and mutilated form. 
What she had left of the family jewellery had melted in 
one giant blob. A silver locket with Ilya’s portrait painted 
in it was blackened and slightly bent but otherwise okay. 
She pocketed it and thought about the vision she had of 
him. She would have loved to have been able to talk to 
him for just a moment. 

She squatted down on the hearthstone of the fireplace 
and ran her fingers through the ash. The chimney had half 
collapsed but the mantelpiece was still intact. Her ashy 
fingers throbbed and her dormant magic sparked. 

“What did you just do?” Aramis asked in a terse 
whisper. 

“I don’t know; there’s something…I don’t know.” She 
got back to her feet and ran her hands along the top of the 
mantelpiece. 

“Step back,” Aramis instructed and held out a hand in 
front of the brick structure. He shut his eyes and Anya 
gasped as the fireplace glowed with a faint purple aura. She 
had seen it do that before but she had been so drunk at the 
time she thought it a hallucination. 

“What do you see?” 
“It’s glowing.” 
“Follow it Anya. Is it darker anywhere in particular?” 
Anya studied the fireplace until her hand stopped on a 

brick on the mantel. The concrete seal around it was 
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cracked. She grabbed at it with her fingers and pulled. It 
came out with much wriggling and cursing. 

“I think I found something.” Anya lifted it all the way 
out and flipped it over. The brick was hollowed out. There 
was an oilskin bundle stuffed in the middle of it. 

“It would be the safest place if you wanted to keep it 
hidden. The protection spell was shielding it from me but 
it must have recognised you through your blood,” said 
Aramis. Anya unwrapped the leather to reveal Ilya’s knife. 
The snarling bear looked up at her expectantly. Even with 
her magic dulled down it tingled in her hands. There was a 
shudder in the earth and Anya swayed. Aramis grabbed her 
to stop her from falling. 

“We need to go. Your magic is spiking again,” Aramis 
said urgently. She wrapped the knife quickly and climbed 
out of the wreckage. Still holding her hand tightly they ran 
across the fields towards the cover of the forest. 

“Just give me more of that liquid I drank,” Anya said as 
they reached the tree line. 

“I can’t. The gate is trying to link with you. Touching 
the knife made it worse.” 

They had only been moving through the trees for 
fifteen minutes before Anya spotted them. “Aramis…” 

“I know, I see them too. We’re going to be attacked. 
When they do I want you to run as hard and as fast as you 
can. I will hold them off.” There were five of them and 
they all jumped at once. Aramis’s knife was moving at the 
same time, taking down one in the first sweep. Anya knew 
she should be running but he was mesmerising. He 
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ducked their blows, moving in the air around the bodies, 
slashing and lunging, dancing to some beautiful music 
only he could hear. 

She turned to run when another man appeared in front 
of her. “The witch,” he spat as he pulled a gun on her. She 
focussed her mind and her magic ran through her. The 
man dropped the weapon with a yelp. The gun hit the 
dirt, glowing bright red. He shouted angrily and went for 
her, hands outstretched like claws. She lifted her hand and 
he started screaming. Black ash burst out of his mouth as 
he collapsed, his organs burnt up inside of him. Anya 
looked down in horror from her hand to the corpse. She 
had done it again. A shout made her turn. There were 
three men attacking Aramis at once. The other had already 
fallen to his blade. She raised her hand again and Aramis 
saw her. “Anya! Don’t!” he shouted but the men had 
already collapsed and were screaming. 

Aramis looked from them to her and back again. His 
face was white with shock. “I told you to run,” he growled 
as they started to move again. 

“I’m sorry but I am not so cold as to leave a person 
behind to fight my battles.” Her hand was burning from 
the power that had come out of it. She felt so tired. 

“I could have taken them!” 
“I didn’t think I just…” she trailed off. All those men 

dead. She didn’t know why she had done it but it had 
been easy and instinctive. 

“We will talk about it later,” Aramis promised. He 
gripped her hand and picked up the pace. 
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Aramis saw Anya safe in Trajan’s arms before he went 

up to his bedroom. As the door shut behind him he ran to 
the little bathroom and threw up in the toilet. When he 
had nothing left in his stomach he washed out his mouth. 
He took off his jacket and slumped down onto the bed 
putting his head in his hands. 

“Killed them, just like that,” he muttered to himself. 
“Too much like her.” Watching Anya kill those men was 
Yanka all over again. So easy. The same glance of 
vengeance in her green eyes and darkness pouring from 
her. But she wasn’t Yanka. He could save her. He would 
wait until after the gates were shut and then he would tell 
her. He would explain what happened when she killed 
with magic. Anya was not Yanka. Anya would listen. He 
would save her from the darkness that was in her. He 
would save her. 

His cell phone was ringing and he knew what he was 
going to be asked to do. He picked it up and crushed it, 
the plastic and glass shattering in his hand. He would have 
twenty-four hours at the most before they slapped the 
Rogue label on him. It didn’t matter. In twenty-four hours 
he would have Anya far away, or if she didn’t close the 
gates the Illumination would have a war on their hands. 

*** 

“I heard you killed some men today,” Yvan said as he came 
into Anya’s room. 
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“Yes, that was me.” Anya had started listening to the 
nagging voice kept calling her a murderer and the full 
weight of her guilt crushed in. That she was able to kill so 
coldly was disturbing. She kept telling herself they 
wouldn’t have killed her so kindly. 

“Aramis was being attacked and it just happened like it 
did that day with Vischto. He is angry at me.” 

“I don’t think he is angry at you. Perhaps worried. I 
know I am.” 

“He could have saved us on his own. You should have 
seen him in action.” 

“Was that the knife you were after?” Yvan asked, 
changing the subject. Anya was cradling Ilya’s knife in her 
lap. She had been looking at it blankly when he had come 
in to check on her. 

“Yvan, I’m…um…” She tried to swallow her pride and 
get the words out. 

“Scared?” 
“Yeah.” Yvan sat down next to her and pulled her into 

a tight hug. Anya felt the firebird move under his shirt. 
“Don’t worry, shalost. You will close them and 

everything will be fine.” 
“You are such a bad liar. I will do whatever I can to 

close them, even if it kills me.” Yvan’s arms tightened. 
“You are not going to die Anya. Not from this. I don’t 

want to ever hear you say it again, understand?” She 
nodded and he released his grip on her. 

“I need to ask you something,” Anya said after a while. 
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Yvan took her hand between his. “You know I will help 
you in anyway.” 

“Aramis said some things about Yanka today and I was 
wondering how she died?” 

“That I don’t know. She came across to live here in 
Mir and I am assuming she died here.” 

“But wouldn’t being a Power have made her 
immortal?” 

“Even immortals can die, there is always a way. I heard 
a rumour that her magic became so strong it burnt her 
from the inside out. But like I said, it was only a rumour. 
You know, you really should be asking Aramis about it if 
he implied anything.” 

“I know, he is a too angry at the moment and my 
magic still goes silly when he is around.” 

“Really? You never told me that.” 
“I didn’t want to tell anyone. Trajan would pack me 

off right now if he knew. Besides, it’s embarrassing.” 
“How so? The Álfr are magical creatures so it makes 

perfect sense that it would recognise him.” 
“It’s more than that. It’s like it’s in love with him. I 

really can’t explain it. It’s like it recognised him.” 
“I don’t know, Anya. I wish I could give you answers 

and calm your mind a little.” 
“Do you think the firebird would know how to close 

the gates?” 
Yvan’s eyes glazed over for a second before refocussing. 

“He said it’s all in your blood and that if you remember 
the words of your ancestors the magic will come.” 
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“Helpful, really helpful.” Anya rubbed her tired eyes. 
“I know it’s pointless to say this again but you will be 

fine. Look at what we have gone through together in the 
last six months.” 

“I’m sorry you have been dragged around the worlds 
on my behalf.” 

“I am not concerned. You saved me. What kind of 
person would I be if I didn’t return the favour?” 

“You could be a little angry at me for endangering your 
life.” 

“Would that make you feel better? No. If anyone 
should be guilty here it’s me. I will accept no guilt or 
apologies from you.” 

“Nor I from you,” Anya said firmly. 
“Don’t be afraid of tomorrow. You were born for this. 

Talk to Aramis about Yanka if that is going to help ease 
you. He might be angry at you risking yourself today but 
he doesn’t know you as well as the rest of us. You are a 
stubborn little cow.” 

“Shut up Vanya,” she said and liked it when he 
cringed. 

“I hate that nickname. It sounds like a girl’s name.” 
“If the shoe fits…” Anya squealed as Yvan began 

tickling her. 
“You’re a real shit, you know that? I will go and find 

the Álfr for you.” He gave her a stubbly kiss on the cheek. 
“How did—” 
“Like I said. I know you, Anyanka.” 
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“Aren’t you like the little queen holding court,” Aramis 
commented as she opened the door for him half an hour 
later. He looked wired and jittery. 

“I actually feel like I am dying and everyone is coming 
to pay their respects.” 

“Don’t even joke about it,” said Aramis as he sat down 
on the room’s only chair. “What can I do for you?” 

“When we were back in the forest I told you that our 
conversation about Yanka wasn’t over.” 

Aramis stiffened, “You think now is a good time?” 
“Now may be the only time. Tell me.” 
“Yes, I knew her.” 
“That’s not good enough.” 
“I don’t know what you want me to say.” 
“How did she die?” 
“She became too powerful and couldn’t control it. She 

burnt up.” His face was studiously blank like he had just 
read her something from a text book. 

“How come I can dream about her and have 
conversations with her?” 

“Dreaming is common with Shamans.” 
“But I wasn’t just dreaming according to the Twins, I 

was dream walking. That’s why when I woke Trajan could 
taste the blackberries on my lips. How is that possible?” 

“I have never heard of dream walking with the dead; 
usually both parties need to be alive…” Expressions 
crossed Aramis’s face a thousand miles a minute. He got to 
his feet quickly. “I have to go and make a call,” he said and 
hesitated at the door. “I will tell you about Yanka but just 
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wait until you close the gates. You have enough on your 
mind.” 

“Ara—” But he was already gone. 

*** 

Aramis went outside into the cold air and made sure he 
was alone before he ducked into the pay phone box and 
punched in number. 

“Buna seara Aramis, what are you doing calling me on 
such a conventional level? And after such a long time I 
might add.” 

“There are too many listeners on the others, Silvian. 
Besides, you know what would happen if I was caught 
talking to a Rogue.” 

“Then why are you talking to one?” 
“I need you to look into something for me.” 
There was a long silence on the end of the line. “Why 

come to me?” 
“Because you are the best, Silvian and because they 

won’t be able to trace you,” Aramis said convincingly. 
“You sure know how to kiss my ass when you need to. 

What do you need, Aramis? I owe you a favour and you 
know I can’t turn you down.” 

“It’s about Yanka.” 
“Aramis, you can’t…” 
“Shut up, Silvian. This is what I need. I want 

everything the Illumination have on her. Especially 
concerning how she died.” 
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“You’re doubting what the Illumination told you?” 
“I am growing sceptical,” admitted Aramis. 
“My, my, it has taken you long enough. But do you 

really want to be digging around in the past though? You 
know how long it took to get over it the first time. What 
was it? A hundred years? Tell me what has brought this 
on.” 

“Have you ever heard of someone who could dream 
walk into a dead person’s dream?” 

“No, but I’m assuming you have.” 
“Yanka’s granddaughter has been walking with Yanka.” 
“Fuck.” 
“She has no idea what she has done. There was no 

preparation; she just…went to sleep.” 
“How much time do I have?” 
“Not a lot. She has to close the family gates tomorrow. 

I have no doubt she will do it.” 
“If she is of Yanka’s blood there is no telling what she 

could do. I will dig deep, Aramis. Let’s hope she doesn’t 
end up going the same way. Do you still travel with a 
spare burner cell phone on you? ” 

“Yes of course.” 
“Turn it on and I will contact you when I know 

something. One question before I go. What if what you 
are thinking is correct? What will you do?” 

“I don’t know but if it’s true and the Illumination has 
lied I will be joining you on the Rogue blacklist.” 
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Chapter Thirty-Three 

The Gates 

Anya woke an hour before dawn. The gate was screaming 
and so was she. Trajan jolted awake beside her. 

“Trajan, we need to go. The gates are about to burst,” 
she panted. Battling sweat and nausea she managed to get 
out of bed and put on some clothes. She grabbed Ilya’s 
knife and tucked it into her coat pocket. Her magic was 
threatening to break out of her skin without her consent. 
By the time she got downstairs everyone was up and ready 
to go. They had the edgy look that people get when they 
have been awake far too long. 

“We will take the cars. Aramis can shield Anya so 
hopefully our presence will go unnoticed until we get to 
the farm,” Trajan instructed as he took her hand. Yvan 
had taken her other one without her asking. It helped keep 
her calm as her lungs felt like they were being squeezed. 

“Isabelle and I will ride on the roof rack of Trajan’s car 
to slow them down if they attack,” Hamish added as they 
walked outside. Izrayl drove because Trajan refused to 
leave Anya’s side. She sat on the back seat wedged between 
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Trajan and Aramis. Katya rode in the front with her gun 
ready in her hand. Yvan had gone with the Twins and 
Anya felt nervous without him. The Twins had whispered 
their encouragement to her and promises of magical 
protection. Cerise had kissed her cheek and said, “Good 
luck sweetie, try not to get too damaged. I am a nurse not 
a miracle worker.” 

“Just don’t drink my blood if I die,” Anya replied. 
Cerise pinched her cheek affectionately but didn’t make 
any promises. 

“I can’t give you the mixture again because it will mess 
with your power flow. I will do what I can but you are 
going to be a beacon either way,” Aramis said in the car 
beside her. 

“Just get me there.” Anya sounded a lot braver than she 
felt. As they got closer she felt the gates heaving and 
screaming more strongly, an extra pulse beating out a 
rhythm in her brain. Trajan held her tightly as she rested 
against him. 

“Don’t worry; your abilities far outweigh your 
training,” Aramis continued. “Your ancestors could do it 
and they only have a fraction of the power you have.” 

“They had the blessing of being taught what to do. 
Yanka said it’s all in the blood so we’ll wait and see what 
happens.” 

“She told you that in a dream?” 
“Yes, she wasn’t very helpful. Then she set me on fire.” 

Anya saw Aramis’s grim smile in the faint light. 
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“That sounds like her.” Anya itched to ask him about 
Yanka more than ever but it wasn’t the time and it seemed 
to be a touchy subject. She wondered what had happened 
between them. 

Something crashed into the roof rack followed by a 
sharp scream and then nothing. 

“One down, a million to go,” Izrayl chuckled. Katya 
had a keen look on her face as Hamish’s Winchesters 
began to fire off their ear piercing round. 

“It sounds like they are following us.” 
“Sounds like good sport to me,” Katya looked outside 

searching for something to shoot. 
“You will get your chance, I have no doubt. Just make 

sure you are firing at the right people,” Aramis told her. 
“You know, if you weren’t a Sparkie I would say you 

were trying to make a joke then,” came her sharp and 
sarcastic reply. 

“I am trying to wear you down into liking me.” 
“You have a long way to go yet,” she said curtly. 

Aramis’s laughter filled the cab with warmth and the 
tension eased slightly. Anya suspected Álfr magic. Her own 
power bubbled and fizzed at the sound. Knowledge 
dropped into her brain like ice water. “The gates are going 
to open just before dawn,” she said vaguely. 

“Dawn is the time between times. No surprise there,” 
Izrayl said as his gold eyes scanned the skyline. 

“Not just a pretty face, are you,” Katya pinched his 
cheek affectionately. 
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“For starters I am a very pretty face,” stressed Izrayl. 
“Brains and charm are bonus features.” Anya smiled at 
them and their teasing. The normality of it helped ease the 
butterflies in her stomach. It didn’t last long. As the pulled 
into the farm she almost blacked out. 

“If one thing goes wrong I am getting you out of 
there,” Trajan whispered in her ear. “If they try to take 
you by force I will kill them all.” Anya knew that he would 
and she fought the urge to shiver. She had been upset by 
killing a few enemy soldiers. Trajan would massacre all the 
enemy to stop them. 

They parked next to the charred remains of the 
farmhouse and the other cars pulled into a protective ring 
around them. As she climbed out of the car Trajan 
grabbed her and wrapped her under his jacket. His body 
radiated warmth and comfort and she really wished that 
today they were somewhere safe. 

“You will be amazing,” he assured her. 
“I’m glad you’re confident.” 
“I don’t need to be. I know what you are capable of. 

You will rise above everyone’s expectations and more. 
That’s why I love you.” 

“You do?” All thoughts of gates, Vasilli and impending 
doom melted under the shock revelation. Trajan, the one 
who made her skin ache, loved her. 

“If love is this sick, scared sensation under your ribs 
and when your heart feels like it’s going to give out then 
yes, I love you.” 
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“That’s love,” she kissed him gently. “Your timing is 
lousy.” 

“It’s the only time I have.” 
“When I am finished closing these gates we are going 

to have this conversation with much more words and a lot 
less clothes,” she said seriously. 

“It’s a promise. Now go and become who you were 
meant to be.” 

Anya’s heart was beating hard and fast as she 
approached the place where she had seen Ilya perform the 
ritual. She glanced behind her at her people, her family. 
They stood in a line behind her, looking like gunfighters 
ready for action. If the Darkness were there they were 
holding off attacking them. Aramis had said that the 
Illumination’s teams were making a perimeter to protect 
them. A stand-off to see who would attack whom. 
Breaking the treaty was the worst of crimes. The Darkness 
had willingly attacked their convoy because they were 
neutrals but they wouldn’t risk attacking Illumination 
soldiers without good reason. 

“Good luck, Anya. Remember what I told you about 
focussing your mind and visualising your intent. When 
you were captured you used words instead of blood. 
Remember that. You don’t need to severely damage 
yourself; only a small cut to bind your blood to the gate 
will be necessary,” Aramis said as his dark sapphire eyes 
scanned the gate and beyond it. “If Vasilli appears try not 
to look at what he is doing. Just focus on the gate. I will 
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deal with him.” He squeezed her shoulder gently before 
joining the line. 

Anya steadied her nerves and approached the gate. She 
stood and watched as it shimmered and heaved. Her mind 
was churning over and over with words…it’s all in the 
blood. Her blood; her ancestor’s blood. Their memories 
could show her the way, standing on the lands where their 
bones were buried. They were beneath her. 

“Please help me,” she prayed to anyone who would 
listen. “Show me the way.” She opened her eyes as her 
magic flowed through her. The heat and rage of the night 
she escaped Völundr rose in her mind. She thought of her 
magic possessing her and the words that had come out of 
her. Her heart was thudding painfully in her chest. Her 
power was pushing hard against the confines of her body 
so Anya took a deep breath and let it go. 

As if in a dream she saw herself take Ilya’s knife and 
run the edge over the palm of her hand. Blood pooled up 
into it, the colour a garish red. When she had a handful 
she placed her marred hand against the gate. It shuddered 
and glowed. Voices were behind her but she couldn’t 
understand what they were saying. As before her tongue 
was loosened when it needed to be. 

  
“I am Gate’s strong keeper, 
Rune singer and Magic wielder. 
Door to Dreamland 
Land of heroes, Land of stories 
I stand on your threshold 
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Between the spaces of the world. 
I stand on your threshold 
And offer all that I am. 
I stand on your threshold 
And hold your door shut. 
That space to Hero land 
I hold closed 
To those who are unworthy 
They cannot pass. 
I am Gates strong keeper, 
Rune singer and Magic wielder. 
My magic, my blood, my voice 
Commands you, 
Tells you to close. 
With blood spilt over, 
Where Gates have broken. 
Join like flesh together 
And bless it into its place. 
I am Gates strong keeper, 
Rune singer and Magic wielder. 
With words and blood 
I command you.” 
  
Energy and power flowed out of her and into the earth 

she stood on. It shuddered underneath her but she held 
her feet. The screaming she heard in her head suddenly 
quietened and she gasped for breath. As she looked up 
again she saw Vasilli walk out from the edge of the forest, 
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a cloak of shadows and smoke flowing around him. Anya’s 
concentration tripped. 

“Focus Anya!” Aramis shouted. 
“Anyanka!” Vasilli shouted across the field. His voice 

reverberated through the wall and rammed into her like an 
invisible fist. 

“You cannot escape me! I will hunt you to the world’s 
end!” He thrust out his hand and a wave of power crashed 
over her, making her stagger but she held her ground. 

She heard the Twins gasp in pain behind her. Out of 
the corner of her eye she saw Aramis sink to his knees. 
Vasilli wasn’t just trying to get her but to take out anyone 
remotely magical. 

“You are too late! The gates are closed and you will 
never have me or mine, Vasilli! I will destroy you before 
my body ceases to draw breath!” she screamed. The power 
she had felt from the earth when closing the gate shot up 
through her. All the hair on her body stood on end. She 
crackled with power like static electricity. 

Vasilli was drawing shadows to him, feeding his cloak 
of magic preparing for another attack. Anya flicked out her 
hands and imagined him burning up like the other men 
she had killed. White light streaked out of her hands like a 
bolt of lightning. It cut through the gates and headed 
straight for him. 

Vasilli saw it coming and tried to defend himself. A 
wall of shadows hit it and forced it back. Anya felt the evil 
creeping down towards her trying to throw her 
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concentration off. She fought the whispers telling her to 
give up and forced the light towards him. 

“Anya stop, he will kill you!” Aramis begged. Hamish 
and Isabelle fired some shots at Vasilli but they glanced off 
him. Anya forced the light harder towards him and the 
cloak of black shadows started to burn like newspaper set 
alight in the wind. Vasilli shouted in alarm as it ate its way 
through the cloak and up to his shoulders. Anya laughed 
and fed more towards him. His shadowy cloak burst into 
flames and he screamed and dropped the attack as he hit 
the dirt.The white light shimmered before disappearing, 
melting into the air. The rush of power holding her 
vanished and she stumbled. Burnt ozone scorched the air 
and the grass was black around her. 

“Don’t touch her,” Aramis warned them behind her. 
Another figure suddenly appeared on the tree line. He had 
silver hair to his waist and was naked except for a black 
loincloth tied around him. Blood adorned on his chest and 
face and dripped through his hair. 

“Ladislav…”Anya choked. 
  
Aramis watched Ladislav come out of the trees and 

Anya heave with exhaustion. As if in slow motion Ladislav 
raised a hand and threw his power in her direction. Aramis 
ran to push Anya out of the way. She held up her hand 
but had nothing left; the force hit her and she fell. Yvan 
was burning brightly as he and Trajan both hurried to her 
side. 
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“We have to go now! He will kill us all!” Aramis said as 
Trajan scooped Anya’s lifeless form into his arms. The 
others followed him as he faded making himself and Anya 
invisible as they retreated. Aramis and the Twins threw up 
magical shields to protect their backs but Aramis knew it 
wouldn’t hold for long. They got back to the cars and 
climbed in. Trajan was visible again and was rocking Anya 
in his arms, tears running down his face. 

“Where are we going?” Izrayl shouted. 
“Just drive!” Aramis shouted and his burner phone 

started to ring as they sped up the drive way and onto the 
road. 

“What?” he shouted down the line. 
“It’s Silvian; you need to come to me in Budapest right 

now!” 
“Why? What’s happened?” 
“The Illumination just put out a death order for you 

and everyone you are with. It’s being broadcasted over 
every channel of communication. Real world tech as well 
as psychic and magical links. Do you understand? They 
are hunting you now!” 

“How do you know this?” 
“I was in their system as the call went out and I 

intercepted it.” Silvian sounded panicked and guilty. 
“What aren’t you telling me, Silvian?” 
“It’s about Yanka and the reason why the girl can 

dream walk with her…” 
“What about it? Hurry up!” Aramis shouted as he 

looked across at Anya. She hadn’t moved. Whatever 
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colour she had had gone from her and she still hadn’t 
regained consciousness. Trajan had buried his face in the 
crook of her shoulder and was sobbing like a child. There 
was silence on the end of the line. 

“Silvian!” Aramis shouted as the phone reception began 
to drop out. 

“Yanka is alive!” Silvian’s voice crackled, “Yanka is 
alive!” 

*** 

Look through the forest and see an ugly bone cottage on 
chicken legs. Clack, clack goes the loom that the iron 
toothed witch works with her withered nimble hands. 
Very carefully she whispers the words of power, adds the 
threads and tries to find what she is looking for. 

Very slowly she dips her hand into her ratty robe and 
pulls out a glowing firebirds feather. Magic beats and 
pulses through the cottage and out into the forest. Birds 
screech over head and ground animals hide deeper in their 
caves and burrows. 

She weaves the feather seamlessly into the pattern. 
Baba Yaga moves her bony arms up and down, her fingers 
moving deftly as she hums. With special care she takes out 
a single strand of fair hair. 

“Oh Anya,” she breathes, “If only you weren’t so 
stubborn like Yanka. Things could be so different.” Into 
the weave the hair goes. It glows softly against the dark 
threads. The firebirds feather lights up at the same instant. 
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The strand starts to glow and like magnets they shoot 
through the weave towards each other. 

“No! No, no, no,” Baba Yaga screeches in fury. As the 
objects finally meet white light explodes, throwing the 
witch across the room like a pile of rag and bone. The 
light burns and sears deep inside of her. Finally it stops 
and she feels like she can breathe again. 

With a groan Baba Yaga rolls over. The weave, that has 
taken so much power from her, is ash. Her magic loom 
still stands, good as new. The feather and the hair are 
gone. The crate in the corner begins to pulse with power 
and she backs away from it. She stares at the smouldering 
mess of her weave for a long while. 

Finally she sighs with frustration. It is time for her to 
go back to Mir. 
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