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In Aunt Emilia's old house there lives a bad girl 

And waiting is lurking in the corners

And in the pub on the corner, they say that at night

A strange stranger comes into the house

“In Aunt Emilia’s Old House” – 

a song by “Andrzej & Eliza”

lyrics by Bogdan Olewicz

A storm raged over the city. Heavy, near-black clouds churned above the roofs of the tallest buildings. With each flash of lightning, the outline of distant mountains was snatched from oblivion for the briefest instant; when the light died, rolling thunder followed, booming like the barrage of a thousand cannons. Rain slashed down in long, steady sheets, turning the streets into rushing torrents.

High atop St. Mary’s Tower, a solitary figure could just be made out. Had anyone noticed them, they would surely have wondered who could settle on the needle-sharp peak of a roof in such devilish weather—and how they managed to remain there with such effortless poise. Perhaps they might even have called the authorities, troubled for the safety of this lonely admirer of storms. Yet no one saw them, nor could anyone have seen them, unless the crouching watcher upon the tower willed it so. Or unless the observer was someone endowed with an extraordinary, near-preternatural sensitivity. Such people have been rare throughout the long history of humankind, though a few have indeed existed. Usually artists. Goethe​[1], Bulgakov​[2], or that funny poet from Poland, Gałczyński, with whom he spoke in Paris. The Pole even wrote later:

That Devil of Notre Dame

He looked at me and asked:

“Are you Dr. Lam?”

“No, Scythian....​[3]”

This was considered a poetic parable. Yes, people can be blind when they want to or when something doesn't suit them.

Neither the driving rain nor the storm itself troubled the watcher. This was his element—something he loved to witness, something that never lost its charm. Besides, not a single drop dared touch his black suit or the beret tilted over his left ear, as though he existed within this world and yet somehow beyond it.

What was he doing here, in Kraków? What whim held him in a city he disliked, in a country that had always struck him as far too sanctimonious for his taste? He—known from land to land as Woland, Ahriman, Lucifer, or simply the Devil—could never feel truly at ease in such a place. So what, then, kept him here?

He could no longer recall the last time he had been so captivated by a woman.

A woman... though in this case one ought to say a barely-grown girl. Not long ago he would have dismissed her as wholly unremarkable, yet the dramatic events he had observed from afar—never intervening—cast her in an unexpected light. For tens of thousands of years he had dealt with mortals willing to bargain away their souls for a taste of power, for youth, talent, revenge, or even love. Amusing, really, that they always came to him for it.

His power was widely known, acknowledged even by those who claimed to believe in nothing at all. Those, predictably, were the easiest to ensnare. After all, the Devil’s most elegant trick was convincing people that he did not exist. Such souls he won with ease, handing them their heart’s desire while allowing them the comforting illusion that they paid nothing in return. What was a soul, after all? A fiction, invented for profit—so they liked to think.

Yet he had never met anyone who, blessed so generously by fate, would cast everything aside so lightly simply to save another—even one dearly loved. Such sacrifices belonged to novels and films; in life, they were nearly nonexistent. He, older than any human mind could fathom, had witnessed such a thing only a handful of times. Paradoxically, people found it easier to give their lives than to surrender what made those lives unusual or beautiful. But to relinquish a talent—as rare as a pearl in the desert—and in the span of a single moment become... no one at all?

Ah, very few could manage that.

And it need not have happened. He had offered that stubborn brat help—without trickery, without hidden strings, out of the occasional goodwill even a devil could muster. She had not been required to sacrifice anything. She didn’t have to—but evidently she wanted to. He ought to have shrugged it off, yet somehow he could not.

Any demonologist would say that the Devil’s soft spot is his pride, his vanity. The Lord of Darkness could not easily accept that a frail, insignificant human fledgling—whose life could be extinguished by a single senseless accident—had looked him in the eye and said, “No.”

Just like that.

Had it at least been an act of firm faith, he might have understood. But the girl was practically an atheist, agnostic at best. Odd, perhaps, for someone who had seen both gods and demons, but beliefs rarely change in an instant. The life of that young witch had veered off its path too abruptly; too much had happened in too short a time for her to adapt at once.

He curled his lip in ironic amusement. He hardly believed how deeply it bothered him.

And why, exactly? Because for the first time in hundreds—if not thousands—of years, a human had defied him so openly, face-to-face? It was something new, even... refreshing. Amusing, in its own way. Children like her feared nothing, but when she grew older...

When she grew older...

Did she truly imagine that uttering that little sacramental “No” would banish Woland from her life forever? Or that relinquishing her extraordinary gift would hide her from him, or render her uninteresting?

He laughed. Thunder echoed his mirth, and a bolt of lightning split the sky.

Oh no. He decided when—and how—things ended.

We will meet again, Edyta Gwerska.
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“In my opinion, you should take the year off,” Jadwiga said firmly.

That summer, Villa Jodełka had turned into a veritable “women’s kingdom,” as Manfred Batory—Fred to those close to him—liked to remark with wry amusement. It was understandable that Jadwiga Gwerska, miraculously saved from disaster, had moved in with her siblings and daughter. Less expected was the arrival of Alinka the nymph, along with her cat, and—more surprising still—Oggy, a female werewolf.

Neither had asked anyone’s permission. Alinka, like all nymphs, was far too childlike and scatterbrained for such formalities, and Oggy... well, Oggy had simply appeared one day and stayed. No one questioned her, sensing she must have had a grave reason for leaving her pack of vampires; the unspoken assumption was that she would speak of it when she wished. For now, she wished not to. She kept out of everyone’s way, helped at the animal infirmary, and studied Polish with great diligence, but she was no more inclined to confide than a stone wall. Something had happened—something serious, one could only hope not tragic.

“Mum! It’s like you don’t want me to study at all!” Edi groaned. Regaining her mother had filled her with joy, but at times she felt like a poodle whose leash kept getting shortened. Jadwiga Gwerska possessed a strong, domineering character and treated her daughter as if she were still a small child.

“But of course I want you to,” Jadwiga assured her. “It’s just that you’ve been through a great deal lately—too much, really. You need time to work through it, and you won’t manage that if you bury yourself in coursework. And don’t forget—you are not an ordinary girl, even if you’ve given up your power.”

“Why not?”

“Because no witch will ever be an ordinary woman. You think yourself so clever, and yet you fail to grasp the simplest things...”

It wasn’t simple at all. Edi had assumed that abandoning her Gift would restore her to the state of a normal teenager, but something in that plan had gone wrong. She couldn’t find common ground with her peers, nor muster any real interest in their concerns.

“Fine! I’m coming with you!” Edi brightened suddenly.

“Absolutely not,” Janina snapped. “Only witches may enter the Motherwood. You’re not even an acolyte anymore.”

“So what? Just try to stop me.”

The doctor sighed in resignation and glanced at her sister. Once obedient—docile, even—the teenager was becoming more like her mother with every passing day: just as uncontrollable, just as willful. Hard to imagine what she might grow into... but no one, it seemed, had any say in that. Witches always walked their own path, no matter how difficult. Judging by Jadwiga’s expression, she agreed.

“Let her go, if she’s that stubborn.”

“Very well. Then Żywia can decide what becomes of her. I wash my hands of it.”

Edi clapped her hands in a burst of triumphant joy. Janina shook her head in disapproval, Jadwiga pressed her lips into a thin line, but neither said another word. Inwardly, both hoped the girl would fail to find her way to the Motherwood on her own, and they planned to slip away from her at the first opportunity. Let her wander and grumble for a while—it might teach her that not everything could be forced.

It was a reasonable plan. It just didn’t work.

Edi, as it turned out, had kept her uncanny sense of direction as well as a handful of minor abilities. Not only did she find the path to the Motherwood—she arrived before the Batory sisters. By the time they reached the grove, she was chatting casually with Żywia’s new priestess: a not-unattractive woman of indeterminate age, her wavy hair pinned back with a wooden clasp, and burdened with a noticeable excess of weight. The goddess herself did not appear—according to the priestess, conditions had changed. She would explain no more and made it quite clear that the visitors ought to leave promptly.

So, for now, there would be no help from the goddess.

Unable to reach an understanding with her daughter, Jadwiga Gwerska went to the university herself and withdrew Edi’s documents. It was perfectly legal—Edi was still two months shy of eighteen and thus subject to her mother’s decisions. Jadwiga’s action sparked a storm at Jodełka. Edi had never caused such a scene with anyone. She shouted, stomped her feet, and finally locked herself in her room, crying into her pillow like a wounded eight-year-old. She didn’t even notice when Kurt, the little willow imp, slipped in through the window. Only when he gently touched her hand did she sit up sharply.

“Oh. It’s you.”

“Why are you crying, princess? Who dared hurt you?”

The furry creature—smelling of leaves and rotting wood—settled on the blanket and stroked her arm with tender sympathy, his round ruby-red eyes soft with concern.

Sniffling miserably, she told him everything, and Kurt listened attentively, nodding from time to time.

“That’s how mothers are,” he concluded when she finished. “They always think they know best. Sweetheart, I know you’re heartbroken now, but once you calm down, you’ll see it’s not such a big tragedy. You’ll be of age soon, and then Madam Jadwiga won’t be able to decide anything for you. Just wait a little.”

“But then it’ll be too late.”

“Nonsense. University won’t run away—it’ll just be postponed a bit.”

“It’s already been postponed by a year.”

“So what? Work with your aunt for now, study from her textbooks, and you’ll have a far better start than other students. Look at it that way.”

At last, Edi managed a faint smile and wiped her nose. Kurt might have been a minor figure from Slavic folklore, but as a friend and comforter he was priceless.

“You’re such a lovely little devil,” she said. “Hard to believe someone like you could be so empathetic.”

“You know perfectly well I’m not really a devil.”

Kurt smiled too, scampered up to the chandelier, and wrapped his long tail around it. “At least not in the hellish sense. Neither I nor any of my kin serve that realm. When Christianity spread across Europe, people started calling us by those names—devil, imp... just words. We’re from the family of chochliks, not true demons. Closer to the old Slavic ubors and domoviks.”

He set the chandelier swinging gently and began to sway above her head, making comical faces to cheer her up.

“You know what?” he proposed after a moment. “Come on—I’ll take you to a dance. It’s already getting dark, so they’ll be starting soon. Today is Rusalka Thursday.”

“Meaning?”

“The first Thursday after Easter. All the dryads, hamadryads, rusalkas, and nymphs gather at the Witches’ Clearing for a grand celebration.”

“The Witches’ Clearing? Where is that?”

“You don’t know? Your aunt never told you? Right at the top of Babica​[4]. It’s quite close.”

Edi hesitated. It was obvious her aunt and mother would never approve. Janina, in particular, turned oddly old-fashioned whenever it came to dances—she wouldn’t allow her charge even the gentlest school disco, let alone the infamous house parties organized by popular girls “when the parents weren’t home.” Not that Edi cared for them; the reigning queens of the school corridors had no desire to invite her anyway. Still, she had once wanted to go—Ada had asked her.

“The music is too loud and there are strobe lights,” Janina had said sternly. “Either could trigger your abilities, and that would be a serious problem. Absolutely not.”

Curiously, she felt the same about private parties, though she never explained why. For a more social teenager, such restrictions would have seemed tyrannical. For Edi, however, they provided a convenient excuse when talking to classmates.

Separate from that was Janina’s attitude toward Edi’s friendly relations with rusalkas and similar beings. She especially distrusted Herta, the one who lived in Crystal Lake. Even the others she tolerated only grudgingly.

“Keep your distance from them,” she warned. “Not all are as sweet as our Alinka—and some are very dangerous.”

She spoke from experience, of course. But Edi felt irresistibly drawn to the magical creatures that lived alongside the human world, and actively sought their company.

“All right,” she decided. “Just wait—I need to change.”

One could not attend such a gathering wearing anything containing iron or silver—ideally, no metal at all. Edi quickly removed her earrings, bracelet, and the chain with the titan Krios’s crystal, then changed behind her wardrobe door into a linen dress and canvas shoes, the outfit she usually wore when meeting Żywia. For good measure, she braided into her hair the sprig of ever-living rowan the goddess had once given her—a charm said to guard its bearer from all evil. She secured it well among her plaits and stepped out.

“I’m ready.”

Kurt dropped from the chandelier and grabbed her hand.

“Then let’s fly, princess!”

The floor vanished beneath her feet. Before she registered what was happening, she was soaring through the air at such dizzying speed that it stole her breath. Kurt needed neither broom nor brand to levitate—and to carry another person with him.

The Witches’ Clearing, a vast meadow surrounded by ancient spruces, was hidden from ordinary human eyes much like the Motherwood. Not that humans could never stumble upon it. Some did, usually by chance or by misusing a powerful artifact. Then everything depended on timing. If no gathering or festivity was underway, the intruder might not even realize what they had discovered. Otherwise, their fate was grim. Rusalkas never coddled trespassers—and dryads even less. Graceful, ethereal, beautiful, they were deadly to those who crossed them.

This did not apply to invited humans, or to those vouched for by invited guests.

Landing at the Clearing, Edi first caught her breath and smoothed her windswept hair, checking whether the rowan twig had stayed in place. Then she looked around.

A great bonfire blazed in the meadow’s center, and circles of magical beings danced around it to the music of lutes, flutes, and drums. After a few moments, Edi began recognizing the dancers who whirled past her: chochliks, mamunas, biesys, nocnices, płanetniks, boginkas, utopces, zmoras, wodniks, forest dwarfs, południces and północnices, sprites, wiłas​[5], air spirits—everyone celebrated together. Only the Snow Maidens were absent; it was far too warm for them.

Most of the musicians were dryads, lounging on spruce branches as though in hammocks. But soon Edi spotted Latimon the faun with his ever-present panpipes, and Kazo, tapping rhythmically at his bongos. She waved to them—and gasped when someone seized her shoulder. Turning, she saw Herta grinning broadly, her sharp needle-like teeth glinting in the firelight.

“So you did come! I left an invitation in Jodełka’s door, but I wasn’t sure you’d find it.”

“I didn’t. Kurt dragged me here.”

“You didn’t? Ah, Janina must have taken it away. She doesn’t seem thrilled about our acquaintance.”

“Thrilled? Lately I can hardly talk to her at all. To Mum even less.”

“The eternal problem. For as long as I can remember, human generations have never understood each other. Amazing you’ve survived thousands of years. Never mind—come, let’s dance.”

She was pulled forward by her left hand. Another dryad seized her right, and in that instant Edi was swept into one of the circles whirling merrily around the bonfire. She quickly, almost instinctively, fell into the rhythm—a pattern faintly reminiscent of a French farandole—and grasped the strange rules guiding the dance. The rings spun in opposite directions, and whenever the music quickened for a heartbeat, one had to release the hands of their current partners and catch new ones. It all happened so smoothly that Edi could not shake the impression that the dancers were communicating telepathically.

“Oh wow, Mrs. Tokarska!” she exclaimed after one such switch. The hand she had caught turned out to belong to her former high-school teacher—her Polish literature instructor and homeroom tutor. It took her a moment to recognize her, but it was unmistakably her. “What are you doing here, ma’am?”

“You should rather tell me what you are doing here.”

“I was invited.”

“So was I—for years now.” The teacher smirked slyly. “Tell me, who do you think I really am?”

“I don’t know... Let me think... A strzyga!”

“Correct, you little know-it-all. And you never suspected a thing, which means I’ve been hiding myself rather well.”

She flashed a grin full of white fangs. Her students would certainly be astonished to see her now. She looked far younger, wore no glasses, had none of the gaps in her teeth; she might even be considered attractive. And, Edi thought, that had likely caused more than one poor soul a good deal of trouble—after all, consorting with a strzyga rarely ended well for a human. A moment later, the dance shifted again and she lost sight of the teacher.

Someone began a song in a peculiar language, and at once everyone joined in, filling the clearing with a haunting, yearning rhythm that worked on the senses like an intoxicating drug. After several minutes Edi, too, began to sing along; though she neither knew the language nor understood the words, they fell from her lips effortlessly. Within that song she felt again something she had experienced once before—the sensation of merging with the world around her, of being everywhere at once. It was wonderful, overwhelming, dissolving both time and space into a single living tapestry where all things coexisted with all things.

Long past midnight the dancing and singing came to a stop. On narrow benches set beneath the trees appeared roasted meats, cakes, and jugs filled with a pale, glimmering liquid. The revelers threw themselves at the feast. Kurt, who had vanished earlier, suddenly reappeared beside the weary, breathless Edi and caught her by the elbow.

“Don’t touch any of that,” he warned her in a whisper.

“But I’m thirsty...”

“That’s elf wine. That’s what they call it, though it has nothing to do with elves. It’s not meant for humans. Drink even a little, and you’ll forget who you are for an entire year—everything you’ve lived, gone. I’ll bring you some water.”

He snatched a clay cup from the bench and slipped into the forest. Moments later he returned and handed it to her. She drank greedily.

“Delicious.”

“Spring water. I added fresh mint—grows all over the place.”

“Thank you.” Edi smiled at the shaggy creature, so much like the little devils pictured in old village tales. “I feel better already. Can I at least eat something?”

“Better not. The rusalki prepared all this, and gods only know what they put in it. They adore spices that are dangerous to humans.” Kurt grabbed a piece of cake and bit into it. “Take this one, for example—they added deadly nightshade and henbane seeds. Believe me, you wouldn’t want to try it, no matter how good it tastes.”

“Well, too bad.” She took another sip of the refreshing water. “What happens now?”

“Individual performances. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to eat something too—and more importantly, drink. Opportunities like this are rare.”

He vanished, and Edi sat down beneath one of the spruces, sipping her water. Her legs ached from the frantic dancing, yet she felt wonderful. She had no desire to return home, though she knew she probably should. She preferred not to imagine what would happen if her absence were discovered.

Suddenly movement stirred beyond the clearing. A group of vodnice, led by Herta, dragged someone out of the bushes after a brief scuffle and hauled the captive toward the bonfire amid triumphant shouts.

“Who do we have here?!”

“A human!”

“A spy!”

“What shall we do with him?!”

“Dance him to death!”

“Tickle him!”

“Turn him into a goat!”

“A rat!”

“A stone!”

“Let’s just eat him! Like in the good old days...”

“Oh my God, it’s Szkrab!” Edi cried in fright, and before anyone could stop her, she rushed forward. “Leave him alone! Mrs. Tokarska, help! It’s Wojtek Młyniec! You were testing him on grammar just a few months ago!”

All heads turned toward her in astonishment. The teacher shook her head. She clearly recognized her former student, but had no intention of intervening. Here, at the gathering, she was no teacher—only a strzyga bound by the customs of her supernatural kin. In panic, Edi searched for Kurt, but the willow imp was already half-drunk and unlikely to be of any use.

“Such is the law,” said Herta.

The boy, terrified beyond reason, did not even try to struggle. He only rolled his eyes from figure to figure, trembling violently. Herta watched him with her cold, light-green stare.

“Oh yes. I remember now. He was sitting with the others by the lake when I approached them to talk. Your friend, isn’t he?”

Edi hesitated.

“That’s too strong a word... Just a classmate. A good kid. And a very talented musician.”

Herta bared her terrible teeth deliberately. Szkrab recoiled and nearly fainted.

“We understand, but the rules are clear!” croaked Żabka, the grotesque little water-imp lurking in the shadows—shaped like a small child with a monstrously swollen head and bulging eyes.

“Yes, clear!” echoed the others. Only Latimon the faun raised his hand and made a small, dissenting gesture.

“I know, I know,” Edi stammered desperately. “I understand... But don’t kill him. There must be another way...” Her gaze fell upon the jugs from which the nymphs were pouring the silver liquid. “I’ve got it!”

She seized one of the vessels and lifted it. A rusalki frowned.

“You think so? And you?” She looked around the crowd. “Our witch friend asks that we spare the life of this pitiful creature, taking only his memory. What say you?”

A murmur of excited voices rose. Some insisted he must be executed; others, more moderate, leaned toward Edi’s plea.

“The world is changing,” they argued. “We don’t have to be what we were centuries ago.”

“Tradition commands it!”

“Death to spies!”

“He’s just a kid...”

“He’s a human!”

Herta waited patiently, still gripping Szkrab’s collar. Then she whistled sharply through the fingers of her free hand—so piercingly that Edi’s ears throbbed. All fell silent at once, and an astonished bat dropped at the rusalka’s bare feet. Żabka picked up the squeaking creature and stroked it until it calmed.

“My dear guests,” Herta declared, “you are all right, of course. But we must choose only one option. I propose a ballot. What say you?”

Another round of murmurs—then agreement.

“Very well! Prepare!”

All those present—except Edi, who had no idea what was happening—raised their left hands high and straightened their fingers.

“Now!” cried the rusalka.

From the outstretched fingers shot upward tiny glowing spheres—red and blue. Herta examined them closely.

“You’re in luck,” she told Edi with a smile. “The blue ones are clearly more numerous. Life, not death. Żabka, bring the wine.”

The little water-sprite released the recovered bat, which fluttered away into the night, then returned with a cup filled with the silver liquid. She handed it to Edi.

“You give it to him.”

“She’s right,” the rusalka added. “He’ll forget about her soon enough.”

“Sapkowski had dryads give something like this to kidnapped girls,” Edi muttered under her breath, taking the clay cup from Żabka’s webbed hands. One of the dryads snorted disdainfully. “Yes, yes, I know—he got it wrong.”

She approached Szkrab. She wasn’t even sure he recognized her; his eyes were glazed with terror, darting wildly.

“Drink,” she commanded, pressing the cup to his lips.

He did not seem to understand, so in the end she had to force the wine down his throat. The result was almost comical: the moment he swallowed the first sip, he grew calm, and all his attention fixed on the cup. Grabbing it, he drank every drop, licked his lips, looked around... then unexpectedly yawned. Herta released his collar and the boy at once curled up on the ground and fell asleep.

“What now?” Edi asked helplessly. She had just realized she could not count on Kurt, happily drinking under the spruces, and she herself certainly could not fly. And even with magical help, she wouldn’t be able to take Szkrab with her. “How did he even get here?”

Through the crowd of fantastical creatures pushed Alosza the płanetnik, her good friend. Relief washed over her; he could always be relied on.

“The boy is camping with his friends not far from here, under the yews by the black trail​[6],” he reported. “I saw them from above. If the forest rangers catch them, they’ll be fined heavily.”

“That’s the least of their worries right now, Alosza. Especially his.” She pointed at Szkrab. “Will you help me? He needs to be taken back, and I must get home before my aunt and mom notice I’ve gone out. Kurt won’t help—look at him. And he promised to take me home afterward... I still haven’t learned to do it myself.”

The storm-spirit followed her gaze and smiled indulgently.

“All willow-imps are like that. Show them a full bottle and they forget the world. Not the sort of company for a well-mannered young lady. Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll sort out some transport.”

He raised both hands and wiggled his fingers. Above the clearing a low, pale cloud began to form. Edi grimaced slightly. She knew all too well the dubious comfort of traveling on such a thing—like sitting atop a giant clump of wet cotton—but in this situation she couldn’t complain.

“Maszka, I’ll be back as soon as I drop these kids off!” Alosza called to his wife
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