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  Make a Toast to Spring

  
  




The elevated, elegant horns made a crescent impression above the wearer’s head, smooth and glistening in the golden hour. They were the most impressive part of the already quite amazing, albeit morbid mask. Jelena wanted to stop staring, but couldn’t really help herself. Nor could her friends.

“Do you think it’s real? I mean, made from a real animal’s head,” Borna asked, unabashedly checking out the horns, his curly black hair falling over his face. They were not the only ones at the convention gaping at this peculiar cosplayer. Jelena vaguely remembered when, a few years back, a girl wore impossibly high, hoof-shaped platform heels, as a part of her satyr costume. Have people recognized something inherently animalistic in Istrakon, and were now dressing accordingly, or was she just reading too much into it? Probably the latter.

Tina rolled her eyes. “It’s as real as a bellman’s mask.” She was the only one not really impressed or acting like it. Jelena supposed it was probably because, as a who-knows-which-generation of Kastavians, all of the men in Tina’s family, from the old ones to the toddlers, were a part of the time-honored pagan bellmen tradition. In their masks and sheep hides, with a great cattle bell on their butts, they would dance the winter evils away and bring out spring. The subject usually brought out a lot of pettiness in Tina, since she was excluded from that same tradition because of her genitals. Jelena wasn’t sure why anyone would want to be a part of the drunken winter procession, beating her own butt with a bell until it turned purple, but it was what Tina wanted and what she couldn’t have. Now, though, she was acting like everyone committed some great offense against her family just for admiring the cosplayer.

Jelena knew all the bellmen’s masks because one couldn’t live in Rijeka without knowing them. But this one was still hard to put into perspective, for multiple reasons. It wasn’t like Grobnik’s bull skulls, nor Kastav’s grotesque animal masks made of wool, with big grins, open jaws or lolling tongues. Even when you could recognize the animal—like bears, lions, wolves—it was stylized, not realistic. This one, though—it looked like someone had cut off the bull’s head, scooped out the gooey insides, brain and skull, and then stuck their own head into it. It made for a pretty terrifying sight. Especially since the rest of the costume were some really mundane clothes. A band t-shirt—not Dimmu Borgir, like Jelena would choose with that mask, but Koktelsi, a small local band known for their carnival and village feast music—jeans and Chucks. There was, however, the added accessory in the form of a long bullwhip, wrapped through the jeans’ loops in place of a belt.

“Just sayin’, you know. There’s a reason the bellmen are protected by UNESCO,” Tina still droned in the background.

Jelena didn’t really listen to half of what Tina was saying, sipping her watered-down beer, bought at the ‘Bree Inn’—a makeshift bar built only for this purpose inside the convention hall. “What are they even cosplaying?” She asked what she was curious about the most. Everyone appeared to be in agreement that the cosplayer was male, because of the build—tall, muscular, broad shoulders—but she didn’t want to jump to any conclusions.

“I think it’s some game,” Borna answered, deep in thought. “League of Legends, I think?”

“That’s a minotaur,” Elrond—also known as Jakov by only the closest of friends—said, already scrolling on his phone. “And, besides, it looks completely different, see.”

“Okay, so it’s some other minotaur character,” Borna answered.

“It must be something more local. Some fantasy book or story by one of our authors,” someone they didn’t actually meet, but who was standing close by and obviously listening to their conversation, jumped in.

“Why do you think that?” Tina asked their eavesdropper, a guy in an Alien facehugger t-shirt with long hair like the majority of con-goers. His friends were standing by, but weren’t overly interested in joining in the talk.

“That’s not any bull’s head. It’s the Istrian bull—boshkarin. Plus, the whole getup with a Koktelsi shirt? It has to be something local.”

That line of thought definitely made sense. They were, after all, in the central town of Istria, Pazin, where its annual sci-fi convention was held. Istrakon even published their own anthology of Croatian scifi and fantasy stories, not that Jelena or her friends cared. So a lot of Croatian genre authors used the opportunity to promote their work. It could very well be some smart marketing ploy. Find someone to wear a pretty damn cool cosplay from your obscure novel, which nobody has read because you’re not an international writer, and have people scratch their heads trying to guess who that could be, until someone gathers enough courage to ask.

“Hm, mad respect in any case,” Borna said, shrugging.

Tina frowned. “This is ridiculous. I’m gonna go ask.”

For a moment, Jelena thought to join her, but she wasn’t really keen on getting up from her place at the short retaining wall, opposite of the convention center. The sun was getting down, which meant that, very soon, it would become too cold to simply sit outside. And inside… well, they’d already seen everything that they could at the booths—books, merchandise and accessories—and she didn’t really have a lot of money to spend this year (even though she did, in fact, buy herself a Super Mario coaster and, of course, an overpriced Stranger Things t-shirt). She didn’t like to stay at the bar for too long simply because drunk people always reserved those spots. So that left the convention programming, which was… well. It didn’t matter, though; Jelena loved Istrakon to bits and pieces, regardless of what they did or didn’t have to offer.

Tina disappeared inside the stocky building, following the cosplayer.

“Do you think one of us should’ve followed her?” Elrond asked, fixing his horn-rimmed hipster eyeglasses, the only thing marring his otherwise uncanny similarity to a long-haired Hugo Weaving.

“Why? She’ll be fine,” Jelena answered. “Or you think the cosplayer won’t be okay?”

“Yes, but, will we be fine?” Elrond continued. “She’s our group’s dedicated extrovert.”

The three of them looked at each other, then at the courtyard where other groups of people had already formed, drinking, smoking and laughing out loud. Both Elrond and Borna came closer to Jelena, Borna with an exaggerated frightened face. She chuckled, but couldn’t really appreciate the joke in full. Not since she saw a group of men eyeing them from their spot on the terrace of the convention center’s café, Epolon. The looks weren’t exactly hostile, but the group were very obviously locals and you could never be sure with people like that. What they thought of geeks. What they thought of her.

She made herself look away, feeling queasy, and it turned out to be right on time to catch Tina’s march back.

“Oh, oh,” Jelena said, pointing behind Borna and Elrond, “she’s back and looks pissed.”

Tina joined them with a flushed face, crossing her arms at her chest. “The bastard didn’t want to answer me. And not just that. Do you know what he said when I politely asked what he was cosplaying? After complimenting his mask?”

Her voice was biting, eyes set in a frown only a teacher could cultivate in a classroom full of rowdy children. It was the face that could make grownups hunch in shame.

“MOO!” Tina yelled and Jelena flinched, brushing a bush behind her back.

“No way,” Elrond said, trying to hide his snickering. Borna, on the other hand, didn’t; he flat out started guffawing.

“That’s not funny.” Tina, of course, wasn’t amused, looking like an angry porcupine with her short-trimmed hair. “I was nothing but polite!”

“It’s probably just part of the roleplay,” Jelena tried to placate her, “remember all those Cersei cosplayers? We couldn’t get near them and their resting bitch faces.”

Tina still didn’t look overly happy, probably thinking this as a sort of personal insult.

Borna enveloped her in a half hug. Which was always a humorous sight—he was the shorter one, by a whole head. “Sorry, but, I mean, you need to admit this is a tiny bit funny.”

For a moment, it looked like Tina would remove him from her vicinity by force, like some unwanted limpet. However, her frown changed into a half smile. “Okay, yeah, a bit.”

Crisis averted, Borna stepped away from Tina, all four of them now laughing.

“I still want to punch him in his dick for humiliating me like that,” Tina said.


* * *


They did actually plan to go to a few lectures in the program. There weren’t a lot of interesting topics they could listen to; for Jelena, this wasn’t the sort of convention where she wanted some deep or intellectual discussion on movies or literature, it was more of a ‘get together in the beautiful countryside and drink a lot’ type of con. Once she passed Uchka mountain, the natural border between Istria and the rest of Croatia, and came to this forest-riddled hill region, she could easily slip into a more ‘village festivities’ kind of mood. Why would she want to spend hours listening to capitalist criticism in the Alien franchise, no matter how amazing it was, when there was an idyllic landscape in the background and cheap drinks to help her get lost in oblivion?

However, there was one guy whose lectures they always attended at Istrakon. Not because he was great, or because his topics were something that interested them specifically, but because his lectures were always a hilariously absurd trainwreck of conspiracy theories, which meant a good hour of stand up comedy gold. This year, the topic was the apparent tradition of human sacrifices in Istria, starting from the Bronze Age town Monkodonja where, truth be told, there was a gigantic pit which, historians hypothesized, was used for ritualistic sacrifices. However, the lecture’s abstract in the program flyer promised to uncover the hidden truths of rural Istria, hinting that these rituals were still in play. So, of course, when they saw this topic and that lecturer’s name on the programming, it wasn’t a question what they would be doing in that time slot.

They didn’t expect the convention to cancel his lecture at the last moment. Food poisoning, the staff said on Facebook, apologizing profoundly.

“Oh, shit, what now?” Tina proclaimed with a sigh.

There was a quiz they were planning to go to, one of the big, nerdy pop culture games, famous for being extra hard. Which meant it was always packed with competitive geeks. But it wasn’t until later in the night, and they’d just lost one hour of something to kill their time with in between. Oh well, an hour of Dixit wasn’t that bad, in Jelena’s book, and maybe they’ll see some of their congoer friends in the game room and get to hang with them.

“What about this lecture?” Borna asked, pointing at the name on the cheaply printed flyer with the programming which Tina held in her hands.

“Aaand, that’s also canceled,” Elrond said, waving with his phone in the air. Borna looked at the booklet the convention staff had given him with his lanyard, with a face that clearly said, Why am I even bothering?

Jelena noticed that the same group of locals was stealing glances towards them, still. What was it that was so interesting in the four of them? They weren’t any different than the other little groups littered around the courtyard. That guy with the Alien t-shirt and his friends were basically identical to her group! You know why they’re looking at you, an annoying voice whispered in her head. It was wrong, it couldn’t have anything to do with her. Yet, her skin prickled with a slight discomfort.

“Well, you know what this means,” Borna said, wiggling his bushy eyebrows. He took out the small glass bottle with midnight blue liquid in it, shaking it.

“You really think it’s time for the big stuff? I’m still on beer,” Tina said, watching the bottle doubtfully.

“We need to be cool-headed for the Ultimate Nerd Quiz. You know how insane the questions can get. I can’t be drunk for that,” Elrond fussed about, the only one of the four who felt like he constantly needed to prove his geek cred.

“Yeah, like we’ve never done that before,” Borna said, with a snicker. “Besides, I’m not saying we need to get shit-faced. Just, you know, a shot to toast our fallen comrades, the lectures about cryptids and the human sacrifices in Istria.”

“We could go and listen to the book promotion,” Jelena piped in, scrolling. “The author promises to play the ukulele.”

“God no, I would rather eat that ukulele than spend my time listening about Croatians in space or whatever the novel is about,” Tina said. “Probably vampires. It’s vampires, isn’t it? Or, even worse, something about local krsniks fighting against ancient evil, because we don’t have enough stories about that.” She took the bottle from Borna to her hands. “What do you think this is, anyway?”

“Didn’t the kind lady say rakija?” Elrond asked instead of answering.

“Actually,” Jelena jumped in, racking her brain, “she only said it was a little something homemade, to make us feel like at home.”

On Istrakon weekend, the town of Pazin could get fully booked at something like two months in advance. A lot if it was because the town was small, with limited options for renting. A few houses on Airbnb and a too expensive hotel.

So the four of them had to search for nearby accommodation, which meant looking for houses in villages in the greater Pazin area. They ended up finding a quaint, one storey house in the middle of nowhere—the village was in the woods, with, like, four to five other houses, but it was also fifteen minutes by car from Pazin. One of those places where everyone looked at your car as if you’d gotten there by chance, where the cell phone coverage and the internet connection were of a horror movie quality. When they’d passed the first house in the row, a child in the yard had watched them suspiciously, before getting inside his house. That sort of a village.

But the owner of their Airbnb house was a kind and welcoming old woman, although awkward. And not in a ‘doesn’t know where to fit Jelena in her mental gender brackets’, or ‘doesn’t know how to act around the butchiest of butches Tina, who looked like an American redneck’ awkward. Just, talking too fast while trying very hard to make them feel at home, like some of the renters sometimes did.

She’d also gifted them with store bought cookies and homemade alcohol. So, one of the good ones, really.

“Have you ever seen rakija in that color?” Tina asked, putting the bottle in front of her eyes, like it will give up its secrets.

“Who cares? It’s homemade, meaning it has to be made from some fruit, probably.” Borna didn’t sound like he believed that himself. “If not rakija, then some fancy liqueur. Maybe they added some food coloring to make it more interesting.” Did people even put food colors in booze? Jelena didn’t have the faintest idea. She hoped it wouldn’t be one of the questions in the quiz later.

Borna took out the white plastic cups from his backpack and gave one to each of them. They were still drinking like college brats. Well, Borna was, technically, still in college. The others didn’t have that sort of excuse. Although, Jelena, who didn’t have a lot of money since freelance graphic design wasn’t that lucrative, didn’t have anything against drinking free stuff from cheap plastic cups.

“I’m drinking only one, for a toast,” Elrond warned, like some sort of solemn vow.

“If you get drunk, we can always walk back. And pick up the car in the morning,” Jelena proposed. All three of them turned towards her with equal horrified looks on their faces.

“In the middle of the night in the cold?”

“Up the hill?”

“Through the woods?”

They spoke almost simultaneously.

Jelena shrugged. It was a possibility. Not a great one, sure. But still something they could do.

Tina poured two fingers of the mysterious alcohol to each of them. Jelena sloshed hers around. The liquid was oily, thick, with a smell that hit her nose so hard that it dragged out a childhood memory of getting lost in a heavy fog, when collecting chestnuts from the ground in the early autumn mornings.

“To Istrakon!” Borna said, his cup in the air. They all toasted back.

Jelena swallowed her shot and almost spat it out. It was strong, bitter, throat-burning, so much so that she could feel all of her esophagus on fire. She had nothing to compare the taste with, feeling like she’d drunk a shooting star that didn’t get the time to cool out.

“Well, that’s nasty,” Tina was the first one to comment, her face scrunched.

Borna didn’t look any better. But he poured himself another one. “What? Do we have anything better to do? Besides, you don’t look a gift alcohol in the mouth.”


* * *



The quiz presenter’s head was so swollen it looked like a melon ready to burst out with a chestburster. Or, maybe, with a thousand slimy squirmy maggots, fat on brain juices. She could see it so vividly—there, below his scalp, tiny white bodies were feasting on the organ. She could hear them wriggling: the wet, squishy sound of their mucus-filled forms crawling over each other.

“Hey do you see them eating his brain know this answer?” Voices overlapped, coming out of Tina’s mouth. She was sitting so far away, almost on the opposite part of the room and, at the same time, in a chair beside Jelena. These two Tinas overlapped, a blurry image on the camera. “Can you even see the decay the screenshot? Do you recognize the malicious souls movie?”

Jelena blinked, then blinked again, her head full of air. Her vision swam with the motions of a boat rocking on a stormy sea. Her stomach reacted with the same amount of nausea.

“Hey, corruption eats us away, hey,” Tina whispered through the herringbone seam on her lips, “I think they are still here, even though they should’ve left with the bellmen’s dance you’re way more drunk than I thought.”

Jelena leaned towards Tina, wanting so hard to ask her to clarify, to get her fixed in one spot in space, but the other woman just blinked away again. We didn’t drink that much, did we? Wasn’t it just two shots of that…

The room tilted nastily, the abrupt change of perspective bringing up the goo of half-digested food to her throat. Jelena swallowed it down, a part of her aware that she was not in a place where it would be appropriate to puke. She closed her eyes, hoping it would help. She could hear faint sounds of other people talking, laughing, all merging into a white noise of a tuned-down television. She was faintly aware of her body shaking, but also not. It wasn’t her body, not really. It was just a bucket in which her mind was hanging on by a loose thread, and she was sure that, when she opened her eyes, she would see that she was in the bed back in the Airbnb, sleeping, and that she’d probably pissed herself while dreaming.

That wasn’t fair—a brief flash of thought passed—she fought so hard to make her body her own and not any stranger’s. And now it was slipping away from her, again.

“Jelena, Jelena, Jelena…” sudden, recognizable words slashed through, breaking her out of darkness, into the light. People were sitting around her in the hall, turned towards the projection on the screen, their faces completely blank. Not entirely there. Lines whipped off with an eraser. She put her palms against her own face, tracing the edges of the mouth, the bridge of the nose and the arches of the eyebrows with her fingers, just to be sure they were still there.

All she could feel was the plastic sensation of a mask instead of her face. Where was her body? Where did she leave it? A tiny sludge of panic tried to alarm her, but couldn’t pass. It was an emotion for the living, not for mannequins. Nothing could happen to her, to this dream shell conjured by nightmares. There was no room for fear, because she couldn’t feel.

There were three bodies close at hand, unrecognizable after falling under the eraser. Behind one, a massive shadow made of red pulsing veins stood, one hand on the shoulder of Jelena’s faceless friend. She wanted to open her mouth and ask who it was, but forgot that she didn’t have movable lips. She should know who that was, shouldn’t she? She was somewhere, with someone, doing something. There was a purpose to her. Something she was supposed to do. Or say. Most importantly, she wasn’t alone. Where were her friends?

You have none, a shadow said in her ear. She didn’t even notice it come closer to her, just a breath caressing her neck. A wet touch of a coarse tongue lapped under her earlobe, teeth nibbling at her throat. She flinched, moving away, or at least that’s what her brain planned to do, but her limbs didn’t acknowledge it. The white noise hum electrified. Somewhere under it, a vibration snuck, forming words she could understand. “Jelena.” It was her name. “Jelena, are you alright?” someone asked.

“She needs to throw up.”

“Why are you looking at me…?”

“I feel too drunk to drive, and I know I only had…”

“Did you see that? Did you see how the sky ate the stars? It just, it just… opened up a hole and swallowed it all up, like soup. Lap, lap.”

“Jelena, you need to puke! Come on!”

The command was achingly familiar, and it broke through the confusion, making her retch. Her mind suddenly dropped down into her body, hard, after floating outside of it like a tethered soul, almost blown away by the invisible wind. Now, she was all there, on all fours, her eyes so close to the shrubbery she could feel it tickling her face. Her stomach heaved, her neck in a tight hold of someone’s cold, wet palm.

“Come on!” She finally placed the voice. Tina, it was Tina holding her there on the grass covered ground with a tiny shrub growing out.

She wanted to say, I’m trying, but it came out in the form of retching, followed by slime. A greasy, thick line of blue slime; it almost wasn’t a liquid but solid matter. It mapped out her interiors, making her gag even more when she realized she could feel every inch of it passing through her esophagus.

“There’s nothing wrong with the sky.”

“Why won’t you drive then?” Tina’s voice was so close it was a shout resounding in Jelena’s brain.

“Because… because I don’t feel well. I don’t… don’t see. It’s just blurry. All blurry.”

“We need to run.”

“What?”

“Run, they’re coming.”

“Who?”

“Jakov, please, do something, he’s panicking.”

Who’s Jakov?, Jelena almost asked, before remembering that Elrond wasn’t an actual human name. Her senses were slowly getting into focus—sharpening out her shaking hands, the rancid smell of her bile, her long, honey-colored hair almost getting in the way of the projectile; Tina’s polished black boots in the corner of her eye. She still didn’t feel like having enough strength to stand up, so she strenuously put everything she had into not falling face-first in her puke instead.

“What are you doing?” Tina again. “Why are you taking off your shirt?”

“Don’t you see? This is not my skin! This is not my skin!”

“What? That’s your shirt! Borna, you… where are you going?! Wait! Come back!” Pause. “Shit. Do something! Go after him!”

Jelena took a deep breath, full of cold night air, her head clearing up. Finding a new molecule of will, she turned towards Tina, her eyes catching the dark jeans and red flannel first, before rising towards Tina’s face. Jelena almost burst out screaming, stopping at the last moment. Tina’s eyes—all five of them—blinked in confusion. “Jelena, what’s wrong? Don’t you freak out, not you too.”

Instead of Tina’s warm brown ones, the eyes watching Jelena now were two cat’s eyes instead, with vertically slit pupils in bright green irises Tina didn’t have. Above them, on her forehead, two round, netlike bulbs—eyes of a fly—grew out of the skin of her head, not particularly looking at Jelena or, really, anywhere. One lonely brown eye was left, but it was in her mouth’s usual place, without eyelashes, only eyelids, closing and opening, completely bare. When she talked, the iris would split in half like an egg, showing the dark hole of her mouth, light yellow fluid leaking out. A hint of a tongue moved the white of the eyeball.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Tina’s eye mouthed, her eyeball constricting in a way it shouldn’t be able to. Jelena was never as desperate to throw up, riding nausea like a train. But she couldn’t, her stomach gaping wide with emptiness. Instead, she just lowered her gaze, avoiding Tina’s face.

“Come on, we should try to find a lift to the house. Someone here will help us,” Tina said, helping Jelena up. She was so calm, collected. How was she not drunk?

A light from the lamp in the yard hit their backs, Jelena’s shadow falling over shrubs, distorting on the branches like it had been impaled. Her eyes firmly fixed to the ground as she limped on, she noticed something else. She jerkingly checked it, just to be sure, since her mind wasn’t working well enough to comprehend physics. No matter how hard she looked, though, there was bareness where there should be none.

There was only one shadow showing on the ground.

“Jelena?” Tina’s voice was so close that her talking, leaking eye must’ve been somewhere above Jelena’s shoulder, dropping fluid over her. Tina was always so tall, Amazonian, towering over most people. Her strong grip was the only thing now keeping Jelena upright, muscles built with shooting from the compound bow. Perfect for splitting open skulls with bare hands, so that her lost shadow could take a bite out of Jelena’s brain with its vaporous canines.

She didn’t know where that image came from, but it made her shudder with the need to break out of Tina’s grip. It was ridiculous; Tina had been there for her for ages, ever since they were little kids. She was the truck that mauled over every bully that ever tried to get under Jelena’s skin, every jerk that tried to misgender or deadname her. Tina was her oldest friend, in fact, even taking care of her in a moment like this one, but it was as if she weren’t there at all. As if their whole history, whole friendship, was an evanescent cloud, steadily vanishing into the night air. As if Tina weren’t really there; instead, it was someone else wearing her skin, but not completely fitting in it.

“I need… a moment,” Jelena managed to tell this stranger holding her, completely alone in the yard filled with curious onlookers, “just, I need to sit.”

Tina helped her over to the short wall framing the courtyard of the convention center, very close to where they’d sat and drunk hours earlier. Only hours? Maybe minutes, or maybe days. She couldn’t be sure.

She sat down on the wall, the cold seeping under her clothes, freezing her butt. Tina told her not to move, and went towards a group of chattering people who were standing near the door. With her back turned, Jelena finally felt like she could look up without fear of glimpsing at Tina’s face. The people she was barely aware of in the background became solid frames, normal-looking, cigarette-smoking, beer-drinking congoers. They were standing above a huge smoking cauldron—warming themselves up—at the same spot where the conrunners had, earlier in the day, shared cooked beans for free to the visitors. The fire under the cauldron was illuminating the scene and grinning faces of gathered people, over dogs that were slowly being cooked inside. A white head of some kind of setter was hanging over the metal rim, eyes completely melted from the skull, dripping on the ground. Someone stirred the boiling water with a huge wooden spoon, before sticking the head back inside.

Jelena wanted to weep, she wanted to rage. Mostly, she wanted to get the hell away from the sight of the dogs getting cooked. This couldn’t be happening, but no matter what was real and what not, her brain screamed in a prehistoric dread, shooting her up with adrenaline. It was enough to get up on her legs and let them take her as far away as possible from this place.

From these people with orange faces and hungry mouths.

From Tina, who she couldn’t really recognize anymore.


* * *


The world spun on its axis, just a flat disk balancing on a cane. The top of the town’s belltower came into view and disappeared again, a fixture in the land. At some point she was aware of walking by the stocky medieval castle of Pazin, the darkness obfuscating the zip line over the canyon at its side, but a moment later, houses and old fortification turned into trees and muddy ground. A loud susurration of running water meant that a river was nearby. That wasn’t good. It meant she was headed in the opposite direction from where she should be going, if she wanted to go to the rented house. Down instead of up.

Turn around. Which way? She turned and walked uphill, faintly aware of a slippery flight of stairs, which would bring her towards the castle and the town. But now she saw that she had been descending all of that time.

Jelena stopped, turned, fear gripping her in a tight embrace, her eyes screaming for any kind of light to illuminate her path. She continued uphill, only for the world to rotate under her feet, making her descend, again.

A scream tore from her throat, rustling the leaves above her head. She blinked away the tears from her eyes, her sight already limited, even without her crying. Dimly remembering the existence of phones, she dug hers out of her pocket—where was her bag?—and opened the torch app. The light bloomed at one spot, suffocating darkness closing in over the circle of her lamp. Shakingly, she tried to find the path up to the town, the steps she was on just now. But there were none. Just mud, stocky wooden limbs, a murmur of water clicking nearby.

The hint of a bright color on a branch on the left from her called for attention. It was a piece of clothing, hanging loosely, abandoned. Taking it in her hands, she could see the item for what it was—a discarded pair of pants. Her mind drew a blank at that, as if it couldn’t really fit what she’d found into the scenery around her. Then a recollection managed to get through the fog in her head. Borna wore this ridiculous cherry color.

The pieces started falling into place. He’d run away somewhere, while she’d been puking, and then Tina had yelled something about him taking off his shirt. Was he running naked around Pazin, in the middle of March? Jelena involuntarily shuddered at the thought, aware of the cold that was embracing her. Getting through her sneakers and socks, under the soles of her feet, climbing up her legs, over her arms, regardless of the leather jacket she wore.

Borna was drunk out of his mind, like her, possibly lost somewhere in the dark, forest-covered canyon, stark naked in the freezing air of early spring. He could slip and fall, break his neck, or he could catch hypothermia and slowly die before someone finds him. She needed to help him, but couldn’t even help herself.

What was she even doing here in the first place?

The world spun and spun, just a merry-go-round, a wheel of flame, of burning eyes. There was something in the woods, in the canyon, in the air she breathed in. The piercing melody started following her futile search; a search for what, her mind couldn’t really decide. In a moment she would remember Borna, and it would be his name she called in the night, such a small, two syllable word consumed by the shrieking, vibrating music, echoing loudly all around her. A moment later, her ears would finally connect with her brain, and she would understand that the music meant someone else was there, so she should call for help. A shrill vibrato of a wind instrument only mocked her, its player out of her reach, somewhere beyond where the small circle of her artificial light fell.

“Jelena!” she heard somewhere behind her, the familiarity of the voice so disturbingly strange, as if she’d heard it over the phone and couldn’t recognize the speaker. But she knew who it was, and it made her only run in the opposite direction, her fear kicking in. Her heart knew something her brain still didn’t comprehend—someone was driving her oldest friend. She couldn’t bear to see that walking puppet body, couldn’t risk being caught by that thing parading as Tina. So she ran and ran, while the music was crescendoing into a pitch so loud her eardrums were on the verge of shuttering.

Slipping on something wet, her arms met the muddy ground in a painful thud, catching her falling body in the last moment before her head could crack open on some rock. Her phone fell out of her hand, rolling out, the light flashing like a disco ball, showing glimpses of something, a kaleidoscope of things—something pinkish, crumpled, left there on the ground, changing with the wood, the roots, the trunks. The light finally settled on a lichen-covered hackberry tree.

Not seeing it didn’t mean it wasn’t there. Completely aware where she’d seen something discarded on the ground—another piece of clothing, probably—Jelena stood up, her palms stinging, and took the phone back in her hand. She just hoped it wasn’t Borna’s briefs.

It wasn’t. She stood there, light on the ground, and her mind still couldn’t comprehend what her eyes were seeing. The background soundtrack continued, her unknown player not getting tired in the slightest, the music nudging her to either move away quickly or take a better look at what she’d found. Crouching, she picked it up—the leathery material stoking her dread. As soon as she touched it, it unfurled—raised in the air, it showed the whole length hidden in the crumpled bundle. A long tuft of curly hair fell from one leathery part and that simple, recognizable piece made her jerk so hard she dropped the thing. Her heart beat louder than the eerie music as light fell on the shedded skin on the ground. She’d had it in her hands. She couldn’t bear it, didn’t want to see the empty space where meat, bones, muscle and organs should be, so she ran away.

Her eyes burned with tears, images flowing wild inside her mind. Borna running alone, shedding his clothes, everything he’d had on, not stopping even when he was naked and when there was only his skin to pull off. The light of Jelena’s phone shone on the lonely patches on the ground, showing more she didn’t want to see—crimson chunks, dark wet lumps she didn’t want to identify. She didn’t want to see, and yet, even through blurry tears and patchy light, it appeared her brain could only focus on Borna’s discarded body parts.

It wasn’t possible, she was hallucinating, this was just her mind playing tricks; how could someone scoop up his liver in his arm to throw it away and then walk further to discard his beating heart? How could someone walk with their guts unfurling on the ground? Leaving their body like bread crumbs for friends to find. It wasn’t possible.

Her lungs burned in exhaustion, her body in a complete state of panic, repeating it wasn’t possible as a mantra, when she finally found the biggest piece of what was left of Borna.

She stopped dead in her tracks. The weeping music wailed, her bones hurt from the sound, or maybe the sight in front of her. Of course, there was no way for her to know that it had been Borna. It didn’t have his hair, or his warm smiling lips, or the skin, in fact. The thing in front of her was just a skeleton with patches of meat still in place, pinkish red, eyeless, lipless, but not motionless. Boney fingers scratched over pieces of meat that still hung from him.

The body was half lying, half reclining on the ground, air whistling through the holes in the bones. It clacked and twitched but, worst of all, it spoke.

“Jelena, Jelena,” the air slipping over bones shaped the words, even with the complete lack of vocal cords, just a facsimile of a spoken sound, “I need to get it off me, please get it off me. This isn’t me.”

“I… I…” she tried to answer, her tongue stuck to the root of her mouth
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