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For the samodivas and Huli Jing who know who they are









  
  



O’er my thoughts
There hung a darkness, call it solitude
Or blank desertion. No familiar shapes
Remained, no pleasant images of trees,
Of sea or sky, no colours of green fields;
But huge and mighty forms, that do not live
Like living men, moved slowly through the mind
By day, and were a trouble to my dreams.

 William Wordsworth, The Prelude 
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  Don't Ask the Goats


The cab driver in S. told me about the cursed treasure buried nearby while his modded VW Golf climbed into the mountains with the windows down and the smell of diesel, pine, and old upholstery pressing into my shirt. 
He told it with one hand on the wheel, and the other stabbing the air whenever someone found gold or died.
The gods curse fools by giving them luck, we agreed before parting.
By the time he left me in the village square, dusk had thickened around the houses, the light of a convenience store doubling as a tavern casting a warm glow in the gathering shadows.
My bag was cutting a groove into my shoulder, so I followed the yellow light and asked who had a room.
The following morning, I met Lee, a Korean tourist, walking around with a GoPro hanging on his chest.
"Recording everything?" I asked, nodding at his GoPro.
"Trying to," he replied. "Been here a few days now. This place is somehow both quaint and rough. It is strange, but I feel watched, too." 
He had a happy and earnest face, ill-fitting, like he'd stepped out of a bulgogi food delivery commercial into a story with no menu.
"Find anything interesting?"
He smiled cryptically. "Yeah, the other day, some random baba warned me to watch for shadows that don't match their owners."
I laughed, but it came out wrong. 
Later that day, Lee had apparently wandered off into the forest, GoPro still strapped on. The next morning, his chair was empty outside the tavern. His beer glass was gone, too.
I ordered breakfast and asked around. Nobody looked interested. Someone shrugged and pushed a plate of tomatoes with goat cheese toward me. For some reason, they all called him The Chinaman.
"We have lots of Chinamen wandering around," Milan, the local still owner and liquor brewer, muttered as he poured me another glass of his rakia.
"Name's Milan," he had introduced himself. "Yes, after the football team." Grey streaks in his hair, he was wearing hunting pants and a white Maldini shirt, the red number 3 slightly faded.
I had rented a room from him for the week. His wife, quiet until now, burst into laughter at the mention of Chinamen. She had sharp eyes, a crisp, pretty face, blond hair pulled back tightly, wearing a lilac Puma tracksuit. 
Nobody called Milan’s wife mad in front of him. They only tapped their temple later, out of sight. I never heard her speak, only that occasional sudden laughter.
At dawn, I roamed the village for stories and to air my head, the velvety taste of Milan's plum rakia still lingering. The air was crisp, roosters crowing as the village stirred awake.
At the edge of the forest, I bumped into a shepherd driving his goats up the slope. The goats stopped before he did. All of them turned their heads toward me at once. He responded to my morning greeting with a smiling nod and a gesture to his open mouth. 
His tongue was missing.
"What happened?" I ventured after the customary greeting, motioning to his mouth.
He paused and, with a deliberate motion, bent down, drawing in the dirt with his staff. First, a crude image of a tongue, a knife, and a series of wavy lines that might have been meant as spells or screams. 
A few goats came over and lowered their heads to the dirt, as if to watch the drawing.
"Magic?" I ventured, half-jokingly, trying to decipher his drawing while he stood there, lean and weathered, one sleeve of his faded blue denim shirt patched with an ill-fitting scrap of floral fabric. In the chill, I felt thankful for Milan's rakia.
He shook his head, then drew a woman's figure.
"A woman did this?" I puzzled, connecting the images. The circle of goats looked at me. 
The shepherd just stood there, a passing shadow of pain in his eyes. He swiftly drew a circle around the figure - a protection spell, perhaps - and then, with a sweep, erased the drawing.
By lunch, Kassim’s missing tongue had followed me back into the village. I tasted it in my own mouth whenever I tried to swallow.
I asked Milan. 
"Kassim's tongue is not a day tale," he cautioned, shifting the topic, "but since you're here, help me climb up to clear our Starlink. There is always bird shit on it."
"What, wait, you guys have a Starlink?" I asked, surprised. "How do you even afford the subscription?"
"Nah," Milan answered with a dismissive wave. "They're hacked. No location limits, no subscription. Got two of them contraband from Ukraine for 100 kilos of rakia." 
He chuckled, then added, "The van from P. comes once a month, and there's always something. Half the mountain's stocked with contraband from the war now."
I tried to laugh, but the sound stuck in my throat. Milan didn't notice. 
"What else did you get from there?" I tried to recover. 
"Better you don't know," Milan laughed, changing the topic.
"Anyways, we've got four mahalas in this village, two with Starlinks," he gestured, counting off, "mostly for Netflix and so on. Then there's the witches' quarter, and the fourth, that's the one by the spring."
"Netflix? Here?" I echoed.
"Among other things," Milan confirmed. "We can't get enough of the shows."
That night, under a clear starry sky, while hoping to finally get to the root of Kassim's tongue, the curse hit me. 
At first, it was calming. I was smoking cheap Turkish cigs with Milan, sprawled in an old pool float by the fire we lit on the flat top of his garage.
The first thing I noticed was my cigarette. The ash had grown long, and I couldn't lift my hand to tap it.
Then my jaw locked halfway open.
I tried to say Milan's name, but my tongue was a stone.
The smoke from the fire kept rising, and all I could do was watch it. 
My lungs worked, barely, like someone was sitting on my chest.
Milan's face appeared above me. He said something, the sound coming through water.
Then he was gone.
I lay there. The fire popped. An ember landed on my forearm. I felt it, but couldn't even flinch. 
Milan's wife had another one of her laughing fits. Her laughter came from the kitchen, then from upstairs, then from somewhere just behind the fire.
I couldn't move my tongue. Couldn't even laugh. Just lay there, staring up, listening to her laugh for me.
The stars in the sky had started fusing by the time the woman from the witches' quarter appeared, a smudge stick in one hand and a half-finished Coke bottle in the other. 
She had the face of a once-pretty wedding planner, cheeks glowing yellow in the firelight. Her hair was dyed a vivid red, tied in a ponytail, a loose strand left fashionably long. Her purple Hello Kitty top stretched across her chest like a second skin as she stood over me in that pool float.  
She didn't look at me at first. She looked at the fire, and then at her Coke bottle. 
When she finally looked down at me, her eyes were so dark I couldn't tell where the pupil ended. A lit cigarette dangled from the corner of her mouth.
Bending over me, she smelled of wood smoke and the faint, sweet scent of juniper. As my final strength drained away in a surge of vertigo, the Coke bottle filled my whole world. Brown plastic, red label, her thumb pressed into the dented side.
"It's a good curse," she declared, looking me over, "strong, but I can fix it. You're young."
She poured the Coke into the fire in a thin brown thread. The fire hissed, then leaned hungrily toward it. Sugar, smoke, and something bitter filled my mouth.
Her whispers spilled out into the sky, and I could make the stars again. My jaw clicked once. My fingers hurt. Then my tongue came back to me slowly, like an animal returning from the woods.
I felt my muscles loosening in a wave of warmth and must have drifted away for a while. As I regained awareness, I asked her, "Who did this to me? And how can I repay you?"
Looking into the fire, she replied, "You just came the other day, so it could be anyone with the evil eye, really. A prank out of boredom or because you're not from here."
"Good that Milan sent for me," she continued, "This would have drained you dry by morning. A good spell, tight work."
"As for payment, you can help me with something," she said, pausing for effect. "Translate Outlast. We're all watching it these days."
"Outlast?" I sputtered. "Is that a show?"
"Yes," she nodded. "The first season is great. We have to guess the dialogue, though."
"You want me to translate the entire season of this show?"
She nodded, a grin breaking through her lips, lit cig still hanging from the corner. "We all want to know if fire represents life, like in Survivor."
The following day, there I was, translating a wilderness survival show for Mara and her coven. By sunset, my fingers smelled of juniper brandy, smoke, and goat cheese. I was three episodes deep and lying about dialogue. 
The coven looked like vegetable sellers from the bazaar in S., Hello Kitty cackles and all. Mara chain-smoked over my shoulder, nodding as I reinvented dialogue. 
"The fire is life," I lied. 
She took another shot, nodding in concentration. Behind her, one of the old women whispered something. The fire on the screen flickered and bent toward the woman's voice like a dog hearing its name.
A week passed. 
The village got into my clothes. By the end of the week, all my clothes smelled faintly of smoke, cheese, and someone else’s house. Afternoons at Mara's, surrender to the strobing haze of juniper-flavored Hello Kitty streaming. Nights at Milan's, crisp plum rakia on the garage roof, and sweet, tender oblivion.
The show gave up and folded. I had boldly invented a new storyline. 
Kassim’s tongue was still sitting in my mouth.
“What happened to him?” I asked Mara.
She exhaled smoke through her nose. "He bit it off himself. Like a dog caught in a trap."
A giggle sputtered from the haze in the back of the room. One of the coven, or maybe the kettle boiling.
"Why?" I pressed.
Mara leaned in, the stars on her Hello Kitty top shining. "Some things don't let themselves be spoken. Even if you could scream them, the woods would swallow the sound."
"So he saw something?"
Mara studied her nails.
"Tongues are like keys. Sometimes you lose them. Sometimes, you feed them to the right door."
Behind her, something in the haze licked its lips.
"Did one of you throw a curse at him, like the one you saved me from?" I asked.
She flicked ash into a Coke can. "I already told you. But if you're so curious, go ask his goats. They were there."
She grinned, showing a gold-capped molar. "But wear something you don't mind burning after."
I decided I didn't need to know the goats' version of the story. Went to look for Milan's instead.
Milan and his wife went down to the bazaar in S. that afternoon. I decided to take a nap in my room and clear my head while I waited. Climbing the stairs to my room, I noticed they had left their bedroom door ajar. Not enough to see much inside, but just enough to let the smell of juniper curl out.
I didn't want to pry, so I just had a glance as I passed. I noticed a floral skirt on the bed, with strange curling patterns across it. My foot paused on the step, then kept going. The smell of juniper came out of the room like a hand.
Once in bed
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