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      “Man’s enemies are not demons, but human beings like himself.”


    

    
      Lao Tzu




“If you don’t deal with your demons, they will deal with you, and it’s gonna hurt.”

Nikki Sizz
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  Prologue

  
  




I chose this festival because I have never understood this ritual of Bulgarians and their neighbors. Dressing in frightening costumes. Dancing. Making noise to drive away evil spirits. Intriguing. 

Do they not realize that demons rarely look like monsters?

They appear normal. Innocent. Indistinguishable in a crowd. Their true forms are far more terrifying than any mask—yet they still choose to hide. And people believe they can frighten them away with bells and fur and noise. So yes… they do recognize that demons exist. But I understand them. I have been following my target.




A figure in an elaborate costume and mask. Not that the other kukeri lack spectacle—but this one stands apart. I have watched long enough to learn their weaknesses. The costumes are heavy. They drain the body. They slow the mind. Sooner or later, they all retreat.




The performers have gathered in a narrow alley, away from the main street where the music and chaos swallow everything. Here, the noise fades. Here, exhaustion takes over. Some sit. Some lie flat on the ground. Barely moving. Perfect. My target steps into the alley.

The movement is uneven. Unsteady. Almost drunk. Not unusual. Alcohol flows freely in the cold—to warm the blood, to lift the spirit. Some push beyond their limits. I slip my hand into my right pocket. The knife is exactly where it should be. Cold. Familiar. The target pauses.

Another masked figure approaches—but there is no conversation. No connection. Just distance.Good. Better. This is my moment. I close in. No one is watching. They are too tired. Too distracted. Too alive in their own small worlds. The target sits on the pavement, back turned to me.

Easy. Too easy. I strike.

Once. Twice.Again.

Precise. Efficient. Silent.

I hold the body for a brief second… then let it fall. Like all the others before.

The costume absorbs the blood. Thick fur swallowing everything. No spreading pool. No immediate evidence. Just another motionless kuker among many.

I step back.

“Well done,” I think.

Now…  I disappear.








  
  
  Introduction

  
  




“Kukeri” (Bulgarian: кукери; singular: kuker, кукер) are elaborately costumed men who perform ancient Bulgarian rituals designed to drive away evil spirits.




Closely related traditions exist throughout the Balkans and parts of Greece, including regions of Romania and the historical area of Pontus.




The costumes cover nearly the entire body and often include intricately decorated wooden masks—sometimes double-faced—along with large, heavy bells fastened around the waist.




Around the New Year and in the weeks before Lent, kukeri walk and dance through villages, using their striking appearance and the thunder of their bells to frighten away malevolent forces. Their rituals are also believed to bring health, prosperity, and a bountiful harvest in the year ahead.




Traditionally, kukeri visit homes at night so that “the sun would not catch them on the road.”




After moving through the village, they gather in central squares, where they perform energetic, often chaotic dances to entertain and symbolically protect the community.




Although the specific customs vary from region to region, the essence of the kukeri ritual remains unchanged.








  
  
  The Evening After the First Day of Surva Festival

  
  





Pernik, Last Week of January







Angel walked beside his father, the remnants of the Surva Festival still lingering in the air. Colorful streamers clung to the streets of Pernik. Confetti crunched underfoot. The echoes of laughter and celebration still hung somewhere in the distance—but they were fading.




The kukeri masks, once vibrant and menacing, now seemed lifeless in the dimming light. Like something abandoned. Like something that had already served its purpose. Angel slowed. Something felt… wrong. His gaze drifted toward the pavement ahead.

A figure lay sprawled on the ground. Motionless. He grabbed his father’s sleeve.

“Dad… look.”

His father followed his gaze, his expression tightening. They moved closer, cautiously now, the last traces of the festival dissolving into an uneasy silence.

The kuker lay twisted on the street. The costume—once imposing—was torn, dirtied.

Still. Too still. Angel’s chest tightened. The mask stared upward, frozen, hollow.

Watching nothing.

“Dad… is he…?”

His voice faded.

His father knelt beside the figure. For a brief second, there was only concentration.

Then— Something changed.

“Angel. Step back.”

The tone was different now. Sharp. Controlled.Dangerous.




Angel obeyed immediately, a cold weight settling in his stomach. He watched his father check for signs of life. There were none. A dark stain spread beneath the body, slowly seeping into the fabric and the cold pavement.

“Dad… is he hurt?”

His father shook his head, already reaching for his phone.

“It’s a she,” he said quietly. “I think she’s dead.”

The words landed heavy. Too heavy.

Angel felt the world shift beneath him. The festival—the laughter, the music, the masks—it all collapsed into something distant. Unreal.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. The kukeri were meant to drive evil away. Not lie dead in the street. He looked around, half-expecting someone to step forward, to laugh, to reveal it was all some cruel joke. No one came. The street remained silent. Empty.

“Stay close to me,” his father said, ending the call. “Help is on the way.”

They stood together, the cold creeping in as reality settled. The celebration was over. Something else had begun.

* * *

Inspector Ivanov stepped beneath the police tape, the chill of the evening air cutting through the scene. Officers had already secured the area. Their movements were controlled, their faces tight with focus.




He approached the body. A young woman. The violence was subtle—but unmistakable.

“Who found her?” Ivanov asked.

An officer gestured toward two figures standing nearby. A boy. And his father. Shaken.




Ivanov walked toward them, noting the way the boy clung to the man’s arm.

“I’m Inspector Ivanov,” he said, his tone calm, measured. “I need to ask you a few questions.”

The boy nodded, swallowing hard.

“We were just walking,” Angel said. “Like we always do.”

“And then?”

“I saw her… lying there.” His voice faltered. “At first, I thought she was sleeping.”

A pause.

“But she wasn’t.”

His father stepped in, voice steady but strained. “I called the police immediately.”

Ivanov studied them both. Fear. Shock. Genuine.

“Did you notice anything unusual?” he asked. “Anyone nearby?”

Angel shook his head.

“No. It was quiet. Just us.”

“We didn’t see anyone,” the father added. “No one at all.”

Ivanov nodded slowly.

“Did you know her?”

“No,” Angel said. “I’ve never seen her before.”

Ivanov let the silence sit for a moment.

Then:

“Thank you. If you remember anything—anything at all—contact us.”




They nodded. He turned back toward the body. The moon had risen higher now, casting a pale, unforgiving light over the scene. Something about it felt wrong. Incomplete. And Ivanov knew— This was only the beginning.




“Inspector…”

The boy approached quietly, his voice low, hesitant.

Ivanov turned.

The child’s face was pale, worried—but there was something more behind it.

Something darker.

“Go on,” Ivanov said gently.

The boy swallowed.

“Do you think…” he began, then faltered. “What if the evil spirits… the ones the kukeri try to scare away… what if they weren’t scared?”

A pause.

“What if they struck back?”

For a brief moment, the words settled over Ivanov like a shadow—heavy, unwelcome.

He pushed it aside.

“No,” he said. “That’s superstition.”

The boy’s shoulders dropped slightly.

Ivanov noticed.

He hesitated… then added, softer this time:

“Don’t worry. We’ll find who did this.”

A beat.

“And if it is a spirit…”

His gaze hardened.

“We’ll make it answer for it.”








  
  
  Identification

  
  




Inspector Ivanov leaned back in his chair, the muted glow of his office casting long shadows across the desk. Case files lay open before him. Photographs. Reports. Fragments of a life already gone. The victim had a name now. Lora Hughes. British. A tourist. She had come to Bulgaria for a skiing holiday. Bansko.




Ivanov studied her photograph again. Bright eyes. Open smile. Alive. Not anymore. Something didn’t fit. He shifted his attention to the evidence collected from the scene. The costume. Heavy. Traditional. Kukeri. But not just any. Razlog region.

The craftsmanship was distinct—intricate woodwork, layered furs, the unmistakable weight of the bells. This wasn’t random. This was specific. And that meant something. He needed answers. 




Ivanov returned to the Surva Festival. Backstage, the atmosphere was already building again—voices, movement, anticipation for the next performance. He showed his badge. A guard pointed him toward the Bansko kukeri group.

“Over there, boss.”

Ivanov nodded and moved on.

As he approached, the energy shifted. The laughter dimmed. Conversations slowed. Eyes turned toward him. Curious. Cautious.

“I’m Inspector Ivanov,” he said. “I need information.”

Silence followed. He described the victim. Then showed them the photograph. The reaction was immediate. Confusion. Concern. Recognition—but not of her.

An older man stepped forward. His face was lined, his eyes sharp.

“We recognize the costume,” he said slowly. “But not the girl.”

Ivanov held his gaze.

“She wasn’t part of your group?”

The man shook his head.

“No. Our team is tight. We all know each other.”

Murmurs of agreement spread through the group.

Ivanov turned the photo slightly, letting them study it again. Nothing. No recognition. Only unease.

“It was a busy night,” another man said. “Many outsiders. Spectators.”

Ivanov nodded.

Then shifted.

“The costume,” he said. “Whose is it?”

A brief hesitation.

Then:

“Deyan’s.”

Ivanov’s attention sharpened. One detail didn’t fit—if the costume belonged to him,

why wasn’t he wearing it?

“Then why wasn’t he wearing it?” Ivanov pressed.

The group exchanged uncertain glances.

“He returned to Bansko,” one finally answered. “Said he had work. He left the costume here.”

“What is Deyan full name?”

“Deyan Dimitrov.”

“Where can I find him?”

“In Bansko. Near the center. Ask for Dimata house—everyone knows it.”

Ivanov paused.

“Any enemies? Problems? Anything unusual?”

The group exchanged glances. Then shook their heads.

“He’s a good man,” the older one said. “Always brings life to the group. No trouble. No enemies.”

Ivanov watched them carefully. They believed it. That made it more interesting. He handed over his card.

“If you remember anything—anything at all—call me.”

They nodded. But their eyes lingered on the photograph. On the girl. On what didn’t belong.




Ivanov turned away. Now he had something. A name. A direction. A thread. As he stepped out of the festival grounds, he made the call.

“Georgiev.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m heading to Bansko. Follow up here. Re-interview witnesses. Watch for anything unusual.”

A pause.

“Understood.”

“And Georgiev…”

“Yes?”

“Call me the moment something changes.”

“I will.”

Ivanov ended the call. The cold air hit him immediately. Sharp. Clean. Unforgiving.




The road to Bansko stretched ahead, winding through snow-covered mountains. Beautiful. Quiet. Deceptive. Ivanov drove on. Focused. Because somewhere in that silence—Something was waiting.








  
  
  The Girl Who Didn’t Belong

  
  




As Ivanov arrived in Bansko, the town was alive. Tourists and locals moved through the streets, wrapped in winter coats, their voices blending with the crisp mountain air. Snow framed the rooftops, and the distant slopes glowed under the fading light. It looked peaceful. Deceptively so. Ivanov headed straight for the kukeri club.


A modest building, its exterior decorated with bright banners from past performances. The colors felt almost out of place now. He knocked. The door creaked open. Inside—silence. An empty room. Only one woman remained, moving slowly as she cleaned.


“I’m Inspector Ivanov,” he said, stepping in. “I need your assistance regarding a British tourist who visited your club.”

The woman paused, studying him. Then she stepped forward—a middle-aged woman, her face marked by time but softened by warmth.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Everyone has gone to Pernik for the Surva Festival.”

Ivanov nodded.

“I understand. But I need information.”

He showed her the photograph.

“Did you see her?”

The woman leaned closer, squinting slightly.

“Yes… she was here,” she said after a moment. “A few days ago.”

Ivanov’s attention sharpened.

“She watched our rituals. Asked many questions. Very curious.”

“Was she involved? Did she participate?”

“A little,” the woman replied. “She tried on a costume. Took photos. She seemed… fascinated.”

“And after that?”

“She didn’t come back.”

Ivanov let that settle.

“Was she with anyone?” he asked. “Anyone local?”

The woman shook her head.

“Not that I noticed. But someone else
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