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Janina Batory stood at the window and looked up at the sky, where blue-gray clouds hung low. It was hot and muggy, even though not a ray of sunlight had been visible since morning. The vampires near Kraków took advantage of this, enjoying the fact that, although it was a white day, they could visit offices and settle all outstanding matters. Such days were like a holiday for them. Even Fronda, more sensitive to sunlight than most of his fellows, took the opportunity to view the daytime city in the company of Herrenferein. The cheerful Frenchman very quickly won the sympathy of Polish "relatives". Especially Stasiek and Łukasz Kowal liked his company and very often the three of them went for some all-night wandering. Marta Mokrzycka somehow reconciled herself to the fact that the immortal lover rarely stayed in their shared apartment - he was like a flame that appeared, warmed her, and then disappeared, never knowing when he would return. Fronda could not be confined anywhere or tied to one place. He was a restless soul, even for a vampire. He aroused widespread sympathy and only Dr. Batory disliked him. For her, he was a symbol of trouble and nothing else.

A door slammed in the hallway.

"Take off your shoes!" shouted the doctor machinely. Edi looked into the living room.

"OK, OK," she cried out, throwing her backpack at the cabinet.

"Why so angry?"

"That new Polish teacher lowered my grade!"

"She lowered it like that on her own? Forgive me, but it's unlikely."

"Well, maybe not quite on her own," the girl reflected, "she asked me what museum is in Atma, and I told her Kasprowicz."

"Szymanowski!"

"But Stasiek said that Kasprowicz! You know Auntie, when the Symbiotics lured Auntie there."

"Stasiek know nothing... I do not want to believe that you did not check it in your beloved Internet. Stasio does not distinguish Kasprowicz from Szymanowski, and both from Chopin. He's an ignoramus and an abnegate, but you should be smarter than that."

"How could I know that this old ape would ask me exactly from this..." anger began to pass Edi, she pushed her bangs out of her eyes and talked already in a completely ordinary tone. 

"What are you thinking about, Auntie?"

Janina turned toward the window again.

"About those clouds. They herald a hailstorm, and at this time of year that's a fatal thing."

"Why?"

"It's too early for the harvest. If it rains hail now, the harvest will be lost. It will mean disaster for many small farms, and it will not be auspicious for the whole region either." The girl went to the window and looked at the sky. She didn't know anything about clouds, while about hail she knew only what she had read in "Pan Tadeusz":

"Cloud with hail, like a balloon, swiftly with the wind flies Round, dark blue, in the center yellow glows..."

Those clouds, hanging low over Mała Świerkowa, may not have looked exactly as the poet described, but threatening enough to know that they herald nothing good.

"Can something be done about it?"

"It shouldn't, but this time I think we have to. I've already sent a message to Mother, I'm waiting for a reply. If it is favorable, you will see real magic."

"Me?"

"Of course. We still don't have the Seventh Sister, you have to replace her."

Edi almost clapped her hands at these words, she refrained at the last moment. Deep in her heart she hoped that her aunt would not find a seventh witch for the Circle at all and that she would be able to become a permanent member of this sisterhood. On the one hand, she understood the explanations that she was not yet old enough for the role of a witch, she was not stupid after all, but on the other hand, she rebelled against these restrictions after all. In the 21st century, some old-fashioned taboo was making her a child, while she felt she was already an adult! However, she had enough reason not to bring up the subject.

Something bumped against the glass. Some small bird, similar to a tit, fluttered its wings until Janina opened the window and let it in. It circled around the front room and perched on the doctor's outstretched hand. Only then did Edi see that it was not a living creature of any kind, but an artificial creation, composed of leaves and sticks, roughly resembling a bird.

Having clung to the doctor's hand, it made a few creaking sounds and became still, breaking into colorful shreds.

"We have the green light," announced Janina. "Get ready. We're flying to the rallying point, I'll just send a message to the other Sisters."

"And the Symbiotics will not prevent us?"

"I don't think so. They have become quieter lately. Paskal, the one you shot, is in prison, and Patryk Bielski, his direct superior, has disappeared somewhere. In my opinion, either he is preparing something really big or - which is also possible - he has given up his activities. Don't think about that now, let's deal with current affairs."

She quickly took out from the closet her silver mirror and five single earrings of intricate shapes. She placed them on the table, set the mirror in the very center and lit four black wax candles. She carefully burned a small wood in the flame of each one. She waited a moment, bore something and outlined a runic mark on the surface of the mirror with the charred end of the wood. Then she chuckled at the surface from close range and with a quick motion rubbed it clean with her bare hand.

"Edi, let's go!" she called out. "Where is Fred?!"

"In the garden, Auntie!"

Janina leaned out of the window and called her brother. Fred appeared after a while, and together with him Fronda, as usual smiling from ear to ear, and the cheerfully bouncing nymph Alinka. Her gorgeous golden hair danced around her shapely head, her blue eyes sparkled with joy."

"What's up, sister?"

"I'm flying with Edi to the Gathering Mountain. Keep an eye on the house and warn all your buddies, because if we end up there, the sun might show up. I don't want a crowd of burned and lamenting vampires here, especially since I've already run out of the right ointment for them."

"What the hell do you want to do?"

"Drive those clouds a little further away. I don't want the hail to destroy the crops, and this is what it looks like."

Fred turned to his companions and said something quietly to them.

"So we'll stay at home!" exclaimed Alinka in response, joyfully clapping her hands. "We can have a private party and invite Herrenferein, and I'll call my cousins...! Janeczka, can we?"

The doctor waved her hand. She knew not from today that nymphs are "overly entertaining," as her niece put it, and they love games, dances and the like. One gets the impression that their whole life is one party.

"You will ruin half the house again," she sighed.

"Que c'est qui'ce passe?" I asked Fronda, who still understood little of the Polish language.

"It will be fun, knight!" answered him cheerfully Fred. "Come inside, we'll call out the bunch of friends soon."

"Not so fast," sister stopped him. "Wait a quarter of an hour until we leave. Then do what you want, I will not terrorize you. Just do not put to the torch the whole property! I know you, rascals..."

Flying at night and flying during the day are two different things. For safety reasons, Janina immediately directed the broom high, above the clouds, and Edi had to close her eyes for a long moment. It surprised her a little that above the clouds it was so sunny, and the sky was as blue as on the sunniest day, and also that the further away the ground and closer to the sun, the colder it got.

"Hold on tight!" called out her aunt. "It's really better not to fall from this height, and you don't know how to levitate yet!"

"Thank you for the reminder, Auntie! It's terribly bright here, I wish I had taken dark glasses!"

"It is not allowed to take anything artificial with you, I explained to you!"

"Too bad."

Edi shook in spite of herself, because above the clouds, despite the sharply operating sun, it was really very cold. The fast flight in the stratosphere felt completely different from that first one, light and fabulous. This one resembled fording against the current of water in a mountain stream and was certainly not as pleasant as she had once imagined. Especially since she was wearing only a thin silk shirt...

When they landed in the clearing, Malina and Jagoda, petite twins with ash-blonde hair as identical as two peas from one pod, were already there. Although Edi had met them quite often in the city (they worked at one of the travel agencies) and had spoken to them more than once on various topics, she still couldn't tell them apart. Driven by whim, they dressed and combed alike, even wore identical jewelry, having fun when people confused them and didn't know who was who. Now they stood under the trees in their light blue shirts and chatted cheerfully with Kazo. Silenus wore a crown of moonflower on his head, hiding little roses, and someone had carefully braided his mane into dozens of braids. They were assisted by a driad in a dress made of fresh leaves, swinging on a branch of a dwarf pine. The forest guardian's eyes shone like polished bronze, her semi-transparent skin was the color of apple blossoms and seemed to be made of suede, and her hair was hidden by a kind of wig made of tiny fern twigs. Dryads are rarely seen by humans, for they know how to camouflage themselves well, better than any commando in a hostile jungle.

"Auntie, what if someone catches us here?" asked Edi, getting down from her broom and rubbing her cold shoulders. "After all, it's daylight. We might get hit by some tourist or something..."

"Kazo will take care of it. He can be trusted."

"Of course," wheezed Silenus reassuringly. "People are easily deceived, doll. You can quietly perform your rituals, I have already mobilized all the driads in the area. This is Stinna, their leader. You can rest assured, no human will even come near this clearing until you have finished your rituals. Right?"

Stinna sang something in response. Like other representatives of her species, she did not like to use human speech. The language of the Dryads was twofold - sometimes they spoke in a relatively normal, though unintelligible way, and sometimes they sang, and then you could tell what they were saying by the tones of the singing. The young witch candidate didn't know how to do this yet, in any case she was often wrong. But now she understood Stinna's promise of watchfulness and smiled at her.

After a while, the other Sisters began to land in the clearing - the cloak-clad, shining brown-haired Barbara, tall and graceful, followed by squat Łucja with the chubby face of a cherub from a Renaissance painting, and finally the redheaded, freckled, built like Fidela's boyfriend. It was the first time Edi had had a chance to see them all in daylight, and she found with some satisfaction that her aunt was probably the prettiest among them. Even Barbara couldn't compare with her, although her beauty seemed perhaps more impressive. For some reason this made the girl happy.

"Go away, Kazo. It's a woman's magic," ordered Janina, and the Silenus obediently disappeared into the forest. "Basia, did you take the map?"

"I did."

Barbara pulled out from under her shirt a paper that had been folded many times and spread it over the clearing.

The witches leaned over it and began to study it diligently.

"Where do you want to chase away the storm?" asked Fideli.

"I'm just wondering... If we get down to it, let's find the place where it won't do much damage."

"Do you even know what range it will have?"

"Yes, of course. I calculated it while still at home. It can extend over an area of ten to fifteen square kilometers. Certainly not more than that. You need to find some piece of land that will have these dimensions and where the hail can rain as much as it can."

"It's going to be hard."

"Nevertheless, we have to do it, and quickly, because the clouds are consolidating in a way that signifies a near explosion," Łucja said with concern, looking up at the sky. She was a synoptician by profession and knew the clouds best of all the Sisters.

Janina looked at the map and circled a section of it with a marker.

"Here," she said. "The hail won't do much damage in the highlands, and the shepherds will certainly manage to herd the sheep to safety. Have we all seen? Then let's take our hands and get started."

She folded the map, tucked it under a bush and threw off her shirt. The others followed her example, with Edi taking hers off last. It still made her uncomfortable that she had to strip naked before embarking on more serious spells, and she couldn't do it without a blush of shame.

This time the magic looked different from the Evocation Ceremony. The complicated ritual took a long time and was so exhausting that when Janina finally gave the signal to unclasp her joined hands, Edi was barely on her feet. She was breathing heavily, as if during an asthma attack, panting, and trickles of sweat ran down her body like rain. She didn't even have the strength to pick up her shirt from the grass and put it on her burning body.

"Heck, you have a fever," worried Janina, placing her niece's hand on her forehead. "I told her you haven't grown up yet for these things. I feel remorseful for getting you involved in all this."

"You had no choice," muttered Edi, unable to control the jawing of her teeth.

"I know, but now we are going home, and you are going to bed for a few days."

She looked up at the sky. The spells had already begun to take effect and the clouds drifted off to the side, heading south. The clearing was flooded with sunshine and it became hot.

"Hell's bells!... I didn't see this coming. How are we going to get home?"

"We'll go down and hitch a lift," suggested Barbara. "We all know how to use the mantle spell, so it doesn't matter that we only have our shirts."

"Well, yes... I guess there is no way out. Help me, my niece needs some extra strength."

Edi already knew what it was like to participate in a magic. However, she had never been the "object of spells" until now, except for a minor spell of extra strength. Now, however, it would not be enough. Six witches surrounded the young girl and began a choral melorecitation, touching her arms, back, legs and finally her head. When they finished, she felt as if she had just taken a long shower after a well-slept night. It was a wonderful, refreshing feeling and Edi's body was filled with some hitherto unknown strength.

"Now you can make it home," said her aunt. "Don't be shy about going in just a shirt and barefoot, a mantle spell will create the full illusion of decent clothing. And the armor spell will protect your feet no worse than leather boots."

She tied around her niece's neck a string made of braided blades of grass.

"This will be the carrier of the spell," she explained. "On your own, you wouldn't be able to hold the illusion and you won't learn for a long time."

The witches put on their shirts, pronounced the appropriate spells and boldly set off into the forest.

Behind the first line of trees, they saw Kazo, Stinna and several other dryads looking out from the treetops. They were chatting with a Silenus, clinging to the tree trunks in the funny position usually assumed by geckos crawling up walls. Edi had seen these lizards once on the Animal Planet channel, and now she immediately associated them with these little tree Rusalkas. At the sight of the witches, they interrupted their chat and greeted them with unintelligible words.

"Was it peaceful?" asked Janina cheerfully.

"Not exactly," replied Kazo, getting up from the trunk of a felled pine tree and pointed to the nearby wolfberry bushes.

"Marek," whispered Edi in amazement. She couldn't have been mistaken. She immediately recognized the face man figure, bright curls and elegant clothes as usual, although the unconscious boy's face was soiled with sand and resin.

"Who is this one?" asked Barbara.

"He's a classmate of mine," explained Edi with embarrassment. "He comes from a family where there are Vampire Hunters and he himself is a bit strange... I mean he's weird. I never liked him."

"What was he doing here? Where did he even come from?"

"No one knows. He could have just gone on a trip," said Jagoda uncertainly.

"Don't be ridiculous. I don't believe in coincidences, and certainly not in such," snorted her sister

Janina shook her head. She didn't like the issue either, but now she preferred not to get into it. She had to get her exhausted niece home before the spells stopped working, but decided to pay more attention to young Mokrzycki in the future. The dryads were rattling something one by one, but she dismissed them with a wave of her hand. She didn't have the head to decipher their complicated language right now.

"What should we do with him?" asked Kazo, delinquent from hoof to hoof. "The charm cast by the dryads will work until sunset, and then what?"

His somewhat horse and somewhat goat face looked deeply concerned.

"Do nothing," replied the doctor roughly. "Let him recover on his own, just watch discreetly that nothing happens to him. You don't know who might bump into him here. When you notice him waking up, run away. Who knows what this snot can do, he may see and know more than we think."

"All right, Janinka," the Silenus nodded until his crown fell from his horns, and the dryads nodded affirmatively. "Have a good trip, girls!"

Edi did not participate in this conversation, absorbed in considering the changes that had taken place in her body under the influence of the spell. It was as if it were lighter and more resilient at the same time, and she had the feeling that she could now stand up to fight in a wrestling competition and beat all the contestants, one by one. This was much more interesting than Marek's presence on the Gathering Mountain, although she had to admit that this fact was somewhat disturbing. However, she didn't pay much attention to him - after all, it was almost summer vacation, these mountains were popular among tourists, so he could also be here. This did not necessarily mean trouble.

The descent from the mountain turned out not to be easy despite the spells. First of all, Edi hadn't yet managed to get around the spells used by the witches, and, as she soon found out, to walk in such armament one had to know how to do it. The young witch candidate was not yet able to do so, and had to hold her aunt's hand firmly to keep from falling over. She had the impression that she was walking on clouds - a very poetic comparison that, when juxtaposed with reality, lost much of its charm. For Edi, it simply meant that she could not sense the ground with her spellbound feet and stumbled over every major unevenness in the terrain. In addition, she still felt embarrassed when tourists or locals passed them, despite her companions' assurances that they didn't see an airy tee shirt on her, just normal jeans and a blouse.

"Behave naturally," admonished her in a whisper Janina. "Don't try to hide behind my back every now and then. The spell of the veil is strong, no one will notice that you are incompletely dressed."

"All right, Auntie. I will try. Tell me, do you often do such spells?"

"Only when Mother allows it. It is forbidden to interfere in matters of weather just like that, it is dangerous. However, Żywia always knows when she can show some mercy to farmers, although it must be said that she does not always want to."

"People today don't deserve Żywia's mercy," added Łucja. "They are prideful and petty, helping them costs our Mother a lot. However, if she didn't do this, I don't know if anything would still be born in Poland."

Edi stopped.

"Is it that bad?"

"It's worse than you think, little one. People are forcing the earth to produce crops that are inappropriate for the climate zone, to give birth continually, they are wasting the earth's resources on growing plants with narcotic properties - not to eat and feed animals, but to get intoxicated and lose their health. To profit from other people's misfortune. Someday this will take painful revenge on all of humanity, perhaps soon. We try to stop it, but at some point we won't be able to. Do not stop, we must all reach their homes before the illusion stops."

The girl moved on obediently, but not her thoughts were now occupied by what Łucja said. What did she mean, nothing would be born? The land was so depleted despite the use of artificial fertilizers? She suddenly remembered the words of a song she had once heard:

When the Skierniewice lemon doesn't come out and among the grain cunning fields of poppies are hidden...

When Mother Earth does not give birth to a peasant because he can't afford to to sow more nitrochalk...​[1]

"Are you saying there would be no harvest if it weren't for Żywia?" she asked with horror.

"Look for yourself what people are doing to this land. They poison it, exploit it to the limit, don't respect it at all. This happens not only with us, but everywhere. If there were no forces that today's science denies, people would have had nothing to eat or drink long ago. And this would have been entirely because of them."

Edi couldn't help but concede Łucja's point and began to wonder if people would ever become smarter. After a while, she came to the sad conclusion that there was little prospect of that, and she sighed deeply, concentrating on getting her feet properly on the mountain path. All the time she was worried that the spells would stop working - the path, strewn with pebbles, looked like an obstacle course for bare feet.

A few more minutes and a bus stop appeared around the bend. Next to the decrepit bus shelter stood two overgrown men, sipping beer from cans and smoking cigarettes. Beyond them, as far as the eye could see, it was empty.

"Great!" rejoiced Janina. "Now we will easily get to Kraków, and from there each of us to their places. All we have to do is wait for the bus."

"We don't have money for tickets," remarked Edi, sitting down heavily on a bench under the shelter.

"Tough. It's a unique situation, so we can bend the rules a little," Janina patted her lightly on the shoulder and looked at the timetable board. "The bus will be here in eleven minutes. Let's sit down and try to look like a normal group of friends who went on a picnic on an unfavorable day."

"Just to keep the spells going."

"Don't worry about that."

The bus did indeed arrive after several minutes, but the road to Kraków and from there to Mała Świerkowa was impossibly long for Edi. The magic used by the Sisters helped her endure, but its stimulating effect was slowly being exhausted. The girl felt that her head began to weigh more and more, difficulties in focusing her eyes appeared and she could hear as if through cotton wool. She didn't even notice how her aunt's friends got off at various stops, rushing to their homes, and they were left alone. Janina had to embrace her and prop her up when it came time to change to the bus, running from Kraków to Mała Świerkowa.

"Just a little longer," she comforted her. "We'll be home soon and you'll go to bed."

"I hope so, Auntie. I didn't feel so bad even when I was beaten by Julek's gang," confessed Edi, struggling to force herself to walk straight.

"I hope you now understand why I didn't want to initiate you so soon. Only that fate played a nasty trick on me."

The bus stop was quite a distance on foot from the "Jodełka", but luckily Fred, as always invaluable, sensed that he would be needed. He showed up at the stop with his scooter just as they were getting off the bus and only nodded at the sight of them.

"Nice..." he said. "It's a good thing that human eyesight is so easily fooled, otherwise they could arrest you for such a trip. Sit behind me, little one, and hold on tight. I'll give you a ride. Sorry, Janka, you won't fit in."

"I don't have to. Go, boy, and make sure she goes to bed. She's barely alive. I hope your buddies didn't ruin the whole house by dancing around with nymphs."

"They didn't. In fact, there was no party. The whole bunch went to the cinema to see the latest "Star Trek" and something else. They will leave after the last screening, because supposedly they want to get in some culture.

In our house there is only Alinka and Fronda."

"He acutally could go to hell, I would not be offended at all. What does he do?"

"He does nothing, sits on the sofa. Alinka shows him a belly dance."

"As I know him, the rascal, he is delighted."

Fred laughed and kicked at the starter. Snuggled against his back, Edi did not listen to this exchange of words, she only dreamed of being home already, in her own bed. She was feeling worse and worse, although she was happy to think that the surrounding crops had been saved. She had grown up in the city, but now the problems of the countryside preoccupied her as much as if she had lived her whole life in Mała Świerkowa. It was her place and she loved it with all her heart.
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Marek woke up at sunset. His head hurt and he felt like someone who had dived into the lake for too long. He struggled to get up. Groaning in pain, he dragged himself to the clearing and looked around. It was empty and quiet, even the birds were silent. Undeterred by this, he searched the bushes around the grassy circle and pulled out a map from under one of them. He looked at it carefully and kept his gaze on the circled section of land.

"Interesting. Very interesting," he muttered to himself and looked suspiciously at the sky, which had unexpectedly become clear and was now a beautiful dark blue color. Before he lost consciousness, it was obscured by dark clouds, he remembered it well. He took another look at the map, folded it thoughtfully and tucked it into the breadbox. He looked at the brooms still abandoned among the bushes - they looked quite ordinary, but where did they come from? Did someone want to sweep the mountains? Marek shook his sore head, clenching his lips tightly, then turned around and began to walk down. Dusk was falling, and he was not comfortable with spending the night in the woods.
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Edi suffered badly from the incantation of the storm. In fact, it wasn't even the "chasing it away" itself that got to her, but the fact that the overload of magic resulted in a drop in her body's immunity. The result was that she fell ill with... simple scarlet fever. She had already been infected, but the effort she had to put into chasing clouds together had exhausted her to the core, and she was still unconscious from a fever that same evening. She was going through scarlet fever so badly that they even considered taking her to the hospital, but in the end Dr. Rudnicki, who was the general physician in Mała Świerkowa, decided that the girl could stay at home. He also stated that she must have contracted the infection from Tosia, who had visited her before the trip to Gathering Mountain, and two days later, as it turned out, she also became ill herself.

"Are you crazy not to vaccinate the little one when there was time?" angered Janina at Mr. Dziekoński, who only spread his hands in response.

"Sabina should have taken care of it, but apparently she didn't," he said in his excuses. His wife, who a year before the accident left her husband and child and went to England for a contract, was an acrimonious opponent of compulsory immunizations, and Tosia's current illness was clear evidence that she had consistently applied her principles.

"Will you put Edi on her feet so she can attend the end of the school year?" asked Fred, while Janina was preparing a herbal mixture for her ailing niece. While she appreciated the achievements of modern medicine, she also did not despise the old methods familiar to every village witch, and she was, after all, very familiar with herbs.

"No chance! I've already talked to the principal, you will go to collect her certificate."

"And will you take her for the Evocation Ceremony?"

"I have to. I'm still looking for the Seventh to join our Circle, but it's not so easy. Nowadays witches are at a premium, and already finding one who believes in her Gift is harder than crossing the English Channel "on foot". And that in lead shoes.

Janina tasted the prepared brew, pondered and added a small spell to it. The hot liquid foamed, took on the color of dark ruby, and then lightened to the hue of weak tea.

"If it weren't for the cloud chasing, she might not have gotten sick," the doctor muttered after a while. "I know that Jadwiga believed in immunizations."

"So why did the kid get sick? Magic interferes with these things, especially in adolescents... temporarily blocks antibodies produced by vaccination. Well, tough. Edi got sick, she'll get better too. I already have permission to hire her as my helper during the vacations."

"Well, she will have a nice vacation. You will work her into the ground!"

"She better learn what it means to work with animals. And not at combing poodles, but milking cows, shearing sheep and other farm work. A veterinarian should be able to do all this, especially if he wants to practice in the countryside like she does. If she is to be discouraged, it would be better for it to happen now, not during her studies."

"She won't be discouraged."

"We'll see."

Janina shrugged. She had already noticed that her brother had let himself be completely swamped by his niece and considered her the world's eighth wonder. She herself was more cautious in forming opinions about witch candidates. More than once and more than twice she had an adept under her care who gave up in the middle of her studies. Sometimes she couldn't stand how much sacrifice learning magic required, and sometimes she met her prince and left to set up her own household. Sometimes the children of such women inherited the Gift, sometimes not, but usually they didn't even know about the family secret. Former adepts very rarely consented to their children being drawn into matters other than ordinary, everyday human interests. On top of that, they protected them from being found out by active witches in an extremely possessive way.

Janina didn't tell Edi this, but she was almost certain that her Ukrainian nanny, Tamara Petrovna, was aware of who she was looking after. This was evidenced by her farewell gift, this forked coral bound in silver. This was the kind of thing former witches used to hang around their children's necks, those who gave up the Gift to start a normal family. It's likely that the housekeeper did this on Jadwiga Gwerska's orders, although this could not be confirmed or ruled out now. There was no one to ask. The Gwerski's were dead, and Tamara had left for some unknown destination.

"Why are magic drinks so unpalatable?" asked Edi mournfully, sipping the brew brought by her aunt with small sips. It tasted like a very strong, bitter cereal coffee with juniper and turpentine added.

"Tasty medicine won't cure, and effective medicine makes you nauseous," Janina replied sternly.

"Nowadays this saying has lost its relevance, but to herbal mixtures it is still appropriate. Especially to magical ones. Spells added to medicines have a distinct, unpleasant taste, and there is no help for it."

"Did your aunt have to add magic?"

"Maybe I didn't have to, but it will help you recover faster."

"I feel terrible."

"It's understandable, you're suffering from a disease that until recently could end badly. Now, fortunately, children are vaccinated, and also the disease itself can be cured."

"It's not so dangerous anymore, is it?"

"Not so much. Chicken pox, measles, rose-rash, they're worse, they can still result in encephalitis and meningitis, endocarditis or myocarditis... can even lead to death. Many parents, unfortunately, do not understand this."

Janina corrected the pillow under the patient's head and rubbed her forehead. She was pleased to find that the fever had dropped and Edi's skin tone had paled somewhat. Everything indicated that the crisis was over and the young girl was recovering faster than the doctor expected. This was due in large part to Janina's medication and the good, professional care she gave her niece.

Only now did it become clear how much the doctor's fairy-tale friends took an interest in her life. Every day someone asked about the sick teenager - fawns, mummies, gnomes would drop by asking if they could help in any way.

Nymphs, Alina's cousins, would come to Jodełka, offering small gifts and their help with caring for the sick girl, and Kurt would sit at her bedside for hours telling old legends. Even the Rusalka Herta showed up one day to ask if Janina sometimes needed some underwater herbs for her niece's medicines. This visit puzzled the doctor most of all. Herta was one of the creatures one avoids by a wide margin, and Janina, although as an experienced witch she knew how to deal with non-humans, preferred to stay out of her way. Rusalka lived in a nearby lake and was very dangerous to young swimmers of both sexes. It was said that she did not despise human flesh, and Dr. Batory was willing to believe it. The Rusalka teeth - long, sharp and resembling the dentition of a pike - were not the only reason she suspected her of such bloodthirsty tendencies. Herta looked perfectly ordinary until she smiled and showed those terrifying teeth. And now she stood on Jodełka's doorstep wrapped in a tulle accusation like an Indian sari and looked defiantly at the doctor with eyes as bright green as water in a forest pond, clear as glass and seeming to take up half a face.

"Thank you, Herta, I don't need help for now," said Janina when she regained her voice.

"Can I ask you how you actually know my niece?"

Rusalka corrected with a careless movement the water lily adorning her pale golden hair, falling in smooth strands almost to the cross.

"Let's just say I am indebted to her," she replied in the affected, thin voice of a moody princess. "If she needs anything from the depths of the waters, let me know. You know where you can find me."

"I know, of course I know. Herta, I beg you very much, tell me how you met her."

Rusalka smiled, deliberately showing her terrible teeth. She knew well that people were afraid of them, even witches felt respect at the sight of them.

"Well. It was early spring, then I'm always a bit sluggish. I unnecessarily went into the forest to see the dryads. Away from the lake, one rascal surprised me and hit me on the head from behind. He must have been carrying a bedstraw flower, because I didn't sense him. It's known what he wanted... Your niece happened to be walking to school, saw what that one was doing and made such a scream that he ran away. Edi revived me and helped me get to the lake. If she had left me for dead, I could have been in serious trouble. Witch Janina, I know what you are thinking and you are right.

I am what I am and I will not be different. Humans are worse than Rusalkas and you know it well, although it is also true that we are not sentimental or affectionate. However, I, unlike humans, am honest. Your niece has done me a favor, so she is my friend, and neither I nor any of my sisters will ever be her enemy."

Janina nodded, not taking her eyes off Herta, and suddenly, with a spontaneous movement, she extended her hand to her.

"Thank you," she said.

Rusalka touched her hand uncertainly with her long, limp, as if boneless fingers, and then turned and disappeared into the darkness of the evening. Janina breathed deeply, shook herself, and then went upstairs.

"Edi!" she called out sternly, standing by the sickbed. "Why didn't you tell me about the meeting with Herta? I explicitly forbade you to hang out with any topielica!" Edi's contrite face was completely sincere at this point. The girl realized that she had violated her aunt's prohibition, and in a very serious matter.

"I wanted to tell, but I didn't know how... I was waiting for the right moment..."

"When you wait for the right moment to confess something, that moment usually never comes. Herta was here and told me about how you saved her from some attacker."

Edi sighed and corrected herself on the bedding.

"Well, you already know about everything," she said with resignation. "I believe you that Rusalkas are dangerous, but she was completely defenseless at that moment. I couldn't help her, it would haunt me."

"What a pain you are... What if it was a trick? Rusalkas know how to create illusions and such that you cannot distinguish them from reality! No witch and no mage can match them in this art. You acted very recklessly, although I admit that with the right grace for fools you gained a lot from it. Topielicas communicate among themselves telepathically, as if they were operating in a network. By helping one of them, you have gained the gratitude of all of them, and you will never be in danger from them. However, let me tell you something: I have had enough of all this. I can no longer take full responsibility for you. As soon as you get up from this damned bed, we start learning universal spells."

"What? You said that..."

"And I told the truth. However, in addition to individual spells, there are also those that constitute a scheme, something like a phantom for learning pronunciation. This is sometimes referred to as "fish". This is what an absurd poem was called in the interwar period, which was the rhythmic basis for creating the lyrics of a cabaret song. If you recite such a phantom correctly, you can cast a small charm. Of course, you need to be able to do it. It's a fairly limited pool, but every witch knows them, and you will too. You can't even put such micro-charms into practice yet, but nothing prevents you from learning them. In times of need, when your power is revealed, you will at least know what to do."

"Cool!"

Edi clapped her hands with joy, struggling to control herself not to jump out of bed right away.

"Don't be silly. For the time being, knowing the technique of the spell and the so-called invocation will give you as much as saying "O Lithuania, my country, thou" from memory. It works only in combination with real power, and you don't have it yet. You have the Gift, but it remains dormant waiting for you to mature and strengthen."

"Yes, I have already noticed that it requires a lot of physical strength and be healthy as a horse."

"You can see for yourself," Janina put her hand on the young girl's forehead.

"I think you are already much better," she stated after a while. "A few more days and you'll be back on your feet. As a precaution, I will prepare a special decoction of carlina and carnelian for you today. Something tells me that you will need a lot of energy in the near future... Not to mention your summer practices."

"Did you get approval?"

"Well, of course I did. You'll spend your summer vacation working hard from dawn to dusk. Are you happy?"

"Of course yes!"

"If I didn't know how different you are from your peers, I would immediately take you to the nearest psychiatrist after these words."

Janina laughed in spite of herself, her anger had already passed. She didn't want to say it out loud, but she was proud of her niece and predicted that this "unbearable snot" had a great future ahead of her. Provided, of course, she lives to see it.

After the aunt left, Edi turned on her laptop, went online and looked at her favorite forum. In her inbox she found a message from Tiny1 and from some Gamora she didn't yet know - offered to exchange GG communicator numbers with her. She replied to him that she would think about it and moved on to the blog. It was swarming with comments under her last post, the one in which she described a brawl in math class. The teacher hit one of the students, the student ran to the principal - the thing is that the provocation came from him and in fact the class was on the professor's side. They liked her because she lectured clearly and was generally fair. The principal took no position, ignored the whole issue knowing that the parents of the young hooligan wouldn't come to school anyway - they didn't care about their son. Anyway, this issue was over and it was possible to move on to fresher matters. Having thought for a while, the girl wrote:

"School's ending, vacation's on the doorstep. I'm saying goodbye to everyone for two months, because in the place where my aunt is taking me won't have time for blogs. I'm to work as a veterinary assistant. My aunt wants to discourage me from her profession, but she won't succeed. When I return, I will write how it was."

***
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"Janka, have you heard about Kamil Jarosz? The one who battered his dog so badly that you had to put him to sleep?" asked Fred, combing his hair in front of the mirror. He was going to a disco with Alinka and was just wondering whether he should already cut his hair or not yet. With his usual haircut, he resembled Benedict Cumberbatch from the miniseries "Sherlock," and now (as he loudly stated himself) he was beginning to look more like his hypothetical sister. With a sigh, he reached for the scissors.

"Don't even tell me about that bastard!" snarled Janina with rage. Edi looked at her out of the corner of her eye. She had just washed the dishes, while her aunt was cutting meat for a stew. Fred's words must have upset the doctor, because she put down the knife and wiped her hands on her apron machinically.

"He went to the match between Górnik Zabrze and Cracowia," her brother continued, carefully cutting his dark curls at ear level. "There was a fight between fans and he got hit with a baseball bat."

"Badly?"

"Badly. His spine is broken, in two places. His orthopedist says he won't get back on his feet."

"Good for him!" snapped Edi out. Her uncle paid no attention to her.

"The perpetrators have so far not been detected. Janka, tell me honestly, did you have anything to do with it?" The doctor shrugged.

"What a question?!"

"Well, just a question. I've known you for more than a day."

"How could Aunt have anything to do with the fan scramble?" asked Edi in disbelief. "They don't need magic to fight each other with whatever they can find."

"Ask her about revertive spells and you'll know."

"Auntie?"

"Revertive spells are those that attract retribution for an act," explained Janina reluctantly. "You know, it is difficult to count on fate in this regard uncritically. Such a spell may work in a day, a month, a year, but it will always activate eventually. Jarosz broke his dog's spine, so someone maimed him in exactly the same way. I only cast the charm, I didn't have to do anything more."

Fred turned away from the mirror and looked sternly at his sister.

"You know that such use of your skills and powers is not the right thing," he said sharply.

Dr. Batory furiously threw the fruit tureen against the wall until it splattered into pieces. Edi scowled reflexively. She had never seen her aunt so angry before, and she felt an irrational fear. She knew she was in no danger, yet the sight of the angry witch was terrifying to her. Janina now























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
V.

IMNOTA
CHILD






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





