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Lightning bolts illuminate the clouds swirling in the dark sky above the forest. 

Alice and Jenny step out of the vehicle, and their faces grimace in doubt. Raincoats and wellingtons don’t prevent the fury of the storm from shaking them to the bone. Despite their hesitation, they switch on their torches and march into the darkness of the forest path.

After an hour of walking uphill, the madness of the rain doesn’t want to surrender and their feet, bogged down in the mud, need a rest. They sit down on a fallen log under a tall oak. 

“To be honest, I’m not sure if we’re going to find it. I’m knackered. I give up,” says Jenny. Coming here was a fucking stupid idea! she thinks.

“No, it’s there! Look!” says Alice, pointing at a shy glow between the trees. “Let’s go!” She stands up. 

Jenny takes her time. A deep breath. She puts her hand in her jacket pocket to touch the rosary she’s taken “just in case”, and whispers a little prayer: “Holy Mother...”

“Hey, are you coming or what?” says Alice, spreading her arms. “Hurry up!” She thinks: This lazy bitch is so useless!

“OK, OK. Calm down, boss,” replies Jenny. Alice isn’t really her boss but it feels as if she were. “Holy Mother...”

They follow this timid glare through the swampy terrain, densely covered with spiky trees and bushes. A branch cuts Alice’s cheek, but she isn’t bothered, hypnotised by the inconspicuous wooden cottage hidden among the trunks; smoke comes from its chimney.

Wet and shaky, they approach the entrance with reluctance. A distorted-face statue of a winged creature, attached above the doors, leers down at them insolently. Alice knocks on the door.

“Password!” says a hoarse, foreign voice, the “r” sound ominously overemphasised.

“One second,” says Alice, browsing through her phone. “The dire desire, born of fire, brings us here without fear. We are willing to ask for killing. Help us in a sacrifice for a high price. Now, open the door to allow the gore.”

“You asked for it.” When the door opens, a tall, muscular man, wearing a black leather coat on a bare torso, invites them in, stepping aside. “Zdravstvuyte,” he says and winks. His long facial hair camouflages almost perfectly his yellow teeth when he smiles at them, bolting back the creaky door.

In the corner of the dingy interior, lit with candles, a ferocious-looking old woman in a black hood sits behind a wooden desk and drinks a red liquid. Behind her, shelves bent under the weight of various kinds of jars filled with vividly coloured substances, and kitchen appliances. She stretches her arm towards them.

“Show your respect to Baba Yaga!” says the man.

Jenny almost shits her pants. Alice is excited.  

They sit down on stools opposite the woman and kiss her snow-white, wrinkled hand. Baba Yaga’s nose, which they now can see in all its glory, is long and pointy, with a dark wart at its end. Her bloodshot eyes penetrate them. 

“Why are you here?” asks Baba Yaga. Her breath smells like sulphur.
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Alexander, the patriarch of the Owen family, lay in bed in an opulent room of his mansion. He was connected to a life support medical equipment that beeped each time his weak heartbeat. In recent weeks, his condition had deteriorated rapidly.

Four people stood by his bed: his adult children, Alice and Ben; his second, much younger wife Elizabeth; and his faithful lawyer, Ricardo. Each of them, blinded with the dream of power, thought of nothing but the fortune they believed they deserved to inherit. 

When Alexander lifted his soring body, a dark silhouette holding a scythe walked over the threshold. Nobody but him could see it. 

“I don’t have much time,” he said, with a trembling voice, “so listen carefully. Dear Elizabeth, you’ve been a great relief for my loneliness. I’ll always love you.”

“I love you too!” said Elizabeth. Her tears smeared her make-up and ran down her face, dripping on the white bedsheet.

“This house will be yours when I’m gone. You’ll also be paid a monthly allowance. Enough for the comfortable life you deserve to have.”

She kissed his forehead, and stroked his thinning hair. She was moderately content with her husband’s decision.

The Grim Reaper, who had already approached the bed, slipped his scythe under the duvet and stabbed Alexander in the foot. The old man howled in pain. 

“Alex? What’s going on?” asked Elizabeth, trying to play the good wife until the end.

“Darling, it’s OK.” He took a deep breath. “When it comes to our family business,” he spoke with an effort, “I’ve decided Ben will take over after I’m gone.”

“Thank you, dad,” said Ben, barely able to hide his satisfaction. His pupils, widened by cocaine, expanded even further making his irises almost disappear, and his left leg started to dance a little.

“What? I’m more qualified than he is! Is it because I’m a woman?” asked furious Alice.

“You’re better qualified? You’re a delusional drug addict with no shame! Did you think I’d let you destroy my company?” said Alexander. The beeping of the medical equipment increased its frequency.

“I’ve been back from rehab for six months now! I’ve been clean since then! And he’s a fucking gambler! He’ll be the one who ruins it!” said Alice.

“Shut up!” said Ben. His fist clenched. 

“You shut up!” she replied. “He’s high, look at his eyes! Right here, right now, he’s high. It’s not fair. Dad, I deserve to be treated equally!”

Ben wanted to slap her stupid, spoiled face. Punch her. Punch her hard. So she would get what she deserved. But he knew he couldn’t in front of his dying father.

“Your behaviour just confirms I’m right. You can keep the beach house and the car. That’s it. Ben, the rest is all yours. Ricardo, pass me the paper please,” said Alexander to the lawyer.

The ink on the document hadn’t yet dried when the Grim Reaper crawled on the bed. “Beelzebub is waiting for you. Sleep my...,” he whispered to his victim’s ear. The cold pain of the cutting blade was the last thing Alexander felt as a living man. 

Alice stormed out of the room, crying over the fortune she believed was meant to be hers. A family portrait hanging in the corridor was the first casualty of the orgy of destruction she was planning. When she finished tearing it into pieces, she went for an ancient-style statue depicting her father as a Roman emperor. It shattered into pieces after crashing onto the marble floor. Fuck you! Fuck you all! She recalled rehab, the toughest challenge anyone could face. And now her father had just called her a delusional junkie! 

She ran out to the front of the building, the remains of the statue’s head in her hand.

“I’ll show you what I can do,” she murmured through gritted teeth and walked towards Ben’s red Ferrari.

The head smashed the windshield and set off the alarm. Alice picked up what appeared to be her late father’s nose and began carving vulgar words all over the vehicle.

After she finished drawing a dick on the Ferrari’s bonnet, she sat in her yellow Lamborghini parked on the side and lit up a cigarette. She needed soothing and there was only one way she knew. 

“What a surprise! My favourite client, Alice Owen. I haven’t heard from you for a while,” said Dean, her dealer.

“Dean, listen, I’m very hungry! Where can I meet you?” 

“Do you want to come to my place?”

“I’m coming now.”

“I’m not home now. In an hour?”

Alice glanced at her golden Rolex. “OK. See you there. Don’t be late!”
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“Igor,” says Baba Yaga, “can you sort it out?” She’s pointing at a hairy spider hanging from the ceiling between terrified Jenny and disgusted Alice. The bearded man catches the string of the cobweb and swings the creature into his mouth. “Khrustyashchiy,” he says, chewing loudly.

“He said it’s crunchy,” explains Baba Yaga. “What b–” Her lips twitch: annoyed at being interrupted by Igor’s monstrous burp that has just shaken the walls. “Behave yourself! We have guests! Sorry for him.”

“That’s OK,” says Alice. “I’ve heard worse.” 

Jenny says nothing. Holy Mother...

“Fascinating story. So unfair,” says Igor. 

“I know,” replies Alice. “Terrible. That’s why I need your help.”

“Do you mind me asking, what business your family runs?” asks the witch.

“We own a chain of luxury hotels,” replies Alice. She loves pointing out how rich she is.

“More luxurious than this place?” The old woman spreads her arms, presenting the room with pride.

“A little, but not as cosy,” says Alice with a wink. 

The answer makes the witch laugh. 

Jenny is even more terrified now. Not only of the hosts, but also of Alice’s confidence when talking to them. 

“I’m glad you feel comfortable here,” says Baba Yaga. “I honestly thought that only Igor and I liked it. Who told you how to find me?”

Awkward silence. Alice nudges Jenny.

“It was Svetlana,” replies Jenny.

“Svetlana? Igor! Svetlana, dva,” says Baba Yaga. 

Igor takes a notebook with a pen out of his jacket pocket and writes something, murmuring: “Svetlana, dva.” 

“Oh, so you also have a reason to get rid of Ben. Am I right, darling?” The old woman stares at Jenny.
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On a cold and windy evening, heavy drops hit the window of a lavish hotel room where two hot bodies had just been giving each other pleasure, like rabbits, like dogs, like snakes. 

“Wow, that was nice,” said Ben and got off the bed lithely. Still naked, he lit up a thick Cuban cigar and sat on a gold framed armchair, spreading his legs in an obscene exposure. “Now, it’s time for you to go.”

“Sorry?” asked Jenny, red cheeks, her heart still beating fast, surprised by his words. Normally they would’ve stayed in a romantic embrace for a little longer.

“I’m bored with you, Jenny,” he said matter-of-factly.

“What did you say?” She opened her arms in disbelief.

“We’ve had fun, but it’s over.”

It came out of nowhere. She thought things were going well. She’d already told her besties about how sexy and rich he was. He must be joking!

“Just please, don’t say you really fell in love with me.” He blew a smoke ring. “You are, or rather were, in the top three if that makes you feel better. It should. You had tough competition.” He stood up to take his smartphone off the table. “Look at this one.” He flashed a photo of a woman in a skimpy bikini. “Nice boobs, eh?” He licked his lips. “And she’s really good at doing... you know what I mean... This thing, you’re not as good as you should be.” He pushed the cigar deeper into his mouth to demonstrate what he meant. And then he smiled and stared into Jenny’s eyes with satisfaction.

He’s really enjoying himself! What a psycho! she thought.

“Jenny, you’re nothing.”

His words hurt. It felt almost physical, as if he kicked her in the stomach. 

He blew another smoke ring. “I have no choice but to let you go. Just don’t cry, alright? Crying, it’s pathetic. You’re already crying, fuck. Seriously?” 

“I hate you!” She approached him and slapped his derisive face as strongly as she could. He didn’t even move, just smiled and stared at her. The satisfaction she’d seen in his eyes turned into something more sinister. 

He blew smoke into her face saying: “Get out.” 

She put on her clothes in a hurry and left the room, slamming the door behind her. You’re going to regret this, you spoiled, entitled piece of shit, she thought, kicking and banging the wall in the corridor.

“Hey! You may need this,” said Ben; he stood in the slightly open door, holding his semi-erect penis in one hand and the umbrella in the other. “It’s raining cats and dogs.” 

Jenny glanced at him with disgust. “Stick it up your arsehole!”

The weather was nasty indeed when she walked out the main door of the hotel. She took a bus. Her anger was gradually turning into sadness and pity. Stupid girl, she thought, recalling the dream of the wealthy life Ben would have provided: parties with celebrities, fast cars, champagne baths... The bubble burst with a bang like a champagne cork. It was all gone. The rich don’t respect common people. We’re just tools for them, and when they’re bored or satisfied, they just get rid of us. 

She wondered how to take revenge. She could go to the media and tell them... What would she tell them? He raped me! No, she couldn’t lie about that. 

Someone had left a local newspaper on the seat next to hers. She picked it up. Politics. Boring. Sport. Boring... She flipped through the pages and found the horoscope section. Her zodiac sign was Cancer. Passion is on your mind today. You could learn some rather surprising things about your loved ones. Mercury, the planet of communication, retrogrades in a family-relationship zone, bringing potential major shake-ups to your private life, with the possibility of losing your foundation and emotional security. She couldn’t believe how accurate this was. The name of the author, Svetlana, together with her contact details were below the text. Jenny dialled the number.
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It can’t be here, thought Jenny and double checked the address. Nail salon? 

She entered. It was busy.

“Just a moment, madam,” said a lady who Jenny assumed was the manager. The lady said something in Chinese to one of her subordinates. “You’ll have to wait five minutes. My colleague is finishing with a client.”

“I’m here to meet Svetlana.”

“Ah, OK. Svetlana. Follow me.”

They entered a dim corridor at the back.

“Svetlana is very good at her job,” said the lady. They turn to the left. “Predicts the future, speaks to the dead and demons. Very good. Very, very good.” They turned to the right. “When you speak to her, pay attention to her nails. Perfect. You’ll see.” Now they walked down spiral stairs. “Super perfect. Best nails on the planet. If you want nails like hers, you won’t find a better place than here. I mean upstairs. Come after. I’ll give you a discount.”

“Discount?”

“Ten percent. One nail for free. Unless we do the toes too, then two for free. Best deal.” They stopped at the front door. “I leave you here. Have a nice reading. And see you later.” She patted Jenny’s shoulder and scampered back to where they came from.

The squeaky door opened slowly. Jenny stepped into a room lit up with candles.

“Welcome Jenny. Please, sit down,” said Svetlana, a woman in her thirties, blond braids, red lipstick, thick Eastern European accent; she was sitting by a round table with a glowing crystal ball, hidden among the clouds of incense. 

Jenny sat in front of her. “As I explained on the phone, I found your horoscope very accurate. It felt as if you knew my story already. So here I am.”

“I’m really sorry for what has happened to you. He’s a horrible man.”

“I know. So what should I do?”

“Tarot will give us the answer,” said Svetlana and pulled out a deck of cards. “Shuffle this. Thoroughly.” She passed the deck to Jenny. “Give it back.” Svetlana spread the cards on the table. “Pick one.”

The card showed a morbid picture of a hooded skeleton on an emaciated horse with a scythe in his hand. 

“Death!” Svetlana looked terrified.

“What does it mean?” A shiver went down Jenny’s spine.

Svetlana gave Jenny a sharp look. After a moment of silence she asked. “What’s his name?”

“Ben Owen.”

“Owen?”

“Yeah. Son of the late Alexander Owen.”

Svetlana had heard about this family. Big money! she thought. She stood up and strolled around the room. “Very interesting.” This sort of opportunity doesn’t happen very often.

Jenny’s curious gaze followed the psychic. “Why?”

“Pick one more card.”

Jenny couldn’t decide. “Any card? I’m not sure now, so much pressure.”

Svetlana stood behind Jenny. “Take your time. It’s important.” She put her hand on Jenny’s shoulder and dug her nails in a little.

Jenny finally noticed them, beauties. The nail salon manager hadn’t lied: they were just perfect.

Holy Mother, please help me, Jenny prayed silently. She picked a card and passed it to Svetlana. 

“The Magician,” said the psychic and passed the card back. Jenny stared at the picture of a man standing in front of a table with a sword, a pentagram and a cup; he held a candle in his hand.

“It looks like you will have to put a spell on him.”

“Spell?”

“Yeah, you want revenge, right?”

“I guess so.”

“A spell is your best option. The planet of authority, Saturn, is about to meet Jupiter in Aquarius next week. It opens a window of opportunity. The cards don’t lie. I know a powerful witch. Next week, due to this rare astronomical event–”

“The Jupiter and Saturn thing?”

“Yeah, this one. She will be available to the public for one night only. I can give you the details of where to find her. It won’t be cheap, though.” She wrote an impressive amount on a piece of paper. “Do you have that?”

“I don’t, but I know someone who does.”

“Who?”

“His sister. And I don’t think she likes him either.” Jenny had met Alice a couple of times. She seemed nice but Ben hated her. She saw them arguing once. Alice threw a drink at him. 

“That makes sense,” said Svetlana. “The cards tell me he’s a very bad person.”

“I think she might be a little pissed off. Their father died and Ben inherited the company. Alice didn’t get much.”

“There you go! Bring her to me and you’ll get your revenge. And maybe a cut too. Look at the card. The cup is made of gold. Cards never lie.”

Extra cash was tempting. “I may need to call somebody.”

“Do it.”

Jenny dialled the number.

“Hello,” said Dean, her friend from school, now a drug dealer. He was the one who had introduced her to Ben.

“I need your help. I have to speak to Alice Owen.”
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“Wow, they’re really nice,” says Igor. He compliments Jenny’s nails. 

“I agree,” says the witch.

“Oh, thank you,” says Jenny, stretching her hands and wiggling her fingers. Her cheeks turn a little red. I might’ve misjudged them. Maybe they’re not that bad, she thinks about the hosts. They just look weird, but one should not judge a book by its cover.

“Beautiful. Do you like Jenny’s nails?” Baba Yaga asks Alice.

“Sure,” replies Alice, but she doesn’t mean it. She thinks her nails are much nicer.

“I should visit this nail salon too. But I can’t be bothered,” says Baba Yaga. She stretches her hands and wiggles her fingers in exactly the same way Jenny just did. The witch’s nails, or rather curved claws, are covered with a thick layer of dark yellow fungus and clotted blood. 

“And you’re the one paying for all of this, right?” The old woman gives Alice an astute look.

“I am,” replies Alice.

“Money is one thing, but you know what they say, money can’t bring you happiness. Do you want to make me happy?” asks the witch.

“How?” asks Alice.

“I want her nails. They’re better than mine. I’m a little jealous.” Baba Yaga bites her thumbnail and pulls it out. The blood gushes out of the wounded finger and covers her mouth. She spits the claw out on the table. Igor snatches it and puts it into his mouth.

“Khrustyashchiy,” he says. 

Jenny freezes in fear. Holy Mother...

Alice is confused. Is this a joke? “Do you want me to pull out her nails?” 

“I want you to kill her first. Igor, pass me the knife.” He takes a dagger out of the inner pocket of his jacket and puts it on the table in front of Alice. “Kill her! Help us in a sacrifice for a high price,” says Baba Yaga, pointing at Jenny.

Now Alice freezes too. In shock, not fear. Everything happens so fast. She needs a moment to think.

“Hey! One, two, three, wake up.” The witch snaps her fingers in front of Alice’s face. A drop of blood from the still bleeding thumb lands on Alice’s forehead. Now she can see it running down the right side of her nose.  

“Why me?” says Jenny. “Her nails are nicer. Look! They’re nicer than mine!”

Alice looks at Jenny. The knife is between them.

“You’re right, darling. They are at least as nice as yours,” says Igor. He turns to the witch. “Maybe we should kill them both.”

Hearing this, Alice and Jenny go for the knife simultaneously. Alice is faster. Now she holds the knife close to her chest. Her hands are shaky. Come down! You’re in control now! she says to herself.

“I’m bored. And you don’t want me to get bored. Look at her. She’s just a liability for you,” says the witch to Alice. “She knows you are here conspiring against your brother. You can’t be sure of her intentions. She may talk. Are you even good friends?”

“No, we’re not,” says Alice.

Jenny runs towards the door to try to unbolt it, but Igor stops her.

“Go away!” She brandishes her rosary, her face pale in terror. Oh my God! What should I do?

Igor erupts with laughter. “Darling, no vampires here.”

“Holy Mother...” Jenny prays.

The witch says: “If you have never done it before, and I guessed you haven’t, Igor may help you. Igor would you?” He grabs Jenny from the back. “I’ll get rid of the body. Nobody will ever know.”

“No! Alice! I beg you!” Jenny is wiggling, trying to break free from his grip.

Baba Yaga says: “Do you want your brother to run the company? The company that should be yours!”

Alice thinks of her childhood. Ben was their parent’s favourite. They adored him. Ben this and Ben that. He would get away with anything, driving drunk, losing money, being kicked out of school. When their mother died, he didn’t even turn up for the funeral. And the fortune is his now. She can’t let this happen. 

She squeezes the knife and recalls when her dad had taken her and Ben hunting. The wounded deer was lying on the ground. “Come on, son,” Dad said. “Finish it.” Ben was about to pull the trigger, but Alice pulled her trigger first. Blood oozed out of the deer’s cracked head. She liked it. But Dad wasn’t happy. He never took her hunting again. So she killed bugs. Then small birds and mice. One cat. But she hasn’t killed a human yet.

“Yes, the business should be mine,” says Alice, approaching Jenny with the knife shaking in her hand.  

“The first time is always difficult,” says Baba Yaga.

“Alice! Please, don’t do it! I won’t tell anybody, I swear!” shouts Jenny, desperately.

“She’ll talk, don’t believe her,” says Igor. 

Alice stabs Jenny in the stomach. The blood comes out of the victim’s mouth. Igor pushes Jenny on Alice who loses her balance and falls to the floor. Jenny falls on her, impaled on the dagger.

“You’ll burn in hell,” says Jenny, spitting out blood on Alice’s face. 
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The same day Jenny visited Svetlana, Ricardo, the family lawyer, met “the man for special tasks”, recommended by Dean.

“Can you assure me there’ll be no problems?” asked Ricardo.

“We’ll do it efficiently. We’ll leave a syringe at the scene. It’ll look like the work of some random junkies. I forgot to ask, what do you want us to do with his wallet? Do you want it back?”

“You can keep it, and everything you’ll find inside too.” 

Ricardo slid a suitcase across the table towards the guy who opened it to inspect the contents: a substantial amount of cash.  

“Great,” said the guy. “We will not be in touch.” 

I hope we won’t, thought Ricardo. 

They shook their hands and the lawyer headed towards the exit.

As soon as he left the building of the former factory on the outskirts of the city, he took a deep breath of relief. A man of his sophistication rarely ventured to such places to meet the type of people he’d just met. He lit up a cigar and looked around. The landscape was post-apocalyptic. It’s been abandoned for
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