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  To all the people who have yet to find the courage to tell their story (or find what it is). Don’t worry—you’ll get there. 
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I

PART I: THE SURGEON







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Kaja’s nerves are getting thinner. Each kilometer feels like a grater inside her head, slowly scraping her brain cells away—by the time they finally arrive at the lodge, she imagines her brain would have turned into a pink sludge, and she’d hop out of the car like a dumb, drooling zombie.

Tihana, on the other hand, has different concerns. “I hope the weather gets better once we’re there. It’s been freaking pouring since we sat in the car,” she whines, rustling through her bag. “Ugh, I bet it’s going to be cold up in the hills, right? I should’ve packed warmer clothes, but it’s still October, and a heavier jacket is more for November, don’t you think? What did you bring, a parka? Very sensible, kudos to you. But well, it’s only three days, so I guess I’ll survive. Dammit, where the hell are my snacks? I swear I brought them with me…”

Kaja sighs, gripping the steering wheel. Three days, indeed. She’s starting to regret offering Tihana the ride; it’s been about two hours since they left Zagreb, and she’s been blabbing away like a wind-up toy. Kaja imagines that’s what having a younger sister feels like. Exhausting.

“We’re going to be so late,” Tihana laments from the passenger seat, opening a bag of chips. The sound of chewing fills up the car, merging with the thump of rain against the windshield. “Take some,” she munches, nudging at Kaja with the bag. 

Outside, the wind howls, making the third tractor they’ve been stuck behind for the last half an hour slow down even more. A humorless huff escapes Kaja’s throat—how could she have forgotten the joys of taking country roads in Zagorje?

“Oh, c’mon,” Kaja mutters, squinting at the blurry, tractor like shape. “Fucking move.” Her hand itches to smack the horn. A sudden bump in the road makes the car sway, eliciting a grunt from Kaja and a squeak from Tihana. Kaja’s too tired for this. Irritated, she moves to honk the frustration out of her system—out of all the places, why did Sandra have to pick out Kalnik as their team building headquarters?

“Don’t honk,” Tihana whimpers around a mouthful of chips. “The last thing we need is for some local hicks to attack us with pitchforks.”

Kaja snorts. Coming from Zagorje, she knows that the Wrong Turn scenario Tihana is probably imagining is not really likely to happen, though being chased by some feral people still sounds endlessly better than the forced, corporate hell of a team building they’re heading to. Not even the medical profession is safe from its grasp, apparently. 

She smacks the horn once, just to get Tihana riled up.

When the tractor finally takes a turn off the main road, Kaja steps on the gas, carefully threading the roads bending in front of them. The rain mellows out to a soft drizzle, clearing the view. Fields spread beside them, gray and washed-out in the gloomy weather. Tihana pulls down her window, pointing excitedly at a herd of cows.

“Cows!” she exclaims with childlike glee. Cows, Kaja internally agrees. However, as the stink of manure starts filling up the car, Tihana pulls the window up quickly, gagging dramatically.

After a while, Kalnik finally comes into view, peeking through a cloud of fog gathered around the foot of the hills. Kaja sighs in relief. Her wayward GPS brought them to the right place after all. Tihana’s been chattering away in the background, consistent and soothing like a white noise machine.

“Kaja, are you listening?”

“Yes,” Kaja lies, making Tihana groan in frustration.

“No, you’re not!” she accuses. “I asked, who would you rather do: that guy who came to fix our water cooler, or the guy who came to fix our air conditioner?”

Kaja frowns—she’d vaguely noticed the guys coming into the clinic in the first place, let alone recalled their faces.

“I don’t remember what they looked like,” she answers diplomatically.

“Bullshit. How could you not remember? They were so hot.”

Kaja shrugs. She can see Tihana’s pout out of the corner of her eye. 

“C’mon, you have to pick one,” she urged. “You must have some kind of a preference. I mean, the water cooler guy was just like, woof.”

Kaja rolls her eyes, hoping Tihana drops the subject. This is starting to feel like a high school sleepover, and being back near her hometown is exhausting enough. She turns on the radio, letting the noise of a hackneyed local station thwart Tihana’s probing.

“All right then, keep your secrets,” Tihana yells across the music, “but you’re no fun!” She starts to sing along with the radio, and Kaja’s more than happy to tune her out again, glancing at the hills spreading in front of them.

Kaja yawns, running on a few hours of sleep yet again. Her eyes itch like sandpaper.

Three days, she thinks, blinking at the bumpy road. Three days, indeed. 

***

A few months ago, Kaja got called into Robert’s office. At that point, she’d been working in the clinic for almost a year. It was a nice change of pace from working in the ER, where she did her internship.

“This isn’t the right place for you,” her superior had said at the end of her term, shaking her head at Kaja’s dark circles and woozy decision-making. “Try getting a job in some private clinic.” That’s how she ended up in Beautifully Beautiful, a clinic specializing in cosmetic treatments and surgery. After a year of impossible shifts, overbearing responsibilities, and one too many close calls, she’s gladly welcomed the world of filler injections and facial tucks. Most days, she operated on autopilot—jab, inject, tighten, tuck, repeat. Easy as that. The repetition and triviality of the procedures soothed her mind like a balm.

The clinic consists of only a few doctors and a couple of nurses. Robert, the boss, is the head surgeon. Like a typical boss, he doesn’t do much of anything. Most days he parades aimlessly around the clinic to “keep the situation under control”, as he likes to put it. He often disappears for hours on end—usually behind a locked door—with his HR consultant Sandra, leaving the surgeries and procedures to the other surgeon, nicknamed “Butcher”.

Butcher is Robert’s old college buddy, specializing in liposuction. With his gruff articulation and giant, intimidating build, it’s a wonder he hasn’t scared off the little regular patients they have left. In between surgeries, he can be found in their small lounge area, draining down some beer, along with their dentist Dejan. They complement each other well: Dejan’s natural gift for mindless shit-talking shines against Butcher’s monosyllabic nature. 

If Dejan isn’t sharing his unwarranted opinions on the whichever hot topics are presently burning on the Internet, he’s probably shoving a phone up someone’s face, showcasing the gallery of buck teeth veneers he’s made in the last few years, or bragging about his dad, who’s a passionate member of the right-winged political party that’s currently soiling their country.

Kaja never enters the common area willingly, avoiding it like the plague. 

The only colleague she can put up with is Tihana, their esthetician. Even though her sunny disposition and bubbly personality sometimes gets on her nerves, Kaja never turns down her company on their lunch break, occasionally—and secretly—enjoying her blabbering and food-sharing.

“Good luck!” Tihana chirped as Kaja passed her by on the way to Robert’s office. 

“You’re probably wondering why I called you in today,” he said as Kaja came in, clasping his hands in front of him and pinning her down with an unreadable look. That was, actually, true—Kaja could never read her boss properly, as the layers of botox stored under his skin had cemented his face into an expression of polite constipation most of the time.

She nodded, sitting down on a smooth, leather chair.

Robert contorted his face into something resembling a smile, eyes crinkling the best they could. He turned to his side, where Sandra was lounging back into her seat, nyloned legs crossed. Her strong perfume scorched Kaja’s nose.

“Don’t worry, darling, it’s nothing bad,” Sandra quipped as her red lips stretched into a patronizing smirk. There was a new, shiny necklace around her neck. Kaja stifled a sigh. At the rate new jewelry keeps adorning Sandra’s body, it’s a miracle they haven’t gone bankrupt yet.

Uncomfortable silence stretched among the three of them. Kaja shifted in her seat, stealing glances around the office. It was actually really nice in here. The chair was divinely comfortable under her butt. Robert’s medical certificates hung on the freshly painted walls, next to abstract paintings Kaja was sure Robert didn’t have the capacity to appreciate. A small, stylized sculpture of a woman’s body lay neatly on the shelf, holding a bunch of health magazines and medical books in place.

‘Times are hard,’ Robert had said a few months ago, but looking at the state of his office, or the giant, fancy wristwatch adorning his wrist, the times were definitely not that hard for everyone. Ever since they’d downsized a while ago, moving from their posh office in the city center to this industrial zone at the edge of town, the procedure room Kaja had been given wasn’t really a welcoming space.

‘It’s an up-and-coming neighborhood,’ was all Robert offered as they hauled their equipment into the building. ‘We’ll get this place spruced up in no time.’ Judging by the peeling paint and old, shabby surgical chairs in Kaja’s office, he wasn’t in a hurry. At least it smelled good, due to the fresh laundry-scented air freshener Tihana gifted her.

The anticipation was getting the better of Kaja. “So, uh, how are you—” she began, but Robert interrupted her, lifting a well manicured hand in the air.

“Let’s skip the small talk, shall we? I’d prefer to get right to the chase.” He cleared his throat, leaning toward Kaja. “As you may have noticed, business has been slow lately,” he started. “Customers haven’t been coming in as usual.”

Beside him, Sandra nodded gravely, running a hand through her long, ironed hair. “You see, dear, the pandemic really took a toll on us,” she said. “People have shifted their priorities. Cosmetic surgery fell back. For some, apparently, being beautifully beautiful isn’t a matter of import.” She snickered, amused, but quickly pulled herself back together once Robert glared her down with his constipated stare. “As you know, we have tried to keep the customers interested with various deals and discounts,” she continued, shifting in her seat as much as her tight, pencil shirt allowed her, “but it didn’t really attract the kind of buzz we were hoping for.”

Kaja nodded, keeping her face carefully neutral and polite. Even if she wanted to, she could never forget the Drain it: 2 for 1 Liposuction Discount or Like Mother, Like Daughter: A Nose Job Package for Two.

“Sandra assured me that you’d be better suited to the task,” Robert cut in. “After all, you’re the newest hire. A fresh set of eyes might do us some good.”

Kaja blinked. “Uh,” she said, “which task are we talking about?”

Robert looked at her like she’d grown a second head. After a few moments, he barked out a laugh. Sandra joined him, sneering like a hyena. 

“Why, to make us money, of course!” he clarified. “To fix this dry spell we’ve been in!” He leans back into his seat, a resolved look on his face. “Butcher and I are old, and Dejan’s only interested in teeth. Tihana’s a nice girl, but she only knows how to squeeze pimples. But you, you’re different from the rest of us. There’s an aura of misery hanging around you. Perhaps you would guess what the common people want more accurately, than say, me or Butcher.”

And well, Kaja couldn’t really argue with that. She certainly is miserable enough. With her lonely existence, deprecating self-image, and fragile dignity, she is definitely close to the susceptible mindset of their average customer; it’s a wonder, actually, that she hasn’t stuck some filler up her own face yet, the way she always longed just to fit in.

Coming up with a snappy marketing campaign was way out of her depth, though. Before she could gauge how to respond, Sandra chimed in. 

“You’ve got a lot of potential in you. It would be a shame not to explore it,” she said, nodding her head in agreement. “Of course, we’ll be with you every step of the way. I’ll share with you my tools of the trade. Visualization, manifestation, you name it. We’ll even organize a weekend getaway, to keep the spirits up. It’s going to be sooo fun!” She winked, leaving the fake eyelash glued to her eye crooked. “How does that sound, honey?”

A beat passed. Like fresh hell, Kaja thought. She opened her mouth to protest, but Robert was quicker, sensing her apprehension.

“You’ll have something ready for me by next week,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument. “Let me make things simple—fix this, or we’ll be forced to cut down on some of the staff.” His eyebrows wiggle up his forehead, fighting for their life against the botox. “Are we clear?”

The thing is, Kaja was never good with being put on the spot. Confrontation was something she avoided at all costs. So naturally, she did the most sensible thing she could think of. 

“Crystal,” she agreed, ignoring the clench in her stomach.

***


A few days later, she lay awake in her room, waiting for sleep to come. The dim light of her bedside lamp cast a mist of orange haze across her room. Even though she was drained, her mind raced. Her usual restlessness had only worsened after visiting Robert’s office. The sooner she started looking for a new job, the better—there’s no way she could do what Robert asked of her. I’m a fucking moron, she thought. Will I ever grow a damn backbone? Frustrated, she glanced around her messy room. The quiet of her empty, vacant apartment felt stifling. Whatever could she offer to someone else? A shiver ran through her body. She pulled the cover to her neck, letting the weight of it soothe her. She was so tired of adapting.

Kaja squirmed, nestling herself deeper into the warmth of her bed. Bloated lips, bloody cotton pads, pink, scalpel-thin incisions hidden sneakily into the hairline—the images were swirling behind her eyes as soon as she closed them, making her dizzy. The whirlpool inside her agitated brain was relentless. Soon, Robert and Sandra appeared in the middle of it, merging into each other. Fix this, they said in unison, pulling Kaja with them, and soon, she was dizzy, falling into the darkness.

Just as she was on the very brink of sleep, she heard a shuffle in the corner of the room. Kaja let out a sigh, stirring. Ah. It’s going to be one of those nights, then. She stretched her limbs, trying to get comfortable before it started.

Something wet dropped on her cheek. Kaja looked up while she was still able to.

She was on the ceiling this time, head bent at an unnatural angle. They stared at each other in silence, like always, and as the first hiss came out, inspiration miraculously struck. Kaja let out a manic laugh. She could barely move her mouth anymore, but it pooled out of her, rumbling through her chest, even as jagged arms surged toward her.

***

A week later, Kaja knocked on Robert’s door and dumped a pile of papers and face charts on his table. She fidgeted in her seat as he went through it.

After a while, he finally lifted his head and looked at Kaja. 

“We can work with this,” he said, his pillow-face grimacing into a smile. 

***

It’s already dusk when they finally arrive at the foot of the hills. According to the GPS, there’s only half an hour left until they reach the lodge. The last stretch of the ride has been quiet, filled only by the soft snores coming from the passenger seat—Tihana dozed off about an hour ago, letting Kaja take in their ambience in peaceful silence. The road started to lead them through a dense, dark forest a while ago. The colorful leaves have mostly fallen down and stuck themselves across the gray, damp road, leaving the trees bare and spindly.

Squinting through the receding light, Kaja notices a sign by the road. Rest stop, it reads, giving her the perfect excuse to take a break and enjoy her last moment of calm before they arrive at their hellish destination.

Sure enough, there’s a wooden picnic table after a few hundred meters. Thankfully, it’s empty—the last thing Kaja wants right now is small talk with some overzealous hiker family, her nerves getting higher with each kilometer they get closer to the lodge. She pulls the car over and gently pokes Tihana’s shoulder, but she doesn’t stir a bit. After a few shakes, Kaja gives up and gets out of the car.

She stretches her limbs, shoulders rigid from the hours-long drive. The air is crisp and fresh, pinching her cheeks; Kaja inhales deeply, the smell of damp earth filling her lungs. As she walks up to the picnic table, she notices a small path behind it, leading into a pine forest. Coming closer, a faint sound of water gurgling reaches her ears. Kaja itches for a quick walk. She steps out on the path, careful not to slip on the muddy ground. This part of the woods is not as deep—after a minute or two of walking down the track, she’s met with a small stream. It’s narrow, water rushing down its rock and pebbles, gently sloshing away. Fields of golden maize spread beyond it, still wet from the rain, glistening in the last rays of sunlight.

Kaja lays down the parka tied around her waist and sits on the damp bench. Glancing between the fields spreading in front of her and the hills rising behind her, a primordial sense of insignificance and loneliness flashes through her. A chill runs through her body. She pulls her sweatshirt hood over her head, the warmth of the fuzzy lining comforting her. The safe concrete of the city, the hustle and bustle of its streets feels eons away. 

Her phone buzzes in her pocket. A message from Dejan lights up on the screen.

When are you coming? It’s getting late, it reads, followed by a couple of wink emojis, and an eggplant one. Kaja groans, stuffing the phone back into her pocket. Oh, how she wished she had an ounce of his brazen self-esteem. She still cringes at the memory of the drunken night they spent together a few weeks ago, after Sandra dragged them all out of the clinic to get some forced, after-work drinks.

Absently, Kaja traces the surface of the bench beneath her, fingers dragging across the damp, rugged wood. There are initials engraved into it, framed by awkwardly etched hearts. Annoyed, she moves her hand to the other side. With a frown, she notices long, deep lines carved into the wood, resembling animal scratches. Unease creeps into her as she throws back a quick glance at the hills. She better stick to the lodge for the weekend. Who knows what kinds of beasts are hidden in the woods: thirsty vampires or chainsaw-wielding madmen; freshly-awoken demonic creatures or stinky, lanky cryptids; a bunch of leather-wearing, fashionable Cenobites, or, God forbid, the worst of all, that wretched—

A sudden rustle behind her makes her jolt. 

“Kaja, where are you?” Tihana yells. She can hear the woman slipping on the mud, cursing and whimpering her way through the path. After a few moments, Kaja shows mercy.

“Over here!” she shouts. She can’t keep from smirking as Tihana’s panicked face emerges from the bushes. “Did you think the hicks got me?”

“Oh ha ha, very funny.” Tihana flips her off, looking at her muck-stained boots with disdain. She settles down next to Kaja and pulls out a coffee thermos from her bag. After taking a sip, she nudges Kaja to do the same, and Kaja gladly accepts her offer, wondering if her bag is an endless supply of drinks and snacks.

For
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