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  Content Warnings



The stories here are a work of eco horror and as such contain disturbing imagery regarding nature, especially insects and their life cycles. In the second story, The Secret of Mrtvi Kal, we also want to specifically warn for graphic depictions of gore, blood, and self-mutilation.
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The Last Witch of Lonjsko Polje







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




We are in the middle of our Saturday evening game of belot when she comes in. Her nostrils flare as she enters the closed terrace stuffed with thick smoke. My fingers tighten their grip around the two sevens in my hand, and I lift my lip in disgust, unsuccessfully trying to hide my poor status in this match, and the fact that I instantly recognize the blue eyes embedded into the face of the stranger.

When I saw the crows gathering in my garden this morning—scaring away the collared doves which usually greeted me at dawn in my orchid—I understood that the forest started to stir. The caws echoed through the barren branches and announced the change I had thought would never come. I had been foolish to assume I would never see the remains of my long deceased colleague again, yet now I see his blood embodied into progeny.

She is his alright, no question about it.

The newcomer knows everybody is looking at her, and she is obviously uncomfortable with this fact. There are no strangers in Gornja Poplavina, at least not on a rainy day like this one, and never this late in the evening. She presents an anomaly.

She isn’t here as a tourist. The few who actually visit the region stick to the Nature park Lonjsko Polje, usually later in the year when the water levels are lower and the lush greenery is filled with a cacophony of roused water birds. Local villages like this one aren’t of much interest to them, especially not in February. There’s nothing for visitors here except run down houses, many with leftover bullet holes across their facades from the Croatian War of Independence, and the occasional bright yellow church, shining at the center of old settlements.

Which is why every single person in the café is carefully observing her as she walks up to the bar, hoping to gain some information from the owner. She exchanges a few words with the giant bald man behind the counter, then looks toward our table, following his outstretched finger. I groan in frustration and throw out one of my sevens.

“Good evening. I don’t mean to bother, but I’m looking for Gordana Lugar.” Her soft voice confirms her lineage, and my heart skips from the invasion of an old memory, filling me with a forgotten ache that creeps through my feeble bones.

“You’ve found her,” says Vlasta with her raspy voice destroyed by cigarettes. She coughs, then nods to her left, in my direction.

“Oh, great! I’m Monika Dubravčić…”

“Dubravčić?” Vlasta’s mouth stays open in shock.

The proclamation of her surname makes the whole bar quiet down. I suppress a groan. There’s no use in trying to hide her identity anymore. I might as well confirm it. “Jagor’s granddaughter.”

I scratch my neck in a delusive disinterest, feeling through my short, gray hair, then adjust my glasses to keep a clear view on the other people at the bar. Some of them avert their gaze when they meet mine. Good.

The three other women at the table first look at me, then at Monika standing next to them. They take in her sneakers wet with rain, her simple old jeans and her dark sweater with some irremovable stains at its hem, the long beige coat meant for warmer weather, and her face, riddled with exhaustion.

“Who would’ve thought? Domagoj did marry after all. It’s a wonder any woman took him for a husband. That kid was a living nightmare when he was younger,” Klara comments, sitting opposite of me. She attempts to keep her eyes on Monika who is standing almost directly behind her, but instead shuffles awkwardly at the edge of the chair, trying to halfheartedly offer as much senseless slander as she can. “Must be because he grew up without a mother,” she adds, then turns back to the table, pressing her palm over her artificial hip.

Monika is left speechless, with her cheeks burning as she tries to find words to defend her father. I roll my eyes. Gossip comes natural when you live in a place nothing ever happens at. Besides, when everyone around you is a closed-minded bigot, you have no other way to protect yourself, other than with shared secrets. This is what makes female friendships functional here—a bond over mutual malevolence toward others.

“Don’t fret over her words, dear,” Danica jumps in to lighten the atmosphere, gently reaching for Monika’s hand and offering her condolence in the form of an honest smile, which is more than the rest of the table is willing to give. “Why don’t you sit with us? Would you like something to drink?”

“Oh, that’s not necessary. I don’t want to bother…”

My gums start hurting from my clenched jaw. This conversation is going to make me ruin my dentures if it continues. I fold my cards, fling them on the table, and pull another cigarette from the pack. I put it in my mouth and lit it up with closed eyes. “What do you need?”

My intrusion is rude, but necessary. I don’t know anything about this woman, and I am not about to let her enter a space where she could potentially overshare her business, which, consequently, includes my business as well.

“Oh, I… I need help finding my grandfather’s property. He wrote a letter for you.” She digs through the rugged bag at her hip, rummaging through an array of personal possessions, then produces a sealed envelope, doused in something sticky at its edges.

I grip my cigarette tighter between my lips and lean over to reach for the letter. Vlasta, Klara, and even Danica—who usually keeps to herself and is uninterested in most of our community’s affairs—watch carefully as I open the envelope and skim the text.

Ash piles up at the butt of the cigarette as it slowly disappears. Then it breaks off in little gray speckles, covering me with soot.

Shit.

I fold the paper again, neatly put it back into the envelope, then stick it in the inside pocket of my vest. I inhale the smoke, reveling in the warm, bitter taste filling up my lungs, then exhale, nervously twitching my leg at the tiled floor.

“What does it say?” asks Vlasta, always too nosy for her own good. I shoot her a piercing look, signaling her to stay out of this matter.

I don’t want this to spread through the area, at least not more than it already will. Vlasta will doubtlessly use this opportunity to further drag my name through the mud and carry on the story of Jagor’s mysterious granddaughter appearing in Gornja Poplavina and getting help from none other than me. The least I can do is deny her any satisfaction on learning what Monika’s visit is really about. She can make the people—the women—keep guessing.

“Did he ask you to offer her your services?” Klara chimes in, raising her over-plucked eyebrows.

“My services are none of your concern, you old hag,” I hiss. Calling her a hag is ironic, especially considering it is coming from me.

It took me a long time to build up my reputation among my neighbors. It’s not that witches are feared here, it’s that they are different. They know too much about the world around them, which is something people in the community are wary about. I don’t want to risk getting shunned or ignored, and I certainly don’t want to risk my already fragile status in the region.

However, despite knowing I meddle with the so-called forbidden, they still pay me for my talents. There is a mutual understanding that my vocation relies upon—I keep my mouth shut about all their queer inquiries, and they don’t comment on my strange knowledge. As long as both me and my customers keep to this carefully woven status quo, the community remains intact.

Monika’s arrival prompts a concerning risk for my current position I had taken years to develop, but it also brought on an opportunity. She’s inherited Jagor’s property, a small house in the heart of Lonjsko Polje, along with the forest surrounding it. A great deal of power nestles in those hectares, stored in the ancient trees and told through the rugged rings that make up their flesh.

It is the birthplace of witches, handed down from master to student, but it’s been forgotten after Jagor’s death. He had no apprentice to leave it to, only a careless son who decided to follow his luck to Zagreb, far away from the swamp. Since then, it lies untouched, left to its own accord.

Up until now, at least, when he asked me through a written note that I accompany his new heir to the place and see to her acclimation.

“Your grandfather was a lovely man. He helped me get rid of the mites on my roses when nothing else worked,” Danica breaks the silence. There is a twinkle of warmth in her eyes that tries to overshadow a deep sense of worry rooted into her stiff jaw. Monika doesn’t notice what Danica is hoping to accomplish, only responds in a respectable nod, but I see through Danica’s intentions and my throat tightens with the realization that she might blurt out a note of caution next.

I haven’t yet decided what to do with Monika, but I don’t want anybody else to interfere. She presents a delicate problem that I will only be able to solve if I advance appropriately. Danica’s kindhearted words might be an act of courtesy, but they are a threat at uncovering that which shouldn’t be.

I prop myself up by grabbing the back of the chair, take my cane, and hide my trembling fingers away from the prying eyes around the table. “You can bore her with your tales some other time, Danica. Now, there’s no need for the two of us to disturb your night any longer. We’ll go and leave you babe tračare to enjoy the rest of your evening. I’ll fill you in next time.”

Monika looks a little bewildered that we aren’t going to stay here. She probably doesn’t even know the expanse of her predicament.

I put on my jacket, fish out a few coins for the drinks I’d ordered, then find my car keys deep inside my pocket. Monika opens the door of the bar for me, and I limp out, hiding my frown as cold sweat slides down my back, prickling my skin with an unwelcomed sensation. The two of us will be the talk of the town as long as we’re in contact, and as long as I try to keep our business a secret. I’ll have to think of a firm lie to keep the talebearers at bay, or will just have to embellish the truth in a thick layer of carefully distributed information.

As we approach our car, I’m able to stop worrying about the thoughts of locals around us and finally concentrate on Monika’s appearance. She walks hastily, with short, even spaced paces. There’s a slight touch of fear in her posture—shoulders subtly raised like she is afraid something is after her. She holds a phone tightly in her hand, laying it against the side of her bag. With each bright flicker of the screen, her eyes drift toward it.

I make a note of her reaction, but refrain from any unsolicited comments or questions. It’s not that I’m not curious about her and her vices—I am an old woman dying of boredom during her retirement—but I know that privacy is a luxury, especially in this area. She should enjoy it while she can.

She rides behind me in her car, following my trusty Twingo that rusts around its edges. My house is on the outskirts of Lipovljani, with hind windows looking toward the edges of Lonjsko Polje. Monika parks behind me, in my driveway, with the butt of her car barely sticking out through the borders of my wooden fence.

We sit across from each other on the kitchen table, with empty shot glasses and a dusty bottle of višnjevac in front of us. I delight in another cigarette, hoping it would calm my nerves and numb the persistent tinge at the back of my neck since Monika has entered my home. She looks awkward and out of place while we wait for the leftover čušpajz to heat up. The pleasant smell of vegetables lingers around us, offering a creeping feeling of nostalgia for a simpler time.

“You know your grandfather was the Pannonian witch, right? I hope he told you that much. And I hope he warned you I’m nothing like him.”

Monika considers my words, but then nods. “I don’t know much about him… I found out about the property during the reading of my father’s will. Then I found the letters Jagor sent him hidden in a box underneath the bed. There was a sealed envelope addressed to me in which my grandfather wrote to find you if I needed any help. So… I decided to heed his words.”

“Seems like Domagoj never warmed up to his father again,” I raise my eyebrow and tap the cigarette over the ashtray.

“I didn’t even know my grandfather had been alive until we got the information he wasn’t.” She lifts her shoulders and looks to the side.

“Have you ever visited that place?” I ask, inhaling a large amount of nicotine.

“No… I only know what the lawyers told me about. There’s a small house inside Lonjsko Polje surrounded by a hundred hectares of forest, which is… A lot.”

I nod and close my eyes. “Your grandfather got his estate from his teacher. Witches always inherited land from each other because they extorted much of their power from it. Jagor’s apprentice should have gotten it, but Jagor never had one. Times changed. Modernity made people strive for flashier careers, and Christianity started preaching about the sinfulness of our practices. The locals lost their interest in us.”

Monika is right to be careful when she asks, “Us?”

I pull in as much smoke as I can, dulling out the world around me. “I was an apprentice once, along with your grandfather. We were an anomaly—two apprentices by one teacher—but in the end, only one of us could be named the Pannonian witch, and that title went to Jagor.”

Silence follows my words. The house swells with the night. Slight buzzing comes from the outside, across my garden and over the overgrown fields that embrace my property. There is a commotion in the forest. Turmoil travels through the air in jittery traces of dread and meaningless hope. Even though Monika has never been to Jagor’s home, and even though it is situated far away from us, the old oaks which grow there know his blood has come back.

The smell of it makes my skin crawl. I shut my eyes and concentrate on the tobacco to ward it off, then face Monika again.

“Why… Why have two apprentices when only one could be the witch?” Her words have been carefully chosen, which I respect, but the fact that I am forced to recollect my past doesn’t particularly excite me. I clench my teeth to suppress the tang of bitterness rising in my throat.

“One of us was supposed to start a new line, but our mentor… never elaborated on his plans on how he would work it out. And I was too young to care about my future.” My words hang heavy between us. I tap the cigarette a little too hard. She shuffles in her seat, but refrains from apologizing for pushing the topic.

“You can’t sell the property if that’s what you’re here for. It’s rotten and overgrown. And it’s inside the borders of the park, which makes paperwork for it next to impossible.”

“I don’t want to sell it!” she exclaims, showing the first bit of heart I see from her. Her pupils are wide, engulfing the vivid blue of Jagor’s irises. She pauses when she realizes she has made a scene with her outburst, and then carefully adjusts back against the chair.

I let my shoulders relax on purpose, but keep a stern look on my face when I nod for her to elaborate. This conversation will be pointless if she doesn’t speak her mind now that we’ve obviously touched on the problem.

A sigh escapes her lips, and she presses her fingers into her palms. “I wanted to see if it was inhabitable…”

“Inhabitable?” I scoff and look to the side, out of the window and into the deep, dark forest looming at the edge of the fields. The trees’ barren crowns creak under the wind, twisting and contorting in an act of indignation. They are impatient.

They beg me to release Monika to them.

I take in the last drag of the cigarette, then squish the butt of it deep into the decrepit ashes in the little glass tray. My fingers become covered in soot.

I lean over the table, and make her lock eyes with me. “It is a forest brimming with rot that infested it when your father was born. Your grandfather was a great witch, but a foolish and naïve man. He couldn’t relieve the misery that took hold of him and his home. It’s unsalvageable and it’s cursed. It is not a place to live. It is not a place to inhabit. It is a relic of a broken man that died alone and forgotten.”

Tears well in her eyes, but she doesn’t let them seep down her cheeks. There is a slight twitch of her throat when she swallows.

“My father—Domagoj—he was a bastard who fucked me over by losing everything he had to gambling. Except this—except his father’s property. Not for the lack of effort, but for the fact that it’s unsellable. As you said.”

Her phone lights up and her eyes switch to its screen. A message comes through, illuminating the dim area of the kitchen and casting stark shadows on Monika’s exhausted face. The text is written in all caps—giant, flashing letters with sharp edges and heavy words. She can’t stop the tears now, but she is silent. She wipes them off quickly. It is a motion she knows to perform well.

“Other women might be all about niceties and patronizing conversations. I am not.” I cross my arms over my chest and tilt my head. “Lonjsko Polje is a wild wetland with vast swamps intersected by flooding waterways and lowland forests. It is a place complex enough on its own, and you’ve obtained its most obscure part. Your inheritance or not, it is a place of power you do not understand. It is a witch’s forest even your grandfather couldn’t fully fathom. It is not meant to be governed by regular people like you. You need to hear the forest for it to allow you to stay. Otherwise it will eat you from the inside out. To reside within its borders, you will have to pay a price you might not be able to meet. Are you really willing to take that risk?”

A slight smile appears across her face. Distorted.

Tortured.

“I have nowhere else to go.”

I see her eyes in him, and his eyes in hers, watching me.

I shudder, and get up to force myself back into reality. Monika anxiously stares at me as I turn my back at her, but her breathing steadies when she hears me take up the lid from the pot and turn off the stove. Hot steam wraps my face and I close my eyes to take in the invigorating aroma of the stew. I allow myself a moment longer to calm my nerves, away from Jagor’s watchful eyes and away from the sharp stench of moisture that pours over me from the window.

I take out the scraped tin plates, put a round wooden pad in the middle of the table, then grab our dinner and carefully place it on top of it.

Monika looks very grateful for the meal and I wonder whether she even ate today. Her graying hair is tied at the nape of her neck in a messy bun, with dry strands tickling her ears. The dark circles under her eyes appear too deep against her pale complexion, and the loose skin falling down her cheekbones reveal that she hasn’t been using the muscles of her face much. Whatever is bothering her, this is her attempt at an escape.

“You better hurry and eat if you’re planning on going back to Zagreb. It’s close to midnight already,” I sit back down and grab a spoonful of stew.

She presses the bottom of her spoon against the plate and watches it fill up with liquid. She bites her lip before she speaks. “I… I was planning to visit my grandpa’s place, to see the state that it’s in. I brought an inflatable mattress and a sleeping bag.”

I raise my eyebrows at her and blink a few times to consider what she just said. Monika scratches the back of her neck, obviously uncomfortable that her plan sounded even stupider said aloud. I wait for her to confess she changed her plans, but she doesn’t expand on her ideas. Instead, she just stares at the čušpajz in front of her.

When she said she had nowhere else to go, I hadn’t considered she might have meant it literally.

I roll my eyes and groan. “I have a pull out couch. We’ll go visit Jagor’s home in the morning.”

She nods.

I clean up after us, wash the dishes, and make Monika’s bed. I haven’t had a guest in a long time. The house strains under
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