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	Prolog


A golden afternoon of a summer day. The buzzing of insects and the lazy singing of crickets merged with the rays of the sun piercing through the branches. The shady place under the spruce trees provided a respite from the all-pervasive heat. Amelka stretched on a deckchair and stuck her hand out in front of her, allowing a small golden ray to bounce off her bracelet. Hanging on a chain, the tiny pendants danced obediently, flickering rhythmically.

"You like jewelry too much, my dear." Adela put the jug down and picked up a saucer with a cup. Already faded roses, decorating porcelain, disappeared even more in the shade of trees. "Girl, look at yourself, you're like a magpie. Bracelet from Ian, pearl necklace, dog tag from mom, earrings from Diego and ring from me. Nothing fits into anything."

"Double denial, Grandma." Amelia straightened up and also reached for the cup. She lazily waved her hand over the bowl of jam to chase the wasp away.

"And eclecticism is fashionable. "

"You should get rid of at least one thing. Maybe this will help something. And don't tell me what's fashionable, because I'll tell you anyway that everything was like that. "

Adela sat down more comfortably, stretched out her crossed legs in front of her.

"You should finally take off the pearls, you know that," she said, shaking her head disapprovingly, and took a sip of tea.

The sun bounced off Wolfenstein's shining new roof. A white curtain protruded from the open window in Amelka's room, gently inflating like a sail.

"And earrings from Diego. Leave them here. Mom thinks so too. Balance and moderation, my dear."

The girl looked away from the snow-white façade of the house, looked at the shady line of trees, where the forest began. A small silhouette slowly emerged from between the trunks, decisively stepping into the clearing and heading towards them. With a sigh, Amelia pointed to the third cup standing on the table and reluctantly got up from the lounger.

"Mom is going. She's about to tell me what I should, what I need to do, and what doesn't fit." She walked towards the guest. Martyna walked to her with a decisive step, she had already seen her, waved in a gesture of welcome. Despite the heat, she was wearing her old, long leather coat. She smiled as she looked at her daughter; this slightly ironic curvature of the mouth, squinted eyes. The sun scanned her long black strands so that they seemed almost chestnut, and in places almost red, red.

After all, she should not expose herself to the sun. Vampires have to avoid the sun's rays, why doesn't the mother remember this?

When the red of her hair turned almost yellow, flickering like fire, Amelia began to run. Martyna raised her hand in surprise, stopped. The flames around her head danced violently, reaching her eyebrows, nose, mouth. She fell to her knees, covering her face with her hands. The lazy buzzing of insects drowned out the painful scream.

Amelia tried to run to her, but despite the effort, she was still far away. After all, she has pearls, she has power, she should be there in a split second!

"Mother!"

Martyna's hands were covered with red blooms of burns, flames crawled more and more boldly on the black coat.

A kneeling woman in the fire does not move, does not take her hand off her face. All you can hear is her screaming.
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Mourning reportedly has five stages. Five stairs that must be climbed to be able to live peacefully after something terrible. If you do not go through each of these degrees as you should, there will be no normal life. I ask myself, damn me a normal life. Or to put it another way: how could I live peacefully if normality is no longer there?

I am still on the second level: denial, regret, emptiness. Anger. Rage.

Hatred. This forces me to get up every day in the morning, to accept myself in the mirror. Hating the one who killed Martyna and Adela and thus sent me emptiness and loneliness, I turn myself on rage for the whole day. I don't know what to do... But I feel that it justifies me to myself, that I am still alive.

If I get to the third stage, when you feel (supposedly) only helplessness and self-pity, I will fall apart completely.

The fourth and fifth degrees – soothing and accepting the loss. I don't want to feel it. I'll hate myself if I get there.


	On such a night someone appears


The snow fell quietly, piling a small snowdrift outside the window, which grew unhurriedly. It was already covering the fourth part of the niche and began to cover the lower part of the frame of the ajar window. The wooden window sill in the room began to shine with small snow diamonds, capturing the light of the moon. The sharp mountain air, penetrating through the barrel, effectively cooled the room, preventing these diamonds from turning into much less charming water droplets. The cold took over a small, wood-finished bedroom. The sweaty, sweaty bedding, lying on the floor next to the bed, began to slowly harden under the influence of low temperature, but the figure huddled on a bare mattress did not look cold. Clouds of steam came out of her mouth with each breath. And with every moan. Wet with sweat, her hair, glued in places to her fever-hot face, formed a changing black mesh of fancy patterns on her fair skin every time the girl abruptly turned from side to side. Faster.

She sat down suddenly, awakened by her own scream, which seemed too strong, completely out of place in such a small room as this bedroom in a wooden house.

"Nooo!!!"

Same thing again. She curled her legs and embraced her knees with her arms, leaning her forehead against them.

It was only when she began to breathe more calmly that she looked at the bright square of the window.

Slowly, the awareness of where she was returning. And why here. 

A small room that she had known for years, always associated with the most joyful period in her and her mother's life – the winter holidays. I think she was four or five years old when they first came there to ski. A small wooden hut, located a few hundred meters above pension, standing alone on the road leading from Canazei. Martyna said that it was the best place in the world, "The Peak of the World", because the guesthouse was located above the town, and they still had a house above. For Amelia, however, the problem was always the fact that they did not live in the same building, where families with children stayed, where life was buzzing enough.

She looked with envy at meals (because they were eating downstairs) at the banter kids, the cheerful conversations of their parents. Martyna initially tried to downplay her daughter's complaints by talking about their "World Summit", and when the girl grew up, she simply told her that that house was much cheaper than a room in a guesthouse that they could not afford. "Martyna Rationalist" won.

The very remoteness of the hut from any life and movement was depressing. In the morning, of course, you could ski down the not very snowy road in front of the guesthouse, have breakfast, and then move a bit more, to the station of the lift, which was part of Sella Ronda. Returning after a whole day on the slopes was a nightmare, because when she grew up, my mother stopped carrying her in her arms. Then the slow wading along the snowy road, in ski boots and with skis on his shoulder, including laziness after a warm dinner at Maria's, the owner and hostess of the guesthouse – seemed endless Torture. Sometimes she pretended at the table that she had fallen asleep, and then Maria's husband, Rupert, drove them home in a scooter with a small trailer.

But Amelia really loved this hut, her room, which was waiting for her every year.

She was delighted with the fact that he always looked as if no one else was renting him, not occupying her favorite space. Even if she accidentally left something in a drawer or on a table, she always found it a year later.

She then thanked Maria, thinking how nice it was that the woman had taken such care of her, little Amelka, who came here once a year.

It was only now, when Martyna was no longer there, with whom she could once again quarrel about cheating her all her life, that she learned why as a child she had to fuck uphill to a remote hut, the walls of which were decorated with photos of Hohenstauf ladies and graphics with signs of infinity.
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She wrapped herself in a duvet and closed the window, ignoring the pile of snow on the windowsill.

Since her arrival a week earlier, she had left them ajar every evening, hoping that in a cool room it would be better to sleep, without dreams. Another theory of Martyna, which did not work when she herself was no longer there.

Again, at four o'clock in the morning she went down the squeaky wooden stairs to the small kitchen, turned on the kettle again and, waiting for tea, again tried to remember some details of her dream.

On the countertop, next to the cans of coffee, lay a half-written notebook, bearing all the signs of not very careful treatment by the owner – stains from coffee, ketchup and tears; torn pages, scribbled in anger of the site. She opened it in a place marked with a pen, although she could not read much in the cold blue glow of the meager light reflected from the snow, which came through a small window. The metal case of the pen shone with the light of the red light of the electric kettle, creating the illusion of a living fire.

The dream seemed to be repeated, but every night it was a little different. Today, my mother did not manage to disappear into the blue dust. The window in Amelka's room was open. White curtain. Bracelet with pendants.

The kettle turned off with a quiet snap, the red light disappeared, leaving the kitchen in a blue-gray glow. Amelia continued to stand with the notebook in her hands, staring at the snow outside the window. One element of the dream was completely incomprehensible. She never got anything from Diego, and certainly not earrings.

Ring from Adela? It had to be metaphors. But what bothered her the most was the question of who the hell Ian was...
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It wasn't that Amelia didn't want to take off the pearls and give them back where they should be. Or at least – they probably should have been and were awaited. In this chaotic escape from the truth about the death of his mother and grandmother, one of the first conscious targets was Castel del Monte. The only place that seemed connected to the family. It would have been madness to expect that the shadow of Margaret's soul, which had been invoking its progeniture for centuries, would turn out to be the mainstay and substitute for the family, but Ami – somewhere in the depths of a not quite sober mind – hoped so. She will appear in the octagonal courtyard, and Margaret will do something that will disappear pain and loneliness, and in their place will appear some universal solution and strength for further life. He will give away the pearls, depriving himself of the power booster, but he will gain something that will indicate some sense of all that happened on the Mound. And by the way, she will know how to deal with Diego.

She kept pushing away the moment when she should think sensibly and rationally about who her cousin now reports to and whose orders he obeys, and – above all – why the boy entered into such an arrangement. Because the fact that he did it, saving her life, damn complicated her simple solution to hate him. And no longer struggle with the knowledge that Diego was somewhere out there with Perun, he had him at his fingertips (or rather in his case: fangs) and nothing, but it was nothing he could do; that she was ashamed to admit to herself how much she missed him and didn't really know how their story would end if the case of Adela's death always hung over them.

So, she chose the destination of this meaningless journey – Italy, Bari. It was Christmas, she stopped at a roadside bar, on the Austrian-Italian border, in a small village that she had chosen only because of the familiar-sounding name Arnoldstein, and in tears she tried to write something in her notebook.

It was early afternoon, people were sitting at home, at Christmas trees, and they were mad at their families, under the influence of an overdose of sugar in sweets, the kids were spreading energy, and she stubbornly tried not to hear the thoughts of the owner of the inn.

She already knew that she couldn't rent a room here, that she had to go somewhere further, but she shuddered at the thought of getting into the car littered with empty coffee cups and hamburger wrappers, which had become her home, the only fixed point in her life. Two gnomes, sitting a few tables away, did not take their eyes off her, but did not dare to approach. Even when they went to the bar for another beer, they made a big bow to avoid it. Reflexively, she rubbed the pearls with her fingers, reminding herself that it was the only thing she had in common with Adela. And then the chain of associations led her to this crazy belief that she should be on a hill with an octagonal stronghold, find a few-there-times-great-grandmother and feel that someone was taking care of her again. Because when you are eighteen years old, it is very pregnant to the stubborn care of your mother and you want to prove to the world that he is an adult and can do great on his own. But only until they murder your family, deprive you of your home and the right to stay in your own country. Yes, then the point of view changes a little. Then loneliness and lack of feeling that someone cares about you, begin to cause a kind of panic. The best friend hadn't answered the phone in a month, and recently, even when she tried to call him, she was told that she didn't have such a number. Andrew's rejection hurt. At the same time, a multitude of phone calls from Anka and the rest of her friends (whom she did not want to answer) only irritated her, because she suspected that Andrzej had betrayed her and was now crying on his sleeve to the rest of his friends, who felt obliged to call and fuck her that he was suffering because of her. Because she left him. Once Andrew's grandmother even called, but Amelia did not dare to answer. "If he doesn't answer the phone himself, don't let him get it done by third parties, because I'm in an even bigger ass than he is."

So, what if she could suddenly do whatever she liked? In addition, having credit and ATM cards that will not allow you to either die of hunger or become homeless by force? She was not interested in the limit on the cards, she did not want to call Paweł, an elderly man, whose task after the death of his employer (and probably a friend) was to take care of the financial side of her granddaughter's life. Therefore, always, paying for gasoline or coffee, she experienced a moment of stress whether the card would not be rejected. It was only after a week of wandering life that she came up with the brilliant idea of withdrawing cash from time to time to know where she stood.

However, she persistently refrained from checking the balance of accounts, as if curiosity about how much she could afford, how much her grandmother had secured her – it was supposed to detract from her mourning.

So then, on the second day of Christmas, at the inn in Arnoldstein, she made her first conscious choice of route. And she began to hurry. She got up suddenly, scaring the gnomes nodding over the beer, picked up her belongings from the table and ran out into the cold air of the December twilight. Before she turned on the engine, with a wave of her hand, she threw all the garbage from the front seats and the floor – into the back seat. Chuckling her hands every now and then, she waited for the awakened GPS to start contacting.

She knew she was going to drive at night, and she had been avoiding it for some time, just as she had almost caused an accident to pass the wreckage across the highway near Budapest. At night, it was more difficult for her to distinguish elements of the world of the living from wandering ghosts or strange hotel guests in varying degrees of decay. She also noted with concern the insistent desire to approach her all the beings that functioned in the world of the living, those assimilated demons of all ranks, pro-ecological goddess springs, fields and meadows, streams and public pools, domesticated werewolves and prostituted vampires. Each time she entered the room where such a person was staying, she ended in an unpleasant situation, when the delinquent could not control himself, so as not to get as close as possible, although she saw panic and horror in his eyes. As if it were a powerful magnet.

However, fear always won and at the last moment each of them ran away. Sometimes it happened at empty gas stations, but sometimes in a crowded bar by the highway. When she stopped being so afraid of such actions, it was just bizarre. For example, one day she was attacked by a woman whose husband, at the sight of Amelka, first got up from the table, threw away the chair with a bang, ran to her, and then ran out of the restaurant with madness in his eyes.
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And she stopped being afraid, because after a few such events she called Diego. For the first time since their separation in Vienna. Of course, she had two missed calls from her cousin every day, always at the same hours (she cynically assumed that the boy had the "reminder" on his phone). Not picking up gave her great, childish satisfaction. When one day the phone didn't ring at a fixed time, she almost panicked, but waited until the next fixed hour, and then the cell phone spoke as always. She congratulated herself for not panicking and calling.

But it broke spectacularly and infantilely when one night three vampires began to circle it while refueling gasoline at a small station on a side road.

First, they stayed away, glancing at her from around the corner, and then, as if wanting to run away, they threw themselves towards the road, but suddenly turned, turning a circle. They approached her like wolves encircling the victim, in a terrifying silence, without a word, not leaving her eyes off. She closed the fuel filler, wondering if she should pretend that nothing was happening and go pay for the gasoline or jump into the car and run away. Then she felt that something was changing in her, losing her visual acuity through the pinkish fog.

And she was even more frightened because she already knew the feeling. That was when, on the Mound, she let adrenaline take over her body and began to kill, too efficiently, too professionally for an inexperienced witch.

And she felt disturbingly fantastic.

She straightened up and turned towards the building. The vampires stopped hesitantly. When she took the first step, they stepped back. With each meter she traveled, she felt more and more confident, but when she had already paid and found herself back in the car, her hands were shaking so that she barely ignited the engine. The station's lights hadn't yet disappeared in the rearview mirror when she already had her phone in her hand. He answered after the second signal, but he did not speak until a few seconds later.

"Ami...? Ami, that's you?" he said in a whisper. He was breathing heavily.

"Diego, I don't know what's going on, I was almost attacked by vampires. After all, it's been eight weeks, I don't have that fresh blood... But this is not the first time, everyone is staring at me and coming as close to me as possible. I'm afraid, God, how I'm afraid. And now the fog on the eyes. I wanted them to attack, I wanted to kill, you know? What should I do? Fuck, what am I supposed to do...?!" She paused to wipe her wet, swollen nose with her sleeve.

Diego breathed heavily for a moment, as if walking uphill. Finally, he said, "Why don't you take calls from me?" He continued to whisper, but it seemed that he wanted to shout it out impatiently. "You haven't spoken for a month; I wouldn't know if you're alive if it weren't for the transmitter in your car and account statements. You're so damn irresponsible! Did you think for a moment that I was worried about your damn ass?!

In conclusion, he has already raised his voice. Someone next to him hissed a warning and the boy again began to speak in a frantic whisper:

"You drive like fucked up and forth around Europe, because of this fucking Schengen, you don't even know when you're crossing borders and where you are... All you had to do was drive to Grenada alone. It's so fucking hard...?!"

"Do you fuck here what I'm saying? Something tells me to kill, everyone is staring at me, approaching me, wanting to kill me...! I wouldn't ride on four because you took me out of Polish!" That panic began to disappear, making room for anger at Diego.

However, she knew him so much that somewhere subconsciously she was already calming down by the fact that the boy after listening to her did not care about her situation at all. But he could at least say at least one reassuring word. "What is going on? Why do all abnormal people want to pounce on me? "

"If they wanted to, they would throw themselves and there would be at least peace. He breathed deeper.

"Are you wearing pearls?"

Reflexively, she touched the dark beads around her neck. "Yeah...?"

"I... No idiot. I said she was an idiot. World championship, the height of stupidity."

The top of the peaks. The artifact enhances your power, while at the same time making you like a big neon sign with the inscription: "Touch me, but you can get burned." Or more: "Touch, tap, tap!" Do you really think that every demon or werewolf must have the reflex to kill every witch you meet? After all, they are normal people!

He broke off and said something quickly and incomprehensibly to someone next to him, covering his phone. "Ami, pull those pearls! Hide them in the car. If they don't have direct contact with you, they'll be dead. They can only activate when you touch them or put them in the source. Exactly... Be careful not to drive pearls into someone's source, because you will have a shit!"

"And why the hell didn't anyone tell me that before?! Why didn't you tell me what might be going on?! How do I know I'm entering someone's border?" She was already calm; she didn't even want to argue with him.

"Feel. It will push you away. I said, Ami. I told you everything in Vienna when..." He didn't finish.

His loud breath in the phone and the steady noise of the engine.

"Now I can't do it too much, but I would like to..." he began calmly, but somewhere near him some confusion began, distant screams could be heard. "I have to finish, call..." He hung up.

And in this way, without calming her down one bit, without supporting her with any: "everything will be fine" or "I beg you, calm down, breathe and do not let yourself be killed" – he made her stop being afraid. And for the first time a shadow flashed by her, a tiny shadow of thought that she was not alone at all, and throwing Diego out of her life was not an act of mad sacrifice of love on the altar of the memory of her mother and grandmother, but stupidly dangerous behavior. But it was just a shadow that was about to disappear. During this conversation, she heard something that she strangely associated with. It wasn't Diego himself; it was a word, a thought, or a reference. Such a small star that lit up with a warm light and immediately went out. He will remember later.
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By setting up a GPS in front of a small inn in Arnoldstein, she was already a little wiser about this knowledge, which Diego had graciously shared with her, and a few of her own experiences.

True, pearls acted as a magnet for all kinds of creatures living not quite human lives, but so far no one has tried to get close enough to frighten her.

The more civilized forms or individuals kept at a distance, but watched it closely. And she did not download the pearls, because... she was too afraid that in an emergency situation she would not be able to cope without a legal high, which made the body react to the rising adrenaline, becoming something like a handy self-defense machine. She didn't even allow the thought that it was becoming a killing machine.

She was too terrified of her current situation to allow herself to have small ethical dilemmas.

Since that conversation with Diego, she has again consistently ignored his calls, but the satisfaction from this was no longer the same as before. She was sure that in some time she would probably call him herself when the situation overwhelmed her. Because she had to have someone to call...

To Castel del Monte it was about a thousand kilometers, about ten hours away.

She turned on the player, but after a while she decided that she could not listen to the same playlist for the first time, so she switched to radio Christmas "jingles". They didn't sound so depressing anymore, but after a while of flipping through the station, she found some kind of dreamlike hole from the seventies. So, she galloped in the desert, on a horse without a name, with the band America. The road along the Adriatic looked quite interesting in GPS.
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He sat leaning against the cave wall, clumsily trying to stop the bleeding from the wound on his left shoulder. The wet hair covering his eyes prevented him from looking closely at the slit, especially since they had only the cell lights at their disposal.

He tried to control the tremor all over his body, caused by pain, slowly falling adrenaline and the difficult to resist at that moment desire for a transformation that would allow him to regenerate faster. There were four of the twelve who entered the labyrinth of caves. Of those who defended the entrance to it, no one remained.

He wiped his right hand against his pants, soaked in blood, and in an attempt to see something through his hair, he began to swipe the contact list on his phone.

"Are you calling the old man that it's all over?" asked the kite crouching next to him, nervously moving his head. He even tried to smile. "After all, he already knows that the passage is free. He always knows such things."

Diego did not answer, focusing all his energy on pressing the screen correctly, which with trembling hands was not so easy. The swift was covered with red streaks with every movement of the finger.

"What do you, you don't know it's his hour...?!" Laughed hoarsely, a bursting gnome, lying next to the boy and watching curiously as the other man tried to find the range. "He always calls and no one fucking answers. You young man, it's called compulsion, you know? Not that you're intrusive, you understand, just that you don't control what you do. My mother-in-law had it. I fart, she washed the sink ten times a day, you know? Ten times, exactly, each time five circular movements of the rag to the right and five to the left, she never fucking made a mistake, I checked."

The kite laughed nervously, more to vent the tension that was still buzzing in it than to amusement. His laughter, turning into a cough, bounced off the damp walls of the cave and ran further through the dark corridors of the labyrinth.

Diego tore his trembling hand with the phone off his ear, relieved that this time she didn't answer either.
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The hill was visible from afar, a dark shape against the background of a gray sky. She drove off the main road into the forest, through which a winding trail led. She didn't remember that episode from a previous visit here a few years ago. Maybe because on longer routes she always fell asleep in the car and woke up reluctantly only on the spot, angry at her mother that she had to go to see some ruins, quasi-charming towns or unique – it is not known why – wine or oil factories. Slowly the day was day, the night turned into a gray. Although she made a stop on the way and slept in the car for about two hours, she felt that it was becoming more and more difficult for her to focus on the road and she felt more and more tired.

She drove into a small parking lot, which must have been some first point for tourists. Guarding the road to the very top, the building threatened with dark windows.

She parked in an empty square, turned off the engine and waited in silence to see if a watchman or guard would be interested in the car. Of course, she could wait until the morning and enter the castle like any other tourist. She could drive a few kilometers away, to the town, and take a room in a guesthouse. But she wanted to do it now, to see that... In fact, she didn't know what to expect. But the very fact that something important could happen here made the excitement completely take over any rational patience.

She got out of the car and quietly closed the door. There was no snow here, but the icy wind blew away her red sweatshirt, so, cursing at her thoughtlessness, she opened the car once more and pulled out of the garbage in the back seat Martyna's curled black leather coat. She put it on quickly, pulled out the hood of her sweatshirt from under her collar and slammed the door, this time much louder. And so no one was there. She walked slowly through the parking lot to the place where the castle road began. She touched the pearls and began to move them between her fingers as usual. She accelerated, passing the building, deserted at that time, feeling that in a moment she would start running, although the road apparently led uphill. A gust of cold wind struck suddenly, almost stopping her in place. She moved forward, but almost bounced off the invisible barrier. Reflexively, she looked up to see if she was standing in front of a glass gate, the casing of which she could see against the background of the gray sky. But she was already feeling an unpleasant tickling on her neck, much more intense than when sensing presence. A source who doesn't want to let her in.

"No eggs, Margaret. I brought you your necklace," she said through her teeth.

She rushed forward with her arms outstretched, but all the momentum she had put into the attack turned against her. It threw her down so hard that she probably would have landed on her back if it hadn't been for the rehearsed power that allowed her to fly backwards and land on her feet. She was crying. She approached the barrier once again, forbidding her to climb the hill. She closed her eyes, putting her hands out again. When the stinging sparks of power on her hands became painful, she struck the invisible border with all her might. This time, even practicing her ability to fly in the trees did not help her. She was closer to the car than the barriers. She was lying in her back and did not have the strength to get up at all. From the east, the sky shone, and she looked through tears and sobbed louder and louder. Now the whole plan of coming here seemed to her idiotically naïve, the whole sense of dreams sent to her by Margaret immediately after the transformation – incomprehensible. Unless it's not Margaret, but... Adela!

The girl sat down suddenly, shocked by the simplicity of the solution. Adela sent her dreams to learn the story of the twisted ancestor or just to... she had entertainment.

Sitting, she began to play with lumps of gravel on which she was sitting. Martyna even hinted that her grandmother apparently wanted to keep her entertained, but then Amelia did not take these words seriously. Okay, but in that case, why couldn't she enter the area of Małgośka? After all, they were here with their mother, and Adela also told her that many women of their family visited the castle.

"Nobody mentioned the problems with the ticket, damn it! But I don't think any of them brought pearls here..." she thought with growing irritation.

At first, she reached for her neck, but could not touch the clasp. Inner resistance to removing pearls, just now that she was there for it most determined, he became so strong that she almost panicked. She didn't want to get rid of them, she couldn't even think she had to part with them.

In the back of her head, however, she heard a shy voice telling her that pearls would not let themselves be abandoned. She ran out of breath and, despite the cold, began to sweat. She realized with horror that she was unable to resist a force that had no desire to part with her.

Busy with this internal tug-of-war, she ignored the tingling of the presence. It was only out of the corner of her eye that she noticed a dark shape, slowly emerging from around the corner of the building.

The short, surprisingly wide figure moved unsteadily, nodding sideways, but pushed forward towards the lying girl. Amelia took a deep breath, bowing her head in impatience and thinking, "Just another lunatic who can't resist invoking a strong power, I need it now." She threw the pebbles she had in her hand towards the massive creature to scare her away. However, instead of stepping back and running away, he growled menacingly and jerked forward. Leaning on long hands, like a gorilla, he brought out a deafening clatter from his throat, although he had not yet dared to come closer. The girl got up slowly, without ceasing to observe him, completely surprised by such a reaction. The creature minimally, a few centimeters each, approached her, not at all showing fear, as was the case with everyone she had dealt with so far. The car was nearby, it was enough to press the remote control at the same time and throw yourself towards the door.

She had a chance to make it before this strange confrontation. That it must have happened right here, from where she didn't want to leave until she came up with something sensible that would allow her to reach Margaret somehow.

Slowly, she reached into the pocket of her coat and froze for a moment, because she did not feel the familiar shape there. Her keys fell out confidently during the fall, so they should be lying somewhere nearby. All she had to do was spot them in the twilight, focus her attention on them, and after a while she would have them in her hand. Holding it at thigh level, she widened her fingers. However, she could not concentrate enough to calmly imagine the keys with the remote control, hung on a key ring formerly belonging to Adela – a blue telephone booth. This mistake in defining what she wants to have in her hand unexpectedly cost her too much. 

A few small metal objects suddenly jumped out of the gravel and flew towards her. The sudden movement and crunch of the pebbles caused two things: the beast screamed warningly, and Amelia reflexively huddled and put her back up, protecting herself   from incoming pieces of cans, lost rings and a bunch of keys.

Thanks to this, she saw three more monsters standing behind the car. The fear that took her breath for a moment immediately triggered a pink haze that obscured her eyes. And then everything went very quickly, disgustingly and effectively.

She was closer to those three, so she threw herself at one, breaking strongly upwards and landing on his shoulders. The sprained neck gave up with a dry crack. The other who died had his face stuck deep into his skull with one accurate kick. Then Amelia suddenly felt it amuse her. The third monster did not attack, it only growled, keeping his distance, but the eager witch with a kick from the turn knocked him on his back and with all the impetus landed on his chest. With her fist she punched the monstrous face, again and again, memorably, until she heard through the crunch of broken bones shouted somewhere the words of some incantation. She struck again, looking around in surprise. The one who appeared first stood upright and, holding his disproportionately long arms in the air, uttered incomprehensible words.

The first thought was anger, that she let herself be carried away by emotions and forgot about the fourth opponent. The second is that maybe something is wrong. And then she slid off the corpse she was harassing over, and she felt all the adrenaline drop from her, the haze in her eyes disappeared, and how tired she was.

"Why did you do that?"

She looked up at the creature, still standing in the same place. Still intoxicated by the power that the pearls had given her, she looked with surprise, for she had a sonorous, young, feminine voice. It did not speak any particular language, but every word was understandable.

"We are the guardians of the source. We only checked who was trying to get inside. Why do you kill?"

The girl, lying on the ground, began to sob. She didn't have the strength to stand up, much less face what she had just done. What the pearls did.

"I'm sorry, I didn't want to, I didn't..."

The guard did not move. He stood still for a moment, and then said very calmly:

"She doesn't want you here."

*
[image: ]


The keys were in the second pocket of the coat. She drove for a very long time before stopping in a parking lot and falling asleep with her head resting on the steering wheel.

She was woken up by a passing TIR. At first, she couldn't remember where she was, although she'd woken up in the car many times in recent times.

After a while, the sight of a crushed skull, her bloodied fist, falling has the pulp that that face has become, returned. She managed to open the door before she vomited.

It was afternoon, the freezing air and snow indicated that she had gone further than she had expected. It was back at the foot of the Alps, but not on the eastern side from which it came. She stood for a moment leaning against her mask, catching the cold air, trying to recover, and very carefully starting to wonder what to do next. However, the only reaction she could afford now was to cry. So, she gave herself completely to it, because there was nothing that could stop her. She slid to the ground and sat there, howling louder and louder. It was no longer just crying for my mother and grandmother. It was regret for the loss of life and horror that he did not know what to do next. A peaceful haven in the form of Diego's house in Grenada still remained in the "Never" zone.

The parking lot where she stopped was a small bay on an ordinary road, separated from the roadway only by a narrow strip of greenery. She could hear every oncoming car from a distance. The growing growl of the engine, disappearing after a while, put her to sleep. If it weren't for the increasing frost, nothing would have forced her to move. However, the body at some point protested against the psyche, while saving itself and her.

When, getting up on her numb legs, she tried to wipe her tearful face with the cuff of her sweatshirt protruding from under the leather sleeve, she decided to first look for a place where she would get hot coffee. And then he will think about the rest.

She got into the car and turned on the engine. The radio rang out, still geared towards a station broadcasting sad ballads from the seventies. The sounds of a familiar melody caused her to stop her hand on the gearbox stick and pull her foot off the gas.

The carpenters sang nostalgically the hippie "Top of the World". Martyna once recorded this piece on an album that they always listened to when they went skiing to Canazei. They had playlists for different occasions, but Amelia liked this compilation the most because she had known it for as long as she could remember. Top of the World.
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Just behind Bolzano, she turned into a road, the beginning of which she associated with childlike excitement at the end of the journey. The sight of a narrow isthmus between the rocks hanging over the asphalt, in places sheltered by a net protecting against stones falling on cars, meant that the last part of the journey that he and his mother were celebrating was beginning. Martyna chased away the child's fear of a narrow passage with dangerous rocks, telling her that it was a magical portal guarding the entrance to the land of constant winter holidays, guarding access to their World Summit. So instead of fear, there was admiration and joy at the sight of them, every time, even when as an older girl she already knew that it was possible to get to Canazei not only by this way. Now she also felt this joy, although recently she also learned that there are no magic portals. Small towns, growing slowly along the road, sections through the forest, narrow passages with bends so that two cars could pass each other, and finally her favorite streamers – all this was the same, but it no longer aroused this excitement, it made her more depressed by the fact that it all lasts invariably when she goes here alone, without her mother. After all, this piece of the world did not exist for her without the presence of Martyna. And when she had already entered Vigo di Fassa on Via Dolomiti, a flat road stretching through the valley to Canazei, she felt the weight of depression and almost began to regret coming here.

Pozza, Mazzin, Campitello – she passed small towns with old houses, standing here long before hotels and large salaries began to grow here somewhere behind them. Most of them are renovated, with the preservation of characteristic carvings, paintings on a stone foundation and with a wooden floor, covered with a gable roof. Now all decorated with Christmas decorations and lights, winking at tourists, thanks to whose money they can relive their glory days.

Canazei, larger than those outpost sisters, full of amused people celebrating Christmas in this scenery reminiscent of a fairy-tale town made of a glass ball, drove as fast as possible, stopping many times to let pass passers-by casually entering the street, without looking around and holding back tears. She passed an old hotel with paintings on the walls, which in her childhood delighted her so much that she asked her mother for the same on the walls of her room, and then the Belvedere railway station, which was usually besieged before noon, and turned into a street that rose more and more above the city, stretching upwards with forest serpentines and leading closer and closer to Sella.

When she found herself in the driveway in front of Maria's boarding house, it began to snow.

The number of snow-covered cars did not inspire hope that by some miracle in this Christmas and New Year period there would be at least one free room here. The hut was probably busy too. All the excitement caused by the return to these familiar and evoking so many warm memories of the site, accompanying it all the way, began to turn into another disappointment. She could afford to rent a hut, she already knew, but she wasn't sure if she could even do it (she slowly understood all the naivety of this plan, because living in the spirit world, she slowly forgot about such things as, for example, the need to make a reservation), whether she would be able to sleep there, knowing that Martyna was not behind the wall. Looking for a place that she associates with a happy period associated with her mother can only bring the pain of scratched wounds. Coming here, she already understood this.

The guesthouse had two entrances, one through the reception, at the back of the building, intended for regular guests, the other through the restaurant. She chose the latter, pushing away the thought that she was about to leave here, sent to another hotel. Wooden doors with a heavy forged handle and wide, carved doorbells were decorated with Christmas twigs and lamps. They encouraged to enter the warm, pleasant world of kitchen scents and family atmosphere. Terrible.

All the tables were occupied, as usual, by loud families and groups of friends. A low room with a beamed, dark ceiling seemed to swell with this bustle, and the ubiquitous Christmas lights looked like hot spots, from which at any moment this place dense with joy and emotions could explode. Standing at the door, she looked around resigned, looking for a free table, and immediately froze, surprised. The tingling on her neck was not what she wanted to feel right now and right here. She quickly ran her eyes over the guests, but none of them stared at her in this already familiar, persistent way.

It wasn't until she looked towards the bar that she encountered wide open eyes. Dark, highlighted with black cream, inspired sixties, on wrinkled eyelids.

Very familiar eyes. An elderly woman, with raven-black hair tied in a bun, made her even more like Sophia Loren.

They stared at each other for a moment. Amelia felt the urge to escape struggle with fatigue and resignation. Maria slowly began to walk towards her, avoiding the tables. She frowned, as if she was trying very intensively to match the presence of the girl and the power in such intensity. She didn't get too close to her, clearly fighting with the urge to do so.

"Amelia," she said hesitantly. "Why...?"

The girl did not answer, only crooking her face in restrained crying, shook her head. Mary slowly raised her hand towards her, as if asking if she could go further. The girl could not stand it and embraced her tightly, no longer holding back tears. The woman stroked her head lying on her shoulder, whispering reassuring words. And then she took the girl outside. She decided that dragging a tearful Amelia through the entire restaurant to the back room would not be a very good marketing move.

*
[image: ]


They were sitting with coffee in a private apartment, at the back of the guesthouse. Amelia had just had dinner, during which Maria did not ask anything, waiting for the girl to start talking herself. And she didn't know where to start.

Being lazy with a warm apartment and dinner, just like in childhood, made her want to escape into sleep, and for someone to carry her to a scooter or in her arms all the way to her bed.

But my mother wasn't there, and she's not a few years old anymore.

Finally, Maria could not stand it. She spoke English, with a strong German accent.

"You've undergone a transformation. You are here alone, so Martyna is probably dead."

You have your ancestral pearls around your neck, that is, you no longer have Wolfenstein. If Adela had lived, this would never have happened. So it's gone, too. You look terrible and are wearing your mother's coat. Dirty and destroyed. Don't look at me like that. I know this coat very well. I didn't see Martyna only in ski pants, oh no... – She smiled sadly. "You're on the road, I mean, you've been running away, and it's been for a while, so you didn't know where to go.

Amelia stared at her, surprised, but couldn't say a word. She was relieved to hear everything that would probably take her an hour to tell, and Maria did it in a minute. Even the fact that this woman known for years is not entirely human, she has already accepted as a quite logical fact. Fewer and fewer things should surprise her.

"So why didn't you come here right away?"

Oh, but something else might have surprised her. For the next hour, when Mary told her why she should come there right away, surprise was still the most dominant feeling. Effectively displaced drowsiness.

The cottage belonged to Martyna. Not only that – she herself ordered it to be built, immediately after she bought a plot of land in this place, for horrendous money, because undeveloped sources, even the weakest ones, are a great rarity. Martyna knew this place very well, as a child she came there with Adela, with whom Maria had been friends for years and to whom she had a large debt of gratitude. No matter what the reason, it was a matter between her and Adela. She needed money, so she agreed to sell the pair of acres. The source was so weak that it could be felt only from a distance of about a hundred meters, and covered only a dozen or so meters.

Just in time for a small house, provided that you strengthen the strength of the source with some spell or artifact. Maria was good at spells because her innate power was quite weak, her blood only came from witches. Why did the mother hide from her daughter that the house belonged to them? Maria did not know this, but she allowed herself to say a few harsh words about Martyna's stubborn character. However, she once told Maria that she wanted the house to become a refuge in case of problems, and she would take care of it in her own way, so that her daughter would know where to find shelter. Here, Amelka regretfully interjected that her mother did not leave her any clues, so if it were not for chance and a stupid song on the radio...

Maria looked at the anna significantly. Then he marched, stomping hard, in front of Amelia's eyes. Her mother's answers, when returning from kindergarten, tormented her with questions related to the newly acquired from colleagues terrifying knowledge of what they would do if the zombie apocalypse began. Or will the flood come, because all the glaciers in the world will melt? Or will the war begin? The return of the dinosaurs? Alien attack? The answer has always been the same, only its form has changed. In kindergarten, she heard: "We will go to the Top of the World, where warm tea awaits." The vision of a large pot of tea, occupying the entire kitchen in a small wooden house, constantly entertained Amelka. When she grew up and during the journey to pass the time in the car they came up with various bizarre stories, she always associated escaping to a safe place with this place.

And a lot of allusions, allusions, which, like a net set by her mother, should lead her to the thought that this is where she should go if the zombie attacks her world, and yet this is what happened. Only Amelia, during all this time of escape, never once thought in a way that had been completely natural to her before, although it drove her crazy: "What would mom do now?"
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He was terribly tired. He entered the house and, without turning on the light, went straight to the kitchen. He stood for a moment leaning his forehead against the open refrigerator door before pulling out the bottle. Emanuel always complained that the boy kept only ice and alcohol in it, as if it was to be used for something else. Probably not in this house.

He spent the last week chasing some Greek peanuts who decided to mess with Perun's business. Whenever my uncle came back after a few days or several months of absence, when it was known that he was doing some important things with the Slavic god, Diego imagined that it must have been amazing, dangerous and exciting adventures. And he looked at his uncle with envy. The fact that Emanuel never said a word about where he was or what he was doing only fueled the boy's imagination.

Before he took the first sip, he picked up the bottle, toasting, "Thank you very much, fuck, thank you, Uncle."

For that week, when he was almost human and thought only of catching the victims, he was late for Christmas. However, it did not worry him too much, because Amelia consistently in her stupidity did not show up anyway. Apart from the only phone call, when they were watching with other mercenaries of Perun the house of some not quite collected Aquarius, who also allowed himself to break the word given to Perun – the girl did not speak. He was so tired that he would have fallen asleep standing up, but he and the bottle dragged himself into the room where the laptop was lying. He sat down heavily in his chair, waiting for the computer to wake up. He didn't have the strength to check mail and account history statements. He only turned on the tracking program and traced the last routes. Then chaos, causing him less and less surprise, but giving rise to impatience. He didn't even want to guess why she had done a few thousand kilometers in three days, making almost a circle, stopping in every place for only a few hours.

"But now at least he's been sitting on his ass for twelve. Where? Aaa, Canazei." Tomorrow he will call Maria.
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"Come closer, yes. Reach out, do you feel something? Repels you?" Mary, wrapped in a big sheepskin coat, stood right behind her.

"No. It's like I'm putting my hand in a sponge."

"So, he still recognizes you, despite the transformation. Cool. Now be careful. When you go there with pearls, the spring will get very stronger. If you want me to bring you breakfast tomorrow, you must clearly think that you are letting me go inside."

If you want a man without power to be able to enter, you have to be prepared for it in advance, because such a person a hundred meters from the house will feel that he must suddenly turn around and forget that he was going to you, you know? Before, it wasn't so strong, but you'll mess with these pearls a little.

Amelia listened attentively to the woman, nodding her head, stamping her legs, and shaking from the cold. With every word, they let out bundles of steam. She didn't know if she was happier or more tired. It was already late in the evening. Standing in front of the hut, you could not see the guesthouse located much lower, covered by a strip of trees. It seemed that only the lights in the living room window, lit by Maria's husband, were a trace of any civilization. The black shape of Sella against the sky seemed to bend towards the valley and the small hut.

"Rupert turned on the heating, but it probably won't get warm until tomorrow. You really don't want to sleep with us today?"

Yes, it was childish and she felt that Maria considered it stupidity and whim. But she wanted so badly to go into this house, close the door behind her and feel... safely. To know that she had just found a fixed point. Asylum. "Mario, thank you really, but I have to be here."

The old witch puffed her mouth in disapproval.

"You have wood, add to the fireplace. Rupert will drive a plow on the way tomorrow."

"Listen... There's no mother there, you know that? It will be worse, because you will feel even more emptiness." She patted the girl on the back and walked over to the scooter they were coming from.

On the uncleared road, Amelia would not have entered here by car, despite the four-wheel drive, so she left it at the bottom. When Maria turned on the engine, Amelia was suddenly afraid that she would soon be left alone. So, she called out to her, shouting at the motor:

"Maria, wait. Because I don't know how my mother settled accounts with you, well, you know, for eating and clearing snow, I have money..."

The woman looked at her sharply and moved on. "Don't insult me."

She stayed in front of the gate with a plastic bag in which she had only a beautician and a few small things. All these days, she didn't think to buy herself anything but a set of underwear for a change, a few T-shirts and a toothbrush.

What she had the most precious, she left in the car, secured by Maria's spell. Friedrich's paintings, wrapped in a burnt cap, lying in the trunk, where Diego left them.

She walked through the barrier of the source and felt its atmosphere change. The air became for a moment dense, undulating, almost choking. Then, perfectly along the fence of wooden logs, sparks of magic flickered and immediately disappeared.

She always believed that the fence around the cottage was shaped like a circle. Now she understood that it was an octagon.

The interior of the hut was cold and did not smell of either mom's perfume or their suitcases, from which the smell of Martyna's favorite rinse was always floating. You went straight into a small living room, which also served as a dining room.

A corner sofa, standing to the left of the entrance, one armchair, a small coffee table, a fireplace and a chest of drawers on which the TV stood. On the right, a small stove, separated from the living room by a long narrow table. In front of the entrance – a door to a small bathroom and a winding wooden staircase leading to the first
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	Have a drink with pain and ice
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	Nobody encourages evil
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	Insanity interrupted by one word
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	The stone of life covered with scratches
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	A faint glow in the stained-glass windows of youth
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	 Fire, ice, love, delight
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	To sit at the feet of solitude again
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