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CHAPTER 1: THE CHILDREN OF THE RIVER-FATHERS
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The Vistula Basin — approximately 700 BC

(And the excavation at Biskupin, AD 2019)

The river remembered.

It had been remembering since the ice retreated and the first people came north, following the forest that pushed up behind the glaciers like a slow green tide. They were the people of the river valleys. They learned that the river gave everything: water, fish, and the routes that made the difference between a village that ate what it could find within a day's walk and a community that traded amber for bronze and grain for salt.

They called themselves, in the various voices of the tongue that was already, by 700 BC, becoming Polish and Czech and Russian and Serbian, by names that meant simply: us. The people. The ones who are here.

They were here.

They had been here for a very long time.

* * *
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DR. ALEKSANDRA PIĄTEK pulled her trowel through the dark lake-bottom sediment with the patience of a woman who had been doing this for thirty years and had learned that haste was the enemy of everything archaeology valued.

Around her, the Biskupin excavation was in its second week of the new season. Her team of twelve — students and post-docs and the two experienced field archaeologists she couldn't have managed without — worked the grid she had laid out in March. Each square a metre on a side. Each square yielding its contents to the trowel and the brush.

She was in Trench Seven, which was where the interesting things were.

Trench Seven had been interesting since the first day, when one of the students had called her over to look at a fragment of clay tablet with markings that might have been decorative and might have been something else. She'd photographed it from twelve angles, sent it to three colleagues, received three different interpretations, and filed all three in the part of her mind labelled: requires more thinking than I currently have time for.

Now, in the second week of the new season, Trench Seven was giving her something else.

It was giving her a floor.

Not the oak-log paving of the settlement's street system that earlier excavations had documented. This was deeper — older than the oak-log streets by what her initial estimate suggested was at least two hundred years.

A floor of fitted stone.

She sat back on her heels and looked at it. Whoever had laid these stones had done it with the precision that comes from tradition, not from an individual craftsman working alone. This was accumulated practice. Generations of it, refined to the point where the result looked inevitable rather than effortful.

'Dr. Piątek?' said the student behind her. Young Jakub, twenty-two, full of the enthusiasm that she tried to keep alive in herself through sheer professional discipline. 'What is it?'

'Something old,' she said.

'How old?'

She looked at the stone. The stone looked back at her with the patience of something that has not been looked at for two and a half millennia.

'Old enough,' she said, 'to change some things.'

* * *
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IN 700 BC, THE ISLAND was alive.

Forty metres offshore — close enough to reach by the causeway of oak logs the settlement's engineers had built, far enough to give the lake its defensive advantage. Wela walked the main street at dawn, her feet knowing every plank, her mind already running ahead to the oak.

The settlement woke around her. Smoke rose from the breakfast fires. A child chased a dog between the house-posts. From the blacksmith's quarter, the first ring of hammer on iron — familiar, reassuring, the sound of a community that knew what it was doing and did it well.

She passed the carved doorpost of the grain-keeper's house and turned right where the main street widened into the central square.

And stopped.

The oak was afraid.

She felt it before she saw anything different about the tree — that quality of knowing she'd had since she was twelve, when the old priest-seer had laid her hands on Wela's shoulders and said: you are the one who can hear it. It was not a sound. It was not a sight. It was a sudden completeness of understanding, as though a question she hadn't known she was asking had been answered in a language she hadn't known she spoke.

The oak knew something was wrong before the rest of the settlement did.

Wela put both hands flat against the bark. The oak was old — older than the settlement, older by centuries, its trunk so thick that four people linking hands couldn't circle it. Sacred, yes. But not peaceful. Not this morning.

She stood there for a long time, listening to what the tree would not quite say.

* * *
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BACK IN TRENCH SEVEN, at the end of the second week, Dr. Aleksandra Piątek stood on the ladder that Jakub held steady and photographed the stone floor from above. She looked at the pattern from height. The hair rose on the back of her neck.

The stones were not randomly laid.

They formed a pattern — circular, concentric, larger than any single trench could reveal. She had been excavating long enough to read a pattern from its fragments, to extrapolate from the piece to the whole. At the centre — outside the current grid, requiring an extension of permit and funding and procedure — at the centre was something she couldn't yet name.

She climbed down from the ladder.

She called Marta Wolańska.

The phone rang six times. Marta picked up with the voice of someone who hadn't been sleeping.

'Aleksandra. What time is it?'

'Early. Listen — I need you to come to Biskupin. I've found something. I think it might be what you've been looking for.'

A pause. 'What kind of something?'

'A floor. But not just a floor. A pattern. The kind that means a building of significance — religious significance, I think. Pre-settlement, which puts it before 900 BC. And I think the stone-cutting technique might push it further back than that.'

Another pause, longer. Then: 'How far back?'

Aleksandra looked at the stone in the early morning light.

'Far enough,' she said, 'that someone is going to be very uncomfortable when we publish it.'

She heard Marta breathe.

'I'll be there tomorrow,' said Marta.

— END OF CHAPTER 1 —
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CHAPTER 2: ŚWIATOWID SEES ALL
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The Island of Arkona, Rügen — 1168 AD

(And the god who was there before)

They came with fire and with the cross and with the absolute certainty of men who have been told by God that they are right.

Bishop Absalon of Roskilde had twelve warships and an army he didn't need to be large — the defenders of Arkona had been dying slowly for three years and had nothing left for resistance except the resolve to make him look at what he was doing. He came, as the chronicles note with the satisfaction of completion, to end it. To pull down the four-faced god, to drag Swiatowid's seven-metre oak idol out of its temple and cut it to pieces and watch it burn.

He dragged it out. He cut it to pieces. He watched it burn.

The people of Arkona stood in the square and did not resist. They were past the point of fighting or not fighting. They were at the point all conquered peoples reach eventually: deciding what to carry forward and what to let the fire take.

They watched Swiatowid burn.

But the god did not go into the fire alone.

* * *
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BEFORE THE BISHOP'S men reached the temple, a woman slipped out through the rear entrance with a bundle wrapped in oiled leather under her arm.

Her name does not appear in any chronicle.

She ran through the burning settlement — past the houses already catching the Danish torches, past the market ground and the carved posts that marked the sacred precinct. She ran with the bundle pressed to her chest and she did not look back. Looking back turned you to stone. Not in the physical sense — but in the way the priest-seers understood: the person who couldn't look away from what was lost would be unable to look toward what might be saved.

She reached the shore.

There was a boat. She had prepared it a week earlier, when the Danish fleet appeared on the horizon and she understood what the signs had been telling her for months. She hadn't shared this with the temple elders, who had argued for resistance, for negotiation, for the possibility that the god would protect his own. She had loved the temple elders. She had known they were wrong.

She pushed the boat into the water and rowed east until the smoke of Arkona was below the horizon and the sea was dark and quiet around her.

Inside the oiled leather was a copy — made on her own authority, across the five nights before the Danish landing — of the oldest document in the temple archive: the Chronicle of Swiatowid's Children. It named the genealogy of the sacred kings from the first of them to the last. It described the lands they had governed. It named the god in whose name they had governed it.

She carried it east.

She carried it to a hill in the south of Poland where the old knowledge had been going to ground for two hundred years, sinking beneath the new world like water into sand, present but invisible, waiting.

The hill already had a name.

The Slavic name was Jasna — the bright hill, the luminous place. The new men would rename it, as they renamed everything, but the renaming wouldn't change the thing that was there. The memory the earth held.

The earth always holds what it is given.

* * *
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PROFESSOR MARTA WOLAŃSKA sat in her Warsaw office at half past midnight, the photograph open on her screen, and tried to decide if she was looking at what she thought she was looking at.

The image had arrived in her inbox six hours ago from an address she didn't recognise. No subject line. No message. Just the photograph and four words: Come before they do.

The photograph showed a manuscript page. Old Church Slavonic script — she could read enough of it to understand the gist. But what stopped her breath was not the script. It was the name that appeared in the second paragraph, in letters she had never seen in any Slavic manuscript: Swiatowid's children. A royal genealogy. Not from 966 AD onward.

From 800 BC.

She had published one paper on Swiatowid. A careful paper. It stuck to material evidence: carved stone fragments, votive deposits, the spatial analysis of sacred sites along the Vistula. It had been cited twelve times in two years. It had changed nothing.

She'd been told, repeatedly, in peer review, that she needed something more than fragments. A complete chronicle. Coins with dates. Unambiguous evidence that couldn't be dismissed.

She stared at the photograph.

Then she looked up Brother Tadeusz Korczyński.

A Pauline monk at Jasna Góra. He had died three weeks ago. The monastery's official statement said natural causes.

He had died on a corridor floor with one hand extended toward an archive door.

* * *
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THE GOD SWIATOWID LOOKED in four directions because the world has four directions, and a god worthy of the name should be able to see all of them at once — the past and the future, the east and the west, with the same calm eyes.

He held a ritual drinking horn in his right hand. It was filled with mead at the beginning of each year and read at the end: if the level had dropped, the harvest would be poor. If it had not, the harvest would be abundant.

The god drank the future.

The level of the horn never dropped.

Bishop Absalon noted this in his account of the burning with the satisfaction of a man who considers the refutation of a superstition an act of charity. He did not consider the possibility that the level never dropped because the future, in 1168, was already decided. Because the future had been decided the moment his fleet appeared on the horizon.

But the past had not yet been erased.

That would take longer.

That would take a woman in a boat rowing east through the night toward a hill whose name meant brightness.

That would take a thousand years.

It was not finished yet.

— END OF CHAPTER 2 —
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CHAPTER 3: THE AMBER ROAD
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The Baltic Shore to the Adriatic — 600 BC to 200 AD

(And a warehouse in Gdańsk, AD 2019)

Amber is the light of the ancient sun.

That is not poetry — it is chemistry. The pieces that wash up on the Baltic shore after storms are fossilised tree resin, forty to fifty million years old, from trees that no longer exist. The Egyptians called it wax of the sun. The Greeks called it elektron, and gave the English language a word for a force they had no theory for. They traded for it through chains of intermediaries stretching from the Baltic to the Nile, and at every link in that chain a settlement became a city.

The route the amber travelled ran straight through the heart of the land the people called Lechia.

* * *
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THE WAREHOUSE IN GDAŃSK occupied the ground floor of a building that had been, at various points in its history, a Hanseatic trading house, a Prussian customs office, a Wehrmacht storage facility, and, for the last twenty years, a private archive with a name on the door that obscured rather than described its function.

Tomasz Wiśniewski had worked here for eleven years. He was fifty-four, lean and dark, moving through the stacks with the ease of a man who has organised a collection by the system of his own understanding rather than anyone else's. That was a deeper kind of knowledge.

He was currently staring at a wooden crate that had arrived three days ago from a private collection in Wrocław. The heirs of the deceased collector had accepted the price without an appraisal, which suggested they hadn't looked carefully at what they were selling.

The contents were amber.

Not finished amber — not polished pendants or carved ornaments. Raw material, as it had come from the shore or from the earth: pieces ranging from thumbnail-sized to a man's fist, colours from pale morning-gold to the deep blood-resin that amber collectors considered the rarest variety.

But it was not the amber that had kept Tomasz here for three days with only brief interruptions for sleep.

It was what was in the amber.

In seventeen of the largest pieces, distributed among the raw material in a way that could not be accidental, were inclusions. Not the insect inclusions that made Baltic amber famous among palaeontologists. These were deliberate. Marks, incised into the amber's surface before it had been sealed beneath a protective resin layer.

Tomasz had been staring at those marks for three days.

Not decorative scratches. Not random. A writing system — and he had thirty years of specialisation in pre-Christian Baltic material, which made it a remarkable thing to say: he had never seen this writing system before.

He photographed each piece. He measured the marks. He cross-referenced with everything in the archive's database. He found partial matches — correspondences with symbols from the Biskupin tablets, runic-adjacent marks on votive objects from Vistula sacred sites — but not a full identification. Not a complete match.

He was looking at a writing system that was not supposed to exist.

He picked up his phone.

He called Marta Wolańska.

She answered on the second ring.

'Tomasz,' she said, before he could speak. 'Are you calling about the amber?'

He paused. 'How did you know?'

'Because I got an email four days ago from someone who knew where it was coming from. Tomasz — don't let anyone else see those pieces. Not yet. Not until I get there.'

* * *
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THE AMBER ROAD HAD never been a single road. It was a network of shifting routes — river valleys, mountain passes, the natural corridors through the forests of the interior — adapting over centuries as rivers flooded and the balance of power between communities changed. Its core geography was stable across millennia: the Baltic shore, the Oder and Vistula valleys, the Carpathian passes, and then the Roman roads running south to Aquileia and from Aquileia to Rome.

At every point along this route, the people of the forests were present. They controlled the amber at its source and controlled the transit through their territory. The Romans documented this leverage and tried, repeatedly, to work around it without success.

Commercial institutions leave traces. Standard weights. Measuring vessels calibrated to common systems. The consistent quality of goods that is only possible when production is controlled by something more than individual craftspeople working alone.

In some cases, they leave coins.

The standard archaeological position on pre-Roman Slavic coinage was that it did not exist. Coined money was a Mediterranean innovation. Before Roman contact, the Slavic economies operated on barter and commodity exchange.

Tomasz looked at the marks in the amber pieces and thought about standardisation. Seventeen pieces of different sizes and colours, all bearing the same systematic marks. Not a craftsman's personal signature. Something more formal. An authentication system. A merchant marking his goods to prove origin and quality.

If you needed to certify that this amber came from this source — you would put a mark on it.

The mark would be your writing.

The writing would be your claim.

Tomasz looked at the marks for a very long time.

Then he called the number Marta had given him three months ago, in the event that something came into the archive that was too significant to manage alone.

The number rang twice. A woman's voice — low, careful, the precision of a habit: 'Yes?'

'This is Tomasz Wiśniewski from the Pomeranian Archive,' he said. 'I think I've found evidence of a pre-Roman Slavic writing system. I need you to come.'

A pause.

'How soon can you secure the material?'

'It's already secure.'

'Good,' said the voice. 'Don't tell anyone else. Not yet. The people who don't want this found — they are already looking.'

— END OF CHAPTER 3 —
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CHAPTER 4: GRÓD — THE LIVING FORTRESS
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The Valley of the Warta River — approximately 500 BC

(And Warsaw, AD 2019)

The morning began at the river.

Before the sun was fully up, the water-carriers were already on the bank — young men and women, clay vessels balanced on yokes across their shoulders, their breath visible in the early autumn air, their feet knowing the path from the river to the rampart gate without looking down.

Above them on the rampart, the night guard was ending its watch. Two men and a woman, wrapped in wool against the chill, had been walking the wall since midnight. Not because there was a specific threat. Because this was the discipline of Gorowiec, the practice that had kept it safe since the generation of its building: someone always on the wall, always watching, always ready to sound the horn.

The horn had not been sounded in living memory.

But it was kept polished and the guards were always there.

Inside the wall, the settlement was waking. Hearth-smoke from sixty chimneys, mixing with the smell of the river and the oak forest pressing close on the eastern side. Cows announcing their opinions about the transition from warmth to morning cold. Horses moving with the self-possessed elegance of animals that know their importance. Voices exchanging the first practical information of the day: the weather, the grain stores, the report from the night guard.

The gród was alive.

* * *
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IN THE WORKSHOP DISTRICT, a man named Radosz was already at the forge.

He was a smith, fourth generation, and he worked in bronze and increasingly in iron — harder, sharper, requiring skills that bronze-working didn't prepare you for. Skills he'd spent ten years acquiring through the combination of experimentation and occasional catastrophe that was the only way to learn things no one had yet written down.

No one in Gorowiec wrote the way the Mediterranean peoples wrote. But Radosz's knowledge was not uncommunicated. The marks he pressed into the handles of his tools and the hilts of the weapons he made were not merely decorative. They were a signature. A claim of authorship. A statement that said: this object came from this workshop, and this workshop guarantees its quality, and the person whose mark this is stands behind that guarantee in a way enforceable by the community's law.

Property marks. Guild marks. The specific subset of written communication that commerce required.

He pressed his mark into the soft metal of a blade still warm from the forge.

The blade was destined for the amber trade — one of the iron pieces the southern traders had been requesting in increasing quantities, willing to pay in Roman silver that was making its way north through the network of the Amber Road. Roman silver, exchanged for iron made in Gorowiec, in this workshop, by these hands. The circle of the world's commerce, running through this mark pressed into warm metal.

* * *
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MARTA WOLAŃSKA KEPT a map on the wall of her flat in Praga.

Two metres by one and a half, printed on heavy paper and covered in a pattern of pins and coloured string that visitors invariably compared to the investigation boards of television detectives. She didn't mind the comparison. The method was the same: accumulate specific evidence points, connect them by threads of argument, build the network until it forced you to see what it was trying to show.

The map showed Poland and the surrounding territories, from the Baltic to the Carpathians, from the Oder to the Bug. Pinned and labelled in the handwriting her students found difficult to read were the locations of every fortified settlement of the pre-Christian period the archaeological literature had documented.

A hundred and forty-seven of them.

Distributed across the territory with a spatial logic that the pins made visible: valley networks, defensible positions, trade route crossroads. Not random. A network — not a unified political system under central control, but a network in the way the internet was a network. Nodes and connections, each node with its own local logic, connected to the others by flows of commerce and shared cultural practice that made the whole greater than the sum of its parts.

She had been arguing this for twelve years. The peer reviewers kept sending it back. The argument was always the same: there was no writing system, and without a writing system there was no administrative structure, and without an administrative structure there was no civilisation in the way the word was meant.

She looked at the marks in the photographs Tomasz had sent her.

She looked at the marks on the Biskupin tablet that Aleksandra had photographed in Trench Seven.

She looked at her map.

She reached up and added a pin.

The thread she tied to it ran, when she pulled it taut, in a straight line northeast to Gdańsk and southeast to Biskupin.

A triangle.

Three points.

The beginning of a shape.

She picked up her phone and called Aleksandra.

'I need you to extend the excavation grid,' she said. 'To the south. I need to know what's at the centre of the floor pattern.'

'That will take three weeks and an amended permit,' said Aleksandra.

'Start the permit process today. And Aleksandra — keep the grid extension quiet. Don't submit it through the usual channels. I'll explain when I get there.'

A pause. 'Marta. What's going on?'

Marta looked at her map. She looked at the triangle of string. She thought about the email with four words and an attachment. She thought about Brother Tadeusz Korczyński lying dead on a corridor floor with his hand extended toward a door.

'Something is going on,' she said. 'I don't know all of it yet. But I think someone has been keeping this quiet deliberately. And I think they are watching to see if we're getting close.'

'Close to what?'

Marta took a breath.

'Close to the place where they put everything they buried.'

— END OF CHAPTER 4 —
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CHAPTER 5: THE PRIESTS OF PERUN
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The Sacred Grove Above Gniezno — approximately 200 AD

(And the monastery at Jasna Góra, one week later)

The thunder spoke first.

It always spoke first, because that was how Perun communicated — not in the still small voice of the god who came later, who required the trained quiet of meditation to be heard. Perun spoke in atmospheric violence: the crack of lightning, the deep chest-percussion of thunder, the transformation of sky from passive blue to active grey-black that any farmer or shepherd of the northern lands knew as well as their own heartbeat.

The storm was building from the west.

The priest-seer Bogumił stood at the edge of the grove and watched it come.

He was sixty years old, which was very old, and he had been reading storms for forty years. He heard the god now, in the specific rhythm of the thunder, and what he heard was not what he wanted to hear.

* * *
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THE GROVE ABOVE GNIEZNO occupied the southern slope of a hill from which, on clear days, you could see thirty miles in every direction. The oaks at its centre were enormous — their canopy creating a permanent green-tinged dusk even at midsummer, the kind of filtered light that carried the colour of the living thing it had passed through. Roots rose from the ground in arching ridges that made natural altars.

At the centre was the fire.

Always burning. Tended through every season and every weather by the priestly community who organised their lives around a single obligation: the fire must not go out. Not because the god required a flame — the theology was more subtle than that. Because the fire was the community's memory made visible. To keep it burning was to keep the connection alive: the thread between the present and all the communities that had tended it before, back to the first people who had come to this hill and understood, in the specific way that humans understand when they're paying attention to the right things, that they were not alone here.

* * *
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THE STORM BROKE AT midday.

Bogumił was in the inner grove when the first lightning struck the oak at the eastern boundary — not the oldest tree, but one that had been struck before, three times in his forty years of observing, bearing its scars with the dignity of a living thing that has survived contact with the divine.

He stood in the downpour and counted the heartbeats between the lightning and the thunder.

Seven. Six. Eight. Five.

Not random. He was certain of this — the certainty that came not from superstition but from forty years of careful empirical observation. This was not the pattern of a random atmospheric event. The god was counting. He was counting down.

Bogumił had seen this pattern twice before in his life. Both times, what followed was significant. Change of the kind that came whether you were ready or not, but that you survived better if you had done the work of readiness.

He turned to the young priest-seer behind him — Miłosław, seventeen, already the most gifted student he had trained in twenty years.

'Begin the preparation of the records,' he said.

Miłosław looked at him. Rain ran down his face. 'The archive preparation? But that is — that is for—'

'For times of change,' said Bogumił. 'Yes. Begin it. Tonight.'

'What are we preparing for, teacher?'

Bogumił looked at the storm. 'For the time when we will not be here to keep the fire ourselves. We prepare the records so that the fire can live somewhere safer than this grove. So that even if the grove burns, the memory does not burn with it.'

'You think the grove will burn?'

Bogumił was quiet for a moment. 'I think,' he said, 'that the world changes. I think that what we are is going to be very inconvenient for the world that is coming. And I think the god is telling us to put our house in order while there is still time.'

He looked at the fire in the central altar, burning steadily in the rain because it was sheltered by the oak canopy and because the people who tended it had built it to deflect wind and water.

'The archive,' he said. 'Begin tonight.'

* * *
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THE ARCHIVE TOOK SEVEN years to prepare.

Seven years of writing — in the old symbols, the pre-Latin system the priest-seers had used for centuries to record the sacred knowledge: genealogies, astronomical observations, maps of the sacred landscape from the Baltic to the Carpathians. Writing on birch bark and cured hide and, for the most important documents, on thin sheets of beaten copper — the metal of memory in the Slavic sacred tradition, the metal that held what was given to it without corruption.
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