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This book is dedicated to those who have remembered the old ways and to my wife for putting up with me for all these years. You are, and shall always be, what I see when I look towards the cosmos.
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Prologue 
In Every Life
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Alatyr

The world ended around me in a maelstrom of fire and steel, as it always seemed destined to. Across the scorched plain where the ancient river once flowed, the clash of armies tore at the very fabric of the earth, and I felt its agony in my bones. Ash, fine as powdered bone, choked the biting wind that howled down from the jagged peaks, carrying the stench of scorched flesh and splintered wood. This was the Age of Iron and Blood, a time when gods still walked among men, and their wars were etched into the very stones of the world, a brutal, undeniable truth.

Sigrún, my Sigrún, wreathed in the furious glow of conjured flame and the sharp bite of frost, moved like a storm unleashed beside me. Her crimson war-cloak billowed behind her, soaked in the blood of men and the spray of shattered ice. Her hands, bare and scarred, lashed out with whips of freezing fire, shattering armor and turning bone to rime. She fought with the desperate precision of one who knew the cost of every breath, every heartbeat spent in battle. Her twin blades, etched with symbols of Freyja and Brigid, moved with the terrifying grace of a dance, carving paths through the enemy ranks, leaving trails of steam and frozen devastation.

I moved as a living thunderclap, a pillar of raw lightning and unbreakable will. My skin, bronzed by countless suns, pulsed with blue-white current, and my voice, when I roared, tore through the battle like a mountain cracking. My great hammer, born of sky-forged iron, struck with the force of a god’s wrath, sending shockwaves of pure kinetic energy through the earth, pulverizing men and steel alike. I fought with the primal fury of a storm, a force of nature bound to flesh. My eyes, the deepest gray-blue, found hers across the maelstrom, a silent tether in the chaos. We were a single, devastating force, two halves of a primordial power, our bond forged in the fires of creation and tempered in the blood of unending war.

Our enemy, a tide of faceless soldiers under a banner of twisted serpents, surged around us, but the true threat emerged from the heart of the chaos itself. Katara. Her form, impossibly beautiful and utterly lethal, glided through the carnage, untouched by the brutal reality of the battlefield. Her hair, the color of twilight and spilled ink, trailed behind her like a living shadow. Her eyes, pools of liquid void, fixed on me with an ancient, terrifying hunger. She held no weapon; she had no need of one. She was a blade, honed by pure desire and absolute command.

Sigrún saw her first, a flicker of cold dread. She screamed a warning, a raw, desperate sound torn from her throat, but the cacophony of battle swallowed it whole. Katara moved with the speed of thought, a viper striking. Faster than any bolt I could summon, her hand drove into my chest. She did not physically pierce me, yet she gripped my very essence, my vibrant power, like a vice of pure malice.

My roar died in my throat. My colossal hammer fell from my grasp, striking the earth with a final, resonant thud. The lightning that wreathed me convulsed, then flickered, dimming, receding into nothing. My gray-blue eyes, wide with sudden, agonizing comprehension, found Sigrún’s across the bloody field. My lips parted, a desperate, silent plea, a final, unspoken word of love that I knew she would carry.

Then, with a casual twist of Katara’s wrist, I exploded. My body did not burst with blood or gore. I simply unmade myself. The living lightning that had defined me ripped through my flesh, consuming me from the inside, a silent, internal detonation that tore me apart at a molecular level. My armor disintegrated into ash, my bones into dust. In a heartbeat, I was gone, dissolved into the very air, leaving only the profound absence of my presence, a void where I had stood moments before.

Sigrún’s scream tore through the chaos, a raw, primal sound of utter despair and fury. I felt the shockwave of her grief, even as I was pulled apart. My sight, my last sense, faded on the image of her falling to her knees, the fire and frost within her dying, replaced by a cold, consuming emptiness that left her trembling. It was a scream born of utter despair, of fury beyond measure, of a love ripped from her grasp with casual cruelty.

Katara stood over the swirling dust that was all that remained of me, her eyes gleaming with cold satisfaction. She glanced at Sigrún, her expression utterly devoid of remorse. Then, with a slow, deliberate movement, she raised her hand, and traced a spiral in the air above the place where I had died. A subtle hum resonated through the ground, a deep, ancient vibration, sealing my fate.

My essence, scattered fragments of thought, watched. Sigrún, her eyes burning with unshed tears and unholy wrath, looked at the empty space, at the swirling dust that had been her love. And in that moment, as the curse settled deep into her marrow, a vow was born, fierce and unbreakable: she would find me, in every life, no matter the cost, no matter what twisted hell Katara made of the world. And she would make Katara pay, a debt that would span across every age, until the very end of time.


Chapter One
The Five Flames
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Ilija

The forest blurred around me, a frantic haze of green and shadow, as the ground beneath my feet transformed into a shifting tapestry of roots and wet leaves. Rain, gathering on the unseen branches overhead, fell in scattered, cold pinpricks, soaking my hair and sliding, unheeded, down my face, yet I did not stop. Each ragged breath tore through me like shards of glass, scoring the inside of my throat, but such pain registered as nothing against the greater agony. I was not running toward any refuge or destination; I ran only from the sound that had ended the world I knew.

That sound had not been loud, nor sharp, nor violent, holding instead a haunting quiet. The moment my father’s body struck the tile, a profound stillness descended, as if the very house held its breath, witnessing an irrevocable rupture. I knew before my eyes even confirmed his fall to the floor. I knew when the steam, a thin, mocking ribbon, still rose from his coffee, untouched, curling into the air as though nothing had changed, while everything, irrevocably, had.

He had not gasped for air, nor had he called my name in a final, desperate plea. One moment, he stood at the counter, a mundane fragment of our morning routine, muttering about cholesterol and rust-tasting statins; the next, the world simply yanked him down mid-sentence, leaving only the dull thud of his body hitting tile. I watched the revelation unfurl within his eyes: first, a flicker of profound confusion, then the slow, damning recognition that his body, his own vessel, had utterly failed him, followed by a raw, sickening betrayal. His hand, half-lifted, fingers splayed as if he meant to utter something more, was abruptly frozen in time, the very air around it heavy with unspoken words. Then, even his expression vanished, as if the silence had stolen him before I could grasp it, before I could truly comprehend. It was not merely his body that became still; the entire room stopped with him, caught in the sudden vacuum of his absence. My own breath, a ghost in my chest, went shallow and simply would not return.

My mother crumpled beside him, her voice shattering as her knees hit the cold tile, a sound that pierced the fragile quiet and resonated through me. Her hands, frantic and desperate, scrambled across his chest, his face, his arms—anywhere that might bring back the warmth that had so abruptly left. She begged him to breathe, a broken litany of his name, as if sound alone might summon him from that final, unyielding silence, his name, a word once so common, now sacred and useless on her tongue.

He did not stir; he did not come back. I remained, frozen in place, an inert witness to him on the floor and her unraveling beside him, watching her grieve with a raw ferocity that threatened to consume them both. My gaze became fixated upon the thin ribbon of steam still curling from a cup that would never again be touched, a grotesque normalcy amidst the ruin. A desperate, impossible belief seized me: if I simply did not move, the moment might rewind, he would grumble about the bitterness of black coffee, a familiar complaint, and everything would simply return to how it was, the world resetting itself. But it never did; the scene remained, stark and unyielding, a tableau of a life irrevocably broken.

Memory offered no record of the precise moment I ran out, no conscious decision clicking within my mind. There existed only the piercing cold against my bare feet, the startling damp of the linoleum, and then the blur of the threshold. The world narrowed into trees and silence, a desperate tunnel vision, as I had taken no shoes, no coat, had spoken no word to my mother, lost as she was in her own private torment, nor had I left behind a single note. My departure was unannounced, unthinking, a purely instinctive flight. Leaving, I knew even then, was my only known way to survive, for staying would have meant surrendering to everything that followed—the shrill wail of sirens, the hushed arrival of strangers, the quiet voices offering condolences that would taste like ashes in my mouth. The neighbors would bring food, their eyes soft with sympathy, their careful glances attempting to brand me, to make me into something fragile, something broken and to be handled, and I simply could not let them see me like that; I could not become that.

The forest did not ask questions; it required no explanations or declarations of grief. It accepted me without care for the silent, shapeless weight I carried, allowing me to pass unhindered. Its branches closed above me, tangled and unyielding, weaving a canopy of deep shadow, and I followed the dark path beneath them until my legs protested with a fiery ache, until I could go no farther, my body refusing to move another inch.

I sank to my knees where the moss grew thickest, a lush, damp carpet that offered no resistance, pressing my palms into the yielding earth as if I could ground myself against the crushing pressure inside my chest, a weight that threatened to hollow me out. I did not cry, my eyes remaining dry, a burning testament to the shock that still held me in its grip, nor did I speak, for no words lived in my throat, only a heavy stillness. I knelt there, my body a silent question, as though the ground itself might steady me if I gave it my full, desperate attention. The moss felt damp and cool under my hands, surprisingly comforting, clinging to my skin, rough and tender, and I focused on its texture, its subtle scent of damp earth and slow decay, the soft green threads soaked with rain. It smelled of bark and stone and the patient rot of things that had lived far longer than I ever had, things that knew how to become dust and rebirth, a cycle I could not yet fathom.

The ache came gradually, a slow, insidious seep rather than a sudden crash. It moved through me like a rising tide, filling every hollow space I had tried to keep empty with furious discipline. I was not ready to call it grief, for that word felt too small, too neat, too final, too far from the vast, churning truth of what had happened. What lived inside me was shapeless and heavy, a constant, dull pressure behind my ribs and in my throat, a suffocating weight that turned each breath into something uncertain, something unfinished, a gasp for air that never quite felt full.

I stayed like that as the sky darkened beyond the twisted branches, a slow, imperceptible shift from twilight to the deeper black of night. The kitchen, the body, my mother’s voice, all of it felt distant now, muted and unreal, as if it belonged to another life, a different dimension I had somehow stepped out of. The forest held me in its encompassing silence, a quiet witness, and I let it, allowing it to hold the pieces of me that refused to connect, the raw edges of a new reality.

The silence in the forest was not empty; it possessed a profound depth, a tangible presence, as though something unseen was listening, ancient and patient, bearing witness without judgment. It did not pity, it simply observed. I remained kneeling in the moss, my breath shallow, my fingers curled into the damp earth, finding a strange anchor there. I had not been found; I had not been followed, and for the first time since the kitchen, since the world tilted on its axis, I was allowed to exist without the expectation of a response, without the demand of a reaction. I was simply allowed.

I kept my eyes closed, yet memory did not need sight to reach me, acting instead as a current beneath my skin, pulling me backward. His voice returned first, low and rough with sleep, calling for me from the hallway each morning, Sine moj, are you up? I remembered the scrape of his chair against the kitchen floor, the subtle creak it made as he sat beside the window with a paper he never read beyond the headlines, folded precisely beside his untouched coffee. I could still see his hands—broad and scarred, stained from tools and sawdust, cradling a cigarette with the absent, practiced care of someone who never truly intended to quit. He had moved through the house with the quiet presence of someone who never needed to be noticed to feel real, to fill the space; he was simply there.

He had not been gentle, his hands, though capable, had sometimes been too rough, his words too blunt. He had not always been kind, his moods often shrouded in a quiet melancholy that pushed others away. Yet he had been there, every single day, a solid, immutable presence, irreplaceable in the space we shared. He had taught me to patch a tire with steady hands and patient silence, the smell of rubber and oil clinging to his skin. He had sat beside me on the riverbank when I was six and told me the Danube was dark, yes, but not dangerous, its currents slow and deep, like the secrets of the world. He had called me sine moj, my son, but he had said it like it meant something more than blood, more than lineage, as though it named me as the part of him he would leave behind, the part of his own story that would continue when the rest of him disappeared.

That weight, the weight of continuation, of being left behind, had already begun to settle.

I lowered my forehead to the cool, yielding moss. It was cold where it touched my skin, a sharp, clean cold that was welcome, for I needed something that did not ask me to feel differently than I did, something that demanded nothing of my shattered emotional landscape. I could not return to the house, not yet, not to the raw, exposed grief. I was not ready for the weight of ritual, for the priest with his smooth, practiced recitations designed to comfort the living, or for the slow, public movement of grief dressed up as tradition. I held no space for the language of mourning that strangers used to make themselves, the living, feel safe, to distance themselves from the chasm of real loss.

Here, in the damp stillness beneath the ancient trees, I did not have to explain what I had lost, nor did I need to be understood, to articulate the shapeless horror that resided within me. I could let it live inside me, heavy and wordless, without making it palatable for someone else’s comfort, without softening its jagged edges.

What I felt was not sadness; it was deeper than that, wider, without a clear, definable shape, like a vast, unchartable sea. It did not fall over me like a sudden storm, nor did it settle gently like sorrow, a quiet companion. It pulled inward, folding everything I was into a single, aching, imploding center. I was not weeping; my eyes remained dry, a testament to the shock, the denial. I was not screaming; there was no sound in my throat, only a heavy pressure. I was only breathing because my body had not yet decided to stop, had not yet given into the finality.

The cold began to change, no longer a simple atmospheric chill, for it had moved into my bones, into the deepest parts of me that had once known how to stay warm, how to hold comfort. My body ceased shivering, settling instead into a profound stillness, not from peace, not from a coming calm, but from the bone-deep exhaustion that follows too much holding back, too much resisting. I could feel the ache press deeper, not as a sharp, specific pain, but as a dull, constant weight, a steady pressure behind my sternum that made everything else inside me slow, as if my very blood had thickened.

I tried to think about something small, something manageable, something that hadn't yet been corrupted by the magnitude of the loss. The only things that hadn’t yet changed, I realized, were the smallest pieces of him: the way he shook a sugar packet with a sharp, almost violent flick before tearing it open; the familiar scratch in his voice, like old leather, when he laughed at black-and-white movies on late nights; the way he stood in doorways like a silent guard, his presence solid, even when there was nothing to protect, just the quiet hum of our lives. Those intimate details had no place in the vast, indifferent world beyond us; they mattered only to me, and I already felt them slipping, just enough to make me wonder if I had ever remembered them exactly right, if they had always been this fragile.

Above me, the ancient trees held their posture, unyielding. Their branches did not sway; the air did not move. The silence, which had been a comfort, had grown heavier, no longer from emptiness, but from a profound presence, from an awareness that the forest itself had begun to notice the specific, terrible shape of my grief and had chosen to bear witness rather than look away. I remained still in the moss, a small, dark figure caught in the vastness, and the world remained still around me, as though something larger than sorrow had joined me in that pause, waiting.

I had not fallen apart; I had not collapsed beneath the crushing weight of it all. Yet something inside me had shifted, irrevocably, fundamentally. I knew with a quiet, terrifying certainty that it would not shift back; the boy I had been, the one who lived in the predictable rhythms of the world, was gone.

The shift began so subtly I almost missed it, a whisper against the edges of my fractured awareness. At first, I thought the profound silence was only a reflection of my own stillness, the kind that settles when the body forgets how to move, forgets its very purpose. But as I remained kneeling in the moss, a chilling certainty grew within me that the forest was holding itself differently, bending its presence around something new. The usual sounds—the gentle movement of leaves, the faint groan of ancient branches overhead—had receded, fading into an impossible hush. The air itself had thickened, growing dense and still, as if it carried a profound weight no wind could stir.

I lifted my head, my neck stiff from disuse, and found the light had changed. It no longer filtered through the canopy in soft gold or dim blue, no longer held the familiar warmth of a passing day. What remained was pale and unnaturally even, as if the sun, though still hanging above the trees, had been muffled by something vast and unseen, by a veil drawn across the sky. The shadows, which had danced and shifted moments before, had vanished entirely. There was no motion, no softness, only a colorless, uniform stillness that dulled every surface, erasing the world’s familiar vibrancy.

The moss beneath my hands still felt damp, yet it no longer gave off the chill I had come to expect, the grounding cold that had seeped into my bones. Instead, it held the warmth of my skin too long, as if it had begun to remember me, to recognize my presence on a level deeper than mere contact. I stayed motionless, not out of fear, not yet, but because something primal inside me recognized that any movement would inevitably bring change, and the space I occupied had become exquisitely delicate, suspended. It waited.

My gaze drifted upward, following the unwavering lines of ancient trunks. The trees loomed higher than they had before, their dark forms rising in unsettlingly perfect alignment, like pillars in some vast, unseen temple. The canopy overhead had grown impossibly tighter, the leaves so densely woven that the sky had been reduced to narrow, jagged veins of gray, barely visible. Even the moss around my legs seemed heavier beneath me, dense not with growth, but with a palpable presence. I no longer felt cradled by the forest; I felt observed, watched by eyes I could not see.

A sound reached me then, quiet but deliberate, shattering the absolute stillness with its precise existence. A crow adjusted its wings on a high branch, the faint rustle of feathers, and then fell utterly still again. It did not call. The noise, though small, had drawn the last breath of movement from the clearing, a final exhale of the ordinary world. Nothing followed. The silence that remained felt too complete, too perfect, to be natural, a silence that pressed down, demanding attention.

I turned slowly, cautiously, finding that nothing in the physical shape of the clearing had changed, yet everything felt profoundly different, imbued with a new, unsettling resonance. The space between trees had become tighter, not because they had moved, but because the very air between them had drawn inward, compressing around an unseen center. My skin prickled with a cold, insistent knowledge that I was no longer unaccompanied. I could not name what had entered, could not give it form, but I knew, with every nerve ending, that it was there, a palpable force in the air around me.

I stayed low to the ground, my body still against the moss, while my mind, frantically, desperately, tried to stretch around what I felt, to find a logic for the impossible. The grief still weighed heavily inside me, a crushing burden, but now it sat beside something older, something immense, something that did not speak yet had always been present, a deep current beneath the world’s thin surface. Whatever had come into the clearing had made no sound, yet the forest, in its profound stillness, had made room for it.

The quiet now carried weight. It pressed around me with an undeniable intention, a silent demand. I was not afraid in the way a trapped animal fears its hunter, but I had no desire to stand. My bones understood what my frantic thoughts had not yet caught up to. Something ancient had turned toward me, its gaze piercing through the veil of reality, and I had already been seen, recognized.

He emerged from the edge of the clearing as though he had always been walking toward me, his arrival an inevitability. There was no sound, no rustle of leaves, no gust of wind, no disruption to announce his presence. The mist, thick and clinging, simply parted, and he stepped into view with the slow, deliberate inevitability of something long expected, something deeply rooted. His cloak, heavy and dark, dragged over the moss behind him, thick with strands of bark, threads of rot, and soil that clung to its hem like roots refusing to let go, binding him to the earth itself. From his brow rose a crown of antlers, not a trophy but a living part of him, weathered and heavy, dusted with green lichen. He moved with the immense, deliberate weight of deep time, a figure shaped by soil and shadow, by the unhurried cycles of growth and decay.

Each step he took bent the ground beneath him with a quiet pressure, a subtle yielding of the earth. His limbs creaked slightly as he moved, not from age or infirmity, but from the immense, palpable weight of the world he carried within him. When he drew closer, his eyes met mine, and in their depths, I saw the green of riverbeds untouched by sun, murky and layered, holding something older than language, something that spoke of forgotten paths and buried truths.

He said nothing at first; he did not need to. The clearing had already changed in response to him, the air thick with his unspoken presence. Around me, five flames hovered above the moss, gold, red, violet, silver, and a deep, pulsing blue. They did not flicker or stretch toward him in supplication. They held their perfect, unbroken shapes, calm and unwavering, as though they recognized him, acknowledged his ancient authority without question.

When he finally spoke, his voice moved through the clearing not like sound spoken aloud, but like something remembered by the very earth, a deep resonance echoing from beneath the soil.

“You’ve already crossed the threshold,” he said, his voice a low current beneath the stillness. “You simply haven’t claimed it.”

The words reached me slowly, sinking into me, pressing against something deep in my chest, something older than the fresh agony of grief, something that had always resided there. I did not speak; I had no answer, no words to offer to such a profound statement. My hands remained pressed to the moss, finding an unexpected comfort in its damp coolness. My breath, which had been erratic, moved quietly, steadily, through the profound stillness he had made, a stillness that wrapped around me like a shroud.

He stepped closer, his presence expanding, and the air around him shifted subtly, though the hovering flames did not stir. His presence did not impose; it simply settled, vast and encompassing. He filled the space as if he had always belonged there, as if the clearing had merely been waiting for his return.

I understood who he was before my mind could give shape to the name, before the syllables could form on my tongue. The knowing moved through me with a quiet, undeniable certainty, like water slowly filling the hollows of a long-dry riverbed, bringing life to arid spaces. He was the god of thresholds, of memory, of the hidden things that live in the quiet earth, the keeper of forgotten paths. He moved effortlessly between the seen and the unseen, between the realms of the living and the dead, and his arrival was not a beginning, but a profound, destined return.

“Those who have died carry truths the living forget,” he said, his gaze unwavering, deep as the earth’s own core. “You will learn them. You will carry them. And when those in power try to bury them again, to silence the echoes of the past, you will speak.”

He lifted one hand, his palm open to the sky, and the ground stirred beneath us. It was not a sudden, violent tremor, but a slow, vast undulation, like something deep below had begun to stretch and shift, awakening from a long slumber. I could feel it beneath my knees—the steady, ancient weight of what lay buried, the subtle press of countless skulls and bones, long forgotten, their stories untold. I did not need to see them; their collective presence moved through the earth like a collective breath, a silent affirmation.

“You walk between,” he continued, his voice resonating through the very ground. “And when the world insists there is no veil, no hidden layer, you will remind them.”

The moss pressed back against my hands, its damp coolness a grounding anchor. My breath steadied, finding a deeper rhythm. I did not kneel in worship, for he had not asked for such; he had only spoken a truth, a stark and undeniable revelation.

Then he turned, his body moving through the mist without resistance, a seamless integration with the air around him. He did not fade or dissolve; he simply continued walking, retracing his steps, and the mist did not close over him. It allowed his absence the same space it had given his tangible presence. He was gone, yet nothing returned to how it had been, the world irrevocably altered by his passage.

I looked down at the coin resting in my hand, its cool weight a physical anchor. The five flames, gold, red, violet, silver, and deep blue, still hovered around me, their unwavering light a testament to the impossible. The clearing did not speak, holding its new, charged silence. My breath moved more slowly now, drawn deeper from within me, as if my lungs had expanded to hold more than air. The ache had not lifted; it had simply made room for something else, something solid and defined.

The cold hadn’t crept in like a shift in weather; it arrived all at once, without gust or warning, as if the very warmth had been drawn from the soil by something that didn’t need to move to be felt. My breath slowed further, catching. The air didn’t bite, but the subtle heat in my skin dimmed by degrees, not from wind, but from a deliberate presence, a silent extraction. Her arrival had not stirred the moss or the branches, but the clearing, in its profound stillness, knew she was there.

Morana stepped from the trees without sound. She did not descend or appear as an apparition, she emerged, as if she had always been standing just beyond the thin veil of the visible, waiting for the silence to settle enough for her to cross into my world. Her dress moved in long, pale lines, trailing through the damp moss as if drawn toward inevitable endings, toward the finality of winter. Flowers, drained of color, clung to the ends of her hair, their petals thin and brittle like pressed parchment, long forgotten in an ancient book.

She came to a stop directly in front of me. She did not speak, and I felt no urge to bow, only a chilling, compelling stillness. Her eyes were the color of distant snowfields beneath a waning moon, a gaze that did not measure, did not test, but simply knew, understanding everything without needing explanation.

She reached out and placed her hand on my forehead, her touch cold and firm.

There was no vision in the way I had once understood it, no flash of fleeting memory or swirl of vivid images. Only weight. The immense weight of what I had already begun to carry, the burden I had unknowingly inherited. It pressed into me with exacting clarity, neither cruel nor gentle, but utterly precise. It showed me what would remain when everything else fell away, when all familiar comforts were stripped bare.

I felt rage then, not wild or senseless, but measured, sharpened into something too precise to ever soften again, an anger honed into a chilling weapon. I saw the ruin I could cause, the vast silence that would follow my actions. I saw cities blackened by a grief I would wield, people I loved walking away without looking back, their faces indistinct, my own hands trembling with blood I could not name, a bloodline of destruction.

Then, within that chilling clarity, I saw the boy I had been. Small and vulnerable, shouting into an empty field, his voice swallowed by the indifferent dusk. He had not known what he had truly lost, only that something vast had gone missing too early, leaving a gaping void. I saw him clearly, felt his raw bewilderment. And in that precise, harrowing moment, I understood the true, ancient shape of the grief I had carried, a burden that had resided within me long before my father ever fell.

Her voice did not echo, nor did it resonate with power. It sank into me like cold settling deep into marrow, a final, unyielding truth.

“You will lose yourself.”

The words held no blame, no judgment. They simply were—unyielding, like winter arriving at the edge of harvest, an inevitable conclusion.

“And others will mourn the man you once were.”

She stepped back slowly, not fading, but retreating, her presence not dissolving but withdrawing with purpose, leaving the cold behind like a memory I had carried all my life without ever knowing its origin.

The stars returned one by one, slowly and deliberately, as if each had remembered its precise place in the vast, indifferent cosmos. Their light did not burst forth or shine with urgent brilliance; it descended quietly, unfolding like mist across the clearing until the profound darkness softened and held its shape, becoming less an absence and more a silent presence.

From that unfolding stillness, they stepped forward, two figures woven from celestial thread and ancient understanding. Zorya. The Morning Star and the Evening Watcher. Guardians of what moves between realms, sisters who held the very space where endings and beginnings blurred, where twilight embraced dawn. They crossed the moss without leaving a discernible mark, their movements light as scattered stardust. One wore a gown of rose and shimmering gold, her hair the color of ripe wheat just before harvest, warm and luminous. The other moved beside her in a deeper hue, her presence cooler, her eyes calm and fathomless. Her dress shimmered in violet shadow, and her black hair fell in a single, unbroken sheet down her back, like a cascade of night itself.

They did not speak at first. Their approach carried no sound, no discernible demand, yet I felt the immense weight of their presence fill the clearing, a gentle, encompassing pressure. The five flames, still hovering around me, dimmed slightly, not in fear, but in acknowledgment, their luminescence softening in the face of these new, radiant beings.

When their voices came, they spoke in turn, a harmonious counterpoint, two distinct lines of the same truth moving toward me from opposite ends of the celestial sphere, weaving themselves into the fabric of my understanding. “You were not chosen,” spoke the sister in gold, her voice a warm, clear chime. “You have always been returning,” said the other, her voice a cool, deep melody.

The words met something in me I had not yet named, a resonant chord deep within my very being. I didn’t feel surprised, nor did I feel shame. Instead, I understood, with a clarity that transcended my current life, that I had been here before, though I could not summon the memory of when or why.

“You were fire,” one said, and I felt a faint warmth flicker in my veins. “And ash,” said the other, and a cold stillness settled in my bones. “Root and bloom.” “Storm and soil.”

They extended their hands, and from their fingers, threads unraveled, crimson, lustrous gold, and obsidian black—each one drifting toward me with a purpose I did not question, a destiny I felt drawn to. When they reached my skin, they settled without resistance, merging with me. Their weight was not physical, but I felt them press into the space between my breath and thought, into the very essence of my being, as if they had been patiently waiting for the true shape of me to return, to re-emerge from the depths of forgetting.

Images stirred then, not truly seen, but felt with an visceral intensity, scorched fields beneath violet skies, the haunting ruins of a temple I once called home, a body held in my arms as ancient stone cracked and crumbled around us, a kiss sealed in fire just before the world collapsed into dust and silence. These were not mere visions; they were memories, living and breathing, that I had lived and then buried with a ruthless efficiency. I knew their textures, the specific taste of their grief, their precise, agonizing shape, as if etched into my very soul.

The Zorya stepped closer. Their eyes meeting mine without question or expectation, seeing not just the boy, but the long history of the soul. One of them touched my cheek, her skin surprisingly cool. The other pressed her hand against my chest, just above my aching heart. There was no sensation of overwhelming power, no sudden pulse of magic, only a profound stillness—so complete it held me in place like a breath caught behind my ribs, a moment suspended in eternity.

“You carry more than grief,” they said together, their voices intertwining into a single, resonant truth. “You carry what continues, the unbroken thread of what persists beyond all endings.”

In that encompassing stillness, the truest shape of what I had always been began to settle, to solidify within me. I did not glimpse a future, nor did I receive a clear vision of what would undeniably come. Instead, I saw through the thin surface of the immediate world, through the countless deaths I had endured, the myriad names I had worn and discarded through the ages, and the blurred edges of time where I had crossed between realms more often than I had ever known.

They stepped back, and their forms began to unravel like thread returning to the loom, dissolving gracefully. They did not vanish with force or a sudden burst of light; they simply faded into the very air they had come from, leaving behind no tangible trace, only the vibrant, unsettling memory they had drawn forward from my hidden depths.

The flames still hovered at the clearing’s edge, amber, violet, red, silver, and blue, their presence remaining steady, a silent vigil. I did not know what they truly were, only that they had waited for me, had witnessed this profound communion, and had not been disappointed by what they found.

The coin, Veles’s yet given to me by Perun, rested in my palm. Its faint glow had faded, but its solid weight pressed into my skin with quiet insistence, as if it had always belonged there, a permanent mark. I closed my fingers around it, letting its cool, tangible presence anchor me.

Ahead, the path between the ancient trees stood open, beckoning. There was no clear destination waiting at its end, no comforting signs, no sweet promises of solace. There was only space. Only forward.

I took a breath, deeper than any I had managed since the kitchen, filling my lungs with the forest’s damp, cool air. I did not feel whole, not yet. I did not know what I would ultimately become, what new shape my life would take. But I was still here, inexplicably alive amidst the wreckage, and something within me, newly awakened, had begun to move. So I stepped toward it, because staying behind, locked in the shattered remnants of my old life, felt heavier, more unbearable, than whatever waited ahead in the uncertain future.

The moss released me without protest, its damp embrace yielding. My legs, unsteady from disuse and the profound encounters, were slow to remember the familiar shape of motion. I stood in the quiet that followed the gods, in the sacred space they had touched and irrevocably marked. The air still held the lingering weight of their presence, but it no longer pressed inward with such intensity. It had loosened, like a long, held breath finally exhaled, leaving behind a subtle, pervasive hum.

The forest itself looked largely unchanged, yet I felt every leaf differently, perceived every shadow with new awareness. My grief had not lifted, had not vanished into thin air, but it had been threaded into something larger, something ancient, stitched into memory and myth so tightly that I no longer knew where my individual sorrow ended and the vast, unfolding story began. I did not speak, for there was no one to hear it if I did, no words yet formed that could contain the immensity of my transformation. I only walked, guided by the last faint pulse of warmth still lingering in the ground where they had stood, a silent compass in my palm.

Each step now brought me closer to the life I had tried so desperately to leave behind, the familiar, mundane reality. I didn’t want it. I didn’t want the sterile walls of that apartment, the cloying smell of bleach trying to mask stale coffee, the unwashed plates still stacked in the sink, a testament to a life abruptly halted. I didn’t want the grief that waited behind the front door like a silent, unanswerable question. But the world, I knew, would not pause for me, had never paused for anyone. It simply continued its relentless, indifferent march.

When the trees began to thin, revealing the faint glow of the city beyond, the immense weight inside me shifted again. Not softer, no, but clearer, taking on a definite contour. I could feel the thread of it now, this relentless ache that had burrowed into my ribs and rewired the very shape of my breath, knitting itself into my being. It would not fade; it would become an intrinsic part of how I moved through the world, a constant, undeniable presence.

The lights of the city shimmered beyond the treeline, hazed by distance and damp air, a blurry promise of normalcy. A thin column of smoke drifted from a chimney somewhere close, ordinary and unremarkable, yet its mundane existence startled me, a jarring reminder of a world that had not stopped. The world had gone on. People had eaten dinner. Lights had been turned off. Sleep had come and passed. Nothing had waited for me to return, not a single second.

I stepped out from the forest’s embrace and crossed the narrow, deserted road that bordered it, the asphalt damp and cold beneath my bare feet. A car passed, its headlights cutting through the mist like sharp blades, then vanishing into the dark, indifferent to my presence. I wondered fleetingly if they saw me, if I appeared as a human figure or as something the woods had decided to release for its own unknowable reasons, a creature of shadow and moss.

By the time I reached the apartment building, dawn had begun to rise, pale and uncertain, painting the sky with hesitant hues. The front door stood ajar; I hadn’t closed it when I had fled, leaving it open to the encroaching silence. I stepped inside, and the smell hit me first—a sterile mix of disinfectant and cold, stale air, and something underneath it all that would never fully wash away, the lingering scent of death and sorrow.

My mother had gone. A blanket had been draped over the couch, a futile attempt at comfort, and a glass of water, half-full, stood on the table, a forgotten offering. No notes, no explanations. Just the profound quiet that settled in around absence, a silence heavier than any sound.

The cup remained on the counter, his cup. The coffee had long since gone cold, a congealed black circle at the bottom, but I couldn’t bring myself to touch it. I stood there for a long time, watching the phantom steam that no longer rose, and knew, with a certainty that settled deep into my newly opened heart, that nothing in me would ever return to how it had been before the sound of his body hitting the tile.

I reached for the coin in my pocket, the one Veles had left in my hand. It hadn’t warmed. It hadn’t changed. But it was still there, solid and cool, the only tangible proof that the clearing had not been a fevered dream, a hallucination born of grief.

I closed my fingers around it, feeling its faint pulse against my skin, and let the silence, now so different, hold me.


Chapter Two
The Looming Veil
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Ilija

I had long since ceased believing the aftermath of my father’s death was anything but a dream. Perhaps, with the quiet discipline of years, I had merely grown adept at silencing the part of myself that once grasped for such impossible truths. That wide-eyed, reverent fragment of my being, once dangerously willing to abandon itself to instinct, had not vanished entirely, I knew; it still lived beneath the surface. It thrived somewhere under the routines I had painstakingly built to keep it quiet, a silent sentinel guarded by layers of logic. Discipline, the precise application of academic rigor, and the steady hum of repetition had been stacked high enough to silence the persistent stirrings when they came, and they did come, now and then, faint echoes from a night that felt more like a fevered dream of grief than a tangible memory, yet I knew how to smother them, knew I had to. It had been fifteen years since that shattering night my father died, the night that had blurred into a strange, unsettling vision, and in that time, I had constructed a new life, brick by meticulous brick, as if a stable exterior could solidify a fractured internal landscape. I had begun my studies, a path woven from textbooks and theories, a comforting counterpoint to the unseen, to the unexplainable.

The lecture hall, even after the passage of so many seasons, remained still in the way only old buildings truly knew how to be, holding its breath in the quiet morning. Light, the color of aged gold, slipped through tall, arched windows, catching on dust motes that danced in long, luminous shafts, illuminating the ancient air. The ivy climbing outside blurred the view just enough to make the glass appear like rippling water, distorting the world beyond into an Impressionistic dream. Sunlight struck the scarred desks unevenly, polishing patches of worn wood that had been shaped by decades of elbows, notebooks, and the half-finished thoughts of countless students, each surface worn down, softened by the patient caress of time, a quiet testament to enduring presence. I fit into it too well, a fragment of its pervasive stillness.

I stood at the front of the room, one hand resting on the polished podium, the other brushing invisible dust from my sleeve, a small, ingrained gesture of preparation, an anchor in the familiar. My voice carried easily, steady and practiced, shaped by years of explaining the sacred to the secular, of translating myth into a language that logic could almost accept, that skepticism might concede. These students, mostly young and restless, were not truly there for grades; most had simply wandered in, drawn by an unspoken longing, looking for something else entirely, though they rarely knew what that yearning truly was. Perhaps it was a flickering curiosity, a nascent spark, or the desperate hope of finding a name for the strange ache that sometimes lived at the edge of knowing, a nameless yearning for connection beyond the mundane.

I adjusted my glasses, a subconscious gesture more for the comfort of the subtle movement than for any true need for clarity, allowing a brief, almost imperceptible break in my composure. Outside, the light shifted, painting the world in new hues, and inside, the air, disturbed by my unseen breaths, drifted upward in lazy spirals. It looked like breath, like incense, like something caught, suspended, between this world and another, a momentary, shimmering veil.

I had always loved this particular stretch of the semester, this delicate turning point. This was the moment when most students, overwhelmed by the sheer weight of ancient narratives, began to fade, their initial enthusiasm waning, but this was also where the deeper, unseen threads of meaning started to show themselves, to pull at the fabric of reality. This was when the old stories ceased to sound like mere allegory and began pressing back, asserting their own undeniable reality. This was when myth, raw and visceral, rubbed up against the cold precision of psychology, when names, once spoken aloud as distant historical figures, began to feel like living memory instead of mere metaphor, whispering echoes from a forgotten past.

It was here, in this soft, quiet place, suspended between the rigid structures of thought and the fluid currents of faith, that I felt closest to the very thing I no longer let myself believe in, the insistent whispers from a world I had so deliberately suppressed for so long, trying to dismiss them as echoes of a fevered dream.

I turned back to the whiteboard, the projector casting a soft, familiar hum behind me, a low, steady vibration in the quiet air. The slide, perfectly framed, held steady against the white expanse.

“Between Sky and Root: The Duality of Slavic Cosmology.”

I didn’t just speak to inform; I spoke to awaken something, perhaps in them, perhaps within myself, though the lines blurred, and I was not quite sure anymore. This had become my craft, this careful dissection of belief, this presentation of the undeniable weight of ancient stories. It was in a similar class, nine years ago, in the first throes of my own graduate studies, that I had met Ana. She, a new face in the familiar halls, had arrived like a breath of fresh, foreign air, utterly unexpected, a sudden shift in the academic rhythm of my life.

We had first met in a class on Greek mythology, a subject I had always found profoundly fascinating, a complex tapestry woven from human ambition and divine caprice. The very first time I saw her, she was simply stunning, a woman forged from light and shadow, with eyes that held the depth of ancient oceans, impossibly calm. And she knew everything, it seemed. Not merely the dry facts, but the nuances, the forgotten connections. She could trace the lineage of every god, every hero, every monstrous birth with an effortless grace that bordered on the uncanny. She held a perfect score in that class, an anomaly that struck me as strangely impossible, yet I dismissed it, rationalizing that perhaps it was simply because she was from Albania, a country steeped in its own rich tapestry of folklore and hidden histories, a different kind of education than my own.

She, as she would later confess with a wry, knowing smile, had initially thought me an asshole, a typical graduate student full of himself, too quick to challenge, too slow to truly listen. Yet, I had found myself compelled to ask her to grab coffee after a particularly heated debate about the nature of hubris, drawn by a curiosity that defied my usual reticence. Even then, before our hands touched across a table, before our words fully mingled into conversation, I had the unsettling sense that she knew everything about me already—my past, the lingering shadows, the things I buried with such meticulous care. It was a fleeting thought, a whisper of prescience I attributed to her sharp intellect, unaware then that this was but the faintest foreshadowing of a truth that defied mortal understanding, a hint of something impossibly old walking among us, wearing a human skin.

“Perun,” I said, pacing slowly now, the rhythm of my voice a familiar comfort against the humming projector, “is sky-fire. The thunder-wielder. The guardian of law. His authority descends from above, absolute and unyielding. He’s the storm that arrives before the decision is made, the kind that clarifies by breaking things open, by cleaving away the superfluous, leaving only stark truth.”

“Veles is different,” I continued, a subtle shift in my tone, a deeper resonance echoing the earth itself. “He doesn’t bring chaos, not exactly, but he unravels from below, from the subterranean depths, pulling secrets from the dark.”

“If Perun represents a monument, standing stark against the sky, unyielding and eternal, Veles is the moss growing at its base, slow and inevitable, claiming it back, patiently reclaiming its essence, returning it to the earth.”

Thirty pairs of eyes stared back at me, some clouded with skepticism, their minds still grasping for logic, some wide with a nascent wonder, sensing something beyond the academic. One or two held that quiet, almost reverent look people gave an old painting, uncertain if they were seeing it clearly, truly grasping its meaning, yet utterly unable to look away, compelled by something beyond understanding.

I turned back to the whiteboard. The dry-erase marker was already warm in my hand, a familiar, grounding weight. I drew the shape slowly, deliberately, a single vertical line rising through the center, then the sweeping arc of roots reaching into the unseen earth below, then branches, split and reaching towards the unseen sky above, a perfect duality.

“This,” I said quietly, my voice dropping to a near whisper, drawing them in, compelling their attention, “is the tree.”

I heard pens pause, their faint clicks silenced by the sheer weight of the image, the quiet understanding that filled the room. No one asked which tree; they understood, intuitively, the archetype, the universal symbol.

“It’s not Yggdrasil,” I continued, seeking to refine their perception, to guide their thoughts away from the easily categorized. “This one doesn’t carry nine realms or gleaming bridges. It’s older than that in some ways, more primal, more deeply ingrained. It rises from the south and east, from soil, from bone, from silence itself. It does not bloom in poems; it lingers instead in fragments, in ancient, whispered prayers, in the carvings on forgotten beams, and in the delicate, worn threads of funeral cloth. It doesn’t demand belief; it waits only for memory, for the soul’s deepest recognition.”

I pointed to the roots first, tracing their unseen journey downward into the conceptual darkness.

“Nav is not a place of fire or torment; it is stillness, the deep, fertile soil of the self. It’s where grief goes when we stop naming it, where the dead do not vanish, but fall out of view, lingering just beneath the surface of the world. We are taught to fear it, to shun its darkness, but Nav doesn’t punish; it simply remembers, holding all that was.”

I traced my hand up the trunk, the central axis connecting the realms, my fingers brushing the smooth surface of the board.

“Yav is the lived world, the present, the seen. It’s where we touch and choose and try, navigating the complex currents of existence. The realm of breath and blood and noise, of the tangible, the immediate. We call it real, but even here, everything is layered, interwoven with the unseen, a constant, subtle braiding.”

I stepped back from the board, allowing the image to settle into the hushed expanse of the room, letting its meaning permeate the quiet, seeping into the students’ consciousness.

“This isn’t cosmology for the sake of belief,” I articulated, trying to bridge the gap between their intellect and their intuition, to show them a deeper truth. “It’s a diagram of being. The past we bury. The life we live. The liminal space between them where we endlessly try to make sense of both, to reconcile the known and the unknown.”

A hand rose, Lana’s hand again, her brow furrowed not in confusion, but in deep contemplation, in a wrestling with new, unsettling ideas.

“So are you saying the gods are just... fragments? Symbols for what’s inside us?” she asked, her voice tentative, yet holding a nascent curiosity, a brave venture into the uncertain.

I looked at her for a long, quiet moment, seeing the nascent understanding blooming behind her eyes, a fragile, new insight. Then I nodded.

“They are that, but not only that,” I affirmed, my voice holding a deeper resonance. “Myths are not mere explanations; they’re mirrors. They reflect us, yes, but they also profoundly shape us, guiding the contours of our souls. If something lives in your blood long enough, if it resonates deep within your soul, it becomes more than metaphor; it becomes truth, undeniable and real.”

I saw it then, just for a breath, a fleeting shift in the air, a subtle confirmation. The nuanced way her eyes changed, mirroring a deeper understanding. The almost unconscious way her fingers gripped her pen, as if she had felt something stir beneath her own skin, an echo of ancient, primal knowledge awakening.

I turned back to the board, compelled by an unseen force, my hand moving with an almost automatic precision.

“Mythology doesn’t end,” I stated, the words resonating with a truth I had only recently begun to reclaim, a quiet, internal echo from a buried past.

And above the tree, the central axis of my drawing, I wrote one single, unyielding word, born from an instinct I could not explain.

Ilija.

I stared at it for a moment, the letters seeming to pulse with a hidden meaning, a resonance only I could perceive. Then I turned, my voice still steady, though I could feel the very ground beneath me beginning to move, a subtle, resonant tremor that only I seemed to perceive, a quiet echo of the impossible.

“Class dismissed.”

Outside the lecture hall, the air felt thinner, a subtle pressure against my skin. The cold prickling my forearms was not what truly unsettled me; it was something deeper, as if the city itself breathed too quietly, holding its collective breath.

I stepped into the street, a familiar current of pedestrians and traffic settling around me, yet I moved through it like a ghost. The sky had turned the color of ash, heavy and diffuse, and the buildings leaned into the wind with the weariness of old men. I pulled my coat tighter, a small, unconscious defense, and kept walking, my leather shoes tapping over the uneven stone, a solitary rhythm against the city's hum.

Belgrade remembers everything; the very streets do not forget. Smoke curled from dented barrels at the corners, where chestnuts roasted, their sweet scent mingling with rain-damp tobacco clinging to pensioners huddled in ancient rituals. The air hung thick with these smells, familiar, almost ancestral, a rich tapestry that always reminded me of winter, even in autumn. This city does not move forward; it spirals, layered and slow, folding into itself like sediment in a riverbed. Time here does not simply pass; it curls inward, becoming denser, more intricately wound.

I passed the bookstore, its window a tableau frozen in time. The same dog-eared poetry collection slouched beside a yellowing photograph of Danilo Kiš. I passed the old woman on the corner, her tin can of sunflowers wilted long ago, but still there, as if waiting for something impossible to bloom again. Perhaps she was not selling anymore, just keeping vigil for a memory no one else could name.

I crossed the boulevard, diesel exhaust lingering behind buses as they wheezed into their stops like tired, metal beasts. The fortress hill rose ahead, jagged and ancient, carved by wind and history, older than most gods. Below it, the rivers met—the Sava and the Danube—whispering in their timeless convergence.

From the hill’s vantage point, one could discern the very bones of empires, laid bare by time, the deep, unhealing scars left behind by kings and wars and names no one dared to speak aloud. I stood at the edge of the hill and looked out across the water, where the past stretched in every direction like a persistent fog clinging to the current, obscuring the present.

New Belgrade blinked to the west, a stark expanse of concrete and fluorescent detachment. To the east, the old city slouched under the collective weight of rusted balconies and satellite dishes, as if trying desperately not to be noticed, to disappear into its own history. Above it all, the moon had risen early, pale and wide, watching with the kind of patient stillness that comes from having seen it all before.

I turned away from the rivers, from the silent judgments of the city's past and future, and kept walking, compelled towards the familiar. The climb steepened as the street narrowed, winding upward through the older part of the hill where buildings leaned into one another like old friends who had long since run out of things to say, their shared silence speaking volumes. My body knew the way, accustomed to the intricate contours of these ancient streets, even as my thoughts drifted, caught in the currents of memory.

My apartment stood near the top, nestled among a row of brick flats built between wars, its stoic presence a quiet anchor in the spiraling city. The façade was cracked, the mortar veined with ivy that had grown wild and refused to be pulled down, its tenacious grip a symbol of unyielding life. It didn’t try to be beautiful; it simply existed, solid, weathered, quietly enduring. I liked that about it. The building looked like it had survived things, weathered countless storms, without needing to explain how.

I climbed the steps, paused at the door, and reached for the key, its cold metal familiar in my hand. The light above the landing buzzed, flickered once, a nervous tremor, then held steady. I watched it for a breath longer than necessary, caught in its fragile stability, before stepping inside.

The apartment greeted me as it always did, with a stillness that was not mere silence. There was always the low hum of the refrigerator, the faint settling of the pipes within the old walls, and the muffled pulse of the city beyond the windows, but this quiet was different. It lingered in the corners, not empty but distinctly aware, as if the very space had been waiting for my return.

I set my bag beside the door and stood motionless, allowing the room to unfold around me, to re-assert its familiar geometry. The air inside was cooler than it should have been, carrying the distinct scent of dust and beeswax, underpinned by something older, something I couldn’t quite name, but felt in the subtle shifts of the atmosphere, a pervasive, ancient presence.

Books lined the walls, not arranged in orderly shelves but in quiet chaos—stacked precariously, leaned against each other, teetering in precarious towers across every available surface. Titles in four languages spilled over each other, their pages dog-eared, their margins marked with half-formed thoughts, slips of paper tucked between pages like brittle, forgotten leaves. Some notes still held the faint ink of grief or wonder, whispers from a past self. Some didn’t speak at all, holding their secrets tight. It wasn’t neat, no, but it was profoundly lived-in; it made sense to no one but me.

And then there were the icons.

They hung in quiet corners, not for decoration, but as if they had chosen their places long before I ever moved in, their gazes fixed on something unseen. Saint Sava, solemn and resolute. The Theotokos, her eyes fixed just beyond the frame. Saint Elijah, my namesake, mid-ascent and wreathed in fire. They didn’t offer comfort; they didn’t demand belief; they simply watched, silent sentinels of the unseen.

The candle beneath them was still burning. It was thin, tall, and handmade, its wax a pale, honeyed gold, its flame a steady beacon. The faint scent of beeswax and myrrh lingered in the air, as it always did, a quiet, pervasive aroma that spoke of old traditions. My mother had lit one like it every Sunday morning, every night of Lent, her hands steady, her faith unwavering. After her death, I never made the conscious choice to continue; I simply had, a continuation of tradition woven into the fabric of my daily life, an unconscious act of homage. Even now I kept the flame lit. I didn’t keep the flame alive out of reverence, for whatever faith I had once held had worn thin, threadbare at the edges, a fragile thing, but something older had taken its place, something woven from habit, from memory, and from the unspoken, persistent fear of what might follow if the light ever died, if the connection was severed.

I stepped to the stand beneath Saint Sava and reached for the matches, their wood cool against my fingers. The candle hadn’t gone out, but I lit it again anyway, a redundant ritual, a silent affirmation of continued vigil. The flame caught, wavered for a hesitant moment, then steadied, its glow rising up along the icon’s face, softening the severity of his ancient gaze into something more forgiving and for a single, quiet moment, the room seemed to exhale, releasing a tension I hadn't realized it held, a subtle, collective sigh.

I turned from the candle slowly, letting the warmth of its light remain at my back as I crossed into the kitchen, the soft glow a small, transient comfort in the encroaching shadows. The loza was where it always was, tucked behind the chipped mugs and a half-empty tin of bitter mountain tea, a hidden comfort, a familiar vice. I didn’t reach for it with ceremony; there was no grand ritual here, just habit, quiet and worn thin by years of repetition. The bottle felt cool in my hand, its glass slightly fogged, the label faded and curling at the edges, its history a testament to time. I had never bothered to replace it, perhaps because it had outlasted everything else, a small, unchanging constant.

The liquid poured clear and sharp into the glass, catching the low light in its curve, a brief, fiery brilliance. I paused before drinking, not to reflect, but to listen. The stillness in the apartment had deepened, and though nothing had shifted visibly, I felt the quiet settle around me with more weight than before, a palpable, insistent presence. I brought the glass to my lips and drank slowly. The loza burned in my throat, a familiar sting, as it always did, then dropped into my chest like an anchor, heat unfurling along my ribs in a way that almost made me believe I was grounded again, but the ache remained, unchanged, a persistent throb beneath the warmth.

I leaned against the counter for a moment, glass in hand, my eyes unfocused. There was a raw comfort in the sting, yes, but no clarity. Just the repetition of something familiar, something that had once belonged to colder nights and voices I no longer heard, ghosts of the past. I finished the drink without thinking, rinsed the glass, and left it beside the sink, a small, unremarked act of finality.

Nothing in the apartment had outwardly changed, at least not visibly, but I had, in a way so subtle it left no physical mark, only the faint pressure of something having shifted beneath the surface of my being. I walked out without turning on another light, leaving the kitchen in its quiet shadows. The apartment didn’t need it; the candle’s glow stretched far enough from the hallway to reveal the faint outlines of bookshelves, the legs of chairs, and the floorboards worn smooth by years of pacing, by countless restless nights. Everything felt known, intimately familiar, even if I couldn’t quite say why it no longer felt truly still.

From the hallway behind me, I heard the soft, unmistakable sound of the key turning in the lock. The sound of the key turning in the lock did not startle me; it moved through the quiet room the way a memory returns, softly, without asking permission, settling into the familiar spaces of my awareness. I stayed in the armchair, my spine curved into its worn comfort, hand still resting on the closed book, as the door eased open behind me, revealing the dimly lit hallway.

Ana stepped inside as if she had always been there, a natural, seamless integration into the apartment’s stillness. She didn’t speak at first. Her coat slipped from her shoulders with the weight of rain and long hours, falling to the floor with a soft rustle, and she hung it beside the door without looking in my direction, her movements practiced and deliberate. Her braid, dark with moisture, clung to the back of her sweater. She unwound it slowly with one hand, her fingers agile, shaking out strands that clung like threads of smoke to her shoulders, releasing the day’s weight.

“You left the balcony light on again,” she said, her voice a low murmur, not unkindly, a gentle observation.

I blinked, pulling my gaze from the flickering candle, and turned toward the glass door at the far end of the apartment. The balcony was dark, a patch of deeper night.

“I didn’t go out,” I replied, the words feeling brittle on my tongue, unsure whether I was answering the question she hadn’t explicitly asked or denying one that hadn’t yet formed in the quiet space between us.

She paused in the hallway, her body still, her eyes meeting mine. Her gaze was steady, unreadable, the kind of look she gave artifacts behind museum glass, knowing they held something valuable, ancient, unsure if touching them would do harm, if it would shatter their fragile history.

“You dreamed again,” she said, not as a question, but as a quiet, knowing statement, a recognition of something I refused to acknowledge.

My fingers moved to the edge of the book, brushing a small tear in the page I hadn’t noticed before, a new imperfection. “I don’t remember,” I said, the lie thin and transparent even to my own ears.

Ana didn’t press. She nodded once, slowly, her acceptance a silent weight, and moved into the kitchen. Her presence filled the space without breaking it, not disruptive, not sharp, simply there, like dusk settling into a room without asking whether the light had been welcome, softening the edges of the day.

I listened to the quiet sounds of her movements: the faint whoosh of the faucet, the cupboard opening with a soft creak, the gentle clink of glass against porcelain. Her movements were familiar, not rehearsed but worn in by years of shared space, two people inhabiting a quiet rhythm without speaking the profound thing that lived between them, the unspoken understanding.

“They brought in a new case of mourning veils today,” Ana said, her voice softer now, a thread pulled from the quiet, a professional detachment softening into something more intimate. “Rural. Most were threadbare. One still had the comb sewn in.”

I stood and crossed into the kitchen, leaning against the doorframe, drawn by her quiet presence. She was drinking water, one hand curled lightly around the glass, her shoulders curved as though she hadn’t yet let the day’s burdens go, still carrying its invisible weight.

“Serbian?” I asked, my voice low, hoping to keep the conversation anchored in the tangible.

She shook her head, a slow, almost imperceptible motion. “Mixed. Vlach. Some Albanian. One Turkish braid pattern we haven’t seen catalogued before.” Ana paused, letting the glass rest on the counter, her gaze distant. “They felt heavy. You could tell they carried a lot of history.”

There was nothing to say, no words that felt adequate for such an observation. Ana didn’t expect anything. Her gaze drifted toward the window, caught on something far away, something beyond the city lights, before returning to me. When she looked back, her eyes moved over my face with that same searching stillness, a quiet, knowing question. She stepped forward and placed her hand on mine, her touch lingering there for a moment, warm, steady, but not meant to stay, a fleeting connection.

“You looked pale when I came in,” she said, her voice a soft assessment. “Paler than usual, as if something had drawn the color from you.”

“I was reading,” I replied, the lie a sharp, unwelcome taste in my mouth.

“No,” she said, her voice holding an unwavering certainty. “You weren’t here.”

I didn’t answer; I had no response, no defense against her piercing perception. She didn’t need me to.

She stepped back before I could respond, already moving toward the stove, her movements quiet but practiced, a familiar dance. I watched her reach for the kettle, fingers brushing the switch, the metal cool beneath her touch. She didn’t offer tea directly; she didn’t need to. It was the same unspoken rhythm we had fallen into so many nights before, small gestures replacing larger ones, a shared silence that had once felt like peace but now felt like something we were both profoundly afraid to disturb, a fragile balance.

“I made some earlier,” I said, my voice softer now, a quiet offering. “It’s probably still warm.”

“I’ll heat it,” she replied, already pouring the remnants into a small pot, her movements fluid and efficient. She didn’t ask what I had been reading. She didn’t mention the candle, which still flickered faintly against the far wall in the hallway, but I saw her gaze drift toward it for a moment, and for a breath, she looked like she wanted to speak, her lips parting almost imperceptibly, then decided not to, her thoughts remaining unspoken.

I stayed by the door, leaning against the frame as she moved around the kitchen, her presence filling the space. The light from the street slipped in through the window, catching her profile in dim gold, outlining her features. She looked tired, not from work, not from physical exertion, but from holding something too long, an invisible burden. Her face held the same expression she wore when cataloging ancient bones, careful, distant, reverent, observing the quiet truths.

When the tea was ready, its aroma a warm comfort, she poured two cups, placed mine on the counter beside me, and took hers to the small table in the corner. We didn’t speak while we drank, the quiet between us not cold, but simply the space we had made to keep from unraveling, a shared sanctuary. I joined her, and we sat across from each other like we had countless nights before, listening to the murmuring sounds of the city hum around us, a distant, constant thrum of life.

Outside, the wind had picked up. It wasn’t loud, but it moved through the alleyways and over the rooftops with a persistence that made it impossible to ignore, a restless whisper. The windows shivered softly in their frames, and the curtain near the balcony door fluttered without direction, a lonely breath.

Ana finished her tea first. She stood, rinsed her cup without a word, and placed it in the rack, her movements efficient, final. I followed her into the hallway, and we moved through the motions of closing the night, shutting the windows against the encroaching chill, dimming the lights, locking the door. None of it needed to be said aloud; we simply did it, two bodies in orbit, drifting in the familiar patterns we’d built to keep the deeper currents from pulling us under, to maintain our fragile stability.

When we reached the bedroom, she peeled off her sweater and let it drop to the chair near the bed, a soft heap of fabric. Her hair was still damp, curling near the ends from the rain, clinging to her neck. She slipped beneath the blanket without waiting for me, her eyes already half-closed, one hand reaching absently across the sheets, seeking the familiar warmth.

I lay beside her. She didn’t speak. She didn’t move, but her hand found its way to my chest, resting over the place where my heartbeat pressed closest to the surface. It wasn’t a gesture of reassurance, not in the traditional sense. It was something quieter, something more profound. A reminder that I was still here, still seen, even if neither of us knew what to do with the immense weight that now resided between us, a shared, unspoken burden.

The warmth of her hand softened against my skin, a gentle ebb. Her breathing deepened into sleep, steady and slow, each exhale brushing against my skin like tidewater smoothing the edge of stone, a comforting rhythm. I stayed beside her, unmoving, my eyes open to the ceiling, listening. Not just to her, but to the apartment itself. The subtle groan of wood shifting with the cold. The faint whistle where the window didn’t seal completely. The disquieting way the quiet wasn’t quiet anymore, now filled with an unseen presence.

I let the moments pass without marking them, without trying to define their boundaries. There was no sense of linear time now, only the slow awareness of something turning inward, drawing breath in a way the body doesn’t consciously recognize but the soul remembers, an ancient, familiar cadence.

I eased the blanket away from myself and sat up, the air chilling my skin.

The floor was cold beneath my feet, grounding in its stark honesty, and I stood slowly, letting the room remain steeped in darkness around me. I moved through the hallway as if the apartment itself had subtly changed its shape while I slept, its familiar geometry subtly distorted by the quiet of night. Every book, every framed photograph, every coat hanging along the wall felt intimately familiar, yet subtly wrong, as if they belonged to a version of my life I hadn’t inhabited in years, echoes from a younger self.

I knelt near the low shelf beside the coat rack, reaching for the stack of journals along the back. My fingers moved carefully, not searching so much as returning to something I had been deliberately avoiding, a buried truth. Behind them, smooth and plain against the wall, rested the cedar box. It hadn’t been locked; it didn’t need to be, its contents guarded by layers of unspoken grief and hardened denial.

The scent met me before the lid even lifted, a fragrant breath of lavender, the sharp tang of ash, and something older still, something that had no name but always arrived with memory, with the ghosts of the past. I opened it slowly, allowing the contents to show themselves one by one, a quiet unveiling. The box offered no resistance; it yielded the way memory does, slowly, reluctantly, yet without doubt, revealing its hidden truths.

Inside, the past had kept its distinct shape, preserved against the eroding force of time. The photo lay on top, its edges curled like dried leaves, the colors slightly faded, but the moment itself remained untouched, vibrant. My father crouched beside me on the bank of the Danube, a string of freshly caught fish held high in one hand, the other resting on my small shoulder. I must have been ten, perhaps even younger. We were both laughing, wide-mouthed, full-throated joy escaping us, the kind that feels utterly endless when you’re young enough to believe it might truly be so, a perfect, fleeting echo. I traced the worn edge of the image with my thumb, then, with a quiet sigh, set it aside.

Beneath it lay the wristwatch. Its face was cracked, a spiderweb of irreparable damage, the metal cold and unpolished beneath my touch. It had stopped at 6:12, a fixed point in an uncertain timeline. I never knew if it had broken before or after he died, never asked, for some answers, I had learned, were quieter, more bearable, when they were left unspoken, allowed to linger in the realm of the unknown.

There was a funeral card next, its name blurred at the edges from years of handling, the ink softened by time’s relentless passage. I didn’t need to read it; I knew which one it was, knew intimately what it meant, the weight of the words unread.

Next came the stone, smooth, river-worn, the color of wet ash. It still felt warm, somehow, even after all these years, as if it stubbornly carried the heat of a sunlit shore and the persistent echo of water slipping past old roots. I closed my hand around it for a moment, just long enough to feel it push back against my skin, a subtle, living resistance, then let it return to its rightful place.

A red ribbon followed, frayed along one edge, its fibers beginning to pull apart, unraveling into separate threads. I didn’t consciously remember where it came from, only that it had been profoundly important once, that it had been tied around something I should have kept, and now only the fragile ribbon remained, a silent testament to its loss.

Then lavender. Dried, pale, nearly brittle, its delicate form testament to forgotten springs. The scent rose in a faint breath as I lifted the sprig, still sharp, still rooted in some distant memory of incense and fertile soil, an aroma that brought with it visions of my mother’s altar, her careful, strong hands. I remembered the way she used to tuck herbs into the corners of rooms, a quiet, ancient gesture of protection against unseen harms.

And finally, folded flat and tucked beneath everything else, a single piece of paper, its edges crisp. I knew it was mine before I even opened it. The handwriting was slanted, precise, intimately familiar in a way that made my chest tighten with a strange, foreboding anticipation. I didn’t remember writing it, not exactly, not the physical act, but I remembered the feeling, the pervasive stillness in my chest, the peculiar way my hand had moved without me, guided by an unseen force.

I unfolded the paper. One line. Nothing more.

Something waits beneath the roots.

I read it once, allowing the words to settle. Then again, for clarity. The words didn’t surprise me; they merely confirmed what I hadn’t wanted to articulate aloud, what I had begun to feel again: the subtle flicker in the classroom, the unsettling shift in the apartment, the strange rhythm behind Ana’s knowing eyes, and the insistent presence in the dark that wasn’t a dream and wasn’t quite awake, pushing against the fragile boundaries of my suppressed reality.

I let the paper rest gently beside the others, its silent message absorbing into the quiet of the box. I closed the box slowly, gently, not to end anything, but to place a hand over what had been stirred, to re-contain the unruly past. My fingers lingered for a moment against the worn cedar wood before I rose, letting the quiet of the apartment fold itself around me once more, a comforting shroud. The hallway pressed in softly on either side, the walls unchanged yet somehow watching, imbued with a subtle awareness. I moved without sound, each step measured, as if the very air itself might shift again if I broke its rhythm, if I disturbed the fragile balance.

Back in the bedroom, the light had thinned further, retreating into deeper shadow. The candle’s reach no longer touched the doorway, its small glow confined, and the curtain near the balcony billowed faintly with the night wind, casting long, slow shadows that stretched and warped across the walls, turning familiar shapes into monstrous silhouettes. I slid beneath the blanket without disturbing her, easing myself into the space beside Ana. The warmth where I had lain hadn’t yet faded, and as I settled into it again, Ana shifted slightly, her hand brushing across my chest until it found the same place it always did, resting over my heart.

Her breathing never changed, a steady, rhythmic cadence of deep sleep. I kept my eyes open, staring at the ceiling above me, which held no answers, just familiar lines drawn in shadow and light. Yet something in me had quieted, not calmed, not soothed by any conventional peace, but simply quieted, as though whatever had been pacing behind the edges of my thought, restless and unseen, had stepped closer, settling, waiting to listen.

The immense weight of the day didn’t lift; it merely shifted, settling into a different, more integrated burden. Ana’s hand still rested over my chest, her fingers slack with sleep, her breath rising and falling in the rhythm I used to match without thinking, a comforting, unconscious synchronicity. I watched the ceiling until the shadows blurred into an indistinct canvas, not because I was tired, but because my body could no longer discern the difference between waking and the onset of a different kind of awareness.

When sleep came, it didn’t take me anywhere, didn’t pull me into the oblivion of unconsciousness. It brought me down, lower, deeper, into a realm that felt more real than waking.

The dream didn’t arrive like a fleeting vision; it settled the way water does, slowly, inexorably, filling every empty space until it became the space itself, encompassing. There was soil all around me, thick, damp, pressed close on all sides. It was not a grave, not confinement, but simply earth itself. Heavy, alive, older than breath, older than time. It held me the way the dark holds everything, without malice, without permission, with an indifferent, ancient embrace.

Then came the roots, not suddenly, not with a jarring intrusion. They were already there, intertwined, woven deep through the silence, a living network. They didn’t visibly move, but I could feel the way they pulsed, not visibly, not violently, but with the slow, resonant thrum of something that had always been living, a hidden heartbeat beneath the world. Their presence wasn’t seeking me; it didn’t need to. I had already arrived.

And somewhere beneath them, or perhaps beyond them, where the language of space didn’t apply, something shifted, an immense, unseen presence. Not a figure, not a sound, but a profound awareness. It wasn’t waiting for me; it had always been waiting, an eternal sentinel.

Within that boundless darkness, images stirred, not truly seen with my eyes, but felt with an agonizing, visceral intensity—scorched fields beneath skies the color of bruised violet, the haunting ruins of a temple I instinctively called home, a beloved body held in my arms as ancient stone cracked and crumbled around us, a desperate kiss sealed in fire just before the world collapsed into dust and silence. These were not mere visions, not products of a present trauma; they were memories, living and breathing within me, that I had inhabited and then buried with a ruthless efficiency for countless ages. I knew their textures, the specific, bitter taste of their grief, their precise, agonizing shape, as if etched onto my very soul, rising now from the deep, unspoken silence of my slumber.


Chapter Three
The Shifting

[image: ]

Ilija

The knocking returned the next night, yet I no longer mistook it for anything external. It wasn't the pipes, the radiators, or the city beyond the windowpane. It came from somewhere deeper, from within me, a quiet, rhythmic pressure behind the ribs, pulsing like breath caught between waking and sleep. It wasn't sound, nor was it memory. It was presence, steady, subtle, and patient, something that knew me, something that had waited a long, immeasurable time. I didn't try to answer it; I filled the kettle instead.


The kitchen was dim, bathed in the soft amber glow of the stovetop light. I moved through the motions without thinking—water, flame, the familiar chipped mug I refused to replace—each action a small anchor in the ordinary. The tea was harsh, bitter from age, but I welcomed its bite. The first sip burned my tongue, and I didn't flinch; the pain helped tether me to the moment, to the mundane, to now.


Steam drifted in loose spirals toward the ceiling, and I kept my eyes fixed on the mug. I didn't want to look at the window, didn't want to see what the rising steam might shape itself into if I allowed myself to notice, if I let the veil thin.

I turned instead to the stack of books on the table, their spines a testament to my years of study: myth, anthropology, forgotten rites. Some lay open, others crowded with notes in margins I barely remembered writing. I adjusted their alignment, my fingertips grazing the worn covers, nudging titles back into an arbitrary order. The act gave my hands something concrete to do, and when the world inside you begins its subtle shift, sometimes the only thing you can control is where the corners meet. The pressure came again, right beneath my sternum, insistent and undeniable.

I set the mug down, let out a long breath, and crossed myself. It wasn't prayer, not truly. The meaning had worn thin over the years, frayed like an old thread passed too many times through the same needle, but the movement was still intact. Forehead, chest, shoulder, shoulder, a rhythm I didn't need to think about, shaped more by muscle memory than by conviction. I looked toward the wooden cross above the doorway, still slightly crooked from the day my mother hung it there, a quiet testament to her enduring faith. I pressed my fingers to my lips, then to the old oak of the doorframe. The grain had gone smooth with time, softened by countless touches.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Content Warning





		

Playlist







		

Chapter One

The Five Flames





		

Chapter Two

The Looming Veil





		

Chapter Three

The Shifting





		

Chapter Four 

The Norse Remembers





		

Chapter Five

The National Broadcast





		

Chapter Six 

The Quiet War





		

Chapter Seven

The Unraveling





		

Chapter Eight

The Varangian Gate





		

Chapter Nine

The Veiled Queen





		

Chapter Ten

The Inherited War





		

Chapter Eleven

The Storm-Heart





		

Chapter Twelve

A Single, Resonant Sound





		

Chapter Thirteen

“Stand Still, Stay Holy”





		

Chapter Fourteen

A Game of Shells and Roses





		

Chapter Fifteen

Scotland's Summons





		

Chapter Sixteen

The Channel's Unveiling





		

Chapter Seventeen

The Resonant Echo





		

Chapter Eighteen

The Storm Returns





		

Chapter Nineteen

The Unbroken Thread





		

Chapter Twenty

The Undying Vow





		

Chapter Twenty-One

Ash and Memory





		

Chapter Twenty-Two

The Seal is Broken





		

Chapter Twenty-Three

The Sons





		

Chapter Twenty-Four

Delphi Calls





		

Chapter Twenty-Five

The Heart of the Empire





		

Chapter Twenty-Six

The Last Act of Gods





		

Acknowledgments





		

Pronunciations, places, and things





		

The Accord Territorial Map





		

Meet the Gods













Guide





		

Table of Contents













OEBPS/image/image-0-2.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-1.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg
MCCORD STEPANOVICH

Z
PUBLISHING





OEBPS/image/image-0-3.jpg





