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Prologue
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October 12, 1634. Lviv, Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth

The bells tolled as if the city itself were dragged to judgment. Smoke from resin-soaked torches clung low above the square, turning the sky the color of iron. Men crowded the wooden platform; women pressed children forward to see.

At the center, bound to a rough stake, stood a woman. Her hair, long and dark, was streaked with ash, her gown torn from the struggle. Blood crusted on her lip, but her eyes were unbroken, fixed not on the priest before her, but on the crowd — on the families who had whispered, then denounced, then gathered to watch her burn.

The priest lifted his cross high, voice booming:

“Anna of the Markov line, found guilty of witchcraft, of consorting with the devil, and of murdering the boy of the forester’s house. May this fire cleanse her stain.”

The people shouted in chorus: “Burn her! Burn the witch!”

The executioner lowered the torch. The brush hissed as the first flames licked upward, smoke thick and acrid. A child whimpered in the front row, hushed by his mother’s hand.

Anna lifted her head. Her voice carried through the square like a blade through cloth.

“You blind yourselves. The boy’s blood was not mine to spill. His true killer stands among you—wearing oak leaves upon his hand.”

Gasps, a ripple of silence. Eyes darted through the crowd — but no one moved.

The flames climbed, heat blistering the stake. She pressed her bound hands to the black book clutched to her chest. The fire kissed its cover... and nothing happened. The leather did not blacken. The pages did not curl. The book pulsed, once, as if alive.

Her scream rose above the roar:

“The Book will return to my blood! And when it does, your children will pay for your silence!”

The blaze consumed her figure. The crowd staggered back, choking on the reek of flesh and smoke. The priest crossed himself frantically.

And then—impossible. The book slipped from her charred hands, fell into the fire... and vanished, as though the earth itself had swallowed it whole.

The square froze. And in that terrible stillness came the sound — thin, piercing, carried on the wind — the shrill whistle of a child, echoing from nowhere and everywhere at once.
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The Letter

September 3, 2024. Kraków, Poland
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The tram screamed along the wet rails below her window, throwing blue sparks into the rain. Nika Markova watched them skitter and die against the cobbles like insects. The room around her was smaller than her thoughts: one iron bed, one lopsided table, a wardrobe that smelled faintly of camphor and old paper. Paint flaked from the sill in curling chips. Someone in the courtyard argued in Polish about the price of plums.

She sat cross-legged on the bed with a sketchbook balanced on her knees. The page stayed white. She had been staring at it long enough to see shapes in the paper—shadows that weren’t there, figures that would not hold still. The pencil left a soft smudge against her thumb and nothing else.

Nineteen, she looked older in repose. Dark hair fell in unruly waves to her shoulders, frizzed by the weather. Her skin held the kind of pale that refuses to tan; a constellation of faint freckles bridged her nose. The striking part was her eyes. Grey, attentive, cool as river stone, they were a habit of seeing before believing. People met those eyes and looked away first.

She leaned into the mirror hung crooked over the wardrobe. It returned a version of her she knew too well: thinner than last year, sharp around the cheekbones, a mouth that forgot to smile. It wasn’t that she disliked her face; she only didn’t trust it. Faces in her family had a way of vanishing early.

The Markova women did not last. That was not a superstition. It was a ledger. Her grandmother, gone before fifty. Her mother, younger still. Men drifted in and out; fathers were stories told in kitchens and then put away. Daughters were born, grew quick and bright, and the years took them like frost takes a garden, clean and without apology.

Nika breathed in slowly and held it. Outside, the rain intensified, the glass lit by the reflected ragged neon of the bakery sign across the street. The scent of yeast and sugar reached even here, into her thin room, and for a moment she imagined herself elsewhere—anywhere that did not expect her to end. It was a foolish thought. The women in her line hadn’t been granted elsewhere.

She reached for the only thing that had crossed time intact: her mother’s silver medallion. The round of it was worn smooth by years of worry-thumbs. The etching at its center had been rubbed faint; if you tilted it to the light at a certain angle you could still make out a thin ring, almost like a wreath of leaves.

“Your life is borrowed,” her grandmother used to say, not unkindly. “So you must make use of every hour you are lent.” The sentence had the feel of a hand smoothing a blanket and a door closing at the same time.

Her phone buzzed: a classmate asking if she would meet for coffee to study. She hovered over the reply box and set the phone face-down. The exam would happen with or without her. The future would, too.

The sketchbook slid from her knees onto the blanket. She picked up the pencil again and drew a circle without deciding to. Then another, and another, each with tiny notches that could have been leaves. When she realized what her hand had done she stopped, heat rising uselessly to her face, as if she had been caught imitating a signature.

“You hear me, don’t you.”

The voice was so close and so soft that all the air in her chest seemed to change shape. She glanced at the door. Empty. She stood, listening. The tram shrieked again; a bus wheezed to a stop; the argument in the courtyard faded into laughter. In the mirror, a single raindrop crept down the sash like a bead of glass.

“Nika.” This time it was barely a breath, not in the room but inside the name itself. It was the same voice that had woken her as a child on the night her mother’s lungs failed, the voice that had come once more the year she left the village. A voice like dry leaves moving. It was no one and it was her grandmother.

She pressed her thumb hard into the medallion until the metal hurt. “What do you want from me?” she said, and felt instantly foolish for speaking aloud. No answer came. Only the slow tick of the kitchen clock and the rain clattering into the gutter.

She needed air. She stepped into the hallway and walked the chipped stairs down to the stoop. The smell of wet stone rose up, clean and cold. Across the street, the baker in his flour-dusted apron flipped the sign to CLOSED and waved to a woman under an umbrella. A man with a violin case passed by, humming to himself, the tune minor and old.

Mrs. Kaczmarek from the second floor crossed herself when she saw the medallion at Nika’s throat. It was an old habit; Nika saw her do it and did not flinch. Long ago the gesture would have stung. Now it only cataloged itself among the other small cuts of the day: the look she got in certain stores, the way men on the tram did not sit next to her without knowing why.

Back upstairs, she toweled her hair and made tea she did not drink. The sketchbook lay open where she had left it. The circles on the page, the little notches like leaves, had multiplied while she was away. That was impossible, of course. She had drawn more and forgotten. She turned the page and found a small smear of blood at the corner. A paper cut. Somehow she had not noticed.

A message from her landlord arrived: rent due the tenth. A message from her aunt in the village: a photograph of flowers on a grave. For a moment Nika let her thumb hover over the picture. The ribbon around the bouquet bore her mother’s name. She put the phone down gently and sat with her tea and the rain until both went cold.

She did not believe in omens. She believed in days, one after another, tolerable until they were not. And yet the feeling pressed in: the shape of something approaching, like a train you can sense in your bones before you hear the horn.

Night took the window glass and turned it into a dark mirror. Her face floated there, paler than it had any right to be at nineteen. The circles on the sketchbook page gleamed faintly with graphite shine. When she closed her eyes she saw fire behind them, orange and white, and the outline of a book that would not burn.

She opened her eyes when the building settled, pipes ticking, the predictable symphony of a place old enough to be trusted. She knew the sequence of its noises as she knew the names of bones. She could have fallen asleep right there, bent over the sketchbook, had it not been for the sound that did not belong to the building at all.

A single knock. Not a neighbor’s door, not the clatter of a dropped pan. A knuckle against wood, quick and sure.

Nika looked at the door.

The knock did not come again.

The knock had been only once, but it kept echoing in the frame of the door, a vibration she could feel through the floorboards. Nika stood very still and listened to the apartment breathe: the tick of the kitchen clock; the rain working the gutters raw; a neighbor’s faucet coughing to life. Nothing else.

She looked through the peephole. A fisheye corridor stared back—brown paint, a crooked runner, a dead moth against the lamp. No one there.

She unlatched the chain, pulled the door open, and looked down.

An envelope lay snug against the threshold, as if the draft itself had delivered it. It was thick and uneven, the color of old bones, edges darker where damp had licked them. No name. No address. Just a seal: black wax pressed deep with a sigil—an oak leaf caught inside a circle of thorns.

Her first thought: wrong door. Her second: a joke. Her third didn’t feel like a thought at all. It was recognition, the way your body recognizes a drop in the air before the storm breaks.

She crouched, and the cold of the paper surprised her. The hall was warm and stale with cabbage and old varnish, but the envelope felt as if it had waited on a windowsill in winter. When she turned it, a thin dusting of soot came away on her fingers, as if it had been near smoke.

“Who left you?” she whispered, to the envelope, to the void.

The seal broke with a brittle crack, the sound too loud for the corridor. She closed the door, slid the chain back, and stood by the table with the letter like a small, breakable animal in her hands.

The script inside did not belong to the century. Black ink sloped with a precise hand, each letter cut sharp, black as coal, as if the words had been engraved and the paper simply grew around them.

To the last of the Markova line—

She had to sit down. The chair protested under her, wooden legs uneven on the warped floor. She smoothed the paper once, twice, like calming a child.

The Book that did not burn waits for you. Four guardians keep its parts. One where the forest remembers; one where the water mourns; one in the stone that survived the sickness; one behind the glass that lies. If you fail to gather them, your branch will wither. Daughters of your blood will not see their eighteenth year. Joy will turn in your hand like a blade. Your name will go to dust.

She felt her heart mis-strike. The medallion on the table flashed once with the weak light from the street and went dull again.

“This is insane,” she said, but her voice had no weight.

A raindrop fattened on the outside of the window and skidded down, leaving a crooked path. On the neighbor’s balcony, someone shook a tablecloth; crumbs freckled the wet air and fell like new snow.

She read the last lines.

Begin where fire once fell. Go to the forest. There, on the ground that heard the sentence, call the name that truth denied. Only then will the first part be given.

Under the words, a mark: a small circle, the same wreath of leaves as the seal, but here it was drawn not with ink—she realized as she tilted the page—but with something gritty and gray. Ash, maybe. When she rubbed her thumb across it, a faint smear came away onto her skin, cold and fine like ground bone.

She folded the letter back into the envelope, then unfolded it again. The paper gave off no smell. Not ink, not damp, not the must of old books. It was as if it refused to be from anywhere at all.

“Nika.”

The whisper came like it always had—no source, no air to carry it—and yet it moved the small hairs at the back of her neck. Her grandmother’s voice, and not. She stood, slowly, the letter slipping in her hand.

“What do you want me to do?” she asked the empty room.

The kettle on the stove chose that moment to click as the metal cooled. The clock ticked louder, as if closing in. She pressed the letter flat on the table and held her palm against it. The paper stayed cold.

For a wild second she considered holding a match to it, watching it blacken, curl, become nonsense. The thought made something in her recoil. The image came uninvited—flames taking the edges, and at the center, something that simply would not burn.

She fetched a glass of water instead and took a long swallow. When she set the glass down, the bottom left a wet ring on the table, a perfect circle, and in it her medallion caught the light again. Wreath of leaves. Circle upon circle. She didn’t believe in omens. But the world kept arranging itself like one.

Her phone buzzed across the table: Anya—her aunt in the village. A photograph bloomed on the screen: a grave with fresh flowers, ribboned with her mother’s name. Nika hovered a thumb over the reply box and felt the pressure of two lives at once—the one she had in the city and the one that had ended before she learned how to wear it.

She typed: I’m okay. Deleted it. Typed: I might come soon. Deleted that, too. Set the phone face down.

She read the letter again, this time aloud, as if voicing it would turn the words into ordinary language and not a trapdoor under her life. The syllables tasted strange, like water left too long in copper.

When she reached the line about the daughters not living to eighteen, her voice broke and she stopped. She had been thirteen when her mother died, fifteen when she left the village, nineteen now. The line of numbers felt like marks on a wall where children measure their height, only here the wall had no future above it.

“Why me?” she asked, and it came out as anger, which was better than fear. “Who are you to send this?”

No signature. No explanation of how to find the forest, as if there were only one and it would recognize her on sight.

In the window, the reflection of her room looked thinner than the real thing. The sketchbook lay open to the page where she had drawn circles without knowing. She walked to it. The graphite rings were darker now, or the room had dimmed; between the notches, a shape had formed. Not quite letters. The suggestion of a word.

LES.

She blinked, and it was only smudged graphite again. She put her fingers to her temples and laughed, a small, exhausted sound.

The hallway creaked—someone coming home, keys fumbling at a lock. Water coursed through old plumbing. Life went on around her like a river. She folded the letter carefully, slid it back into its envelope, and set it on the table with the medallion on top like a paperweight, as if it might try to go somewhere if she looked away.

When she turned off the lamp, the room leaned toward dark. For a moment, in the mirror, she thought she saw light behind her—firelight, a quivering orange—but it was only the city’s sodium glow catching the fog. She told herself that and went to the window anyway.

On the glass, her breath left a brief bloom of mist. Without thinking, she traced a circle in it, then a line of little notches. A child’s game. A wreath. When the mist faded, the circle remained in memory on the glass, a faint map to nothing.

She returned to the table and picked up the envelope once more. If she was going to throw it away, she should do it now. She opened the trash bin. Stared into it. Closed the bin and laughed again at herself, softer.

If it was a prank, it was a cruel one. If it wasn’t, the alternative was worse.

She put the envelope into her backpack, slid the medallion’s chain over her head, and let the cool disk settle against her collarbone. The metal steadied her in a way that felt childish and necessary.

The tram screamed outside and then, for the first time that day, stopped. Silence pooled in the space it left. In that pause, she heard it: the smallest breath of a sound, high and thin, as if from very far away—a whistle’s note, a child’s toy voice, the kind you find at the bottom of a drawer after years.

It rose once, held, and faded into the rain.

Nika closed her eyes and listened to the absence it left behind. Then she opened them, reached for her coat, and began to make a list in her head of the things a person needs to find a forest she has never seen: a map; good boots; a way to leave without anyone asking where.

When she blew out the candle on the table, the smoke made a small, perfect ribbon that climbed and unspooled and was gone.

The letter lay on the table like a living thing, breathing into the small hours. Nika couldn’t make herself look away, though every part of her wanted to. She had turned the envelope over and over in her hands until the parchment grew warm from her skin, but the words inside refused to fade.

Burn it. That was the first thought. End it before it roots deeper. She lit a candle on the nightstand, struck a match. The flame hissed to life, steady and gold. She held the corner of the envelope above it.

For a second the wax seal glistened again, as though freshly melted. The paper did not catch. It only darkened, faintly, like skin bruising under touch.

Her hand trembled. She pulled the envelope away.

“This is insane,” she said aloud, to the bare plaster walls. “I’m letting paper scare me.”

Still, she blew out the match and sat back, hugging her knees.

The apartment pressed closer, every sound sharpened: a pipe knocking in the wall, a door slamming two floors below, the rain still sweeping at the windows. It felt like the world was awake with her, watching.

She snatched up her phone, thumbed open her contacts. Call someone. Prove it’s just a prank.

Her finger hovered over Kasia, the only friend who hadn’t given up on her quiet distance. She hit dial.

“—Nika?” The voice on the other end was soft, sleepy.

“Sorry, did I wake you?”

“It’s midnight,” Kasia said with a yawn. “What’s wrong?”

Nika almost laughed. How do you explain you’ve received a letter that claims your entire family is cursed? Instead she asked, “Could someone slip mail into my apartment? Without me hearing?”

“What? Like a stalker?”

“Not... not like that. Just—could they?”

Kasia sighed. “Your place is ancient. The walls are paper. Sure. Probably some idiot left a flyer. Why?”

Nika swallowed. “No reason.”

“Ni, you sound weird. Is this about your mom again?”

The question cut sharp. She mumbled something—no, she was fine—and ended the call before Kasia could press more.

Her hand slid to the medallion at her throat, metal cold against her skin. She didn’t remember putting it on.

“Nika.”

The voice was close, a whisper threaded right into her ear. She jerked around. The room was empty.

Her pulse hammered. She clutched the medallion tighter.

Grandmother.

She had heard the whisper before, in dreams, in moments between sleep and waking. But never this clear, never awake.

She pressed her fists against her temples. “You’re not real.”

The letter shivered on the table, edges lifting as if a breeze had touched it.

Her stomach knotted. She stood abruptly, paced the small room. The city outside was restless: someone shouting under the tramline, music spilling from a bar, a dog barking. But none of it felt connected to her anymore. She was walking inside a glass jar, the outside world smudged and blurred, her own reflection sharp and doubled.

She turned back to the letter.

Begin where fire once fell.

The words seared her again. The forest. It couldn’t mean anything. And yet she knew—knew—the letter was for her. The Markova name was not a coincidence.

She pressed her forehead against the cold glass of the window and let the rain chill her skin. Below, the streetlamps smeared the cobblestones gold. She felt every eye of the city on her, unseen but real, as though the letter had dragged her into view.

Her breath fogged the pane. She whispered into the mist: “If you want me there... I’ll go. I’ll prove you wrong.”

The fog faded, leaving only her reflection and the faint circle she had traced earlier.

She turned away, shoulders tight. The decision had settled in her chest, heavy but steady. Tomorrow, she would find that forest.

Nika didn’t sleep. She drifted on the edge of dreams, the letter heavy on the table beside her like an anchor pulling her down. By dawn the rain had stopped, but the city outside her window felt sharper, its lines cut in steel and smoke.

She rose, moving quietly as if someone might hear her decisions. The old backpack lay slumped in the corner; she dragged it out, shook the dust from its straps.

What does one pack for a forest she had never seen?

Jeans, a sweater, a jacket heavy enough to fight the September chill. She rolled them tight, methodical, though her hands trembled. A bottle of water. The pocketknife her father had once left behind before disappearing for good. A notebook. And last—she reached for the silver medallion.

It lay cold in her palm. She had worn it all her life, but now it seemed... different. When the first light of the morning sun hit the metal, faint patterns shimmered across its surface, like veins on a leaf.

She slipped it over her head, the weight settling against her chest.

On the shelf above her bed sat a box of sketches—her mother’s drawings, landscapes she had never visited, forests tangled and dark. She pulled one out. The paper smelled faintly of smoke, though it had been locked away for years. The trees in the drawing leaned like watchers, their roots twisting into forms almost human.

Her stomach knotted. She shoved the drawing into the bag with more force than needed.

She sank onto the bed for a moment, the bag open beside her. Her body was tense, her mind buzzing. At last exhaustion dragged her under.

And she dreamed.

She was not herself. She was bound. The taste of ash clung to her mouth. Flames rose, greedy, clawing at the night. A woman’s scream tore through her chest, but it was not hers—it was her grandmother’s, or great-grandmother’s, or someone older still. The heat scorched her skin, though she knew it was not her body burning.

In the crowd, faces blurred, but one stood out—eyes pale as ice, a boy clutching a torch. Hatred carved into his young features.

Nika tried to call out, to stop him, but smoke filled her lungs.

The rope around her wrists bit deep. She thrashed—

—and woke gasping, the sheets tangled around her limbs, sweat chilling her skin. Her heart thundered as though she had truly burned.

She stumbled to the sink, splashed cold water onto her face. In the mirror her eyes looked different—wider, haunted, as if someone else peered through them.

Back at the table, the letter waited. She didn’t want to touch it again. But her hand moved on its own, folding the parchment carefully, slipping it into the backpack.

As she did, her eyes caught the last line.

The forest is waiting.

For an instant, the ink glowed faintly, like embers refusing to die.

Nika zipped the bag shut. She straightened, shoulders squared, the medallion pressing cool and heavy against her skin.

Tomorrow, she would leave.
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The Forest Road

September 5, 2024. Kraków, Poland
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The station was a cathedral of noise and iron. Announcements cracked through the air, trains sighed against their brakes, pigeons circled beneath the high glass roof. Nika stood on the platform with her backpack slung over one shoulder, her fingers curled tight around the strap as if letting go would mean the ground would open beneath her.

She had read the letter until the words burned into her skull. Begin where fire once fell. All the searches, the fragments of local history, the half-remembered stories from her grandmother—they all pointed the same way. Lviv. The city where Anna Markova had been burned. The Black Forest that still bordered its southern edge.

And now she was leaving. Not for a weekend trip, not for a university exchange, not for anything that could be explained with a simple answer. She was leaving because the blood in her veins demanded it.

The train screamed as it rolled into the platform. Passengers surged, elbows and luggage jostling. She let them flow around her, a rock in the current, before stepping into the carriage. The smell hit her first—metal, damp upholstery, the faint tang of cigarette smoke.

Her seat was by the window. She dropped into it, the backpack heavy at her feet. The medallion lay against her collarbone, colder than the morning air.

The train lurched, metal grinding, and the station began to slide away. Steel beams, graffiti-tagged walls, the brief blur of faces waving goodbye—all of it peeled off like layers of skin until only the city remained behind her.

Fields opened. Brown earth still damp from rain, rows of cabbages bent low, scarecrows with arms outstretched like broken crucifixes. Nika pressed her forehead to the window and watched the land flatten into distance.

Her phone buzzed. A message from Kasia: You okay? You sounded weird last night.

She typed: I’m fine. Just traveling. Deleted it. Wrote: Family stuff. Deleted that too. Finally sent nothing, screen dark in her hand.

The carriage rattled. A child behind her kicked the seat in bursts, his mother scolding softly in Ukrainian. The voices blended with the hum of the rails, the endless rhythm of going farther than she’d ever gone.

She pulled the letter from her jacket pocket, unfolded it for the hundredth time. The ink hadn’t faded, not even a shade. The daughters of your blood shall not see their eighteenth year. The words glared back, sharp as teeth.

She glanced at her reflection in the window. For a heartbeat, it wasn’t her face at all—it was Anna’s, smoke curling from her hair, eyes lit like coals. Nika gasped and blinked. Only her own pale reflection stared back, but her pulse thundered.

The train slowed into a small town. Villagers clustered on the platform, bundled in coats though the air wasn’t cold. An old woman in a black kerchief caught sight of Nika through the glass. Her gaze sharpened, then narrowed. She raised her hand—not to wave, but to trace the sign of the cross.

Nika’s throat tightened. She leaned back, hiding the medallion under her sweater.

The woman’s eyes followed her until the train pulled away.

Hours stretched. The rhythm of the wheels became hypnotic, like a chant. Her eyelids sagged, and the motion dragged her into half-sleep.

She dreamed she was walking the corridor of the train, but all the doors opened onto forest—branches scraping the ceiling, roots breaking through the carpet. Somewhere ahead, a child’s whistle sounded, thin and piercing. She reached for the handle of a door—

—and woke with a start, breath sharp in her throat.

The man across the aisle was watching her. He looked about her age, tall, with dark blond hair that fell untidily into his eyes. A book rested in his lap, unopened. His gaze dropped quickly when she met it, but not before she caught the strange paleness of his irises—grey with a ring of green.

Heat flushed her cheeks. She turned back to the window, pretending she hadn’t noticed.

Outside, the land was changing. Forests grew thicker, shadows pressing close to the tracks. Villages shrank into scattered wooden houses. Laundry flapped pale against the dusk like surrender flags.

The medallion warmed suddenly, a soft throb against her chest. She pressed her palm over it.

The train thundered across a bridge. Below, a river coiled black and restless. For a moment, she thought she saw faces in the water—white, blurred, watching. She jerked back, heart hammering, and blinked. Only ripples trailed in the current.

The announcement rattled through the carriage: Lviv—next stop.

Nika’s stomach twisted. She gathered her backpack, fingers stiff. The letter was folded tight inside, as if it might guide her steps without consent.

The train slowed, brakes shrieking, and the city opened before her. Lviv. Streets carved in stone, roofs patched with rust and history, the spires of churches clawing at the evening sky. Smoke drifted from chimneys, mingling with the scent of rain on cobblestones.

She stepped off the train and into air that felt older, heavier. As if every breath carried ash.

Behind her, the man from the carriage followed, his steps measured. He carried no luggage. Only a small satchel, worn to leather shine.

Their eyes met briefly on the platform. His gaze was cool, unreadable. He walked past her into the crowd.

But the medallion burned hotter against her skin, as if it knew him.
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Lviv Railway Station, early evening
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The platform spilled into a square of wet cobbles and yellow light. Nika checked the map on her phone, then the paper timetable fixed to a kiosk: buses to the southern villages, a handful of names she couldn’t pronounce and one she could—the one that sat at the edge of the Black Forest.

“Last bus is late,” a man’s voice said beside her. “If it comes at all.”

She turned. It was the passenger from the carriage—the one with the unread book and the pale ring of green around grey irises. Up close he was taller than she’d thought, all angles and tired grace, dark-blond hair falling untidily toward his eyes. A field jacket hung open over a dark sweater; a small leather satchel crossed his chest. He looked like someone the city had tried to polish and failed.

“I didn’t ask,” Nika said, more sharply than she meant to.

“You’re standing under the timetable like it’s a shrine.” He nodded at the board. “People only do that when they’re desperate or new.”

“Or both,” she said.

A corner of his mouth moved, not quite a smile. “Where are you going?”

“South.”

“That’s not a place.”

“It’s enough.” She lifted her backpack higher, as if the motion could end the conversation.

His gaze flicked to the medallion at her throat before she could tuck it under her sweater. His expression changed—barely, a tightening at the edges.

“You shouldn’t wear that here,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because some people will think you’re asking for something.”

“What kind of something?”

He looked past her into the dark of the streets. “The kind you don’t want.”

A bus wheezed up then, lights stuttering. The driver leaned out, shouted a village name that wasn’t hers, and rumbled away leaving diesel and a line of disappointed faces. The square settled back into waiting.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll take a taxi.”

He snorted. “To the Black Forest? They’ll drive you to the last house and double the price for the final kilometer you’ll have to walk.”

“So you know the place,” she said carefully.

“Everyone knows it,” he said. “Not everyone goes there.”

“And you?”

He met her eyes, cool and unreadable. “I live near it.”

“Then you can tell me the way.”

“I can tell you a way,” he said. “But the forest chooses whether it’s yours.”

“Do you always talk in riddles to strangers?”

“Only to the ones who look like they’ll ignore the simple answer.”

She swallowed something tart—fear or anger, she couldn’t tell. “What’s the simple answer?”

“Don’t go.”

They stood like that for a breath, the square moving around them, steam rising from food carts, a violin scraping something old and sad near the archway. Nika felt the letter like a live ember in her bag, the medallion warming as if agreeing with him and not with her.

A gust drove the rain sideways. He shifted slightly to put his body between it and her, as if by habit. Up close she saw a small scar along his right knuckles, old and white. On his finger was a worn brass ring stamped with an oak leaf inside a circle. The sight hit her like a cold hand to the spine.

“What’s that?” she asked, before she could stop herself.

He glanced at the ring. “Family junk.”

“An oak wreath,” she said. “A crest?”

“Something like that,” he said, and slid his hand into his pocket as if the night could forget it existed.

Another bus arrived, then another, neither theirs. The square thinned. The kiosk vendor pulled down his shutter with a rattle.

“The last bus to Hlyboke is canceled,” the station guard called out in Ukrainian. A ripple of muttering went through the few left on the curb.

“Hlyboke,” Nika repeated under her breath—the name of the village she’d circled on the map. The edge of the forest. The place the letter meant even if it never said so.

“You won’t get a taxi there this late,” the man said. “Not unless you’re willing to overpay and be dropped in a ditch.”

“I’ll walk the rest,” she said.

He studied her boots, the way she shifted her weight, the stubborn line of her mouth. “You’ll make five kilometers before the road disappears. Then you’ll find the bog. If you’re lucky, you’ll only lose a shoe.”

“What do you want?” she said. “To scare me home?”

“No.” He looked at her for a long second, and something like decision passed through his face. “I’ll drive you.”

Nika stared. “You?”

“I have a car.” He said it like a reluctant confession. “I was going that way.”

“How convenient.”

“You can say no.” He lifted a shoulder. “Or you can spend the night arguing prices with men who will take you nowhere.”

She should have said no. Every rule a city girl learns lay screaming in her head: don’t get into cars with strangers; don’t believe easy offers. But nothing about this was easy. And the medallion, damn it, was warm again, a pulse under her skin.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

He hesitated a half beat. “Alex.”

“Alex what?”

“Just Alex.”

“Right.” She took a breath she hoped didn’t sound like a shiver. “I’m Nika.”

“I know,” he said, and when her eyes narrowed he added, “Your ticket. The conductor said it when he checked names.”

He led her across the square and down a side street that smelled of wet stone and gasoline. An old dark-green Niva crouched under a streetlamp, paint scarred, windshield crosshatched with faint scratches. He opened the passenger door; it creaked like a hinge in an abandoned house.

“You always pick up strangers at stations?” she asked, half in defiance, half delaying the moment she would have to sit.

“Only the ones dressed for the wrong forest,” he said, flicking a glance at her city jacket. “Seat belt.”

They pulled away from the lights into streets that narrowed and climbed, then thinned into outskirts. Blocks gave way to small houses with fenced gardens, to shrines by the roadside where candles guttered in jars. The city fell behind like the ending of a song.

“So,” she said, when the silence pressed too hard, “do you work there? In the forest.”

“My father does,” Alex said. “I help.”

“A ranger?”

“Something like that.”

“You don’t sound sure.”

“The forest changes what jobs mean.” He shifted gears. “Loggers and poachers. Lost hikers who swear they walked in circles on a straight path. People who hear their names in the wind and follow the voice off the road.”

“Do you believe that?”

“Belief is optional,” he said. “The forest doesn’t ask.”

They passed a roadside cross with a wreath of plastic flowers that had faded to bruised colors. For an instant the beam of the headlights caught something beyond it—a pale shape between the trees. Nika leaned forward, heartbeat spiking. Branches, she told herself, only branches. But when she sat back, the air in the car felt thinner.

“Why are you going?” Alex asked, eyes on the road.

“Tourism,” she said.

He made a sound that wasn’t a laugh. “People don’t come to the Black Forest for fun.”

“I do.”

“Then you’re the first.”

She looked at his hands on the wheel, the knuckle scar white against the skin. Her own hands were clenched in her lap. She forced them open.

“What’s with the ring?” she asked, pretending carelessness. “It looks... old.”

“It is.” His jaw tightened. “Family history.”

“Good history?” she prodded.

He didn’t answer for a while. The wipers scraped rain from the glass in slow, stubborn arcs. “Old,” he said finally. “That’s all.”

The road narrowed to a ribbon. Fog pooled in the low places, lifting in slow sheets when the car disturbed it. Through breaks in the hedgerows Nika saw the first true wall of trees—dark, massed, breathing. The medallion throbbed again, not heat this time but a kind of pressure, like a fingertip against her sternum.

Alex noticed her flinch. “It does that sometimes,” he said, as if discussing weather.

“What?”

“Whatever you’re wearing that you shouldn’t,” he said. “The forest likes to talk to its own.”

“I’m not its own.”

“We’ll see.”

Lights appeared at last—a scatter of houses huddled along a single road, smoke rising, a dog slamming itself against a chain in complaint as they passed. A sign half-buried in weeds announced HLYBOKE in peeling letters.

Alex parked before a low guesthouse with a blue tin roof and a faded mural of lilies on its wall. The door stood open to a square of warm light; voices moved within, women’s and one old man’s like a bass string.

“This is as far as I go tonight,” he said. “Halyna runs the place. She’ll give you a room if you pay cash and don’t ask her husband for stories.”

“Why not?”

“He doesn’t sleep when he tells them,” Alex said. “And then nobody else does either.”

Nika’s hand was already on the door handle when he said, softer: “Don’t go into the forest alone.”

“I’m not,” she said.

“You will.” He pulled a torn paper ticket from his pocket, scribbled a number on the back, and pushed it into her hand. “Call me if you decide to be an idiot. Call me before.”

She took the paper. Their fingers touched for the briefest fraction of a second; a quick static sting jumped skin to skin. His eyes flicked to the medallion where it had slipped free of her sweater again.

“Hide it,” he said. “Here, people notice patterns.”

She tucked the chain away. “Thank you for the ride.”

“You’re welcome.” He didn’t smile. “Good night, Nika.”

The Niva coughed, turned, and rolled back down the road. She stood for a moment in the wash of its receding headlights, the paper with his number warm in her palm.

In the guesthouse window glass, her reflection doubled. The dark behind her was cut by the shape of a tree; two high branches forked and framed her head just so, so that for an instant she looked crowned with antlers.

She blinked, and it was only a tree. But the medallion pressed hard against her bone, like a heartbeat that wasn’t hers.

The Niva’s taillights vanished down the lane, and the night folded back in, quiet as ash.

Nika stood a heartbeat longer in the spill of yellow from the doorway, the paper with Alex’s number warm in her palm, the medallion a cool coin against her collarbone. Then she stepped inside.

Heat and the smell of woodsmoke met her. The entry was narrow, all timber and shadow. A counter sat beneath a smoky lamp. On the wall behind it someone had carved a ring of small notches into the beam—like a wreath. A row of earthenware bowls dried on a shelf, beaded with old glaze.

The woman from the doorway—tall, wool skirt, forearms like oars—watched Nika approach without smiling.

“You’re Halyna?” Nika asked.

The woman’s gaze moved over her clothes, her boots, paused on the silver at Nika’s throat. “Close the door,” she said. When Nika did, Halyna nodded toward a carved box. “Cash.”

Nika counted folded bills with stiff fingers. Halyna tucked them into the box, slid it shut with a firm click, then reached under the counter and pulled out a key on a frayed red cord.

“Room three. Up the stairs, last on the left.” She hesitated, as if weighing what to say next. “Shutters closed at night. No walking after dark.”

“I wasn’t planning to,” Nika lied.

From the kitchen a man’s voice called something in Ukrainian, rough and rising like a question. Halyna answered without turning her head. The man grunted; a chair scraped.

“You’ll want food,” Halyna said to Nika, already moving. “Sit.”

Nika slipped onto a bench at one of the two scarred tables. The room was almost empty: an old man dozed by the stove; a girl with flour on her hands stacked plates. On the far wall hung a small icon blackened by smoke; beneath it, three candles guttered in jelly jars.

Halyna set down a bowl of soup, steam twisting in the lamplight. Barley, carrots, something green and chopped fine. “Bread,” she added, placing a heel still warm from the oven.

“Thank you,” Nika said. Her own voice sounded far away.

She ate because her body demanded it. The first spoonful mapped the shape of her hunger; the second brought back the day like a flood. Kraków. The station. The letter. The train. The river. The eyes in the carriage. The ring with the oak leaf. Alex’s number on a scrap of ticket, ink bleeding a little at the edge.

A chair creaked near the stove. The dozing man had woken. He stared openly, the whites of his eyes yellowed with age. “Not from here,” he said—not a question.

“No,” Nika said.

“From the city,” he decided. “They always come with shoes too clean.” His gaze dropped to her boots and back. “You won’t like our nights.”

“Enough, Mykola,” Halyna said without looking up from the counter.

Mykola made a sound that could have been agreement or a swallowed story. He folded his hands and stared into the stove’s open mouth as if it might answer him.

Nika finished the soup. Warmth pooled low in her belly; the rest of her remained cold. When she stood, Halyna slid a stub of candle across the counter and a box of matches.

“In case the lamp goes,” Halyna said. “It does when the wind shifts.”

Nika took them. “Thank you.”

Halyna’s eyes—dark, unreadable—rested on her a beat too long. “If you hear a whistle,” she said, almost gently, “you don’t follow. You put the pillow over your head, and you wait for morning.”

A splinter of ice slid down Nika’s spine. “What kind of whistle?”

Halyna’s mouth thinned. “The kind that sounds like it is calling you by a name you forgot you ever had.”

The stairwell smelled of old pine and damp clothes. Steps complained under Nika’s weight. At the top, a narrow hall ran the length of the building, its floorboards polished dull by decades of feet. Room three’s door had a rusted iron latch and a tiny carved spiral at the jamb—deep, deliberate, the grooves dark with oil.

Inside, the room was no larger than a train compartment. A bed under the sloped ceiling, a peg with two iron hooks, a table with a chipped basin and a jug, a cracked mirror with a bloom of silver missing at one corner. The window was small and square. When Nika pushed the shutter, it protested and then gave, closing with a muted thud. Through the last inch of gap, the forest was a darker black than the sky, as if the night had a seam and the trees sat on the far side of it.

She set the candle on the table and struck a match. The flame lifted, made a small brave circle of light. She placed Alex’s paper by the basin, smoothed its torn edge with her thumb. Call me if you decide to be an idiot. He hadn’t smiled when he’d said it. Neither had she.

The medallion was warm. She slipped it free of her sweater and let it lie in her palm. Lines she hadn’t noticed before webbed the silver under the flame: veins of a leaf, fine as breath. When she tilted it, a faint shimmer slid across its face, as if some image lay just under the skin of the metal and preferred the dark.

“Not tonight,” she whispered to it. “Please.”

She set it back against her collarbone. It cooled slowly, like a hand unclenching.

A moth circled the candle, tapped the glass with the soft, repetitive insistence of something that can’t remember it has tried this before. Nika lay down on the narrow bed. The mattress whispered straw. She folded the blanket up to her chin and stared at the ceiling’s dark slant until her eyes blurred.

From below came the murmur of Halyna’s voice and Mykola’s—rising, falling, then gone. Far off, a dog barked once and thought better of it. The wind worried at the eaves, and the shutter clicked faintly, as if the night outside kept testing the latch.

Sleep came in thin pieces. Each time she closed her eyes, she saw a square of sky turned iron by smoke. Each time she opened them, the lamp’s flame had crept shorter.

When it finally went out, the room did not go black. It thinned to a grey like old paper.

That was when she heard it. Not a footfall. Not a human sound at all. A breath of a tone, high and thin, like a whistle lost somewhere just beyond the wall.

It called no name. And yet it felt like hers.

She lay very still and counted her heartbeats until they stopped stumbling. Then she swung her legs over the side of the bed and, without lighting the candle, opened the door.

The hall held its breath.

She went down the stairs in the kind of silence you learn as a child in a house that wakes if you don’t respect it. The latch of the outer door rose under her hand. The night met her with damp and the smell of earth turning in its sleep.

She stepped out. The forest waited where the road ended, a line of black stitching the village to the land beyond.

And something there—something that remembered—listened back.

The straw mattress creaked each time Nika turned. Sleep refused to come. The candle had burned itself down to a stub hours ago, leaving the room wrapped in a suffocating shade of grey rather than true darkness. She lay on her side, eyes fixed on the shuttered window, listening.

At first it was only her heartbeat. Then, between its uneven thuds, came another sound—thin, high, and almost delicate. A whistle. Not the wind. Not a human tune. Something sharper, older, as though the night itself exhaled her name.

Her skin prickled. She pressed her palm against the medallion at her chest. It was hot—too hot. She whispered to it without meaning to, “Not tonight.” But the metal throbbed against her skin, answering in silence.

Nika pushed back the blanket. The floor was ice beneath her feet. She pulled on her sweater, but left the candle unlit; flame felt like an admission, a reply. The door latch groaned as she lifted it.

The hallway stretched before her, narrow and lined with shadows. Each stair protested under her weight, but no one stirred below. The front door sighed open, and the village air rushed in—sharp, metallic, full of damp earth.

The world outside was asleep. Roofs hunched low, shutters closed tight, the only sound a dog’s muted whine before it buried its muzzle under a paw. Ahead, the forest loomed: darker than the sky, its edge jagged, alive.

The whistle grew clearer. A whisper, layered now, more than one voice. It wove through the silence like threads through cloth. Her legs moved of their own accord. Step by step, she drifted toward the treeline.

Something flickered between the trunks. White. A pale shimmer like antlers catching moonlight. Her breath caught. The shimmer moved again—slow, deliberate. Breathing. Watching.

“Baba?” The word escaped before she could stop it.

The glow deepened, shifting, inviting. Her foot lifted, ready to cross into the shadows.

A hand seized her arm.

She gasped, twisting. Alex’s face loomed in the half-light, his grip unyielding, his eyes sharp, lit by a pale ring around the iris that made them look almost inhuman.

“What the hell are you doing?” he hissed, dragging her back a step.

“I—” Her voice faltered. “I heard them. I saw—”

“You saw what it wanted you to see,” he snapped. His jaw was tight, breath uneven. “That’s how it starts. You keep staring, and it will show you more until you forget who you are.”
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