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To Merrill, Meleah, and Alex, my extraordinary children,

May the lessons hidden within these pages stay with you,

guiding you through life, long after I am gone.

My dearest ones, this is for you.

[image: Rectangle]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction
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TO THE STORY IN MY imagination: What beginning, middle, or end should I choose this time?

Better yet, I’ll step aside and let it unfold on its own.

English is my second language, so my writing style may seem a bit different. I was born the oldest of twelve, and raised in Romania as a Protestant during the communist regime. In 1993, I married Chet, a kind and loving American man. Together, we’ve raised three incredible kids.

Fragments of this story have been buried in my heart for a long time. Three key factors have encouraged me to finally write it:


	My daughter, Meleah, and my sister, Delia.

	Nearly dying.

	A book: I’ve struggled most of my life with an internal battle between the imagination I seemed to have been gifted with and the fundamentalist church upbringing that rejected such frivolity. A debilitating fear of criticism kept my mind locked away until one day. I picked up a book and read the first four pages. It set many worries free. The book is The Christian Imagination, edited by Leland Ryken, with reflections from J.R.R. Tolkien, Frederick Buechner, Annie Dillard, George MacDonald, Francis Schaeffer, C.S. Lewis, and others. This book allowed me to explore this story's margins, details, characters, and plots. Reading the work of other writers—those who, like me, believe in God or in a Being beyond our understanding—gave me the freedom that religion never did. It allowed me to explore the vastness of my imagination without guilt. I have yet to finish the entire book. What will happen when I do?



Three more factors have enabled me to write:


	Time.

	Perseverance and discipline.

	Being alive.



I began to write the story I wanted to read. I had to give myself permission to explore these worlds and characters I’ve carried with me all these years. A funny thing happened once I let go of control: the story started to change, taking turns I never would have imagined. It completely surprised me. I’m not writing a story; it’s writing itself, and I’m here to type. I laugh out loud with the characters, get frustrated with them, and wonder what’s around the corner. I’ve never been as happy as I have been writing this novel. I don’t consider myself a brilliant writer, just a storyteller who loves to share.

At last, a process that began fifteen years ago, on paper, with the story of Nemrac the eagle, has transformed into something I never could have dreamed. During my grave illness in 2014-2015, a disease that left neurological damage and debris, I had little to do but lie in bed, waiting for death. During that time, I picked up a pen and paper and began to write Yellow Matter.

Dying was the best visitor I could have had—it gave me the permission to let go of all the excuses. When my brain wasn’t inflamed and foggy, I wrote.

My characters are inspired by my siblings, parents, extended family, friends, and acquaintances I’ve met over the years, although no single character is a direct representation of anyone. Some adventures and details came to me in dreams, while others appeared as I paid attention to the world around me and jotted them down to avoid forgetting. I love walking alongside my characters as they journey through their story. I’m just as surprised as they are when twists come along, adding complications to their progress.

I’ve always had a childlike spark in my creative mind—a part of me I’ve fought hard to keep alive in an ever-growing, cynical world. There were the “dark ages” of my life, as I call them, when I lost touch with that spark. Ever since, my purpose has been to gather up and reclaim the lost pieces. Along with those pieces, I’ve gathered more wisdom, expanding the borders of my imagination.

Before I go, I must thank Ben, Meleah, NJ Ata, and Chet for their invaluable input and support. :)

Be brave, be strong, and fear not.

Favorite Quotes from The Christian Imagination

Edited by Leland Ryken
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"The imagination is too original, too personal, and too creative to be 'trained.'"

— Jenine Langan
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"It is no use pretending that, with the Fall behind us, the imagination is not, like all man's other powers, liable to corruption, disease, and death. The imagination is at present in a very bad way indeed. It receives no proper food, no love..."

— Elizabeth Sewell, The Death of the Imagination
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"As a Christian, I am responsible for the furniture of my mind and imagination."

— Frank Gaebelein, Christian Responsibility in the Arts
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"The constructs of the imagination tell us things about human life that we don't get in any other way."

— Northrop Frye, The Educated Imagination
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"My assumption is that the story of any one of us is, in some measure, the story of us all."

— Frederick Buechner, Listening to Your Life
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"Each of us, by nature, sees the whole world from one point of view, with a perspective and a selectiveness peculiar to himself. We want to see with other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as with our own... We demand windows."

— C.S. Lewis
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"I believe that the purpose of reading literature is to exercise or incite one's imagination; specifically, one's ability to imagine being different. The pleasure of reading literature arises from the exercise of one's imagination, a going out from oneself towards other lives, other forms of life, past, present, and perhaps future. This denotes its relation to sympathy, fellowship, the spirituality, and morality of being human."

— Denis Donaghue, The Practice of Reading[image: Rectangle]

[image: Rectangle]"Literary experience heals the wound, without undermining the privilege, of individuality... In reading great literature, I become a thousand men and yet remain myself."

— C.S. Lewis
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"In the imagination, the body must have its rights, the senses and the heart as well, perhaps. See how in the Bible, the phrase runs 'the imagination of the thoughts of man's heart.' Body and mind have somehow to find freedom here in the imagination, and because of that, the conditions of free activity will be different from those of reason alone."

— Elizabeth Sewell, The Death of the Imagination

[image: Rectangle]

––––––––
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"INSTEAD OF COMING TO the imagination's rescue, the Church has panicked at its antics. As a result, we have let the imagination de-Christianize, losing in the process the conquests of centuries of education. Yet the Judeo-Christian tradition is an expert in such matters.... It has waged a millennial struggle for the imagination of humanity, with astonishing success.... Our problem is thus not bolstering the imagination, but educating it, reconnecting it to its origin and end; Christians would say, baptizing a power in us all which nothing can destroy."

-Janine Langan,  "Truth, Justice, and the Modern Imagination"
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"FOR AS GOD IS INFINITELY the greatest Being, so he is allowed to be infinitely the most beautiful and excellent: and ll the beauty to be found throughout the whole creation is but the reflection of the diffused beams of that Being who hath an infinite fulness of brightness and glory; God...is the foundation and fountain all being and all beauty."

-Jonathan Edwards,  The Nature of True Virtue 
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Prologue

Part l. The Beginning 
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THOUSANDS OF YEARS ago, when Time was but a playful trickster, and Energy pirouetted through shimmering, pink ropes, there was an age so ancient that even the whispers of its memory have been forgotten. Back then, Time, Matter, Gravity, and Energy never quarreled over who held greater worth. The very concept of value was unspoken, a distant thought that never ignited conflict. Demand, a foreign and frivolous notion, stirred no offense in the hearts of the cosmic beings, for all things moved with perfect harmony. Ego had yet to be born, and in its absence, all flowed as one, uninterrupted, a delicate ballet of universal forces. Time was not a ticking clock, but a constant hum, an omnipresent thread weaving through every existence. All beings moved effortlessly between the past and future, as though knowledge itself had no boundaries.

The fabric of reality was a vast and infinite frequency, a pulse that vibrated through young and blooming universes, crafting them with an ease and purpose that carried no trace of discord. The shadows of will, thought, and action had yet to stretch their fingers across the fabric, leaving existence in its purest, unsullied state. And the very shape of all that is—what we now call the universes, the dimensions—was an inverted mirror of what we know today. The Void reigned supreme, its vast blackness stretching as far as the eye could imagine, pregnant with an endless swarm of translucent, glowing bubble molecules, each teeming with creatures destined to fill the corners of this primordial chasm.

This infinite frequency spoke and stirred within all things—the molecules, the creatures—guiding them in a slow, delicate dance, urging them to cluster together, to form. The clumps, like soft snowflakes or intricate spiderwebs, spun through the Void, tracing fractal paths that spiraled in perfect harmony. Each new form began to echo the sacred geometry of creation: the eternal line, the logarithmic spiral, waves of motion, fractals within fractals, endless tessellations, cracks that split the universe into infinite pieces.

As the clusters settled into their chosen spaces, life began to breathe and expand in measured rhythms. The creatures, once few, began to multiply, building worlds so dazzling that even the stars above would blink in awe. Yet, amid all this flourishing, one species, one race, stood apart—above the rest. Perhaps it was the elements that surrounded them, in perfect resonance with their being. These creatures were known as Yellow Matter, as graceful in form as they were in thought. Their fur shimmered with the radiance of gold, each movement sparking an ethereal glow that rippled across the cosmos, extending farther than any other had before. They were creatures of rare elegance—poised in their beauty, and keen in their wisdom.

The Yellow Matter tended to one another with an intensity that bordered on reverence. Together, they thrived in their dimension, creating not just life, but worlds—vibrant, harmonious, and pure. But as with all things, the shadows began to stir, a growing tension that gnawed at the fabric of their perfect existence. The first dark shadow didn’t come from outside. It was tiny. Harmless. Like a breath caught in a throat. It had never happened before. It was born the moment the first Yellow Matter Being hesitated.

The Void, once their master, began to lose dominance as new forces—dark, elusive, and hungry for freedom—started to battle it, distorting the universe. The Void never anticipated a fracture from within its most obedient children. The Void, being absolute, had no defense against a question. That doubt rippled—not as destruction, but as individuality. And when enough beings began to question, the harmony warped. Their perfect co-creation started to vibrate unevenly.

Those questions, those flickers of newborn ego and will, had nowhere to go. This was a universe without hatred, without selfishness—so these new, unnameable feelings were pushed outward, unclaimed. They became the Shadows—fragments of consciousness stripped of identity, seeking form. Thus evil was created, unresolved, not monsters, but questions with no answer. They were echoes of Yellow Matter’s own repressed curiosity, their buried “what-ifs,” their collective guilt over betraying harmony. The more they tried to return to their new idea of purity, the stronger the shadows grew. Because denying a shadow only makes it darker. The Shadows became cunning. Some even went unnoticed at first—planting seeds of doubt, envy, pride. They learned to whisper. To take shape. To mirror.

The frequency of the Void was ruptured, sending ripples of chaos across the fabric of reality. Waves of discord shook the very clumps that had once settled with ease. Explosions from the sky rained down, not as stars, but as violent, searing bursts of destruction. One such cataclysm tore through Yellow Matter’s world, a blast so fierce that it left only four survivors—a male, a female, and their twin male offspring, whom we’ll call Vadima and Solok. Fearing that their souls would be stolen, they hid their names from everyone. Their once-lustrous fur, now scorched, clung to their bodies like ash, caught in the aura of their former beauty, an eternal reminder of what had been lost. The gases from the explosion poisoned them, seeping into their minds, their souls, condemning them to an existence caught between life and death, forever unhealed.

No longer could they feel the caress of a gentle breeze. No longer could they taste the sweet breath of the universe. They were broken, hollowed out. Their forms twisted like ghosts, trapped in bodies that had once been full of grace. The pain was a constant, an unrelenting ache in their very bones. Their teeth—once elegant—now grew in jagged rows, grotesque and twisted, eternally locked in a grimace of agony. The stench of decay was ever-present, clinging to them like a second skin, yet death itself refused to claim them, leaving them in a state of perpetual suffering. Their reproductive organs, burnt beyond recognition, left them incapable of creating life—a cruel irony for creatures who had once been the creators of worlds.

No longer able to birth new life, they waited, caring in a most twisted form for their offspring. Mother and father waited for Time to heal what could not be cured, to restore what had been destroyed. But Time, cruel and indifferent, kept its distance, refusing to undo the devastation. Hope—once a spark—died with each failed attempt to return to the pure state of creation. Bitterness festered within them, turning their once-intelligent minds into a roiling tempest of hatred and sorrow.

The male, driven by this bitterness, grew violent. He attacked the female and the offspring, ripping into their flesh with savage claws, sinking his teeth into their mutilated form. The female, weakened though she was, retreated, drawing her offspring away from the male with silent 

dignity. Over time, her hatred of him deepened, and though he sought to force her into submission, she remained distant.

"I'll teach you to hate," the male whispered in his nightmares. "I'll destroy everything. I'll burn the worlds, erase the stars, and with them, you." For he knew the best way to destroy the female was to kill the offspring. Or better yet, to steal them from her and raise them as his sidekicks, then together they could destroy everything in sight.

As the cycles of their suffering stretched on, their relationship twisted into something unrecognizable. Fed up with his cruelty and driven by an insatiable desire for autonomy, the female and her offspring took flight. Their wings—once elegant—beat erratically, but nonetheless, carried them far from the male, their flight pattern broken and imperfect. The bitterness in the male's words lingered like a poisoned breath, but the female and her offspring were off, their form disappearing into the darkness. Like broken arrows, they flew on, their form flickering in and out of the void, fading from his sight forever. She would never return, for she had seen too much, endured too much, and had to protect what remained of her offspring. Eventually, the one offspring, Vadima, bitter from what he endured and saw, eventually rebelled and left his mother, causing chaos wherever he went. As for the female, to bring new life into a world so shattered by violence was no longer a beautiful option, and she clung dearly to her remaining offspring, Solok.

Alone, the male clung to his pride, convinced the female would return. "She'll come back. She has to." His lips, cracked and scarred, spoke words that tasted of madness, his ego swelling in his isolation. But as time wore on, the male's arrogance grew, and he swore to track her down. He would steal the offspring, and would shape a new world—a world built on hate. Together, they would destroy everything—one civilization at a time, one planet, one universe—until the blood of creation flowed freely through Time itself.

Then, when it was all over, when the blood had stained the fabric of existence, he would kill his own offspring.

But first, he needed to learn how to fly again.

After Time donated some mercy.

The male's body still pulsed with the remnants of the explosion that had torn his world asunder. His fur was nothing more than ash and decay, but inside, a spark of something remained—a flicker of the Yellow Matter that once was. He could feel it, that forgotten elegance, that ancient frequency which had once thrummed through him with effortless grace. It called to him in dreams, whispered to him in the cold, empty moments between his waking hours, the remnants of his former beauty a haunting memory he could neither let go of nor embrace.

But it was in his darkest hours, the hours when the bitterness within him roared like a caged animal, that he first felt the urge to fly.

It wasn't just a physical need. No, this was something more primal, more desperate. His wings—the same wings that had once shimmered with golden light—were now twisted and charred, their edges jagged and broken. And yet, they were there, hanging from his back like some cruel reminder of what he had lost.

"I will fly again," he muttered to himself, his voice raspy and torn, as though the act of speaking was an effort of will.

But how could he, when the very act of flight had been stolen from him by the same forces that had destroyed his world?

He would learn. Until then, he would blame. Blame, once non-existent, proudly thrived in the male's heart.

And so he began. Each day, he stretched and pulled at his broken wings, attempting to catch the faintest flicker of the elegance he once had. His body trembled under the strain, but his pride pushed him onward, as did the tormenting whispers of Time, taunting him for his inadequacy, mocking his helplessness.

He would rise again. He would force the world to bend to his will.

But flight, he soon realized, was not as simple as it had once been. His form—what remained of it—had become alien to him. It was as though the very essence of his being had been cracked open, and now, there were gaps in his understanding. His wings could no longer catch the breeze in the way they once had. His movements were stiff, and every attempt to soar ended in failure, plummeting back to the shattered earth, which had once cradled his creations.

In his frustration, the male resorted to violence. Each failed attempt only deepened the rage inside him, until the very earth itself seemed to rebel against him, unwilling to offer him the peace he craved. He tore at the sky with his claws, howling in fury as the very winds mocked him.

Days turned into weeks, and the male, unable to make sense of the empty void that stretched endlessly around him, turned inward. His mind, once a vessel of wisdom, was now consumed by a desperate desire to regain what he had lost.

In his darkest moments, he thought of her. The female. The broken arrow. Would she have understood what he sought?

The thought gnawed at him, but he pushed it away, determined that his flight—when it came—would not be for her. It would be for himself. For vengeance. For power.

And then, one night, as he stood on the precipice of a shattered mountain, his broken wings stretched wide, he felt it. A pulse. A vibration deep within the fabric of reality. It was faint at 

first, barely perceptible, but there, just beneath the surface of the universe. It was the same frequency he had once known, the same rhythm that had guided all things into being.

It was Time.

The male closed his eyes, allowing the pulse to wash over him. It felt like a distant memory, a song that had been lost, but was now slowly returning. Slowly, the broken fragments of his wings began to stir. They trembled as though testing the air, unsure of their own purpose. But the more he allowed himself to feel that pulse—the rhythm of creation—the more his body began to align with it.

It was not the flight that he had forgotten. It was harmony.

The truth was, he had not learned to fly. He had forgotten how to move with the universe. To bend to the flow of the world, rather than to resist it.

But harmony was not something that could be forced. It was something that had to be felt, experienced. He was, in his deepest self, still one of the Yellow Matter. And the Yellow Matter was not born to fight the flow of the universe—they were born to become it.

With a final, shuddering breath, he allowed his broken wings to release their tension. His body relaxed, and he opened his mind fully to the pulse of existence. He didn’t try to fly—he let himself be carried by the rhythm of Time. He allowed himself to fall, but this time, it was different. He didn’t fight the fall. He embraced it.

For a moment, everything went still. And then, slowly, his wings began to unfurl.

They were not the wings he had once known. They were jagged, torn, and scarred. But they caught the air, lifting him upward, a fragile, imperfect ascent. It wasn’t graceful, it wasn’t perfect, but it was enough.

The male soared through the void, not as a god reborn, not as a conqueror, but as a fragment of the very pulse of the universe, caught in the eternal dance of creation and destruction.

And so, as he ascended higher, the truth dawned on him: he was not flying because he desired to. He was flying because he had finally surrendered to the will of the universe. And that was the only true freedom left to him. He had, yet, another opportunity to heal himself completely. He chose not to.

Every beat of his wings sent a ripple through the fabric of reality, a tremor that felt... right. This was power. The universe had to bend to him. He had to be the one to command the flow. For the first time in so long, the male felt the burning sensation of rightness—not the peace of true harmony, but the heat of a false god, reborn in the ruins of his old world.

He didn’t need to surrender to the universe, as others might suggest. No, he would shape it. The universe, after all, had wronged him. The explosion, the destruction of his world, the loss of the female and his twin offspring—these things were not the workings of a harmonious cosmos. They were the result of chaos and disorder. He had been a victim of forces beyond his control, forces that cared nothing for his pain, his suffering, his need for meaning.

It was Time that had abandoned him, not the other way around. It was the very pulse of existence that had twisted him into something less, and now, he would bend that same pulse to his will.

As he flew, he imagined himself as the conductor of the universe, each beat of his wings a command to the forces around him. Time, Gravity, Energy—these were not forces to be revered or accepted. No, they were tools, raw materials for him to manipulate. With every pulse of his wings, he was forcing the universe to comply with his will.

He had learned to fly again. But more than that, he had learned to control the flight. He would not allow himself to be swept up in the winds of fate. He would bend the winds to him.

But in his ascent, there were signs of a darker truth creeping into his perception. The fabric of the cosmos began to warp with each beat of his wings. The sky, once an endless, infinite space of possibility, twisted into strange, jagged forms. Stars, once peaceful in their quiet glow, flared with angry, violent pulses of light. The space around him, once a gentle curve of reality, now cracked with fractures, as though his very presence was warping it into something unrecognizable.

The male felt no fear. This was the harmony he had longed for. He had broken the chains of his weakness, the chains of uncertainty. He could feel the universe twisting beneath his control, and in his mind, this was a sign of victory. The more the fabric of existence bent, the more it shifted around him, the more he knew that he was the one to shape it. The very chaos that had destroyed his world was now the tool he would use to build anew.

He was no longer the broken creature who had once cowered in the wake of the explosion. He was something more. A god, reborn. He could create worlds again, not with the purity of the Yellow Matter, but with his own will, his own rage. He would destroy everything—reshape existence in his image—and from the ashes, he would create a new world, a world of dominance. His world.

The old desire for life, for beauty, for harmony, had been suffocated in the fires of his bitterness. In its place, the male nurtured a new vision: a vision of a universe where all things were subject to his command. Time would bend to him. Gravity would obey him. Matter would flow through him, and Energy would fuel his rage. Everything would exist at his whim, each molecule, each star, each universe, a mere reflection of his will.

This was harmony, in his mind. A universe sculpted by his hands, a creation formed by the ashes of his pain. The female had left him, but she was no longer needed. Her flight had been a sign of weakness. She had not understood that true power came from mastery over the forces that shaped the cosmos. She had flown away, and in doing so, she had sealed her fate. Her flight had been nothing more than a broken, futile attempt at escape.

"I'll make it right," he muttered, the words a chant that echoed in his fractured mind. "I'll build it all again... in my image."

But the deeper he flew into the void, the further he ventured into his own distorted version of harmony, the more the fabric of the universe groaned beneath him. The cracks spread like veins of ice through the sky, and the pulse of existence grew uneven, discordant. Time no longer hummed—it shrieked in protest. Energy crackled violently in the air around him, no longer flowing freely, but warping and twisting with every movement he made. Matter itself was no longer just malleable; it was unstable, unstable in the way that things are when they are subjected to too much force, too much strain.

The universe was breaking—not because it was imperfect, but because he was breaking it.

But he could not see it. Not yet.

His ego, bloated with his self-declared mastery over the cosmos, kept him blind to the growing destruction he was causing. Every shift, every manipulation felt like a triumph, a validation of his belief that he could be the architect of all things. He would not rest until the universe reverberated with his will, until it acknowledged his power.

The truth, however, was that the harmony he believed he was crafting was a distortion—a reflection of his rage, not his wisdom. It was a harmony of control, a mockery of the natural ebb and flow of existence. And as the fabric of reality cracked, splintered, and bent to his whim, the male's world of power would ultimately fall apart—because true harmony is not built on domination, but on balance.

He wouldn’t stop until everything fell apart. If not stopped, the damage would be colossal. 
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HOBIȚA-GRĂDIȘTE

The one who roams

Your life to steal,

It is too well concealed.

The Transylvanian Carpathian Mountains Region-1985

The creature sweeping over the forest like a sorrowful yellow mist vanished as quickly as it appeared. If you asked anyone to describe it, they might doubt whether they had even seen anything at all. But the feeling it left behind—now, that was another matter altogether.

The Hobița-Grădiște​[1] village (pronounced Hobitska-Gradishta), or H.G. as the locals called it, was divided into three regions: the Northerners, Southerners, and Centrals. It was a prominent and usually happy place, tucked snugly at the base between the Apuseni and Southern Carpathian Mountains. Part of the larger Sarmizegetusa​[2] Regia region, known for its regal residence of the last Dacian king, Decebalus, or Decebal, sometimes known as Diurpaneus, was well known for its military, religious, and political significance during the Roman Empire era, from 87 to 106 AD. Not to be confused with Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, the capital of Dacia province, which stood 40 kilometers from the Sarmizegetusa Regia, both located in Hunedoara county​[3]. The long-forgotten and extinct Dacian and Thracian languages — believed to be members of the Indo-European language family — remained alive only in H.G.

Beyond this small village’s borders, everyone spoke Romanian, with different dialects such as Transylvanian, Crișana, Moldavian, Banat, Wallachian, Oltenian, Bukovinian, and Maramureș. Its Vulgar Latin-based alphabet, introduced by the Romans, made the Eastern Romance language one of the last to retain cases of nouns, a feature long lost from other Romance languages. Words from the surrounding Slavic languages, Greek, Turkish, German, as well as from the extinct Dacian, have embellished the creative aspects of the language, spoken without thought to its origins by the characters in this book.

A lovely green meadow, often sprinkled with poppy seeds, wild daisies, and dandelions, separated the village from the Five Weeping Towers Lake​[4]. The lake, with its eerily calm, mirror-like waters, had a dark history. Everyone who drowned — and there were many of those unfortunate souls — lost their bodies forever to the depths of this lake. Beyond the lake stood the Dragosh Castle​[5], an ancient and forgotten stone fortress rumored to be hunted by old ghosts. Known as the Dark Death Forest​[6], a massive forest filled with dead and twisted trees spread beyond the neglected castle, intruding on the area. The contorted, perceived limbs reaching up to the sky, like a prisoner pleading for mercy, were none other than petrified giant caterpillars. Believed that one of Yellow Matter's first newborns, Vadima​[7], drew its first and last breath there, the guts of the forest were ever so mysterious, for no one dared to enter it. Since none of the vegetation survived, the brave and curious spent only moments on its outskirts debating whether entering the creepy forest was a bright idea. But its horrifying appearance — twisted caterpillars, petrified in such agony— kept even those pondering from entering. The truth of this cursed forest, however, was far more frightful, but for now, we'll actually return to our village, dear reader.

To avoid petty squabbles and wasted bickering, the regions in the village were equal in size and beauty. If one lacked cunningness, such as the Southerners, one made for it with one’s knowledge of plants, herbs, and roots. If another region, like the Northerners, possessed a healthy dose of cleverness and craftsmanship, they fell short regarding compassion. As for the Centrals, what can I say? Like middle children often feeling stuck between two greater versions of themselves, they often felt ignored and outperformed. Such emotions gave rise to a love for mischievousness, which was frequently expressed through creating unnecessary work or attempting to establish and enforce rules that no one else cared about. 

The Northerners, proud of their craftsmanship, were known for their elaborate door engravings, and some might say their work had a magical touch. They carved intricate designs into walnut, linden, and beech wood—sometimes using bronze nails, daggers, and even stones and gold. Above all, this beloved artwork gave every door a character fitted to the family's ancestral lineage, past, present, and future souls not yet born, for bloodline was extremely important in these parts, believed to keep Time itself from dying. However, there were two peculiar doors in the village—aged, crooked, and made of weathered planks of wood. They did not belong to any known family, and while their craftsmanship was poor, they held an unusual significance. The villagers guessed endlessly about who made them, though no one knew for sure. Perhaps it was simply their mystery that made them essential. 

As mentioned, the Centrals loved their mischievousness, adding elements of surprise and trouble to their work, which was mostly limited to beautiful garden accessories, such as flags, scarecrows, and bird baths. Often bored, they were inclined to invent downright ridiculous rules. No one paid attention to them. 

The pride and joy of every home lies deep within the soil of every garden behind each house. The lushest gardens belonged to Southerners, who undeniably had the magic touch. An abundance of herbs, vegetables, legumes, and fruits, soon to become tinctures, teas, soaps, ointments, and delicious meals, filled the Southerners’ lands. However, their healing properties were what earned the Southerners another level of respect throughout the village.

Beyond these gardens, tall haystacks spread throughout the green meadow, stood stately, waiting to be gathered into barns for winter. But, true to their nature, the Centrals couldn’t resist causing trouble with the haystacks, often jumping on them or hiding inside, making the poor livestock nervous. They’d laugh and giggle, finding joy in their pranks, while the village went on about their business.

The single-story houses in H.G., though modest, were well cared for, lining each side of the only perceived road. Like a river, the road divided the left and right sides of town, not that anyone minded or cared. There were more hidden escape routes than the obvious road, but I won’t divulge more.

The edges of the road were lined with patches of daisies and marigolds, which complemented the flower beds that adorned each home. Sunflowers, grapevines, lilacs, roses, geraniums, snowdrops, calla lilies—each garden was a living canvas, a burst of color against the white stucco walls of the houses. The only distinguishable element separating these homes was their entry doors​[8], which were usually engraved with elaborate imagery. 

H.G.’s modesty was invaded by the singular church’s presence. It’s size towering like a proud tsar. Adorned with unique murals inspired by Byzantine artwork, the church gave the impression of a master surrounded by his servants. The artist who painted the murals on the church walls using earthly pigments of blues, reds, and gold was long gone. Yet, his presence remained alive in the stories passed down from generation to generation, and some of these stories were downright frightful. It was said that the red pigment, in fact, is the blood tears coming from a pregnant young maiden walled between the bricks when the church was built. The blue on blue pigments were similar to those found on the walls of Voroneț Monastery​[9], which is the last painted monastery built in Romania, and the only church built with two iconostases—altar screens filled with icons and carvings—located in the north of the city of Suceava. Some argued that the church looked more like a giant gnome with a slightly slouched hat. Doubtful. 

The locals were simple people who loved to stay busy and be well-fed. Summers in H.G. were filled with warm, mouth-watering aromas of roasted red bell peppers and eggplants, slowly simmering on open fires, which made the popular Zacuscă spread, canned in glass bottles and blown into beautiful shapes by the Northeners. Meats, fried in large cast-iron skillets, also over open flames, were called to anyone nearby to come and share. Children ran through the village, climbing fruit trees and stuffing their shirts with ripe cherries, while others carried buckets of fresh water from nearby wells. Freshly knitted dough was filled into clay pots, soon to be entered into scorching-hot clay ovens, and corn was ground into flour manually by stone grinders.​[10] The tight relationships and love for each other were obvious, as the town folk loved an opportunity to celebrate life, often by creating festivals where the accordion and violin music filled the air. The foot-stomping of a great “Hora” filled their bellies with laughter and glee. Even squabbles—often as they were—were a welcome part of this life.

At a glance, H.G. seemed idyllic—enchanting. But, as anyone in their right mind knows, there’s no such thing. Or is there? Everyone living beyond H.G.’s borders were not aware of the village’s existence. How could that be? Often, people stopped and stared in that direction, but could see anything beside a mangled, wild forest. Yet, most could sense an unexplained presence. If they dared to speak out about their intuition, they were often met with teasing giggles by friends and companions, and quickly discouraged by an icy fog. They would hurry away, crossing themselves, spitting and casting out devils. The few with the daredevil in their veins would venture closer, staring with a thrill of anxiety, hoping to discover something. They were often repelled by the foulest of smells. If that didn't scare them away, the strange whispers would. 

Beyond H.G. 's borders, guarded by an invisible cloak of its own protective frequency, stood a country divided in three regions: Walachia, Moldavia and Transylvania. Although most people spoke Romanian, some still protested the choice, such as the Hungarian community, which thrived in parts of Transylvania​[11].

Save for the peculiar Lamppost, known to locals as Lumina veche—the "Old Light"—which stood with its own strange energy, all appeared normal. This particular Lamppost had deeper entanglements in meaning and importance. Some days, the Lamppost wept sadly, while other days, it giggled away happily. With every new birth, its light shone brightest. Folks would gather around it with the new babe, and the Lamppost would decide what gift to pass to these newcomers.

Next to the Lamppost,​[12] yet slightly beyond the H.G. 's borders, a wooden sign displays the distance to the closest village, Sarmizegetusa, some 10 kilometers away. Lying in ruins, Sarmizegetusa reminded any viewer of the Roman Empire's glory days, as evident in the remains of an outdoor amphitheater and cobblestone streets. 

And although a strong wind blew beyond H.G.’s borders, inside it, the Lamppost began to weep as rivers of rats scurried in the opposite direction of the Dark Death Forest. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 
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KARPA SCHOOL

One's gifting must indeed reveal

An inner struggle, or its zeal.

Like honey on toast, the warm, breezy fall settled over HG, making the harvest that much more enjoyable. The colors of the land shifted and morphed into hues beyond what the eye had seen, evoking a sense of coziness—hot cider, spiced wine with cloves, and orange slices. Branches of fruit trees, heavily burdened, provided the Southerners with a feverish workload and the Centrals with games of "catch the apples with your mouth," "Look at my cherry earrings," or "let's give the spiders haircuts." The Northerners were occupied with wood carving and metal bending, too preoccupied to notice the beauty around them, let alone help with harvest gathering. 

At the village entrance, just beyond the weeping Lamppost, there stood a white stucco building, much longer than the others, though it matched them in every other respect. It seemed exposed and vulnerable to the "world beyond their borders," as the residents put it, but no one worried. An invisible protective frequency dome hugged HG with precision, effectively concealing the village. Beside the white walls, this longer building was blessed with stained windows of all shapes and sizes showing glimpses of past monumental moments such as Bear Festivals, births, and deaths, keeping such moments alive. Every time the sun shone through these warm-colored glass, the images seemed to come alive and move ever so gently as if dancing to a charming song. The roof was made of layers of straw with intricate braiding. A cleverly carved wooden door, depicting a landscape of a world lost long ago and often shifting into a peculiar library, opened to a large yet warm room, simple in its design. This, my dear reader, was Karpa, not an ordinary school.

In the village, children were encouraged to learn based on their gifting, usually in the bosom of their family, and only occasionally, did they come together for specific lessons and celebrations under Karpa's roof, where a red, blue, and yellow-feathered rooster that crowed whenever he fancied but changed into a sizable gray owl with bright yellow eyes at night stood guard, acting as the village's lighthouse, grazing and keeping a protective eye over everyone. Hanging from the school's front porch ceiling was an old iron bell, complaining whenever somebody pulled its string, as was happening at this very moment.

"Rue! Haven't I told you how much I dislike it when you pull my string?"

"Too many times. Hush now, bell! Does it hurt?"

"No. But I still don't enjoy it."

"Hush, or I'll pull your string more than necessary." The girl teased. "Such a nagger." She continued.

"Always with the threats."

"And it always stops your complaining."

The young girl with loads of green freckles over her dark face and two ponytails of the brightest red hair anyone had ever seen, chastising the grumpy bell, was none other than Rue. A Central, she volunteered to be the bell-puller for the sheer fun of pulling one's string, and she smiled widely every time she did it. Happy feet gathered momentum as students rushed past her and into the yard. Behind them, the voice of their teacher carried a smile with each spoken word.

"Too many hours cooped up indoors are unsuitable for the brain and muscles, especially young brains and muscles. Go shake away the stiffness of boring sitting and let those gifts placed within you be exercised." All the nine-year-olds hurried outside in the open backyard for a well-deserved break as Professor Stanmore's​[13] voice trailed behind them from the depths of the classroom.

It is said that every animal, bird, fish, or human has that one late bloomer, who seems odd and awkward, as it stumbles around and makes a great deal of noise. A good deal taller than everyone else, Igor and his twin brother, Ianosh, were such late bloomers in many regards. Neither butterflies nor caterpillars, but something stuck in between, the twins lacked compassion, traits common among Northerners, as they bulldozed through life. These particularly underdeveloped creatures in human form, and downright bullying manners most days, were often inseparable. Their large, muscular bodies came in handy for the agile, minor few who managed to escape the unpleasantness of teasing, often just in time. However, the unfortunate, slower lads frequently found themselves caught in Igor's tight grip, like this present poor fellow, now fiercely wiggling like a fly trapped in a spider's web, in a futile attempt to loosen himself free. As charming as HB was, it had its challenges, too—like this one.

"Let him go!" Rue, still near the complaining bell, heard the commotion as if it were happening two steps away. The grave tone in her voice was meant to dissuade Igor.

"Are you going to intervene again, Rue?" the bell complained.

"Yes, I am."

"Why do you always feel the need to intervene?"

"Isn't it obvious? Iulian needs help."

"Does he?" If a bell could have eyes, a quizzical eyebrow would've raised in doubt, which would've been ignored by Rue anyway. She gave him a vexed look. Ignored, the moody bell continued.

"Just because you can hear from long distances when someone is in distress, it doesn't mean you must interfere. How's Iulian going to practice his gifting if you always meddle?" Rue pretended not to hear the bell's logic and trotted away, filled with purpose, swinging her arms back and forth as her feet stomped in the direction of the struggle, sending clouds of dust around her. In a way, she felt like a mama hen, called to take care of the world's underdogs. However, even the underdogs can become fierce leaders if given the chance to discover their inner strength. Today, Rue was going to ignore any such advice, for she had a bone to pick— and she fully intended to do so.

"You're as forgetful as you are thick-headed." Rue's dark face and green freckles lit up, showing everyone she meant business. Still, Igor ignored her, as these sorts of characters often tend to do. As a dried-up branch splintered into many pieces at the back of his head after making contact, Rue let out a satisfied breath. Hearing Ianosh's hurried steps approaching from behind, she probably rushed to help and smiled. By now, a small enough crowd had formed a circle, watching, prepared to activate their gifting at any given moment when the voice of wisdom spoke, stopping them all dead in their tracks.

"Never use force and cruelty to get what you want, Igor. It's cowardly and beneath you." Professor Stanmore spoke softly yet crisply, suddenly behind the twin. Igor spun around, simultaneously dropping the whimpering fly, which skipped away in a happy stumble, while straightening his clothing. Professor Stanmore had an uncanny ability to appear from thin air at any time and in any place. Now, looking at Rue, his calm tone added,

"Your desire to help is admirable. Try another method next time."

"I will, professor." She said, turning her attention from the professor to Igor. "There's always a next time."

"Very well, Rue. For now, go exercise your passion in other ways." Looking between the professor and Igor for a moment, Rue chose to listen because she heard the wisdom in the older man's words. She also heard Professor Stanmore's advice to Iulian, for the boy had the gift of seeing the possibilities of improvement in every situation or person, no matter how hopeless it seemed. By doing so, he suffered unnecessarily.

"I'd rather spend time with my friend," Rue mumbled to no one in particular, walking away and looking for her best friend, Adina, who was skipping rope, away from everyone. As soon as she was within earshot, Rue began chatting a mile a minute with an air of satisfied self-assurance, trying to make a few points that seemed significant to the conversation. Adina, silently jumping her rope, held a hint of pure amusement in her eyes while letting her friend talk. With a beautiful pale face, prominent Asian features, and long black hair, the girl was a walking mystery.

"You should leave the twins alone; they're bored most of the time, that's why they pick on others."

"Nah. Are you excited to meet the new student?" It was in Rue's character to go straight to the point. Details were tedious and unnecessary. Adina, a deep thinker, usually loved details.

"Rue, I'm not aware of any students joining us. Who have you overheard talking?"

"My parents."

"I see."

"Last night, I overheard my mom telling Dad that we'll get a new student to join us this morning."

"Rue, I bet it's hard for your parents to keep a secret from you." Adina giggled, and Rue waved her comment away.

"I'm surprised you don't know already." The look in Rue's eyes spoke volumes, but Adina pretended not to hear the comment.

"Are you sure you heard such news? Professor Stanmore would've mentioned something to us yesterday." Adina's long raven hair moved happily with every jump of her rope as they spoke.

"My parents only found out last night," Rue spoke matter-of-factly.

"How did your parents find out?" Adina's voice held a touch of curiosity, but Rue found herself suddenly distracted by something she overheard on the other side of the courtyard. Spinning around, she yelled at Alin,

"That's his leg! Not his hair! If you insist on giving a spider a haircut, learn to do it properly! Legs don't grow back!" Surprised by the unexpected interruption, Alin looked up and then let the spider go free, who hurried toward Rue, scolding her.

"Pardon me, sir, I wasn't aware you wanted the haircut. My apologies." The spider hurried back to Alin, who resumed his grooming session, for his gift was such that he could groom all small and large creatures. Turning back to Adina, Rue answered.

'From the meeting.'"

"What meeting?"

"Don't know. But I snuck back to bed before the conversation was over."

"I thought you could hear long distances."

"You know well only when someone is in distress. I find it more fun when I sneak around."

"Maybe you misunderstood? Like you did just now with Alin and his spider? Was the spider in distress?"

"Nah. But it was fun to meddle. Don't you think?"

"No. You must learn to mind your business, Rue."

"Why? We can't live in a singular world; we must embrace family, community, and life. It's the healthy way. How come you don't see that as important?"

"I do."

"You sure detach too much, Adina. It's not healthy."

"Today, you are positively tiresome," Adina said, puffing her lips. But Rue wasn't any more tiresome than usual; it was Adina who was suddenly feeling uneasy.

"Why? Because, for once, I know something before you did?" Rue smirked.

"I thought you'd have seen this coming a mile away. Looks like you can’t always predict the future, huh?" That is precisely why Adina felt uneasy; this had never happened before. She stopped skipping her robe, looked to the sky, and spoke, suddenly feeling one hundred years old.

"I'm frightened by what I know, what I don't know, and what's to come. How can anybody have a light heart with such burdens?" After such a statement, Rue walked over and gave her friend a hug. Tilting her head slightly, Rue asked,

"You really didn't get any predictions about this? I would've thought that out of the whole village, you'd be the first to know! Hmm... that's odd."

Indeed.

In a few weeks, most women of childbearing age in the village would be pregnant, and a year later, the homes would fill with the buzz of rosy newborn babies. A brooding fever had already begun, as young women sang and prepared their homes for the upcoming arrivals. No one knew why there was always a ten-year gap between each generation. Well, maybe they do, dear reader, but they keep us guessing. Let's return to our story. 
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THE STORIES OF OUR Past

But stories told from deep within,

another generation began.

"Pull the bell cord, Rue." The words were spoken softly, for the old man knew Rue could hear him from anywhere.

"Yes, Professor." The girl left her best friend and trotted toward the bell.

"At least this is the final pull for the day; one must rest after all this violence," the bell complained faithfully before being pulled.

"This will also be the last complaint I must endure from you, so I guess we're both looking forward to peace," Rue spoke secretly, loving the act of pulling the string every time. Getting out of the way, she let everyone else rush inside and settle into their seats.

"Today, I'll read you a story." Most students wiggled comfortably in their seats, waiting eagerly—everyone but Igor and Ianosh. Their faces displayed impatient boredom but settled as best they could as the Professor began speaking with a poetic cadence.

'A long time ago, when God walked the face of the earth in the company of his good friend Peter, there lived a poor man with a good heart. His name was Igor.'

The class smirked and whispered, for their version of Igor was quite the opposite. Sitting in the third row with a bored expression while picking his nose, Igor perked up when he heard his name, smiling boastfully. Professor Stanmore glanced over his spectacles at the classroom, waiting for everyone to settle down before continuing. The scroll in his hands began to yawn.

"Not you, too." The old teacher spoke to the scroll, which stopped instantly and straightened. No one knew, dear reader, why he chose to wear spectacles since his vision seemed sharper than an eagle's, but we may find out later in the story.

"Besides the clothes off his back and an old sword given to him during an ancient war, the poor man carried two loaves of bread in his old burlap sack, now hung over his right shoulder as he walked along in peace. The loaves, given to him as payment for some recent work, were his next meal. On that very day, God decided to test this impoverished man.

'Peter, up ahead, an old bridge crosses over a small river. Let's sit by the entrance of this bridge and act as beggars. See the man coming our way?'

'Yes, I see him.'

'He's one of the happiest men I have ever seen. I'll show you.'

'Okay, God,' said Peter. Thus, God and Peter found the bridge and sat down, looking as though the entire world had been their enemy. Not long after, Igor passed that way, and upon seeing the two beggars, he pulled a loaf of bread from his sack and gave one to Peter and the other to God, saying,

'God's been good to me and gave me this bread; now you can have it. In his mercy, God will give me another one.' Then, whistling a happy tune, Igor went on his merry way. Surprised, Peter spoke:

'You were right, God. This man has a good and merry heart.' Smiling, God spoke:

'Let's catch up to him.' And the two did just that, finding the man still whistling a happy tune, as if the entire world were his.

'Well, my good man, Igor, your heart seems merry!' God spoke kindly, patting the man gently on the shoulder. Taken by surprise, Igor jumped.

'Why, thank you, my good sir. But how do you know my name?'

'I know everyone's name, my good servant.'

'Who are you, sir, to give such a bold statement? Only God knows every soul's name,' Igor spoke kindly.

'I am the beggar by the bridge whom you just helped, and whoever gives to the poor borrows from God. Here's your payment.' With this, he returned the loaves of bread. 'I wanted to prove to my friend Peter the goodness of your heart. I am God. Ask me anything you want, and I'll give it to you. It's my way of repaying your kindness at the bridge when you thought I was a mere beggar.'

"Igor would never show such kindness to anyone," a whispered protest came from one of the classmates.

"He still has time to change, Marius," Professor Stanmore replied." Ready for me to continue?" Many nodded, mesmerized and lost in the story, wanting to discover what God gave Igor as a gift.

Igor pulled the ragged hat off his head and bowed respectfully.

'If you are truly God, please bless my sack, that whomever I shove inside cannot come out against my will.' Smiling, God blessed Igor's bag.

"What a ridiculous request! When you can have anything, why ask for something so insignificant?" a fair boy in the second row with golden freckles on his face and hair like a lion's mane asked out loud. Professor Stanmore paused for a moment, then answered:

"It is better to expect small gifts from God, young Leo, than big ones; you may not be ready for the significant gifts. They may end up being too much, a burden, and in the end, turn into a curse."

"Can anything good be too much, Professor?"

"Indeed, it can."

"Like what?"

"Too many cherries on an empty stomach comes to mind, but too many cakes on a full stomach is just as unpleasant.' Everyone giggled. 'The gifts you all possess are a prime example."

"What do you mean, Professor?" Alin asked.

"With the gifts comes a certain level of maturity. If properly trained, you’ll often find yourselves shifting between a more childish outlook on life and a much more mature perspective. The gifts, in a way, accelerate your brain's development, allowing you to perceive things more deeply. But you're still growing into them, and with the right guidance, you’ll become experts by the time you have children of your own. Then you’ll be qualified to teach and train them. Now, imagine if you were to receive your gifts today, rather than at birth. It would overwhelm you—frighten you, excite you—and you’d have no idea how to control it. Without proper control, you could easily end up hurting yourself more than helping." Thoughtfully, the student responded,

"I guess that’s true. But I’m not convinced that applies to everything."

"No matter. I’m not here to convince you; I’m here to help you ask questions and explore the possibilities, as you’ve just done." Satisfied, Leo relaxed his shoulders, for he had worked through his gift of generosity and abundance. Being taken advantage of was a disadvantage for one who possessed such a gift, and in many ways, he was still learning how to utilize it effectively. 

"May I continue?" Although his tone was soft, there was always a commanding echo in the old man's voice.

"Please do, Professor." Many voices chirped back.

"Very well then." The Professor returned his gaze to the large scroll, which seemed to yawn again, and proceeded.

'Igor, when you're tired of walking the face of this earth, come to the doors of heaven and serve me there.'

'Gladly.' With that, Igor bowed again, pulling his hat off his head. Whistling a happy tune, the man continued on his merry way.

After some time, this jolly fellow came across a large, prosperous-looking gate. He entered and inquired after some shelter from the master of the place himself, a round and fermented-looking fellow with a greedy heart. Reluctantly, the master ordered some food to be brought to their new guest, for it was expected by Romanian customs to be hospitable to all.

'Servant, you may also show this poor man where he can rest his soul tonight,' the master said, a malicious half-smile crossing his face. The servant, understanding his master's meaning, took Igor to a place where past guests had been sheltered.

'I'll see if you get a wink of sleep tonight,' the master whispered under his breath, turning around and disappearing into his large mansion. Unknown to Igor, this greedy master had a pair of uninhabitable homes at the edge of the property, occupied by a few demons and none other than the Devil himself—Scaraoschi, as the locals called him. And that is where the servant took the poor man.

Over the years, the greedy master tried many tricks to rid the place of this evil. None succeeded, keeping the locals and the master himself in a constant state of fear. Unaware of this, Igor entered the house, bowed, and spoke his prayers in his usual manner. He then safely placed his sword in a corner and lay down on a soft bed. His bones were frightfully exhausted from all the traveling. Putting his sack under the pillow, he fell asleep, fully dressed. But the poor man could hardly enjoy his rest. No sooner had he dozed off than someone pulled his pillow from under his head, throwing it across the room. Igor, still drowsy from the sudden awakening, grabbed his sword and stood up, looking for the troublemaker, but saw none.

'Ha! Either this house is unclean, or there’s been a strong earthquake, and my pillow jumped away from under my head. And here I am, acting like a crazy man,' he muttered. He crossed himself a few times, then lay back down again. Just as he was dozing off for the second time, he began hearing all sorts of creepy voices in the room: some meowed like a cat, others sounded like pigs in extreme pain, some like frogs, and others like bears—a cacophony of voices. His head began spinning.

'Alright then! Let's take care of this craziness.' Igor got up, picked up his bag, opened it, and then powerfully yelled,

'Pasol na turbinca, cioti!' (Enter my bag, you demons!)

Suddenly, all the demons climbed on top of each other and into Igor's bag as if the wind had blown them that way. Once they were all inside, the man closed the bag and beat it with his fists until he was delighted. Tired, he lay down with his bag full of demons under his head, delivering a punch now and then for good measure. Undisturbed, he fell into a peaceful sleep.

The soft knock on the door interrupted the story yet again, but no one, including Professor Stanmore, seemed to mind. Even the scroll, which had shifted in its slumber, heard it. Adina looked at Rue and lifted two fingers.

"What does that mean?" Rue whispered.

"Come in!" Professor Stanmore called out. The door opened shyly, and many eyes watched it with captive curiosity. Two nine-year-old boys walked in.

"Ah, yes, please come in, come in!" The Professor stood up, strolling towards his new students, and shook the boys' hands.

"Let me introduce you to the class. This is Alex." The older man smiled at a fair-looking boy with sky-colored eyes, patting his shoulder in a fatherly manner. Then his face turned to the other boy as he continued,

"And this is Damian." Professor Stanmore reached out and met the other boy’s extended hand with great warmth, smiling while looking into a pair of blue eyes. The coal-colored hair and very fair skin gave Damian a drastically more handsome face than his brother's. Everyone in the classroom knew these new students were Madame Rodica's adoptive children, who living on the southern edge of the village. Occasionally, they were seen arriving in town, always accompanied by their adopted mother.

A sneer-like noise came from Igor and Ianosh's direction. For you see, dear reader, Alex was quite an ugly young boy. Used to rejection, sneering, finger-pointing, and insults, Alex ignored the twins.

"Welcome to our classroom. Damian, I understand Alex has never spoken a word in his entire life. Have I got that correctly?"

"Yes, sir, you have," the boy answered, wrapping one arm around his brother's shoulder.

"That will not be a problem here. Learning comes through all senses and experiences," he spoke softly, addressing Alex. "And I'm sure you'll teach us something brilliant in due time." Alex nodded, smiled, and held the Professor's gaze for a moment, as if the two were silently exchanging a secret.

"Please find a place in the classroom you feel belongs to you, and we'll bring a couple more chairs." The boys picked two spots next to each other, closest to the door. Marius and Delia jumped up and brought chairs and desks for their new classmates. As the children busied themselves with those chores, Professor Stanmore returned to his desk and sat down, adjusting his spectacles. In truth, he was giving the students time to settle before speaking again.

"We're in the middle of a story. I'll ask Rue to bring you two up to speed during break time. I understand Rue's family and Madame Rodica are great friends."

"Yes, sir, they are," Damian answered, searching for Rue. Once he found her, he nodded, and received a nod in return.

"Excellent. Or should we take a break now?" The professor spoke over his round spectacles. 

"No! Let's find out what happens to Igor!" Most of the students protested, extracting a jolly giggle from the professor, who hushed them by waving his right hand.

"Very well, let's find out."

Around sunrise, Scaraoschi took off looking for his servants after they did not return. Once he arrived in Igor's room and saw what had happened, anger filled his bones. He slapped the sleeping man across the cheek so hard that the unfortunate soul jumped a few feet into the air before hitting the floor. Fully awake and agitated by the rude disturbance, Igor yelled. 

'Pasol na turbinca!' (Enter into my sack!)

Scaraoschi, mute and with little choice, had to jump into the pregnant sack, elbowing his way between all the demons to find a more comfortable spot.

'Well, I'll teach you a thing or two about disturbing an honest man's peaceful rest. And after I'm done with all of you, even the stray dogs of this land will laugh in your presence.' Stretching, Igor shook the sleep away. Grabbing his sword, the man dragged his sack full of demons outside and into the central yard of the village. He began yelling at the top of his lungs, whatever came to his mind, waking everyone. Soon, the villagers gathered, half-shocked and half-asleep, curious to see what this strange man was yelling about. You see, dear students, once anyone has an encounter with the Devil, they’re marked. What the individual decides to do afterward remains up to them. Back to our story.

'What's gotten into you, Sir?' yelled one local.

'I caught a bagful of rabbits, and I want to prepare them for dinner,' Igor lied.

'The master decides if you'll cook anything around here,' one local man yelled back. Drowsy and dressed in his night robes, the master, in all his fermented glory, dragged his feet out the front door of his mansion and stopped on his porch. 

'What is all this noise about?' he grumbled unhappily.

'Sorry sir, but this man—and with that, the local pointed with his head in Igor's direction—said he caught a bunch of rabbits and wants to prepare them for dinner!' The local's face held an "And I think he's crazy" expression.

'What is the meaning of this? Have you lost your mind?' The master yelled at Igor, who, in response, pulled his full sack closer.

'No, Sir, all night, Scaraoschi and his fellows disturbed my precious sleep, so I did what any reasonable man would do and caught them all.' He pointed to the full sack, where the demons squirmed like fish out of water. The locals gasped and backed away in fear, most crossing themselves and spitting on the dirty ground. Curses were real in these parts of the land.

'I need a few good twigs strong enough to use and painful enough for the skin; then, I can take them to the river and give them a proper beating they'll never forget. No one messes with Igor's sleep without grave consequences.' Satisfied with his explanation, the man smiled, but the master, terrified by all he heard, took a moment to recollect himself. Then, like a young garden snake, a smile lingered on his lips, for he was happy to finally rid himself of all the demons, ever so cheaply. 

'Very well, Igor. Give him the best twigs we have! But you must beat them before us so we know you're not lying.'

A carriage full of the best twigs was dragged in front of Igor. He picked a dozen, tied them around his waist, and opening the bag only enough to pull out one demon at a time, Igor began whipping them with such passion that one by one, the demons swore never to return and bother any of the locals. Finally, he pulled out Scaraoschi last.

'You've been looking for trouble all this time, and you've found it, I dare say.' Igor beat Scaraoschi the worst and finally let him go. The locals cheered, hugged, and shook their odd guest's hand gratefully. Igor's chest, seeing his new importance, puffed with pride.

'Since you cleaned up my place of all those demons, you may stay here for as long as you wish, all expenses paid, of course.' The master spoke, but his words held a hollow promise, for he did not mean it.

'Thank you, Sir, but I must be on my way to God's gates to serve Him. Does anyone know where God's gates are?' Not one soul answered. Straightening his clothes and gathering his hat and bag, Igor left the place better than he found it.

"That would never happen to our Igor," Marius whispered to Iulian, for their Igor, still bored, stared into oblivion. Close by, Alin, polishing a frog, giggled. 

After a long while, and very unexpectedly, Igor came upon God's gates of heaven one day. Professor Stanmore continued reading the story while pretending not to notice the whispers. There, he took a seat guarding the outer gates day and night. One day, Death came along and wanted to enter through the gates for its new orders. Igor, pointing his sword at Death's chest, asked:

'Where are you going?'Amused, Death answered, 'To see God and hear about his commands.’

'Can't. I'll do it for you.' Along the way, Igor's soul lost its simple peace. Thinking he could do God's charitable work with the gift he had received, the man became a power-hungry soul. 

'I can't do that. I must receive my orders directly.' Seeing Death's stubbornness, Igor spoke: 'Pasol, na turbinca!'

Surprised and against its will, Death jumped into Igor's sack, sighing so hard it would have made anyone who heard it shed a tear. Igor closes the bag and hangs it in a tree before entering the gates of heaven. 

'Hi, Igor, you got tired of your work?' St. Peter asked. 

'Yes, I did.'

'What do you want now?'

'To see God and tell him something.'

'Sure, go ahead.'

As Igor arrives in front of God, he bows.

'God, I'm unsure if you knew that I've been guarding your gates. Death is outside waiting for new orders.' God searched Igor’s face, and a sad shadow passed over his eyebrows, but he decided to go along for the time being. Every soul could find its way back to peace, purity, and goodwill.

'Tell Death for the next three years, only old people, like yourself, must die.' God smiled softly, a look of goodness in his eyes, for before this very day, older people lived forever. Upon seeing their struggles, God decided to answer their prayers and bring them to heaven, where the pain would no longer hinder anyone. Igor took a long time before answering, for his dependence on his bag had grown, and dying was not a concept he loved.

'As you say, master.' Igor exited heaven and let Death out of his sack, telling him God's new orders.

'God wants you to eat all the old forests on his land; don't touch the young ones. He wants you to do this for three years.' Igor lied. Saddened, Death takes off and eats all the old trees and forests over the earth. Three years later, he returned and ended up in the sack, awaiting new orders.

'Three years, only young people must die, and after that, another three years, only ill kids must die.'

'Three years, you must eat only the young trees, followed by another three years of bushes and small trees.' Igor lied again.

One day, God decides to visit Igor.

'Hi, Igor, the man who used to have a happy and good heart but changed since I blessed his sack; what are you up to now? I know all about your naughty adventures, and I've let you give Death a hard time long enough, but all nonsense must stop, my son.' With that, God let Death go free. 

'Death has its purpose. You've skipped your own death long enough, but your time has come.' Igor falls to his knees and begs God to give him three days to prepare.

'Okay, you have three days.' And God left, taking with Him Igor's sack. Saddened by the loss of his sack and the news of his pending death, Igor sits down thinking. After some time, with his forehead resting in his aging palms, he gets an idea. Quickly gets up, runs, and buys building materials, makes a sizable wooden coffin, and mounts a large key lock. He had only just finished when Death sneaked up behind him.

'Are you ready?' Surprised and saddened, Igor turns around and answers.

'Yes, I am.'

'Okay, lie down in the coffin, and let's finish this. I have other lives to collect.' Igor hangs his head inside but leaves his body outside.

'Not that way!'

'Ohh, okay.' Igor turns and puts only his arms inside.

'Not that way either!'

'Ohh, okay.' He turns around several times and sits on the coffin's edge as if saddling a horse. 'Not that way, Igor!'

'How then?'

'Lay down as if you were dead.' Death speaks, frustrated, so Igor turns around again and puts only one foot in.

'Are you going to keep me longer? Let me show you how it's done.' Death gets in and lies down with its arms crossed over the chest. Igor rushes to close the lid and then puts the lock on. He then pushed the coffin into a nearby river, breathing a sigh of relief, satisfied with himself, and watching the coffin flow away.

'Because of you, God took my sack away. Let's see how long it will take you to free yourself this time.' Upon seeing Igor's new trick, God lets Death out of the coffin, which immediately returns by Igor, who stands still in shock. 

'Only God, in His infinite patience, allowed you to meddle in his business. But I tell you this: I'll let you live.' Igor smiled. 

'However, you're going to get so old and brittle, you're going to feel such pain in your old age that you'll call on me to come and do you a favor and take you, but I'll refuse.' With that, Death left Igor there, alone. And it's said that Igor still lives to this day, although no one has seen him for centuries. This story is based on "Ivan Turbincă", written by the Romanian writer, Ion Creangă. 

"This is a new author who lives here in Romania, north, Humulești to be precise, in the Principality of Moldova. I love his creativity, and I thought you’d enjoy it as well. Later on this week, I’ll read you some poems written by a new poet, Mihai Eminescu. The two authors are friends, and thoroughly enjoy reading their work. Did you enjoy it?" Many heads nodded and the Professor smiled, pleased. Then he took the spectacles off his nose and gently placed them on the old desk, where a feather began to clean them briskly.

"That's all for today. Be brave, be strong, and fear not." The students quickly gathered their belongings and rushed out the door, sending their goodbyes as they left. Another day well lived passed. Professor Stanmore smiled, closed his eyes, and enjoyed the moment, as was his habit. 
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[image: ]




THE BULLIES OF OUR Lives

A good man teaches you many things.

A bad one does the same.

On their knees in the dirt of the schoolyard, bent over a swarm of ants, the two new students' heads touched, and they were deeply engrossed in a conversation about the tiny creatures, their habits, and life patterns.

"Alex, do you think they know we don't mean them harm?"

The brother gave Damian a knowing look. The early afternoon light bounced softly off Alex's golden curls, making the boy who did not speak look as if the sun itself kissed his skin. Most days, a bright light reflected in Alex's blue eyes, and today was no exception. All other features about Alex were quite forgettable. Lowering their focus back to the tiny creature, the boy let it crawl on his hand, while Damian watched in silent fascination. The little insect, carrying some grain, moved quickly across the back of Alex's hand towards his elbow before Igor rushed from behind and flicked the poor insect to the ground. Grain and insect fell separately into the dry dust.

It had been a week since the boys joined Karpa School, and not one day had passed without some level of harassment coming their way from the Zebel twins—Igor and Ianosh, for that was their last name.

"Behold the mute and the loser! Having nothing better to do but stare at stupid ants?" Igor sneered, his shoe squashing the little creature. Alex's face went white with pain. Alin, giving a caterpillar a bubble bath, looked up just then and gasped. He knew that murder of any kind was the ultimate curse to one's frequency. Apparently, the twins missed that lesson. The caterpillar must've complained, for Alin quickly returned to his task, drying the flabby, marshmallow-like creature, which, on closer inspection, looked more like an old woman than a caterpillar. Once his job was completed, Alin let it go, unsettled by the death of the ant.

"Move along, Igor," Damian spoke firmly, rising off the ground and facing the much larger boy without hesitation. He was five inches shorter than Igor, but that didn't intimidate him. At least, it didn't show on his face. You see, dear reader, Damian was afraid of many things. His raven hair, sea-blue eyes, sharp nose, and sense of responsibility were far too grave for his young age, and that was clear by the constant shadow that danced on his forehead. At that moment, that shadow was overshadowed by sheer determination in his eyes, staring straight into Igor's.

Damian's lips gave way to a faint smile before speaking:

"It's rather pathetic when you measure your importance and strength against children smaller than you, and now ants. I'd be afraid of you if you fought a raging boar and won. So, like I said, move along. Or are my words too complicated for you to comprehend?"

It had taken Damian less than a day to learn that the twins’ temperament was far from pleasant. Tilting his head slightly, still staring into those cold gray eyes, he noticed Igor’s face turn an increasing shade of red. When Damian saw the glow intensify in Igor’s hands, his heartbeats quickened inside his chest, but he stood his ground. Behind him, Alex slowly rose, watching the interaction with a dissociative air. Ianosh’s approach didn’t help matters.

An angry bully is more dangerous than a happy one, but two angry bullies are far worse. Now, Ianosh’s eyes began to frost over.

"I get it. You’re the Ice and Fire team," Damian said, trying to keep his voice steady.

"And soon you’ll find out how toasty your small head can get."

"And how cold your nose will get," Ianosh spoke from behind Igor, his voice low like the buzzing of a bumblebee. The two slowly moved toward the brothers. At this point, Damian was seriously frightened but kept his bluff intact, his eyes scanning for a swift and preferably plausible escape. Alex simply watched, with no intention of intervening. In a funny sort of way, he looked like a magnificent idiot.

For, you see, dear reader, unlike all the other children in the village, Damian and Alex had no gifts. The boys, adopted at the fragile age of three, did not take part in the gifting ceremony when they were babies, and no one ever thought to go ask the Lamppost for a gift once they were grown. Being ungifted in a gifted village was unfortunate, but being bullied with such a low advantage was simply unfair.

Yet, unflinching, Damian spoke slowly, as if talking to stupid children:

"You can’t use your gifting, for today is Thursday."

Igor’s short-cropped, dirty blond hair, which always stood up on his head like a dried-up broom, and his hands, the size of shovels, suddenly turned a slimy green. The color change made everyone nearby retreat. Ianosh, equally unattractive, stumbled around Igor to his other side, afraid he’d miss something to brag about later. Neither of them had any softness about them. By now, a circle had formed around the four as the other nine-year-olds watched the encounter, curious to see how it would unfold.

Disappointment washed over Igor’s face as Damian’s reminder hit him:

"You’re lucky it’s Thursday. I would’ve loved to decorate the courtyard with your pretty little face."

Scanning the courtyard, Damian replied assuredly:

"The yard looks fine to me, just as it is."

"How about we finish this tomorrow?"

"No thanks. Busy with homework and chores."

With that, sensing he had the upper hand, Damian turned around, put an arm around Alex’s shoulder (who kept a smile on his face the entire time), and the two brothers walked away leisurely. A soft giggle moved through the crowd, and Igor’s frustrated voice was heard behind them:

"You want to see what I can do?"

"No, thank you."

Rue ran to meet the ungifted newcomers, closely followed by Adina, who seemed to take a liking to Damian, something that gravely irritated him.

"Hi, that took guts."

"Thank you."

"Do you want to sneak out tonight to the Lamppost and ask for your gift?" Rue asked. Damian stopped, as did Alex. Adina stopped too.

"Do you think it will work?"

"I don’t know, but we can try."

"Everyone will be distracted celebrating the Bear Fest," Adina added, upon seeing Damian’s hesitation.

"I guess we can give it a try," Damian said, not at all convinced it would do any good.

"Then it’s a plan!" Rue said, her excitement bulging out of her cheeks as the four began chatting about the details of their potential gifts, if the whole thing worked.
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THE BUTTERFLIES 

The creaks and cracks

Hide history on their backs.

Any assumption of danger was only present in the nine-year-olds' minds outside in the courtyard. At the same time, Professor Stanmore watched the entire interaction from behind his spectacles, ever so calmly resting in his chair behind his desk in the bright classroom. Most children in HG, raised in the loving bosom of family and community, rarely experienced such emotions. Even when they did, it was a milder version of what you and I usually experience.

Although the Professor never spoke of Thursday's​[14] dangers, it was common knowledge in the village that a colossal risk was taken on that particular day—one that could result in losing a gift forever. Oh, dear reader, I’ve neglected to tell you a bit about Professor Stanmore, but that was intentional. He wasn’t yet ready to be described. With a soft nod of his head and a touch to his spectacles, he’s just granted me permission, and I’ll try my best to do him justice.

Ancient, a bit too thin, and profoundly wrinkled, the Professor’s sharp eyes, hidden beneath large, bushy white eyebrows, seemed to read one's soul whenever he looked you in the eye. To compensate for his baldness, he always wore a red cap, and his sharp nose sometimes resembled a sword, unlike his rosy cheeks, which invited two dimples with every smile. His ears, large and pointy, had earlobes that curved upward, while his lips were barely visible. He wore opanaks—simple, hand-made shoes from stretched leather (or opinci as they are called in Romanian), a type of footwear worn by peasants and shepherds. Often, the impoverished in Romania used pigskin, soaked and stretched to make the opanaks, though the wealthy favored a sturdier leather.

The Professor’s long robes, made of light cotton fabric, were adorned with richly embroidered elements in red, blue, and yellow along the sleeves and neckline. Unless he suddenly appeared next to you, the Professor moved slowly, but never bent. His favorite practices were reading and meditating, but his true passion was teaching—passing down the forgotten knowledge of ancient cultures that once thrived far beyond one’s imagination. His ancestors came from Asia but migrated to Siberia during a wretched and unfortunate war. For centuries, he had walked through time, seeing and leaving behind many things, looking for a willing student, and surprisingly, he had found it in the people of this small, overlooked village called Hobița-Grădiște, on a young planet called Earth.

He had brought along the "gifts" and imparted them to every new soul born in the village with the help of the Lamppost. Over the years, he taught and prepared the locals for something he hoped would never come to pass.

Professor Stanmore is far more pleased now that you have a general idea of his persona, and so, we can return to the flow of the story.

After Rue rang the complaining bell, all the students rushed inside, grabbing their preferred seats behind simple desks made of local timber, aligned in no particular order. Professor Stanmore smiled—he loved his students more than life itself. His desk, carved in exquisite detail from the trunk of the oldest tree in the village, was thought to impart wisdom and sound advice to anyone ready to listen. So far, only Professor Stanmore seemed to have the gift of gathering the secret wisdom the wood imparted, but how he did it was still a mystery.

The town's curiosity had grown with every passing day, but no one could trick him into revealing the method.

The light wooden board nailed to the wall in front of the classroom sat ignored most days, while a woven jute basket, usually filled with coals, rested empty by the wood stove. The coldest it ever got in the village was 55°F, but for those accustomed to a steady 74°F, these chilly days or nights required the use of coal for warmth. A long wooden coat rack, with simple hooks stretching from one end of the wall by the main door to the other, held the "Ego" traps, as the Professor called them. These helmets, made from the lightest metal, lithium, were adorned with butterflies on each side.

The "Ego" helmets were to be placed on one's head "as needed" to cleanse away unwanted fears, doubts, and emotional baggage. Once a helmet was donned and the child released their worries and burdens, the butterflies would suck them away and carry them off. No one knew where the burdens went, only that the butterflies returned freely and empty, ready to attach again to another helmet.

These burdens were misshapen, with sharp angles and thorns, often filled with dark, murky colors and a foul smell. The butterflies struggled under the weight of these grotesque forms, and on rare occasions, were even crushed by them. Foul thoughts seemed to be the heaviest burdens of all. If a butterfly lost its life while carrying a burden, a new one would take its place—but not before a heartbreaking goodbye ceremony. No one was ever forgotten.

The school, built from local timber, was simple in its architecture: airy and enjoyed by most students. The classroom was filled with a variety of indoor plants, including geraniums, monstera deliciosa, and philodendrons. Before each lesson began, the students rose and saluted their Professor by bowing and raising three fingers to the sky: index, middle, and ring. It's not about submission, but acknowledgment—of the mystery, the moment, and the mentor.

There's no spoken phrase, though older students sometimes whisper:

"To the Seen, the Unseen, and the In-Between."

Madame Rodica once told a child who asked what it meant:

"It means you’re learning with all your parts. Eyes, heart, and the living gold liquid in between."

"Good morning, Professor Stanmore." The teacher did not return the salute—he placed his hand over his chest, meaning: "I receive your readiness." The class straightened, waiting for their elder to sit before taking their seats. 

"Good morning, children. Now, take your seats, and let’s see what today brings." Instead of books—often heavy or moth-eaten by the moth mice—the students pulled light silk paper scrolls from under their desks to read and write from the knowledge passed down by previous generations. One side of the scroll was for writing; the other had previously written knowledge.

"And do I need to remind you..." Professor Stanmore peered kindly over his spectacles at his students, "To write well, and leave a clear and richly detailed account of what we’ve learned for the next generation?"

Marius, a robust, dark-haired boy, interrupted.

"Precisely."

Interruptions were encouraged, as was the giving of honest opinions, often followed by valuable discussions.

"Yeah, I need the little one who follows in my footsteps to understand that Igor is smarter than he or she is." Ianosh laughed at his twin’s perceived cleverness. No one else found it funny, though some shook their heads in bewilderment. Alin’s caramel eyes held a touch of shrewdness as he braided the tail of a Falabella—a mini pony. The pony, feeling well taken care of, galloped away happily as soon as the boy finished.

"Let’s hope that by the end of this year, it will be the truest of statements, dear boy," Professor Stanmore said with a giggle in his voice.

"Until you find that powerful purpose which will enrich you, your days will be filled with smaller purposes—equally important, if not more so. By practicing them, you’ll gain strength. Most of our lives are comprised of small, yet important purposes, so we never compare ourselves or feel undervalued. Do not let such futile, poisonous thinking take root in your minds. It will only divert you."

"What shall we learn about today?"

"The history of the Gessy culture!" Marius shouted eagerly, and most agreed, giggling, encouraged by the room’s response. Scrolls were laid out, feathers dipped in glittery ink, and everyone was ready to learn, recap, and be entertained by another fascinating story.

"Very well. What do we know so far?"

"The Gessies are among the most mysterious and exotic of people," Alin said. His long, soft brown hair made him look a bit like a girl, and his angelic porcelain skin only increased his charm.

"They are. This mystery, I gather, mostly arises from the fact they have no written language, and, strangely enough, they’ve forgotten where they come from."

"Professor, they claim to come from Egypt," Delia, a fair young girl whose beauty radiated like no other, chimed in, painting invisible flowers in the air, flowers that turned real, or could turn into weapons if needed.

"So they do. However, they have connections with particular Indian dialects."

"Yeah, and they love to travel and sing," Marius spoke voluminously.

"And eat!" Iosif dreamily added, his voice full of excitement about the most crucial activity in his daily life.

"Who doesn’t love to eat?" Leo roared. "Especially piftele—fried seasoned meat patties—and potatoes baked in hot coals."

"And crepes​[15]," Damian whispered.

"I love crepes myself, my boy," Professor Stanmore said, rubbing his stomach. "Tonight, we shall feast happily on crepes stuffed with plum and walnut jam."

That sent the rest of the children into a roar of agreement, shouting out their favorite foods: cabbage rolls, honey cakes, custard, piftele, salata de boeuf, eggplant dip, and stuffed eggs among the most popular. Racituri—a cold meat jelly dish—was the least favorite. Saliva filled the mouths of most children, and their stomachs began to protest with a grumbling sound.

"I'm so hungry now!" Ianosh protested, laying his head on the desk and clutching his stomach.

"You're always hungry!" Rue giggled. "But all this food talk makes me hungry too," she finished.

"Professor, aren’t they the bringers of evil?" Delia's question silenced the room as the class looked at her, unsure of what to make of her inquiry.

"What makes you think that, Delia?"

"They steal and commit other crimes."

"So do many other nations all over the Earth, since humanity began. Does that make them evil?"

The class thought this over. Some shook their heads, while others continued to dream of delicious dishes.

"Are we humans?" Alin asked.

"What do you think?"

"I don’t think we are."

"What brought you to that conclusion?"

"We have gifts."

"Humans have gifts, too."

"They do?"

"Yes. However, humans forgot the source of their gifts and turned them into weapons. Over time, they lost sight of their gifting altogether. I’m trying to teach you not to follow that route. You’re very much human, but in your original form. This is how humanity began."

"We call them pugs, and they look different from what we do."

"They do?" Professor Stanmore raised an eyebrow, glancing around. "Besides Rue’s green freckles and Delia’s golden hair, you all look very much like humans to me."

"But we are special, aren’t we?"

"Yes. But so is everyone else alive throughout the universe, human or not. The only ones missing the special touch are those whose hearts have darkened by breathing in despair and feeding on hate."

"Like the Gessy people?"

"Not all Gessy men and women—old or young—are touched by darkness. Evil lies in the intent of the deed. If the heart is dark and thirsty for death, in all its forms, and finds a way to bring it..."

"That death upon others, for the pleasure of self or amusement—that soul has lost its originality and joined the torturers."

"But stealing is wrong," Marius exclaimed.

"How come?"

"It breaks trust and the sense of safety."

"Precisely. Once safety and trust are gone, chaos follows. Chaos results from stealing, whether it involves material goods, confidence, honor, safety, dignity, or any other aspect of one's life. When one gains at another’s loss, imbalance occurs, breaking the harmony of life. That’s the beginning of disease, which always ends in death if course correction doesn’t happen. We should always aim for win-win scenarios, where everyone benefits. If one must lose a bit, it should be you, not the other. In such a society, evil has no place."

Most students were busy writing these thoughts down in elegant, organized handwriting, too absorbed to notice the subtle flinch on the Professor's face.

The rustling of paper quieted as everyone finished their notes, and the only sound in the room was Rue’s legs swinging back and forth. Damian, watching his teacher closely, noticed something strange. The Professor's face, wrinkled as it was, seemed to momentarily lose its shape. It was as if the tissues of his face were melting away, revealing deeper layers of bone, and something else—something profound.

But that couldn't be. Damian had no gifting, and yet, he sensed something. The emotion, like gray liquid, seemed to pour from the Professor's brain matter into his eyes, where it lingered before being absorbed into his woody cheekbones. The boy could tell that the Professor was aware of what he had seen. Meeting Damian’s gaze, the Professor smiled reassuringly, as if to say, I am not what you think.

At that moment, Alex caught Damian’s eye and lightly touched his elbow, breaking what felt like a silent exchange between the two.

"What?"

Alex gave him a questioning look.

"I’m fine. Don’t worry."

"We’ll end class early today," Professor Stanmore announced, his voice light. "We’ll continue our study of the Gessy culture another time. See you all tonight at the festival."

Alin, having finished polishing the wings of a dragonfly he had been tending to, sent it on its way, then gathered his minimal belongings, rushing out the door with the others. Since their last confrontation, Igor had kept his distance, but Damian knew his rival was planning a worthy comeback.
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ALL KINDS OF NEIGHBOURS

The pain of the past casts salty, thorn-like shadows,

Which unearths the soul down to its toes, sending it to wild meadows.

Every village has that one mean-spirited, crabby individual who neglects their yard, lets their house fall into disrepair, and allows the garbage to pile up year after year, frustrating the neighbors. In this village, that person was Mr. Ion​[16], known to most as “Crazy Man.” Since the crows rested on his roof one Bear Fest celebration many years ago, after which his entire family mysteriously vanished, something in Mr. Ion snapped. That tragic incident filled the locals with mercy and patience, but the kids felt differently, as kids often do. The locals did their best to help, only to be repeatedly rebuffed. Yet, everyone in the village knew that no man in his right mind and healthy spirit would behave as Mr. Ion did, so he was accepted as part of the village’s residents just as he was. For everyone who knew him before the tragic incident, he was loved. Still, most children stayed clear of the old crab, but Damian felt differently. Whenever he was near Mr. Ion, he heard a haunting violin melody in his mind, a sound that tugged at his heart. The boy felt a deep, inexplicable sadness for the man. 

Mr. Ion, who at the moment was crossing the road, ignoring the boy's kind greetings as per his usual manner, stopped briefly, his eyes flicking over Damian with a strange intensity. Then, as if snapping out of a trance, he spat into the dirt and shuffled away. His sad, worn face spoke of a life burdened with grief. As the old man stumbled past, grumbling his familiar mantra, “Nothing ever matters,” Damian heard the violin melody. The man’s sad eyes spoke volumes, and Damian listened. So did Alex, but in a different sort of way. Touching his brother’s shoulder, the brother said an unspoken, "You alright?" Damian smiled faintly, his heart still heavy from the brief encounter.

"I’m fine," he muttered, straightening his back as they continued walking. It wasn’t like him to dwell on others’ sadness, but something about Mr. Ion always made him pause. 

The brothers watched Mr. Ion stumble away in his broken style to see him make it safely to the other side. Then the two straightened their bent bodies and continued walking away gallantly, in no particular hurry to get home, where most likely, a chore list left by Madame Rodica awaited. They passed the village church, where Father Elijah was often seen perched on the bench in front, watching the villagers with an air of superiority. He seemed more interested in judging people than actually helping them, and was perversely eager to hear confessions. The brothers managed to avoid him successfully since Alex was lured into the confessional booth a few months back, only to sit there saying nothing for half an hour. Frustrated and believing the boy was playing a prank on him, Father Elijah ran him off the church, yelling:

"You think you can make fun of the man of God, young man!"

The next day, Madame Rodica, who had never stepped foot inside, visited the Father and set him straight about Alex's condition, giving the man a tongue-lashing worth remembering. No one messed with "her cubs," as she affectionately called them. Father Elijah, now understanding that the boy was not making fun of him, relaxed, but knowing he could never extract any information from Alex, shifted his interest to Damian, the brother who could talk. Hoping to quench his curiosity about their origins and their mysterious connection to Madame Rodica, he tried again:

"Good afternoon, lads."

Detecting a sheepish undertone in the man's voice, who stood erect as a dead stick in hard soil, Damian stiffened. With his hands clasped behind his back, next to the church's entrance, Father Elijah’s​[17] sword-like eyes scanned the boys’ demeanor, looking for clues. The man seldom smiled, as if God's business was ever so incredibly unpleasant. His thin lips, usually a pair of crisp perpendicular lines, held an ever-present sliver in their expression, and his body, void of any fat, turned ever so slightly with the children's movements, forcing the black liturgical vestments to move softly around his feet. There was always a look about the man, as if he knew more than he let on. His long, thin fingers reached his dirty blond beard and brushed it ever so calmly.

"Good afternoon, Father," Damian replied, his tone steady despite the unease bubbling inside him. Alex grabbed his brother's hand and felt him relax.

Father Elijah seemed to look through him, a sly smile curling at the corner of his lips. "Got time for a confession, son?"

"We’re in a hurry to get home," Damian said, his voice measured. "Madame Rodica will be expecting us." Upon hearing the woman’s name, the priest’s eyes narrowed slightly, but his smile remained fixed. "Another time, then. But you know, there’s always something weighing on the heart, especially for children who’ve known loss." He paused for a moment, his gaze piercing. "It’s not always easy to carry such burdens, is it?"

Damian felt a chill. The priest’s words seemed to cut through him in a way he couldn’t quite explain. And in that brief moment, his mind flashed with an unsettling image—a shadowy figure, dark and slithering, beneath Father Elijah’s skin, moving around his bones like a thin snake. But when he blinked, the vision was gone. These visions began a few days ago. In fact, they started on their first day of school. Could there be another truth behind one’s skin?

"I don’t have anything to confess, Father," Damian said quickly, backing away. "Maybe another time." The priest’s smile never faltered, but his eyes remained intent. "If you say so, Damian." Pulling Alex away by the hand, nearly tripping over Alin, who was giving, surprisingly enough, a thin snake a well-deserved stretch.

"Sorry, Alin! I didn’t see you. I had no idea you took care of snakes as well. What a frightful idea." His words spilled out in a hurried mumble, flustered and awkward.

"Not frightful at all. The snake needed a stretch. All better now." Alin released the creature, and it slithered between the church and the twins' house nearby.

"Do not fret over Father Elijah. He likes to intimidate children. It's his favorite hobby," Alin whispered, giving the brothers a knowing look. Damian smiled gratefully, then asked:

"Don't they frighten you?"

"Who? The snakes?"

Damian nodded.

"Not anymore. They used to."

"What changed?"

"They talk to me, you know."

"The snakes?"

"All the animals, insects, bugs, and reptiles. They're more scared of us than we are of them."

"Interesting. Why?"

"We're bigger." The simple answer helped Damian chuckle, and he relaxed, the tension lifting from his shoulders.

"I suppose I can understand that." It took a few minutes to calm himself down, as Alex remained still beside him, wearing his usual smile.

"Are there bad snakes?"

"Are there bad people?"

"I suppose."

"Then you have your answer." Damian nodded thoughtfully, looking down at his feet. He raised his arm as if about to ask another question, but decided against it.

"We should head home now, but it was nice talking. Hope to see you tonight at the Bear Fest."

"That would be wonderful," Alin said softly, his porcelain-like skin shimmering in the warm touch of a sunbeam. He gave them a slight nod before walking away. As the brothers turned a corner, Damian glanced back at the church. He froze. A shadow like a snake slithered down Father Elijah's spine, disappearing into the ground beneath him. The sight left Damian more unsettled than before. Noticing his brother's distress, Alex reached out and took his hand. The warmth of his touch grounded Damian, easing the unease that had been gnawing at him.

"Let's go home," Damian said quietly, and they continued on their way.

Their path took them past the Zebel residence, where Igor and Ianosh lived. The house was marked by a towering door—one of the tallest in the village—with intricate ironwork depicting the family's generational daggers. The twins' father, Mr. Relu, the town's only butcher, was a man of imposing stature and established means. His booming voice and hearty laughter made him well-liked, but despite his charismatic nature, he never seemed to have time for his sons. Igor and Ianosh's mother had died in childbirth, and their stepmother, Mrs. Estera, though strikingly beautiful and alarmingly thin, lacked the sharpness to manage the twins' unruly behavior. She had a gentle disposition, which allowed the boys to get away with almost anything. With her now joining the ranks of the expectant mothers, some hoped her discipline might improve, but that remained to be seen. The brothers quickened their pace, eager to avoid any encounters with the twins and their latest tantrums. Before they knew it, they found themselves near Rue's house, Central.
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