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	– Chapter 1 –

	Marena
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	Senka was awoken in the morning by Vuk, who gently ruffled her hair. “Wake up, Sen. Breakfast is ready, and all the others are already on their feet.” Waking up, she heard his clunky walk as he shuffled away, while her nostrils filled with the scent of roast meat. She could also make out syllables of quiet conversation in front of the tent. The others had tried to keep from waking her, and so continued to speak softly, but they livened up as soon as she stepped outside. 

	As she began eating, Senka quickly picked up that the subject of their talk was where they should proceed next. No longer were they running away, nor being chased. Mara seemed to be trying to explain something to the men, but Žarko was not going along with it. He had already firmly decided that their path lay with Miloš, as they had agreed during their march through the forest, while Mara was suggesting something completely different. It looked as if their opposing views were little by little building into a full-fledged argument. Suddenly, Žarko stomped, rose up, and shouted: “Shut up there, you damn nagging witchspawn! Žarko will not be pushed around and told what to do by a woman, even if she calls herself a mora!”

	But behold, with a strange and cruel look, Mara refused to abide by the will of the gigantic warrior! She also jumped up to her feet in response, gripping her staff tightly. At the same time, the two ruby-like orbs at its top began to glow with a wicked red light, which at once ensnared all of them like a net. Her voice took on a strange tone, deeper than anything Senka had heard before, and the attention of the entire companionship was captured. They became fixated only on her words, without a trace of their minds drifting elsewhere. You could have set a fire under their feet, and they would not have realized it!

	“No longer am I Mara the mora, but now, at last, Marena the witch! I have gained the full breadth of my powers, powers that have awaited me since the day of my birth!”

	Something sinister in her voice menaced each of them, and the companions all pulled back instinctively, as if hiding from the impending storm. Even Žarko retreated a half-step, while the others, sitting, leaned away as much as they could. Then Mara seemed to tremble briefly, as if coming back from a trance. This return from her seeming momentary loss of control instantly caused her voice to soften, and she spoke again in a gentle, quiet, even caring tone: 

	“Fear me not, my long-awaited fellows! For you I will always be just Mara, your faithful companion... there is no need to be wary of me, for our paths and fates are interwoven, and shall be so for a long time yet to come…”

	Then again her voice took on that unspeakable depth, and the words she pronounced next would remain ingrained indelibly in the memories of all those present: “This company has been joined together so that now it can split apart – all of you have quests that must be fulfilled. So our paths now separate only to be joined together again, at a later time. Until now your fates have been guided by the gods themselves, but from now on your steps are your own. Hark that, stubborn Žarko – this is as it must be! If any of these missions fail, then our fates are all in question…”

	Following a long pause, as if allowing a time for the companions to absorb the full impact of these prophetic revelations, in a silence seemingly filled with their resounding echoes, Marena again addressed them in a gentle, youthful voice: “Now, I will tell you what must proceed from this moment. Until now, I have not spoken falsely to you, and I will not now, but know that this is not my will. It is uncertain what the future shall bring us, but I do know what we must do. My quest is to reveal your quests, and help you fulfill them. That is why I dreamed of you all, my entire life. And when I relay what is envisioned, you will all come to realize that you yourselves would not have it any other way.”

	She paused and regarded them all measuringly, holding the gaze of each of them, and then her eyes lit up with a strangely feminine fire again, just as when she had once teased a just-awakened warrior. “Let us first speak of one who is destined for grand weddings, though he does not know it yet…”

	And for the third time, Marena’s voice assumed that pitch of unthinkable depth, by whose power all she spoke would remain forever etched in the minds of the listeners, while she laid out for them their inevitable quests. Quests immediately accepted by each companion upon their pronouncement, Žarko included, as the one and only path ahead that was truly open and fulfilling to them.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	– Chapter 2 –

	Kin
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	Miloš, your journey takes you farthest, but you are already on your way. So there is not a great deal to tell, as all will be revealed soon. But listen well to what I will now say: what is in the letter is not the truth, but without it you would not have chosen to set out on this path. And your task is most uncertain, for only you can impede the inevitable. When you hear where you are going, you will also understand what awaits you, for you already know your greatest enemy. Take the place of your kindred, that deceit may be averted, for in doing so you will save many, and leave your people a ruler to care for. If, however, you fail in this quest... there will be war even before the signs now foretold. Therefore, with wisdom in your head and valor in your chest, go forth where your heart leads you to.

	 

	***

	Miloš spurred his horse forward as fast as it could gallop, in the faint hope of reaching Vučitrn before dark, while again, for who knows what time, he thought over Marena’s words. He knew them by heart, as if she was reciting them in front of him word for word, over and over again, and yet he still could not make sense of them, other than “what is in the letter is not the truth.” She knew, this witch, of the letter which he had received, even though he had not mentioned it at any instance in the time since their meeting. Perhaps another from the company had let a word fly? But Miloš did not find this believable – they all had greater worries than thoughts about some letter, which he only mentioned in passing during their first unusual encounter. The brief note had been brought to him by a faithful shepherd, in whose hands it had surely not been read, for the man himself did not know how to read, nor had he told anyone what he relayed. Furthermore, the seal had not been broken, so he was certain that he had been the first to see its contents after its author. And the writer of this letter has been no other than his very mother…

	What Mara had said about it not being true brought him a measure of peace right away. For the contents of the letter had been such that tears brimmed over his eyes while he read it, which was why he hesitated so long before exiting the tent and confronting Žarko on the edge of a brawl. His mother had written him that she was on the verge of death and beckoned him to come as soon as he could, before her life ran out: to bless him, so that the curse would not remain upon him. This was why he had so readily offered to guide Žarko and the others – his path already led out of the forest. But if the matter of the letter was not true, he wondered, what could have prompted his mother to write to him in such a way? She knew that he was angry with her, he was sure of this, even if they had never spoken of it. They had not seen each other for a long time, ever since he, having realized that he did not share the same father as his brothers, had left without a word and become a wandering shepherd. And nobody, not even the closest to him amongst his fellow shepherds, had any idea that the deepest roots of their chieftain lay behind castle walls, and not with sheep – the witch, it seemed, somehow knew or sensed this, for she had mentioned “ruler,” which, despite the vagueness of this to everyone else, could be no other than his mother’s own brother. His uncle, King Stepan.

	Finally, he grew weary of all this rumination, and concluded that it would be best to let it go for now, to let everything slowly become clear or be revealed to him, as the witch had said. And with this, his attention turned back to his new horse, acquired from such a strong and, at least for now, fallen enemy, and again he was amazed. The animal’s incredible speed was completely at odds with the softness of its footfalls – a faster horse he had never ridden, and even at such speed he felt no discomfort from riding on its back. While it seemed as if the horse was not winded in the slightest, as if it knew not of fatigue! They had been riding without interruption since the morning; Miloš had thought that they would need to pause around noon, which he had always liked to do when he had the chance, but seeing clearly that the horse was not tired in the slightest, he simply let the steed continue to run on, while he drifted off a bit on its back, doing so without a problem, for even at a full gallop, the horse strode lightly. When he snapped out of his casual slumber, the warrior decided that he would rest the animal as soon as it showed any signs of weariness, yet evening was already approaching, and the horse ran on as freshly as if it was morning. Getting to the destination in a single day now looked more and more like a possibility. He was at a loss for words. The two presents that Žarko had given him were so extraordinary that he could in no way say which was better: the saber, or the horse.

	And soon in the distance he began to discern the faint outlines of the city walls. He was arriving in Vučitrn with the sun still well up in the sky! Miloš was astounded – in the best case he had expected that they might arrive by sundown, much more likely after a night’s rest. Approaching the city, he observed from afar how the well-known gates were opening, the gates intimately familiar to him since boyhood, while one lone figure stepped out through them and started forward to meet him with easy steps. He could have guessed: his mother! He spurred the horse to move even more swiftly, and as he drew very close, shouted from his saddle:

	 “Why is it, mother, that you make trouble where there is none?”

	 “Get off your horse, son. There is trouble. I knew not if you would come otherwise, so I wrote not what was true, but that which is not refused, so that I knew you would return.” At these words, spoken in quiet but sure voice, Miloš dismounted from his horse without further questions, approached his mother, and kissed her hand. For a moment he wanted to embrace her, to hug her as tightly as he used to, as a boy, but again arose the thought, unbidden, of what had driven him away in the first place, so he only asked her in short words to tell him what was happening.

	And his mother proceeded to tell him everything. The essence of the matter indeed lay with her brother, the king. He had resolved to finally marry, hearing stories of the gorgeous daughter of the Hur king, how she was more beautiful than even a white vila.* First off, she had beauty, secondly, she had youth to rejuvenate the king, and, most importantly, the king was also thinking seriously over the future. The surrounding kingdoms had been falling one by one under the rule of the Hur empire, so he thought it better to make friends out of potential enemies, and, if possible, avoid the war everyone was fearful of. And so, not long before, the King had sent his envoy, Todor, to see the girl, to examine and assess her: was this girl worthy of being his queen and lady of the kingdom? If so, then he was to propose to her, mark her with a royal ring and arrange a marriage. Todor returned, and the King, impatient, immediately asked if he had managed to see the girl. “I saw her, my king, and proposed, and offered her the ring and another thousand ducats still, for such a girl is this Roksanda that she has no equal on this earth!”

	Stepan was pleased with this description, but his mood was soon spoiled by the rest of his envoy’s account. The Hur king had declared that he could come for the girl whenever he pleased, with as many wedding guests as he pleased; but the Hur king warned that if he brought along his two nephews, the two Voinović knights, that they be watchful of their temper: by their nature they were heavy drinkers, and in any quarrel quick to brawl – they best not get drunk and start a fight with many a Hur, as it would be hard to make peace afterwards…

	The king was furious at hearing that the disreputable temperament of his nephews had travelled so widely; he was so angered by this revelation that he wished to hang them by the gates of Vučitrn when the pageantry was over, so that they would stop shaming him in front of the whole world! “I told him that he was lied to,” spoke Miloš’s mother, “but he will not listen in such a rage. I have not spoken to your brothers about it…” (at this Miloš snorted, but his mother would not be so easily distracted). “No, I did not speak to them, but they came to their own conclusions. When we watched from the tower of Vučitrn the passage of twelve thousand wedding guests, I heard them speaking and speculating:

	What has caused our uncle to be so angry with us that he has not even invited us to be among the wedding guests? Someone has defamed us to him, may the flesh fall off the cursed slanderer! Now the king is headed out as a stranger to a strange land without a single knight beside him, not one of his own family to be there beside him if trouble were to arise… the Hurs are old swindlers, our uncle will be vanquished without a doubt, and we who have not been invited cannot come to his aid!

	“That is why I called on you, son. I think that your brothers are right to suspect that there is foul play at the heart of this! If you still cannot forgive me, go at least to them to hear the rest; I asked your brothers to let me come forth and talk to you first.” A long silence followed. Miloš looked at his mother, long and unflinchingly, and she looked back at him, without turning away. Finally, the shepherd chief lightly nodded his head; at that, his mother turned, and they walked toward the city. In front of them the gates opened again, and this time his brothers, Vukaš and Petrašin, stepped out. Miloš had long wondered if they knew anything of that which troubled him so much, that which was the reason for not having seen each other for so long, but their first words and wide smiles absolved them immediately. They ran forward to greet him, and embraced him heartily, speaking openly:

	 “Ah, Miloš, our brother! Would you be willing, brother, to go, uninvited, along with our uncle and his wedding party? For King Stepan may not recognize you – you are the youngest, and he has not seen you for a long time. If trouble arises, then you can be by his side in his time of need; and if there is no trouble, then you will return, and he will never know.”

	Miloš then finally let out a laugh, truly happy at seeing his maternal brothers again. He did not have anyone closer, and so his heart answered easily, for it had been waiting just to do so: “I will, by the gods, my dear brothers! If not for our uncle, then for who?” And again his brothers embraced him, then led him into the town to get equipped for the journey: it would be best to start as soon as possible so that he could catch up to the wedding procession before it went too far. Petar wished to prepare for him his best horse, but Miloš stopped him: “I already have a horse, and all the better as it is one King Stepan does not know!” Petar acceded with a nod of his head, then went to feed, water, and get Miloš’s horse ready, while Vukaš brought out to him a magnificent suit: a long thin shirt, the bottom hem stitched with pure gold, and the upper part of pure white silk, the length of which ran a thin band of thirty buttons, each of them and every element embroidered with wrought-iron thread spun with pure gold. As for his legs, he donned scarlet trousers of the finest velvet, with golden clasps. Only then, so finely and richly dressed, was Miloš’s striking handsomeness finally and truly revealed! 

	However, over all of this Vukaš again draped him in that long, black shepherd’s cloak, pestering him to buckle it up all the way to his neck. Then he gave him a huge black woolen šubara-hat almost covering his eyes, and wide plain worn-out boots, thereby completely hiding from sight the finery underneath. He was to look once again like a shepherd, but now pushing it a step further – he should look like a particularly poor shepherd! Finally, they gave him a battle spear, much better that its look would suggest, and a fine mace with six golden spikes, quite similar to Žarko’s own, but probably more valuable. Then Petrašin led out the refreshed horse, now completely covered with rough hemmed bearskins to look as much as possible like an old horse, one clumsily dressed to hide its age from the others. Underneath these bear skins, Miloš hid the worthy battle mace and the saber which he was given by Žarko. Then his brothers advised him with these instructions:

	 “When you reach to the wedding party, they will ask you who you are and where you are from. Say that you are a shepherd from afar, that you served under Radul-beg, who refused to pay you for your service; betrayed and let down, you went out into the world to find someone else’s sheep to look after. Then you heard about the king’s wedding procession, and so you came to it uninvited, hoping for a crust of bread and a bit of red wine.”

	And so Miloš found himself riding again that same night, galloping into the remaining light and fearing that his horse might get injured in the dark, but he took that risk in hopes of reaching the advancing wedding party as soon as possible, for trouble was nigh.

	 

	*In traditional folklore, a vila is the southwestern European equivalent of a fairy, but of human size. Vile (plural) are always beautiful, eternally young women, with long hair in which lies all their magical power. These enchanting beings of nature sometimes enter into brief relations with mortal men, who are unable to hold onto them for long.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	– Chapter 3 –

	An Old Hag
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	You, Žarko, have to get yourself a horse. One that will not languish and perish under you. You will need it in the days ahead, so listen well to what I will now tell you...

	At the foot of the seventh mountain from here, which is called the Old Hag’s Tooth, there is a great forest. Deep in that forest is a hut. Search for it, and you will find it. You will recognize it by the fence made of human bones and skulls, and because it will look like it is set on a multitude of giant chicken legs. At first glance, it will seem that this hut has no door, but this is because it moves, and it will not let its door be seen by just any accidental passerby, if there even are any in this forest. You must then call out: “Ahoy, babushka, I have come to serve you,” and only then will the hut reveal its door to you. Instead of a lock, you will see a jaw of sharp teeth, and instead of a latch, a human foot. You have to lift this latch, and then undo the lock with the human hand which hangs beside it and serves as the key.

	Inside the hut there will be an old hag who you should serve. She is blind, but take good care to never look her in the eyes, for if you do, you will immediately be turned to stone! Along with this, you must be courteous and address her with pleasant names, like grandma and babushka, so that the old hag will not turn against you, for who knows what might happen then.

	This hag will give you the charge of watching over an unusual mare for three nights, you must keep her safe and prevent her from escaping. But you can only keep watch over this animal by riding it the entire night, not allowing sleep to overcome you for even the briefest moment. Once you complete the task of keeping the mare, the old hag will offer you a horse of your choice. The hag has twelve horses in the stalls of her stable, and they will all appear so splendid that you will not be able to tell which one is better than any other. Yet down at the end, in the darkest corner, is the horse which you need to take, even if your heart tells you otherwise. When the time comes for you to choose, remember my words, and remember that up to that moment everything that I have told you will have been only the truth and nothing but the truth, so then heed me well and take that thirteenth horse!

	You will take Senka along with you, and you must leave her in the forest near the hut to wait for you every night, for this time she might be able to help you, just as you have aided her until now. Have you understood me well?
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