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November 1, 2024 — Novi Sad, Serbia

The morning began like thousands of other mornings in Novi Sad, with the ordinary indifference of a city that had learned to live between the weight of its history and the uncertainty of its future. The first day of November brought a pale autumn sun over the rooftops, illuminating the broad avenues, the old buildings of the city center, and the slow waters of the Danube, which flowed past the Petrovaradin Fortress as though nothing that happened on its banks could ever disturb its ancient journey. People hurried toward offices, schools, hospitals, and shops, carrying their private worries through streets that had witnessed empires disappear and governments rise and fall. At the railway station, passengers arrived with suitcases, backpacks, shopping bags, and the distracted expressions of people who believed that the most important events of their day would concern delayed trains, missed appointments, or conversations they had postponed for too long. Above the main entrance stretched the enormous concrete canopy, a familiar part of the station's architecture, so ordinary that almost nobody looked at it anymore. It had stood there for decades, offering shelter from rain and summer heat, and its presence had become one of those silent assurances upon which everyday life depends. Buildings were expected to stand. Bridges were expected to carry traffic. Hospitals were expected to heal the sick. Governments were expected to protect the people who entrusted them with power. These assumptions were so deeply woven into ordinary existence that no one thought to question them until the moment they failed.

Among those moving through the city that morning was twenty-two-year-old Nikola Vuković, a student of civil engineering at the University of Novi Sad, whose greatest concern, as he left his small apartment near Liman, was an examination he had already postponed twice. He was tall, dark-haired, and possessed of the quiet seriousness that often made strangers believe he was older than he actually was. His father, a construction technician who had spent most of his working life on building sites across Serbia, had taught him to respect the invisible forces that held structures together. As a child, Nikola had watched him study walls, beams, foundations, and bridges with the attentive suspicion of a man who understood that gravity never negotiated and that concrete, however imposing it appeared, could not forgive every human mistake. His father had died three years earlier, leaving behind a modest apartment, a collection of technical manuals, and a sentence Nikola remembered whenever he encountered a poorly executed construction detail: a building does not collapse when the first mistake is made, but when the last protection against all the previous mistakes disappears. Nikola had never considered the sentence particularly profound. It belonged to the practical philosophy of men who worked with their hands, men who understood the world through measurements rather than speeches. Later, he would remember it with such terrible clarity that he would sometimes wish his father had never spoken it.

At almost the same hour, several kilometers away, twenty-one-year-old medical student Milica Petrović was finishing a night shift as a volunteer assistant in a hospital department where she had been allowed to observe the work of doctors and nurses. She had slept less than three hours and was thinking about coffee, a hot shower, and the possibility of spending the afternoon with her younger brother, who had promised to visit from their hometown. Milica was one of those people whose kindness was so instinctive that she rarely noticed it herself. She remembered patients' names, listened when elderly people repeated the same stories, and possessed an almost unreasonable belief that suffering, however overwhelming, could be made more bearable if someone refused to look away. Her mother, a schoolteacher, had warned her that medicine would eventually destroy this innocence, that the human body was too fragile and the world too indifferent for compassion to survive without scars. Milica had laughed and answered that she would rather acquire scars than become indifferent. It was an answer she would later remember with bitterness, because she had not yet understood how much suffering a single day could contain.

The railway station had been renovated, celebrated, photographed, and presented as evidence of a country moving confidently toward a modern future. Political speeches had accompanied its transformation, and official photographs had captured smiling men standing before polished surfaces, speaking of progress, investment, efficiency, and the arrival of a new age. To the ordinary traveler, these ceremonies belonged to a distant world of television screens and newspaper headlines. 

What mattered was whether the ticket office worked, whether the platform could be reached without confusion, and whether the train departed on time. Yet there was a profound difference between the way a government saw a railway station and the way a passenger experienced it. To the government, it could be a symbol, a completed project, a number in a report, an achievement to be displayed before cameras. To the passenger, it was a place to wait for a daughter, embrace a husband, say goodbye to a mother, or sit beneath a concrete roof while life continued elsewhere. The distance between those two meanings was invisible that morning, but it would soon become the central wound of an entire nation.

Shortly before noon, Nikola received a message from his friend Stefan Marković, a journalism student who had developed the irritating habit of treating every public event as the beginning of a story. Stefan wanted to meet for lunch and discuss a university assignment concerning public infrastructure. He had spent several days collecting documents about construction projects, procurement procedures, and the strange relationship between political announcements and technical accountability. Nikola had dismissed the subject as hopelessly broad. Serbia, he had told him, was a country in which everything was political, including the repair of a pavement, and he had no intention of sacrificing another examination to prove something everybody already knew. Stefan replied with a photograph of the railway station and a message that seemed entirely ordinary: Then explain to me how they know a building is safe. Nikola glanced at the photograph without enlarging it. He was about to answer when his telephone rang. It was his mother, calling to remind him that his aunt would be arriving by train the following week. He promised to meet her at the station and ended the conversation with the impatient affection of a son who assumed that his mother would always be there to call him again.

At 11:52 a.m., the concrete canopy above the entrance to the Novi Sad railway station collapsed.

The first sound was not a single explosion but a violent succession of cracks, impacts, and breaking material, so sudden and overwhelming that those nearby could not immediately understand what they were hearing. A massive section of concrete descended upon the people beneath it, crushing the benches, shattering the ordinary geometry of the entrance, and filling the air with dust so thick that the familiar station disappeared behind a gray curtain. The ground trembled. Glass broke. Metal twisted. A woman screamed, and then the scream was swallowed by a deeper noise, the dreadful grinding of a structure that had ceased to be a structure and had become an immense falling weight. Those standing farther away turned instinctively toward the sound, their minds searching for an explanation that would preserve the world they had known a moment earlier. Perhaps a vehicle had crashed. Perhaps there had been an explosion. Perhaps some construction machinery had fallen. 

The truth was visible before it became comprehensible: where the canopy had stood, there was now a mountain of broken concrete, twisted reinforcement, shattered glass, and dust, beneath which human beings had vanished.

For several seconds, the station existed in a silence that was not truly silent but filled with small, disconnected sounds: a suitcase rolling across the pavement, the ringing of an abandoned telephone, the distant engine of a bus, the desperate coughing of a man whose clothes were covered in dust. Then people began to run. Some fled from the building, terrified that the remaining structure might collapse. Others ran toward the wreckage, driven by the instinctive certainty that someone beneath it might still be alive. A young man dropped to his knees beside a broken slab and began pulling away fragments of concrete with his bare hands. A railway employee shouted for everyone to move back, then abandoned his own warning and climbed over the debris. Someone called the emergency services. Someone else began recording with a mobile telephone, not from cruelty but because the human mind sometimes seeks refuge behind a screen when reality becomes unbearable. Within minutes, sirens approached from several directions, and the station, which had been a place of departures and arrivals, became a place where the distinction between the living and the dead was being determined beneath tons of concrete.

The first photographs spread through Novi Sad before the emergency vehicles had finished arriving. They appeared in private messages, student groups, newsrooms, family conversations, and social media feeds, carrying an image so incomprehensible that many initially believed it must have come from another country or another time. Nikola saw one while standing in a university corridor, waiting for a professor whose lecture had been delayed. The photograph showed the station entrance obscured by dust, a collapsed concrete structure, and several figures climbing across the wreckage. He stared at it for a long moment, unable to connect the image with the building he had passed hundreds of times. Then he opened the message beneath it. The canopy has collapsed. People are trapped. He enlarged the photograph, examining the fractured concrete with the involuntary attention of a student trained to recognize structural elements. What disturbed him was not merely the scale of the destruction but the impossible simplicity of it. A familiar part of a public building had fallen onto the people who trusted it. He felt a coldness spreading through his chest, the kind of physical sensation that precedes understanding, and began walking toward the exit without collecting his notes.

By the time he reached the street, the city had changed. Nothing visible had altered in the surrounding buildings, the traffic lights continued to operate, and people still crossed intersections carrying groceries and briefcases, but an invisible current was moving through the crowd. Telephones rang constantly. Strangers stopped one another to ask what had happened. Drivers slowed beside groups gathered around screens.

A woman stood outside a bakery with both hands pressed against her mouth, repeating that her husband had passed through the station earlier that morning and was not answering his telephone. Nikola tried to call Stefan, then Milica, then his mother, although he knew she was nowhere near the station. He could not explain why he needed to hear her voice. When she answered, he told her what had happened, and she responded with the same frightened question that thousands of mothers across the country would soon be asking their children: where are you? He told her he was safe, then realized that the word had already begun to lose its meaning.

At the hospital, Milica learned of the disaster before she saw the photographs. A nurse hurried through the corridor, speaking rapidly to a doctor, and within moments the atmosphere of exhausted routine had been replaced by the concentrated urgency of a medical emergency. Staff members were called back to their departments, equipment was prepared, and conversations stopped halfway through sentences. Milica watched a senior physician remove his glasses and rub his eyes before issuing instructions in a voice so controlled that it frightened her more than shouting would have done. She asked whether she could help. He looked at her for a moment, perhaps measuring her youth against what the afternoon might require, and told her to remain available. She obeyed, although every instinct urged her to do something immediately. When the first injured people arrived, she discovered that the hospital had its own terrible language, a language in which grief had to wait until the work was finished. There were no political arguments in the emergency department, no discussions about contracts or ministers, only the urgent struggle to preserve human life. Yet Milica understood, even then, that the catastrophe had begun long before the ambulances arrived, in decisions made by people she would probably never meet.

Nikola reached the streets near the railway station as the rescue operation continued. Police officers had established a perimeter, emergency vehicles occupied the surrounding roads, and rescue workers moved among the ruins with the exhausted determination of people who knew that every minute mattered. He stopped behind the cordon and looked toward the entrance. The destruction was greater than the photographs had suggested. The familiar horizontal line of the canopy had disappeared, replaced by broken concrete and exposed steel. He recognized structural elements without wanting to recognize them, and his education, which had once seemed a collection of abstract calculations, suddenly became a burden. A man beside him was arguing with a police officer, insisting that his daughter had been at the station and that he needed to enter. The officer repeated that the area was dangerous, but his voice weakened as the father began describing the clothes his daughter had been wearing. Nikola turned away, ashamed of his helplessness. He had spent years learning how buildings stood, yet he could offer nothing to those searching for people beneath one that had fallen.

As the afternoon darkened, the first official statements reached the public. Ministers spoke of tragedy, investigations, responsibility, and the necessity of allowing institutions to perform their work. The president addressed the nation, promising that those responsible would be punished. In homes throughout Serbia, families watched the broadcasts with expressions that ranged from grief to disbelief, from anger to the weary suspicion accumulated over years of public scandals. For some, the promises offered reassurance; for others, they sounded painfully familiar. Nikola sat with Stefan in a small café near the university, neither of them touching the coffee that had grown cold between them. Stefan had opened his laptop and was collecting reports, photographs, official statements, and the chronology of the station's reconstruction. He was unusually quiet. Finally, he looked at Nikola and asked whether a canopy could simply fall without warning. Nikola considered the question carefully, resisting the temptation to offer an explanation before the evidence existed. Structures failed for reasons, he said, but identifying those reasons required drawings, inspections, material examinations, and a serious investigation. Stefan nodded, then asked a different question: who was responsible for ensuring that such an investigation would be honest? Nikola had no answer.

By evening, candles began appearing in public places. People gathered without instructions, without a common political program, and often without knowing one another. Some carried flowers. Others stood silently, looking toward the station or toward the ground, unable to find words adequate to the scale of the loss. Parents held their children close. Elderly men removed their hats. Young people who had spent their lives surrounded by noise discovered that silence could become a form of collective expression. The official death toll reported that night was fourteen, with three injured survivors; the number would later rise as the consequences of the catastrophe continued to unfold. 
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Yet even those figures, repeated across television screens and newspaper headlines, could not convey the destruction of the private worlds contained within them. Each victim had belonged to a network of affections, obligations, unfinished conversations, and ordinary expectations. Somewhere a meal would remain uneaten, a bed untouched, a message unanswered. Somewhere a mother would continue listening for footsteps that would never return. The tragedy was not merely the loss of human lives, terrible as that was, but the sudden destruction of all the futures those lives had carried.

Milica arrived at the memorial gathering after sunset. She had changed her clothes but could not rid herself of the smell of disinfectant, nor of the images that had accumulated during the afternoon. She found Nikola standing near the edge of the crowd, his hands buried in his coat pockets, watching the candles tremble in the cold air. 

They had known one another for nearly two years, ever since a university charity event had brought together students from several faculties. Their friendship had developed slowly, with the uncertain intimacy of two people who were afraid that naming their affection might destroy it. Nikola usually greeted her with a joke about doctors who believed themselves superior to engineers, but that evening he merely moved aside to make room for her. She stood beside him without speaking. After several minutes, she asked whether he had seen the station. He nodded. She asked whether he thought someone had made a mistake. Nikola looked toward the flames and answered that he did not yet know what had happened, but he knew that people had entered a public building believing they were safe, and that the country owed their families an explanation supported by evidence rather than speeches. Milica took his hand, not as a declaration of love but because she needed to hold on to something living.

Across the country, the news continued to spread. In Belgrade, university students discussed the catastrophe in dormitories and crowded apartments, their conversations moving uneasily between grief and anger. In Niš, a young law student watched the president's address and wondered whether the institutions he had spent years studying possessed the independence described in his textbooks. In Kragujevac, a professor of mechanical engineering examined photographs of the wreckage and remembered the many times he had warned his students that technical standards were not bureaucratic obstacles but safeguards written through generations of experience. In villages where young people had already departed for Germany, Austria, or Switzerland, parents listened to the news and spoke of a country that seemed increasingly unable to persuade its children to remain. None of these people yet imagined themselves part of a common movement. Their grief remained local, personal, fragmented. They did not know that the catastrophe had created an invisible connection among them, one that would gradually transform scattered private doubts into a national demand for accountability.

Late that night, Nikola returned to his apartment and opened one of his father's old engineering manuals. Its pages were yellowed, the margins filled with handwritten notes, and the cover bore a stain from the coffee his father had spilled during an evening of work many years earlier. He turned through diagrams of reinforced concrete, load distribution, connections, and structural failure, searching without knowing precisely what he hoped to find. The calculations were familiar, but their meaning had changed. For the first time, he understood that engineering was not simply the art of making structures stand; it was an agreement between those who designed and built them and those who would one day trust their lives to them. Every beam, every joint, every inspection certificate represented a promise made to strangers. When that promise failed, the consequences could not be measured solely in tons of concrete or meters of collapsed structure. He closed the book and looked at the photograph of his father standing beside a half-finished bridge, smiling beneath a yellow safety helmet.

He remembered the old man's insistence that responsibility could never be delegated entirely to someone else, because the laws of physics did not recognize political rank, professional reputation, or excuses.

His telephone vibrated shortly after midnight. Stefan had sent a message to a small group of university friends, proposing that they meet the following morning to discuss how students might demand access to information about the disaster and support the families of the victims. The message was cautious, almost apologetic, as though its author feared that organizing a meeting might appear disrespectful so soon after the tragedy. Nikola read it twice. Until that moment, politics had occupied a distant and largely unwelcome corner of his life. He had voted when elections were held, argued occasionally with friends, and complained about the government with the resigned irony common among young people who believed that public affairs were controlled by forces beyond their influence. He had never joined a political organization, never carried a protest banner, and never imagined that his future might be determined by events unfolding outside lecture halls and examination rooms. Yet the message on his screen seemed to demand something simpler and more difficult than political allegiance. It asked whether he was willing to become responsible for a question whose answer might be inconvenient.

He typed a brief reply: I'll be there.

Then he placed the telephone on the table and walked to the window. Novi Sad lay beneath him, quiet except for the occasional passing car and the distant sound of an ambulance. The city had not changed its shape. Its bridges still crossed the Danube, its apartment buildings stood beneath the autumn sky, and the railway tracks continued beyond the ruined station toward towns and villages whose inhabitants were only beginning to understand what had happened. But something essential had been broken, something less visible than concrete and perhaps more difficult to repair. It was the assumption that ordinary people could safely leave the great decisions of public life to others, that responsibility belonged exclusively to those who held office, and that silence was a reasonable price for personal peace. Nikola did not yet possess the language to describe this change. He knew only that he could not return to the previous morning, when an examination had seemed important and the future had appeared to consist of graduation, employment, and perhaps a life somewhere beyond Serbia's borders.

Years later, historians would search for the precise moment when the student movement began. They would examine photographs, speeches, university records, protest announcements, and the countless messages exchanged among young people who had never intended to become historical figures. They would debate which gathering had transformed mourning into resistance, which decision had given the movement its direction, and which act of courage had persuaded others to follow. But for Nikola, the beginning would always remain simpler. 

It was the image of a fallen canopy, the helpless face of a father searching for his daughter, the cold hand of a medical student standing beside him in the candlelight, and the unbearable realization that the dead could no longer demand answers for themselves. Someone living would have to do it.

On the morning of November 1, 2024, the roof of a railway station had fallen in Novi Sad. Before the day was over, the first questions had begun to rise from its ruins. Those questions would travel through university corridors, across bridges, along highways and village roads, into classrooms, factories, courtrooms, and government offices. They would be repeated by people who had never met, carried by students who had never imagined leading anyone, and heard by officials who initially believed that the passage of time would eventually restore the familiar order. Nobody standing among the candles that night could foresee the full journey ahead, the exhaustion, the fear, the divisions, or the courage that would be demanded of them. They knew only that people had died beneath a structure that should have protected them, and that an explanation was owed.

The students had not yet taken to the streets as a movement. They had not yet occupied their faculties, organized their assemblies, or discovered the extraordinary power of standing together in silence. They were still scattered across a country accustomed to disappointment, still occupied with examinations, jobs, relationships, and the ordinary uncertainties of youth. But in apartments and dormitories throughout Serbia, telephones remained illuminated long after midnight, carrying photographs, questions, and messages that would not be forgotten.

And somewhere in Novi Sad, in a small apartment filled with his father's engineering books, a young man who had never considered himself brave lay awake until dawn, understanding for the first time that there were moments in history when remaining uninvolved was itself a decision.

The roof had fallen.

The silence of a generation was beginning to break.
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CHAPTER II — FIFTEEN MINUTES OF SILENCE
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The morning after the catastrophe, Novi Sad awakened beneath a sky that seemed reluctant to admit the arrival of another day. A cold wind moved through the streets, gathering fallen leaves against the curbs and carrying the smell of wet pavement toward the Danube, while the first trams of ordinary life, the buses, delivery trucks, and hurried pedestrians, resumed their familiar movements with an obedience that suddenly appeared almost indecent. The city had suffered a wound that could not be seen from every street, and yet the wound was everywhere. It existed in the empty chairs at breakfast tables, in the unanswered telephone calls, in the faces of people who had spent the night watching television, and in the strange hesitation with which strangers now looked at one another, as though every passerby might be carrying news of someone who had died. At the railway station, the rescue operation and investigation continued behind police barriers, and the enormous ruin of concrete and twisted reinforcement remained visible from the surrounding streets. The photographs had already traveled beyond Serbia, appearing on foreign news websites and television broadcasts, but the images could not convey the particular horror of standing before a place that had been familiar only twenty-four hours earlier and discovering that familiarity itself had become a source of terror. People approached the barriers carrying flowers and candles, some alone, others accompanied by children or elderly relatives, and many remained there long after they had placed their offerings, staring at the wreckage with an expression that combined disbelief, grief, and the first uncertain stirrings of anger.

Nikola Vuković had not slept. He had spent the night moving between his desk and the window, opening news reports, reading official statements, and returning repeatedly to photographs of the collapsed canopy, searching for details that might explain what had happened. His engineering education had taught him to distrust conclusions formed without sufficient evidence, and he knew that the cause of a structural failure could not be determined from photographs alone. Yet he also knew that the public deserved more than ceremonial declarations of sorrow. The railway station had undergone reconstruction, its reopening had been presented as an achievement, and thousands of people had used it with the expectation that the necessary technical and legal safeguards had been observed. Whether the canopy had been adequately inspected, whether its condition had been properly assessed, and whether warnings had been overlooked were questions for investigators, not for television commentators or political spokesmen. But the existence of those questions was undeniable. As he sat before his father's old technical manuals, Nikola remembered the many evenings when the older man had returned from construction sites exhausted and angry, complaining not about the difficulty of the work but about the ease with which responsibility could disappear inside layers of signatures, subcontractors, and administrative procedures. His father had believed that the most dangerous sentence in construction was not I made a mistake, but It was not my responsibility. Nikola had once regarded this as the bitterness of an aging technician. Now he wondered whether it was the most important lesson his father had ever taught him.

At nine o'clock, Stefan Marković arrived at Nikola's apartment carrying two paper cups of coffee and a laptop whose battery was almost exhausted. His face was pale, his eyes bloodshot, and his usually restless manner had been replaced by an unusual concentration. He had spent the night collecting public documents, news reports, photographs from different stages of the station's reconstruction, and statements made by officials before and after the disaster. He placed the laptop on the table, opened a folder containing dozens of files, and told Nikola that he had found more questions than answers. There were photographs of the station before renovation, photographs taken during the works, official announcements celebrating the completion of different phases, and technical explanations offered by people whose qualifications and access to information varied considerably. Nikola examined the material carefully, occasionally enlarging an image or asking Stefan where a particular document had originated. He refused to draw conclusions from incomplete evidence, and when Stefan suggested that the reconstruction must have caused the collapse, Nikola shook his head. A suspicion, he explained, was not a finding, and an accusation unsupported by evidence could ultimately make the search for truth more difficult. Stefan listened impatiently, then asked whether they were supposed to remain silent until the authorities decided what information the public was permitted to see. Nikola looked at him across the table and answered that silence and speculation were not the only available choices. 

They could demand documents, independent expertise, and an investigation whose findings would be open to scrutiny. For the first time since the catastrophe, Stefan smiled faintly. It was not a smile of happiness but of recognition, the expression of a man who had discovered that his anger could be given a purpose.

Their meeting at the university began shortly before noon in a classroom that had been intended for an entirely different discussion. Seven students had been invited, but fourteen arrived, and by the time Stefan began speaking, several others were standing in the corridor, listening through the open door. They came from different faculties and knew one another only superficially. Some had participated in earlier demonstrations, while others had never attended a political gathering in their lives. There was a law student who spoke with the precision of someone preparing an argument before a court, an architecture student who had spent the previous evening examining photographs of the station, a young woman from the Faculty of Philosophy whose voice trembled whenever she mentioned the victims, and two engineering students who were already arguing about the difference between structural assessment and routine maintenance. Their disagreements were immediate and sometimes sharp, but beneath them lay a shared conviction that the disaster could not be allowed to disappear into the endless succession of public scandals that had exhausted the country for years. They discussed whether to organize a memorial gathering, whether to prepare a public statement, and whether students had any legitimate role in demanding institutional accountability. One young man warned that political parties would attempt to exploit the tragedy. Another replied that refusing to act because someone might misuse their actions would amount to surrendering the public sphere to those who were already powerful. Nikola listened for a long time before speaking. When he finally rose, he said that their first responsibility was to the victims and their families, and that any action they organized must preserve the dignity of that responsibility. They should not claim knowledge they did not possess, he insisted, nor turn grief into an excuse for hatred. They should demand the truth, and they should be prepared to defend that demand for as long as necessary.

Milica Petrović entered the classroom halfway through the meeting. She had come directly from the hospital, where the atmosphere remained tense and the staff were still struggling with the emotional consequences of the catastrophe. Her appearance silenced the discussion more effectively than any formal request for order. She stood near the door for a moment, listening to the last words of Nikola's statement, then walked toward an empty chair. When someone asked what she thought the students should do, she hesitated, not because she lacked an opinion but because the images of the previous day remained too close to be translated easily into public language. Finally, she told them that she had watched doctors and nurses work without asking who the injured people were, what political opinions they held, or whether their families supported the government. 

They had done what their profession required of them because human life came before every other consideration. She believed the students should begin from the same principle. The dead were not symbols, she said, and their families were not instruments of a political struggle. If the students wished to honor them, they should first demonstrate that they understood the difference between remembrance and spectacle. Her words changed the atmosphere of the room. The argument about slogans and banners gradually gave way to a discussion of silence, and someone suggested that they stand for one minute for each person who had died. The number was fourteen, according to the information available to them at that moment. Nobody yet knew how the toll would change, but the idea of measuring public remembrance in minutes had entered their conversation, and with it the possibility that silence itself might become an action.

They decided to organize a gathering at the university, inviting students and professors to stand together without speeches, party symbols, or political banners. Stefan would prepare a short announcement, Milica would contact friends from the medical faculty, and Nikola would speak with several professors whose professional experience might help them formulate responsible demands for information. Their decision was modest, almost painfully modest when measured against the scale of the catastrophe. They had no organization, no funding, no established leadership, and no experience coordinating anything larger than a university event. Their communication depended on mobile telephones, informal student groups, and the willingness of people to pass a message to someone else. Yet the simplicity of the proposal gave it an unexpected strength. It asked for no ideological commitment, required no membership, and offered no promise of political victory. It invited people to stop, remember, and consider the meaning of what had happened. When the meeting ended, the students remained in small groups, speaking more quietly than before, as though the room had become a place where ordinary conversation required permission from the dead.

That afternoon, Nikola visited Professor Aleksandar Kostić, a sixty-three-year-old structural engineer whose reputation for professional rigor had survived several changes of university administration and more than one unsuccessful attempt to persuade him to soften his public criticism of construction practices. Kostić occupied a narrow office crowded with books, technical journals, rolled drawings, and models of bridges whose delicate structures stood on shelves beneath a layer of dust. He had the stooped posture of a man who had spent decades bending over plans and the habit of removing his glasses whenever he wished to emphasize that a question deserved more thought than the person asking it had given. Nikola found him sitting before a computer, examining the same photographs that had occupied students throughout the morning. The professor greeted him without surprise and motioned toward a chair. For several minutes they discussed the technical uncertainties surrounding the collapse, carefully distinguishing between observable facts and possible explanations.

Kostić warned that public pressure could help secure transparency but could also encourage premature judgments, especially when political conflict transformed every technical question into a weapon. Nikola explained the proposed gathering and asked whether the professor would attend. Kostić looked toward the window, where the bare branches of a tree moved in the wind, and remained silent for so long that Nikola assumed he had asked too much. Then the older man said that he had spent most of his life teaching students how to calculate the forces acting upon structures, but perhaps he had failed to teach them something equally important: that professional knowledge carried a moral obligation extending beyond the examination hall. He would attend, he said, not because he possessed the answers but because he believed the questions deserved to be asked.

Elsewhere in the city, the catastrophe was already entering the machinery of political interpretation. Television studios invited officials, commentators, engineers, lawyers, and party representatives to explain what had happened, although most lacked access to the evidence necessary for a reliable conclusion. Some urged patience and confidence in the investigation. Others demanded immediate resignations and accused the authorities of negligence or concealment. Social media amplified every statement, often stripping it of context and presenting uncertainty as proof of guilt or innocence. Families who had lost loved ones found themselves surrounded by microphones, cameras, and strangers eager to transform private grief into public testimony. The distinction between legitimate questions and political exploitation became increasingly difficult to maintain. In government offices, advisers prepared statements, officials consulted lawyers, and public relations teams monitored the growing anger. The state was not a single mind acting with a single intention; it was an enormous collection of institutions, ambitions, fears, loyalties, and competing interpretations. Some officials were genuinely horrified and determined to discover the truth. Others worried primarily about the political consequences. Still others believed that maintaining public order was itself an essential duty during a national tragedy. But from the outside, these distinctions were almost invisible. To many citizens, the government appeared as one vast structure of authority, and the collapse of the station canopy had raised a question that no speech could easily silence: who, in the end, was responsible?

In Belgrade, a law student named Luka Savić watched the developments from a dormitory room near the Faculty of Law. He was twenty-three years old, the son of a police officer and a primary school teacher, and he had grown up in a household where respect for institutions was treated not as a political preference but as a condition of civilized life. His father had served through difficult years, including periods of political unrest, and had taught Luka that a uniform did not confer moral superiority but imposed a greater obligation to obey the law. 

Their relationship was affectionate but complicated by the father's conviction that public protests too easily became instruments of politicians who never suffered the consequences of the disorder they encouraged. Luka had inherited his father's seriousness but not his confidence that institutions would necessarily correct their own failures. Studying constitutional law had exposed him to the distance between legal principles and political reality, and he had begun to suspect that a state could preserve the outward appearance of legality while allowing the substance of accountability to weaken. When he saw the announcement from Novi Sad calling for a silent gathering, he forwarded it to several friends. One replied that students should concentrate on their studies. Another asked what good standing in silence could possibly accomplish. Luka stared at the question before answering that he did not know, but that perhaps the point was not to accomplish something immediately. Perhaps the point was to refuse the idea that nothing could be done.

That evening, Luka returned to his parents' apartment for dinner. His father, Milan Savić, was watching the news with the volume turned low, his uniform jacket hanging from a chair beside the door. The conversation began with ordinary questions about university examinations and Luka's finances, but it inevitably moved toward Novi Sad. Milan spoke of the need for a thorough investigation and warned against allowing grief to become a justification for disorder. Luka agreed that the investigation should be lawful, then asked what citizens were supposed to do if they no longer trusted the institutions conducting it. His father placed his fork on the table and studied him carefully. Trust, he said, could not be restored by shouting in the streets, and accusations made before evidence was collected could destroy innocent people. Luka replied that trust could not be demanded merely because an institution possessed authority. It had to be earned through transparency and accountability. Their argument remained controlled, but something deeper than politics had entered it. Milan saw in his son the impatience of youth, the belief that moral clarity could overcome the compromises required by public life. Luka saw in his father the exhaustion of a generation that had learned to regard stability as a victory even when justice remained incomplete. Neither understood that the coming months would force them to confront these differences in circumstances far more difficult than a family dinner.

In Novi Sad, preparations for the memorial gathering continued. Stefan's announcement spread through student groups with unexpected speed, and messages began arriving from people who wanted to help, participate, or organize similar gatherings elsewhere. Some suggested slogans, others offered candles, and several insisted that political parties should be explicitly excluded. Nikola spent hours answering questions, increasingly uncomfortable with the assumption that he had become an organizer simply because he had attended the first meeting. He had no desire to lead a movement, and the very word movement seemed absurdly grand for a group of students who had only recently agreed to stand together in silence. Milica, however, understood that something important was happening beneath the confusion. 

People were not asking for permission to mourn; they were searching for a way to mourn together without surrendering their grief to the language of political competition. She suggested that the announcement contain only the time, the place, and a simple request for dignity. No accusations, no speeches, no party symbols. Stefan protested that such restraint might make the gathering appear meaningless, but Nikola supported her. The meaning, he said, would come from the people who attended.

The following days brought funerals, official announcements, demands for accountability, and an expanding public debate about the reconstruction of the station. For the families of the victims, these developments unfolded against the unbearable practical details of bereavement: identifying belongings, receiving relatives, arranging ceremonies, answering questions, and confronting the impossible task of explaining death to children. Public tragedy moved quickly, propelled by news cycles and political reactions, while private grief moved according to no schedule at all. Milica became increasingly sensitive to this difference. She worried that students, in their desire to act, might begin speaking of the victims as though they belonged to a historical argument rather than to families who had loved them. She insisted that every gathering begin with remembrance, and that demands for accountability remain grounded in respect for those who had died. Nikola agreed, although he had begun to recognize that remembrance alone would not satisfy the growing number of students who wanted concrete answers. Their first disagreement was therefore not about whether to act, but about how to preserve humanity within action, a problem that would return throughout the months ahead and test their friendship more severely than either could imagine.

When the day of the gathering arrived, the university courtyard filled gradually. At first there were only a few dozen students standing in small groups, uncertain whether they had misunderstood the announcement or arrived too early. Then others appeared from the surrounding streets, some carrying flowers, others holding candles protected from the wind by their hands. Professors emerged from university buildings, administrative employees joined the crowd, and several elderly citizens who had no connection to the university stood quietly near the entrance. Nikola watched the numbers grow with a mixture of relief and anxiety. He had feared that nobody would come; now he feared that the gathering might escape the simple purpose for which it had been organized. Stefan moved through the crowd asking people not to display party symbols, while Milica helped several students arrange flowers beside a photograph of the station before the collapse. Professor Kostić arrived wearing an old dark coat and stood at the edge of the courtyard, refusing the invitation to move toward the front. When Nikola asked why, he answered that the students had organized the gathering and should not allow their professors to become its public face. 

The remark embarrassed Nikola, who still resisted the idea that the event belonged to anyone, but he understood the professor's intention. Something was beginning that older generations could support without claiming ownership of it.

The silence began without a command. Someone looked at a telephone, another person lowered a conversation to a whisper, and the gradual disappearance of human voices spread through the courtyard until only the wind and the distant traffic remained. Nikola stood beside Milica, aware of the extraordinary concentration required to remain motionless among hundreds of people. Silence in ordinary life was an absence, something that occurred when conversation ended or when a room was empty. Here it had become a shared decision, sustained by people who could have spoken but chose not to. Each minute acquired a strange weight. Nikola found himself thinking about the railway station, about the broken concrete, about his father's hands and the technical drawings scattered across his desk. Milica thought of the hospital corridors and the families waiting for news. Stefan, who had spent years believing that journalism depended upon the power of words, discovered that there were moments when words could only diminish what needed to be understood. Around them, strangers stood together without knowing one another's political opinions, religious beliefs, occupations, or private histories. For those minutes, they were united by something more fundamental than agreement: the recognition that human life deserved remembrance and that public responsibility could not be separated from human dignity.

When the silence ended, nobody immediately applauded. The crowd remained still, reluctant to break the atmosphere that had formed among them. A young woman began crying quietly, and an older man placed a hand on her shoulder. Somewhere near the entrance, a student whispered that they should do this again. Another answered that they should do more. The words passed almost unnoticed, but Nikola heard them and felt the first uneasy recognition that the gathering had created expectations none of its organizers had anticipated. People approached him with questions about future meetings, petitions, and demands for access to documents. Some wanted a larger protest. Others proposed coordinated actions across universities. A student from Belgrade asked whether the organizers would help establish contact with faculties in the capital. Nikola answered cautiously, explaining that no formal organization existed and that decisions would have to be made collectively. The student nodded and said that perhaps this was precisely why the initiative might succeed. There was no leader to discredit, no party headquarters to accuse of manipulation, and no single person whose withdrawal could bring everything to an end.

That night, the small classroom where the first meeting had taken place was crowded beyond capacity. Students sat on windowsills, stood against the walls, and filled the corridor outside. 

The discussion lasted for hours, moving from practical questions about future gatherings to fundamental disagreements over the relationship between students and political power. Some argued that universities should remain places of learning and that prolonged political activity would damage their credibility. Others insisted that education without civic responsibility was merely professional training, and that students had an obligation to defend the principles their institutions claimed to teach. A young woman from the Faculty of Philosophy proposed that decisions be made in open assemblies rather than by a permanent committee. Stefan worried that such a system would be slow and vulnerable to confusion, but Nikola supported the idea because he feared the concentration of authority even within a movement whose intentions he trusted. Milica reminded them that the victims' families should not be forgotten amid procedural arguments. Professor Kostić, who had remained to observe the meeting, finally spoke when the discussion threatened to become personal. Democracy, he told them, was not a method for ensuring that everyone agreed; it was a method for allowing disagreement without destroying the community that contained it. The students listened, and the argument resumed with slightly greater patience.

As the meeting approached midnight, someone suggested that future acts of remembrance should last fifteen minutes, reflecting the number of lives that the catastrophe would ultimately claim. The proposal was not yet a settled ritual, and the students understood that the form of public remembrance would develop as the facts and the movement itself evolved. Nevertheless, the idea possessed a solemn clarity. Fifteen minutes was long enough to interrupt the rhythm of a city, long enough to make hurried pedestrians stop and impatient drivers notice that something unusual was happening, yet short enough for ordinary people to participate without abandoning their daily responsibilities. It required no banners, no amplified speeches, and no agreement about the political future of the country. It required only a willingness to stand still and remember. Nikola looked around the room at the exhausted faces illuminated by fluorescent lights and wondered whether these young people understood the consequences of what they were beginning. Most had examinations approaching, families expecting them home, jobs that paid their rent, and futures dependent upon completing their education. None had volunteered to become a public figure. They had gathered because a catastrophe had exposed a question they could not ignore, and because answering that question now seemed inseparable from the kind of country in which they wished to live.

In Belgrade, Luka received photographs of the gathering shortly after midnight. He examined them on his telephone while his father slept in the next room. There were no dramatic images, no confrontations, no raised fists or burning objects, only students standing motionless in a courtyard beneath the autumn sky. Yet he found the photographs more disturbing than the angry political speeches he had watched throughout the week. The people in them looked ordinary. 

They resembled his classmates, his neighbors, the young men and women who waited at bus stops and complained about examinations. They did not appear to be revolutionaries. They appeared to be citizens who had decided that grief imposed an obligation. Luka opened a message to his father, intending to explain why he wanted to attend a similar gathering in Belgrade, then deleted it before sending. He was not afraid of his father's anger; he was afraid of the disappointment that might follow. For the first time in his life, he understood that loyalty to one's family and loyalty to one's conscience could lead in different directions, even when both were founded upon respect for the same principles.

Far away from the university courtyards, in the offices where official statements were prepared and political consequences assessed, the gatherings were initially regarded as another expression of public sorrow that would gradually diminish as attention moved elsewhere. Serbia had experienced protests before, some enormous, some prolonged, and many had ended without producing the changes their participants had demanded. Governments possessed resources that students did not: institutions, budgets, established organizations, media access, and the ability to wait for exhaustion to weaken public enthusiasm. Young people, by contrast, were expected to return eventually to examinations, employment, and the private concerns of adulthood. It was a reasonable calculation when measured against the history of previous demonstrations. What it failed to recognize was that the students were not yet attempting to defeat a government. They were attempting to establish a standard of public responsibility that no government could easily dismiss without exposing the distance between its promises and its conduct. Their strength did not come from a strategy designed in advance but from the refusal to accept that the passage of time could substitute for an explanation.

Nikola returned home after two in the morning. His apartment was cold, the coffee cups from the previous day still stood on the table, and his examination notes lay untouched beside the engineering manuals. He removed his coat, sat down, and opened the university calendar. The examination he had worried about before the catastrophe was only a few days away. He stared at the date, trying to summon the familiar anxiety that had once seemed so important. He still wanted to graduate, to become an engineer, to build structures that would stand long after he was gone. He did not want his life consumed by political conflict, and he had no romantic illusions about protest. He knew that enthusiasm could fade, that people could disagree, that movements could become divided, and that even the most legitimate demands could be distorted by ambition. Yet he also understood that the gathering had changed something within him. He had seen hundreds of people surrender fifteen minutes of their lives to remember strangers, and in that silence he had felt a responsibility larger than his private future. It was not the certainty of victory, nor even the confidence that their efforts would achieve anything. It was the knowledge that refusing to act would require him to accept a form of helplessness he could no longer regard as natural.

Before going to bed, he opened the group conversation and found dozens of unread messages. Students from other faculties wanted to organize meetings. Friends in Belgrade were asking for advice. Someone in Niš had proposed a similar gathering, and a student from Kragujevac wanted to establish contact with the organizers in Novi Sad. There were arguments about terminology, practical questions about permits, offers of legal assistance, and warnings that the initiative might attract political pressure. Nikola read the messages slowly, recognizing that the small circle formed around Stefan's kitchen-table determination had already begun to expand beyond anyone's control. He typed a response suggesting that each faculty organize its own open meeting and that no individual should claim to speak for students who had not authorized them to do so. Then he placed the telephone beside his bed and turned off the light.

Outside, the city continued its restless sleep. The railway station remained damaged and silent, its entrance marked by flowers and candles that would have to be replaced as the days passed. Families mourned, investigators examined evidence, officials prepared further statements, and citizens argued about responsibility in homes and cafés across the country. The students possessed no power to compel answers, no guarantee that their demands would be heard, and no certainty that the unity created by grief could survive the pressures of public life. But they had discovered a simple form of collective action that could be repeated, shared, and understood without explanation. Fifteen minutes could be taken from a lecture, a working day, a journey, or a crowded city street. Fifteen minutes could interrupt the ordinary flow of time and remind a country of those who had been denied all the minutes that should have remained to them.

The silence had begun as an act of mourning. It would become a demand for accountability, a test of solidarity, and eventually one of the defining symbols of a generation. Its power would not lie in the absence of sound but in the presence of people who had decided to stand together, even when they disagreed about almost everything else. Nikola could not have known this as he drifted into an exhausted sleep, nor could Milica, Stefan, or Luka have imagined the roads they would travel and the choices they would face. They were still students, uncertain of their futures, frightened by the consequences of public commitment, and bound together more by questions than by answers.But the country had heard their silence.And for the first time, silence was no longer the same thing as surrender.
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CHAPTER III — THE FIRST GATHERING
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By the second week of November, the tragedy in Novi Sad had begun to acquire the strange and disturbing quality that accompanies events too large to remain confined to the place where they occurred. The railway station was still surrounded by barriers, the investigation was still developing, and families were still struggling through the first unbearable days of mourning, but the disaster had already entered the conversations of people who had never visited Novi Sad and might never have given the station a moment's thought. In Belgrade, commuters discussed it on crowded buses while looking through the windows at buildings whose safety they had never previously questioned. In Niš, retired railway workers spoke bitterly about the decline of professional standards and the disappearance of experienced engineers from public institutions. In Kragujevac, university professors debated whether their students should participate in public demonstrations or remain within the traditional boundaries of academic life. Across the country, television screens displayed the faces of officials promising accountability, while newspapers published photographs of the wreckage and competing interpretations of what had caused the collapse. The catastrophe had exposed something deeper than public anxiety about a single building. It had disturbed the fragile agreement by which citizens accepted that those entrusted with public authority would exercise it competently, that laws would be applied without regard to political influence, and that the lives of ordinary people would not become secondary considerations in the pursuit of prestige, profit, or administrative convenience. The country had not reached a common conclusion about responsibility, but millions had begun asking questions that could no longer be contained within technical reports.

For Nikola Vuković, the days following the first university gathering passed with such speed that he occasionally found himself unable to remember whether a conversation had taken place that morning or two days earlier. His telephone rang almost continuously, his examination notes remained untouched, and the small apartment near Liman had become an informal meeting place for students who arrived carrying laptops, notebooks, sandwiches, and arguments. Stefan Marković had assumed responsibility for organizing information, although he rejected the suggestion that this made him a spokesman, while Milica Petrović moved between the hospital, her lectures, and the increasingly crowded student meetings with an exhaustion she concealed behind an almost stubborn calm. They had agreed that the initiative should remain open, that decisions should be discussed collectively, and that no political organization should be permitted to claim ownership of their actions. These principles sounded simple when expressed in a classroom, but they became considerably more difficult when confronted with the practical realities of organizing people who possessed different expectations, fears, and political convictions. Some students wanted immediate demonstrations outside government buildings. Others believed that the movement should concentrate exclusively on demanding access to documents related to the railway station. A smaller group argued that the university should not become involved in political disputes at all, warning that students who sacrificed their studies might discover that public enthusiasm offered little protection against failed examinations, lost scholarships, or delayed graduation. Nikola listened to these objections more carefully than some of his companions expected. He understood that courage could not be measured by the willingness to abandon responsibilities that others might be unable to abandon, and he resisted the increasingly popular habit of dividing people into those who supported the movement and those who lacked the courage to do so.

On a cold Tuesday morning, Stefan arrived with news that several students from Belgrade wanted to meet them in Novi Sad. They had seen photographs of the silent gatherings and hoped to establish a network connecting different faculties, not through a central committee but through regular communication and shared principles. Among them was Luka Savić, the law student whose father served in the police, and who had spent the previous days arguing with friends about the constitutional meaning of public accountability. Luka had never met Nikola, but he had read a short statement circulated among engineering students and had been struck by its refusal to make accusations unsupported by evidence. In a political atmosphere increasingly dominated by absolute declarations, the insistence that the truth required documents, expertise, and independent scrutiny seemed almost revolutionary. He traveled to Novi Sad with two classmates, arriving shortly before noon at a university building where students were preparing for another open meeting. The corridors were crowded, the heating worked poorly, and handwritten notices covered a board normally reserved for examination schedules. 

Luka paused before one of them, a sheet of white paper bearing a simple sentence: We are not asking for a favor. We are asking for responsibility. He read it twice, then followed the sound of voices toward the classroom where the meeting was about to begin.

Nikola recognized Luka immediately as an outsider, not because of his appearance but because he stood near the doorway with the cautious attentiveness of someone observing an unfamiliar institution. He introduced himself, offered him a chair, and asked whether the journey from Belgrade had been difficult. Luka answered that the journey had been easy but the decision to make it had not. His father, he explained, believed that public anger was increasingly being manipulated by political interests, and he had warned him that students could become instruments of forces they did not understand. Nikola did not dismiss the concern. Political movements, he said, were vulnerable to manipulation precisely because sincere people often assumed that everyone who spoke their language shared their motives. The problem was not how to prevent disagreement or outside influence entirely, which would be impossible, but how to create procedures that made decisions transparent and prevented individuals from claiming authority they had never been given. Luka smiled at the answer. It sounded, he remarked, suspiciously like constitutional law. Nikola replied that engineering and law had more in common than either profession liked to admit: both depended upon rules whose importance became most visible when someone ignored them.

The meeting began with nearly sixty students crowded into a room intended for thirty. The windows were fogged by their breath, coats lay across desks, and the air carried the mixed smell of wet wool, coffee, and the stale heating system. Stefan stood near the blackboard with a list of proposed discussion topics, but before he could begin, a young architecture student named Jelena Radović asked whether the gathering would produce another statement that nobody in authority was obliged to read. Her question provoked immediate reactions. Several students argued that public statements were necessary to establish clear demands, while others insisted that the movement needed visible actions rather than documents. A student from the Faculty of Philosophy proposed a demonstration in the city center, and another suggested inviting professors, lawyers, and engineers to speak publicly about institutional responsibility. The discussion became increasingly animated until Milica raised her hand and reminded everyone that the families of the victims were still burying their dead. The room quieted, but the disagreement remained. It was Luka who eventually suggested separating their immediate objectives from their longer-term concerns. They could organize a public gathering demanding transparency and accountability without pretending to know the outcome of the investigation, and they could establish a working group to examine documents as they became available. The proposal was neither dramatic nor emotionally satisfying, but it offered a practical path between passivity and reckless accusation.

Professor Aleksandar Kostić had been invited to observe the meeting and found himself increasingly fascinated by the students' arguments. He had lived through the political upheavals of the late twentieth century, watched demonstrations rise and disappear, and witnessed the transformation of universities from centers of public debate into institutions increasingly preoccupied with administrative survival. In his youth, he had believed that every generation would inherit the political lessons of the previous one, but experience had taught him that historical knowledge rarely passed intact from parents to children. Each generation encountered injustice as though it were a new invention, and each had to discover for itself the cost of confronting it. Yet these students differed from the young demonstrators he remembered from earlier decades. They seemed suspicious of charismatic leadership, reluctant to accept ideological labels, and unusually concerned with the procedures by which collective decisions were made. Their distrust of established politics did not necessarily mean that they lacked political understanding. It might instead indicate that they had observed the failures of institutions and concluded that the methods of political organization were themselves part of the problem. Kostić watched Nikola move between groups, listening more than speaking, and wondered whether the young engineer understood that leadership sometimes emerged precisely from the refusal to seek it.

After nearly three hours, the students agreed to organize a public gathering in central Novi Sad, inviting citizens to join them in remembering the victims and demanding a transparent investigation. They would not present themselves as representatives of all students, and they would not allow political parties to display banners at the event. A short statement would explain their demands, while the gathering itself would remain peaceful and respectful. The decision was approved by a large majority, although several students abstained because they believed the action insufficiently forceful. Nikola considered the abstentions important. A movement that demanded accountability from public institutions, he argued, could not treat disagreement within its own ranks as disloyalty. Stefan recorded the decision, and Luka offered to help establish contact with students at the University of Belgrade. Before leaving, he asked Nikola whether he believed the authorities would respond. Nikola considered the question for a moment and admitted that he did not know. What mattered, he said, was whether they would continue asking after the first refusal. Luka remembered the answer during the train journey home, watching the flat Vojvodina landscape pass beyond the window while his classmates discussed the practical difficulties of organizing a similar gathering in Belgrade.

The first public gathering organized by Nikola and his companions took place beneath a gray afternoon sky that threatened rain without ever delivering it. The students arrived early, carrying flowers, candles, and several sheets of paper on which their demands had been written in large, careful letters. They had expected perhaps a few hundred participants, but people began arriving from surrounding streets long before the announced time. 

Some were university students, others teachers, engineers, doctors, railway employees, pensioners, and parents accompanied by children. A group of elderly women stood near the edge of the square holding white chrysanthemums, while several young men helped arrange candles in a protected area where the wind would not extinguish them. There were no elaborate stages, no powerful loudspeakers, and no professionally printed banners. The gathering possessed the improvised appearance of something created by people who had never expected to become organizers of public events. Yet this very imperfection gave it a dignity that surprised Nikola. He had spent the morning worrying about logistical failures, about whether the crowd would block traffic, whether provocateurs might appear, and whether journalists would misrepresent their intentions. Now, watching people arrive quietly and stand beside strangers, he felt the peculiar humility that accompanies the realization that an idea has ceased to belong to those who first expressed it.

Milica moved through the crowd carrying a small box of candles. She recognized several hospital employees, including a nurse who had worked during the emergency response and who embraced her without speaking. Nearby stood a middle-aged woman holding a photograph of a young man. Milica could not determine whether the photograph showed one of the victims, and she refused to ask. Instead, she offered the woman a candle, which she accepted with a slight movement of her head. The encounter disturbed Milica more deeply than the speeches she had heard during the previous days. The woman was not interested in constitutional principles, procurement procedures, or the political consequences of the catastrophe. She stood in the square because someone she loved had died, or because the possibility of such a loss had become unbearably real. Milica understood that every political argument arising from the disaster would ultimately be judged against this simple human fact. If the movement forgot the people beneath the concrete, it would lose the moral foundation upon which it had begun. She found Nikola near the front of the gathering and told him that they should avoid turning the memorial into a competition over who could express the greatest anger. He agreed, although he admitted that anger was becoming increasingly difficult to separate from grief.

Stefan had prepared a short statement, but when the time came to read it, he discovered that his hands were trembling. He had spoken before student audiences and had never considered himself particularly shy, yet the presence of so many people transformed the familiar act of reading into something frightening. He looked at the paper, then at the faces before him, and began slowly. He spoke of the victims, of the obligation to establish the causes of the collapse, of the need for independent professional examination, and of the public's right to know how decisions concerning the reconstruction had been made. He avoided accusations against individuals whose responsibility had not been established, but he refused to accept that responsibility could disappear within administrative complexity.

His voice strengthened as he continued, and when he finished, the crowd remained silent for several seconds before a restrained wave of applause passed through it. Nikola watched Stefan step back, visibly relieved, and realized that the gathering had crossed an invisible threshold. It was no longer merely an expression of sorrow
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