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        Dedication
      

      For the ones who loved me through every haunting— and for the ghosts I had to become to write this.

      

      
        Author's note
      

      
        A Haunting Between Us was born from the quiet hours when memory feels heavier than bone and the past refuses to stay buried. This story is my attempt to give shape to the things we carry—grief, longing, inheritance, and the shadows that follow us even when we pretend not to see them.

      I wrote this book to explore the kind of horror that doesn’t rely on jump scares, but on the slow, intimate unraveling of a soul. The kind that whispers instead of screams. The kind that feels like a hand on your shoulder when you’re certain you’re alone.

      If you’ve ever loved someone so deeply that it terrified you, or lost something you still feel in your ribs, this book is for you.

      Thank you for stepping into the dark with me.

      — Dark Monarch
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      This book exists because of all of you.

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for stepping into this story with me. A Haunting Between Us was written during a time when the line between memory and haunting felt thin, when the past pressed close enough to breathe against my neck. This book is my attempt to give shape to that feeling—to explore the kind of horror that grows from love, grief, and the things we inherit without choosing.

      If you found pieces of yourself in these pages, I’m honored. If the story unsettled you, comforted you, or stayed with you longer than expected, then it did what it was meant to do.

      Thank you for trusting me with your time, your imagination, and your heart. May the ghosts you carry be gentle tonight.

      — Dark Monarch

      

       PROLOGUE

      

      
        The winter of 1740 settled over the hills above Zagreb like a burial cloth, heavy and unyielding, pressing silence into every hollow and crease of the land. Frost crept along the ground in pale veins, sealing the earth beneath a hard, glassy skin. Smoke rose thin and straight from distant chimneys, and even the bells of the city below seemed muted, as though the cold itself swallowed sound. The air was sharp, biting, stealing breath and color from the world, leaving behind only the stark skeletal forms of trees and the monochrome expanse of snow-dusted earth. The very light seemed grudging, a pale, watery affair that did little to warm the lingering chill. Each gust of wind that swept down from the peaks of Sljeme carried with it a mournful sigh, a sound that seemed to echo the unspoken fears of the people who lived under its dominion.
      

      

      
        In the scattered hamlets along the slopes of Sljeme, people spoke softly and listened closely. They said of spirits glimpsed at the edges of firelight, of omens carried on the wind, of curses old enough to have no clear beginning. The tales were woven from a tapestry of folklore and hard-won experience, each story a thread in the fabric of their isolated lives. They spoke of the 
        
          vile
        
         that roamed the shadowed forests, of the 
        
          drekavac
        
         that cried for its unbaptized soul, of the 
        
          mora
        
         that settled upon chests in the deep of night, stealing breath and peace. These were the familiar specters of their existence, things understood and, to a degree, appeased with ritual and prayer. Yet for all their fear of the unseen, they said far more eagerly about one another. Suspicion flourished where certainty could not. Fear traveled faster than truth in those days, and it took root just as easily, fed by the close confines of their communities and the ever-present threat of hardship. A misplaced word, a glance held too long, a piece of land coveted—these were fertile ground for the seeds of discord.
      

      

      
        Nora Logomer lived alone on a narrow strip of land that clung to the hillside like a stubborn root refusing to be torn free. Her cottage was small and weather-worn, its stones darkened by years of wind and rain, its thatched roof bowed under the weight of seasons. The fields she tended were modest but carefully kept, their borders marked by low stone walls and bare winter hedges, meticulously cleared of stones and weeds. A clear spring cut through her property, running steady even in the harshest cold, never freezing, never drying. The water, cold and pure, was a lifeline, a testament to the vitality of the land she worked. The soil there was rich, dark, and generous to those who worked it with patience and respect, yielding harvests that, while not abundant, were enough to sustain her. It was a life of quiet toil, marked by the rhythm of the seasons and the solitary companionship of the earth.
      

      

      
        It was all she had.
      

      
        It was all she needed.
      

      

      
        And it was exactly what Ivan Novak wanted. Ivan Novak—the elder, the ancestor—was a man of means and ambition, respected in the village, feared in quieter ways. His name was spoken with a mixture of deference and apprehension, for his influence extended beyond his own considerable holdings. His family had been established in the region for generations, their prosperity built on shrewd dealings and a keen understanding of the land’s bounty and its people’s vulnerabilities. He was accustomed to having his desires met, his pronouncements treated as decrees, and his gaze often fell upon that which was just beyond his grasp, or that which was possessed by those he deemed lesser. The spring on Nora’s land, clear and unfailing, was a jewel in a crown he felt should be his, a source of vital water that could significantly enhance his own estates during the dry summer months, ensuring his livestock and crops would always thrive, even when others suffered.
      

      

      
        He came one afternoon as the frost thickened, the air carrying the metallic scent of impending snow. His horse, a sturdy, well-groomed animal, was tethered to a low-hanging branch of a gnarled oak at the edge of her property. He approached her cottage with a calculated casualness, hat removed in a show of courtesy that felt more like a concession than genuine respect. His voice, when he spoke, was warm and smooth as honey left too long near the hearth, cloying and sweet, yet with an underlying thickness that hinted at something heavier.
      

      

      
        “
        Sell it to me, Nora,” he said gently, his eyes scanning the small cottage, the meager fields, and finally settling on the glint of the spring as it wound its way through her land. “You’re alone. The land is too much for one woman. It requires a strong hand, and my own lands are in need of such a vital resource. It would be a practical arrangement for us both.” He offered a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes, a practiced gesture of appeasement.
      

      

      
        She had looked at him steadily, her face lined by years of labor and sun, etched with the quiet resilience of one who had faced hardship and endured. Her hands, rough and calloused, rested on the worn handle of her spade, a silent testament to her ownership and her strength. When she smiled, it was tired but unwavering, a quiet defiance in its warmth.
      

      

      
        “
        This land fed my mother,” she replied, her voice low but clear, carrying the weight of generations. “And her mother before her. It is more than just soil and water, Master Novak. It is a legacy. It will feed me until I die.” The unspoken implication was that it belonged to her, and would pass to whomever she chose, not to be bartered or sold for convenience or greed.
      

      

      
        That should have been the end of it. A simple refusal, a courteous departure, a tacit acknowledgment of boundaries. Ivan Novak was a man used to persuasion, not outright refusal, but he understood the value of patience when dealing with those who stood in his path. He had expected a negotiation, perhaps some haggling, a price to be met. He had not anticipated such quiet, firm finality. He retreated, his smile now a thin line, his eyes holding a new, assessing gleam as he rode away, the distant sound of his horse’s hooves muffled by the soft earth.
      

      

      
        Within weeks, whispers began to curl through the village like smoke trapped indoors, insidious and pervasive. They started small, almost imperceptible, like the rustling of leaves in an unseen breeze. Nora’s herbs were strange, some said, their potency far exceeding what was natural for the meager soil she worked. Her prayers were too quiet, her visits to the small chapel infrequent and furtive, as though she had something to hide from the Almighty. Her eyes lingered too long on storms rolling down from the mountains, as if she courted their fury, found solace in their destructive power. Her shadow moved oddly at dusk, stretching where it should not, elongating and twisting in ways that defied the setting sun, hinting at a form not entirely her own. These were the subtle insinuations, the veiled accusations designed to plant seeds of doubt and unease in the minds of her neighbors.
      

      

      
        No one questioned where the rumors came from. No one dared to ask the source of these whispers, for to question them was to invite suspicion upon oneself. The whispers themselves were enough; they carried their own insidious authority. No one questioned why they spread with such urgency, passed from one gossiping tongue to another with increasing fervor. No one questioned why Ivan Novak’s family, and those who owed him allegiance or sought his favor, repeated them the loudest, their voices carrying such conviction, their expressions a mask of grave concern for the spiritual well-being of the community. They painted Nora not as a hardworking, solitary woman, but as something other, something dangerous, something that thrived in the shadows and courted the darkness.
      

      

      
        Fear did the rest. It was a potent accelerant, turning suspicion into accusation, and accusation into conviction. The carefully cultivated narrative of Nora’s strangeness, her perceived deviation from the norms of village life, played upon the inherent anxieties of a community living on the edge of survival, constantly at the mercy of nature and the unknown. The chilling tales of the supernatural, the warnings of malevolent forces lurking in the woods and waiting to claim the unwary, were readily applied to this solitary woman who lived apart, who dared to refuse the advances of a powerful man. Her isolation, once a mark of her independence, now became a sign of her otherness, her supposed communion with forces best left undisturbed.
      

      

      
        On a moonless night, when the sky was a dull, unbroken black, offering no solace of stars or moonbeams, Nora was taken from her cottage. The wind howled through the eaves, a mournful cry that seemed to echo the fear and outrage that should have been hers, but was not. She did not fight—not because she believed herself guilty of the accusations leveled against her, but because she understood the nature of what was happening. She saw the hardened faces of her neighbors, the glint of torches, the grim determination in their eyes, and she knew that resistance would not save her. It would only feed the lie already grown too large to starve, and justify the violence they were about to inflict. Compliance, in its own way, was a form of power, a refusal to give them the satisfaction of a struggle, the confirmation of their worst fears about her nature.
      

      

      
        They led her into the woods, their torches flaring and sputtering as the wind pushed through the bare branches of beech and fir, casting dancing, distorted shadows on the snow-covered ground. The flames seemed to struggle against the encroaching darkness, weak and flickering against the vast emptiness of the night. Snow fell in soft, indifferent flakes, dusting her hair, clinging to her lashes, settling into the folds of her thin shawl. Each flake was a tiny, cold kiss, a silent witness to the unfolding tragedy. The forest absorbed the sound of their steps, swallowing it whole, the crunch of boots on snow and the murmur of hushed voices lost in the immensity of the ancient trees. The air was bitingly cold, the silence broken only by the sighing wind and the occasional snap of a twig.
      

      

      
        The Novaks stood waiting in a rough semicircle, their faces tight and pale in the torchlight, eyes fixed anywhere but on her, a collective avoidance of the truth that hung heavy in the frigid air. Their presence was a stark embodiment of the community’s fear, led by the man who had instigated this grim spectacle. Ivan Novak stepped forward, the torchlight carving deep shadows across his features, making him appear older, harsher, more hollow than he had by day. The carefully constructed veneer of civility had crumbled, revealing the unyielding ambition beneath.
      

      

      
        “
        You brought this on yourself,” he said, his voice stiff, as though he were reciting words rehearsed too often to sound natural, words that had been twisted and weaponized to justify his actions. The accusation was a shield against his own burgeoning guilt, a desperate attempt to absolve himself of responsibility.
      

      

      
        Nora looked at him—truly looked—and for a brief moment, something flickered in his expression. Doubt, perhaps. A fleeting recognition of the woman he had known, the neighbor he had approached with a proposition. He saw then what he had chosen not to see before, what he had deliberately buried beneath layers of ambition and self-preservation. He saw her not as a witch, a supernatural threat to his lineage and his land, but as a woman worn thin by solitude, her hands roughened by honest labor, her spirit independent but not malevolent. He saw a woman who had trusted the wrong neighbor, who had offered kindness and received only cruelty in return.
      

      

      
        Her voice trembled when she spoke, not with the abject fear they expected, but with a heartbreak so raw, so profound, that it stripped the air of warmth, chilling them more effectively than the winter wind.
      

      

      
        “
        I tended your wife when she was ill,” she said softly, her words carrying the weight of undeniable truth, of past kindnesses offered and received. “I fed your children when your harvest failed. I shared what little I had, not for gain, but from neighborly duty. And this is what you do to me.” Her voice cracked, the sorrow overwhelming the embers of her resolve.
      

      

      
        Several of the men shifted, their boots scraping against frozen ground. One turned his head away, unable to meet her gaze, a silent acknowledgment of the injustice. Another swallowed hard, the sound unnaturally loud in the charged silence. The flickering torchlight illuminated their faces, revealing a spectrum of emotions—unease, shame, a flicker of regret—but no one stepped forward. The force of communal fear, amplified by Ivan’s authority, had rendered them mute, their consciences silenced by the roar of self-preservation and the promise of belonging to the powerful.
      

      

      
        But the injustice hung between them, thick and choking, like smoke that refused to clear, a tangible presence in the frigid night air. It was a darkness that had been brewed in whispers and fueled by greed, and it now culminated in this brutal, unforgivable act.
      

      

      
        When they carried out their sentence—swift, cold, and without mercy—Nora lifted her head, her gaze meeting the eyes of Ivan Novak. Tears streaked her cheeks, freezing as they fell, leaving trails of ice on her skin. But her gaze burned with something deeper than pain. Something older. Something that did not belong to fear, but to a primal, unyielding force that had been awakened by the betrayal. It was the look of the earth itself, rising up against those who would despoil it.
      

      

      
        Her final words were not screamed into the night, not a desperate plea for mercy that would fall on deaf ears. They were spoken clearly, deliberately, with a calm that seemed to freeze the world itself, a chilling pronouncement that echoed the stillness of the snow-laden forest.
      

      

      
        “
        When the earth uncovers my bones,” she said, her voice resonating with an ancient power that seemed to vibrate through the very ground beneath them, “I will return and destroy your lineage. Your family name will end with the last male descendant.”
      

      

      
        The wind rose without warning, a sudden, violent gust that rattled the branches overhead, whipping snow into a frenzy. Torches guttered and hissed, their flames bending low, struggling against the gale that seemed to respond to her curse. Even the Novaks felt it then—a shift, a stirring in the air, a palpable sense of dread, as though the mountain had heard her and chosen to remember the injustice. A tremor ran through the earth, subtle yet undeniable, a silent acknowledgment from the land itself.
      

      

      
        Then the forest fell silent. An abrupt, unnatural stillness descended, the wind dying as quickly as it had risen, the snow ceasing its descent. The silence was more terrifying than the storm, a vacuum that seemed to absorb all sound, all warmth, all life.
      

      

      
        The men left quickly, their torches casting frantic, darting beams into the oppressive darkness, eager to outrun the weight of what they had done, to escape the chilling pronouncement that clung to them like grave dirt. By morning, the snow had covered everything—the clearing, the footprints, the truth itself—leaving only untouched white in its wake. The pristine surface of the snow was a deliberate erasure, a shallow attempt to bury the crime and its consequences.
      

      

      
        But the earth remembers. And curses spoken with a broken heart, with the weight of such profound injustice, do not fade. They seep into the soil, into the stones, into the very essence of the land, waiting. Waiting for a chance to bloom again, to bear the bitter fruit of vengeance. And the Novak family, so proud of their legacy, would discover the terrible truth of Nora Logomer's final promise. 
      

    
  
    
      CHAPTER ONE

      The dawn over Zagreb arrived with a deceptive stillness, a pale light that offered no warmth to the silver frost clinging to the rooftops of the Upper Town. The air possessed a sharp, brittle quality, the kind of biting cold that preceded a city’s first true awakening. Inside his kitchen, Ivan stood as a statue in the half-light. His hand hovered over the countertop, fingers poised in the quiet air as he waited for the kettle to break the silence with its whistle.

      The initial tremor was so subtle it felt like a trick of the nerves. It was a ghostly hum, a low-frequency thrum beneath the soles of his feet that he tried to dismiss as the passing of a heavy truck deep in the labyrinth of the narrow, nearby streets. He tilted his head, straining to catch the familiar, comforting rattle of an industrial engine, but the cobblestones outside remained empty. The silence that rushed back in was suffocating and wrong. Even the birds, which usually turned the garden hedges into a theater of morning noise, had suddenly vanished into a breathless, terrifying quiet.

      Then, the world simply split open.

      The second movement was not a vibration; it was a heave. The floor beneath Ivan lurched with a sickening force, a tectonic violence that made the very foundations of the house cry out. A harrowing groan of stone and timber echoed through the walls as the building was forced to bend against its own nature. On the counter, a glass tumbler skittered across the surface in a frantic, panicked dance before it plummeted. It detonated against the tile in a spray of transparent shards that stung Ivan’s shins like ice.

      He lunged for the doorway, his fingers white-knuckled as they dug into the wood of the frame. The entire structure shuddered in a rhythmic, violent thrashing, as though some unseen, colossal hand had reached down to shake the house like a discarded toy. Overhead, the lights flickered in a frantic pulse, casting jagged shadows that sprinted across the swaying walls before settling into a dim, sickly glow.

      Beyond the walls, the neighborhood erupted into chaos. A dog began to bark—a primal, hysterical sound that tore through the morning. Panicked voices rose and fell, punctuated by the screech of tires and the sudden, discordant wail of car alarms piercing the freezing air. The violence of the earth lasted for a heartbeat that felt like an eternity, long enough to rattle cupboards until they wept their contents and to send a jagged, lightning-bolt fracture through the plaster above the kitchen door. A cold, electric pulse of adrenaline flooded Ivan’s chest, leaving him hollow and gasping.

      Then, as abruptly as the nightmare had begun, the world fell still.

      A strange, ringing vacuum of sound settled over the room. It wasn’t the quiet of relief; it was the silence of a city paralyzed, waiting with bated breath to see if the earth would exhale again. Ivan finally moved, his boots crunching through the grit and dust that had settled on the driveway.

      He joined a huddle of shaken figures spilling out into the street. Neighbors stood in the biting light, clutching phones with trembling hands or simply staring upward, watching the power lines sway in long, rhythmic arcs against the sky. A fine, grey dust drifted down from the rooftops like a dry, localized snow, and shattered clay tiles lay scattered on the pavement like broken teeth.

      When a voice called out to check on the living, Ivan nodded. It was an automatic gesture, performed while his heart continued its frantic, uneven rhythm against his ribs. Earthquakes were the city’s ancient, hidden scars—fault lines that had always been there—but this felt more intimate. It felt as though the ground had shifted under more than just his feet; it felt like a fundamental rupture in the order of things.

      His gaze drifted from the broken tiles of the street, drawn irresistibly toward the horizon. Far above the neighborhood, the dark, timbered slopes of Sljeme loomed through the morning haze. High among the dense, ancient trees, a thin, ghostly cloud of dust rose into the air, drifting like woodsmoke from a fire that had never been lit.

      Ivan’s brow furrowed. The forest was not meant to move with such grace or such malice.

      He didn't know yet—none of them did—that the epicenter had been shallow and cruel, striking directly beneath those hills. The soil there, weakened by centuries of hidden erosion and the quiet intrusion of the modern world, had finally surrendered. A massive slab of the mountain had simply let go, sliding into a narrow, forgotten ravine.

      There, in a patch of earth that had been sealed away from the light for nearly three hundred years, the land had been torn open. Something long buried was exposed to the biting morning air for the first time since the eighteenth century.

      A skeleton lay revealed—bones that should have remained a secret of the deep earth. They had been waiting in the dark for a very long time, and now, they were finally free.

      

      The street had shed its mundane identity as a thoroughfare, transforming instead into a raw mosaic of human vulnerability. It was a tableau of the displaced—neighbors who had spent years as strangers behind closed doors were now unified by the shivering cold and the electric, lingering hum of survival. Men in mismatched slippers stood on the fractured asphalt, their breath blooming in the air like pale, fading ghosts. Parents held their children with a fierce, protective desperation, while elderly couples leaned into one another, their silhouettes intertwined as they navigated the debris-strewn pavement.

      The quake had been a mere heartbeat in the mountain’s geological memory, yet it left behind a silence that felt heavy and pressurized. It was as if Zagreb itself had retreated into a state of shock, a living creature trying to comprehend the sudden betrayal of the very ground that anchored its existence.

      Ivan stood on the curb, his arms wrapped tightly around his torso to still the tremors in his own limbs. He watched a single, grey plume of dust drift from a cracked gutter, spiraling toward the earth in agonizing slow motion. His heart remained a frantic percussion against his ribs, refusing to settle. Every time he tried to draw a steady breath, a micro-aftershock—a vibration so faint it might have been imagined—rippled through the soles of his shoes, snapping his muscles back into a state of rigid tension.

      The sounds of the aftermath began to bleed together: the thin, rhythmic sobbing of a woman down the block, a man’s voice cracking as he swore into his phone, and the incessant, hollow barking of a dog protesting a threat it could smell but could not see.

      Then, a new frequency cut through the discord—the low, guttural rumble of heavy diesel engines.

      Two olive-drab military trucks rounded the corner, their massive tires crunching over shattered roof tiles with a heavy, deliberate grace. The arrival of the uniforms shifted the atmosphere instantly; the aimless panic began to crystallize into something sturdier. People straightened their backs and stepped aside, watching the convoy with a volatile mixture of relief and quiet awe.

      Soldiers descended, their heavy combat boots hitting the pavement in a steady, percussive rhythm that sounded like order returning to chaos. They moved with practiced purpose, spreading out in efficient teams. They were the architects of stability, marking dangerous structural wounds with spray paint and speaking to residents in the low, calm tones of men who were accustomed to seeing the world broken. Heavy machinery followed—loaders and specialized equipment that Ivan recognized only from distant news footage. Seeing them here, their tires rolling over the cracks of his own life, felt surreal and devastatingly intimate.

      A soldier passed him with a sharp, polite nod. Another stooped to the height of an elderly man, offering a steadying hand. Ivan finally exhaled, a long, shaky breath he hadn't realized he was holding. The crushing tension in his shoulders began to thaw, if only by a fraction.

      He turned toward the end of the street where his house stood. It was a modest, quiet structure with a red-tiled roof, an island of normalcy in a sea of debris. Yet, a creeping, cold intuition said that something inside had shifted—a beam groaning into a precarious new position, or a hidden crack spider-webbing behind the wallpaper. It felt like a house with a secret.

      As he studied his roofline, a shadow lengthened across the pavement, cutting through the pale morning sun.

      “Are you alright?”

      The voice was a low baritone, steady and unnervingly close. Ivan startled, his boots scuffing the asphalt as he spun around. He found himself looking up at a man in a crisp, dark-green uniform.

      The soldier was a presence that seemed to block out the rest of the street. His dark hair was cropped in a practical military fade, framing a face that was a study in unreadable, professional focus. But it was the eyes that caught Ivan off guard—a sharp, piercing green, the color of a forest after a heavy rain. They assessed him with a quiet intensity that made the air in Ivan’s lungs vanish.

      “I—yes,” Ivan stammered, his voice sounding small. He took a half-step back, clearing his throat against the dry cold. “Just… shaken. Like everyone else.”

      The soldier nodded once, a sharp, economic gesture. “Any injuries in your household? Anyone trapped inside?”

      “No. I live alone. It was just me.”

      The soldier’s gaze drifted past him, scanning the property with a practiced eye for flaws the civilian mind would miss—leaning walls, unstable earth, the invisible geometry of collapse. He pointed a gloved hand toward the house at the end of the path. “Your house is that one?”

      “Yes.”

      The man studied the building, his eyes traveling from the foundation to the ridgeline and finally to the steep, wooded slope of the hill looming directly behind it. His scrutiny was surgical.

      “Mind if I take a look?”

      “You don’t have to—I’m sure you have more important houses to check,” Ivan demurred, a strange wave of self-consciousness washing over him.

      “It’s safer if I do,” the man replied. There was no arrogance in his tone, only a flat, undeniable certainty. He was a man used to taking the weight of a crisis onto his own shoulders.

      Ivan swallowed hard. “Alright. Thank you.”

      They began to walk. The soldier moved with a powerful, ground-eating stride, his eyes never ceasing their reconnaissance of the fences and the fresh wounds in the asphalt. Ivan followed a step behind, acutely aware of the sound of his own breathing.

      When they reached the gate, the soldier paused, his hand resting on the iron latch. “You rent out the upstairs apartment, don't you?”

      Ivan blinked, surprised by the sudden intimacy of the detail. “Yes,” he said, a note of suspicion coloring his tone. “Why? Is there something wrong with the structure up there?”

      The man turned to him fully, a ghost of a shadow crossing his expression. “Because I’m the tenant.”

      Ivan’s brain stalled. He stared at the uniform, the heavy boots, the sheer scale of the man. “You’re—what?”

      The soldier pulled off one of his tactical gloves, revealing a broad, calloused hand, and extended it. “Stjepan Kovačić.”

      Ivan took the hand automatically. The handshake was firm, warm, and utterly grounding. For the first time since the earth had heaved, the world felt a little less tilted.

      “I’m Ivan,” he said quietly, his voice finally finding its footing.

      “I know,” Stjepan replied, his gaze holding Ivan’s for a second longer than necessary. “We spoke on the phone last week.”

      The realization hit Ivan like a secondary tremor. The new tenant. The officer who had been looking for a quiet place near the mountain. He had imagined a middle-aged bureaucrat, someone weathered and weary—not this. Not a man who looked like he could hold the walls up with his bare hands.

      Stjepan released his hand and turned back to the house, his face sliding back into that impenetrable mask of professional calm.

      “Let’s check for damage,” he said, his voice dropping into a quiet command.

      As Stjepan stepped toward the front door, his presence filling the narrow garden path, Ivan realized something profoundly unsettling. The earthquake had shaken the foundations of the city, yes. It had cracked stone and broken glass. But Stjepan Kovačić had just shaken something much deeper, and much harder to repair.

      

      Inside, the house had taken on a strange, hollow quality, as if the earthquake hadn't merely rattled the walls but had shaken something vital loose from the air itself. The atmosphere felt thin, charged with a lingering static that made the hair on Ivan’s arms prickle with a sudden, localized dread. He crossed the threshold first, his boots treading softly across the hardwood. With the side of his shoe, he brushed away a drift of fallen plaster that had settled like a burial shroud over the floor.

      Stjepan followed, his presence immediately recalibrating the very dimensions of the foyer. He closed the heavy oak door with a motion so soft and deliberate it felt almost haunting; the final click of the latch echoed through the hall like a period at the end of a long, exhausting sentence.

      “Let’s go room by room,” Stjepan said. His voice was a low, resonant anchor in the shifting sea of Ivan’s anxiety. There was a profound lack of hesitation in his tone that acted as a balm, steadying the frantic rhythm of Ivan’s pulse.

      The soldier began to move with a quiet, predatory precision. He wasn’t merely looking at the house; he was interrogating it. His eyes, as sharp and green as deep-wood moss, scanned the joints of the ceiling and the alignment of the floorboards. Ivan found himself watching the man more than the damage—captivated by the way Stjepan’s brow furrowed at a hairline fracture, and the way he pressed the back of his palm against the walls, listening for a heartbeat or a groan that Ivan was deaf to.

      They started in the living room, a space usually warm with the clutter of memory. Now, it felt like a crime scene. A silver picture frame had succumbed to the violent swaying of the shelves, lying facedown with its glass shattered in a delicate, geometric web over a faded photograph. Books had been vomited from their cases, their pages splayed like broken wings across the Persian rug. Near the window, the curtains swayed in a slow, ghostly rhythm—an impossible movement, considering the glass was bolted firmly shut against the morning chill.

      Stjepan crouched by the far wall, his gloved hand tracing a thin fracture that snaked upward from the baseboard. “Surface damage,” he murmured, the sound more a vibration than a word. “The lath is flexing, but the timber behind it is holding. Nothing structural.”

      Ivan nodded, though he felt like a guest in his own skin, waiting for the floor to drop away again.

      They moved into the kitchen, where the scent of spilled coffee and old dust hung heavy in the air. Ceramic plates had slid from the drying rack, shattering into white petals on the tile. One cabinet door hung open, swinging with a rhythmic, metallic squeak. Stjepan reached out an arm to arrest the motion, but before his fingers could graze the wood, the door abruptly stilled on its own, as if caught by an invisible hand.

      Ivan froze, his breath hitching. Stjepan didn’t react. Perhaps his focus was elsewhere, or perhaps he was simply too disciplined to acknowledge the uncanny. To a soldier, the house was a series of loads and angles, and a building was bound to have eccentricities after the earth’s exhale. Still, the air in the kitchen felt suddenly colder, a localized pocket of winter radiating from the pantry.

      “Any smell of gas?” Stjepan asked, his head ducked as he inspected the connections behind the stove.

      “No,” Ivan managed, his voice brittle. “I checked the main valve.”

      “Good.” Stjepan opened the pantry door. A jar of preserves rolled out from the darkness of the bottom shelf, clinking dully against the toe of his combat boot. He nudged it aside with a gentle click of his heel and stood again, his gaze sweeping the ceiling with relentless, mechanical efficiency. “Upstairs next.”

      Ivan hesitated, his hand hovering over the banister. “You want to see the apartment? Now?”

      “I need to make sure the stairs and the upper floor are safe,” Stjepan said simply, his eyes meeting Ivan's with a look that brooked no argument. “For both our sakes.”

      They climbed the stairs slowly, the wood groaning under their combined weight. A few steps creaked with an agonizing, drawn-out protest, but Stjepan’s weight remained balanced and low. At the top landing, he paused. He wasn't looking at the walls anymore; he was listening to the silence.

      The upstairs apartment was a vacuum of stillness. Ivan had spent the previous afternoon scrubbing these floors until they shone, wanting the space to be a sanctuary for his new tenant. He hadn't expected this man—a soldier who carried the scent of woodsmoke and iron, moving through the small rooms like a storm held in check.

      A faint tapping sound cut through the quiet.

      
        Tap. Tap. Tap.
      

      It was rhythmic and insistent. Stjepan turned toward the window instantly. He crossed the floor in three long strides and yanked the blinds aside, peering into the morning light. There was no branch within reaching distance. There was no wind; the trees outside were as still as a photograph. The tapping stopped the moment Stjepan’s hand touched the glass.

      “Probably just the pipes,” Ivan said, the sound loud in the vacuum of the room.

      “Probably,” Stjepan said. His voice remained calm, but a new thread of tension pulled tight within his posture—the subtle shift of a hunter who had caught a scent he didn't recognize.

      He spent the next ten minutes checking every hinge and radiator with a ritualistic intensity. Finally, he stepped back toward the landing, exhaling a soft, visible breath into the cold air. “The house is safe. The foundation didn't budge.”

      Relief washed through Ivan, warm and shaky. “Thank you. I didn't know who else to ask.”

      Stjepan nodded once. “I’ll move my gear in when the cordons clear. Could be tonight.”

      “The apartment is prepared for you,” Ivan said, trying to sound like a landlord instead of a survivor.

      Stjepan’s gaze lingered on him—steady, unreadable, but not cold. There was a spark of shared understanding in those green eyes. “Good,” he said quietly. He stepped past Ivan to descend, but paused halfway down the stairs, looking back over his shoulder. The shadows of the stairwell cast his face into sharp, dramatic relief. “If anything feels off,” he added, his voice dropping an octave, “call me. Even if you think it’s nothing.”

      Ivan watched him until the front door clicked shut. But as the sound of Stjepan’s boots faded on the pavement, Ivan stayed perfectly still. He stood in the center of the empty apartment, listening to the house breathe. Beneath the ghostly creaks of the timber, there was a new sound—a low, rhythmic whisper of something shifting deep within the stone.

      It was the sound of something that had been dormant for three hundred years, finally waking up.

      

    
  
    
       NEWS COVERAGE EXCERPT

      
        Collected from Croatian media in the hours following the earthquake.
      

      

      
        JUTARNJI LIST
      

      “Zagreb Hit by Strong Morning Earthquake: Epicenter Near Medvednica Slopes” A violent, shallow earthquake shook the capital at dawn this morning, sending thousands of residents fleeing into the streets in pajamas and blankets. The Croatian Seismological Service reports that the tremor, which struck at 07:01 AM, was centered just beneath the northern hillside of Mount Sljeme. The proximity of the epicenter to the surface caused localized landslides and significant structural damage in the historic Upper Town and northern residential neighborhoods. Emergency services have been flooded with calls, and the Armed Forces have been officially deployed to coordinate the recovery effort.

      
        VEČERNJI LIST
      

      “Rapid Response Force Secures Affected Areas: Military Presence on the Streets” In a swift mobilization of national resources, more than 150 members of the Croatian Armed Forces were dispatched within minutes of the initial quake. Following established disaster protocols, military engineers are already on the ground in the most affected districts, assisting civilian teams with rapid damage assessment, chimney stabilization, and the clearing of vital thoroughfares. Heavy machinery—including loaders, tipper lorries, and specialized recovery equipment—has been mobilized from nearby barracks to support the effort. "Our priority is the safety of the citizens and the stabilization of the hillside," a Ministry of Defense spokesperson stated.

      
        24SATA
      

      “Dust Cloud Over Mlinovi: Residents Report ‘Something Collapsing in the Forest’” Panic gripped the neighborhood of Mlinovi shortly after the shaking stopped, as a massive plume of brown dust was seen rising above the tree line. Witnesses describe hearing a "deep, bone-shaking cracking sound" that echoed through the valley, followed by the roar of a brief but intense landslide. "It didn't sound like falling rocks; it sounded like the mountain was being torn open," said one local resident. Civil Protection authorities have cordoned off the hiking trails leading into the wooded area pending a full aerial inspection to determine if the slope remains unstable.

      
        INDEX.HR
      

      “URGENT: Possible Human Remains Found After Hillside Shift” Sources close to the emergency response crews at the Mlinovi landslide site claim that the earth's movement has exposed more than just soil and stone. Preliminary reports suggest that a small section of the collapsed hillside has revealed what appear to be historical human bones. While police and military officials have not yet released a formal statement, Index has learned that archaeologists from the Zagreb City Museum are being contacted for an emergency consultation. Rumors are circulating that the remains were found in an unusual configuration, though the area remains strictly off-limits to the press.

      
        N1
      

      “Experts Warn of Aftershocks: Citizens Urged to Stay Cautious as City Settles” Leading seismologists are emphasizing that the danger has not yet passed. Following the main 06:24 AM event, several smaller aftershocks have been recorded, and experts warn that additional tremors are likely in the coming forty-eight hours. Citizens are advised to avoid damaged buildings, steer clear of precariously leaning chimneys, and report any new structural changes or widening cracks to the authorities immediately. The Armed Forces remain on high alert and are currently establishing a perimeter around the most vulnerable zones of the northern slopes.

      
        TELEGRAM
      

      “Old Soil Layers Disturbed: Geologists Note ‘Unusual Surface Rupture’ Near Sljeme” Preliminary surveys conducted by geological teams indicate that this morning's quake caused a rare and highly localized vertical rupture in a narrow section of the hillside. Experts noted that while the magnitude was significant, the "unusual" nature of the ground failure suggests that the soil in this specific patch of the Medvednica forest had been dangerously weakened by centuries of erosion and hidden underground water flow. Geologists are now investigating whether human interference or ancient, forgotten excavations may have contributed to the dramatic collapse of the earth in that sector.

      
        HRT – MORNING NEWS TRANSCRIPT
      

      
        Anchor: “Good morning. We continue our coverage of the earthquake that struck Zagreb earlier today. The Armed Forces and emergency services remain active across the city. Several neighborhoods report minor damage, and teams are currently assessing the stability of older buildings.”

      
        Reporter on scene: “I’m standing in the northern district, where residents describe the shaking as ‘sudden and violent.’ Behind me, engineers are inspecting a row of houses with cracked facades. Authorities are urging caution, especially in areas near the hillside, where a small landslide occurred.”

      
        Anchor: “We’ll bring updates as they come in. Citizens are advised to follow official instructions and avoid unnecessary travel.”

      
        SLOBODNA DALMACIJA
      

      
        “Experts Compare Today’s Quake to 2020 Event: ‘Different Epicenter, Different Impact’”
      

      Seismologists note that although today’s quake was similar in magnitude to the 2020 event, the effects were different due to the location of the epicenter. The 2020 quake struck closer to the city center, while today’s was concentrated beneath the northern hillside.

      “Even small differences in depth and location can drastically change how a quake is felt,” said Dr. Luka Barišić. “This one produced more localized ground rupture.”

      
        SOCIAL MEDIA REACTIONS
      

      
        Twitter/X:
      

      
        	
          “Did anyone else hear that cracking sound from the forest? Scary.”

        

        	
          “My whole building shook. Hope everyone is okay.”

        

        	
          “Dust cloud over Mlinovi — what collapsed up there?”

        

        	
          “Military trucks already in the neighborhood. Respect.”

        

      

      
        Facebook community groups:
      

      
        	
          “Please check on elderly neighbors.”

        

        	
          “Avoid the hiking trail entrance — police have blocked it.”

        

        	
          “Anyone else see the ground split near the old path?”

          

        

      

    
  
    
      CHAPTER TWO

      The afternoon offered no reprieve; instead, it ushered in a restless, stuttering anxiety. The aftershocks arrived in small, nervous pulses—tiny tectonic hiccups that seemed to mock the city’s attempt to recover. They were subtle enough that the house no longer shrieked as it had at dawn, but they were potent enough to make the glassware in the cupboards chime like distant, warning bells. From the ceiling, the hanging lamps traced slow, nauseating arcs against the shadows.

      Ivan sought refuge in the mundane. He threw himself into a feverish, mechanical cleaning of the kitchen, desperate to drown out the tension with movement. He swept up the crystalline remains of the shattered tumbler, the broom making a harsh, rhythmic scuttle against the tile that sounded like a frantic heartbeat. He wiped the fine, white plaster dust from the mahogany shelves with jerky, precise strokes. Yet, every few minutes, a vibration would ripple through the floorboards—a low-frequency shudder that bypassed his ears and struck directly at his nerves. He would freeze, rag in hand and heart hammering, straining to hear the roar of a second collapse in the deceptive quiet.

      By late afternoon, the neighborhood had settled into a surreal, exhausted rhythm. Through the window, Ivan watched people drifting in and out of their homes like ghosts. Neighbors stood in small clusters on the pavement, gesturing toward their roofs and comparing the jagged cracks in their walls like veterans comparing battle scars. The olive-drab military trucks still rumbled through the streets, their heavy tires churning up the grit, though they moved with a weary, watchful dread rather than the urgency of the morning. The worst seemed to be over—or so the city said to itself.

      Ivan made a pot of tea that he let grow stone-cold on the table. He scrolled through the news on his laptop, his eyes sliding over headlines and casualty counts he couldn’t seem to absorb. He began to pace the living room, back and forth across the Persian rug, until the repetition made him feel ridiculous. It wasn't that he was afraid of the solitude—he had lived here by himself for years—but the silence had changed. It no longer felt like the mere absence of sound; it felt like a presence. It was too heavy, too still, and far too aware. He found his gaze drifting toward the ceiling, ears straining for the sound of footsteps in the apartment above, even though he knew the rooms were empty.

      Around six in the evening, as the sun began to dip behind the jagged, purple silhouette of Mount Sljeme, his phone buzzed. The vibration was so sudden it made him jump.

      
        BREAKING NEWS: Archaeologists Called to Northern Hillside After Earthquake Reveals Human Remains.
      

      Ivan’s thumb was shaky as he tapped the notification. The report was skeletal—a brief, frantic dispatch from the local news. Officials had confirmed that the landslide in the ravine above Mlinovi had peeled back a significant layer of ancient sediment, exposing what appeared to be historical human bones. The area had been designated a restricted zone, cordoned off by a wall of police and military personnel. Experts from the city museum were reportedly en route, but no further details were being released.

      He stared at the glowing screen long after the display dimmed. Human remains. In the hills above the house. Exposed by the violent hand of the earth.

      A cold, deliberate shiver crawled up his spine, a needle of ice that he couldn't explain away. He tried to rationalize it; people found old bones in Europe all the time. Zagreb was a city built in layers—centuries of plague, war, and forgotten cemeteries lay buried beneath the tram lines and the cafes. This was just history surfacing for air. Still, a primal part of his brain—the part that had recognized the "wrongness" of the morning's silence—refused to be comforted. Something about the timing and the location felt calculated, as if the ground had been torn open with intent.

      As the evening shadows deepened, the house grew colder. It wasn't freezing—the radiators still hummed with a faint, reassuring warmth—but the air felt a few degrees too cool for comfort, as if the heat were being sucked out of the room by an invisible vacuum. Ivan checked the thermostat; it read a steady twenty-two degrees. He checked the windows; they were locked tight against the world.

      He returned to the living room, intending to finally discard the cold tea, and froze.

      The silver picture frame—the one he had carefully set back on the shelf after the first quake—was lying facedown on the wood again.

      A knot of irritation tightened in his chest. Had he not set it properly? Had a stray aftershock knocked it over? He picked it up, feeling the bite of the cold glass against his palm, and set it upright with deliberate force. He stepped back, watching it to ensure it was balanced.

      
        Tap. Tap. Tap.
      

      The sound echoed from the dark hallway, hollow and rhythmic. Ivan spun around, his pulse thudding in his throat. Nothing. The hallway was a tunnel of grey shadows.

      "The house is old," he said to the empty room. "Old houses make noises." He told himself this twice, like a prayer, but his feet were already moving toward the sound. It had come from near the base of the stairs—a deliberate, soft rapping of fingernails against the wainscoting. He reached the bottom step and waited, breath held.

      Silence. Total, suffocating silence.

      He exhaled a jagged breath and rubbed his forehead. “Get a grip, Ivan,” he muttered.

      Then, the iron latch of the front gate clicked.

      Ivan jumped, his heart nearly leaping out of his chest, before he realized how foolish he must look. He peered through the narrow window beside the door and saw a dark, imposing figure at the gate, a heavy duffel bag slung over one broad shoulder. Stjepan.

      Ivan hurried to the door, swinging it open before the man could knock. “You’re back,” he said, unable to hide the sheer relief flooding his voice.

      Stjepan nodded, his expression as unreadable as it had been at dawn. He was still in uniform, though his jacket was unzipped to reveal a dark t-shirt. “Roads are clear enough for a civilian vehicle now. Aftershocks are down to a manageable level. I figured I might as well get settled before the night sets in.”

      His voice was a calm, steady anchor, but as he stepped into the light of the foyer, Ivan noticed the lines of exhaustion around his eyes. It wasn't a physical tiredness; it was the look of a man who had spent the day staring into the mouth of a disaster.

      “Come in. Please,” Ivan said, stepping aside.

      Stjepan entered with quiet, heavy steps, his presence instantly expanding to fill the small entryway. He glanced around, his green eyes assessing the space again—not with clinical suspicion this time, but with the quiet contemplation of a man looking at a new home.

      “Any new damage?” he asked, his gaze lingering on the crack above the kitchen door.

      “Just… noises,” Ivan admitted, the words escaping before his pride could stop them.

      Stjepan’s eyes flicked to him, sharp and focused. “Noises?”

      “Probably nothing. The house is old, like I said. Settling after the shock.”

      Stjepan nodded once, a slow, grave movement. He didn’t pry. He simply accepted the statement as a fact of the environment—a man who didn’t waste energy on useless speculation. They climbed the stairs together. In the narrow staircase, Ivan felt strangely self-conscious. He was hyper-aware of the creak of every wooden tread and the way Stjepan’s shadow stretched long and predatory against the wallpaper.

      When they reached the upper apartment, Stjepan paused in the doorway, taking in the clean floors and the aired-out rooms. “It’s clean,” he said, his voice softening.

      “I tried to make it ready,” Ivan replied, suddenly feeling as though he hadn’t done nearly enough for a man like this.

      Stjepan dropped his duffel bag with a dull thud. “It’s good, Ivan. It’s better than a barracks.” He walked through the rooms, familiarizing himself with the layout. Every movement was quiet, efficient, and almost ritualistic. Ivan lingered near the door like an uncertain ghost.

      “You can go rest,” Stjepan said without turning around. “You look like you’ve been standing on a live wire all day.”

      Ivan nodded, though he didn't move immediately. “If you need anything—just call.”

      “I’ll let you know.” There was no coldness in his tone, just the finality of a man used to his own company.

      Ivan turned to leave, his boots heavy on the floor. He was halfway down the stairs when he heard it again.

      
        Tap. Tap. Tap.
      

      He froze, his hand white-knuckled on the banister. The sound didn't come from the upstairs apartment. It came from his own living room—the one he had just left.

      He looked up toward the landing. Stjepan was standing in the center of his new room, silhouetted by the moonlight. He hadn't reacted. He hadn't turned his head. He hadn't heard a thing.

      Ivan forced himself to keep walking, each step feeling heavier, as if the air itself had turned to lead. He didn’t look back. He didn’t want to see if the shadows in the hallway were stretching toward him. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he stepped into his living room and stopped dead.

      The silver picture frame lay facedown on the shelf.

      He hadn't touched it. There hadn't been an aftershock. Ivan swallowed hard, his throat feeling as though it were filled with dry earth. The earthquake had done more than break the ground; it had broken a seal. Something had woken up in the dark of the Sljeme ravine—and it had followed the new tenant home.
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