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      For Zagreb, my beloved city.

      And for everyone still searching its streets for the mysteries time tried to erase.

      

      “When the stones remember, the Queen returns.”

      

      
        
      

      

      

      PROLOGUE

      

      The wind atop Medvedgrad was not merely air; it was a physical, aggressive entity. It carried a sharp, metallic cold, the kind that did not just pierce the heavy woolen cloaks but seemed to bore directly into the marrow of the bone, extinguishing the last flicker of human warmth. Torches, thick with pitch and resin, lined the steep, uneven path snaking up the mountain flank to the great fortress, their flames bent horizontal and ragged under the gale’s furious force. They cast flickering, chaotic shadows that danced like phantoms across the grey, ancient stone.

      The men escorting Jelenko Vakanović walked with a grim, practiced rhythm, their boots crunching loudly on the mixture of frozen dirt and compacted snow. It was a sound that echoed the death knell he felt ringing in his own ears. Every upward step was a forced separation from the world he knew—the smell of bread baking in Gradec, the distant murmur of the Sava River, the familiar bells of Kaptol. He was being dragged into history, into myth.

      Jelenko, hands bound so tightly behind him that his fingers were numb and blackening, stumbled once, his knees hitting the unforgiving, icy ground. The impact jarred him, but he forced himself upright before they could pull him. He heard a low, contemptuous grunt behind him, followed by the muttered, damning word: "Witch." Another spat near his worn leather boots. He tasted the grit of the mountain air and the faint, bitter scent of pine mixed with decay. He did not lift his head. He was freezing, terrified, but he would not grant them the final, petty satisfaction of witnessing his surrender.

      He had lived his entire life beneath the silent, ominous gaze of this enormous fortress, watching its brutal, thick-set towers loom over the clustered settlements below like a permanent, unblinking warning. Medvedgrad, built on blood and necessity, held five centuries of Croatian history within its mortar: sieges, famines, unforgiving governance. The very stones felt soaked in grievance. He knew its structures, its legends of dark queens and ancient pacts with the soil. But he had never imagined he would climb it like this—a prisoner, a sacrifice, surrounded by men who had already signed his execution warrant based entirely on manufactured fear.

      The accusation, carefully nourished by those who resented his independence and influence, had spread through the burgeoning city of Zagreb faster than the plague. The catalyst was often meaningless: a farmer’s prize cow died. A merchant’s child fell ill. But the true crime, Jelenko knew, was his knowledge. They had confiscated his possessions: a notebook filled with precise, self-taught star charts, a heavy bronze pestle and mortar stained with the green residue of countless remedies, and a bundle of dried mandrake root—potent for easing pain, but terrifying in its resemblance to a small, human figure.

      He was guilty of studying the Hrvatska zemlja—the Croatian soil—and its deep secrets. He understood botany, the movements of celestial bodies to predict the weather, and the older Slavic rites that spoke of the Earth's breath. These were things the rigid Church feared because they could not be controlled, codified, or taxed. He had saved lives and healed sickness. But the moment something went wrong, the community’s collective anxiety required a vessel for blame, and Jelenko, the solitary healer, was the perfect, fragile scapegoat.

      They reached the sprawling, wind-lashed stone courtyard, a silent amphitheater of judgement. The high walls offered little relief from the gale, which seemed to accelerate as it swept across the open space. Patches of old snow clung to the crevices of the ramparts, glowing a sickly, high-contrast orange under the sputtering, hungry torchlight. A substantial, expectant crowd had already gathered—townspeople bundled in cheap furs, severe-faced priests from the Cathedral, local nobles watching from the safety of the battlements, and children hoisted onto their fathers' shoulders. Some faces were pallid with fear and superstition. Others were hard, their eyes reflecting a zealous anticipation for the promised cleansing.

      Jelenko finally forced himself to look up. Above the immense, iron-bound gate, carved deep into the fortress stone, was the chilling, unmistakable crest of Barbara Celjska—the Black Queen. Her emblem, a sign of ancient power and rumored cruelty, still watched decades after her death. She was a legend whispered in taverns: a woman said to have dabbled in poisoning, dark arts, and the cold calculation of power. People truly believed her spirit was bound to Medvedgrad, eternally restless and easily provoked. Tonight, Jelenko thought with a detached, clinical certainty, they were indeed offering her a sacrifice.

      A severe-looking priest, Father Ivo, his face obscured by the shadow of his hood, stepped forward, holding a thick, leather-bound breviary. His voice, trained to command and amplified by the resonant stone walls, rang out, precise and utterly unforgiving. “Jelenko Vakanović,” he pronounced, his gaze locked on the prisoner, “you stand accused of witchcraft, heresy, consorting with the Devil, and claiming a false, profane power that belongs only to the divine. This is not a request for your soul, but its public forfeiture.”

      Jelenko’s voice was strained by the cold, yet his sheer defiance lent it a brittle, undeniable strength. “I healed your sick. I blessed the soil. I asked only to read the open book of nature that God provided.”

      “You asked for supremacy,” the priest spat, the word laced with venom. “You sought forbidden knowledge. The Earth is subservient to man; you made yourself subservient to the Earth. You will be purified.”

      They dragged him to the stout, fire-blackened execution post set against the coldest, highest wall. The rope was exchanged for heavy chains that bit into his wrists and chest. As they secured him, the crowd fell into a deep, terrifying silence, utterly rapt. A woman near the front, clutching a rosary, began to sob quietly. A man whispered, “Let the Black Queen watch this cleansing. Let her be appeased.”

      Jelenko closed his eyes, pulling his thoughts inward for a final, defiant sanctuary. He sought the memory of the scent of linden blossom and wild thyme, the way the frost settled on the highest peaks, the comforting weight of his pestle in his hand. He was losing his life, but they could not take his connection to the silent, breathing world.

      He thought, too, of the future he would never see—the descendants who would carry his name, Vakanović, and the seed of his lost knowledge, even if buried for centuries.

      Father Ivo raised his hand, a heavy, final gesture. “May God have mercy on your soul, Jelenko Vakanović. Burn for the purity of Zagreb.”

      The guards moved quickly. The crackle of fire was immediate, a shocking, sudden sound in the icy silence. The smell of burning pitch and dry wood, then the sickening, sweet scent of smoke, overwhelmed the cold mountain air. The crowd gasped, a collective sound of mingled horror and terrified relief. The wind momentarily dropped, then returned with an explosive howl, seeming to rise from the very depths of the fortress.

      And as the flames surged—a sudden, blinding heat against the extreme cold—unseen, unheard, unspoken by any living soul, something vast and ancient stirred beneath the cold, forgotten stones of Medvedgrad. It was not a ghost; it was a pact. Something that had been waiting for the precise convergence of injustice and power. Watching the man who dared to challenge the rules. Listening to the city that sacrificed its own.

      A shadow—defined not by the absence of light but by the consuming presence of a cold, profound darkness—passed silently across the courtyard, a fleeting moment of impossible geometry, noticed by all the living only as a sudden, impossible drop in temperature. Jelenko, still conscious, saw it with a terrifying clarity: a woman’s silhouette, impossibly tall, utterly still. Crowned in a darkness that seemed to swallow the torchlight whole.

      Her voice, cold as the iron of the fortress gate, was not sound but a thought—a promise delivered directly into the core of his burning mind.

      “They call me the Black Queen. I demand a debt. The city will remember what it did here. I will remember you.”

      Jelenko’s final breath left him not as a scream of agony, but as a long, profound whisper of acceptance and defiance carried on the gale—a whisper that slid down the mountain's flank, through the dense, sleeping forests, past the ramparts, and into the paved, silent streets of Zagreb.

      A whisper of vengeance and memory that would wait five hundred years for a descendant to finally, unknowingly, hear it again.

      

    
  
    
       CHAPTER 1

      

      Vid Vakanović had always subscribed to the quiet, almost occult belief that old buildings didn't just stand in history; they actively remembered it. The Museum of Lost Tales, housed in a renovated Baroque structure just off the bustling Ilica street in Zagreb, proved this theory to him every single night. The structure was less a building and more a deep-seated echo chamber for forgotten things.

      After closing hours, when the last shuffling visitors—a blend of curious tourists and local academics—drifted out into the cold December evening, and the attendant, Marija, locked the staff room, the museum settled into a profound silence. It was a silence that felt less like an absence of noise and more like a heavy, living presence asserting itself. The worn wooden floors, century-old oak beneath tired laminate, creaked without any actual footsteps, registering phantom movements. The thick glass cases hummed faintly, not with electricity, but with the supposed energy of the relics within, whispering ancient histories to one another. The air itself grew colder, denser, as if the entire structure was drawing a long, shuddering, geological breath, inhaling the anxiety, loss, and untold weight of the centuries it carried.

      Vid had spent four years here, cataloging those forgotten tales. He had learned to live inside this atmosphere. Or, at least, he had perfected the art of pretending it was all drafts and bad wiring.

      He locked the massive oak front door, turning the heavy, antique key twice. The iron bolt groaned deep in its socket, a sound that always reminded him of a beast complaining. He slipped the key into the inner pocket of his heavy winter coat. Outside, the world was aggressively alive: trams rattled past like iron ghosts, people hurried home, and the neon signs of the coffee bars cast a distracting, modern glow. But inside, the Museum of Lost Tales felt perfectly sealed off, a separate world suspended in the amber of history.

      He checked the clipboard resting on the main reception desk. His last assigned task: Inventory Assignment: Basement Archive — Box 1963 (unsorted, priority T-9).

      He sighed, the sound loud enough to make him wince. The basement archive was, without question, his least favorite place in the entire building. He tried to rationalize it: it was dark, it was damp, and it smelled of mildew and old paper, all the usual suspects of subterranean storage. But the truth was the feeling. The powerful, almost viscous sense that the air was too thick to breathe, that the shadows weren't just areas without light but actually lingered a little too long, and that the profound silence pressed against his eardrums like a heavy, cold hand pushing him down.

      
        It’s just a job, Vid. It’s just dust. It’s just a poorly constructed cellar. He ran the litany through his head like a protective mantra.

      He began his descent into the deeper heart of the building, navigating the main floor past the dimly lit exhibits. He moved quickly now, not wanting to linger near the whispering glass cases. Each one held an object whose value was purely narrative: the cracked mirror from Črnomerec; the rusted key that unlocked nothing; the unnerving, stylized wooden idol that was said to turn its head when no one was looking. The museum specialized in objects that had resisted formal classification, stories that had been marginalized—and Vid loved the forgotten, the strange, the half-true.

      But tonight, the air didn't just feel cold; it felt anticipatory. The building was restless, charged with an energy that prickled the hairs on his arms.

      He reached the basement door, a heavy slab of wood with an iron reinforcing bar, and unlocked it. He flicked the switch. The single, bare bulb, hanging precariously from a fraying cord, buzzed with an angry, electric whine, casting a pale, sickly yellow glow down the concrete steps.

      He descended slowly, testing each step before committing his weight, his footsteps echoing unnaturally loud in the confined well.

      He was only halfway down when the light flickered—a momentary, dizzying plunge into utter blackness—then instantly snapped back on. The temperature dropped another five degrees, hitting him with the shock of icy water.

      “Not tonight, please,” he muttered, addressing the faulty wiring, the lingering spirit, or perhaps the building itself. He forced his legs to keep moving, reminding himself that if he didn't go now, he'd be here until midnight.

      The basement floor was hard-packed concrete, radiating the deep cold of the earth. Rows of imposing, grey metal shelves stretched out into the oppressive darkness, a labyrinth of forgotten things. The smell of dust and ancient paper was cloying, now mixed with a distinct metallic scent, like cold rain hitting raw, frozen iron—or perhaps old, dried blood.

      He checked his notes and found the shelf. His target was tucked away on the lowest rack, behind a mountain of brittle newspapers and a broken wooden stand that looked disturbingly like a child's coffin. The box was small, cardboard, thoroughly neglected. The label was written in faded pencil, almost illegible, but confirming his destination:

      ARCHIVE — UNSORTED — 1963

      Vid crouched, the cold immediately soaking through the denim of his trousers. He carefully brushed a layer of grey dust from the lid, his heart already thumping with a dull, heavy dread that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with premonition. He lifted the lid, revealing layers of documents, brittle and yellowed.

      Beneath the papers lay a few miscellaneous, forgotten objects: a cracked wooden rosary with missing beads; a rusted iron nail with a head shaped like a clumsy, four-pointed star; and a small, tightly tied cloth pouch that rattled faintly.

      Then, at the very bottom, beneath everything—wrapped in a heavy, linen-like cloth the color of dried, ancient blood—was a book.

      Vid froze, breath stalled. He had expected papers. He had not expected anything so dense, so carefully concealed, so obviously important. This felt different from the usual museum bric-a-brac. Older. Heavier. Sacred, or perhaps cursed.

      He reached for it slowly, afraid it might crumble. The cloth that enveloped it disintegrated almost instantly under his fingertips, falling away in powdery flakes, revealing a leather cover, blackened with age, etched with a single, deeply pressed symbol that momentarily stole his breath: a perfect circle split by a vertical, jagged line, like a doorway half-opened into profound darkness.

      As he stared at the symbol, the air around him seemed to grow thin, and a rush of vertigo slammed into him, a brief, sharp pain behind his eyes, as though he was seeing something he shouldn't.

      He quickly turned the object over in his hands. It was the size of a small ledger, unsettlingly heavy. There was no proper title, but stamped into the leather, in uneven, hand-pressed capital letters, was a single, devastating name:

      
        JELENKO VAKANOVIĆ
      

      His breath exploded from his lungs in a sharp cloud of white mist. He instinctively scrambled backward, until his back hit the cold metal shelving. Vakanović. His family name. His ancestors had been rooted in the hills and plains around Zagreb for centuries, but he had never heard of a Jelenko. The name felt impossibly old, predating the museum, perhaps even the city's current incarnation.

      A profound chill, deeper and more radiating than the baseline cold of the cellar, pulsed from the book.

      He managed to open it. The leather groaned, sounding like a protest. The first page was filled with dense, slanted handwriting, written in ink that had faded to the color of dried earth. The language was almost indecipherable, an archaic mix of Old Croatian and Latin. He recognized terms related to alchemy, geography, and medicine—the work of a scholar-healer, perhaps, or a village priest. But then, one line, written darker than the rest, as if the writer had pressed the quill down with desperate force, stood out like a flash of lightning:

      
        Neka grad pamti.
      

      
        Let the city remember.
      

      Vid’s throat tightened. He didn’t just read the words; he felt them resonate, a deep, mournful vibration that seemed to come from the floorboards of Zagreb itself. His fingers trembled, tracing the angular, desperate letters.

      
        Click.
      

      A sharp, distinct sound echoed directly above him. Not the groan of wood settling, but a definite, mechanical sound. Then, a drag. And a heavy thud, as if a chair, or one of the marble pedestals holding an artifact, had been forcibly knocked over in the main upstairs display room.

      He slammed the book shut, clutching it to his chest. He scrambled to his feet, eyes fixed on the ceiling, the suffocating weight of the cellar air pressing down.

      
        Click... drag... thud. The sounds were now moving, deliberate, in the hall above him. They were slow, heavy, and absolutely impossible.

      The basement exhaled.

      A brutal, swirling gust of wind, defying logic in the sealed room, whipped past his face and extinguished the weak light bulb with a loud pop. In the sudden, profound darkness, Vid felt something cold, powerful, and definite brush past his left side—not a draft, but the soft, deliberate texture of fabric, or long hair, or the fleeting, unmistakable sensation of a spectral hand cupping his ear. It was accompanied by the faint, ancient scent of mountain wind, wet stone, and frost.

      The emergency lights on the stairs flickered back on, bathing the space in a flickering, institutional glow. Vid stood alone, hyperventilating, the frantic, panicked drumming of his heart muffled against the book clutched to his chest.

      He didn't look back at the abyss of metal shelves. He bolted for the stairs, the archive box abandoned, the ledger of Jelenko Vakanović gripped in a desperate, white-knuckled embrace. He took the concrete steps three at a time. When he reached the main floor, he didn't pause to listen, but slammed the basement door shut and threw the heavy deadbolt, locking whatever was down there away from whatever was now upstairs.

      He leaned against the cold wood, chest heaving, until his lungs stopped screaming. The upstairs was silent. Too silent. The quiet felt predatory.

      He looked down at the book. The symbol on the cover seemed darker, etched deeper into the leather. It had absorbed the recent darkness. He knew he couldn't leave it here for the night. It felt too dangerous, too important, too tied to his own lineage. He was the one who found it; he was the one who bore the name.

      He carefully, deliberately, tucked the heavy ledger inside his coat, securing it against his chest. It felt like holding a solid block of ice against his skin.

      Vid Vakanović didn’t know it yet, but the moment he claimed that book, the moment he concealed that line of archaic defiance, the whisper that had been waiting for half a millennium had finally found an ear. Something vast, vengeful, and inextricably linked to the forgotten history of Zagreb had stirred.

      And now, it was awake, and the door was open.

      

    
  
    
       CHAPTER 2

      
      Vid’s eyes snapped open exactly two hours and sixteen minutes before his electronic alarm was due to sound. The catalyst wasn't a sudden noise or a biological imperative, but the distinct, chilling sensation that his given name, Vid, had been spoken not in the air of the room, but in the deepest, quietest chamber of his mind. It was a cold, precise articulation, a mental whisper that tasted of deep copper and absolute certainty, bypassing the sensory apparatus of his ears completely.

      He lay perfectly still, suspended in the pre-dawn December darkness, a darkness so dense it felt like a physical medium. The only mundane sounds were the hydraulic wheeze and metallic clicking of the Nova Ves apartment’s antique radiator, a familiar mechanical struggle against the biting cold. Outside, the city of Zagreb was unnaturally quiet, a profound, heavy silence that felt less like absence of sound and more like a collective act of deliberate, conscious stillness—as if the night itself were holding its breath, waiting for him.

      He slowly rotated his head on the pillow, his neck muscles stiff.

      The grimoire lay on the small, salvaged table, resting upon a fold of forgotten parchment Vid used as a coaster. It was precisely where he had left it, yet its presence was now a physical violation of the space. He dared not look at it directly. Even from this distance, the symbol on the dark, rough cover—the jagged line cleaving the imperfect circle—exerted a subtle, irresistible pull on the corner of his vision. It was a fixed shadow, a non-negotiable point of darkness that refused to be assimilated by the diffuse light creeping from the streetlamps.

      Vid sat up, the motion slow and painful. His body felt impossibly heavy, a dead weight, as if his consciousness had spent the last four hours running a marathon through thick mud. The profound exhaustion was not merely physical; it was a psychic drain, clinging to his consciousness like a second, clammy skin. He rubbed his eyes until colored spots danced behind his lids, but the fog in his mind remained, thick and adhesive.

      He padded across the room to the kitchen niche. The ritual of coffee was his anchor. He boiled the water, measured the grounds, and poured. The first tentative sip of the black brew was a shocking assault: metallic, bitter, and sulfurous, tasting as though the water had been drawn from a long-sealed pipe buried deep beneath the earth. It was chemically wrong, a flavour profile that suggested corrosion and ruin. He spat it into the sink.

      He repeated the process with a bottle of mineral water, hoping to eliminate the variable of old pipes. The second cup was only marginally better, the coppery tang replaced by an aggressive, almost acrid sourness. He drank it anyway, forcing the tepid liquid down, needing the sheer act of routine to establish some semblance of control.

      He opened the window above the sink. The December air, sharp and clean, smelling faintly of the woodsmoke rising from the chimneys of Gornji Grad, slapped him hard across the face. The cold was a physical shock, momentarily clearing his sinuses and sharpening his senses, but the lingering mental paralysis refused to lift. He closed the window, sealing the toxic atmosphere back into the apartment, and turned back to the table.

      The grimoire waited. It always waited.

      He approached it as if it were a hibernating predator that might react violently to any sudden, rash movement. He opened the cover. The pages were tough, fibrous, closer to aged vellum than paper, and the air immediately around the open book smelled faintly of dry dust and pressed, dead herbs. His historian’s instinct, temporarily overriding his terror, demanded analysis.

      The handwriting was a dense, almost feverish copperplate script, executed with terrifying haste. The language was the key to Jelenko's madness or genius: a fluid, volatile linguistic nightmare. It was rooted in the Kajkavian dialect of the 16th or 17th century, but overlaid with chunks of bastardized Church Slavonic, truncated Latin phrases, and the systematic use of Old Glagolitic characters inserted mid-sentence as coded ideograms. It was a private language, constructed by someone desperately trying to hide a truth that was too dangerous to record plainly.

      He recognized, with growing dread, only the anchor points:

      
        Her name is forbidden. (The grammatical structure confirming the prohibition was absolute.) The mountain remembers. (The term for Medvedgrad was used not as a location, but as an active, hostile entity.) The city must not forget. (An explicit, historical mandate.)

      And then, dominating the first page, the line that had become the rhythmic beat of his anxiety: written with singular force, the ink unnaturally dark and thick:

      
        Neka grad pamti.
      

      
        Let the city remember.
      

      Vid slammed the book shut. His heart hammered in a ragged rhythm. This was not a document about history; it was a document of history, written in the throes of a historical event, and now, somehow, he was obligated to fulfill its curse.

      He needed to escape the claustrophobia of the apartment. He needed the sheer, neutralizing white noise of the crowds—the movement, the cacophony, the reliable, boring humanity—anything to drown out the oppressive feeling that the very plaster and beams of his building were listening, breathing, waiting.

      He grabbed his heavy coat and scarf, pulling them on with fumbling haste, and stepped into the glacial morning.

      The walk took him down the hill, descending through the silent, medieval severity of Gornji Grad. He passed beneath the Stone Gate (Kamenita Vrata), the cold stone arch feeling less like an architectural transition and more like a massive, open maw in the city’s face. The city air was sharp, smelling of fresh frost and the pervasive, nostalgic scent of woodsmoke, but the cold did nothing to ground him. He felt intensely porous, every sound and sight registering too sharply.

      The streets below slowly filled with the reliable mechanisms of early weekday life: the rattling clatter of delivery vans, the purposeful striding of commuters, and finally, the familiar, metallic screech of the tramvaj as it rounded a corner, a noise he usually found comforting in its predictability.

      By the time he reached the vast, open space of Ban Jelačić Square, the city was roaring back to life. Vendors at Dolac were already setting up, their voices loud and cheerful, trading greetings and insults. The scent of fresh vegetables and strong coffee mingled with the cold air. A group of students laughed riotously near the statue. A man in an expensive coat barked orders into a phone, fully immersed in the transactional reality of the day.

      Vid felt utterly alien to it all. He was a silent, transparent barrier between two dimensions. He felt intensely and completely watched, the sense of observation originating not from any single face in the crowd, but from the cumulative presence of the architecture, the paving stones, the history beneath his feet.

      He crossed the square, his steps mechanical, and found himself standing before the Manduševac Fountain. He had gravitated here without conscious thought, drawn by an instinct as old as the well itself. Manduševac was Zagreb’s genesis—the spring from which the city supposedly drew its name and its life. It was a comforting, gentle myth, but today, the well felt immense.

      It felt older than the legend. Older than the city. Older than stone.

      Vid leaned on the low stone parapet, its surface rough and cold beneath his gloves, and stared into the calm water. A few early tourists were tossing coins, their quick, hopeful acts sending tiny, ordinary ripples across the surface.

      He closed his eyes, inhaling the freezing air. He tried to force his mind back to the safe banality of his work, but the instant he did, the pressure returned, and he heard the internal voice: Thirsty, Vid. Thirsty for the depth.

      He opened his eyes.

      The water was beginning to change.

      It was subtle at first: a darkening of the reflection, a slight decrease in transparency, as if someone had poured a single, microscopic drop of ink into the enormous volume of the well. But the stain grew rapidly, spreading from the absolute center outward. It wasn't cloudy water; it was the color of cessation, of absolute mineral blackness—an ink-black that seemed to absorb light rather than simply blocking it. The stain spread, inexorable and aggressive, swallowing the bright reflection of the pale winter sky and the faces of the buildings. It was a spreading patch of pure, archaic night, momentarily rendering the simple fountain into a mirror of absolute void.

      The laughter of the tourists continued, unaware.

      The darkness paused at the edge of the fountain, contained only by the stone basin. It pulsed once, a slow, deep rhythmic beat, like a monstrous heart starting up, vibrating the cold stone beneath Vid's hands.

      Then, just as swiftly, the color drained away. The blackness vanished, dissolving back into the water, leaving it perfectly clear, perfectly still, reflecting the indifferent sky once more.

      Vid’s breath tore from his chest. He blinked hard, a panicked, internal search for sanity. Had he hallucinated the event?

      A shadow passed over the surface.

      He looked up sharply.

      Perched on the rim of the fountain, impossibly close, was a raven. It was unnaturally large, its feathers glossy and flawless, the color of solidified oil—blacker, even, than the vanishing stain. It tilted its head, observing him with a single, dark, liquid eye. The bird was perfectly, profoundly still, an artifact of obsidian come to life.

      Vid felt an ancient, pre-rational terror. "Go away," he croaked, the sound weak and pitiful.

      The raven did not stir. It opened its beak slowly.

      A sound emerged. It was not a bird’s caw, but a deep, breathy, feminine whisper, carrying the chilling echoes of the Black Queen’s name across centuries. It was the same metallic resonance as the voice that had woken him.

      
        "Found. You are found."
      

      Vid stumbled violently backward, his footing lost on the cold stone. The raven’s feathers ruffled with satisfaction, then it spread its immense wings and rose silently, circling once above the square, a silent, black asterisk against the grey winter sky, before vectoring straight toward the fortified battlements of Gornji Grad.

      Gasping, chest heaving, Vid stared back down into the clear water. The surface was now benign, tranquil, reflecting the mundane world. But at the bottom, glinting among the modern coins, was a single, ancient copper piece. Its surface was worn, but etched clearly into the metal was the faint, stylized profile of a queen, framed by thorny roses—the crest of Barbara Celjska.

      
        The Black Queen.
      

      The connection slammed into his conscious mind with the force of physical trauma. Barbara Celjska, the medieval queen rumored to be a sorceress, forever tied to Medvedgrad, the mountain fortress. The grimoire had warned: Her name is forbidden.The mountain remembers.

      This was not anxiety. This was not fatigue. This was deliberate.

      He turned and fled the square, weaving blindly through the crowds of normal, oblivious people, the cold air suddenly feeling thin and impossible to breathe. He ran until he reached the base of the funicular, the small, vertical railway that clawed its way back up the steep incline to the Upper Town.

      He leaned against the cold metal railing, his chest heaving, his hands shaking so violently he could hear his coat sleeves rattling.

      The water had turned black. The raven had spoken. The coin had provided the key.

      He was no longer Vid Vakanović, the historian cataloging forgotten objects. He was now the target of a search, the unwilling recipient of an ancient inheritance.

      
        Neka grad pamti.
      

      
        Let the city remember.
      

      Vid looked up the vertical track of the funicular, seeing only the high, dark walls of the Upper Town above. For the first time, Zagreb, the familiar, comforting city he loved, was revealed to him as a vast, ancient cryptogram
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