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The forest had stood longer than any kingdom.

Longer than any church.

Longer than any king whose name was remembered by men.

Its ancient trees stretched toward the gray northern sky like silent guardians of forgotten ages. Their roots twisted deep beneath the earth, touching the bones of ancestors who had worshipped beneath these branches for centuries.

The people of the village called it the Sacred Forest.

The priests called it something else.

A place of darkness.

A place of pagan superstition.

A place that would soon disappear.

The year was 998.

Northern Europe was changing.

Christianity spread across kingdoms that had once belonged to ancient gods. New churches rose where sacred groves once stood. Stone crosses appeared beside old shrines.

Kings embraced the new faith.

Warriors followed their rulers.

Entire tribes abandoned traditions older than memory itself.

But not everyone accepted the change.

Deep within the forests beyond the reach of kings and bishops, old beliefs survived.

Quietly.

Secretly.

Stubbornly.

Among those believers was eighteen-year-old Erik Thorsson.

He stood beside a fire in the center of the Sacred Forest while snow drifted gently through the branches above.

Around him gathered dozens of villagers.

Men.

Women.

Children.

Their faces glowed orange beneath torchlight.

No church bells echoed here.

No priests preached here.

Only the wind.

Only the trees.

Only the voices of people refusing to forget.

At the center of the gathering stood an old man named Bjorn.

The last Gothi.

The last pagan priest for many miles.

His beard was white.

His back bent with age.

Yet his voice remained strong.

“The old gods are not dead.”

The villagers listened silently.

“The forests remember.”

His weathered hand touched the bark of an ancient oak.

“The rivers remember.”

His eyes lifted toward the dark sky.

“And our ancestors remember.”

The fire crackled.

Snow continued falling.

For a moment, it felt as though nothing had changed.

As though Christianity had never arrived.

As though the old world still lived.

But illusions rarely survive reality.

Far beyond the forest, riders approached.

Five horsemen.

Wrapped in heavy cloaks marked with wooden crosses.

At their center rode Father Matthias.

A missionary sent north by the Church.

He was not a cruel man.

Not a violent man.

He genuinely believed he was saving souls.

That belief made him dangerous.

Because history’s most determined enemies are often convinced they are doing good.

The riders reached the village shortly after dawn.

The arrival immediately attracted attention.

Children watched from doorways.

Farmers paused their work.

Old women whispered prayers.

Everyone understood why the Church had come.

The old faith remained alive.

And the Church intended to change that.

Father Matthias dismounted slowly.

His eyes moved across the village.

Wooden carvings of forgotten gods decorated several homes.

Small symbols remained visible.

Hidden.

Yet not hidden enough.

The priest sighed.

Much work remained.

That evening, he gathered the villagers in the central square.

A wooden cross stood beside him.

The symbol looked strange beneath the ancient pines.

Like something foreign.

Something new.

“We bring peace.”

His voice carried through the crowd.

“We bring salvation.”

Some villagers listened politely.

Others looked away.

A few openly frowned.

Erik stood near the back.

Watching.

Listening.

Judging.

The missionary continued speaking about Christ.

About eternal life.

About redemption.

Many had heard these words before.

Yet they still sounded distant.

Like stories carried from another world.

Then Father Matthias made a mistake.

A small mistake.

But enough.

“The old gods are gone.”

Silence fell over the square.

The statement seemed harmless to the missionary.

To the villagers, it sounded like an insult.

An attack.

A denial of everything their ancestors had believed.

Erik saw Bjorn lower his eyes.

The old priest said nothing.

Yet the hurt appeared clearly upon his face.

For nearly a thousand years, families had worshipped beneath the Sacred Forest.

Now strangers arrived claiming all of it had been meaningless.

The crowd dispersed shortly afterward.

The missionary noticed the tension immediately.

His task would not be easy.

Meanwhile, Erik walked into the forest alone.

The snow had stopped.

Moonlight filtered through the branches.

Everything felt quiet.

Ancient.

Timeless.

He followed a familiar path toward the oldest oak in the forest.

The Heart Tree.

A place sacred to generations.

His father had brought him there as a child.

His grandfather before that.

And his grandfather before him.

The tree stood enormous beneath the moonlight.

Its roots spread across the earth like veins.

Its trunk wider than three men standing side by side.

Erik placed his hand against the bark.

Cold.

Ancient.

Alive.

Then he noticed something.

Fresh marks.

Deep cuts.

Someone had carved a cross into the tree.

The symbol looked new.

Recent.

Deliberate.

For several seconds, he simply stared.

A chill moved through him.

Not because of the cold.

Because he understood what it meant.

The war had arrived.

Not a war of swords.

Not yet.

A war of beliefs.

A war of memory.

A war for the soul of an entire people.

Erik stepped back slowly.

The moonlight illuminated the carved cross.

The old gods on one side.

The new faith on the other.

And suddenly he knew.

The world of his ancestors was beginning to die.

But not without a fight.
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Erik Thorsson did not sleep.

The image of the carved cross remained fixed in his mind throughout the night.

Again and again, he saw it cut into the bark of the Heart Tree.

The oldest tree in the Sacred Forest.

The most sacred place his people possessed.

Someone had done it deliberately.

Not to mark territory.

Not to leave a message.

To make a statement.

A warning.

The old world was ending.

And someone wanted everyone to know.

Before dawn, Erik returned to the forest.

A cold mist drifted among the trees while frost covered the ground like silver dust.

The forest felt different.

Uneasy.

As though even nature sensed approaching danger.

When he reached the Heart Tree, he found Bjorn already standing there.

The old Gothi stared silently at the carved cross.

His weathered hand rested against the ancient bark.

For several moments neither spoke.

Finally Erik broke the silence.

“Who did it?”

Bjorn sighed.

“It doesn’t matter.”

The answer surprised him.

“Of course it matters.”

The old priest shook his head slowly.

“No.”

His eyes remained fixed upon the tree.

“Because the man who carved it is not the real threat.”

Erik frowned.

“What do you mean?”

Bjorn looked toward the distant village.

“The threat is what follows.”

The words lingered heavily between them.

Because both understood.

The cross itself meant little.

What it represented meant everything.

Change.

Conversion.

The end of traditions older than memory.

That afternoon, Father Matthias gathered several villagers beside the newly constructed chapel.

The building remained unfinished.

Its wooden walls still smelled fresh.

Its roof incomplete.

Yet already it stood as a symbol.

The future.

Or perhaps an invasion.

Depending on who was looking.

The missionary spoke calmly.

Patiently.

His sermons focused on salvation rather than condemnation.

Unlike many priests, Matthias genuinely hoped for peaceful conversion.

He believed persuasion would succeed.

Unfortunately, history rarely asks what good men prefer.

History often follows harder paths.

As the gathering ended, a young villager approached him.

“The forest priest is angry.”

The warning sounded sincere.

Father Matthias nodded.

“I understand.”

The young man lowered his voice.

“Not angry.”

He glanced toward the Sacred Forest.

“Afraid.”

That answer troubled Matthias more than anger would have.

Because frightened people fight harder than angry ones.

That evening, word spread rapidly through the village.

Several Christian converts planned to remove the old shrines hidden within the forest.

The announcement divided the community immediately.

Arguments erupted inside homes.

Families fought.

Friends stopped speaking.

The conflict no longer existed between strangers.

It now existed between neighbors.

And that made it far more dangerous.

Erik learned the news from his younger sister.

“They’re going tomorrow.”

His jaw tightened.

“Who?”

She named several villagers.

Men Erik had known his entire life.

Men who once participated in pagan festivals.

Men now attending church every week.

The realization felt like betrayal.

Not because they had changed faith.

Because they wanted to erase everyone else’s.

That night, the Sacred Forest filled with villagers carrying torches.

Not warriors.

Not soldiers.

Ordinary people.

They gathered around Bjorn beneath the Heart Tree.

Faces illuminated by firelight.

Expressions filled with uncertainty.

The old priest studied them carefully.

For a long moment, he said nothing.

Then finally spoke.

“The gods do not need defending.”

The crowd exchanged confused glances.

“The forest stood before us.”

His hand touched the ancient oak.

“And it will stand after us.”

Erik frowned.

The words sounded wrong.

Defeatist.

As though Bjorn had already surrendered.

Yet the old priest continued.

“If violence begins here, the old faith dies tonight.”

Silence followed.

Because everyone understood.

The Church wanted conversion.

The kings wanted obedience.

Violence would justify both.

The gathering ended without a decision.

Without a plan.

Only uncertainty remained.

The following morning, church bells echoed through the village.

A strange sound among lands that had never known bells before.

Father Matthias emerged from the chapel shortly after sunrise.

Several converts waited outside carrying axes.

Erik watched from a distance.

His stomach tightened.

The men entered the forest.

Moving toward the sacred grove.

Toward the shrines.

Toward generations of memory.

By the time Erik reached the grove, they had already begun.

The first shrine lay shattered on the ground.

Carved wooden figures broken apart.

Offerings scattered.

Sacred symbols destroyed.

The sight filled him with rage.

Several pagans shouted.

Several converts shouted back.

The tension exploded instantly.

Pushing.

Threats.

Accusations.

Years of resentment suddenly surfaced.

For a terrifying moment, violence seemed inevitable.

Then a scream echoed through the
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