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Chapter 1: The Sound of Snow
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The forest woke before Iziaslav did.

This was the way of things in the Rus' lands, where winter stretched its skeletal fingers across the land for half the year and the sun seemed to apologize for even appearing. Gray light filtered through the canopy of ancient pines and birches, casting long shadows that looked like claw marks upon the snow. The world was silent except for the whisper of wind through frozen branches—a sound that could drive a man mad if he listened to it too long.

Iziaslav opened his eyes to darkness.

The interior of his hut smelled of smoke and pine resin and the faint mustiness of furs that had seen too many winters. Beside him, Mila breathed in the steady rhythm of deep sleep. Her dark hair spread across the straw pillow like spilled ink, and for a long moment, he simply watched her face in the dim light. The lines around her eyes had deepened over the past year. Thirty-two winters, and they had carved themselves into her skin like rivers into stone.

He did not want to wake her.

He never did anymore.

Iziaslav rose from the bed with the careful silence of a man who had learned that sudden movements could startle a wife into waking, and a waking wife meant questions about where he was going and when he would return and whether today would be the day the Varangians came back. He had no answers for her. He never did. So instead, he moved through their small home like a ghost, pulling on woolen trousers and a tunic patched at the elbows, wrapping leather cords around his legs, shrugging into a coat made of rabbit fur that had grown thin with age.

His boots sat by the door. He stepped into them without looking.

The axe leaned against the wall beside the doorframe—its handle worn smooth by years of grip, its blade dark with oil and use. Iziaslav's fingers closed around it the way a man might take the hand of an old friend. The weight was familiar. Comforting. It was the one thing in his life that made sense.

He lifted the leather flap that served as their door and stepped out into the cold.

The air hit him like a physical thing. Not merely cold, but hungry—it sought out every inch of exposed skin and bit down hard. His breath clouded before his face in great plumes that dissipated into the gray dawn. Around him, the village of Verkhovina lay buried under three days' worth of accumulated snowfall. The huts were lumpy shapes barely visible against the white landscape. Smoke curled from perhaps two or three chimneys—the homes of those who had reason to rise early. A widow who spun thread for the merchants. A hunter who tracked hares through the undergrowth. The old man who tended the shrine to Domovoy, the house spirit, because the old man had forgotten how to sleep past dawn since his sons had died in last summer's raid.

Iziaslav did not look toward the shrine.

He looked instead toward the north.

Even in the gray light, even through the curtain of falling snow, he could see them. The charred remains of what had once been the village's longhouse. Two buildings over from his own home. The place where they had gathered for feasts and funerals and the midwinter celebrations that his grandfather still spoke about with watery eyes. Now it was nothing but blackened beams jutting from the snow like broken teeth. The Varangians had burned it on their last visit. They had burned it with seventeen people inside.

Seventeen.

Iziaslav's grip tightened on his axe.

He forced himself to turn away. To walk south toward the tree line where the forest thickened and the snow lay undisturbed except for the tracks of rabbits and deer and whatever other creatures had been desperate enough to venture out in this cold. His breath continued to steam before him as he walked. Each step crunched. Each crunch echoed off the silent trees.

The forest swallowed him whole within a hundred paces.

Here, the snow was deeper. Here, the trees stood so close together that their branches interlaced overhead, creating a roof that caught the worst of the falling flakes and let only occasional specks drift down like lazy ash. The light changed—grew darker, greener, as if the forest existed in its own separate twilight regardless of what the sky above was doing.

Iziaslav walked for nearly an hour before he stopped.

He knew this place. Had come here every day for the past eleven years, ever since his father had handed him the axe and told him that a man who could not provide for his family was not a man at all. Here, in a small clearing surrounded by oaks older than memory, stood the trees he had been felling piece by piece, season after season. Stumps marked where giants had once stood. New growth sprouted hopefully from the earth, saplings that might live long enough to become timber if the world allowed them that courtesy.

Today's target was a pine on the clearing's eastern edge.

It was not a large tree—not compared to some he had brought down—but it was straight-grained and free of rot, which made it valuable. A pine like this could be sold to the river traders who occasionally came up from Kiev, or traded to the carpenter in the next valley over who made ship hulls for anyone with coin to pay. Coin was scarce these days. Everyone hoarded what they had. The Varangians took whatever they wanted, and what they didn't want, they destroyed.

Iziaslav circled the pine once, twice, assessing it with the practiced eye of a craftsman. He found his notch point—a V-shaped cut that would guide the tree's fall exactly where he wanted it—and positioned himself with his feet planted wide, his weight balanced, his axe raised.

The first swing bit into the wood with a sound like a sigh.

Thwack.

Chips flew. The scent of pine resin filled the cold air, sharp and clean and almost painfully sweet. Iziaslav swung again. And again. Rhythm was everything in this work. A man who rushed his swings tired himself out before noon. A man who lost his rhythm risked glancing blows that could bury an axe head in his own leg. Iziaslav had seen it happen once, to a neighbor named Dmitri, who now walked with a permanent limp and could no longer climb a ladder to repair his own roof.

Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

The notch grew deeper. Wider. The tree began to groan—that low, mournful sound that living wood made when it realized it was dying. Some men said trees could not feel. Iziaslav had never believed them. He had spent too much of his life with his hands inside their bodies, splitting their flesh, exposing their hearts. They felt something. He was certain of it.

Sweat began to bead on his forehead despite the cold.

He paused to wipe it away with the back of his forearm, leaving a dark smear across his skin. His shoulders ached in the familiar way that meant good work being done. His palms tingled from the vibration of each impact. This was honest labor. This was a man providing for his own. This was—

A sound.

Iziaslav froze.

His hands gripped the axe handle, but he did not swing again. He held himself utterly still, listening, his breath caught in his throat so that it would not cloud his hearing.

The sound came again.

Not the wind. Not an animal. Something else.

Hooves.

Iziaslav's blood turned to ice water in his veins.

He moved without thinking—years of instinct taking over where conscious thought failed. In three strides, he reached the nearest oak wide enough to hide behind. He pressed his back against its rough bark, flattening himself into the shadows, his axe held close to his chest. His heart hammered against his ribs like a caged animal.

Through the trees, from the direction of the village, the sound grew louder.

Not just one set of hooves. Multiple. Many. A dozen, maybe more, all moving at a trot that kicked up snow and sent echoes bouncing off the forest walls. And beneath the hooves—voices. Harsh voices speaking a language that was not Slavic. A tongue of consonants and guttural commands that Iziaslav had learned to recognize instantly, the way a prey animal recognized the sound of its predator.

Varangians.

They had come back.

———
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Iziaslav counted them as they passed.

He could not see the road itself—he was too deep in the tree line, and the underbrush blocked his view—but he could see glimpses of movement between the trunks. Shapes passing. Colors that did not belong in a winter forest: blues and reds and the gleam of metal that caught the gray light and threw it back like mockery.

One. Two. Three. Four.

Five. Six. Seven.

Eight. Nine. Ten.

Eleven. Twelve.

Twelve riders. A full raiding party, though "raiding" was perhaps the wrong word for what they did. Raiding implied taking what you found and leaving. These men—they took what they found, and then they took more, and then they burned what remained simply because fire was entertaining to watch.

Thirteen. Fourteen.

Fifteen. Sixteen.

Sixteen riders. More than last time. Last time there had been only eight. Eight had been enough to kill seventeen people in the longhouse. What could sixteen do?

The hoofbeats slowed as they approached the village. Iziaslav heard voices calling out—commands in that harsh tongue, followed by screams. Human screams. The high, thin sound of a woman crying. The lower shout of a man trying to be brave. The wail of a child who did not understand why the world had suddenly become terror.

Iziaslav's fingernails dug into the bark of the oak.

His mind raced through possibilities. Sixteen men. Armed, mounted, armored. He had an axe. He was a strong man, a capable fighter when circumstances demanded it—but sixteen? Even if every able-bodied man in Verkhovina grabbed whatever weapon lay closest to hand, they would be facing warriors who had been trained to kill since childhood. Warriors who wore chainmail that turned aside blades like rain. Warriors who considered slaughter a form of sport.

The village had tried to fight back once.

That was when the longhouse had burned. That was when seventeen people had died. The survivors had made a different choice afterward: submission. Cooperation. Giving the Varangians whatever they asked for in hopes that satisfaction would prevent further violence.

It had worked. For three months, it had worked.

Until now.

The screaming intensified. Iziaslav heard a crash—something wooden breaking, maybe a door, maybe a fence, maybe a human body hitting a wall. He heard laughter. That was almost worse than the screams: the casual, easy laughter of men who knew they could do whatever they wanted without consequence.

And then, cutting through the chaos like a blade through cloth, he heard a voice he recognized.

Prince Mstislav.

The Prince was shouting—not in fear, but in that particular tone of a man attempting to negotiate while his bowels threatened to empty themselves. Iziaslav had heard that tone before. Every villager had heard it, three months ago, when the Varangians had first arrived and Mstislav had knelt in the mud before their leader and offered tribute in exchange for mercy.

"We have paid!" Mstislav was screaming now, his voice cracking. "We have given you everything! The grain, the furs, the silver—everything you demanded! We have paid!"

A response in the Varangian tongue. Low. Amused. Then, in heavily accented Slavic, a voice that Iziaslav knew belonged to the one they called Jarl Erik:

"Your payment buys my absence, little prince. My absence has ended."

More screaming. More crashing. The unmistakable sound of fists striking flesh.

Iziaslav pressed harder against the oak. His breathing came shallow and fast. His muscles screamed at him to move—to run, to hide, to do something other than stand here useless while his village tore itself apart behind him.

But what could he do?

What could any single man do against sixteen devils on horseback?

The sounds continued for what felt like hours but was probably only minutes. Eventually, gradually, the screaming died down to whimpering, then to silence, then to the organized bustle of men collecting spoils. Iziaslav heard orders being given. He heard the clink of coins changing hands—or perhaps being taken. He heard the pathetic gratitude in Mstislav's voice as the Prince thanked the Jarl for his "mercy."

Mercy.

Iziaslav's jaw clenched so hard that his teeth ached.

He waited. He waited until the hoofbeats resumed, until the sound of sixteen horses receded into the distance, until the forest fell silent again except for the whisper of wind and the distant cry of a crow that had come to see if there were corpses to feed upon.

Only then did he step out from behind the oak.

Only then did he allow himself to breathe.

———
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The village was changed when Iziaslav returned.

Not destroyed—not this time. The Varangians had taken what they wanted and left, which was almost worse in some ways. Destruction you could rebuild from. This... this was violation. This was the knowledge that your home, your body, your life belonged to someone else, and they could reach out and take pieces of it whenever the mood struck them.

Iziaslav walked through streets that felt unfamiliar now.

The door to Yuri the smith's workshop hung off one hinge. Inside, Iziaslav could see that the forge had been overturned, tools scattered, finished blades missing from their racks. Yuri himself sat in the snow outside, a split lip swelling his face into something barely human, staring at nothing with eyes that had seen too much in too short a time.

Two houses down, old Galina sat on her doorstep with her apron pulled over her head, rocking back and forth and making a sound that was not quite a sob and not quite a prayer. Her granddaughter—what was the girl's name? Anja, that was it—stood nearby, holding a bundle of furs that the Varangians had apparently deemed too poor quality to steal. The girl's face was blank. Empty. A face that had retreated somewhere far away because the present had become unbearable.

Everywhere Iziaslav looked, he saw evidence of the morning's work.

Broken pottery. Scattered grain. Blood in the snow, startlingly red against the white, already beginning to freeze into dark crystals. And people. His neighbors, his friends, the faces he had known his entire life—all of them carrying themselves differently now. Smaller. Bent. As if the Varangians had stolen not just possessions but something more essential. Spine. Pride. The ability to stand upright in a world that insisted on pushing you down.

Iziaslav found Mila outside their own hut.

She was standing perfectly still, her arms wrapped around herself against the cold, her eyes fixed on the ground at her feet. She had not cried—Iziaslav could tell that much from the dryness of her face—but she held herself with a tension that frightened him more than tears would have. Tears released. This... this was pressure building behind a dam that was already cracked.

"Mila."

She looked up at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed despite the lack of tears. Her lips parted, closed, parted again.

"They took the food," she said. Her voice was flat. Dead. "Our stores for winter. The dried meat, the smoked fish, the barley. Everything."

Iziaslav said nothing. There was nothing to say.

"They left us enough for maybe two weeks." Mila's voice remained flat, but her hands had tightened into fists at her sides. "After that..."

After that, they would starve. Or submit to Mstislav's charity, such as it was—which meant owing debts that could never be repaid. Or steal from neighboring villages, which would bring conflict, which would bring death. Or simply lie down in the snow and let the cold take them, which was starting to seem like the most honorable option.

"I will hunt," Iziaslav said.

Mila laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. "Hunt what, Iziaslav? The deer have gone deep into the forest. The hares are burrowed beneath feet of snow. You will wander for days and find nothing, and we will sit here wondering if you have died."

"I will find something."

"You will find what they leave you to find." Mila's voice cracked for the first time. "Don't you understand? This is what they do. They take everything, and they leave you just enough to survive so that you can produce more for them to take next time. We are not people to them, Iziaslav. We are livestock."

She turned away from him. Went inside. Let the leather flap fall closed behind her.

Iziaslav stood alone in the snow.

Around him, the village continued its slow process of assessment and recovery. Neighbors emerged from hiding places to check on each other. The smith's wife came out to lead Yuri inside. Old Galina's granddaughter finally coaxed the old woman up and guided her toward shelter. Life went on, because life always went on, because the alternative was to simply stop—and stopping was a luxury that none of them could afford.

But Iziaslav did not move.

He stood in the center of his village, surrounded by evidence of his own helplessness, and he thought about many things.

He thought about the seventeen people who had burned in the longhouse. He thought about the three months of false peace that had followed. He thought about the pattern of it—the predictable, mathematical certainty of it. The Varangians would come. They would take. They would leave. And eventually, when the taking became boring, they would burn everything simply because fire was prettier than smoke.

He thought about Prince Mstislav, kneeling in the mud, offering tribute that was never enough.

He thought about his own axe, hanging uselessly by the door.

He thought about the tree he had been felling when the riders passed—the pine that would now remain standing because he had abandoned his work to hide like a frightened child.

And beneath all of these thoughts, deeper than words, older than memory, something stirred in Iziaslav's chest. Something that had no name yet. Something that felt like anger but heavier, like hatred but colder, like despair but sharper.

Something that felt, against all reason, like the beginning of a decision.

———
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Iziaslav did not go inside immediately.

Instead, he walked. Not toward the forest this time, but through the village, past the damaged homes and the traumatized faces, toward the northern edge of settlement where the longhouse ruins lay black against the snow. He had avoided this place for three months. Had deliberately routed his daily journeys in wide arcs that kept the charred beams out of sight. Some wounds you did not touch. Some memories you left alone to scar over in their own time.

Today, he walked straight to them.

The ruins were exactly as he remembered. Blackened posts reaching toward a gray sky. Ash-covered stones that had once been part of a hearth. Bits of unrecognizable debris scattered across the snow-ghosts of cups and chairs and human belongings that had melted into the architecture of destruction. The smell of smoke still clung to this place, three months later, soaked into the earth like a stain that would never fully wash away.

Iziaslav stood at the edge of the ruin and looked at it.

Seventeen people.

He had known all of them. Old Vladimir who had told stories that made children squeal with delighted fear. Young Katya who had just married the boy next door and was already swelling with her first child. The twins, Pyotr and Pavel, who had finished each other's sentences and dreamed of becoming traders in Kiev someday. Seventeen lives, extinguished in the time it took for a roof to catch fire and collapse.

And for what?

Because a Jarl named Erik had wanted to make a point. Because fear was a tool, and examples were the sharpest edge of that tool. Because in the calculus of power, seventeen peasant lives were an acceptable price for the obedience of a hundred more.

Iziaslav's hands clenched at his sides. His nails bit into his palms. The pain was grounding. Real. A reminder that he was still here, still alive, still capable of feeling something other than the dull numbness that had become his constant companion these past months.

"What are you doing here?"

The voice came from behind him. Iziaslav turned to find Vadim approaching through the snow—his oldest friend, his brother in all but blood, a man whose broad shoulders and crooked nose made him look more like a bear than a human. Vadim's face was grim. His right eye was already swelling from what must have been a blow sustained during the raid.

"Looking," Iziaslav said.

"At what?"

"At what they did."

Vadim came to stand beside him. Together, the two men stared at the ruins in silence. Wind whipped snow between them, stinging exposed skin.

"They hit me," Vadim said eventually. His voice was conversational, almost casual—the tone he adopted when discussing things that actually mattered. "Told me to stay down. I stayed down."

"Good."

"Good?" Vadim's swollen eye twitched. "You think it was good that I lay in the dirt while they took everything we have?"

"I think it was good that you're alive to complain about it."

Vadim made a sound that might have been a laugh. "Alive. Yes. We're all alive. That seems to be the extent of our ambitions these days. Stay alive. Stay quiet. Stay bent over so they don't notice us."

"Vadim—"

"I'm not angry at you." Vadim turned to face him directly, and for the first time, Iziaslav saw something in his friend's eyes that he had never seen before. Not grief, not rage, not fear. Something else. Something that looked almost like hunger. "I'm angry at myself. At all of us. We've been doing this for months, Iziaslav. Bending. Kneeling. Paying. And what has it bought us? Three months of peace that just ended with them taking our winter food."

"What would you have us do?"

Vadim did not answer immediately. His gaze drifted back to the ruined longhouse, then to the forest beyond, then to the northern horizon where the Varangians had disappeared.

"I don't know," he admitted. "Fight, maybe. Die fighting rather than starving. At least that would feel like something."

"Fighting is how we got this." Iziaslav gestured at the charred remains around them. "Seventeen dead because we fought back."

"Seventeen dead because we fought stupidly. Because we charged at armored horsemen with farming tools and prayers." Vadim's jaw tightened. "There has to be another way. There has to be something we haven't tried."

"Like what?"

Vadim was silent for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter. Almost uncertain.

"I don't know. But I keep thinking about the stories your grandfather used to tell. About the old wars. About how our ancestors fought—not in open fields, but in forests. Not with strength, but with cunning. They made the land itself their ally."

Iziaslav said nothing. But something in his chest shifted—a loose stone settling into a new position, creating a space where no space had been before.

"The forest," he murmured.

"The forest." Vadim nodded slowly. "We know it better than they ever could. We've lived in it our whole lives. Every path, every stream, every hidden hollow where a man could disappear and never be found. If there's a way to fight them, isn't that where it starts?"

Iziaslav looked at the forest. Dark. Dense. Endless. A world within a world, filled with secrets that only the initiated could read.

He thought about the pine he had left unfelled. The axe hanging by his door. The decades of his life spent learning the shape of these woods, the texture of their soil, the mood of their weather.

He thought about seventeen people burning.

He thought about Mila's empty face, and the food stores that were now gone, and the mathematics of survival that added up to zero no matter how he calculated them.

"I need to go back," Iziaslav said. "Mila is waiting."

Vadim studied him for a moment. Then he nodded—a single, sharp motion that conveyed understanding without requiring words.

"Tomorrow," Vadim said. "We'll talk tomorrow."

"Tomorrow," Iziaslav agreed.

They parted ways. Vadim headed toward his own home, a small hut on the eastern edge of the village where he lived with his aging mother and a perpetual cloud of pipe smoke. Iziaslav walked south, toward the home he shared with Mila, toward the conversation he did not want to have, toward the night that would stretch endlessly before him filled with thoughts he could not escape.

The sun had risen fully now, though you could hardly tell through the cloud cover. The gray light had brightened to mere overcast, and the village was coming back to life around him in fits and starts. People emerged from shelters. Voices called out to each other—checking, confirming, counting heads to ensure that everyone who had hidden had survived to be counted. The work of recovery had begun.

Recovery.

Such a clean word for such a messy reality.

Iziaslav reached his door. Lifted the flap. Stepped inside.

Mila was sitting at the table, her hands wrapped around a clay cup that steamed faintly with herbal tea. She had built up the fire—the hut was noticeably warmer than when he had left, hours ago. She had done work while he had been standing in the snow staring at death.

She did not look at him as he entered.

"I'm sorry," he said.

She sipped her tea. "For what?"

"For leaving this morning before you woke. For not being here when they came."

Finally, she looked up. Her eyes were dry, but they were not empty anymore. They were filled with something that looked almost like pity.

"What would you have done if you were here, Iziaslav? Fought them? Died? Left me a widow in a village with no food and no protection?"

"I would have tried—"

"Tried what?" Her voice sharpened. "You have an axe. They have swords and armor and horses and sixteen men who have killed more people than you will ever meet. What would you have tried?"

Iziaslav had no answer. He stood in the doorway, the cold still clinging to his clothes, the warmth of the fire doing nothing to thaw the ice that had formed somewhere deep in his chest.

Mila looked away again. Back at her tea. Back at the private world she retreated to when the real world became too much.

"Close the door," she said. "You're letting the heat out."

He closed the door.

———
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Sleep did not come easily that night.

Iziaslav lay beside Mila in the darkness, listening to her breathing gradually slow and deepen into the rhythm of true sleep, and he stared at the ceiling beams that he could barely see. His mind refused to quiet. Thoughts chased each other in circles—images of the ruined longhouse, the sound of Varangian hooves, Vadim's swollen eye and hungry expression, the mathematics of starvation that added up to zero.

Eventually, exhaustion won.

He slept.

And he dreamed.

In the dream, he was walking through a forest—but not the forest he knew. This place was ancient beyond measure. The trees towered so high that their tops vanished into clouds. Their trunks were wider than houses, their roots thicker than the roads that wound between them. The ground was not covered in snow but in something darker, softer, that gave slightly beneath his feet with every step like living flesh.

He walked for what felt like hours.

He did not know where he was going. He only knew that he had to keep moving, that something ahead of him required his presence, that the forest itself was guiding his feet toward a destination he could not name but could not avoid.

Then the trees parted.

Before him lay a swamp—black water reflecting a sky that was wrong somehow, filled with stars that should not have been visible through cloud cover. Mist rolled across the surface in thick coils that looked almost solid. And in the center of the swamp, rising from the water like a monument, stood something that made Iziaslav's breath catch in his throat.

An idol.

A figure carved from wood as black as pitch, as hard as iron, as old as the earth itself. It depicted a man-like form—broad shoulders, powerful arms, a face that was more features than expression. In one hand, the figure held an object that might have been an axe or a hammer or a thunderbolt. In the other, it held a ring, like a king accepting homage.

Iziaslav knew this figure. Had seen it in carvings, heard it described in whispers during festivals that the village no longer celebrated. This was Perun. God of thunder. Lord of princes. Master of war and law and the order that civilization imposed upon chaos.

But this was not the Perun of the old stories.

This Perun was different. Wrong. Its eyes—two gleaming points of silver or polished stone—seemed to track Iziaslav as he approached. Its mouth, a simple slash in the wood, seemed to widen almost imperceptibly, as if preparing to speak.

Iziaslav tried to stop walking. His legs would not obey. They carried him forward, step by inexorable step, through the shallow water that rose to his knees, his thighs, his waist. The water was warm. Unnaturally so. It pulsed around him like a heartbeat.

He stopped when he stood directly before the idol.

Up close, he could see details that had been invisible from a distance. The wood was not merely black—it was shot through with veins of something that glittered like gold or frozen lightning. The silver eyes were not painted on; they were inserted, physical objects pushed into sockets that had been carved to hold them. The ring in the idol's hand was not part of the carving at all; it was a real ring, iron or perhaps steel, wrapped around wooden fingers that had been shaped to grip it.

Perun spoke.

The voice did not come from the idol's mouth. It came from everywhere and nowhere—from the water, from the trees, from the air itself, from somewhere deep inside Iziaslav's own skull where thoughts were born.

"YOU HAVE BEEN WAITING."

Iziaslav tried to answer. His voice would not work.

"WAITING FOR SOMEONE TO SAVE YOU. WAITING FOR THE WORLD TO BECOME FAIR. WAITING FOR THE STORM THAT WILL CLEAR THE SKY AND SHOW YOU THE SUN."

The water around Iziaslav's waist began to ripple. Small waves, spreading outward from his body in perfect circles.

"THE STORM DOES NOT COME TO THOSE WHO WAIT. IT COMES TO THOSE WHO RISE."

Iziaslav's heart was hammering now. His dream-body felt sensations that dream-bodies should not feel—cold, fear, a desperate certainty that he was experiencing something real, something important, something that would change everything if he could only understand it.

"THEY BURN YOUR HOUSES. THEY TAKE YOUR CHILDREN. THEY TREAT YOU AS SHEEP BECAUSE YOU ACT AS SHEEP. BUT SHEEP CAN GROW TEETH. SHEEP CAN LEARN TO HUNT."

The idol's silver eyes blazed.

"I AM OLD. I WAS FORGOTTEN BEFORE YOUR GRANDFATHER'S GRANDFATHER DREW BREATH. BUT I AM NOT GONE. I WAIT IN THE PLACES MEN NO LONGER LOOK. I SPEAK TO THOSE WHO LISTEN."

The water was rising now. Past Iziaslav's waist. His stomach. His chest.

"YOU WILL FIND ME. NOT HERE—NOT IN THIS PLACE OF DREAMS AND SHADOWS. IN THE WORLD OF FLESH AND BLOOD AND SNOW. YOU WILL FIND ME WHERE I WAS HIDDEN. AND WHEN YOU DO..."

The water reached Iziaslav's chin. His throat. His mouth.

"...YOU WILL HAVE A CHOICE."

The idol's lips—if they could be called lips—curved into something that might have been a smile.

"WHAT WILL YOU CHOOSE, LITTLE WOODCUTTER? WHAT WILL YOU DO WHEN THE AXE IS IN YOUR HAND AND THE TREE IS READY TO FALL?"

Iziaslav tried to scream.

The water closed over his head.

He woke gasping, drenched in sweat, Mila's hand on his shoulder shaking him awake, her voice distant and worried as she called his name.

"Iziaslav. Iziaslav! You're dreaming. Wake up. You're dreaming."

He lay in the bed, in the hut, in the village that was not burning, and he breathed air that was not water, and his heart slowly began to remember what calm felt like.

But the image of the idol remained.

Burning in his mind's eye like a brand.

Silver-eyed. Black as iron. Waiting in a swamp he had never seen, in a place he did not know, for a meeting that he suddenly, desperately, terrifyingly believed was real.

Mila's hand remained on his shoulder.

"Bad dream?" she asked softly.

Iziaslav opened his mouth to tell her yes. To dismiss it as nightmare fodder, the kind of nonsense that brains produced when they had too much fear and not enough hope.

Instead, he heard himself say:

"I need to go into the deep forest tomorrow."

Mila's hand stilled on his shoulder.

"Why?"

"I don't know yet." He turned to look at her—in the darkness, he could barely see her face, but he could feel her confusion, her concern, her gathering alarm. "But I think... I think something is waiting for me there."

Silence stretched between them. Long enough that Iziaslav wondered if she would argue, if she would refuse, if she would tell him he was being foolish and dangerous and that dreams were not maps and that following them led only to madness.

Then she sighed. A long, weary sound that carried the weight of every difficult thing she had ever accepted about him.

"Then you should sleep," she said. "Whatever is waiting for you will still be there in the morning."

She rolled away from him. Curled into herself. Did not speak again.

Iziaslay lay awake for a long time after that, staring at the darkness, feeling the phantom sensation of warm water around his chest and silver eyes watching from a swamp that existed somewhere between dreaming and waking.

When he finally slept again, he did not dream.

But when he woke to the gray light of dawn, the first thought in his mind was not of the Varangians, or the food they had stolen, or the mathematics of survival that added up to zero.

It was of an axe.

And a tree.

And a path he had never walked, leading to a place he had never been, where something ancient and forgotten waited to offer him a choice.
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Chapter 2: The Path Through Pines
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Dawn arrived without ceremony.

This was perhaps the cruelest thing about winter in the Rus' lands—the way the sun struggled to rise, as if even the sky had grown tired of illuminating a world so thoroughly frozen. Gray light seeped through the shutters of the hut, painting everything in shades that made Iziaslav think of old bones and river stones and the color of a corpse's skin after the cold had finished its work.

He had been awake for hours.

Sleep after the dream had come in fits and starts—shallow dives into darkness that his mind kept yanking him out of, like a hand pulling a drowning man from water only to throw him back in again. Each time he closed his eyes, he saw the swamp. The black water. The idol with its silver eyes and its voice that came from everywhere at once.

You will find me.

The words had lodged themselves somewhere behind his breastbone, sharp as fish bones, impossible to dislodge.

Beside him, Mila still slept. Her breathing was deep and even—a miracle, given how restless his own night had been. She lay curled on her side, facing away from him, her dark hair spilled across the pillow in a tangle that she would curse when she woke and tried to comb it out. Watching her sleep was one of the few peaceful things left in his life. In sleep, her face smoothed out. The worry lines disappeared. The tension that permanently held her shoulders lifted. She looked, for a few precious hours each night, like the girl he had married twelve years ago—before the raids, before the burning, before everything had become a long lesson in how much a person could endure before breaking.

Iziaslav did not want to wake her.

But more than that, he did not want to face the conversation that would follow his waking. Last night, in the grip of whatever madness had taken hold of his tongue, he had told her about the dream. About something waiting for him in the forest. About a need to go searching for it.

In the cold light of morning, the words sounded insane even to his own ears.

A dream sent you on a quest. He could imagine Mila's expression already—the mixture of concern and frustration that meant she thought he was being foolish but loved him too much to say so directly. Our food is gone. Winter is closing its jaws around us. And you want to wander into the deep forest looking for an idol from a nightmare.

He deserved that response. He knew he did.

And yet.

And yet something pulled at him. Something that felt less like choice and more like current—like standing in a river and feeling the water push against your legs, insistent, undeniable, demanding motion. The feeling had been growing since yesterday, since the raid, since standing in the ruins of the longhouse and counting seventeen deaths in his mind. But the dream had crystallized it. Had given it shape. Had turned vague desperation into something that almost resembled purpose.

Iziaslav carefully extracted himself from the bed.

Mila stirred but did not wake. Her hand reached out unconsciously to the warm space he had occupied, found it empty, curled into a fist, and withdrew. He watched this small gesture and felt something twist in his chest—guilt, maybe, or love, or some tangled combination of both that he could no longer separate into distinct emotions.

He dressed in silence. Same clothes as yesterday, still carrying the faint smell of smoke from the longhouse ruins. His boots sat by the door. His axe leaned against the wall.

He picked up the axe.

Held it in his hands. Felt its weight. The grain of the wooden handle pressed familiar grooves into his palm. The blade caught the gray light and threw it back, dull and work-worn but still capable of splitting skull from shoulder if applied with sufficient force.

What will you choose, little woodcutter?

The voice from the dream echoed in his memory—not heard, exactly, but remembered. The way you remember thunder after the storm has passed.

Iziaslav set the axe back against the wall.

Not today. Today was not about cutting wood. Today was about... what? Walking? Searching? Following a path that existed only in his head toward a destination he could not name?

Madness. Absolute madness.

And yet he moved toward the door anyway.

———
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"Iziaslav."

Her voice stopped him with his hand on the leather flap. He turned to find Mila sitting up in bed, the furs pooled around her waist, her dark hair a wild tangle around her face. Her eyes were alert—she had been awake longer than he realized, then. Watching him dress. Waiting for him to explain.

"I have to go," he said.

"Into the forest."

"Yes."

"Because of a dream."

He said nothing. What was there to say? Any explanation he offered would sound exactly as foolish as it was.

Mila studied him for a long moment. Then she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood, reaching for the woolen wrap that served as her dressing gown. She wrapped it around herself with quick, efficient movements—the movements of a woman who had learned that lingering in discomfort only made it worse.

"You'll freeze out there," she said. "The snow is deep past the tree line. You don't know where you're going. You have no food, no supplies, no idea what you're actually looking for."

"All true."

"And yet you're going anyway."

"Yes."

She crossed the small space between them and stood before him. This close, he could see the exhaustion etched around her eyes—the evidence of a night spent worrying rather than sleeping. He had done that to her. Again. It seemed he did most things to her, these days.

"When we married," Mila said quietly, "you were a simple man. A woodcutter. You wanted a home, children, enough food to keep hunger from the door. Remember?"

"I remember."

"Do you still want those things?"

The question caught him off guard. He had expected arguments. Expected logic. Expected her to point out, reasonably and correctly, that abandoning their home to chase phantoms through a frozen forest was the act of a man who had lost his mind.

Instead, she was asking him what he wanted.

"I want..." He stopped. Started again. "I want us to survive. I want the Varangians to stop coming. I want to walk through this village without seeing burned buildings and frightened faces. I want—" His voice cracked. He forced it steady. "I want to feel like a man again, Mila. Not livestock. Not prey. A man who can protect what is his."

She nodded slowly. As if she had expected this answer. As if she had known it before he did.

"And you think walking into the forest will give you that?"

"I don't know what I think." Honesty was all he had left to offer her. "I only know that I cannot stay here another day, watching us starve slowly, watching them take whatever they want whenever they want it. I cannot stand by while Mstislav kneels in the mud and calls it survival. Something has to change, Mila. I don't know what. I don't know how. But I know that staying here, doing nothing, is killing me faster than any cold ever could."

Silence stretched between them.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the shutters and sending a thin whistle through the gaps in the wood. Inside, the fire had died down to embers that barely glowed. Everything in the world seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for whatever came next.

Mila reached past him and opened the leather flap. Cold air rushed in, making them both gasp. She gestured toward the wall where his axe hung.

"Take it," she said.

"Mila—"

"Take it. And take this." She moved to the corner of the room where they kept their few valuables—a small chest containing silver coins, spare buttons, her mother's wedding ring. From beneath a loose floorboard, she produced a bundle wrapped in cloth. She pressed it into his hands.

Iziaslav unwrapped it. Dried meat. Hard cheese. A handful of nuts. Enough food for two days, maybe three if he was careful.

"This was hidden," he said. "From the raid."

"I hid it the day after they burned the longhouse." Her voice was flat. Practical. "I knew they would come back. I knew they would take everything visible. So I buried what I could, in case—in case we needed to run."

"You were planning to run?"

"I was planning to survive." She met his eyes directly. "There is no shame in running, Iziaslav. There is only shame in giving up. If you need to go into the forest to find whatever is calling you, then go. Find it. Bring it back. Or don't come back at all."

The last words hit him like a blow.

"Don't come back?"

"If this is madness—if you've finally broken under the weight of everything that's happened—I would rather you disappear into the forest than stay here and become something I don't recognize. The man I married would never chase dreams. But the man I married also never watched seventeen people burn and did nothing to stop it." She reached up and touched his cheek. Her fingers were warm despite the cold air still pouring through the open flap. "Maybe the man I married died in that fire too. Maybe whoever comes back from this forest will be someone new entirely. I'm willing to find out. Are you?"

Iziaslav caught her hand. Held it against his face. Felt the calluses on her palms—the marks of years grinding grain, scrubbing floors, working with her hands to build the life they had shared.

"I don't know who I am anymore," he admitted. "But I know I can't stay here and find out."

"Then go." She pulled her hand free and stepped back, creating distance between them. "Go find your answers. Go chase your ghost. Go do whatever you need to do. But know this, Iziaslav—if you die out there, I will never forgive you. And if you come back unchanged, with nothing to show for your wandering but frostbite and foolishness, I may not forgive you either."

It was the most she had ever threatened him. It was also, he realized, the most she had ever believed in him.

He shouldered his axe. Tucked the bundle of food inside his coat. Nodded once—a promise, a goodbye, a prayer for understanding that he wasn't sure he deserved.

"I'll come back," he said.

"See that you do."

He stepped out into the cold.

Behind him, the leather flap fell closed. When he glanced back, he could see her silhouette through the gap where the leather didn't quite meet the frame—standing in the center of the hut, watching him leave, her posture rigid with fear she would not admit to feeling.

He forced himself to turn away.

To walk south, toward the tree line, toward the forest that had been the backdrop of his entire life and now felt suddenly, terrifyingly unknown.

———
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The first hour was easy.

Iziaslav followed paths he had walked thousands of times—the route to his usual cutting grounds, the trail that led to the stream where he fetched water during dry spells, the deer runs that hunters from the village used when the herds ventured near. The snow here was packed down by previous travelers, creating a surface firm enough to walk on without sinking past his ankles. The trees were familiar friends, their faces as well-known to him as the neighbors he had left behind.

But then the paths ended.

Iziaslav stood at the edge of territory he had never entered—not because it was forbidden, but because there had never been a reason. Beyond this point lay the deep forest. The ancient growth. The part of the woods where trees had stood since before his grandfather's grandfather was born, and where the canopy grew so thick that noon looked like dusk. Hunters avoided it because game was scarce and getting lost was easy. Gatherers avoided it because the edible plants were different here—stranger, wilder, harder to identify. Even the charcoal burners and woodcutters gave it wide berth; there was easier timber closer to home.

No one went into the deep forest.

Iziaslav stepped into it anyway.

Immediately, the world changed.

The packed snow gave way to powder that rose to his knees with every step. The familiar pine and birch were replaced by species he could not name—oaks with bark like armored hide, spruces that towered impossibly high, twisted ash trees whose branches clawed at the sky like begging hands. The light dimmed. The temperature dropped. The silence that had been merely present in the outer forest became absolute here—a physical weight that pressed against his eardrums and made even his own footsteps sound intrusive.

He walked.

He had no destination, only a direction—the sense, carried over from his dream, that what he sought lay somewhere ahead, deeper in, further on. The feeling was not precise. It did not come with a mental map or a clear image of where he was going. It was more like following a scent on the wind, except there was no scent, only certainty.

This way. Keep moving. You'll know it when you see it.

The hours passed.

Iziaslav walked until his legs ached and his breath came hard and the cold had seeped through his layers of clothing to settle into his bones like a second skeleton. He stopped twice to eat—a strip of dried meat, a handful of nuts—and each time, the food sat heavy in his stomach, requiring energy to digest that he could ill afford to spend.

The forest did not care.

The forest watched him pass with the patient indifference of things that had seen countless humans come and go, none of them mattering in the slightest to the endless slow business of growing and dying and rotting and growing again.

By midday—or what he guessed was midday, since the sun remained invisible behind the permanent cloud cover—Iziaslav began to doubt.

The certainty that had driven him out of the village, that had carried him past the boundary between known and unknown, was fading. In its place crept the voices of reason. You are lost. You are foolish. You followed a dream into a frozen wilderness with nothing but an axe and three days' food. Mila was right—you have finally broken.

He stopped walking.

Stood in a small clearing surrounded by trees so ancient that their roots rose from the ground like the backs of burrowing snakes. Looked around himself at a landscape that looked identical in every direction—trees, snow, shadow, repeat.

"What am I doing here?" he asked the empty air.

The empty air did not answer.

Of course it didn't. Why would it? Dreams were dreams. Voices in the night were products of exhausted minds grappling with trauma. There was no idol waiting for him in a swamp. There was no ancient god offering choices to desperate woodcutters. There was only a man alone in a forest, freezing to death slowly because he had mistaken madness for purpose.

Iziaslav laughed.

The sound came out harsher than he intended—brittle, edged with hysteria. He clamped his jaw shut and swallowed the rest of it. Panicking would not help. Panicking never helped. What would help was turning around, retracing his steps, returning to the village with his tail between his legs and admitting to Mila that he had been wrong.

Could he do that?

Could he face her after everything she had given him this morning—the food, the permission, the faith she had summoned from somewhere deep enough to let him go?

I would rather you disappear into the forest than stay here and become someone I don't recognize.

Her words echoed in his memory. If he returned empty-handed, would she even recognize him? Would he recognize himself?

Iziaslav closed his eyes. Drew a deep breath of freezing air into his lungs. Held it. Let it out slowly.

When he opened his eyes again, something had changed.

The clearing looked different. Not physically—the same trees, the same snow, the same shadows. But the quality of the light had shifted. Dimmer now. Greener. As if the sun had been replaced by something else, something that filtered through the canopy from a source he could not identify.

And there, at the far edge of the clearing where no path had been visible before, a break in the trees.

A passage leading deeper in.

Iziaslav stared at it. Blinked. Rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands and looked again.

The passage remained.

It should not have been there. He was certain of that. He had scanned this clearing from every angle before stopping, and there had been no passage, no break in the tree line, nothing but endless forest extending in every direction. And yet here it was now—as if the forest itself had rearranged its walls to create a door where none had existed moments earlier.

You will find me.

The voice from the dream. The promise. The command.

Iziaslav's heart began to hammer against his ribs. Not from fear—from recognition. From the sudden, overwhelming conviction that he was not mad, that he had not imagined anything, that something real was happening here, something that defied explanation but demanded response.

He walked toward the passage.

The trees on either side leaned inward, their branches interlacing overhead to form a tunnel that blocked out what little light remained. Snow fell here despite the canopy—or perhaps it was not snow, but something else, something finer and lighter that drifted down like ash from a fire that burned somewhere above the clouds.

The tunnel curved.

Iziaslav followed it, one hand on his axe, the other clutching the bundle of food that suddenly seemed very small and very inadequate for wherever this path was leading him.

The curve continued. And continued. Until he lost all sense of direction, all sense of how far he had traveled, all sense of anything except the next step and the one after that.

Then the tunnel ended.

And Iziaslav stepped out into a place that stole the breath from his lungs and the words from his mouth.

———
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It was exactly as he had dreamed.

The swamp spread before him like a wound in the earth—black water reflecting a sky that was wrong, filled with stars that should not have been visible through cloud cover, that should not have been visible at all in the middle of what he assumed was afternoon. Mist rolled across the surface in thick coils that looked almost solid, hiding and revealing portions of the landscape in patterns that seemed almost deliberate.

And in the center of the swamp, rising from the water like a monument, stood the idol.

Perun.

God of thunder. Lord of princes. Master of war and law and the order that civilization imposed upon chaos.

Up close, it was even more imposing than it had been in the dream. Carved from wood as black as pitch, shot through with veins of something that glittered like gold or frozen lightning. Silver eyes that tracked his movement as he approached. A mouth that might have been smiling or might have been nothing at all. Hands that held an axe-hammer-thunderbolt in one grip and a ring of iron or steel in the other.

Iziaslav's legs carried him forward without conscious direction.

The water was shallow at the edges—barely ankle-deep—but it grew deeper with every step. Ankle to shin. Shin to knee. Knee to thigh. The warmth that had characterized the dream version of this place was absent here; the water was cold, colder than it had any right to be, cold enough that he could feel it stealing sensation from his skin with every stride.

He did not stop.

Could not stop.

Something was pulling him forward—an external force, invisible but irresistible, drawing him toward the idol the way a river draws fallen leaves toward a waterfall.

Twenty paces from the idol, he stopped.

Not by choice. The force that had been pulling him released its hold, leaving him standing waist-deep in water that pulsed around him like a living thing, staring up at a face carved from wood that was older than memory and somehow, impossibly, alive.

"Show yourself," Iziaslav said.

His voice came out steadier than he expected. Perhaps too steady, as if some other part of him had taken control of his tongue.

The idol's silver eyes blazed.

"YOU CAME."

The voice was everywhere. In the water. In the air. In the ground beneath his feet and the space inside his skull. It vibrated through his bones and resonated in his teeth and filled every corner of existence until there was nowhere left that was not Perun.

"I didn't have a choice," Iziaslav said. "You called me."

"I CALL MANY. FEWER ANSWER. OF THOSE WHO ANSWER, ALMOST NONE WALK THE PATH TO ITS END. YOU HAVE DONE ALL THREE." A pause that might have been respect or might have been something else entirely. "WHY?"

Iziaslav considered the question. It deserved consideration. It deserved honesty.

"Because staying where I was felt like dying," he said. "Because my people are starving while men in armor take whatever they want. Because I had a dream that told me I could find something here—answers, power, I don't know what. And because I have nothing left to lose except my life, and that seems a small price to pay for the chance of finding something worth living for."

The idol was silent for a long moment.

When it spoke again, its voice had changed—softer, though no less omnipresent. More thoughtful. Almost, Iziaslav thought, curious.

"YOU SPEAK LIKE A PRINCE. BUT YOU SMELL LIKE A WOODCUTTER."

"I am a woodcutter."

"WOODCUTTERS DO NOT SEEK GODS. THEY SEEK TREES TO FALL AND COIN TO EARN AND WARM HUTS TO SLEEP IN. YOU HAVE LEFT ALL OF THAT BEHIND. WHY?"

"Because trees and coins and warm huts are not enough anymore." Iziaslav's hands clenched into fists at his sides, sending small ripples spreading outward through the black water. "My village is dying. My wife is starving. My neighbors live in fear of men who treat us like animals. And no one does anything. No one fights back. Everyone just bends their necks and hopes the axe falls on someone else."

"AND YOU WOULD BE THE ONE WHO FIGHTES?"

"I don't know how. I don't know if I can. But I know that trying and failing is better than not trying at all."

Another silence. Longer this time. The mist swirled around them, forming shapes that might have been letters or symbols or simply random eddies in air that wanted to mean something but didn't.

Then the idol moved.

The motion was impossible—subtle but unmistakable. The carved head tilted slightly to one side, as if examining Iziaslav from a new angle. The silver eyes narrowed. The mouth—that simple slash in the black wood—curved upward at the corners in an expression that could only be called a smile.

"GOOD."

The single word hit Iziaslav like a physical force. He staggered in the water, catching himself with arms windmilling, splashing warmth that was suddenly warmer against the cold that bit at his skin.

"I HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR SOMEONE LIKE YOU. NOT A PRINCE—PRINCES ARE TOO ATTACHED TO THEIR CROWNS. NOT A WARRIOR—WARRIORS THINK ONLY IN TERMS OF STRENGTH. BUT A WORKER. A MAN WHO UNDERSTANDS HOW THINGS ARE BUILT. HOW THEY CAN BE TAKEN APART. HOW THE SMALLEST CUT IN THE RIGHT PLACE CAN BRING DOWN THE LARGEST TREE."

"What do you want from me?" Iziaslav asked. The question came out rough, almost aggressive. He was tired of riddles. Tired of games. Whatever this thing was—god, spirit, hallucination—he wanted answers.

"I WANT WHAT I HAVE ALWAYS WANTED. ORDER. JUSTICE. BALANCE BETWEEN CHAOS AND LAW. THE VARANGIANS WHO TORMENT YOUR PEOPLE ARE AGENTS OF CHAOS—FORCE WITHOUT PURPOSE, VIOLENCE WITHOUT MEANING. THEY EXIST ONLY TO TAKE, AND TAKING WITHOUT GIVING IS THE DEFINITION OF IMBALANCE."

"So you want me to fight them?"

"I WANT YOU TO LEAD OTHERS TO FIGHT THEM. ONE MAN WITH AN AXE IS A TRAGEDY. A HUNDRED MEN WITH PURPOSE IS AN ARMY. A THOUSAND MEN WITH FAITH IS A REVOLUTION."

Iziaslav laughed. The sound was bitter, humorless.

"I can barely convince my own wife I haven't lost my mind. How am I supposed to convince hundreds of people to follow me into battle against warriors who have spent their lives learning how to kill?"

"YOU WILL NOT CONVINCE THEM WITH WORDS. YOU WILL CONVINCE THEM WITH DEEDS. SMALL VICTORIES THAT GROW INTO LARGE ONES. PROOF THAT THE VARANGIANS ARE NOT INVINCIBLE. DEMONSTRATION THAT THE OLD WAYS STILL HOLD POWER." The idol's voice dropped, becoming almost intimate despite its omnipresence. "AND YOU WILL HAVE MY AID."

"What kind of aid?"

"KNOWLEDGE. GUIDANCE. THE WISDOM OF AGES THAT YOUR PEOPLE HAVE FORGOTTEN. THE SECRETS OF THIS LAND—WHERE TO HIDE, WHERE TO STRIKE, HOW TO MAKE THE FOREST ITSELF YOUR WEAPON. AND WHEN THE TIME COMES..." The silver eyes blazed brighter, bright enough that Iziaslav had to squint against their glare. "...MY BLESSING. THE TOUCH OF THUNDER THAT MAKES MEN MORE THAN MEN."

Iziaslav stared at the idol. At the impossible thing that claimed to be a god. At the offer being made—a path out of helplessness, a chance to become something more than a victim, an opportunity to fight back against the forces that had made his life a prison for longer than he could remember.

It was absurd. Impossible. The kind of thing that happened in stories told around fires, not in the lives of actual people.

And yet.

And yet here he was, standing in a swamp that shouldn't exist, talking to a god that couldn't be real, considering an offer that made no sense.

"What do you need from me?" he asked finally. "In exchange."

The idol's smile widened.

"YOUR SERVICE. YOUR LOYALTY. YOUR WILLINGNESS TO DO WHAT MUST BE DONE, EVEN WHEN IT IS UNPLEASANT. EVEN WHEN IT COSTS YOU EVERYTHING YOU THINK YOU LOVE." A pause. "AND ONE THING MORE."

"Name it."

"WHEN THIS IS OVER—WHEN THE VARANGIANS ARE GONE OR DEAD OR DRIVEN FROM YOUR LANDS—YOU WILL BUILD ME A SHRINE. NOT A GREAT TEMPLE. NOT A MONUMENT TO VANITY. BUT A PLACE WHERE YOUR PEOPLE CAN REMEMBER. WHERE THEY CAN COME TO OFFER THANKS FOR DELIVERANCE. WHERE THE OLD WAYS CAN LIVE AGAIN, EVEN IF ONLY AS A SPARK PRESERVED AGAINST THE DARKNESS."

A shrine. A place of worship. A return to traditions that had been dying long before the Varangians arrived.

"That's it?"

"THAT IS EVERYTHING. FAITH SURVIVES ONLY WHILE PEOPLE REMEMBER TO PRACTICE IT. FORGETFULNESS IS THE DEATH OF GODS AS SURELY AS IRON IS THE DEATH OF MEN. KEEP MY MEMORY ALIVE, AND I WILL GIVE YOU THE TOOLS TO SAVE YOUR PEOPLE."

Iziaslav thought about Mila, waiting for him in a hut with no food. About Vadim, nursing a swollen eye and a hunger for something more than submission. About Prince Mstislav, kneeling in the mud, paying tribute that was never enough. About seventeen bodies burning in a collapsed roof, and the mathematics of survival that added up to zero unless something changed.

"Done," he said.

The word hung in the air between them—simple, final, irrevocable.

The idol's silver eyes blazed one final time, bright enough to turn the world white, bright enough to burn itself into Iziaslav's retinae, bright enough to blind.

"THEN LET US BEGIN."

———
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Light faded.

Sensation returned gradually—the cold of the water biting at his legs, the weight of the axe in his grip, the ache of muscles that had been standing too long in one position. Iziaslav blinked rapidly, trying to clear the afterimages from his vision, trying to reorient himself to a world that suddenly seemed smaller and duller than it had moments before.

The idol still stood before him.

But something had changed.

Where before the figure had been distant, imposing, untouchable—now it felt closer. Present. As if the barrier between carved wood and living flesh had grown thinner, permeable, possible to cross.

"TAKE IT," Perun's voice said. Softer now. Almost gentle. "IT IS YOURS."

Iziaslav looked down at the idol's hands. At the ring held in that carved grip—iron or steel, he still could not tell which, dark metal worked into a simple band that looked ancient beyond measure.

"Take it?"

"LIFT IT FROM MY GRASP. THE ACT ITSELF IS SYMBOLIC—AN ACCEPTANCE OF THE BOND BETWEEN US. ONCE YOU WEAR IT, YOU WILL CARRY A PIECE OF ME WITH YOU ALWAYS. MY STRENGTH. MY GUIDANCE. MY WRATH AGAINST THOSE WHO DESERVE IT."

Iziaslav reached out.

His fingers trembled—not from cold, though the water was freezing him to the bone. From the enormity of what he was about to do. Once he took that ring, there would be no going back. No pretending this had been a dream. No returning to the village and resuming his life as a simple woodcutter who had simply taken a strange walk in the forest.

He would be something else.

Something new.

Something that Mila might not recognize when he walked through the door.

His fingers closed around the ring.

It was cold—impossibly cold, colder than the water, colder than the winter air, cold enough that he expected his skin to stick to the metal the way tongues stuck to iron in extreme frost. But it didn't. Instead, the metal seemed to warm at his touch, adjusting itself to his body temperature, becoming less an object and more an extension of his own flesh.

He pulled.

The ring came free from the idol's grip with a sound like a sigh—of relief, perhaps, or release, or something else entirely that human language had no words for.

Iziaslav looked at the ring in his palm. Simple. Dark. Unremarkable, almost, except for the way it seemed to absorb the light around it rather than reflect it.

He slipped it onto his finger.

The world changed.

Not visually—the swamp was still the swamp, the idol still the idol, the sky still wrong with its daytime stars. But something shifted underneath reality itself. A current that had always been running beneath the surface of things suddenly became perceptible, like hearing your own heartbeat for the first time after spending your whole life ignoring it.

The forest was alive.

Not in the poetic sense that he had always understood—that trees grew and animals lived and seasons cycled. But alive in a deeper, more fundamental way. Aware. Conscious. Watching him with a billion eyes that belonged to root and branch and leaf and stone and stream, processing his presence, judging his intentions, deciding whether he belonged here or was an intruder to be expelled.

Iziaslav gasped. Staggered. Nearly fell backward into the black water.

"EASY. Perun's voice came to him now not from everywhere, but from a specific point—inside his own mind, resonating through the connection that the ring had established. "THE SENSATION FADES WITH TIME. SOON IT WILL BE AS NATURAL AS BREATHING. FOR NOW, SIMPLY ACCEPT IT. DO NOT FIGHT. LET THE FOREST KNOW YOU."

"How?" The word came out strangled. "How do I let it know me?"

"BY STOPPING RESISTING. YOU HAVE SPENT YOUR WHOLE LIFE SEPARATING YOURSELF FROM THE WORLD AROUND YOU—THIS TREE IS WOOD, THAT STONE IS ROCK, THIS WATER IS MERELY WATER. BUT THERE IS NO SEPARATION. THERE NEVER WAS. YOU ARE PART OF THE SAME FABRIC AS EVERYTHING ELSE. THE RING SIMPLY ALLOWS YOU TO PERCEIVE THE TRUTH THAT HAS ALWAYS EXISTED."

Iziaslav closed his eyes. Forced his muscles to relax. Stopped fighting against the tide of sensation that threatened to overwhelm him.

Slowly—so slowly—it became bearable.

The aliveness of the forest settled into background noise, the way the smell of pine became unnoticeable after enough time among the trees. He could still feel it, still perceive it, but it no longer demanded his full attention. He could think again. Could breathe. Could exist as something other than a vessel for overwhelming input.

"Better?"

"MUCH. YOU ADAPT QUICKLY—QUICKER THAN I EXPECTED. PERHAPS YOU WERE ALWAYS SUITED FOR THIS, AND SIMPLY NEVER HAD THE OPPORTUNITY TO DISCOVER IT."

"What happens now?"

"NOW YOU RETURN TO YOUR VILLAGE. YOU GATHER THOSE YOU TRUST. YOU BEGIN THE WORK OF TURNING SHEEP INTO WOLVES. AND WHEN THE TIME IS RIGHT—WHEN YOUR PACK IS READY AND YOUR TEETH ARE SHARP—YOU STRIKE."

"How will I know when the time is right?"

"YOU WILL KNOW. THE FOREST WILL TELL YOU. THE RING WILL GUIDE YOU. AND I..." A pause that might have been amusement. "...I WILL BE WATCHING."

The connection faded. Not broken—still present, still accessible—but receded to the back of Iziaslav's consciousness like a door left slightly ajar. He could reach for it if he needed to. For now, it waited.

Iziaslav looked down at the ring on his finger.

Dark metal against weathered skin. A god's promise wrapped around a woodcutter's bone.

"What have I done?" he whispered to no one.

The swamp did not answer.

But somewhere, deep in the part of his mind where the connection still hummed, he felt something that might have been satisfaction.

Or might have been the beginning of fear.

Or might have been both.

———
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Finding his way back proved easier than finding his way in.

The ring—or perhaps the connection it represented—provided a sense of direction that had nothing to do with landmarks or trails. Iziaslav simply knew which way to go, the same way he knew which way was up or which direction the sun would set if it were visible through the perpetual cloud cover. The knowledge came from outside himself, deposited into his mind by something that understood this forest in ways that human brains never could.

He walked.

The passage that had appeared in the clearing was gone, but another path presented itself—this one wider, straighter, easier to travel than the winding route that had brought him here. Within an hour, he recognized landmarks. The ancient oaks with their snake-like roots. The particular bend in the stream where he sometimes fetched water. The boundary line between deep forest and familiar territory.

By midafternoon—or what felt like midafternoon, though time moved strangely in this place—he emerged from the tree line into the open ground between forest and village.

Verkhovina looked exactly as he had left it.

Small huts scattered across snow-covered ground. Smoke rising from chimneys. Figures moving between buildings, engaged in the eternal work of survival. Nothing had changed. Nothing indicated that anything significant had happened since he walked away from his wife that morning with an axe in his hand and madness in his eyes.

Everything had changed.

Iziaslav could feel it now—the aliveness that the ring had shown him extended beyond the forest. The village was part of it too. Every hut, every person, every animal and tool and scrap of food pulsed with the same fundamental awareness that he had perceived in the swamp. The world was not dead matter animated by life. The world was alive, through and through, and he could perceive its heartbeat now in a way that he never would have believed possible.

It was terrifying.

It was also, he realized, the most beautiful thing he had ever experienced.

He walked toward his hut. Toward Mila. Toward whatever came next.

The leather flap opened before he could reach it. Mila stood in the doorway, her face drawn with worry that had clearly been building all day, her eyes scanning him from head to toe as if checking for injuries.

"You're alive," she said.

"I'm alive."

"You were gone all day. I thought—"

"I know what you thought." He stepped forward, into the warmth of the hut, into the space that smelled like home and smoke and the herbs she hung from the ceiling to dry. "I'm sorry I worried you."

Mila studied his face. Her eyes narrowed.

"You're different," she said.

It was not a question. She could see it somehow—the change that had occurred in the swamp, the bond that had been forged with something ancient and powerful. Perhaps she could not perceive it directly, but she knew him well enough to recognize when he had been altered at a fundamental level.

"I found what I was looking for," he said.

"And what was that?"

Iziaslav raised his hand. Showed her the ring—dark metal gleaming faintly in the firelight, looking like nothing so much as a band of shadow wrapped around his finger.

Mila stared at it. Said nothing.

"It's a long story," Iziaslav said. "And I'm cold, and I'm tired, and I'm hungry. Will you let me tell it over dinner?"

For a long moment, Mila did not move. Did not blink. Simply
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