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The air smelled of old paper and rusted iron. The floor creaked with dampness, and the air felt thick, as if neither light nor breath had touched it for decades.

Olena Karpenko slowly descended the steep wooden stairs, carrying a portable lamp in her hand. The lights in the archive had stopped working long ago — the bulbs had faded back in Soviet times, and no one had replaced them since. The librarian had just tossed her the keys, muttering:

— Just don’t take too long, okay? The alarm system down there is ancient, and the guard left early today. After eleven, the door won’t open even if you scream.

— Understood, thank you, — Olena replied, and a moment later, she was left alone with the shadows of the underground.

Her footsteps echoed dully, merging with a silence in which imaginary sounds were born — scraping, scratching, the faint moan of metal contracting from damp.

Olena was used to such sensations. She was working on her dissertation about forgotten folklore structures in reports by Soviet archaeologists from the 1920s–30s — her research had teetered on the edge of mysticism and archival madness for over a month. The deeper she delved into the documents, the more often she caught herself thinking she had read something like this before. That some phrases repeated themselves — but not in texts, rather in her own dreams.

She stopped by a metal cabinet marked:
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"ARCHIVE. Archaeological Expeditions. 1924–1933. Restricted."
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The cabinet was rusted, the door didn’t open right away. She inserted the key, turned it once, twice — click, creak, rustle.

The shelves were lined with yellowed files in fabric covers. Familiar inventory numbers. Olena reached for file 27/1926, but... her hand froze. There, on the very top shelf, wedged between two maps, lay a black, charred-edged, thin folder — unmarked.

Her heart began to beat faster. A find like this wasn’t just rare — it was almost impossible. Thousands of historians had worked in the library over the years, and every paper had been cataloged, bound, digitized. But this — this was like a black void in the system.

She pulled out the folder, carefully laid it on the floor, and opened it. Inside — a leather notebook, heavily worn by time. On the cover, in faded letters:
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"S. Orlov. Kyiv University. Report. 1925"
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She ran her hand over the worn cover. The leather creaked, as if it breathed at her touch — and that detail, so minor, made her shiver slightly.

Olena opened the notebook.

On the first page — elegant, neat handwriting. But not a full text, only a heading:
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

"Report. The Carpathians. November – December 1925. Kept by Professor S. Orlov."
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The rest of the pages looked... damaged.

Some were stuck together, others soaked in ink, as if someone had deliberately smeared out the information. But amidst the chaos, there was one page — clean, like new — with a single line:
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"We awakened it. And now it remembers our names."
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Olena froze. Her eyes stung — from strain or fear, she couldn’t tell.

Her fingers halted at the edge of the page.

The writing was so clear, it looked freshly written. The ink still shimmered in the light. It was... impossible.

The notebook had been locked in the archive for years, untouched. All documents here were preserved in vacuum, under a stable microclimate. No access. No records of this folder.

— Who is “it”? — she whispered aloud, to herself, as if hoping that saying it would help her piece things together.

Her voice sounded hollow.

There was no echo — the silence swallowed all sound.

And in that dead stillness, undisturbed even by dripping pipes, Olena heard... a rustle.

Barely audible, but not random. Not natural.

It came from the notebook itself.

She slowly pulled her hand away.

The page... moved.

Silently. On its own.

As if someone had blown on it — but the air was dead.

— Is this a joke?..

As if answering her thought — the security camera in the corner clicked.

A red light blinked on.

Olena looked into the dark lens — and suddenly it seemed to her that a shadow flickered in its field of view, though she was alone.

Her palms grew clammy.

She looked around.

No one. Empty. But...
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"When the pages begin to move — run."
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A new line appeared right before her eyes, in the same handwriting, with the same ink — but on a different page.

There was no sound of a pen. No hand. Nothing — only the result. The words.

Her phone lit up sharply in her pocket.

She pulled it out, turned on the camera — she wanted to film the notebook, that strange message, to capture something.

The screen flickered.

The camera wouldn’t focus.

Only blackness.

Her fingers twitched.

Instinctively, she grabbed the notebook, shoved it into her backpack, ready to run — but stopped.

The notebook...

was glowing.

A faint, yellowish light seeped from it.

And on the cover — where once there had been nothing — a symbol had appeared:

A triangle.

Inside it — an eye.

She stood motionless in the middle of the archive, unable to tear her gaze away from the symbol.
The triangle. The eye. Half-lidded, framed by delicate lines — it looked like a Masonic mark, a Hutsul pattern... and something else.
Something familiar. But not from books.

From a dream?

From childhood?

From a memory that wasn’t supposed to exist?

Her throat tightened around a dry knot.

Her fingers clenched around the backpack strap — and the next moment she turned and ran toward the stairs.

Her footsteps pounded against the floor.

The wooden boards of the basement echoed dully, like a drum before something inevitable.

The stairs.

They felt longer than before.

Every movement stretched out — slow, heavy, like in a dream.

Behind her — silence.

But not empty silence.

The kind that tells you: if you stop now, something will touch you.

She didn’t stop.

Midway up, something cracked beneath her foot.

She glanced down — glass? A shard?

But no lamp had broken.

And now she could hear it — someone following.

Just barely. One extra step, always one beat behind hers.

Olena burst upward, grabbed the door — locked.

— Open... please, open! — she whispered, rattling the key in the lock.

It wouldn’t turn.

She tried again — and then, from the other side — click.

The lock gave way.

Olena lunged into the corridor.

Here, the lights were on.

Fluorescent tubes flickering in a rhythm that felt... anxious.

She glanced back — silence.

But... she wasn’t sure she’d come out alone.

Slowly, she walked down the hallway, trying to steady her breathing.

Outside the windows — night. Fog.

The corridor smelled of old wax and cold metal.

Somewhere, a printer let out a single beep — it had turned on by itself. No one had touched it.

She crept toward the security post — a glass booth near the entrance, where the guard usually sat.

There was no one there tonight.

Just the screen with surveillance feeds, divided into grainy squares.

Only one camera was active — the archive basement.

Olena looked, almost against her will.

The staircase.

The same one she had just climbed.

And on the last step...

someone was standing.

A dark figure.

Face obscured.

Just an outline — tall, slender, unmoving. Like a silhouette.

The screen glitched.

The feed vanished.

Olena stepped back from the monitor.

Her pulse struck like a blow to the temple.

Clutching the backpack to her chest, she stepped outside into the night air.

The night was wrapped in fog — as if Kyiv itself had pulled a blanket of silence over its shoulders.
The mist slid through the streets, caressed buildings, brushed against lampposts — turning the light soft and blurred, like through a tear.
The air tasted of metal.

Wet. Heavy.

Not a soul in sight.

The city wasn’t sleeping — it was holding its breath.

It had withdrawn.

Olena moved away from the library steps, and immediately felt her fingers trembling.

Not from cold — she didn’t feel that at all.

But from something unseen... following.

Not on the pavement.

In her thoughts.

She held the backpack close, tight — as if her life depended on it.

The notebook was inside.

And now it felt different.

No longer just a relic from the past.

Now — something alive.

Something aware.

Like a silent presence curled in the dark.

Not speaking. But listening.

Her footsteps were rhythmic.

Nervous.

She didn’t run — but her body was tense, poised to bolt.

It felt as though behind every tree, behind every parked car, the figure from the screen might be standing.

Not approaching. Not attacking.

Just... watching.

She passed the bus stop — the one where, without fail, an old man with a dog would sit at night.
Tonight, it was empty.
No homeless man.

No cab parked nearby.

No couples.

Only the narrow band of streetlight under her feet —

And the same mist, hugging the asphalt like breath made solid.

Every sound was amplified.

The click of her bag strap.

Her breath.

The creak of her shoes.

Somewhere far ahead, a car rolled past — its headlights slicing the fog in a narrow, lonely beam that dissolved almost instantly.

Silence returned like the night hadn’t noticed the interruption at all.

Olena glanced upward — the streetlights glowed dimly, as if through milk.

One window on the fourth floor was lit.

A silhouette behind the curtain.

She had just enough time to think, "Someone else is awake. Good. I’m not alone."

But deep down, she knew — she’d just lied to herself.

Even behind closed windows, this night remained... too empty.

The notebook in her backpack was silent.

But Olena could feel it — like a heartbeat.

Not in her hands.

In her mind.

With every step she took, the shadow of knowing followed her:

She had seen something she was never meant to see.

Read words not addressed to her.

Touched a layer of reality beneath reality — and now, she was changed.

Her body moved forward, but her mind was still back there — underground.

The stairs. The door.

The phrase on the page: “We woke him...”
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Who were “we”?

Who was “he”?
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Questions buzzed in her skull like flies.

And the more she tried to focus on the present,

the more clearly she heard the things not being said.

"Now you are part of it."

The final phrase on the last page pulsed in her skull like a drumbeat.

It couldn’t be erased.

It had already carved itself into her,

like a tattoo burned into the brain.

By the time she reached her building, her fingers couldn’t feel the key.

She fumbled at the lock like someone who’d never used one before.

Once inside, she closed the door and immediately —

Two locks.

The chain.

A breath out.

But the sensation...

That something was still out there — didn’t leave.

Worse — it felt like it was waiting now.

Waiting for the bell.

For a mistake.

For her to relax.

She stood in the hallway, back pressed to the door.

Silent.

Only the fog outside seemed to breathe — in time with the night.

"It’s just a notebook..."

"Just a document. Paper. Ink."

But inside her, something was laughing — quiet, wrong.

And the silence, for the first time, felt alive.

At home, she shrugged off her coat, turned on the light — and immediately looked back at the door.

Locked it. Again.

Twice.

The chain.

She even wrapped the handle with a scarf — as if one more layer might hold it in place.
Like when she was a child — locking the door not because she feared people,
but because she feared... not people.
The apartment greeted her with silence.

Not the dead kind, like in the archive, but filled with small, familiar sounds:
the hum of the fridge, the creak of the radiator, the faint scraping of a window that never quite shut.
And then — a soft meow from the kitchen.

“Hi, Gryph,” Olena whispered, and something in her chest warmed, just for a moment.
The cat — black, fluffy, with amber-colored eyes — emerged, stretching like a lion waking from a daytime nap.
He didn’t come to her right away.

First, he froze, watching her.

Then — the backpack, slung over her shoulder.

His ears twitched. His fur lifted just slightly.

Only then did he approach, slowly, rubbing against her leg — as if unsure.
As if trying to confirm that she was the same one who had left earlier that day.
“It’s okay, Gryph. It’s okay...”

She crouched down, stroked his back. He purred, but not loudly — soft, like breath.

Olena knew he always sensed more than he saw.

She had taken him in two years ago — a kitten sitting on the steps of the library, refusing to leave.
An elderly professor walking by had smiled and said:
"That’s no ordinary cat, girl. That’s a night warden."

Since then, she had named him Gryph — a guardian of knowledge, of legends, and of sleep.

She set the backpack down on the floor. The cat looked at it again.

This time — intently.

He didn’t move.

Just stared, his tail swaying slowly back and forth like a pendulum.

“Don’t look at it like that... it’s just a notebook...” Olena whispered. But even to her, the words rang hollow.

She walked to the kitchen table, poured herself a glass of water.

Her hands trembled.

She returned to the living room.

The backpack lay where she left it.

The cat was beside it — but not touching.

Just sitting there, eyes fixed on the fabric, as if it were a window... and something on the other side had just moved.

Olena took a breath and forced herself forward. She knelt, unzipped the backpack, and pulled out the journal.

As she unpacked, she noticed:

the notebook no longer glowed.

It was cold.

Even though the apartment was warm.

The leather — dark, rough.

And... the cover was clean again.

No symbol.

No eye.

Only the faint pattern of a cracked surface.

Like claw marks.

But it was there. She had seen it.

I recorded it on my phone...

She pulled out her smartphone. Opened the gallery.

There was no photo.

Not a single one.

The camera hadn’t captured a thing.

The cat stepped back a few paces. And sat again.

But now — facing the journal.

As if placing himself between it and her.

Olena sank onto the couch, clutching the notebook to her chest.

Her eyes stung.

She didn’t know what she feared more — what had already happened...

or the fact that this was just the beginning.

Then she did the one thing she feared even from herself:

She opened the notebook again.

And on the first page — beneath Orlov’s original entry — a new line had appeared.
Fresh. Wet.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

“Now you are part of it.”


Kyiv. March 2021. Department of Military History. Basement level.
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Maksym Verba sat in silence, surrounded by shelves of archival files —
as if in a crypt that preserved not the dead, but the forgotten.
He liked it here.

No one asked questions.

No one touched.

No one stared into the eyes of a weary, silent man whose gaze always seemed to peer deeper than the day allowed.

The papers in front of him had yellowed evenly — to the edges, like old wounds.

Here, there was order, and that brought calm.

Every year had a number.

Every war — a start and end date.

Every death — a code.

Unlike real life.

Below, at his feet, lay Emma the dachshund — deep auburn, nose slightly tilted up,
with a gaze that was absurdly serious.
She was dozing, paws tucked beneath her.

But now and then she flinched, as if in sleep she were running, stumbling over something unseen, fleeing from something unspeakable.

Maksym glanced at her — not fondly, not like an owner — but almost as an equal.

The corner of his mouth twitched — not in a smile, but in the memory of something beyond words.

He had found her in 2014, when Sloviansk was still smoldering, and the silence between gunfights felt more dangerous than the shots themselves.

She had been just a tiny thing — a ball of fur whimpering beneath a shattered porch. The entire battalion walked past her. But he — stopped.

— Strange, — he’d thought then.

— he’s not running. Just watching.  — So he took her. Not as a pet — as a witness.
Later, she became something else too. A talisman.
At the positions, Emma was as vital as a thermal scope. Dogs, cats, even birds — they all sensed shelling before the radios did. But Emma had a special instinct. She never barked without reason. If she suddenly bolted for the dugout — everyone followed. No questions.
Once, her reaction saved five lives. Including his.
She was with him when he came back. She was there when he went weeks without a word.
When the world felt foreign, and people — unnecessary. Emma never asked, never pried.
She just stayed close.
Maksym didn’t remember why he chose a dachshund. Maybe because she was stubborn.
Maybe because her eyes never held pity — only attentiveness. Or maybe because they were the same breed: quiet, mistrustful, exhausted, but alive.
He was thirty-four.

Some days, it felt like twice that.

He’d been through the ATO, worked in intelligence, then in some “analytical units” at HQ — until one day, he stood up and said: Enough.

Now he studied history. Again. For the second time.

A master’s degree in the military faculty became his new rear line. And the archive — a trench where one could hide not from bullets, but from memory.

"People look for the future. I look for order in the past," he once said during an interview.
They let him stay.
Maybe because of the cold gaze.

Maybe because he knew far more than he ever said.

A case file lay on his desk:
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"Expeditions to the Western Territories. 1924–1926. Case No. 34/25."
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Maksym had been studying it for four days. There was something in it that didn’t fit.

Not the disappearances. Not the abandoned base. But the fact that no one had looked for answers.

It was as if everyone had simply sighed and erased it all under the label:
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"Irrelevant. Ideologically harmful."
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"What if the truth simply isn’t needed?" he thought.

"What if history is an instruction manual for the blind, not a mirror?"

Emma stood up and gave a short bark — quiet, not like a dog, but like someone trying to draw attention after sensing a shift in the air.

Maksym glanced at her again. She was staring at the archive door. Silence.

— What is it, Emma? Ghosts again? — he muttered, getting to his feet. He ran a hand along her back.

— Don’t worry. We’re used to shadows by now, aren’t we?

She didn’t answer, of course. But her tail stopped moving, and her eyes stayed locked on the dark edge of the doorway — as if someone, or something, was standing just beyond it.

Maksym hesitated. This wasn’t the first time. Something always shifted in the air when he dug through certain files. Especially the ones about the Carpathians. There, silence always felt... inhabited.

He stepped out of the archive room. Emma followed.

The floor was nearly empty — only the occasional click of shoes behind a department door, the scent of dust and old paper.

As Maksym passed lecture room 213, he saw the door was ajar. Still, he knocked — old habit. Like checking if a room was booby-trapped.

Inside, by the window, sat Professor Mykyta Stanislavovych — grey-haired, deeply lined, but with a sharp gaze and his trademark cigarette (always unlit — he just held it).

— Ah, Verba, come in. Sit down. I was just thinking about
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