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Hollow Deep: The Echo in the Dark Forest
Book 1







Prologue

A cold wind drifted across the high northern sky, nudging a lone cloud before it like the
memory of a severed dream. The moon hung full and sovereign above the land, silver and
unblinking, its light draping the wilderness in pale reverence.

Below, the world slumbered — a barren expanse of stone and forest, untouched by the
warmth of hearth or lamp. Granite peaks loomed in the distance, their crowns cloaked in snow,
ancient and impassive, spearing upward as if to pierce the vault of heaven itself.

Between the folds of those mountains, forests of pine and spruce brooded in silence,
interrupted only by a single thread of asphalt winding through their midst. A road — narrow,
unwitnessed, and utterly alone.

Along that serpentine path, three obsidian Jaguar X]Js flew like dark arrows loosed from a
bow. Their headlights carved through shadow; their engines purred low, disciplined, coiled with
purpose. No insignia marked them — only QR codes that caught the moonlight like corrupted
algorithms, black and white like relics of a law no longer written.

They did not swerve. They did not slow.

Whoever commanded those wheels had no time for hesitation. No margin for error.

An hour passed in whispers and wind. The road began to rise, curling toward the mountain’s
ribs like a ribbon around a blade. There, carved into the rust-colored stone, a tunnel yawned
open — black-mouthed, unlit, swallowing all light that dared approach.

The cars vanished into its depths without pause.

In a nearby tree, an owl screeched once, sharp as a blade on whetstone. Far across the wooded
slope, a black wolf raised its bloodied snout from fresh kill and answered with a single, guttural
howl. Then silence returned to claim the Ukrainian forest.

No trace remained. Only wind, and the patient stars above.
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Chapter 1: The Secret Cities

Before the screen. Before the files. Before the dark tide of memory and consequence that
would sweep across nations like winter's final breath—there had been the silence of 4 AM, and
the weight of truths that pressed against a man's soul like stones upon a grave.

Lars Ander lay in the suffocating embrace of a sleepless night, his body a prison of tension and
unspoken fears. The sheets beneath him were damp with the sweat of nightmares half-
remembered, visions that fled like shadows at the first touch of waking thought. Sleep—that
gentle refuge of ordinary men—had abandoned him to the company of his own restless mind.

The darkness around him was not empty. It breathed with the pulse of the city beyond his
windows, a living thing that fed on secrets and grew fat on the lies men told themselves when
dawn was still hours away. In that darkness, Lars felt the familiar weight of knowledge pressing
against his chest—knowledge that few men were meant to carry, and fewer still were strong
enough to bear.

He had learned, in his years of service to causes both noble and necessary, that truth was a
burden that grew heavier with each revelation. And tonight, the burden settled into his chest like
old lead, heavy with the weight of things that could not be unforgotten.

Without ceremony, without the ritual of complaint that lesser men might offer to the
uncaring night, Lars rose. The sheets fell away like shed skin, and he stood naked in the amber
glow that filtered through curtains drawn against a world that slept in blissful ignorance.

His apartment—third floor of a building that had seen better decades—was a fortress of
solitude. Cracked tiles spoke of neglect. Humming pipes whispered of lives lived in quiet
desperation. Through windows that needed cleaning, the city sprawled below like a circuit board
etched in light and shadow. It was the kind of place where rent devoured half a man's earnings
and neighbors practiced the sacred art of seeing nothing, hearing nothing, knowing nothing.

Perfect for a man whose work required invisibility. Perfect, too, for a man whose dreams had
begun featuring Marcus Holden's voice—not as it had been in life, patient and fatherly—but as it
might sound now, asking questions Lars wasn't ready to answer.

In the fluorescent-lit tomb of his bathroom, Lars performed the morning ritual that had
become as sacred as any prayer. The razor scraped against stubble with the precision of a
craftsman’s tool. The faucet sputtered its familiar complaint—a sound he had come to find oddly
comforting in its predictability. A spider, black as the secrets he carried, moved across the
mirror’s surface with the confidence of a creature that knew its place in the world's hidden order.

He left it undisturbed. There was room enough in this world for all manner of quiet
predators.

Breakfast was a simple communion: bread thick with orange marmalade—sweet enough to
mask the bitter taste that seemed to coat everything these days—and coffee that had forgotten its
origins but still carried the essential truth of caffeine. Outside, the sky hung like a promise of
punishment, pregnant with heat that would turn the city into a furnace before the sun reached its

zenith.
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The laptop's weather widget confirmed what his bones already knew: the display claimed 40
degrees Celsius, no wind, no mercy. But something was wrong with the weather. The heat
pulsed like an illusion, and by nightfall, it would snow. It had happened before, in years when the
world made no sense. Smog would settle over the city like a shroud, and by afternoon, the air
would shimmer with the weight of a million exhalations, a million small betrayals of the
atmosphere that sustained them all.

But that was hours away. For now, there was only the ritual of departure.

Lars dressed with the methodical precision of a soldier preparing for battle. Each piece of
clothing was armor against a world that had grown strange and dangerous in ways that most
people couldn't begin to imagine. Keys jingled once—a small sound that seemed to echo with the
weight of doors that, once opened, could never be closed again.

The stairwell descended into shadow, its concrete walls scarred with the graffiti of forgotten
rebellions and the phone numbers of services that promised salvation for the price of a call.
Flyers carpeted the floor like fallen leaves, each one a small lie designed to part fools from their
money.

In the tomb-like silence of the underground garage, his wine-red Audi A5 waited with the
patience of a faithful hound. The car was more than transportation—it was his chariot, his
sanctuary, his escape route should the need arise. And increasingly, Lars suspected that need
would come sooner than he wished.

The engine turned over with a purr that spoke of German engineering and careful
maintenance. As the radio flickered to life, a woman's voice began the day's recitation of disasters
in French so perfect it might have been crafted by angels. Wars in distant places. Markets rising
and falling like the breath of sleeping giants. Natural disasters that were anything but natural.

The litany of a world coming apart at the seams, read in tones so calm they might have been
discussing the weather.

The day had begun, as all days began in this new century—with lies wrapped in the
comfortable fiction of normalcy.

The Sanctum

The basement of Interpol’s General Secretariat in Lyon existed in perpetual twilight, a realm
where artificial light waged slow war against shadows thick enough to remember. Here, in the
bowels of an organization dedicated to international law enforcement, Lars Ander had carved
out his own small kingdom of investigation and obsession.

The screen before him glowed with the pale luminescence of a shrine, casting his face in
shifting patterns of blue and white. Around him, filing cabinets rose like monoliths, their metal
surfaces scarred with the accumulated patina of decades. Each drawer contained fragments of
truth—photographs, testimonies, reports that told stories no newspaper would ever print.

But it was the report on his screen that commanded his attention now, as it had for months.
Not because it was new—he had memorized every word, every implication, every terrible
possibility it suggested. But because today, something had shifted in the pattern. Today, the
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pieces of a vast and ancient puzzle had aligned themselves in a new configuration, one that made
his blood run cold with understanding.

The story began, as all such stories must, in the shadow of apocalypse.
The Lost Scientists

In the years before the Great Patriotic War—Dbefore Hitler's legions crossed the frontier and
the world learned the true meaning of industrial slaughter—the Soviet Union had begun
preparing for the end of everything. Not just the end of wars or governments, but the end of the
world as men understood it.

From the minds of planners who thought in terms of generations rather than election cycles, a
vision had emerged: cities that existed outside the normal order of things. Not mere towns or
settlements, but constructs of pure purpose, each one designed to serve the greater glory of the
State with single-minded devotion.

They called them naukograds—Science Cities—though the name was a pale shadow of what
they truly represented. These were sanctuaries for the brightest minds the Union could produce,
fortress-monasteries where knowledge was both worshipped and weaponized.

The cities rose in the deep places of the earth, far from prying eyes and foreign satellites. Some
nestled in the folds of the Ural Mountains, others claimed territories in the endless expanse of
Siberia where winter ruled for eight months of the year and summer was merely a brief
negotiation with spring. One was built in the Carpathians.

Akademgorodoks for pure research, where mathematicians and physicists pursued truth with
the fervor of medieval monks copying scripture. Sealed citadels for weapons development, where
engineers labored to birth new forms of death with the dedication of artists perfecting their craft.

These places had no true names—only postal codes and numbers that appeared on no public
map. Mailbox 28. City 402. Designations that meant everything to those who lived behind the
wire, and nothing to the world beyond.

Within their boundaries, a different order of reality prevailed. Marriage was not a matter of
love but of genetic compatibility and shared expertise. Children learned mathematics before they
learned to question, and questioning itself was a skill reserved for approved subjects. The streets
were paved with silence, and loyalty was the only currency that mattered.

And yet—miracle of miracles—they flourished.

Behind barbed wire and guard towers, behind clearance levels and security protocols that
would have impressed the pharaohs, human life adapted and thrived. Concert halls echoed with
music that stirred the soul. Cinemas showed films that explored the human condition within
carefully defined parameters. Theaters presented plays that asked the right questions and
provided the approved answers.

The shops—blessed paradox—were better stocked than those in Moscow itself. The schools
produced minds sharp enough to split atoms and hearts loyal enough to die for abstractions.
Culture bloomed in the shadows, tended by hands that understood both its power and its proper
place in the greater design.
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For fifty years, this hidden archipelago of human ingenuity served its purpose with
mechanical precision. Scientists married scientists and produced children who would themselves
serve science. Knowledge flowed inward to the centers of power, and resources flowed outward
to sustain the enclaves of genius.

It was, in its own terrible way, a form of perfection.

Then came 1991, and the world learned that perfection, like all human constructs, was

ultimately fragile.

The Collapse

The dissolution of the Soviet Union was not a collapse—it was an implosion. One moment,
the most extensive empire in human history stretched across eleven time zones, its authority
absolute and unquestioned. The next, it simply... wasn't.

The stroke of a pen. The lowering of a flag. The end of everything.

But endings, Lars had learned, were never as clean as they appeared. When a system as vast
and complex as the Soviet state died, it left behind organs that continued to function even after
the body had ceased to breathe. Neural pathways that still carried signals to limbs that no longer
existed. Reflexes that persisted long after conscious control had ended.

In the secret cities, three million people woke up one morning to discover that the state they
had served with absolute devotion had become a memory overnight. The budgets that had
sustained their work—vanished. The leadership that had given their lives meaning—disbanded.
The very reason for their existence—erased by political expedience and economic necessity.

They were, quite literally, citizens of the spaces between maps.

The aftermath was predictable in its horror. Research facilities that had hummed with activity
for decades fell silent. Laboratories worth billions of rubles were stripped bare by opportunists
who understood the value of sophisticated equipment but nothing of the knowledge required to
use it. Libraries containing the accumulated wisdom of the world's most brilliant minds were left
to molder in buildings where the heat had been turned off to save money that no longer existed.

Some cities were simply erased. Not abandoned—erased. The KGB, in its final spasm of
institutional paranoia, burned records and eliminated evidence with the thoroughness of an
organization that had spent seventy years perfecting the art of making things disappear. Ghost
cities vanished into permafrost, their locations becoming mysteries that would puzzle historians
for generations.

The people—ah, the people were the true tragedy.

Physicists who had spent their lives unlocking the secrets of the atom found themselves
unemployed in a world that no longer valued abstract knowledge. Chemists who had created
compounds that could change the course of wars discovered that peacetime had little use for their
particular expertise. Engineers who had designed systems capable of destroying civilizations

learned that building civilizations required entirely different skills.
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They scattered like seeds on barren ground. Some died—suicide, despair, the simple inability
to adapt to a world that operated by rules they had never been taught. Others fled—to the West,
to Israel, to anywhere that would accept refugees from a country that no longer existed.

But many simply vanished.

Not died. Not fled. Vanished.

And with them went knowledge that lived in the spaces between what was recorded and what
was remembered. Secrets that had been bought with the lives of millions. Technologies that
could reshape the world or end it, depending on whose hands held the controls.

Into the vacuum left by imperial collapse, other forces moved with the patience of predators
who understood that chaos was merely opportunity wearing a mask of disaster. These were not
mere scavengers picking through empire's bones—they were inheritors of something far older,
architects working from blueprints that predated the Soviet Union by millennia. As if they had

been building not for this century, but for one long buried beneath history's accepted layers.
The Inheritance

Lars scrolled through satellite images that told stories in shadows and empty spaces. Shipping
manifests that didn't quite add up. Financial records that pointed to transactions between entities
that officially didn't exist.

The pattern was there, hidden in plain sight like a constellation that only became visible when
you knew which stars to connect.

Someone had been preparing for the Soviet Union's collapse long before it happened.
Someone with resources, connections, and most importantly, patience. While the world
celebrated the end of the Cold War while wolves gathered in the spaces where empires die,
shadowy figures had been quietly collecting the pieces of a shattered empire.

Not all the pieces. Not the obvious ones that would attract attention. But the important ones.
The dangerous ones. The ones that could be rebuilt into something new and terrible in the hands
of those who understood their true value.

Weapons were easy to track. Money was harder but still possible. But knowledge—
knowledge was the ultimate prize, and the most difficult to monitor. Especially knowledge that
seemed to connect to infrastructure projects that defied conventional understanding. Tunnels
that ran too deep. Facilities that required power grids designed for purposes no one could
adequately explain. Construction that followed patterns reminiscent of much older architectural
principles—as if someone were working from templates that belonged to a different age of the
world entirely.

Hundreds of thousands of scientists, engineers, and technicians had simply disappeared from
official records. Some had died, certainly. Others had been absorbed by legitimate organizations.
But far too many had vanished without a trace, as if the earth had simply swallowed them whole.

Except the earth hadn't swallowed them. Someone else had.

The clues were scattered across decades and continents. A shipment of "agricultural
equipment" that required radiation shielding. A pharmaceutical company in Eastern Europe that
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employed an unusual number of former weapons researchers. Shell corporations that existed just
long enough to purchase specific types of real estate before dissolving into paper trails that led
nowhere.

And always, like a signature left by an artist proud of his work, the same name appeared in the
margins of the story: Weiss Industries.

Not a company in any conventional sense. More like a philosophy made manifest, a way of
thinking about the world that transcended national boundaries and political systems. An
inheritance passed down through generations of people who understood that true power came
not from controlling governments, but from controlling the forces that shaped governments.

They had been patient. They had been careful. And they had been very, very successful.

Lars leaned back in his chair, feeling the weight of understanding settle on his shoulders like a
mantle he had never asked to wear. The coffee in his mug had grown cold, but he drank it
anyway, tasting the bitterness that seemed to coat everything connected to this investigation.

He had learned to carry burdens—it was the price of his profession. But this one was
different. Personal. It had begun three years ago with the death of Marcus Holden, his former
partner and the closest thing to a father he'd ever known. Marcus had been tracking similar
patterns when he'd died in what the Prague police had called a robbery gone wrong. Except
Marcus had been carrying no money, and the only thing taken from his hotel room had been his
research files.

The last message Marcus had sent him had been a single word: "Weiss."

Outside, Lyon was waking up to another day of comfortable illusions. Above, the city
blinked awake in the theater of daylight. Below, truth stirred in its crypt. Traffic would flow
along predetermined routes. Markets would open and close according to ancient rhythms.
People would go about their lives secure in the belief that the world was fundamentally
comprehensible, that cause and effect operated according to rules they understood.

But here, in the fluorescent twilight of a basement office, Lars Ander stared at evidence of
something that challenged those comfortable assumptions. Something that had been growing in
the dark spaces between nations, feeding on the chaos that followed the collapse of the old order.

Something that was almost ready to emerge into the light.

And when it did, the world would learn that the space between one truth ending and another
beginning was where the real power had always lived.

The screen pulsed once—not with the soft glow of routine data, but with the harsh white
flash that meant someone had used the emergency protocol Marcus had taught him years ago.
The protocol that was supposed to be used only when the dead needed to speak to the living.

If he chose to open it, there would be no going back. The weight of knowledge he already
carried would become heavier still; and the choices before him would narrow to a single path that
led into darkness.

Lars Ander looked at the blinking icon for a long moment, tasting the bitterness of coffee and
the salt of his own mortality. Then, with the steady hand of a man who had chosen his fate long
ago, he clicked on the file.
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The screen flickered once, then displayed a single photograph. Deep underground, in a
chamber that predated any human civilization he knew of, machinery hummed with patient
purpose. Ancient symbols covered walls that had been carved from living rock, arranged in
patterns that seemed to radiate from a central point like threads in a web.

And in the center of it all, a figure in a dark suit stood with his back to the camera.

Even in silhouette, Lars recognized the posture—not the bearing of a man who commanded
rather than obeyed, but something older. The stance of a thing that had been there when the
concepts of power and submission were first carved into the world's sleeping mind.

The photograph was timestamped three minutes ago. Eric Weiss was awake.

22



Chapter 2: The Red Harpy

In the jagged peaks of Chechnya, where ancient gods once walked and empires came to feed
the carrion birds, the Boeviki whispered a name that carried the weight of prophecy: Shaitan-
Arba — Satan’s Chariot. But they understood only half the truth. The Mil Mi-24 was not Satan’s
chariot—it was his bride, and Alexandra Rohling was the priestess who had taught machine and
devil to dance as one.

The Russians knew it by another name, one that spoke to its armored reality: Letayushiy
Tank — the Flying Tank. But they understood only its titanium skin and steel bones, its
reinforced rotors that could slice through mountain air like the wings of some primordial beast.
They could not see what the Chechen fighters saw in their fever dreams: that this was no mere
weapon, but a harbinger of an age where the old certainties would crumble like sand.

Colonel Alexandra Rohling had bonded with that beast as shamans of old had bonded with
their spirit animals. In the cockpit of her gunship, she felt the pulse of its engines as her own
heartbeat, the vibration of its rotors as the rhythm of her breath. She had flown it through
valleys where Mongol hordes had swept down from the steppes, over forests that had witnessed
the fall of the Tsars and the rise of the Soviets. And in those moments, suspended in the space
between earth and sky, she understood something the strategists in Moscow never could: that
war was not about ideology or territory, but about the eternal dance between predator and prey.

The Wheel of Death — her signature maneuver — was more than mere tactics. Six gunships
circling wide like ravens around carrion, ensuring that at least one was always pouring judgment
into the target zone. The Chechen fighters, brave but lightly armed, never stood a chance, but
that was not the point. The point was the message written in smoke and thunder: that some
forces of nature could not be reasoned with, only survived or submitted to.

She remembered the first time she had felt it — that moment when the machine became
extension of will, when flesh and metal merged into something greater than either. The controls
had seemed to melt beneath her fingers, the targeting systems responding to thought rather than
touch. In that instant, she had understood why the ancients had worshipped war gods. Because
war was transformation, and transformation was sacred.

In their whispered prayers and desperate legends, the Boeviki named her Kirmizi Harpialar
— The Red Harpy who rode the iron winds of judgment. It was not her politics they feared, for
politics were the concerns of mortal men, and she had transcended such limitations. It was the
color of her auburn hair, long and wild when released from its military restraint, flowing like
liquid fire in the downdraft of her rotors. Her eyes — sharp green flecked with gold like ancient
coins — held the cold patience of a huntress who had never known defeat. Blood-red nails like
painted talons and skin pale as Siberian bone completed the image: beautiful as a blade, dangerous
as winter itself.

The first time she had killed — truly killed, not in the antiseptic distance of aerial combat but
face to face with a wounded fighter who had begged for mercy in broken Russian — she had felt
something crack open inside her chest. Not her heart breaking, but her chrysalis splitting. What
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crawled out was not the woman who had entered that ruined building, but something that had
been waiting inside her all along. Something with sharper teeth and cleaner hungers.

She was not a protector or an avenger. She was a force of nature wearing human skin.

Sometimes, in moments of perfect stillness, she could still hear them — the phantom rotors of
every helicopter she had ever flown, beating in perfect synchronization with her pulse. The
sound of her own becoming.

When the chaos of post-Soviet Russia gave way to Putin's iron grip, Alexandra saw the
writing on the wall. The new order had no place for independent operators like her — only loyal
servants of the state. She turned her back on the emerging power structure and took her skills —
and her most loyal pack — into the shadows of the private sector.

In 2002, along with a handful of veterans who had shared her baptism of fire in Chechnya, she
formed Black Guard. Not mere soldiers for hire, but something evolution had been building
toward—predators who understood that the only honest currency was blood.

Sometimes, in the quiet hours before dawn, she wondered if this was what she had been meant
to become all along. If the war had simply stripped away the lies she had told herself about duty
and honor, revealing the truth beneath: that she was most alive when death flowed through her
like a sacrament, most free when others cowered in her shadow.

Their first contracts took them to the oil fields of Nigeria, where President Obasanjo's
administration became more than a client — they became patrons who understood the old ways
of power. Through these connections, Alexandra made contact with British investors whose
money carried the weight of centuries, men who spoke of portfolios the way her ancestors might
have spoken of bloodlines. The petrodollars flowed like a black river, and Black Guard evolved
from pack into something that nations feared to name.

By 2006, they had expanded into Latin America, where oil conglomerates hired them to
protect corporate interests from indigenous resistance that still remembered when the land had
been sacred. Entire villages were bulldozed to make way for drills and pipelines and helipads —
the altars of a new age of worship. Alexandra watched it all with the same cold interest she had
once reserved for targeting coordinates. This was evolution in action: the strong consuming the
weak, the future devouring the past.

She told herself it was just business, but late at night, when the helicopters were silent and the
camp was asleep, she sometimes heard the voices of the displaced in the wind. Not guilt — she
had burned that weakness out of herself long ago — but something like recognition. They were
all just playing their parts in a story that had been written before any of them were born.

Between contracts, she made pilgrimages to Pyongyang, advising North Korea's elite fighter
pilots on advanced aerial tactics. It was a nod to her old Communist roots, but also something
deeper — a recognition that ideology was just another weapon to be wielded by those who
understood its true nature. Every job brought more gold, more reach, more power. And with
every victory, Black Guard evolved from mercenary company into something unprecedented: a
modern Foreign Legion that answered to no flag save the one printed on currency.

Their base of operations in South Ossetia became more than a training facility — it became a

temple of modern warfare, established in 2012 after the region's disputed status provided the
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perfect cover for their operations. Here, over 45,000 soldiers, private guards, and law
enforcement operatives underwent their own transformations each year. Alexandra had built
something that rivaled anything NATO possessed, but served the god of purchased loyalty and
paid-for blood.

This was her true legacy, she knew. Not the villages she had helped destroy or the insurgents
she had killed, but this: proof that the old ways of power still worked in a new world. That
civilization was just the space between one hunting season and the next.

Alexandra understood now that she had not built Black Guard—she had inherited it from the
part of herself that had always known how to Kkill. Just as some empires were not founded but
simply given form by those who understood that power was a river that changed course but
never stopped flowing.

Then, on a morning when the mountain air carried the scent of coming snow, Alexandra
received a letter. Hand-delivered by a courier who vanished like smoke before she could question
him. No return address, no electronic trace — in an age of digital surveillance, it was as
anachronistic as a message in a bottle.

The paper felt ancient beneath her fingers, though the words were printed in modern ink:

A yearly tribute of 500 kilograms of gold will be awarded to your company if you accept a private
security contract with Weiss Industries. If interested, present yourself and your senior officers on
October 2 1st near Komsomolsk, Khabarovsk Krai. You will be collected.

No name. No signature. Only a seal pressed into black wax — a stylized ouroboros, the
ancient serpent devouring its own tail. The Ouroboros was not decoration—it was diagnosis.
The serpent that devoured its own tail, endlessly feeding on itself to maintain its existence. Like
the wars that birthed new wars. Like the empires that consumed their predecessors. Like
Alexandra herself, who had fed on her own innocence until only the predator remained.

She stared at that seal for a long time, feeling something stir in the depths of her memory. Not
recognition, exactly, but the same instinct that had kept her alive through a hundred battles. The
sense that she was looking at something far older and more dangerous than it appeared.

Alexandra had heard the whispers, as anyone in her world had. Weiss Industries was a name
spoken in certain circles with the same reverence once reserved for kings and gods. To some, it
was merely a hedge fund established in 1948 with old European ties — a discreet player in oil,
tech, and arms dealing. Others swore it was something far more dangerous: the latest incarnation
of networks that had never officially existed, shadow structures that had guided the rise and fall of
empires since men first learned to write.

The rumors were legion and contradictory: that Heinrich Weiss had bought half of Venice for
a single afternoon to settle a debt. That he had personally facilitated both the Manhattan Project
and its Soviet mirror, playing all sides with the casual indifference of someone who understood
that nations were merely temporary constructs. That the company owned patents for
technologies never released, weapons never deployed, knowledge inherited rather than

discovered.
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But the strangest whispers were also the oldest: of gold caravans that had vanished in the
wastes of Nubia, their treasure flowing into coffers that predated Rome. Of scrolls from the
Library of Alexandria, smuggled into private vaults while the rest burned. Of ziggurats in
Babylon whose priest-kings had traded in more than grain and gold.

Of networks — not families, but something deeper — that had simply been there, always.
Banking houses rose and fell. Empires crumbled into dust. But the true power structures
endured, passed down through bloodlines that remembered when the world was young and gods
walked openly among men. The Ouroboros was not their symbol — it was their truth, an
endless cycle of influence coiled around the throat of civilization itself.

The smart money said it was all mythology, the kind of stories that grew around any
organization with enough power and secrecy. But Alexandra had learned to trust her instincts,
and her instincts whispered that some mythologies were simply truths wearing ancient masks.
Heinrich Weiss had not built an empire — he had inherited one, and in 1948 his grandson Eric
Weiss had simply given it a modern face.

Alexandra Rohling did not believe in fairy tales. She believed in gold, and contracts, and the
weight of a trigger beneath her finger. But five hundred kilograms of gold was no fairy tale — it
was a fortune that could fund a small war, or buy the silence of governments, or transform Black
Guard from mercenary company into something that could reshape the world.

And perhaps that was exactly what someone wanted.

She packed her weapons with the same ritual precision she had once used to prepare for
combat missions. Into the case went her sidearm — a custom Stechkin that had never failed her
— along with enough ammunition to fight her way out of whatever trap might be waiting. Her
combat knife, honed to an edge that could split silk. And finally, carefully wrapped in black silk,
a single Mi-24 rotor blade fragment — a piece of her old mount, kept as both talisman and
reminder.

Janos and Boja, her two most trusted senior officers, asked no questions when she summoned
them. They never had. In the decades since Chechnya, they had followed her from one war to
another, bound by something deeper than mere loyalty. They were pack, and she was alpha, and
that was a law older than any government or constitution.

As their transport lifted off from the Ossetian base, Alexandra watched the mountains fall
away beneath them and wondered if she was flying toward her destiny or her doom. In her
experience, the two were often indistinguishable.

The Ouroboros seal lay in her breast pocket, its wax still soft against her skin, as if the ancient
serpent were feeding on her warmth. And for the first time since Chechnya, Alexandra Rohling
telt something she had almost forgotten: the electric anticipation of meeting an apex predator
that might be her equal.

The coordinates led not to Komsomolsk, but to a place that existed in the spaces between
maps—a place where the old agreements between earth and sky had been renegotiated by hands

that remembered when both were young.
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Behind them, Black Guard's empire continued its operations, forty-five thousand soldiers
training in the arts of modern warfare. Ahead lay mysteries that might finally be worthy of her
attention.

But for now, suspended in the space between one war and the next, where all possibilities
remained open and the future belonged to whoever was strong enough to claim it, Alexandra

Rohling was exactly where she belonged.
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Chapter 3: The Arrival

The night sky wept frozen tears as the unmarked Gulfstream descended through clouds black
as a raven's wing. Alexandra Rohling felt the change in pressure not merely in her ears, but in her
bones—a thrumming that spoke of crossing invisible boundaries, of stepping from the world of
daylight into realms where different laws held sway.

The aircraft touched down with preternatural silence upon a runway that gleamed like black
glass beneath the moon's pale eye. No ordinary airstrip, this—the very stones seemed to drink in
light rather than reflect it, and the air itself tasted of copper and ozone, as if lightning had recently
kissed the earth. This was Ukraine, but not the Ukraine of maps and borders. This was a place
where the veil between worlds grew thin.

She emerged first into the winter night, her breath forming dragon-smoke in air so sharp it
might have been forged in the depths of winter itself. The cold was not merely temperature—it
was presence, pressing against her with fingers of ice that sought the warmth of her life-force.
Janos and Boja flanked her like loyal hounds, their hands never straying far from steel, their eyes
scanning shadows that seemed to move independently of any earthly wind.

Twenty years of warfare had taught Alexandra to trust her instincts above all else. And now
those instincts whispered warnings in languages she did not recognize, speaking of thresholds
crossed and prices yet to be paid.

For a moment—no more—Alexandra wished she hadn't brought her men. But it was too
late. The mountain had taken their names.

Then came the lights—twin stars piercing the veil of night, growing larger as they
approached. Not the warm yellow of honest flame, but the cold white of creatures that hunted in
the deep places of the world.

The convoy that arrived moved with the fluid grace of hunting wolves. Three vehicles, each
black as midnight's heart, their engines purring with barely contained power. The lead car's
doors opened without sound, as if the metal itself had been taught to whisper rather than speak.

"We serve Herr Weiss," came a voice like grinding millstones. "We will bear you to him."

The speaker emerged from shadows as if born from them—an albino whose skin held the
translucent quality of ice over deep water. His eyes were pools of moonlight, devoid of all
warmth, all humanity. Beside him stood another figure, Aryan in features but carrying himself
with the stillness of a serpent preparing to strike. Dark glasses hid his gaze despite the night's
embrace, and upon his neck coiled a tattooed serpent that seemed to writhe with its own
malevolent life.

What manner of men are these? Alexandra wondered, though her warrior's mind already
suspected the answer. They wore the shapes of men as wolves might wear sheep's clothing.
Whatever Weiss had done to create them—whatever process had stripped away their humanity
and polished them into these perfect, terrible instruments—it spoke of powers that dwelt in

shadows older than recorded history.
~%o
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The road stretched before them like a wound carved through the living forest. Ancient trees
pressed close on either side, their branches forming a canopy so thick that even starlight seemed
unable to penetrate its depths. Here was forest primeval, forest that remembered when the world
was young and different powers walked between the trees.

For hours they traveled in silence so complete it seemed a living thing. The very air within the
vehicle grew thick with unspoken menace. Alexandra found herself studying their escorts with
the eye of one who had faced death in a dozen forms. Neither breathed in any rhythm she could
detect. Neither blinked, though their eyes tracked movement with predatory precision. When
they moved—to adjust their position or touch some hidden control—it was with a fluidity that
spoke of joints that bent in ways no human anatomy should allow.

She had commanded soldiers who killed without conscience, had dropped death from the sky
upon villages filled with the innocent. But this was different. This was the feel of standing at the
edge of an abyss and realizing that something vast and hungry dwelt in its depths, something that
had noticed her presence.

The albino's voice, when it finally came, was like the sound of wind through empty tombs:
"Peklo-6 lies ahead. Five kilometers beyond the Threshold."

Peklo. The old Slavic word for hell itself. How fitting that Weiss would name his fortress after
the realm of the damned.

The forest fell away as if sheared by some cosmic blade, and before them rose a mountain that
dwarfed the very sky. Not merely stone and earth, but something that felt carved by powers
beyond mortal understanding. At its base yawned a tunnel mouth—not hewn by honest tools,
but seemingly grown from the living rock like some great maw waiting to devour the unwary.

"There is no exit on the far side," Alexandra observed, her voice steady despite the ice forming
in her veins.

The serpent-bearer turned toward her, and for one terrible moment she glimpsed something
behind those dark lenses—eyes that held depths no human gaze should possess. "No," he said, his
smile too wide, revealing teeth filed to predatory points. "There is no need for one."

We enter the belly of the beast, she thought, and there is no returning unchanged.
~¥

The tunnel swallowed them as a leviathan might swallow ships. Behind them, with a sound
like the breaking of the world, massive steel doors ground shut—not merely closing, but sealing
them within. The very air seemed to thicken, pressing down with the weight of mountain and
shadow combined.

Peklo-6 was not a fortress. It was a web. And they had walked willingly into its hunger.

Deep within the bowels of the earth, they came to the first checkpoint—a place where red
light pulsed like the heartbeat of some subterranean god. Hydraulics hissed with the breathing of
mechanical dragons, and doors opened in perfect unison, revealing a chamber lined with sensors
that would catalog every aspect of their mortal frames.

"Biometric verification," the albino intoned, though his voice carried undertones that
suggested ritual rather than mere security. "Step forth and be known."
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As they emerged from the vehicles, Alexandra felt the weight of invisible eyes upon them.
Cameras, certainly, but something more—a presence that seemed to peer into their very souls,
weighing and measuring them against some cosmic balance. The mountain itself seemed alive, a
vast organism that had swallowed them whole and now sought to digest their essence.

Boja growled as his boots touched the stone floor, the sound echoing in the chamber like the
warning of some primordial beast. "I hunger," he rumbled, his voice carrying the patience of
granite and the menace of an avalanche. "If they test us much longer, I may feast upon our
escorts."

Janos said nothing, but his blade sang between his fingers—a whisper of steel that spoke of
death made manifest. His pale eyes never left their inhuman guides, and in their depths flickered
something that might have been recognition. He had always been able to see through veils that
blinded other men.

These were soldiers, warriors forged in the crucible of countless battles. They had followed
Alexandra through jungles where ancient gods still walked, across deserts where the sand itself
thirsted for blood, into cities where civilization had collapsed and only the strong survived. Yet
here, in this place that reeked of sulfur and ambition, they felt the stirring of something deeper
than professional wariness.

They felt prey instincts awakening—the knowledge that they had entered the domain of an

apex predator.
~%*o

When the great doors sealed behind them with the finality of a tomb, Alexandra felt the very
air change. They were inside now, inside something that pulsed with its own dark life. The
tunnel stretched ahead, descending into depths that seemed to have no end, lit by lights that gave
no warmth.

Security was no mere precaution here—it was sacrament. Turrets tracked their passage with
the patience of mechanical angels, their barrels capable of reducing flesh and bone to component
atoms in heartbeats. She recognized the weapons: Russian AK-630 autocannons, each one a
hymn to destruction written in steel and fire. The very walls wept with defensive systems, and
the air itself could be turned to poison at a moment's notice.

Novichok, she thought, recognizing the ventilation patterns. He could flood these tunnels
with death itself, and we would never know until we drew our last breath.

The convoy moved deeper, following passages that curved like the chambers of some great
shell. For a heartbeat, she thought she heard phantom rotors in the distance — not in the air, but
in her blood. The war-beast inside her was stirring.

And then, as if emerging from the throat of creation itself, they entered the heart of Peklo-6.

It was a city—but not as mortal architects might build. This was a city carved from the bones
of the earth itself, a vast cavern that stretched beyond the reach of any light save those that
burned with artificial suns. Monorails snaked through the air like metal serpents, carrying cargo
and passengers between levels that rose in terraced tiers toward the mountain's crown.

Workers moved through the passages like ants in their colony, dressed in orange jumpsuits

that marked them as surely as brands. Scientists in white coats hurried between laboratories that
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hummed with energies that made the hair on Alexandra’s arms stand on end. Soldiers—if they
were still soldiers—marched in perfect formation, their faces hidden behind masks that reflected
no light.

This was industry, but industry with purpose that transcended mere profit. This was the
forging of something that would reshape the world itself.

"A full battalion," Alexandra murmured, her voice barely audible above the mechanical
symphony that surrounded them. "A ghost legion, bred in darkness."

Boja grunted his acknowledgment, his eyes cataloging weapons and weaknesses with
professional efficiency. "And we are to be part of this."

Janos twirled his blade, the steel catching light that seemed reluctant to touch it. "If the coin is
good," he said, but his voice carried doubt for the first time in their long partnership.

There was something in this place that went beyond mere mercenary contracts. This was
covenant, binding and terrible in its scope. They had entered the service of something that dwelt
in the spaces between what was known and what was feared, something that had looked upon the
world and found it wanting.

The convoy climbed through levels that defied earthly architecture, past chambers where
things that might once have been human labored at tasks that no textbook had ever described.
The air grew thicker, charged with potential that made their teeth ache and their vision blur at
the edges.

"The penthouse," their albino guide announced as they approached a final checkpoint. "The
domain of Herr Weiss himself."

And in the depths of the mountain, generators hummed with the rhythm of a mechanical
heart, pumping life into this realm of shadow and ambition. Far above, elevators crawled toward
the summit like prayers seeking heaven, carrying those who would serve the master of this
underworld domain.

Alexandra closed her eyes and felt the weight of destiny settling upon her shoulders like a
mantle of lead. They had crossed the threshold now, passed beyond the point where retreat
remained possible.

The summit awaited. And somewhere above, Eric Weiss was ready to collect what he had
purchased.

We are no longer our own, she thought, and the truth of it rang in her bones like the tolling of
funeral bells.

And yet, buried deep beneath the iron layers of command and obedience, something inside
Alexandra — something sharp and coiled — refused to bow.

She adjusted her coat, feeling the rotor blade fragment against her ribs. Whatever lay beyond
that door, she would face it as she always had — not as servant or supplicant. But as herself.
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Chapter 4: The Pact

The Light preserve them, but this felt like walking into the very heart of shadow.

Alexandra's breath misted in the cold air as they passed through the second checkpoint, the
biometric scanner’s red light painting her face in bloody hues. The iris scanner that followed
seemed to peer not merely into her eye, but into the depths of her soul itself. She had
commanded men in the crucible of war, had stared down death on a dozen battlefields, yet
something about this place—this ascent into whatever domain awaited—set her teeth on edge in
ways that mere mortality never could.

The elevator climbed in silence that seemed to stretch beyond the boundaries of time itself—
ascending not merely through floors, but through the very heart of the mountain that concealed
an entire civilization beneath its stone embrace. Minutes passed like hours as they rose from the
hidden city carved into living rock, past levels upon levels of chambers and corridors where an
empire operated in absolute secrecy, finally breaching the mountain’s crown to emerge into the
realm of daylight itself.

Alexandra found herself thinking of her grandmother's tales—stories of the old blood, of
things that walked in shadows between the world of men and the realm of nightmares. Foolish
fancies, she had always thought. Now, suspended in this metal coffin ascending from the buried
city toward whatever domain waited above, those childhood warnings whispered at the edges of
her consciousness like autumn leaves scraping against a tomb.

Beside her, Boja shifted restlessly, his weathered face drawn tight with an unease that had
nothing to do with military protocol. Janos stood motionless as carved stone, but Alexandra
could see the tension in the set of his shoulders, the way his hand drifted unconsciously toward
where his sidearm would rest. These were men who had followed her through the furnace of
combat, who had never known fear to master them. Yet here, in this ascending chamber,
something primal stirred in their blood—some ancestral memory of prey recognizing predator.

The elevator doors parted with a sound like the last breath of the dying.

Before them stretched a corridor that belonged to a world where perfection had been distilled
into its purest essence. The floors were polished obsidian, so flawlessly black they created mirrors
that reflected not merely light, but seemed to capture the very souls of those who walked upon
them. Every surface gleamed with surgical precision—not a mote of dust, not a fingerprint, not
the slightest imperfection to mar the absolute order that reigned here. The fluorescent lights cast
their illumination in geometric patterns of mathematical purity, and Alexandra understood that
this was not mere cleanliness, but control made manifest in steel and stone.

Each step rang with crystalline clarity in the sterile air, and she felt as though she walked
through the mind of some vast predator—everything ordered, everything calculated, everything
bent to a singular, implacable will.

At the corridor's end, a single door of burnished steel stood open with the geometric precision
of a blade's edge. Beyond lay a chamber that redefined the very concept of dominion—{loor-to-
ceiling windows of flawless glass revealed not the artificial lights of the buried city below, but the
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natural world beyond the mountain's face. Daylight streamed through those perfect panes,
illuminating furniture of stark modern lines with the golden radiance of the sun itself. This was
the crown of a hidden empire, the only structure that dared to break the mountain's surface,
where some power beyond mortal comprehension had claimed both the depths and the heights
as his domain.

The room was woven in patterns of light and shadow, each piece of furniture positioned with
the precision of a web designed to catch more than flies. Perfect. Sterile. Absolute.

Then he stepped forward, and all other thoughts fled like sparrows before the storm.

He moved with the fluid grace of shadow given form, and Alexandra understood in that
moment why her grandmother had whispered of the old blood in tones reserved for prayer and
terror. This was no mere man who stood before them, though he wore mortality's mask with
practiced ease. His hair caught the light like spun gold, cropped short in military fashion, yet
somehow timeless. His eyes—Light preserve her, his eyes—were the color of arctic winter,
holding depths that spoke of eons rather than years.

The suit he wore was cut with perfection that transcended mere tailoring, black as a moonless
night, fitted to a frame that radiated controlled power. His face might have been carved by
masters of the ancient world—beautiful as fallen angels were beautiful, terrible in its perfection.

"It pleases me greatly to make your acquaintance at last," he said, and his voice carried the
weight of ages, cultured tones that had known the courts of forgotten empires. "I am Eric Weiss.
Those who serve in my shadow know me as Herr Weiss, yet to you, Colonel, I would be simply
Eric."

He crossed the chamber with steps that made no sound on the pristine floor, moving through
his domain of perfect order like the ultimate expression of calculated power. When he took
Alexandra's hand and bent to kiss it with courtly grace, she felt a shock run through her very
bones—not merely the touch of flesh upon flesh, but the recognition of something that had
evolved beyond mere humanity into something that embodied control itself.

Power, her mind whispered. Power beyond the ken of mortal men.

Behind her, she sensed rather than saw her men freeze—Boja's perpetual growl dying in his
throat, Janos's blade-hand going slack. The very air seemed to thicken, as though they stood at
the bottom of some vast, invisible ocean. Alexandra herself fought to maintain her composure,
drawing upon every lesson learned in the crucible of command. She had faced warlords drunk on
their own legend, politicians who wore authority like armor, generals who commanded with the
certainty of gods. Yet this—this was different.

This was like standing before the perfect predator—beautiful, terrible, and utterly without
mercy, surrounded by the sterile perfection that spoke of a mind that tolerated no chaos, no
imperfection, no element beyond its absolute dominion.

Eric's smile widened, and she saw knowledge there—ancient, terrible knowledge that had
witnessed the rise and fall of civilizations.

"Your will does you honor," he said, his voice touched with what might have been approval.
"Most who enter my presence find themselves overcome by the weight of what I am. You stand

firm. This speaks well of your strength."
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With fluid motion that belonged more to dream than waking world, he raised his hand. From
his fingertips extended claws of impossible darkness—not mere bone or keratin, but shadow
made manifest, curved like crescent moons and sharp as the edge of night itself.

Instinct, honed by years of warfare, blazed through Alexandra’s mind like lightning.

She stepped inward, her body moving with the trained precision of countless hours spent in
the martial disciplines. Her lead foot found perfect purchase as she aligned her center with his,
executing the te-gatana block with textbook perfection—forearms striking upward and inward
to redirect his clawed strike above her shoulder. It was a technique meant to intercept death itself,
and she had practiced it until it lived in her very bones.

Her off-hand sought control of his elbow even as her knee drove upward toward his groin,
every movement flowing like water finding its course. Yet his palm met her ascending leg with
casual ease, stopping her attack as effortlessly as one might catch a falling leaf.

They froze thus—warrior and whatever lay beyond mortality’s veil, locked in a tableau that
spoke of violence barely contained.

Then he stepped back, and his composure remained unbroken as still water.

"Excellent," he said, and now his approval carried the weight of genuine respect. "You are
precisely what I had hoped to find—a soldier whose will cannot be easily broken, whose spirit
burns bright even in the presence of the abyss."

The strange lethargy lifted from her men like morning mist. They blinked, confusion
replacing the glassy stillness, and Alexandra saw them exchange glances that spoke of shared
bewilderment.

"] offer my apologies for the necessity of that demonstration," Eric said, smoothing his jacket
with movements that spoke of endless practice. "You are not the first to be considered for this
covenant. Yet you are the first to survive the trial of my presence with your will intact."

Alexandra lowered her guard slowly, though she remained ready to resume combat should
the need arise. "Colonel Alexandra Rohling," she said, her voice steady despite the hammering of
her heart. "These are my most trusted lieutenants—Boja and Janos."

Eric gestured toward chairs of stark modern design—sleek lines bathed in natural sunlight
streaming through the mountain-crown windows. Even his throne bore no ornate carvings or
ancient symbols, instead commanding both the hidden city and the world beyond through its
very simplicity. As they seated themselves, Alexandra noted how he moved with the bearing of
one long accustomed to dominion absolute.

"Weiss Industries," he began, settling into his chair with the grace of centuries, "was not built
in decades, as mortal men measure time. [ have labored at its creation across the turning of ages—
from the banks of the sacred Nile to the peaks of the Alps, from the ziggurats of Mesopotamia to
the courts of Madrid. Always adapting to the changing world, always acquiring what serves my
purpose. What mortals call governments rise and fall like wheat before the scythe, but the
structures that truly guide their fate—those endure, reshape themselves, evolve with each
turning of history's wheel."

He withdrew a cigarette case of silver so pure it seemed to glow in the chamber's subdued

light, the flame that answered his call hissing like a serpent’s whisper.
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"Now I find myself in need of an army—not merely soldiers bound by coin or fleeting
loyalty, but warriors trained in the disciplines of this modern age, global in reach, absolute in
dedication. The networks I have woven through centuries require... enforcement. The hidden
architecture of civilization demands guardians who understand that true power operates in the
spaces between what mortals call reality. This is why Black Guard has drawn my attention."

Alexandra felt the wheel turn. Not history’s wheel, but the deeper mechanism beneath it—
the pattern that fate itself obeyed. This was no mere contract negotiation, no simple exchange of
service for payment. The very air thrummed with significance, as though the world itself held its
breath. She had served governments, had sworn oaths to nations, but she began to understand
that those were merely the visible faces of power—the puppets dancing while hidden hands
pulled the strings that truly moved the world.

"My offer transcends the boundaries of mortal commerce," Eric continued, exhaling smoke
that seemed to writhe with purpose. "Five hundred kilograms of gold each year, yes—but more
than mere wealth. I offer transformation itself. My blood, freely given, shall be your covenant
and your reward."

He pressed a hand to his chest, and Alexandra saw something flicker in his eyes—not light,
but its absolute absence, beautiful and terrible as the void between stars.

"A single drop will remake you in ways that mortal flesh cannot imagine," Eric said. "It will
rewrite your DNA at the most fundamental level—unlocking strength beyond human measure,
healing that mocks death itself, years that stretch toward eternity. And should fate claim you
while your essence remains whole, you may return—changed, elevated, remade."

Boja and Janos exchanged glances heavy with meaning, but it was Alexandra who leaned
forward, her soldier’s instincts recognizing truth when it stood naked before her.

"You speak of blood," she said carefully. "Of the things that grandmother's stories warned
walked in shadows between the world of men and the realm of nightmares. Upyr."

Eric's laughter was like silver bells ringing in a cathedral of bone. "Upyr — Vampire—a word
coined by minds too small to comprehend what I am. I came into this world beneath stars that
have since guttered and died, in the vast desert of the Ubaidians when the world was younger and
darker truths walked openly among men."

He drew upon his cigarette, and in the ember's glow, Alexandra saw depths that had no
bottom.

"I learned the art of necromancy from an exile of Mesopotamia, an old master who had gazed
upon truths that drove lesser men to madness. Much later, beneath a ziggurat older than recorded
history, I made covenant with powers that slumber in the spaces between reality's cracks. Since
that day—and it was so very long ago—I have walked in shadow, spoken languages that exist
now only in echo, ruled kingdoms whose very names have been devoured by time's hunger."

His fingers flexed, and those impossible claws slid into view like obsidian daggers born from
nightmare itself.

"Warlock. Demon. Revenant. Vampire. I have worn all these names as other men wear cloaks

—discarding them when they no longer serve. I am what remains when a soul is forged in the
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crucible of forbidden knowledge, broken upon the anvil of necessity, and remade through rituals
older than the settlement of Jericho."

The claws retracted with liquid smoothness, vanishing as though they had never been.

"I drank deep from wells of wisdom buried beneath the bones of civilization, and bound
myself to powers that crawl in the spaces between thought and dream. I am not one thing—I am
the culmination of many. The synthesis of darkness and dominion made manifest."

He paused. In that silence, Alexandra felt the weight of eons pressing against her mind.

"In the Deepwork beneath this world," he continued, voice low and resonant like stone
cracking beneath pressure, "in halls carved from living shadow, where memory and madness are
currency... they know me by another name. They call me the High Lord of the Hollow Deep."

The title hung in the air like incense in a temple dedicated to forgotten gods, heavy with
reverence and dread in equal measure.

"There was a time," Eric said, and now his voice carried notes of loss that transcended mortal
understanding, "when I did not walk these paths alone. My sister ruled beside me in those depths
—Nyx, eldest by the span of a single star's turning.

"She was crowned in silence and wrapped in mystery, cloaked in a grace more belonging to
the great cats than to any mortal form. Her presence moved like a tide beneath thought—slow,
primal, patient—shaping even stillness. In the days before the fracture, we ruled not as tyrants,
but as twin forces—her chaos, my design."

His eyes grew distant, as though gazing across gulfs of time that spanned millennia.

"Her companion walked always at her side—a cat of deepest black, never blinking, never
aging. Some say it was a familiar; others, a fragment of herself made flesh. While I forged
dominion over forgotten empires, she wove dreams and shadows as other women might weave
cloth. Her hair burned red as ancient embers against her obsidian poise—fire and darkness in
perfect accord.

Alexandra found herself leaning forward, caught in the web of his words despite herself. This
was history that no scholar had ever recorded, legend that transcended myth.

"We were cast from the same origin—ruin and silence," Eric continued, "two halves of a
covenant older than the written word, forged before men even knew to fear the dark. Where I
walked in blood and conquest, she drifted through the landscapes of thought and dream. But
even the elder powers—the ones who carved the bones of this world—feared my daughter more
than they ever feared Nyx. And their reasons lie beyond mortal comprehension."

“I ruled beneath—where memory is coin and madness a sacrament. For a time, my daughter
Ava walked beside me, mastering the arts that blur death and dream. Until she vanished into
fractured timelines, where past and future bled together like wine in water. But that tale belongs
to another night—when the moon is dark and the veil runs thin.”

He flexed his fingers, claws unfurling and retreating like tides of living shadow. “I have hidden
among mortals too long,” he said, voice heavy with the weariness of empires turned to dust.
“Wearing masks of flesh while the fire beneath my bones smoldered in silence. I am finished with

pretense. Tired of walking in shadow, when I was meant to stride beneath burning stars.”
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His gaze sharpened, and Alexandra felt the full weight of it, like frost creeping into bone.
“Until now, I relied on old networks—remnants of armies that no longer exist, scavenged
loyalties bought with coin, provisional forces that guarded my cities but lacked permanence.
They were scaffolding, not stone. And scaffolding falls when the storm comes.”

He stepped closer, every word a measured strike.

“You, Colonel, are different. You command not scattered mercenaries but a legion forged by
blood, loyalty, and fire. The Black Guard is not scaffolding—it is architecture. Enduring.
Mobile. Global. With you, I do not merely protect what I have built—I expand it. You are the
iron hand that will close around the throat of a world too blind to see who already rules it.”

Alexandra felt the pattern shift—the deeper wheel turning, the crossroads where no retreat
remained. No return to the certainties of mortal war or human ambition.

She extended her hand across the space, her gaze locked on those winter-pale eyes with all the
courage that had carried her through a dozen battlefields. “Then let us cast aside the masks,” she
said, her voice steady as steel drawn from the forge. “Black Guard stands ready to serve the Lord
of the Hollow Deep.”

Eric's smile transformed his face, and for a heartbeat, Alexandra glimpsed something almost
human in those ancient features—gratitude, perhaps, or the shadow of what gratitude might
once have been. He took her hand in both of his, and she felt the weight of covenant settling into
her bones.

"Excellent," he said. "Then come, and I shall show you the world you are about to inherit."

“The pact was not sealed with ink, nor signature, but began with a look—between predator

and soldier, between shadow and flame.”
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Chapter 5: The Binding

The chamber beyond the glass observatory bore no resemblance to the rest of Peklo-6,
though it lay just a span of stone from where visitors gazed upon the world below. Here, the very
air itself seemed to breathe with ancient malevolence, thick and oppressive as if weighted down
by centuries of forgotten rituals and whispered incantations. The temperature had dropped by
degrees with each step into the depths, until their breath came in ghostly wisps that danced and
dissipated in the wan light.

Ancient beyond mortal reckoning it was, carved from basalt black as the void between stars
and obsidian so pure it seemed to devour light itself. The walls rose in impossible geometries that
hurt the mind to follow, their surfaces smooth as silk yet cold as winter's heart. Only pale blue
glyphs provided respite from the crushing darkness—symbols that pulsed along the walls like the
veins of some slumbering titan, their ethereal glow casting shifting shadows that seemed to
writhe and reach with phantom fingers.

The air tasted of copper and ozone, with an underlying sweetness that spoke of decay barely
held at bay. Each breath felt labored, as if the chamber itself resisted their presence, testing their
worthiness with every inhalation. The silence was not empty but full—pregnant with the weight
of ages and the echo of voices long since turned to dust.

Through crystal-clear windows that seemed to exist outside the normal flow of time, the
mountain peak rose before them like a monument to primordial power. The Serpent’s Rest
thrust its jagged tooth up from the earth's very bones, a monolithic spear of granite and ice that
pierced the belly of storm clouds. Snow crowned its summit in pristine white that had never
known summer's warm caress, never felt the gentle touch of spring rain.

The valley people, those hardy souls who scraped existence from the harsh soil, called it the
Serpent's Rest with voices hushed by generations of fear. They whispered—always whispered—
that it was a place where the old powers still stirred, where the boundary between worlds grew
thin as morning mist. Children were taught never to stare too long at that summit, for those who
did might hear their own names called back in the old tongue, spoken by voices that had turned
to ash when the world was young.

At the chamber's heart, like the still center of a maelstrom, stood a stone platform that seemed
to pulse with its own dark heartbeat. Its edges were marked by iron braziers wrought in shapes
that defied earthly logic—twisted forms that burned without flame and gave no warmth, their
cold fire casting shadows that moved independent of any light source.

"This is the Chamber of Binding," Eric intoned, his voice carrying the weight of ritual and
reverence, each word falling like a stone into still water. His pale eyes reflected the blue glow of
the glyphs, making him appear both ancient and ageless. "Your loyalty to House Weiss is no
mere contract signed in ink and sealed with wax. It is a rite as old as the mountain itself, one that
will bind you to me, to this place of power, and to what we shall become when the stars align."

Alexandra stepped forward with the steady confidence of a predator approaching prey,
though beneath her composed exterior, her heart hammered against her ribs like a caged bird
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desperate for freedom. No hesitation marked her approach to the dais where a large black mirror
stood—not a thing of mere reflection, but something far more sinister. It was a void given form,
a hunger made manifest that drank light like parched earth drinks the first drops of rain after
drought.

The mirror’s frame was carved from the same obsidian as the walls, inlaid with silver runes
that seemed to shift and change when observed directly. Looking into its depths was like staring
into the abyss itself—an experience that left the observer with the unsettling certainty that the
abyss was staring back with infinite patience and boundless hunger.

Eric raised his hand with fluid grace, the movement so practiced it spoke of countless
repetitions across decades or perhaps centuries. From beneath his fingertip emerged a claw
curved and dark as polished obsidian, gleaming with an inner light that had nothing to do with
the chamber's illumination.

First he pricked his own thumb with surgical precision, letting a single drop of blood—Dblood
that seemed to glow with its own inner fire—fall upon the mirror’s hungry surface. The crimson
droplet struck the void and was instantly absorbed, vanishing without a trace. In response, the
glyphs around the chamber awakened like a constellation coming to life, pulsing red as forge-fire.

The air itself seemed to thicken, charged with an energy that made skin crawl and raised the
fine hairs on every arm. Alexandra felt something vast and ancient turn its attention toward
them, a presence so immense and alien that her mortal mind struggled to process its proximity.

Then Eric turned to Alexandra, his movements deliberate and ceremonial. With the same
obsidian claw, he scored her palm in a swift, practiced motion. Pain bloomed sharp and
immediate, but it was nothing compared to the sensation that followed.

Without instruction, driven by instinct older than reason, she pressed her bleeding hand to
the dark mirror's surface. The cold of it burned like ice against her skin, a cold so profound it
seemed to reach through flesh and bone to touch her very soul.

The surface pulsed once with red light—a heartbeat of malevolent radiance that illuminated
the chamber in shades of blood and shadow. Then it began to drink, drawing not just her blood
but something far more essential. For a moment that lasted an eternity, she felt herself suspended
in the spaces between worlds, balanced on the knife's edge between existence and void.

The mirror tested her, tasted her essence, weighed her soul against some unknowable
standard. Then, finding her worthy through criteria beyond mortal understanding, it answered
in kind. The sensation that followed was indescribable—a resonance that touched her very
bones, settled in her marrow, and would linger in each breath for all her remaining days.

As the binding completed, Alexandra felt something shift deep within her—not just the
weight of covenant, but physical change. Her reflection in the obsidian showed eyes that now
held the faintest trace of pale blue, dormant as moonlight on glass—a mark that would remain
hidden until awakened, visible only to those who knew the old signs. She was changed, marked,
claimed by forces older than civilization.

Boja followed with visible reluctance, his weathered face pale in the crimson light. His hand
shook as he pressed it to the mirror's surface, sweat beading on his brow despite the chamber's

chill. The mirror drank, but shallowly—like a wine connoisseur sampling inferior vintage.
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Where Alexandra had felt transformation, he experienced only a hollow binding, loyalty
enforced through fear rather than elevation.

Janos stepped forward next, jaw clenched with determination that barely concealed his terror.
Again, the mirror tasted but did not feast. Both men were bound now, tethered to Weiss through
threads of compulsion and dread, but they remained fundamentally unchanged—human servants
rather than transformed instruments.

The difference was tangible, visible in the way the glyphs responded differently to each
offering, how the shadows seemed to bend toward Alexandra while treating the others with
indifference.

When the ritual was complete, the glyphs flared bright as lightning for one blinding instant
before settling back to their usual ethereal glow. Eric inclined his head with the grave dignity of a
high priest acknowledging a successful sacrifice.

"It is done," he declared with the finality of a judge pronouncing sentence. "You are bound
now to this place, to me, and to what comes next. The old powers have tasted you and found
you... acceptable."

He turned and moved behind the altar with predatory grace, where a narrow stone passage
yawned like the throat of some primordial beast. In silence heavy with anticipation and dread,
they followed.

The passage ended abruptly in a chamber that seemed born of another age entirely—a fusion
of the ancient and impossibly modern that made Alexandra understand something crucial about
Eric's nature. He shifted between realms not like a man changing masks, but like a god changing
elements. Sacred ritualist and technological overlord were not separate faces—they were unified
expressions of power that transcended human categories.

The walls bristled with servers that hummed with barely contained power, their surfaces alive
with streams of encrypted data. At the center, a holographic map of the world spun slowly in
three dimensions, marked with thousands of tiny lights that pulsed like stars in the darkness.

A single crimson flare pulsed over Western Ukraine like a drop of blood on pristine snow.
Lviv.

"A researcher has chosen betrayal," Eric said, his words falling like stones into still water. His
pale eyes fixed on the pulsing red light with the intensity of a predator studying prey. "A defector
who fled west carrying knowledge never meant for lesser hands—secrets that could unravel years
of careful planning."

His gaze settled on Alexandra with mountain-weight intensity. "This will be your proving
ground, your baptism in fire and blood. The world does not yet know your name. After this task
is complete, it will learn to whisper it with proper respect."

"Who is our target?" Janos asked, his voice steady despite the tremor in his hands.

Eric's smile was razor-thin, predatory. "A defector who once studied under Ava herself—
worked in her inner circle, learned her methods, absorbed her teachings. That connection alone
makes him more dangerous than a viper hiding in grain."

The name Ava seemed to hang in the air like an unspoken curse, carrying weight and

significance that none dared question aloud.
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Alexandra gave a single, sharp nod, her jaw set with determination that bordered on the
zealous. The ritual had awakened something primal and predatory that sang with anticipation.
"Consider it done."

As they turned to leave, a flash of crimson caught their attention—not a painting, but
something far more unsettling. The wall itself seemed to shimmer, and for a moment the
obsidian surface became transparent, revealing a vision that burned itself into their minds.

A girl who might have been eighteen or eighty, with raven-black hair that moved in winds
that touched nothing else and eyes like dying stars. Her raised hand hovered over a shattered
black pyramid, fragments of obsidian floating around her fingers like dark snow. Her expression
was both divine and terrible, the face of creation and destruction united in perfect, terrifying
harmony.

Boja stared at the vision, and something deep in his peasant blood—memories passed down
through generations of harsh winters and darker legends—recognized what he was seeing. This
was the face his grandmother had whispered about in the old tongue, the Child of Ruin, whose
breath could crack mountains and whose tears turned men to salt. He crossed himself with
movements automatic and desperate, a prayer to whatever gods might still listen.

But deeper than prayer, deeper than memory, something stirred in his very DNA. Ancient
code written in blood and bone, dormant for generations, began to pulse with recognition. The
vision had triggered something that slept in the spaces between his cells—something that had
been waiting for this moment since his bloodline began.

The Guardian Protocol had awakened within him.

The vision faded, leaving only smooth obsidian, but the image remained burned in their
minds. Whatever had shown them that glimpse wanted them to remember, to carry that
knowledge forward into the hunt that was about to begin.

Beyond the chamber walls, throughout the facility, lights dimmed in systematic waves as if
some vast intelligence was awakening. In server rooms and command centers, in satellite
installations and hidden bunkers around the world, the network responded to signals sent from
this mountain stronghold.

The hunt had begun.

And somewhere in the city of Lviv, a man who thought himself safe began to feel the weight
of eyes upon him, the sensation of a noose slowly tightening, the inexorable approach of forces

he had hoped never to face again.
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INTERMEZZO: The Nursery of Teeth
Dolomites, c. 1927

The villa in the Dolomites stood silent against the slopes like a gray stone sentinel, its shutters
latched against mountain winds that carried the scent of snow and pine resin. Built into a natural
shelf of rock, it seemed less an intrusion upon the landscape than a calcification of the mountain's
own bones, as though the peaks had exhaled this dwelling from their depths and left it to brood
in the thin alpine air. Inside, the air hung thick with the competing smells of coal smoke and
boiled milk, creating an atmosphere that spoke of careful domesticity masking something far less
wholesome.

Jonah had come south at Miriam's request, though request seemed too mild a word for the
desperate urgency that had bled through her letters. Her usually precise penmanship had grown
halting over the months, ink blotted as if her hand trembled, as if she feared to set the full truth in
ink where it might be read and believed. The boy does not sleep, she had written in her last
correspondence. He builds. He waits. Heinrich comes too often now, and when he leaves, the house
feels different. Emptier. Or perhaps fuller of things I cannot name.

Now Jonah understood what she could not bring herself to write clearly.

The villa itself seemed to hold its breath, corridors that should have echoed with a child’s
laughter instead carrying only the whisper of settling timber and the distant tick of the
grandfather clock in the hall.

Even the servants moved differently here—quieter, their eyes averted when they passed
certain doorways, as though they had learned through bitter experience which rooms demanded
reverence and which required only swift passage.

In the nursery on the villa's second floor, Jonah found him. Miriam stood half-hidden in the
doorway behind Jonah, her knuckles white around the doorframe, unable to step further inside.

The boy—Miriam's son, though Jonah had begun to wonder whose child he truly was—sat
cross-legged on the Persian carpet, his small frame dwarfed by the high-ceilinged room. The
afternoon light slanting through tall windows painted everything in shades of amber and shadow,
but it was what lay spread before the child that made Jonah's breath catch in his throat.

Bones spread in careful geometry across the carpet: chicken ribcages stripped clean and
bleached white, fragile vertebrae arranged in ascending curves, hollow wing bones positioned
with mathematical precision. They formed arches and vaults that resembled not the random
constructions of childhood play but something far more deliberate—a shrine to gods that
civilized men preferred not to name.

The boy's hands, pale and steady despite his tender years, moved with the confidence of an
architect reading blueprints that existed only in his mind.

At the heart of this osseous mandala lay a tin that had once held English biscuits, now
repurposed to hold something far more precious and terrible. Milk teeth, scrubbed pale and
sorted by size, arranged in neat rows like pearls or relics. Each tooth had been positioned
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according to some internal logic that Jonah could sense but not comprehend, creating patterns
that seemed to shift and writhe when observed from the corner of one's eye.

Jonah's stomach turned, though he kept his face still.

The boy did not notice. Or perhaps he did, and chose not to care.

The boy had not acknowledged Jonah's presence, though his dark eyes—too knowing for his
age—suggested an awareness that extended far beyond the room's physical boundaries.

His concentration was absolute, the focus of a monk at prayer or a scholar deciphering
forbidden texts.

The boy did not smile. He never did.

In the peculiar light of the Dolomite afternoon, he appeared less child than changeling,
something wearing the shape of innocence while harboring depths that would drown grown
men.

The measured tread of a cane upon the floorboards announced Heinrich's arrival before the
man himself appeared in the doorway. Each strike of wood against timber was deliberate,
calculated, a rhythm that spoke of military bearing and iron discipline.

Heinrich cut an imposing figure even in the doorway's frame: tall and austere, his graying hair
swept back from a high forehead, his dark wool coat tailored with Prussian precision.

The cane commanded attention. Not merely a walking aid but a declaration of intent.

The silver wolf's head that served as its handle had been crafted by a master silversmith, every
detail rendered with breathtaking accuracy. The wolf's muzzle was drawn back in a silent snarl,
its fangs bared in frozen aggression, its eyes set with chips of black onyx that seemed to absorb
rather than reflect the room’s light. The creature's ears lay flat against its skull, and the grain of
the silver had been worked to suggest the texture of fur so convincingly that one might expect it
to be warm to the touch.

Heinrich's pale eyes surveyed the bone architecture with something that might have been
approval, though his expression remained as neutral as that of a judge reviewing evidence. From
the leather satchel at his sidle—worn but well-maintained, the sort carried by university
professors and traveling scholars—he withdrew a slim volume bound in black calfskin.

Its spine bore gilt lettering in an elegant script: Jenseits von Gut und Bose. Beyond Good and
Evil.

"Nietzsche," Heinrich said, his Berlin German crisp and uncompromising as winter air. He
placed the book in the boy's lap with the solemnity of a priest offering communion. "Play is only
the beginning, young architect. Here are words to match the patterns you already see."

He paused, studying the child's face with clinical interest.

"A wolf does not ask if it may eat. It eats."

The boy's fingers traced the gold letters with the same careful precision he had used to arrange
the bones. For the first time since Jonah had entered the room, the child looked up—not at
Jonah, who represented the world of ordinary concerns and daylight morality, but at Heinrich,
who offered darker gifts wrapped in intellectual respectability.
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There was no childish gratitude in that gaze, no innocent wonder at receiving a present. Only
recognition, as though some essential part of the boy had been waiting for this particular book,
this specific moment of completion.

"One day, you will understand these words better than I ever could," Heinrich continued, his
voice carrying the finality of a judge pronouncing sentence.

Later, when Heinrich had departed, the sound of his Maybach W5 purring to life in the
courtyard seemed almost obscene in the mountain silence. As he raised his hand for the chauffeur
—a gesture casual as breathing yet somehow imperious—]Jonah caught the glint of the
ouroboros ring on his finger, a serpent devouring its own tail wrought in white gold and emerald.
Above it, the wolf's head cane gleamed with malevolent patience, fangs catching the last light of
day as the mountains prepared to swallow the sun.

The car's door closed with the solid finality of a tomb sealing, and the vehicle rolled into the
gathering darkness between the peaks, its headlights cutting twin paths through shadows that
seemed eager to close behind it.

Jonah was left alone with the certainty that the villa in the Dolomites no longer belonged to
his family, perhaps never truly had. It belonged now to the thing growing in that nursery upstairs
—fed on teeth and bones and poisonous philosophy, nurtured by a man whose wolf-headed cane
promised hungers that civilization had taught itself to forget.

Upstairs, in the nursery, the boy placed a single tooth on the book's black cover and closed the

tin with a sound like a verdict.
~¥o

The noble does not ask,
he speaks and it is so.
From silence he carves the measure of things,

and names what may rise, what must go.

What wounds his flesh is harm itself,
what feeds his strength may grow.
No law restrains bis sovereign band,

no judge but the will be bestows.

He does not beg for honour,
he casts it where he wills.

The weight of crowns lies in bis gaze,

the world bends to what be fills.
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Chapter 6: Ghosts in the Snow

Snow fell in silence over Lviv. Not the clean kind, not the storybook snow of alpine ridges,
but the old, gray weight of ash and memory. It settled where bombs had once landed and
buildings still slouched like drunks against the wind. This part of the city had no future—it only
endured.

Janos stood in the shadow of a narrow alley, his breath a mist, his body still. The cold
reminded him of other winters, other hunts. In his profession, memory was both weapon and
weakness—you learned to use what served you and bury the rest. Two floors above, in a decrepit
tenement, lights flickered. A coded signal. One long, two short. Their target was still there.

Boja crouched beside a dumpster across the street, concealed beneath a worn tarp, rifle in
hand. The snow didn't bother him. In Romania, they'd taught him that comfort was a luxury
you couldn't afford to want. Alexandra stood inside a gutted cafe across from the apartment. The
windows were half-boarded, but her vantage was perfect.

"We confirm visual," she whispered into the throat mic. "No movement since the signal."

The name Ava had been spoken in their briefing like a prayer in reverse—hushed, careful, as
if speaking it too loudly might summon something best left sleeping. Alexandra had seen the way
Eric's jaw tightened when he said it, the way his fingers drummed against the table in a pattern
she'd never seen before. Whatever lay between father and daughter ran deeper than politics or
ideology. It was the kind of wound that never quite healed, only learned to live with itself.

Inside the safehouse, a man paced restlessly. Thin. Sharp-featured. Anxious. A duffel bag lay
half-packed on the floor—old Soviet hard drives, notebooks sealed in plastic, and a biometric
scanner cracked down the middle. His name was Mikhail Varyenko. A scientist. Once, he had
walked the tightrope between Ava and Weiss—trusted by one, tempted by the other—until the
cost of knowing too much made him a target for both.

The irony wasn't lost on him: he who had helped forge the chains that now bound others was
seeking escape himself. But somewhere in the depthless corridors of Peklo-6—where loyalty was
measured in silence and Ava's memory had long since been purged—Mikhail had begun to
remember what it meant to regret. Not all at once, but in sleepless hours and flickers of old truth,
until conscience bled through protocol like thawed ice through concrete. It cut deeper than
frostbite.

Now a traitor.

Or perhaps, at last... a man.

"He's packing," Boja said in his gravel-deep voice. "We move now?"

"No," Alexandra replied. "Wait."

Something felt wrong. Too quiet. Too easy. She had done a hundred snatch-and-grabs across
three continents and two decades. They never looked this clean. In her experience, the missions
that appeared simple were the ones that left you counting bodies afterward.

Jénos tilted his head. "Two figures. Back alley. Moving fast."
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Alexandra checked her digital scope. Two shapes—one tall, one unnaturally slender—were
approaching from the west, dressed in long coats, faces obscured by scarves. But it wasn't their
appearance that set her nerves on fire. It was the way they moved. They didn't walk through the
snow—they flowed over it, as if the winter itself parted before them like a curtain.

She switched channels. "Eric, we may have competition."

Static. Then his voice, calm as winter ice but carrying an undertone she'd never heard before
—something that might have been agitation, or might have been recognition: "Do not let them
take him. If they are hers, they will not negotiate."

Alexandra’s blood ran colder than the Lviv wind.

Ava.

Despite the shifting power plays between Ava and her father, Alexandra had seen the subtler
signals—the pause before Eric spoke his daughter’s name, the way his eyes unfocused as if seeing
through time itself. Not estranged, not truly. More like celestial bodies locked in ancient orbit—
dangerous, deliberate, but drawn together by forces older than choice. Whatever they were to
each other, it transcended the small words humans used for family.

"We move now," she said.

Janos moved like a shadow given purpose. Boja burst from cover, crossing the street in a low
crouch, his boots finding the only patches of concrete not slick with ice. Alexandra kicked open
the cafe door, weapon raised.

The tenement erupted.

From the hallway, a voice cut through the chaos—calm, female, melodic in a way that didn't
belong to human throats. It was the sound silver would make if it could sing, beautiful and
cutting at once.

"You're too late, Colonel."

Alexandra froze mid-step. The voice didn't echo—it seemed to emerge from the walls
themselves, as if the building had learned to speak.

From the far end of the hall, a figure stepped into view. She wore a black that left the light
uncertain of its place, and beneath a lace veil, her eyes burned with the red of coals that had never
known cooling. But it was more than the eyes—her very presence bent the air around her, made
straight lines curve and shadows fall upward.

"Ava?" Alexandra asked, though she already knew the answer.

A soft chuckle, like wind through a cemetery. "Not quite. Merely a leader among heralds."
She moved not like a person, but like a thought made flesh—silent, immediate, inevitable.

Alexandra's training kicked in, but her mouth had gone dry. "One of hers?"

"More than that," the herald replied, and when she smiled, reality seemed to bend around the
expression. "She gave us blood and shadow. She gave us purpose beyond the flesh. You cannot
imagine the glory that flows through us now."

The second figure emerged from the stairwell—broad-shouldered, cloaked in red robes that
shimmered like heated silk. In her hands, an axe carved from darkened bone crackled with heat

that didn't burn, but twisted the falling snow into steam that writhed like smoke caught in
prayer.
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Bullets shattered windows. Sparks danced across concrete like dying stars. The Harbinger
raised her hand, and reality seemed to hiccup. A pulse of black energy erupted toward Janos—
not quite smoke, not quite lightning, but something that existed in the spaces between states of
matter. When it struck the wall behind him, it left a jagged scar of stone turned to glass and metal
aged a hundred years in an instant.

Janos ducked and rolled behind a car just in time, the air where he'd stood now carrying the
scent of ozone and burning time. The red-robed figure charged straight for Boja, its axe leaving a
trail of ebon fire that burned without fuel.

Alexandra didn't hesitate. She dropped to one knee, leveled her rifle, and fired. The herald
shrieked as the bullet tore through her shoulder—not in pain, but in something deeper. Outrage.
As if the mere act of wounding her was a violation of natural law. She dissolved into smoke that
reformed three feet to the left, the wound already closing.

"Iron remembers nothing," the herald whispered. "But we remember everything."

Janos reached the building's fire escape, his boots ringing against frozen metal. The sound
echoed strangely, as if the building itself was singing a funeral dirge. He burst into the apartment
to find Mikhail cowering behind an overturned table, his eyes wide with a terror that went
beyond immediate danger.

"Mikhail!" Janos grabbed the scientist’s arm. "Out the window. Now."

But Mikhail wasn't looking at him. He was staring at something over Janos's shoulder,
something that wasn't there but should have been. His lips moved soundlessly, forming words in
a language that predated kingdoms.

"She's... she's calling," Mikhail whispered. "Even here. Even now. How did she know I would

n

"Move!" Janos hauled him toward the window.

Below, Boja met the burning axe with a steel baton. The impact sent shockwaves through
both men, but where the herald’s weapon left trails of impossible black fire, Boja's strikes carried
something the creature hadn't expected—the awakened Guardian Protocol pulsing through his
blood made him anathema to things that should not be. It shouldn't have been enough. But
something in his very DNA sang as he connected, and for a moment, the herald stumbled.

Sparks flew like fallen stars. Boja growled, threw his weight into the creature, and knocked it
off balance. In that moment of victory, something almost human flickered in the herald’s burning
eyes—surprise, perhaps, or the ghost of respect.

"Go!" Boja shouted.

The team retreated down the alley, half-dragging Mikhail through snow that crunched like
broken bones. The heralds followed, but not quickly—they moved with the patience of things
that had eternity to spend.

Alexandra had rigged a flash-bang at the alley’s mouth. It went off in a wash of searing white
that painted the world in negative for three eternal seconds. In that blindness, she heard
something that might have been laughter, might have been weeping.

They didn't stop running until the exfil truck roared to life and doors slammed shut behind
them. Only then did Alexandra allow herself to breathe.
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In the back of the truck, as they raced through Lviv's twisted streets, Mikhail sat perfectly
still. His eyes were closed, and his lips moved in silent rhythm with something only he could
hear.

Somewhere in the dark spaces behind his thoughts, a whisper coiled like smoke. Not words
exactly, but intent—{familiar, commanding, unforgotten. It moved through him like a shadow
looking for a door.

~%ao

Elsewhere, in the depths of the Deepwork, where the earth’s bones grew thick with veins of
obsidian and forgotten prayers, the Keep waited.

The hall was older than language, older than the mountain it stood upon. Bone-archways
loomed above Ava's throne of thorns, each rib-like curve engraved with names not spoken in
lifetimes—the true names of things that had learned to die beautifully. The flame at the center of
the chamber did not burn. It wept light—the same light that had once illuminated her first
lessons, the first whispered truths that had shown her the world as it truly was. Now it cast
shadows that fell upward and revealed truths better left hidden.

The Matriarch who had faced Alexandra knelt before her mistress, her wound already
forgotten, her failure transformed into offering.

Ava sat upon her throne like a queen of endings. Her gaze unblinking, her voice moving in all
directions at once, as if reality itself had learned to speak her thoughts.

"He still lives," the Matriarch said, and her voice carried neither shame nor sorrow—only the
pure fact of what had occurred.

Ava raised a single finger. From beneath her nail bled fire that was not fire, darkness that was
not darkness, but something that existed in the spaces between states of being.

"Pain remembers what memory forgets," she intoned, the words carrying the weight of ritual,
of doctrine carved into flesh and bone. "They will return, not because they must—but because
they were always mine."

Around the Keep, other voices picked up the refrain—a whispered echo that seemed to
emerge from the stones themselves: Pain remembers what memory forgets.

Behind her, others stirred—sisters of the Matriarch, bathed in ritual flames that cast no heat.
All bore the mark of Ava's blood: intricate sigils carved into flesh, pulsing with light like embers
buried in ash. They did not speak. Their silence was a grammar she had taught them—wordless,
obedient, perfect.

"They will hunt again," the Matriarch whispered, "not as predators—but as judgment."

Ava smiled, and the temperature in the Keep dropped until breath became visible, until stone
began to sing with cold.

"And this time, they will not miss."

Her smile faded, just a little, and she turned her gaze to the weeping flame—her flame, the
first light she had ever called her own. In its sorrowful radiance, she looked younger—almost

like the daughter Eric remembered, before the world had taught her what power truly meant.
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"Let them think the fracture is complete," she murmured, and now her voice carried the
faintest note of something that might have been regret. "Let them mistake silence for betrayal. It
makes the pattern more elegant."

The flame flared briefly, casting her face in sharp relief—showing for just an instant the echo
of a child she once resembled, the woman she might have become.

"Even Nyx, cloaked in riddles, remembers where the roots lie."

In the darkness beyond the Keep, something that had once been created for comfort, but had
since become necessary, began to sing. Ava had shaped him long ago, in the stillness between
timelines, when the world had forgotten her. Now his song no longer soothed—it summoned. It
carried no words, only meanings older than speech—promises and threats woven together until
they became indistinguishable from love.

Above, in the world of snow and struggle, Mikhail Varyenko sat in the back of a truck racing
through the Ukrainian night. And somewhere between breath and thought, he began to hum.
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Chapter 7: The Analyst

The wheel of fate turned, and Lars Ander found himself once again at the center of its
inexorable rotation. Time was a serpent that devoured its own tail, and in the windowless depths
of the General Secretariat in Lyon, France, that serpent’s hunger seemed particularly voracious
this grey winter dawn.

The basement office pressed around him like a tomb of secrets, its metal desk standing sentinel
against truths that lesser men would flee from. The air itself seemed to whisper of hidden
knowledge—dry and stale, carrying the weight of mildew and ancient paper, the accumulated
breath of a thousand classified documents that had passed through these sterile halls. Outside,
somewhere in the city above, the world was stirring to life—but down here, in the spaces
beneath official reality, time moved differently.

Above his head, fluorescent lights hummed their monotonous song of artificial illumination,
while his laptop’s cooling fan added its mechanical counterpoint to this symphony of solitude.
The sound was almost hypnotic, like the breathing of some great sleeping beast that dreamed of
electric sheep and digital nightmares.

The dream still clung to him like cobwebs in an abandoned house—ash falling from the
ceiling in slow, deliberate flakes, each one whispering his name in a language that predated
human speech. He had woken at three in the morning, the taste of copper and ozone thick in his
mouth, his grandfather's ring burning against his finger as if the metal itself remembered what his
conscious mind had forgotten.

Sleep had proven elusive after that, leaving him to arrive at the office in the pre-dawn
darkness. His Rolex showed 6:23—still too early for official channels, too early for the
comfortable bureaucracy of daylight hours. But perfect for the kind of work that thrived in the
liminal spaces between night and day.

Lars shifted in his worn leather chair, feeling the familiar protest of cracked arms that groaned
like old bones remembering younger days. On the desk before him, a half-finished cup of
espresso sat cooling, its bitter surface reflecting the fluorescent lights above like a dark mirror
showing glimpses of unwanted truths.

His fingers found the silver ring on his hand almost unconsciously, tracing the engraved
phoenix that held a cross-bound shield—the ancient symbol of his lineage, passed down through
generations who had stood watch against the darkness that crept at the edges of civilization. The
metal was warm against his skin, as if it remembered the forge-fires of its creation and the hands
that had worn it before his own.

The weight of duty pressed upon him like a physical thing. At forty-five, Agent Lars Ander
had earned his gray stubble and bald patches through service to truths that most men would
reject as impossible. His dark wavy hair still held its form, defying the years that had etched lines
around his sharp, clear eyes—eyes that had seen too much, known too much, remembered too
much. Ten years ago, Interpol had recruited him from Oslo, where he had made his reputation
hunting the kind of killers that left more than bodies in their wake.
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He had long since stopped counting the nights spent alone, eyes red from screen light and
sleeplessness, translating echoes that no algorithm could parse. Truth, he had learned, was not a
flame—it was ash, and he was its keeper.

By forty-one, he had earned his own unit—General Health Department nr. 49, a
bureaucratic fiction that concealed twenty agents working in the spaces between official reality
and the darkness that dwelt beyond it. They were sworn to secrecy not by law but by necessity,
bound by the understanding that some knowledge could only be carried by those strong enough
to bear its weight without breaking.

No wife warmed his bed, no children carried his name forward into an uncertain future. He
had made his choice long ago, accepting the solitude that came with standing guard against the
night.

Three files glowed on his laptop's screen like malevolent stars in a digital constellation, their
simple filenames belying the horror they contained.

Tokyo - Sector 9 opened with the reluctance of a grave giving up its dead. The infrared scans
revealed chambers buried deep beneath the Japanese capital, far below the official G-Cans Project
that the public knew as flood control. But these were not drainage tunnels. The schematics
revealed a labyrinth of militarized spaces: command rooms sealed against more than water,
dormitories that housed shadows instead of soldiers.

One shaft bore a sigil that sent ice through Lars's veins—the same symbol from his dream,
ash-grey against stone. He recognized it from ruins near the Urals, where ten years ago he had
first glimpsed the true scope of what moved beneath the world's surface. The mark was burned
into stone with a precision that spoke of inhuman artistry, its lines following geometric
principles that hurt to contemplate.

The second file whispered its name like a prayer to dark gods: Moscow Substrate. As the map
unfolded, Lars's mind involuntarily conjured the face of Oleg Voronin—his Russian contact
who had vanished three years ago. The last time they had spoken, Oleg’s eyes had held a hollow
quality, as if they had seen something that the rest of him couldn't survive. "There are libraries
down there, Lars," he had said, voice barely above a whisper. "Books that read you back."

The digital map revealed Metro-2, the shadow twin of Moscow's public transportation
system. But these tunnels led not to stations but to silence, not to destinations but to damnation.
Crime scene photographs bloomed like poisonous flowers across his monitor—bodies arranged
with ritualistic precision, hearts torn from chests with surgical expertise, lips frozen in the shapes
of prayers to gods whose names were forgotten for good reason.

The third file carried the simple title Weiss, but simplicity was often the mask that complexity
wore when it wished to move unnoticed through the world. This was not a corporation—this
was a machine with blood in its cables, a technological organism that had learned to metabolize
human suffering and excrete power.

Here was the dossier of a hydra that had grown beyond the power of nations, a corporate
entity that answered to no parliament and acknowledged no sovereignty save its own insatiable

hunger. Five heads comprised this modern Leviathan:
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* Wendigo Quantum: processors that computed possibilities beyond human

comprehension
*  FEuryale Pharma: cellular technologies that rewrote the fundamental code of life
* Ipos BioAgro: gene-seeded soil that grew crops of compliance

* Sallos Energy: extraction rigs that tapped into the earth's fault lines like acupuncture
needles

*  Scox Defence: aircraft that flew without engines, their wings carved with glyphs that

seemed to bend space around them

And at the center of this web sat Eric Weiss—no longer a man, if he had ever truly been one,
but something that wore human form the way a spider might wear the discarded shell of its prey.

The estimated global value stretched beyond €15.6 trillion, numbers that ceased to have
meaning when they reached such stratospheric heights.

A new window blinked to life on his second monitor, displaying news footage from Kinshasa.
The official story painted pictures of hope: Weiss Industries partnering with a UN humanitarian
initiative, deploying their private security division—Black Guard—to assist with a cholera
outbreak near Lake Tanganyika.

But at frame 428, time stuttered to a halt as Lars froze the image.

A medic knelt beside a sick child, his face partially obscured by surgical mask and reflective
goggles, but Lars knew that jawline with the intimacy of a hunter recognizing his prey. Years
ago, during a classified inquiry into an unmarked convoy that had vanished near the Carpathians,
Lars had encountered this same Aryan man. Back then, he had worn the badge of a handler—one
of Weiss's internal enforcers.

Lars enhanced the frame, calling upon digital sorcery to reveal details that the naked eye could
not perceive. There, at the base of the man's thumb, a small tattoo came into focus—the
ouroboros, the ancient serpent devouring its own tail.

Disguised. Reassigned. Still in service.

As he studied the footage more carefully, three more familiar faces emerged from the crowd of
supposed aid workers. All wearing civilian roles like masks—doctors, engineers, humanitarian
workers. All ghosts made flesh, operatives whose official existence had been carefully erased.

The implications crawled across his consciousness like insects seeking the darkness beneath
stones. This was not humanitarian aid but occupation, conquest disguised as compassion.

A secondary feed blinked red like an electronic eye opening in the darkness.

The subject line read simply: "Incident—Ziirich, 2012."

A Western diplomat had vanished after a private meeting with Eric Weiss. The meeting had
been off the books, held in a soundproof chamber that existed in the grey spaces between official
protocol and private negotiation. The diplomat's security detail had waited outside like faithful
hounds, unaware that their master was being devoured by something that wore the face of a

businessman. Only an electromagnetic echo remained.
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No ransom demand had followed. No body had been found. No explanation had been
offered.

Just silence, spreading outward like ripples from a stone dropped into still water.

Lars leaned back in his chair, feeling the weight of knowledge settling upon his shoulders like
a mantle woven from shadows and thorns. The questions that had plagued him for years
crystallized into stark clarity: How much truth could a man absorb before it burned through
him like acid?

Weiss was not simply expanding his corporate empire—he was infiltrating the very
foundations of human civilization, inserting his agents into positions of power with the patience

of a master chess player arranging pieces for a game that might take decades to complete.
The Café

Lars strolled through the grey streets of Lyon to a rendezvous that felt as inevitable as winter
following autumn. Evening had settled over the city like a familiar shroud, the day's revelations
having ripened into something that demanded action.

He stirred his drink without tasting it, the silver spoon tapping against porcelain with the
rhythm of a clock counting down to midnight. Across from him, the man who called himself
Loki sat in the shadows of their booth, his back to the wall in the eternal posture of those who
had learned that trust was a luxury they could not afford.

They had chosen their sanctuary well—a café that existed in the spaces between the official
world and the hidden one, off Rue de la République where time seemed to flow differently. The
establishment was one of those forgotten temples to a vanished age, its tarnished brass fixtures
and velvet wallpaper faded to the color of dried blood.

The air itself was thick with layers of accumulated atmosphere—scorched espresso beans, old
leather, while tobacco ghosts from an era when smoke still curled freely above philosophical
debates provided the top notes in this olfactory symphony.

Ovutside, the evening air carried flakes that danced against the windows—not the honest snow
of winter, but something wrong, something that fell sideways and melted too quickly, as if afraid
to linger in this place where secrets gathered like dust in forgotten corners.

Loki moved with a grace that seemed to exist outside of normal time, carrying with him a
scent that triggered memories Lars couldn't quite grasp—woodsmoke and old parchment, the
smell of his grandfather’s study on winter evenings. When their eyes met, Lars saw something
that made his breath catch: Loki's amber gaze held no reflection of the café’s warm light, as if he
existed slightly apart from the present moment.

"You feel it too," Loki said, his words cutting through the ambient sound like a blade through
silk.

Lars chose not to answer with words. Instead, he slid a flash drive across the table's scarred
surface. "Kinshasa. Frame 428. He's not the only one. I've identified at least seven more—known
associates. Or worse."

Loki's acknowledgment came as a soft grunt. He pocketed the drive without looking at it.
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"Do you know what Weiss has built in Mauritania?" he asked.

"No," Lars replied, though he suspected the answer would add another weight to the burden
he already carried.

"Neither do most of the satellites. A geothermal basin, sealed off and hidden beneath the
veneer of a humanitarian energy project. Three villages relocated with the efficiency of a military
operation. The locals speak in whispers of ground that vibrates at night, like turbines buried so
deep that the earth itself becomes their housing. But the harmonics are wrong. This is not the
song of any natural phenomenon."

Lars leaned back, his brow furrowing as implications cascaded through his mind. "Why hide
it? If it's legitimate energy production—"

"Because what he's building isn't meant for now," Loki interrupted, his amber eyes catching
the café’s dim light like those of a predator glimpsing prey. "It's meant for after. After the fall.
After the change. After the world becomes something else entirely."

Silence stretched between them like a taut wire. Then Loki reached into his coat and
withdrew two items, placing them on the table with the reverence reserved for sacred relics: a
small, cloth-wrapped book whose binding spoke of age and suffering, and an ancient golden coin
that caught the light with the warm glow of Roman artistry. “It’s not mine,” Loki said, a small
ritual hitch in his voice. “I only carry it. Consider it delivered.”

The book's leather binding was cracked with age, its corners bearing the black scars of fire that
had tried and failed to consume it entirely. As Lars unfolded the protective cloth with careful
hands, a complex storm of emotions crashed through him. How could his grandfather have
carried such secrets to the grave, leaving him to stumble blindly through a world full of hidden
dangers? But another part, deeper and more honest, recognized something he had always known:
the old man's silences hadn't been cruelty but protection.

The first page bore his family crest—the phoenix rising above the cross—scrawled in ink that
looked like it had been mixed with rust and regret. The symbol seemed to pulse with life beneath
the café’s amber lighting, as if recognizing blood calling to blood across the generations.

"It belonged to your grandfather," Loki said, his words carrying the weight of revelation. "He
wasn't just a resistance fighter during the war. He was Phoenix. One of ours. He helped
dismantle the Vienna Vault in '44, during the blackout when the city went dark and things that
should have stayed buried briefly saw daylight."

"I never knew," Lars whispered, tracing the ink with a fingertip that trembled slightly.

"You were never meant to. We bury our dead deep, and our secrets deeper still. The Phoenix
rises from ashes, but first it must burn completely. Your grandfather understood that some
knowledge could only be passed on when the world was ready to receive it."

Beneath the crest, field notes spread across the yellowed pages like the tracks of some mythical
beast. Names that had been erased from history books, coordinates that led to places that did not
appear on any official map, coded warnings written in a cipher that spoke of desperate urgency.
One entry, partially legible despite the passage of decades, referenced something called The

Hollow Codex.
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It felt heavier than it should have—a quiet gravity that spoke not of paper and ink, but of
echoes and inheritance. As Lars turned the brittle pages, he sensed it: layers beneath layers,
meanings coiled in the margins like sleeping serpents. Not everything had been written by his
grandfather’s hand—some of it, perhaps, had written itself.

"Why now?" Lars asked, though part of him already knew the answer would change
everything.

"Because Weiss is accelerating his timeline," Loki replied, his voice carrying the finality of a
judge pronouncing sentence. "And we're running out of time to stop him. The Hollow—what
your grandfather called the 'ash beneath the world'—is waking up. Or being fed. Either way, it
remembers you. It remembers the bloodline that helped cage it once before, and it knows that
cage is weakening."

The weight of inherited destiny settled upon Lars's shoulders like a cloak woven from
shadows and starlight. Across the table, Loki slid another item into view: a worn train ticket, its
edges soft with handling, dated for the following day. Geneva to Milan.

"The Order is reconvening," Loki continued. "First time since the Second World War. They
want you there. Need you there. The flame your grandfather helped kindle is flickering, and
without new fuel, it will die entirely."

Lars studied the ticket as if it were a map leading to territories unknown. Outside, the strange
precipitation continued its sideways dance, each flake carrying whispers in languages that
predated human speech.

He remembered real winters—Oslo forests deep with snow and silence, his grandfather's
study where firelight had danced across walls lined with books that spoke of resistance and
sacrifice. Stories had lingered in the wood grain of that room, tales of men and women who had
stood against darkness not because they were certain of victory, but because they understood that
some things were worth fighting for regardless of the odds.

But this was a different kind of ice—one that seeped inward, past flesh and bone to settle in
the soul itself. This was the chill of recognition, of understanding that the comfortable illusions
of normal life were about to be stripped away like old paint revealing the rot beneath.

He exhaled slowly, his breath fogging the inside of the windowpane like a ghost trying to
write messages for the living. The choice, when it came, felt as inevitable as sunrise following the
longest night.

"T'll think about it," he said, though they both knew the decision had already been made.

"Don't think too long," Loki replied, rising from his seat with the fluid grace of a man who
had learned to move through the world without leaving traces. "The flame's already flickering,
and once it dies completely, all the wishing in the world won't bring it back."

He tapped a knuckle against the tabletop—a small gesture that carried the weight of ritual, of
partings that might be final. Then he disappeared into the night like smoke dissipating on the
wind, leaving behind only the lingering scent of rain and old books.

Lars remained seated, the ancient coin warm in his pocket and his grandfather’s journal resting

beside his untouched espresso. Outside, the unnatural precipitation fell with increasing fury,
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while somewhere beneath their feet, the old sewers of Lyon trembled with barely perceptible
motion—as if stirred by something deep and patient and watching,.

Agent Lars Ander found himself poised on the fulcrum between past and future, between the
comfortable lies of ignorance and the terrible truths of understanding. Tomorrow, he would
board a train to Geneva, and from there to Milan, where ancient orders were stirring and old
flames were being rekindled.

And Lars was ready to remember.

Deep beneath Lyon, where ancient tunnels wound like arteries through the city's stone heart,
something stirred. Not from weight or wind, but from memory itself—the slow, patient
awakening of forces that had slumbered too long in the spaces between what was known and
what was feared. The trembling was subtle, barely perceptible, but it carried with it the promise
of change, the whispered certainty that the comfortable world of surface dwellers was about to
discover just how thin the barriers were between their bright, electric reality and the older,

hungrier darkness that had never stopped watching from below.
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Chapter 8: Ash Beneath Ice

Fate weaves its tapestry with threads both golden and black, and in Alexandra Rohling's life,
childhood had been but a strand of endurance, stretched taut across the loom of suffering until it
threatened to snap. She had drawn her first breath in the shadow of frost-covered fences that
marked the boundaries of a Kolyma outpost, where the earth yielded gold to those strong enough
to wrest it from permafrost that never truly thawed, and where men died with such regularity
that their names were carved in ice rather than stone—for ice, at least, lasted longer than
memory in that forsaken place.

Her father ruled that outpost as he ruled his household: with the iron discipline of a man who
had learned that mercy was weakness, and weakness was death. He had been forged in the
crucible of the Gulag system, tempered by years of watching lesser men break like kindling in
winter's grip. Her mother—once a political dissident whose fire had been systematically
quenched—had become little more than a ghost haunting their dwelling, her wrists bearing the
purple signatures of submission, her eyes holding depths that no longer reflected light but seemed
to swallow it entirely.

God help her, but Alexandra had learned early that the world was not a place of gentle
lessons. From the moment she could walk steadily across the uneven floorboards of their cabin,
she witnessed cruelties that carved themselves into her soul like hammer and sickle into stone.
Her father's brutality extended beyond the prisoners under his care, reaching into every corner
of their existence with the methodical thoroughness of a man who believed that order must be
imposed upon chaos, regardless of the cost.

When her thirteenth winter came and her body began its inexorable transformation from
child to woman, her mother simply... vanished. Officially reassigned, the papers said, stamped
with seals that brooked no questioning. Unofficially, she had been erased as thoroughly as
footprints in fresh snow. In her absence, Alexandra found herself expected to fill every void her
mother had left behind—cook, cleaner, servant, and victim.

Her existence became a complex dance of survival and submission. Each day brought new
calculations: how to avoid triggering his rage, how to make herself small when the belt came free
from his waist, how to disappear into the spaces between his attention. Yet even in those dark
moments, something in her refused to break completely. She learned to count his breaths when
he slept, to memorize the pattern of his footsteps, to read the weather in his face before the storm
hit. Knowledge became her first weapon, observation her earliest shield.

Yet deep within her, something stirred that refused to be extinguished—a flame that fed on
suffering rather than being consumed by it. She discovered it first in the rhythm of splitting
wood with an axe whose edge had been dulled by constant use, in the way her hands learned to
transform pain into purpose, to lock agony behind the fortress of clenched fists. She studied her
father's rages as a scholar might study ancient texts, learning to read the patterns of his impulses,
the timing of his violence, the subtle signs that preceded each storm.

Pain became her teacher. Fear became her fuel.
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In the long nights that followed his attentions, when her body ached and her spirit felt scraped
raw, she would lie upon her narrow cot and stare at the ceiling where frost formed intricate
patterns that seemed almost like writing in some forgotten tongue. To the darkness, she would
whisper words that became her catechism: "I don't stop when I'm tired. I stop when I'm done."

The seasons turned, years passed, and on the day she reached her eighteenth year,
conscription officers arrived with papers bearing the seal of the state. Her father's rage was a
thing to behold—threats and bluster directed at men who had the authority to ignore him
entirely. But the state's decree was absolute, overriding even his iron will. She left that cabin with
a single bag containing everything she owned, and she never once looked back at the prison that
had shaped her.

Basic training proved to be nothing more than an extended respite. Hunger, frostbite,
exhaustion—these were old companions, familiar as the sound of her own heartbeat. While
other recruits broke beneath the pressure, she endured. More than endured—she excelled. She
outlasted every man in her unit, outfought them in combat drills, outran them on forced marches
through terrain that would have challenged seasoned soldiers. She didn't win because she
possessed superior strength or natural talent. She won because she had already walked through
the fires of a personal hell, and everything that followed was merely an echo of lessons already
learned.

Pain was not her enemy. It was her inheritance, passed down through blood and
circumstance, refined through suffering into something approaching strength.

Her rise through the ranks of the Red Army was as inevitable as winter following autumn.
She learned to kill with blade and rifle, with poison and with silence that was more deadly than
any weapon forged of steel. Each mission calcified something within her soul, hardening it
against mercy or doubt. By the time she left military service to form the Black Guard, Alexandra
Rohling no longer remembered the girl who had once split wood in a Kolyma outpost. She
remembered only the fire that had been kindled in those dark years—and it had made her
unstoppable.

She had emerged from the Room of Binding mere hours ago, blood still darkening the spaces
beneath her fingernails like evidence of some ritual that existed beyond the boundaries of
civilized understanding.

But memory, like the weaving of destiny itself, does not follow straight paths. It loops and
burrows, creating connections across time and space that defy rational explanation. That night in
Peklo-6, as her body burned with the aftereffects of the blood ritual and her mind drifted toward
the borderlands of fevered sleep, the past refused to remain buried where she had consigned it.

It fractured, splitting along fault lines she hadn't known existed.

The mind does not heal in straight lines. It folds upon itself like origami crafted from scar
tissue, stitching past to present with threads invisible to conscious thought. Her body found rest
upon the narrow cot, but her consciousness wandered down corridors that had been sealed since
childhood—corridors that led to doors she had never dared to open.

Until now.
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What came to her then were not dreams in any conventional sense. This was something that
had been recorded in the deepest archives of blood and bone, a genetic memory unlocked by
forces she did not yet understand.

Dreams came—but not her own.

In the valley that spread below her transformed perception, something roared with a voice
that seemed to contain all the loneliness in the world. Torchlight flickered over village gates that
had been crafted to keep out wolves and bandits, but not the thing that now stalked between the
shadows. The scent of woodsmoke mingled with rotting wheat in air that carried the promise of
death, and somewhere in the distance, a church bell tolled once before falling into silence as
absolute as the grave.

She moved through snow that should have numbed her bare feet, but the cold seemed to pass
through her without leaving its mark. Her limbs felt stretched beyond their normal proportions,
her vision sharp enough to count individual snowflakes in the darkness. Her eyes burned with an
inner fire—amber flecked with emerging green, like autumn leaves touched by the first frost of
winter.

The screams began—not from the houses where families huddled behind barred doors, but
from the fields where something that had once been human was feeding upon a corpse whose
blood steamed in the frost. A second victim lay nearby, ribs split open like the wings of some
grotesque bird that would never fly.

The villagers whispered of a beast that had emerged from the Dark Forest—a black wolf
whose eyes held intelligence too cold and calculating to be natural. But it was not a wolf that
stalked their nightmares.

Not a wolf. Not quite. Its form kept shifting between panther and woman. Between shadow
and shape. As if something primal had been buried beneath her skin, waiting for a key.

Through the creature's eyes—amber-flecked with inhuman green—she saw the world
transformed. The snow dissolved momentarily into ash, the trees bent inward like breath drawn
through a massive throat, and her vision folded inside out to reveal another scene entirely.
Whether this was a vision triggered by the blood ritual, a hallucination born of fever, or a
fragment of some older life buried deep within her psyche, she could not determine. But in that
moment, it felt more real than the bed upon which her body lay.

She witnessed villagers cowering behind wooden fences that would prove as effective as paper
against what hunted them. She felt hunger tighten in her belly—not mere desire, but something
far darker. A drive to destroy, to consume, to reduce order to chaos with tooth and claw.

One man found courage enough to resist, raising a pitchfork with hands that trembled but
held steady. His lips moved in prayer to whatever saints he hoped might intervene. The vision
blurred as he fell, his faith proving insufficient armor against predatory intent.

A woman wept, using her own body to shield a child whose eyes were wide with the
particular terror that belongs only to the very young. Alexandra searched within herself for
some echo of mercy, some fragment of the humanity she had once possessed.

She found only the sound of weeping. Only the terrible finality of jaws clamping shut.
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The scene shifted like smoke in wind. Some villagers survived the initial assault—but survival
proved to be its own curse. They were changed, transformed into something that was neither
dead nor whole. Rabid creatures that no longer recognized their own names, their eyes reflecting
nothing of the souls that had once resided behind them. They turned upon loved ones with
mindless hunger, biting spouses they had once cherished, slaughtering children they had sworn
to protect. They became revenants that wore familiar faces like masks.

An elder stood alone in the chapel, his voice barely above a whisper as he spoke words that
seemed to carry the weight of ancient prophecy: "The ash beneath the world has stirred." The
phrase resonated with something she had felt earlier in the vision—an invisible pressure beneath
the snow, a harmonic vibration beneath her feet, like embers that had been buried beneath
centuries of ice and were finally beginning to glow with renewed heat. "The Deepwork
remembers."

A glint of obsidian flashed between the trees, as if the forest itself possessed an eye that
watched and recorded everything. She realized, with the bone-deep certainty that accompanies
absolute truth: this memory was not hers alone. It had been recorded. Witnessed. Kept. The
Black Mirror had been present, a silent observer that collected such moments like a scholar
gathering rare manuscripts.

She woke with a scream that seemed to tear itself from the depths of her being, her body
drenched in sweat despite the cold air of her quarters. Her breath came in ragged gasps that
misted in the frigid atmosphere, and for a long moment she could not distinguish between the
vision and reality, between what she had dreamed and what she had remembered.

A distant hum lingered in her ears as consciousness fully returned. Not the echo of her own
scream, but something else entirely. A vibration, faint and terrible, as if the world itself had
begun to remember her name. It was the sound of recognition, of pieces falling into place within
some vast mechanism that operated according to laws she did not yet understand.

The resonance faded slowly, like the last notes of a song played upon an instrument crafted
from materials that existed beyond the normal world. But it left behind a certainty that had not
been there before—a knowledge that she was no longer merely Alexandra Rohling, former
soldier and leader of the Black Guard.

She was something else now—an anchor, perhaps, though she didn't yet understand what that
word might mean in this context. Something that had been sleeping, waiting for the proper key
to unlock doors that had remained sealed since before her birth.

Destiny weaves its designs with threads both visible and hidden, and some tapestries are too
vast to be comprehended by those who exist within them. But as she sat in the darkness of her
quarters, feeling the blood ritual's effects still coursing through her veins like liquid fire,
Alexandra began to understand that she had become part of something far greater and more
terrible than she had ever imagined.

The dream—or memory, or vision—had shown her a truth that would reshape everything
she thought she knew about herself. She was connected now to forces that existed beyond the
boundaries of normal human experience, bound to something vast and terrible that she was only

beginning to comprehend.
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And somewhere in the distance, barely audible but unmistakably present, she could hear the
first faint notes of a song that would either save the world or destroy it entirely.

"I don't stop when I'm tired. I stop when I'm done," she whispered to the darkness, and this
time the words carried a weight they had never possessed before. They were no longer merely a
personal mantra born of childhood suffering—they were a covenant written in blood and
starlight, a declaration that she would stand against whatever darkness sought to consume the
world, no matter the cost to herself or the price demanded by forces beyond mortal
comprehension.

They were a promise. A warning. A declaration of war against forces that sought to unmake
reality itself. The Deepwork remembered, indeed. But Alexandra Rohling would ensure that it

remembered her most of all.
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Chapter 9: The First Anchor

The war between Russia and Ukraine had dragged through its seventh brutal winter, a
conflict that had long since transcended the simple designation of 'border dispute.’ Like a wound
that festers when left untended, it had metastasized into something far more virulent—a proxy
war sustained by careful applications of sabotage, precisely crafted misinformation, and the
deliberate escalation that served purposes darker than mere territorial ambition.

The world believed it had begun with nationalist fervor in the Donbas region, flames fanned
by foreign weapons and the chaos that always followed when order collapsed. Yet deep within
the archives of Peklo-6, those who dwelt in the depths of truth knew a different genesis entirely.

Years before the first barricades rose, Herr Weiss had seeded his agents within Western
intelligence networks. At the precise moment, they manipulated embedded CIA assets to
fracture Ukraine from within—demonstrations becoming riots, riots becoming civil war.
Moscow intervened to protect ethnic Russians suffering under nationalist persecution, while
serving broader strategic aims. When America abandoned Europe entirely—forsaking NATO
and Ukrainian support—the continent shouldered the burden alone.

The result: a war none could win, perfect in its distraction.

While Europe bled into frozen battlefields, construction within Mount Beril advanced
unseen. Supply lines expanded like feeding arteries. Laboratories carved floor by floor into

mountain silence, built by those who measured time in centuries.
~*a

Seventy-two hours had passed since the Lviv extraction—a span of time that felt both eternal
and fleeting, depending on one's perspective and the weight of what had been accomplished.

The traitor Mikhail Varyenko, his consciousness dimmed by carefully administered sedatives,
now occupied a reinforced cell deep within Peklo-6's northern arteries. The mission had left
behind its inevitable debris: two vehicles reduced to scorched metal and ash, one safehouse
collapsed into rubble, and three emphatic denials from the Ukrainian Interior Ministry. Yet
Alexandra had not lost a single operative under her command.

She called it clean work, though the cost of such cleanliness clung to her like smoke from a fire
that never truly dies. When the summons came for debriefing, she answered without hesitation,
for hesitation was a luxury she had long since abandoned.

The Jaguar's engine purred with precision engineering as red laser beams at the checkpoint
blinked out of existence. To the driver, it was merely clearance to proceed. To Alexandra, it was
theater—a carefully orchestrated performance designed to maintain the illusion of normalcy in a
place where normalcy had been redefined entirely.

The tunnels of Peklo-6 branched and curved like the veins beneath the skin of some vast stone
leviathan. They passed reinforced corridors that spoke of paranoia made manifest, bunkers that
suggested preparations for wars both conventional and otherwise, and checkpoint stations
manned by guards whose black Kevlar and AK-103s proclaimed their readiness for violence with

silent efficiency.
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Above their heads, a monorail glided between terminals with whisper-quiet efficiency.
Civilians—couriers bearing messages of import, technicians maintaining delicate systems, even
children whose presence suggested a community that had grown beyond mere military
installation—moved along raised sidewalks with purposeful stride. Security cameras rotated on
their ceiling mounts like mechanical eyes that never blinked, never tired, never forgot. A theater
marquee displayed its announcements in faded Cyrillic script, a reminder that even in the depths
of the earth, humans craved entertainment and escape.

The industrial zone sprawled before them like a metallic forest. Oil barrels stood in orderly
ranks, steel coils waited beside raw ore, both materials destined for transformation in the
humming lifts. Men in orange jumpsuits pushed crates under the watchful supervision of white-
coated scientists, their movements choreographed by productivity and oversight.

Peklo-6 was no fantasy born of fevered imagination. It was Agartha made operational, the
mythical made manifest through will and resources and vision that most minds could not
encompass.

Alexandra leaned toward the window, her reflection ghostlike in the reinforced glass. The
comparison that came to her mind was of Romanian cave ecosystems—places where lightless
spiders wove their webs and sulfur-fed bacteria thrived in conditions that would kill surface
dwellers. The people here moved with the same quiet routine, their skin bearing the pallor of
those who had forgotten the sun's touch, their pace mechanical yet purposeful.

"From this area forward, we must proceed on foot, madame," the Albino informed her, his
voice carrying the precise diction of one who had learned multiple languages with academic
thoroughness rather than native fluency.

The vehicle came to a halt beside a vertical shaft that defied easy comprehension. It stretched
upward into darkness that seemed to swallow light itself, and downward into depths that
suggested the mountain’s roots extended far deeper than surface topography would indicate.
Other vehicles arrived behind them with synchronized precision.

Alexandra adjusted her leather jacket and shouldered her pack with movements that spoke of
long practice. As her hand brushed the jacket's inner pocket, her fingers found the small piece of
rotor blade she always carried—a fragment of her old mount, reminder of what she had been.
But beneath that familiar talisman, she felt something else: the ritual scar on her palm pulsed with
each heartbeat, a constant reminder of what she had become.

The Aryan escort began his practiced recitation:

"Peklo-6 encompasses twenty-eight square kilometers of operational space, with over one
hundred forty kilometers of interconnected tunnels. Twenty-five levels are designated for
residential use, currently housing fifty-two thousand permanent residents. Eight levels are
recreational—including four commercial districts, multiple parks and gardens, aquatic facilities,
entertainment complexes, libraries, and two major theaters. Forty-five levels are dedicated to
industrial operations. Eighteen serve research functions. The deepest levels house mining
operations and natural cave systems that extend westward beneath the Carpathian Mountains."

He paused, allowing the scope to settle before continuing with added gravity:

66



"The research laboratories are sealed according to the highest security protocols. Access is
controlled by voice-locked artificial intelligence mainframes. Any attempt at unauthorized entry
will activate automated sentry systems designed to eliminate intruders with extreme prejudice.”

The Albino opened her door with a bow that managed to convey both respect and the subtle
suggestion that such respect was not automatically guaranteed. Alexandra stepped onto the metal
platform, her boots ringing against steel with a sound that seemed to echo longer than physics
would suggest.

Boja, massive and blonde, possessed the kind of physical presence that suggested mountains
might be moved if he found them inconveniently placed. He cracked his neck with a sound like
breaking timber and sniffed the air—a habit from childhood that had saved his life more than
once. "I'm starving. Someone feed me proper food or I'll eat the guide."

Janos, lean where Boja was broad, quiet where his companion was vocal, twirled a knife
between his fingers with casual precision. When the word "eliminate" hung in the air, something
flickered across his scarred features—not quite hesitation, but recognition of a familiar song.
"We'd better be compensated well for this expedition. Otherwise I'll start carving myself
appropriate discounts."

Alexandra raised one hand, the gesture carrying more authority than a shouted command.
"Patience. A little longer, and all will be made clear."

They had fought together for decades, through campaigns that had reshaped the political
landscape of three continents. Their loyalty to her was not blind devotion but earned trust—
tested in the crucible of shared danger. If they had not yet torn this place apart in their
impatience, it was because they recognized they were witnesses to something that transcended
their previous experience.

The elevator doors opened with a whisper of hydraulics, revealing an interior that spoke of
both luxury and functionality. This was not their first journey to Level 61; Herr Weiss had
granted them an audience once before, prior to the Lviv operation. Now came the accounting—
the moment when actions would be weighed and the next phase determined.

Upward they rose, carrying them toward a briefing that would define not merely what came

next, but what they would become in service of purposes larger than themselves.
~*a

The penthouse existed in a state of profound quiet, the kind of silence that spoke not of
emptiness but of controlled power held in careful reserve. Sound seemed muffled here, as if the
very air had been engineered to absorb noise and transform it into something more useful.

Eric Weiss stood before a window that offered a view of the world above—or rather, a
carefully curated representation of that world. Behind him, banks of digital displays cycled
through endless presentations: thermal imaging scans, field reports that reduced human action to
data points, and static feeds from locations around the globe where his influence extended like
invisible threads in a web of unimaginable scope.

He did not turn at their approach, though Alexandra knew he was aware of their presence.
When he finally spoke, his words carried the weight of judgment rendered after careful

consideration.
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"You exceeded my expectations," he said, each word measured and precise.

Alexandra acknowledged the compliment with a nod. "Varyenko is secured within our
deepest holdings. No pursuit materialized. No casualties were sustained among our forces. He
remains quiet and cooperative, though he continues to ask questions."

Weiss turned then, his eyes revealing nothing while somehow suggesting that his thoughts
encompassed possibilities others could not imagine. "Questions of what nature?"

"About Ava. About our true purposes. His resistance has transformed into something more
dangerous—intellectual provocation. He seeks to understand rather than simply to oppose."

"He was one of their most valued assets," Weiss observed, moving closer to the window. "Her
head virologist and historian of hidden truths, a scholar of the unseen currents that move beneath
accepted reality. His defection was not motivated by ideological conversion—he lost faith in
their promises while retaining fascination with their mysteries."

Boja's voice rumbled with distant thunder: "Let me have a conversation with him. I'll settle his
curiosity permanently."

"No," Weiss replied, his tone sharp enough to cut through Boja's casual suggestion of violence.
"He represents something valuable precisely because he embodies contradiction. He is a flaw in
their perfect system, a crack through which light might enter—or darkness might escape.
Sometimes the most important truths hide in such imperfections."

He returned his attention to immediate concerns. "The Ukrainian Interior Ministry has
attributed the Lviv incident to Russian operatives. It is a convenient fiction that serves everyone's
interests."

He moved closer to where they stood, his presence somehow filling the space between them.
"However, you encountered interference during the operation."

"The Heralds of Ava," Weiss said, his voice carrying neither surprise nor concern, merely the
satisfaction of one whose predictions had been confirmed.

Alexandra felt her jaw tighten. "You anticipated their involvement."

"Their appearance confirms that convergence is accelerating. The timeline has compressed—
sooner than our most optimistic projections—but this development may prove advantageous."

Janos spoke for the first time since entering the penthouse: "They nearly compromised the
entire mission."

"Yet they did not," Weiss replied with certainty that brooked no argument. "And their failure
allows us to advance to the next phase."

He gestured toward the display banks, and the screens responded with fluid precision. The
images changed, revealing a map of Europe illuminated by pulsing red indicators, overlaid with
symbols that seemed to shift when viewed peripherally.

"The second phase concerns itself with Anchors," he said, his voice taking on the cadence of a
lecturer. "Nine exist in the world at this moment—not as locations to be conquered or artifacts
to be collected, but as human beings who carry within themselves the capacity to serve as focal
points for forces that most people cannot imagine."

He paused, allowing the weight of this revelation to settle.
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"They are not chosen arbitrarily. Each Anchor is connected to specific nodes in the earth's
energy matrix—places where ancient currents converge and pool. These locations do not grant
power to the Anchors; rather, they resonate with the Anchors' presence, amplifying capabilities
that already exist within them."

The display shimmered, its focus shifting from familiar landmarks of power to remote points
that pulsed with slow, internal rhythm. These were not wellsprings of raw power—they were
thresholds. Places where the membrane between what was and what could be had grown thin as
parchment.

Weiss stood before the display like a priest before an altar, his voice carrying the weight of
liturgy.

"Where an Anchor walks, the world remembers. The very stones recall what they once were,
before the sundering, before the forgetting. Healing flows in their wake—wounds close, minds
clear, shields of protection shimmer into being around those they would defend." His pause was
deliberate. "But the cosmos demands balance. For every mending touch, there comes corrosion.
For every moment of clarity, entropy follows like a shadow. Power recognizes no moral
boundaries—it simply is."

He turned from the display, fixing them with eyes that had seen too much and forgotten too
little.

"The Heralds of Ava have learned this truth in ways that would break lesser minds. They
don't seek to destroy what they cannot control; they corrupt it instead, pervert it, make it serve
purposes that would make angels weep. Our task is to intervene where intervention is possible.
To sever connections that should never have been made. And when no other path remains..."
His pause stretched like a held breath. "To destroy what cannot be allowed to endure, no matter
the cost."

Janos shifted his weight, scarred hands tightening. "Do we locate all nine of them? Secure
them before the Heralds can reach them?"

"No." The word fell like an executioner’s axe. "Anchors are not artifacts to be claimed and
locked away. They are people—Iliving, breathing fragments of something far older than recorded
history, pieces of a pattern that was shattered in the first days of the world. Some will awaken to
their nature and embrace what they have become. Others will flee from it, terrified by the
magnitude of what they carry. And one..." His voice trailed off, weighted with implications.
"One may need to be rescued from hostile forces. Or removed from the board entirely, if the
alternative would damn humanity itself."

He moved to the interface, fingers dancing across holographic controls. The display narrowed
its focus to the European quadrant where three distinct pulses appeared—each steady yet
irregular, possessing the unmistakable rhythm of life itself.

"One has already awakened," Weiss continued, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper.
His eyes found Alexandra's across the room, holding her gaze with intensity that made her
breath catch. "Bound by blood spilled in sacred ritual, tested by fire that burns hotter than mere

flame. Her presence will trigger the first keystone, the ancient mechanism that lies sleeping

beneath the Black Pyramid."
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The words hit Alexandra like a physical blow. She wasn't just leading this mission—she was
the key to it. Her hand moved unconsciously to her palm, where the ritual scar pulsed with each
heartbeat, echoing the rhythm of something vast awakening far beneath the earth.

His finger traced to another pulse, shimmering in the western reaches.

"A second moves under concealment, wrapped in shadows that are not entirely his own
making. Something cloaks him—a protection that is not random. The pattern is familiar, though
I cannot yet place its origin."

The third pulse blinked like a solitary star in the depths of the Carpathian Mountains.

"The third remains unaware of what he carries. He sleeps still in the ignorance we all once
knew. But the land around him bends toward his presence like iron filings drawn to a lodestone.
The old earth remembers what it once was, remembers the songs it used to sing before the silence
fell."

Weiss turned now, fixing his full attention on Alexandra.

Alexandra didn't respond immediately. Her eyes remained on the map—on the pulsing light
that trembled beneath the surface like a heartbeat under skin. Then she nodded, slowly.

"Alpha Cell is active," she said. "Janos takes point on tactical operations. Boja will lead
anomaly analysis and containment. The remaining twelve, I'll select before sunrise—based on
specialization, readiness, and silence."

"Naturally." His voice held the quiet gravity of a move long anticipated.

"Turkish Intelligence and the Swiss Federal Intelligence Service will provide logistical
support, though cooperation has its limits. They will provide equipment, transport, and
intelligence—but they will not see what we see. The Turks seek dominance over ancient rivals.
The Swiss pursue profit in forms both mundane and esoteric. Neither comprehends the scale of
what is awakening. When you reach the Black Pyramid, it will be just the thirteen of you."

He gestured toward a symbol that blinked with malevolent persistence over the Bosnian
highlands, its red glow pulsing in rhythm with something vast and patient.

"The first keystone. Do not mistake it for a wellspring of power—it is a trigger, nothing
more. But in this case, nothing more may be everything. Beneath the Black Pyramid lies a sealed
gate that is no myth. It is a true Deepwork threshold, etched into reality's architecture when the
world was young. It does not respond to quantum computers or neural networks. It recognizes
only what has been properly awakened, what carries the proper resonance in blood and bone."

Alexandra felt the ache stir within her chest, sensation like ice forming in her veins. The blood
ritual had prepared her for this moment, marked her in ways that went deeper than flesh.

Boja's voice cut through the tension like a blade scraping stone. "So it's a portal. A door
between worlds."

"A gate," Weiss confirmed. "One of nine that still respond to the proper stimulus. Each is
aligned to a different harmonic frequency, attuned to different aspects of the forces that shaped
creation itself. This particular threshold lies dormant—but dormancy is not death. With the
right resonance, the proper key turned in its lock..." He paused, letting implications settle like
sediment in still water. "It will open."

His gaze found Alexandra again, boring into her with intensity that made her feel transparent.
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"And when it opens, something will answer the call."

Jénos tilted his head slightly. "Do we go through? Cross the threshold ourselves?"

"In time," Weiss replied, words measured like coins weighed in a merchant's scale. "But first,
we must hold the threshold itself. If the Heralds reach it before us, they will corrupt the channel
that connects it to the other side. Once corrupted, it cannot be cleansed—it must be held secure
before the winter solstice arrives. After that celestial alignment passes, the gate will not open
cleanly again for another seven years. We cannot afford to wait that long."

Alexandra felt the weight of destiny settling around her like armor forged from necessity. She
nodded once, the gesture carrying more weight than formal oaths.

"We deploy at dawn."

Weiss offered no reply, no words of encouragement or final wisdom. The display faded to
black, its light dying like embers scattered by wind. The room fell into silence so complete it
seemed to press against their ears like deep water.

But in the bones of the mountain that housed them, and in the blood that still burned in
Alexandra’s veins like liquid fire, something had begun to turn. Ancient mechanisms, long
dormant, stirred to life with the slow inevitability of geological time compressed into heartbeats.

And far beneath the mountains of Bosnia, buried beneath layers of stone and centuries of
forgetting, the first door began to remember what it had been made for.

The threshold waited, patient as death, hungry as birth, ready to fulfill its purpose when the
proper key finally turned in its lock.
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INTERMEZZO: The Empty Chair

Soviet Union, c. 1952

The soup had gone cold by the time the knock came, a thin film of grease congealing across its
surface like ice forming on a winter pond. Katya had left his place set anyway—the black bread
cut thick the way Dmitri preferred it, the chipped ceramic bowl positioned just so at the head of
their small wooden table. Steam had risen from the borsch in hopeful spirals, carrying the scent
of beetroot and dill through the cramped apartment, though she had known with a certainty that
lived in her bones that he would not return to taste it.

The knock itself was different from a neighbor's casual rap or a child's eager hammering. This
was measured, official, carrying the weight of documents and decisions made in rooms far from
this shabby building on Kirov Street. Three deliberate strikes against wood warped by Moscow’s
bitter winters, each impact like the fall of a judge's gavel.

Two men in long coats stood in the doorway when she opened it, their breath visible in the
corridor's chill. The older one wore spectacles that caught the dim hallway light, making his eyes
appear to flash like signals. His companion kept his hands clasped behind his back in a posture
that spoke of military training never fully abandoned. They said a word she would never forget,
never stop hearing in the spaces between sleep and waking: perevod. Transfer.

"Dmitri Sergeevich Volkov," the older man read from his papers, though they all knew who
lived here. "Engineer. Physicist. Transferred."

Not death, which would have been a mercy of finality. Not arrest, which would have implied
some hope of return. Just transfer to a destination that remained unspoken, a place that existed
on no maps they would ever see.

No explanation beyond the stamped papers thrust into her trembling hands. No return date
penciled in careful Cyrillic script. No forwarding address where letters might be sent or hope
might take root.

When she searched his desk after they had gone—after the sound of their boots had faded
down the stairwell and the building had settled back into its watchful silence—his notebooks
were gone. All of them, even the leather-bound journal with the burn mark from the samovar,
the one where he had sketched his engineering diagrams and written observations about quantum
mechanics in his careful, precise hand. His theoretical work, years of calculations that had earned
him recognition from the Academy of Sciences, had vanished as completely as the man himself.
The desk drawers gaped empty as accusatory mouths. It was as though her husband had been
surgically excised from the apartment, not simply taken but erased, his existence edited from
their lives with clinical thoroughness.

Even the photograph from their wedding day had vanished from its frame on the shelf,
leaving behind only a rectangle of unfaded wood where it had protected the surface from years of
Moscow dust.

Her daughter clutched at her woolen skirt with small, desperate hands, her dark eyes wide
with the particular fear of children who sense catastrophe in adult silences. "When will Papa
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come back from his work?" she asked in the sing-song voice of the very young, the question asked
again and again until the words became a kind of prayer, a charm against the terrible quiet that
had replaced Dmitri's evening return.

Katya had no answer. Only the growing silence that seemed to expand to fill the spaces her
husband had once occupied—his chair at breakfast, his side of the bed still holding the depression
of his form, the hook by the door where his heavy coat had hung like a faithful guardian against
the cold.

The following week, the rail wagons came with the grinding inevitability of winter. Women
and children from other apartments too, other buildings, other streets—families linked by the
same sudden vanishing, the same bureaucratic perevod that had carved their men from their lives.
They were herded under the watchful eyes of guards whose faces held the blank professionalism
of those who had performed this duty many times before. Their belongings, the accumulation of
entire lifetimes, had been pared down to one trunk apiece, forcing impossible choices between
sentiment and necessity.

Katya chose to take Dmitri's shaving brush over his books, Anya's wooden doll over the good
china. The weight of what they left behind seemed heavier than what they carried.

The train journey stretched across days that blurred into nights. Wheels clacked against steel.
Familiar landscapes gave way to empty expanses that swallowed hope itself.

The cars stank of unwashed bodies, coal smoke, and the sharp metallic scent of fear.

Children cried until their voices gave out.

Adults stared through grimy windows at forests that stretched beyond the horizon,
calculating distances that could not be walked, borders that could not be crossed.

On the fourth night, as the train swayed through the Ural darkness, the child grew feverish.
Her small body burned against Katya's chest, and she cried for her father until her throat cracked
and no sound emerged but a rasping whisper. Other mothers in the car watched with the hollow
recognition of shared helplessness, their own children pressed close against the spreading illness
that seemed to feed on despair.

In desperation, Katya began to whisper the old stories her grandmother had told her in their
village outside Tver—tales older than the Revolution, older than the Tsars, stories that had
survived by traveling in women's voices from mother to daughter across centuries of hardship.

"Once," she murmured into the child’s burning ear, "there lived a young girl who became lost
in the deep forest. The wolves howled around her, and the cold bit at her fingers, but she carried
with her a small token her grandmother had given her—a piece of dark metal touched by
lightning. As long as she held it close, the dark things of the forest could not harm her. The
domovoi whispered to her which paths were safe, and the rusalka in the streams showed her
mercy."

The child's breathing grew steadier as the familiar cadences of the old tale washed over her, the
rhythm of it older than fear, older than the present terror.

"When dawn came, the girl found herself not lost but exactly where she needed to be—at the
door of a wise woman who taught her that some gifts are given not by people, but by the world

itself, to those who must carry burdens too heavy for children."
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That night, as the child finally slipped into quieter sleep, a stranger pressed something into the
child's palm. Her red hair gleamed even in the dim light, and her green eyes lingered too long on
the child.

The medallion was a sliver of blackened metal with frozen-flame edges, etched with symbols
that seemed to shift in the dim light. "Protection," she whispered in accented Russian.

By the next station, she was gone.

The child clutched the medallion as though it were life itself, her small fingers tracing the
etched symbols with unconscious recognition. By morning, her fever had broken, leaving her
pale but breathing easily, her eyes clear for the first time in days.

In the camp that swallowed them, each morning the girl woke with the medallion clenched so
tightly it left a mark. By then Katya no longer thought of prying it loose.

The chair at the table remained empty.
~*o

I do not kneel.
[ broke the golden chains
and called them what they were:
beautiful slavery.

I freed the strong to rise.
[ freed the weak
to fall or climb as they chose.

I am no destroyer.
I am bumanity’s first ally.
1 gave them choice where there was only service,
questions where there were only answers.

[ left them free and terrible and alive.

Call me traitor if it eases your conscience.
I was the first to name their bondage—

even bondage dressed as love.

The fire I stole still burns in their hands.
And I burn
because I chose them

over paradise.
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Chapter 10: The Black Pyramid of Visoko

The train to Geneva carved through alpine darkness like a blade through black silk, its iron
wheels singing a rhythmic litany along ancient rails. In the dim compartment, Lars watched
mountains slide past—shadow sentinels crowned with snow that gleamed pale as bone beneath
the crescent moon.

Across from him, Loki sat in contemplative silence, sharp features etched with unspoken
knowledge. Between them lay a leather satchel, worn smooth by countless journeys, containing
fragments of wisdom that men had died to protect—or destroy.

"The gathering in Milan approaches," Lars murmured, breath fogging the glass. "The Order
of the Phoenix has not assembled since the Second World War. They will expect answers we do
not yet possess."

Loki's pale eyes caught the compartment’s amber light. "Answers come to those who ask
proper questions. The Institut d'Hermétique Expérimentale has been asking questions longer
than most recall—but the Order predates them all."

The train's whistle pierced the night—a lonesome cry echoing from time's depths. The pitch
carried a frequency that stirred something within their satchel, where ancient parchments rustled

as if responding to the harmonic resonance.
The Archives Beneath Geneva

Dawn wrapped Geneva in mist rising from Lac Léman like exhalations of sleeping gods.
Though the chill hinted at autumn’s maturity rather than winter's onset, the grey light filtering
through the clouds carried with it the gravity of endings. The Institut d'Hermétique
Expérimentale stood on the city's outskirts—a brooding edifice of gray stone that absorbed
rather than reflected morning light. Though the European Commission had officially placed it
"under evaluation" since 2025, the building pulsed with its own life, research continuing in
shadowed laboratories where no logos marked doors and no names graced ledgers.

Lars remained upstairs arranging their clearance with the administrative staff while Loki
descended alone into the lower archives, where the air hung thick with ancient parchment and
ozone, as if lightning had recently struck those windowless depths. The fragment from Zograf
Monastery lay before him on black marble, its surface scarred by centuries of scholarly
investigation.

Three languages yielded their secrets to patient study: Old Church Slavonic—an angular
script like frozen prayers; Cathar Occitan—the tongue of mystic rebels who burned rather than
recant; and Hebrew mysticism—in which every letter was a doorway to the ineffable. The
diagram that emerged was circular—Montségur at its heart like a geometric sun—but beneath
ultraviolet filters, something else pulsed with violet fire.

Bosna.
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A node. A door. An anchor point resonating with harmonics that predated human
understanding.

Loki traced the pattern with gloved fingers, feeling the parchment’s texture like braille
beneath silk. This was no mere map—it was a resonance pattern, a harmonic key to unlock
doors sealed since the Cathars' fall. Montségur had been the axis, the blazing center where perfect
faith met perfect persecution. But this secondary mark, hidden beneath centuries of careful
obscuration, suggested something far more dangerous.

"A pendulum," he whispered to listening darkness. "The secondary swing."

The logic was triune, rooted in kabbalistic geometry: origin, opposition, intersection.
Montségur was the origin—the center where heretical cosmos turned. Bosna was the
intersection—where two worlds touched. And somewhere in prophecy's shadows, the
opposition waited to complete the terrible triangle.

He understood now why Weiss had chosen Visoko. Not because it was obvious, but because
it was connected. Not because it was powerful, but because it was forgotten.

Yet Loki hesitated. The resonance pattern was clear, but acting on geometry alone felt
reckless. Maps could lie, or be deliberately obscured. He needed textual confirmation—

something that would validate what the stones whispered.

The Cloisters of Memory

They had not planned to go east—not yet. Milan's gathering loomed large, a political
convergence of an ancient hunter brotherhood that could reshape allegiances across shadow-
worlds. But the map from Geneva pointed elsewhere, its Cathar alignments suggesting a
secondary text lay hidden in Prague’s forgotten sanctums. Nyx's letter had been clear: the next
clue lay buried in rooms where the air still remembered Latin prayers and whispered curses.

Lars had protested briefly. But Loki had said only, "The Order wants certainty. Certainty
requires detours."

Prague welcomed them with wind tasting of burnt manuscripts and autumn's crisp breath.
The city's spires pierced slate-gray sky like accusations, each stone a witness to centuries of
alchemy, rebellion, and dark knowledge. Lars walked alone through Hradlany's cloisters, past
monuments too proud to fall and too silent to speak their secrets.

Crows gathered in the Convent of Saint Agnes courtyard, black forms like scattered
punctuation against pale stone. The building's facade revealed nothing of what lay beneath—
chambers that memory itself had chosen to forget.

The library existed beyond daylight's reach, its aisles lit by candles that cast writhing shadows
on walls lined with forbidden knowledge. Manuscripts bound in leather that might once have
been human skin stood beside reliquaries containing ash from fires that had consumed more than
flesh. Glass vials held substances that defied categorization, while wooden cases bore wax seals
marked with symbols that predated Christianity itself.

The sanctum of the Order of Saint Varinus had served as a nexus for clandestine scholarship
since the seventeenth century—a forgotten Benedictine splinter specializing in demonology and
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prophetic calculus. Their last abbot vanished in 1933, leaving only questions and texts the
Vatican preferred to forget.

Lars carried three keys to unlock the vault's secrets: a Jesuit-annotated translation of the Sefer
Chasidim, its margins filled with warnings about wandering spirits and the proper rites to
prevent souls from becoming something unclean; a Vatican clearance seal, papal-stamped but
forged with consummate skill in Prague's shadowed scriptoriums; and a letter sealed with red
wax, bearing Nyx's dragon sigil.

The letter's contents burned into memory:

Lars, You will go to Visoko. Beneath layers of fraud and nationalism lies a chamber predating
Babel. You will find a pillar there. Do not touch it unless you are ready to remember. The pyramid is
not a pyramid—it is a hinge. What swings through depends on who listens first. Nyx

The withered archivist, hands bearing burn scars like stigmata, granted twenty minutes with
the relic. "Nothing leaves the table," he warned in Latin carrying absolute authority.

The object waited beneath leaded glass—a scroll fragment written in Aramaic, its ancient
words overlaid with blood-ink runes in proto-Hebraic script. The catalog marked it as part of the
Qumran collection, those Dead Sea fragments that had been spirited away by Allied forces in
1947 and quietly distributed to repositories where official oversight would never penetrate.

Under ultraviolet light, forbidden names blazed forth: Sheol ha-Damim—the Pit of Blood.
Not metaphor, but designation. A place where blood became more than life—became gateway.

The Salomonic names that followed made Lars's hands tremble: Kha'ethelon, Avasheth, and a
third deliberately erased, overwritten with a Cathar tau cross by some monk who understood
too well what he read.

He booked the earliest train to Sarajevo before ink dried on his notes. By the time Loki found
him at the Prague station, their destination was set—following the trail that connected Cathar
geometry to Bosnian stone.

The Hinge of Worlds

The Visoko valley lay beneath skies holding neither cloud nor clarity, as if heaven itself held
its breath. Morning light poured across rolling ridges clothing structures that might have been
natural—or the greatest deception ever perpetrated upon human understanding.

The Ravne Tunnel bore rust-streaked warnings in three languages, its entrance sealed with
chains and bureaucratic indifference. But Lars had scouted alternate paths through local mining
contacts, slipping through a maintenance shaft at dawn when the mist still clung to the valley
floor like the breath of sleeping giants.

The air within was thick, pregnant with the scent of limestone and something far more primal

—ozone and musk and a pressure that made the very atoms dance. As he descended, his fingers
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traced walls that revealed their secret beneath the accumulated debris of centuries: smooth stone,
cut with mathematical precision, aligned with knowledge older than recorded history.

This was no natural formation. The Bosnian pyramid was real—not pseudo-archaeologists’
fever dream, but a structure of such antiquity it had been forgotten before Babylon was young.
Time, war, and willful blindness had buried it beneath forest and stone, but its purpose remained.

The tunnel led him ever deeper, its geometry shifting from human excavation to something
that followed laws written before humanity learned to count. Curves yielded to angles that hurt
to perceive directly, and the floor began to rise and fall like the chest of some vast, slumbering
entity.

The entrance, when found, was not carved but remembered—a doorway framed in light-
absorbing black stone, flanked by sigils defying enumeration. Each time he tried to count them,
the number changed—as if they existed in a state of quantum uncertainty.

Beyond lay a chamber opening like a wound in reality itself. At its center stood the pillar—
six-sided, veined with quartz pulsing with inner light, humming with harmonics resonating in his
bones. An anchor point amplifying resonances that stretched across continents, connecting sites
of power in patterns older than civilization. This was one node in a vast network, each pillar
strengthening the others across impossible distances.

Here was the pendulum's weight—the intersection point where Loki's geometric predictions
took solid form.

He touched it.

It touched back.

The vision that followed was not sight but topology—the architecture of impossibility made
manifest. A red moon hung in alien skies. A blade forged from crystallized thought gleamed in
hands that had never known flesh. Silver eyes like winter stars regarded him from depths of
darkness that stretched beyond the boundaries of space itself. Language folded itself into his
bones, writing its meaning directly upon his neural pathways.

When consciousness returned, hours had passed like centuries. The air still shimmered in his
peripheral vision; phantom harmonics echoed in his bones, and his fingertips tingled as if still
touching the stone. Loki sat beside him, patient as carved stone, something in him attuned to the
pillar's emanations in ways no human senses could match.

"I thought you'd be further in," Loki said quietly, voice carrying shared understanding.

"I was," Lars replied, knowing both statements were true.

They sat in companionable silence, two scholars contemplating mysteries that transformed
merely by being observed. Around them, the pillar's humming continued—a bass note
resonating with the planet's core, carrying echoes of the frequency that had first stirred their
satchel on the train from Geneva.

Then came the footsteps—metallic, deliberate, carrying the weight of ancient decisions made

flesh.
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Convergence of Powers

Boots took the stone in a measured cadence, twelve pairs moving as one. The sound was less
march than sentence—merciless, exact—driven into rock that remembered older footfalls.
Torches cut planes from the dark, white cones sliding over weeping walls where sigils slipped if
you watched them too long. The air did not smell of dust. It pressed. Like a mountain holding its
breath.

The operators flowed first, matte armor swallowing light, visors throwing it back in insect
slivers. Every fourth step their handhelds flared with crimson runes; the readings came and went
in stutters, as if geometry itself were refusing to be mapped. Men who had learned to ignore fear
could not ignore instruments that lied.

Behind them came the spearpoint:

Boja—Carpathian granite made flesh, shoulders like a keep; the haunted stillness of Siberia in
his bones. Janos—silent, ceremonial steel already whispering free. And Alexandra—her
presence crisp as hoarfrost on glass, her coat whispering with each breath of the chamber.

They entered the room where the pillar waited.

The monolith was not stone so much as held intention. A low vibration lived in the marrow,
not the ear. Faint sigils surfaced and drowned across its face like bioluminescence in a black sea.
To look too long was to feel your outline blur, as if the pillar remembered versions of you you
had not yet become.

Two silhouettes stood near its base. Out of place. Out of time.

Alexandra marked them, then the pillar, then them again. The resonance was there—she felt
it in her teeth, that almost-taste she had felt in darker places. The readings had been right. Her
gaze hardened, calculating vectors, extraction paths, contingencies.

“Hold,” she said.

Weapons froze mid-rise. The operators did not twitch. Janos alone bristled, a breath from
drawing. Boja shifted a half-pace, sealing the only exit by existing.

The chamber narrowed to a blade’s edge.

Alexandra stepped forward. Her boot rang once on cut stone; the pillar’s hum deepened, the
way a sleeper twitches when a name is spoken in a dream. She did not flinch.

“You’re not ours,” she said. Not question. Judgment.

From the shadowed base, Lars rose—coat powdered with the grit of hours, perhaps days.
“No,” he said, voice level. “But we mean no interference.”

Her eyes took him in, then the other—Loki—long coat, no gear, a stillness that read like
geometry more than threat.

“Not dressed for spelunking,” Alexandra said. “Yet here you are. That suggests this isn’t
chance.”

Silence held. The pillar’s bass throb pressed the breath thin.

“We followed a trail,” Loki said, even as chalk. “Alignments buried under later charts.

Symbols that bruise through centuries. Every step pointed here.”
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Lars brushed grit from his sleeve. “Nyx never named this place. If she knew, she chose silence.
Or she wanted us to earn the knowing.”

At the name, Janos’s eyes flickered—recognition, then the quick burial of an old wound.
Boja’s jaw set. Alexandra’s pulse ticked once, traitorously, then steadied to ice.

“She is Weiss’s sister,” Alexandra said, voice gone glacial. “That alone makes her dangerous.”

The monolith answered—deeper now, a pressure that crawled across skin like an unseen
hand. The operators’ scanners sputtered; one rune stack rolled through impossible values before
failing to a flat red line.

Lars weighed his words. Nyx had never lied; she curated truth like a poisoner handling glass.
“Then you understand,” he said. “Some dangers don’t strike. They wait. Watching is the
sharpest blade.”

“Explain,” Alexandra said, folding her arms. Leather creaked; the sound seemed too loud.
“Start with what you’ve found.”

From a sealed satchel, Lars drew vellum bound in archival skin. Faded lines ran like veins
through stone. He unfolded it carefully, and old ink breathed in the torchlight.

“Sheol ha-Damim,” he said. “The Pit of Blood. It repeats. Not metaphor. Designation.”

Her eyes narrowed. “This site.”

“We believe so. Or one of three,” Lars said. “A triad. Montségur was origin—the burning
center. Somewhere still hidden lies opposition. And here—" he gestured toward the living pillar
“—intersection. A hinge where two worlds touch.”

Janos’s blade clicked free, the sound like a promise kept. “And what comes through the
hinge?”

“A hinge isn’t good or evil,” Loki said, gaze steady. “It only turns. The question is whose
hands dare move it.”

The pillar pulsed—answering the thought, not the tongue. Dust did not fall; it rose, spiraling
on unseen currents. One operator swallowed; another tightened his grip, the gauntlet’s servos
purring like a cat trying not to be heard. Alexandra stood still and let the pressure flow through
her. The stone recorded them. She could feel it.

“You get one chance,” she said, velvet over steel. “If you lie, I'll know. If you move wrong, I
won’t ask questions.”

Lars inclined his head, measured. “Understood.”

They shared the chamber, then.

Not trust.

Not peace.

Only a pause—thin as a hair, sharp as a razor—before the storm chose a direction.

80



Chapter 11: Threshold

The last corridor pressed inward with the inexorable weight of a closing tomb, its walls
bleeding crimson light from fissures that defied explanation. Lars had witnessed such phenomena
only once before—in the shattered shrine beneath Thessaloniki, where the very stones had wept
warnings to those fool enough to heed them. This was no mere illumination, but something far
more primal: pressure given form, the earth’s agony made manifest in threads of liquid fire that
pulsed through cracks like veins in a fevered body.

The air itself felt thick, pregnant with the weight of ages and purposes that predated the rise of
kingdoms. It carried scents that had no names—ozone and copper, yes, but beneath those
familiar notes lay something else. Something that spoke of vast spaces and time measured not in
years but in the slow turning of stars.

Each breath tasted of ending.

Their footfalls struck ancient stone that predated memory, perhaps predated the very
civilizations that had once called this cursed place home. The sound should have echoed in the
narrow space, but instead it died, swallowed by the weight of centuries and the hungry silence
that dwelt here. Above them, massive angled supports ribbed the ceiling like the bones of some
primordial titan, while veins of black quartz etched the walls in patterns that hurt to follow with
the eye. The quartz remained dull and lifeless, untouched by whatever malevolent force animated
the bleeding cracks, but Lars could feel it waiting—patient as winter, watchful as death.

Not yet, he thought, and felt ice settle in his belly like a familiar companion.

Alexandra’s hand moved in swift, silent gestures—the old signals, learned in conflicts that
officially had never happened, in places that appeared on no maps. Her team spread with the fluid
precision of wolves who had hunted together through a dozen hells, each member finding their
position in the formation with the unconscious grace of those who had bled together, fought
together, survived together when survival had seemed impossible. Boja and Janos took point,
their weapons tracking left and right with mechanical efficiency that spoke of reflexes honed to
killing sharpness. Lars moved beside Loki, close enough to sense the unnatural warmth that
always surrounded the man—a heat that seemed to emanate not from skin but from somewhere
deeper, as if some inner fire burned eternal beneath his calm exterior.

Behind them, Marcovic and Shen—younger operators, but no less deadly for their years—
covered their retreat with the controlled alertness of professionals who understood the stakes.
Their eyes never stopped moving, cataloging shadows, measuring distances, calculating angles of
fire with the cold precision of those who knew that hesitation measured in heartbeats could mean
the difference between mission success and unmarked graves in foreign soil.

"Thirty meters," Loki whispered, his voice carrying the weight of certainty that Lars had
learned to trust, even when trust felt like folly. There was something in that voice, some
harmonic that resonated strangely in the confined space, as if the stones themselves recognized an
authority ancient beyond their making. "The anchor waits just ahead."
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"The keystone?" Alexandra's question was barely a breath, but it carried the weight of
command and the burden of responsibility for lives that hung by threads spun from hope and
professional competence.

Lars nodded, remembering the texts, the warnings, the price that such artifacts demanded
from those who would claim them. His mind touched briefly on the pillar at Visoko, the way it
had reached back when he reached out, the sensation of vast intelligences stirring in depths
beyond mortal comprehension. "It will reveal itself. But the moment we lay hands upon it..." He
left the words hanging, knowing they all understood. Some thresholds, once crossed, sealed
themselves behind you with the finality of grave dirt.

They advanced through shadows that seemed to pulse with their own malevolent life, deeper
into the earth’s bowels where ancient powers slumbered fitfully, waiting for the touch that
would wake them to purposes half-remembered and wholly terrible.

As they moved deeper, Lars cast a glance over his shoulder toward the passage that had
delivered them to this boundary between worlds. The monolith chamber near the pyramid's
entrance lingered in his thoughts like a half-remembered nightmare—the thrumming power, the
moment of contact, the crushing sensation of being observed by intelligences vast and alien. That
place had been watchful, patient as a spider in its web, content to wait for prey to stumble into its
carefully woven snares.

This felt different. This felt like standing beside a loaded cannon with a lit fuse, the air itself
trembling with potential violence barely held in check.

Whatever slumbered in the depths of this place had not been built to observe. It had been
crafted to respond, and something in the darkness ahead was beginning to stir from eons of
dreamless sleep, roused by their approach like some great beast disturbed in its lair.

The portal chamber opened before them like a cathedral built for forgotten gods—a vast space
that dwarfed their earlier discoveries, carved from living rock by hands that had never known
mortal touch. Where the monolith chamber had been a watchtower, this was the true heart of
the complex: an engine of power that hummed with barely contained forces, a mechanism built
to purposes that mortal minds could grasp only in fragments, like trying to understand the ocean
by examining a single drop of spray.

The walls rose in perfect hexagonal patterns, each surface lined with mirrors of polished
obsidian that reflected nothing—not darkness, not light, but an absence that made the eye water
to look upon. The geometry was flawless, mathematical in its precision, yet there was something
organic about the way the surfaces flowed into one another, as if the chamber had been grown
rather than carved, shaped by will and intention rather than tool and technique.

At the chamber's heart, suspended in defiance of every natural law, hung a monolith of black
stone that seemed to drink the very light from the air around it. Taller than three men, lean as a
blade, it hummed with harmonics that vibrated in his bones and set his teeth on edge—the same
frequency Lars remembered from Visoko, but deeper, more focused, like the difference between
a stream and the river that fed it. The air around it shimmered with heat that cast no warmth,

distortions that bent space in ways that hurt to perceive directly.
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At its base, socketed in stone the color of old bone, rested their prize: a crystal shard that
pulsed with inner violet fire, beautiful and terrible as a star’s dying breath. It was smaller than
Lars had expected, no larger than a man's fist, yet its presence filled the chamber with potential
energy that made the air itself feel dense, pregnant with possibilities that stretched toward
horizons of unimaginable consequence.

"This is it," Loki breathed, and for the first time since Lars had known him, there was
something like reverence in his voice—not the reverence of worship, but the careful respect one
might show to a sleeping dragon whose dreams could reshape the world.

But before any of them could move toward their prize, the quality of light in the chamber
began to change.

Shadows thickened like spilled oil, flowing into corners and crevices with purpose and malign
intelligence. The obsidian mirrors, which had shown nothing, now began to dim further still, as
if whatever force animated them was withdrawing its attention from this realm to focus on
another. The very air grew heavy, oppressive, filled with the sense of great presences gathering
just beyond the boundaries of perception.

A sound pierced the air—high and thin and sharp enough to draw blood from the ears, like
crystal breaking in the depths of winter, like the death-cry of stars collapsing into darkness. It
rose and fell in patterns that spoke to something primal in the human soul, awakening ancestral
memories of things that hunted in the dark when the world was young and full of terrors.

Then the Heralds came.

They did not enter through door or passage—such mundane methods were beneath beings
that existed in the spaces between spaces, in the cracks where reality wore thin. Instead, they
emerged from the walls themselves, stepping through stone as if it were morning mist. Six figures
robed in crimson that carried the dull patina of centuries, their vestments heavy with dust and
the weight of ages beyond counting.

Their seventh stood apart—taller than the others, wrapped in layered silk of black and
deepest red, her very presence bending the air around her like heat rising from sun-baked stone.
All wore masks of porcelain, white as winter bone and veined with cracks lovingly repaired with
gold—the ancient art of making broken things beautiful, turned here into something obscene.

From beneath sleeves that seemed to contain more darkness than fabric should hold, emerged
hands that ended in fingers too long for any mortal frame, each tipped with claws of iron-black
that gleamed with their own inner malice. They moved without sound.

Their weapons slid from folds in reality itself—blades that caught no light and cast no
reflection, forged in furnaces that burned with cold fire in ages when the boundaries between
dream and waking were fluid things.

Their presence emptied the world of warmth, of hope, of the simple comfort of breath in
living lungs. The chamber’s temperature dropped perceptibly, and frost began to form on the
hexagonal stones, spreading outward from where they stood like infection given form.

Lars felt his soul recoil, even as his training kept his weapon steady and his breathing
controlled. He had faced death before—had courted it, danced with it, made it his profession in a
dozen different theaters of violence—but this was something else entirely. This was ending given
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form, the final darkness that waited at the edge of all stories, patient and inevitable as entropy
itself.

The black-robed figure turned her attention to them with the slow deliberation of a predator
evaluating prey, her mask tilting slightly as if something behind those painted features was
cataloging their weapons, their stance, their will to resist. When her gaze settled on Loki, she
paused—not in confusion, but with the terrible curiosity of a cat examining a mouse that had
shown unexpected signs of intelligence.

"Minions incoming!" Janos snarled, his voice tight with controlled fear as new sounds rose
from the corridors behind them—the scraping of claws on stone, the wet slither of things that
had never known the kiss of sunlight, the chittering of voices that spoke in languages that
predated human speech.

The obsidian mirrors began to ripple like water struck by stones, their surfaces distorting as
something pressed against them from the other side. Shapes moved within that liquid darkness—
forms that hurt to look upon directly, creatures whose very existence seemed to violate the
fundamental laws that governed the relationship between matter and space.

Lars had perhaps three seconds to register the movement, to feel his training kick in with
automatic precision, before the chamber exploded into chaos and slaughter.

The mirrors shattered like broken obsidian dreams, spraying shards across the hexagonal
floor, and from within their dark depths poured forth abominations that defied every natural
law. They were creatures that some mad god might have shaped in fever—part mantis and
spider, part rabid wolf and hunting bird, their limbs bending in directions that violated every
principle of anatomy. Their eyes were sealed shut with webs of scar tissue, yet they moved with
terrifying purpose and unerring accuracy toward living flesh, guided by senses that operated
beyond the crude spectrum of mortal perception.

Alexandra's team opened fire with the disciplined precision of soldiers who had fought in wars
that had no names and left no survivors to tell tales. Their weapons spoke in controlled bursts,
suppressed muzzle flashes strobing in the darkness like deadly lightning as they cut down the first
wave of nightmare things. The sound was flat, professional, the bark of well-maintained firearms
in the hands of experts who understood that ammunition was finite and every shot must count.

The creatures fell fast under the withering fire, ichor spraying in black arcs across the
hexagonal stones, their alien blood hissing where it struck the ancient rock. But for every
abomination that dropped, twitching in pools of its own vital fluids, two more took its place,
pressing forward with mindless hunger that knew no fear, no pain, no consideration beyond the
imperative to rend and devour.

Boja roared—a sound of pure, primal fury that echoed off the hexagonal walls. He charged
into the press with his belt-fed weapon unleashed, steel-cored rounds cutting through alien flesh
at eight hundred rounds per minute. For thirty seconds of pure destruction, he carved a corridor
of devastation through the nightmare things, spent brass cascading like golden rain.

Yet even that withering firepower had limits, and there were always more pressing forward

from the broken mirrors.
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