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INTRODUCTION

| had several reasons for writing this book. Orasoa is related to my background of growing up
in the heart of the beautiful Carpathian Mountamth fascinating history, involving not only
Slavic people, but also other civilizations thaetl here and flourished. It was out of my interest
in history and love of several locations that pthymportant roles in the past, that I've decided to
promote them embodied in a fascinating tale offmst known ruler that we, unfortunately, know
so little of.

Over critical times, tribes with similar culturahtkground used to choose a leader that would
help them overcome an adverse situation and inctkee they made a wise decision and chose a
foreigner, a simple arms trader that rose to becamanportant player in Europe. My goal was
to spread the story of emerging peoples that atkisoday somehow overlooked by history and
arts.

Even though information about Samo and early derent of Slavic peoples are scarce,
Samo’s accomplishments, taking all the difficultie® account, can be perceived as admirable.
Thanks to leaders like Samo, Slavic peoples rodetmme an integral part of European space
and historical events. Since information regarddagno are limited with even fewer facts, | had
to write the book from a different perspective ahdrefore the book is indeed fiction with
elements of fantasy.

Curious readers will further research the topic &nd out what was merely dreamed up, what
most probably was possible and what could be plassidl be most pleased if this book
motivates people to be more interested about triser of the world and maybe see the beauty of
it for themselves.

Title of the book is derived from an ancient cortretbetween humans and fire. From early on
it was considered as a gift from gods and its roitgtipersisted within and not only Indo-
European cultures. Its purpose is to insert thdeemto a place and time of bygone ages, where
humans were driven not only by reason and emotiouisalso beliefs, myths and superstitions.
And they couldn’t imagine giving up on their gods.

To summarize it up, this book is about the eargvisl people and their paganism and mythology.
It's about their achievements in a time when hutifarcould end with just a snap of a finger and

people waited for a great individual that woulddeaem to progress.

I hope you will enjoy it.



PROLOGUE

Due to the declining power of Rome and Constantsofribes all over Eurasia saw an
opportunity in an expansion into richer Europeamd& which led into the Migration Period.
Everyone wanted to grab a part of Europe’s wealth.

Strong Hunnic tribal formations took over a sigeafint part of Europe and spread destruction
everywhere they stepped foot. After the death ofaAtthe Empire was crushed to the ground by
Germanic tribes, which opened the doors for somgthew to come.

A significant part in history was going to be pldyley the emerging Slavic people, in that time
called Venedi, who survived all turmoils, waited their chance, expanded into the mainland of
central and south-eastern parts of Europe, whikhipg Germanic and other tribes away and
mixing themselves with the remnants of local naive

They settled next to rivers, mountains, fertiledsiand created several centers ruled by different
tribes, which couldn’t stay unnoticed from otheogpering cultures in Europe. One of the most
thriving tribes settled around the river Morava #@naas going to dominate the others culturally,
commercially and militarily for many years to come.

But a new threat appeared on the horizon. Nomadiar\ coming from Asia crossed the
Carpathian Mountains, conquering nearby tribesagiihg settlements and trade routes along the
river Danube. Word of Avar cruelty spread quickly.

Subjugated Venedian tribes had to fight on the eidavars literally in first rows, so that Avars
wouldn’t suffer many casualties during their corgjge Late at night Avar warriors lied down
with Venedian women, which caused even more hatwedrds the new tyrants.

Avars despised everything that was holy to the \derepeople. Gods were not pleased with the
destruction of their temples and holy sites. Theyldn't look away from this contempt anymore.

PERUN, also addressed by locals as PAROM, highe$bfjall gods, had to witness his temples
to be burned to the ground and thus he was espetusious. He sent deadly thunderstorms
towards lands settled by Avars, but this just rplid their rage and hostilities.

PERUN found a chosen one, who was worthy of raggorespect for the gods and regaining
independence for his people. The chosen one wasnas trader from the Frankish lands called
Samo.



CHAPTERI - THE SWORD

Our story begins with Samo returning from Bavatmmotgh the land of Carantania* with

acquired arms aimed to fuel the proceeding revbNenedian people against Avar rule. His
mission is to bring weapons and freshly trainedsutu the western shore of river Vah, where his
fellow Venedian warriors established a temporarntarn camp. But first he has to arm new
recruits waiting at a fortified city on the rivena.

He’s accompanied by his brother in law Vladislawskgled archer and wise military strategist,
ten swordsmen on horse-drawn carriages and anditeener in law going with the name
Drahomir, a dexterous swordsman riding in the bedke caravan.

Vladislav and Drahomir were put by their fathelVenedian chieftain, under Samo’s patronage
in order to teach them everything and make wisddesaout of them. They both went through an
intensive military training going on for years amalv they needed to learn to think first and make
rational decisions that will be for the benefittbéir people.

“Bavaria was exceptionally cold this time,” notedallislav apparently still freezing from the
harsh winter.

“After we deliver these weapons, we need to restdw days. We fought for a long time, traded
lots of gems for weapons and | miss my family” saaimo tiredly.

“I miss Drahoslava as well. | haven't had a goodahfer a long time now,” replied Vladislav
talking about his sister cheerfully.

“Don’t be so rude or | will make you eat only breaih water for a week. We should be grateful
for what we have. Especially in these difficult &gy’ replied Samo sharply, amazed by
Vladislav’s poverty of thoughts.

“Forgive me,” responded Vladislav a bit ashamedhatvare your next plans in our struggle?” he
continued with a question.

* Carantania — land stretching approximately ouesspnt Austria



“The key to our success is the city of Nitrava*n of your tribe, which your family had to

leave for Moravia** even before you were born. hder to capture it, we must first secure the
hill Zobor, which is overlooking the city. Remembmy words, whoever controls Zobor, controls
Nitrava and its lands as well. And gods are my &88) we will succeed,” said Samo fully
convinced.

“What will happen then?” asked Vladislav.

“Then we will liberate the plains of Pannonia*** wie our people must live under Avar rule as
well,” replied Samo and they continued their joyrti@nking of how to achieve their goals.

On their way towards the river Diya, while movingrdugh an oak forest, their caravan got
attacked by a group of Avar scouts armed with tiawaial swords and bows. There were twice as
much Avars as there were Samo’s men.

Avars were people that came from distant place&sm to find themselves a piece of Europe,

from where they could loot other tribes and donen&iem in all aspects. They had oval shaped
faces, long black hair, beards and mustaches, alwdiyng their horses growing up with a bow

and sword in their hands.

“Take cover, Avars are attacking!” shouted Drahofmim the back of the caravan. “Form a
circle and wait for them to get closer!” he contduand the swordsmen listened to his orders.

The outnumbered group was ready to fight till thieebend. All the sudden a majestic eagle flew
above their heads holding a silver sword in itsvsland released it straight into Samo’s hands.
“For PERUN and our people!” shouted Samo, he gihspe sword and swinged it on an Avar
swordsman running towards him. Their blades metdinding lightnings bursted from the silver
sword followed by deafening thunders.

Both the attackers and defenders were in shockalties never before seen magic. Samo did not
hesitate and swinged his sword a second time. Hadsurprised Avar swordsman, but no blood
was spilled. Instead the Avar got instantly petdfiand the remaining attackers, not believing
what happened, ran away in horror.

Drahomir and Vladislav inspected the petrified Awadisbelief, while Samo was looking closely
at the magical sword. “Who’s behind this miraclel arshy am | the one with the privilege to hold
this blessed weaponry?” asked Samo confusedly.

* Nitrava — current city of Nitra
** Moravia - land stretching approximately arour triver Morava
*** Pannonia - land stretching approximately betwelke Danube and Sava rivers



The mysterious eagle was watching the whole fighthfa nearby oak tree branch. “Kneel before
me!” shouted the eagle. “I am your supreme god, PEREhe thunderer, giver and taker of lives.
As | overcame VELES, god of the underworld, youl wake care of your arch enemy and oust
Avars from your lands!” continued PERUN referriroga duel with his counterpart, the god of the
underworld, livestock and wealth, VELES.

Samo’s group fell into their knees and loweredrtegghts. Their almighty god took the form of
an eagle and helped them when they needed himdke m

“We the gods have chosen you Samo to lead the aigm@against the unbelievers. Hold on to
this powerful sword, which was crafted for you byAROG, creator of everything, and you will
find answers to your questions on a mountain, whvels once the center of a long forgotten

magnificent culture.”

“Defeat the unbelievers! So | command and so itl $leadone!” added the eagle and flew away
into the depths of the oak forest.

The group stepped closer to Samo while Drahomkgalaup his courage to speak: “Well, every
great sword needs a name.” Drahomir tried to ghabstvord to see for himselft but it shocked
him and he pulled his hand back. “Oh, that hurtesich,” he added.

“It looks like it was meant just for me,” said Samo

“So then we should call it after you,” replied Visldv. “What about The sword of Samo the
Great?” he asked cheerfully.

“We’re not there yet,” replied Samo laughingly.
“What about Samo the Venedian? You know that wesiclan you ours,” said Drahomir.

“So be it. From now on, it will be called The SwaytilSamo the Venedian!” replied Samo and
pointed the sword towards the sky.

The group got on their horses and continued tloeimey towards the land of Moravia. After a
while Samo asked Vladislav: “Why so thoughtful? Waie you thinking of?”

“What did PERUN, the highest god of all gods, meatin with the center of a long forgotten
magnificent culture?” replied Vladislav with anotlggiestion.



“Elders in Moravia use to tell the story of peoptat lived in these lands even before all the
tribes that we know by name. It was a time whemetlvéere no steel swords or tools and people
moved into uplands to seek protection of hills ar@lintains. In this period of time, good hunting

grounds and fertile lands were not the most imporitenefit anymore. Only people who settled

the highest could survive and a culture evolveduatothe mountain range with the name

Tribech. This must be it! This must be the placegnd intended us to go!” said Samo.

“Isn’t that mountain close to Nitrava?” asked Visdv.

“It's a pity that you were never able to see yoomieland. Once | wanted to see the Tribech
Mountain for myself, how it looked like, so | wehd the top and | was amazed by its
breathtaking view. But it wasn’t possible to se#¢rdNia from there, because the hills Zobor and
Zubritsa blocked the view” replied Samo. “Now wesnbhurry to Moravia to get these weapons
to new recruits. We will stay with Drahoslava foslzort time and then we will escort the armed
recruits to our winter camp near the river Vah, doacluded.

After several hours of riding they finally arrivad the shores of river Diya and crossed its
branches through a series of narrow fords and fdliechselves at the gates of a huge city called
Diyagrad,* entrance to the fertile region of Morvi

* Diyagrad - fictional name of the fortress Pohamslear Beclav



CHAPTER II - MORAVIA

“Welcome home, honorable Samo!” shouted a guardlaseng the palisades. “Open the
gates!” he continued.

The main square was filled with people, becausesneftheir arrival spread quickly. People
were cheering. Samo jumped off his horse and naars his house. Drahoslava was waiting in
front of the door.

“Draha, | missed you so much,” whispered Samo genltiile Drahoslava smiled. Then they both
kissed. It was a while when they were the last tiogether. Samo was fighting with his armies in
the Vah valley and during the siege of Preslav*ddong time and Drahoslava was waiting for
him, taking care of their small children and evemes city affairs.

“It's been so long, my darling,” replied Drahoslavall of our girls are walking by now,” she
explained with a glow in her eyes.They had thraggtiters altogether.

In the evening Samo noticed that Drahoslava is dedper thoughts. “Draha, what's on your
mind?” he asked.

“Samko, you can have as many wifes as you pleasg. &k you only with me? Am | really
enough for you?” asked Drahoslava referring totthditional Venedian polygamy.

“As you know, I'm different than all the other Vetian men. | could never be with another
woman,” answered Samo. “I'm sorry that | wasn'téhéor the start of the fasting season,” he
continued.

“It was magical as usual,” said Drahoslava. “As yaow, | like animal masks representing
bulls, horses, bears, goats and so on,” she catitalking about a holiday where men dressed in
costumes and masks performing a ritual aimed déeptiag against negative forces and ensuring
a fruitful year.

“And you don't like the masks of ghost,” said Sawith a smile.

“Oh, you know me so well,” replied Drahoslava antdled at Samo.

* Preslav - current city of Bratislava



After having a late dinner, Samo went to a meedihthe chieftains. He was made responsible for
leading the rebellion some time ago, because ttie/ehedian chieftains were unable to unite
themselves and fight the common enemy. Someone tliernoutside had to come and help them
and the one was Samo.

“Now we have just one key goal, liberation of #mecient town of Nitrava,” said Samo, while
discussing his next steps with the summoned Venezh#ftains that formed a rebellion council.
“Vishegrad on Dunay* and Pannonia will have to vidie added.

Venedian people used to name their most importarttekses, lying on edges of a tribe’'s
territory, Vishegrad. These were well protected kayresses on higher ground that had to be
protected at all cost.

By the time they were finished a guard came tormfdim that a messenger from the Kingdom
of the Franks has arrived. Samo was surprised.Xdased himself from the council and went
outside to the main square which was surrounddalioying embers.

Indeed a Frankish messenger was standing in thélenad the main square, holding his horse’s
reins in one hand and a written message in the.dtfra looking for the one who goes with the
name Samo, leader of the rebellion against Avaad the messenger sharply.

“I'm the one you’re looking for. Whose message ya bringing me?” asked Samo.
“Honorable Samo, | have a message for you fromgiteat King of the Franks, Clothar the
second, son of Chilperic,” continued the messemgere decently and passed him the written

message.

A fair-haired young woman approached the messengleling a basket with bread and Samo
spoke: “Please have some bread with salt.”

“Strange traditions you have here,” murmured thesaager. “Thank you for your kindness,” he
replied shortly after.

Samo looked at him reproachfully and then he bitbkeseal and started reading the message in
the light of burning fires.

* Dunay - Venedian name for the river Danube



“So the King of the Franks wants to support us um effort against Avars and he’s willing to
donate ten carriages full of Frankish swords alké$nf the finest quality and one hundred elite
swordsmen from his royal guard. That's interestifgamo mumbled and continued with a
guestion: “Why would he do that?”

“Honorable Samo, the soldiers are protecting threiagges outside the fortress. They will serve
you well, fulfill all your orders and when theimte comes they will die for you. What is your
response towards our king?” asked the messenger.

“Share with the great king Clothar my words of guate. | will never forget his generousness!”
replied Samo.

The messenger bowed his head, jumped on his hodsgadloped away towards the main gate.

“Bring me Drahomir and Vladislav! | need to speaklwthem right away.” Samo ordered a
nearby servant.

“You called us, Samo?” asked Drahomir barely awaksturbed from his nap. Vladislav was
standing right next to him holding a mug of tastight mead.

“King Clothar is seeking tighter friendship betweeur lands. He sent us piles of high quality
swords and a hundred specially trained swordsméeli us in our efforts. Drahomir, you will
go outside the gates and bring the weapons intddtiess. Invite their commander into my
house. | need to talk to him. His men must staidatthe fortress for now. We have to be
cautious, it can be a trap, hence disarm him fksetd you, Vladislav, go to the council meeting
and tell them, that the meeting is suspended Ld#hl with these issues,” Samo gave out orders
and went to his house.

“When will we have finally some time to rest?” adkéladislav.

“You'll rest when you're dead!” replied his olderdther, Drahomir, with a smile and started
walking towards the gates.

He was expecting to see a bunch of lounging sadi@ed from all the marching, but instead
they were standing in perfect arrays waiting fafers.

“Well I'll be damned,” thought Drahomir to himselfWho’'s your commander?” he asked the
soldiers.



A giant soldier approached Drahomir and said: “I Ragnahar the Fearless and these are my
Alemannian* brothers. We are ready to serve youseand die for Samo!”

“He must be by a head taller than me,” thought Drain to himself.

Drahomir let Ragnahar inside the fortress while dofdiers were waiting in front of the main
gates and he conluded: “Samo is waiting for younigr house.” Drahomir was a bit nervous,
because he did not trust Germanic people. Hisudistvas based on stories from the past when

there were lots of tensions and problems betwestwh neighboring peoples.

“Leave your weapons with me,” he ordered Ragnahho \yave him his huge two-handed
hammer.

Samo stepped out of his house and said to Drahtfmank you Drahomir, I'll take it from now
on.” And Samo let Ragnahar inside his house whe@hdslava served them a delicious pea
soup.

“Thank you, it tastes like it was made by my mothsaid Ragnahar.

“I'm glad to hear that,” said Drahoslava.

“Why does Clothar want to support our cause?” askauo.

“I'm just a simple soldier and | don’t see into fpick,” replied Ragnahar.

“Tell me what do you think,” Samo made it more clea

“Well, Avars can be easily bought for a militarynggaign by any side and even in times of peace
they’re a spiteful neighbor,” replied Ragnahar.

“And no one wants someone like this as his neigfilaalded Samo.

After they had a meal, Samo let Ragnahar's meménthie city and they all swore fealty to him
and the Venedian cause. Nevertheless, Samo wasastdonvinced that it is safe to trust his new
military unit. So he went to the shrine dedicated®ERUN, drew his sight towards the sky and
asked the gods in his mind to send him a sign.

* Alemanni — Germanic people from the Upper Rhine



Ragnahar entered the shrine. “Honorable Samo, hangry for war. When will we join the
battlefield so that we will be able to prove ouveslworthy?” asked Ragnahar.

Samo stepped away from PERUN'’s idol and approa&teghahar. “Winter is nearing its end.
We will start an offensive after the Great NighBut if you and your men want to join our
frontline positions then | can arrange that.” ekpd Samo.

“Nothing would please me more than to soak my svio@lr enemy’s blood,” said Ragnahar.

“You've got the right attitude,” replied Samo laugdly. “I will send a messenger with you that
will hand over my orders to the commander statianetie winter camp near the river Vah. You
and your men will be allowed to perform maraudimtjans in enemy territory, but you will be

prohibited to harm our Venedian people and sat8ale the winter camp. You and your men will
stay right next to it. The commander will specifgwatable place,” ordered Samo.

“As you wish. Thank you for this opportunity,” régdl Ragnahar, bowed himself and left the
shrine. Right after Samo prepared the note witler®,dRagnahar sat on his horse, prepared his
men and they went east.

With the end of the fasting season, Great Night eaasing. The whole city was preparing itself
for the celebration. The tradition was to say go@dto winter and welcome spring.

Vladislav and Drahomir were standing in the mainasq.
“This fasting season is killing me,” said Vladislamhappily.

“You're too picky for someone who ate what the &iseprovided for several months,” replied
Drahomir with a smile.

The celebration was going to start. Young girlsemerthe forefront of the line of people and the
first ones were holding a huge female figure dréssea traditional local costume. It represented
no one other than the goddess of winter and dehthbeautiful and sometimes even ugly
MORENA.

The goddess of death was feared by the people ecmoner or later she would get each and
everyone of them. But this was the time and plabere people could avenge the harsh winter
and be rude to their god under the cover of euphawi that spring can replace winter. At least
they thought they could.

* Great Night - celebration of the spring equinox



People went on towards the river Diya while sindiolg songs. Crows were watching them from
the nearby trees. Samo was walking side by sidé Witahoslava in the back of the line.
Vladislav and Drahomir were as usual right behhmeyoung girls.

“Well, beauty wherever you look,” said Drahomir tliolg a burning torch.
“I love being at home,” replied Vladislav and thagth laughed.

People gathered around the edge of the river Myahomir stood in front of them and started to
speak: “Oh, beautiful goddess MORENA, your wintexswinusually harsh and even though we
look forward to spring, we would like to say onénthto you. Your time has come to... die!”
Drahomir started to laugh and people cheered.

Young girls undressed the female figure, Drahomihér on fire with its cleansing effect and
then the figure was thrown into the river Diya. Biwimeone else was witnessing the ceremony
every year besides the participating people. MORE&aGfed in fury.

“Not only do they condemn me every year, they sthrhocking me?!” screamed the goddess. “I
will teach them to make fun of me! Unfortunatelyistboy’s time hasn’t come yet. | cannot just
take his soul, but there are always other ways¢ atlded and went to the depths of the
underworld to see its keeper, the god with a btiéad, VELES.

“Almighty VELES, lord of these vast pastures, thosgrateful people ridiculed me...” began the
goddess but VELES interrupted her.

“And you would like to take revenge on that younmybwvho the mortals call Drahomir? My
dearest sister, | cannot deny you your wish. Sball be done!” said the god. MORENA thanked
him and left delighted while awaiting satisfaction.

VELES went down to his stables and opened thetgadewide cell.

“Come to me my dearest,” said VELES and a whitefwallked up to him. “I've got some work
for you,” he added and released the best to futilimission.

Great Night came and with it also the traditionpoturing water on all the women together with
whipping them with knitted willow twigs so that thetay healthy and pretty all year long.

“Beautiful tradition! And they even have to be tkar for this,” said Vladislav and started to
laugh.
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“Why?!” a girl was screaming while trying to run awfrom three boys that were chasing her
with buckets full of water. Vladislav and Drahomiere watching the spectacle. As soon as the
girl got hers, she had to thank the boys that Bpldsier with water and give them nicely painted

eggs.

“Yeah, | love it too,” replied Drahomir with a srail“Now that we threw all the young girls into
the Diya river and poured water an all the remgmmmen, we should go to one of the northern
cities and try our luck there as well,” he contidudhey jumped on their horses and left
Diyagrad.

Vladislav and Drahomir were successful. They geohaihing to eat and drink and met beautiful
women. It was getting dark so on their way backiyagrad they went through a wide oak forest
and suddenly they heard a noise. Drahomir saw &alceles in the distance. It was a white wolf
with shining red eyes who stared at them withouvingp

“Look at it,” said Drahomir. “Don’t make any sudderovements,” he added.

Then the wolf started running and he went strafghtDrahomir. Drahomir’s and Vladislav’'s
horses were stunned. Drahomir had only time to ka&eword out, the wolf jumped high into the
air and bit his hand.

The wolf let go right away, bounced on the hord®sk even higher into the air and as he was
falling down to the ground a hole opened itselthia ground and the wolf disappeared without a
trace.

“That beast, it was so quick!” shouted Vladislaid it harm you?” he asked.

“The wound is tremendously deep, but I'm not bleggi and as Drahomir finished saying it, the
bite prints disappeared. “It's a miracle!” shout@dhomir.

As Vladislav and Drahomir were coming back homes #imy was preparing for departure.
Thousands of soldiers with spears, swords, shaatdsbows were marching out of the main gate

precisely as the two arrived.

“You're late as usual!” said Samo accusingly. “Aseavard, you will ride in the back of the
convoy!” he ordered.

“Step out with your right foot!” shouted Drahoslava

“Thank you, Draha. I'll be back in no time!” replicsamo and went away.

11



The convoy was moving slowly, because most of tbieliers were footmen and they also
transported rations, spare weapons and other usefld and materials. After one day of
marching, the convoy came to the fortress Brancérethe army wanted to stay the night.

Branch was a small fortress used by Venediansdtegtrone of the routes between Moravia and
Nitrava. Lying at the edge of the Carpathian Moingayou could get a taste of a mountainous
area.

Right after sunset the moon came up in the skyutkily it was a full moon. Drahomir started to
feel uncomfortable, itching with increasing inteéwsi

“I'll have to go for a walk.” said Drahomir and vkald away into the forest. There his body
started to grow. Enormous hairs bursted out ofskia and large fangs grew out of his canine
teeth.

He became a creature, severely bloodthirsty credhat was willing to slaughter everything that

would stand in its way. Luckily for the people metBranch fortress, the beast found a deer first,
attacked it and ate its raw flesh within momentse it made a move towards the fortress,
because it has overheard noises coming from thexdtten.

PERUN couldn’t stand the sight, so he summonedranstClouds covered the full moon and the
beast fell to its knees squealing, so that the ehehlrby fortress froze in fear. Samo ran up to the
creature and addressed it as: “Drahomir!”

This caused Drahomir to change back into a humam.f&oldiers were sent to the area in
guestion and they brought a passed out Drahomiir iginnants of his ruptured clothing. Simple
clouds changed into a thunderstorm.

PERUN was outrageously angry. MORENA went behirglldack to harm people that protected
the gods and VELES helped her. Even though he ntiuddange the will of a god, he decided to
help Drahomir by modifying his curse.

The thunderstorm intensified. PERUN was unleashifightning apocalypse onto VELES hiding
underground and thus weakening him. Drahomir, wilas warried away to the fortress, opened
his eyes. They were glowing in green colour. Peapbeind him were astouned. He stood up.

"l can hear what they hear," said Drahomir quiethjle looking around.

"l can see what they see," continued Drahomir dugvhiis eyes on Samo and he went silent for a
while.
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"Something isn't right. It's not an ordinary animés him. Follow me!" called out Drahomir. He
took his sword with him and ran out of the headtpraronto the main square of the fortress.
Lightnings were smashing everywhere accompaniekeayy rain. Guards opened the main gate
and Drahomir ran out of the fortress. Samo, Viadishtnd few soldiers started to follow him.
Others ran onto the fortress palisades to watch.

Drahomir came to a meadow and stopped in the miofdie Samo and others quickly caught up
with him, but they were waiting in safe distance $omething to happen. A lightning struck few
steps ahead of Drahomir and right after that aeldrgck snake with red eyes came crawling out
of the ground. Samo was running towards Drahontilerothers were shocked in horror.

The creature began to grin its fangs and jumpedheffground towards Drahomir, but Drahomir
caught the snake with his right hand and instabtbke its spine. The creature fell apart into
black dust. The thunderstorm has ceased, cloudpgksired into all directions and the sky was
filled with stars.

Samo and the soldiers approached Drahomir, whaedummself towards the group and asked
them: "How do you feel about having mushroom soup?"

"Mushroom soup? Are you kidding? What happenedtieasked Vladislav still in shock.

"Just something that had to be done," replied Dmahd'VELES won't interfere with our efforts
for a while. But | guess we cannot expect good éstrthis year," he continued and a smile grew
on his face.

When the group came back to the fortress, bundbeafs were waiting at the main gate. Cubs
were sitting on their backs and holding big mushisan their arms. Guards at the gate, scared as
usual, had drawn their bows ready to shoot.

Drahomir screamed out: “Don’t shoot! They are ouegs!”

Guards opened the gate, hiding behind its wingah®mir ordered: “Bring me four baskets filled
with berries!” Then he approached one bear withula, took the mushrooms from the cub’s
hands, handed them to a nearby soldier and carelssedub’s furry head so that it joyfully

purred.

Guards exchanged the berries for mushrooms angrtl of bears took off with baskets in their
mouths.
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Early in the morning the whole fortress was upterfeet. The army prepared itself for the march
towards the river Vah. After passing the last thiky came to the Vah valley and could see the
winter camp in the distance, but it turned outdamp is still too far.

“Look, Avar horsemen!” noticed Vladislav.

"Prepare for battle!" shouted Samo. "At leastldl able to really test out the sword," he said to
Vladislav with a smile. Then he jumped off his lem@nd tried to get his soldiers to form a
defensive line.

"Cover yourself with shields,"” ordered Samo. Avarde archers started the attack by spraying
arrows all over Samo's forces that were stayinglafensive positions. Avars were using the
ancient hit-and-run tactic, where they engagedethemy by attacking him from the distance
followed by a retreat. Their combination of mountacthers and horsemen was incredibly
effective on flat land.

Avars were strongly connected to their horses, Wwpiovided them with food, materials and the
ability to be superior as their opponents whilenfigg on plains. However, even though high
mobility and shooting from a distance were sigmaifitadvantages, because of this they had only
light armor and were highly vulnerable against-éuatise archer tactics.

Vladislav stood up on a supply carriage and sharesw right in an Avar's bow which then flew
away. Vladislav shouted out loud: "Archers, attadkichers who took cover behind shields held
by pikemen started to strike the retreating Avassk@rchers.

Attacking Avars realized that this tactic won't begreat use. Samo's army had the numbers,
higher ground advantage and used combined armi&erhpn and archers. The Avar commander
ordered a ground assault with horsemen and infaretny He was rushed into a bad decision by
his own vision of fame.

The two sides clashed and Samo started to slafwaes who one by one petrified. After a while
the scene was filled with statues of soldiers wickgd the wrong enemy to fight. The remaining
Avars withdrew and Samo’s soldiers cheered.

“The sword has amazing powers,” noticed Vladistdut it would be better if it would shoot
flames though,” he continued laughingly.

“As people say, never inspect a donated horseth,taeplied Samo.

“What shall we do with these ones?” asked Vladislagt pointed towards the petrified Avars.
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"Raise them along the road and leave them thereviaryone to see!" ordered Samo.

Right after Samo said these words a group of s@di@as approaching the army. It was Ragnahar
with his men.

“A bit too late,” stated Samao.
Ragnahar jumped off his horse and kneeled befam@Sa

“Forgive me my master. Avars besieged our campséweral days and we thought they were
withdrawing. Allow me to escort you to the camgeplied Ragnahar.
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CHAPTER II - MARHAT

Guards opened the winter camp’s gate. This wasnairdinary camp, but more like a quickly
erected fortress to defend positions gained duprayious successful military operations. The
river Vah was on its eastern edge and the suppiye foom Morava together with the gate was on
the other side. Down south was a road to one oftbst important cities of the united Venedian
people called Preslav.

Preslav was situated on the river Danube and tegeittih its surrounding fortresses, it defended
an important crossroad between Moravia, Carant&a@anonia and Nitrava. Samo’s forces were
able to capture it during the winter period.

The eastern edge of the Vah valley was dominateithdoyill Marhat. Being used as a fortress in
previous ages, there was no doubt about its impogtas a guardian of the mountain passage
between the Vah and Nitrava valleys. Avars occuptedong ridge and in order to be able to
operate in the Nitrava region, one had to seizehistar

Samo and his army entered the camp. The camp’s eoen Slavomir was waiting for them in
the main square. Slavomir was a well known plarafdiortresses and fortifications in general.
As a commander he specialized in military defense.

“Welcome, Samo. Long time no see,” Samo was grdasgeslavomir.

“Slavo, how are you?” asked Samao.

“I'm all right. Mainly thanks to the help you seus,” replied Slavomir. “Back then we were
under the attack by Avars. Five days they besiegedRagnahar and his soldiers were defending

the most vulnerable southern wall. Where did yautlgese Germanic beasts?” he continued.

“Actually, they were a gift from the King of the &hks. But still, we should be really cautions in
relation to them.” replied Samo.

“l see... When would you like the start the attac&8ked Slavomir.

“We have no time to waste. We've got high qualitgapons and the manpower to succeed.
Prepare your men for the morning!” ordered Samo.

“As you wish,” replied Slavomir as the horns at tihrain gate roared. “There must be a
messenger incoming,” he continued.
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As the two rushed to the gates the messenger agpgddhem and handed the message directly
to Samo.

Samo started to read the message. “Preslav is attdek and is requesting support!” shouted out
Samo. “If we lose Preslav, then we also lose tipesdions,” continued Samo.

Losing Preslav would mean that Avars would get easess to the supply chain of the Venedian
army. Having enemies in the rear would cause profldhe campaign would be delayed and

Preslav would have to be eventually recaptured.

“How many lives would it take?” asked Samo hims8lich developments would slow down the
campaign and Venedians could face serious troubles.

“Should we support Preslav with all our strengt8ked Slavomir.

"No, we must capture Marhat right away or else wald@ lose our momentum, explained Samo.
Prepare your troops, we will attack early in therinirag as | ordered,” he continued.

Samo went down to the barracks to have a word Mi#dislav and Ragnahar. They were both
inspecting the armory and talking about Germanat \é@nedian women.

"And this is what | hate most about them,” Vladislaas finishing a sentence when Samo
entered.

“Women, right?” said Ragnahar laughingly.
"l have an important task for you two. Ragnahan yoll take your soldiers and together with
Vladislav you will go as quickly as possible to $tee and defend it against an ongoing Avar

assault. Vladislav will be in charge. Prepare ysaldiers right away," ordered Samo.

"As you wish, master, | will fulfill my mission wht honor," replied Ragnahar and went straight to
his men.

Samo turned to Vladislav. "At least we will get laaace to finally test him out. If he's truly so

powerful then it's all Preslav needs now," said 8aeferring to Ragnahar. "When there's any
problem along the road just move to the hills,'tbatinued.
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Ragnahar mobilized his men and left with Vladidiavthe city of Preslav. They wanted to avoid
swampy areas along the river Vah and Venedianesatihts under Avar rule, therefore moving
along the hills was a much wiser choice.

In the evening they reached the edge of the wondgacided to spend the night there because it
was not safe to ride during the night. When huntarse back with some freshly caught rabbits,
they all sat down round the bonfire and startekingl

"You will like Preslav. It lies on the largest riviar and wide," said Vladislav.

"l can’t imagine how it looks down here," replieddghahar that as an Alemannian knew the river
Danube well but only its upper parts.

“It's so enormous that there are only few placesreityou can cross it on a horse without a
problem. I've heard that once in the past theresuahk a drought that the whole Dunay dried out
and you could move across it without soaking ydwres,” continued Vladislav.

"Amazing that such a river can vanish so easilgplied Ragnahar. "What about the rebellion in
Preslav? Can you tell me more about that?" he asked

“Of course. But first have some dark mead,” saiddilav and both poured som mead into the
fire to please the gods.

“Everything that we accomplished started preciselreslav, where the local nobility organized
an attack on stationed Avar forces. They were lfyrialo fed up with the endless Avar conquests,
which cost so many lives of their sons. People tiheew dead bodies of their enemies into the
river, so that it would flush them away to theindia After this the Venedian people even from
furthest away rose up and pushed Avars away frem ldinds,” explained Vladislav.

“Avars are a pain for so many peoples. I've hedroua the atrocities they commited in Bavaria.
That's why my king has put me into your servicese YWWe Germanic people usually deal with
problems of this corner of the world forsaken bylgjoAnd as we dealt with the Romans, we
were also able to unite ourselves and crush thesHBuat unfortunately, this was possible only
after their invincible leader Attila finally diedréplied Ragnahar.

“The grand battle in Pannonia where Germanic triefeated the Huns. Every child has heard of

that one. Our revolt maybe isn’t that extensive, ibwill change things as well. | feel it, said
Vladislav. “Did Slavomir tell you about his mothand sisters?” he asked.
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“He did. An Avar harnessed them to his carriage &tdthem drag it till they died from
exhaustion. Just for the fun of it,” answered Régma

“That's just sick. Many people had to witness thaiutal ways. Our retaliation will be cruel!”
said Vladislav. “Tomorrow we have to reach Pre$lhe,added and they all went to sleep.

When the sun was rising the group woke up to thdof incoming horsemen.
“Quickly, let’s retreat to the hills!” shouted Vlesthv.

As the group was gaining an elevation advantageAtrar horsemen decided to not follow them
because they wanted to avoid such a disadvantage.

“From now on we will have to move through hill rielgof Carpati*,” said Vladislav.

Meanwhile Samo was preparing his army for captutigghill Marhat. Thousands of swordsmen
and hundreds of pikemen and archers crossed tle Kah through a nearby ford and
disappeared in the beech woods south of the mountai

Avar soldiers stationed on the Marhat fortress ‘dikimow what was coming. They were prepared
for encirclement and a longer siege but not fouialq overwhelming and devastating assault.

The army moved towards the fortress of Gaida**. Bvased it as a secondary fortress and
stationed only a small amount of troops there.

“All of these hills were once covered with fortress said Samo looking around while riding his
horse. “If they had enough space, they built therthe shape of a spider web, so that if an outer
wall was breached, the defenders could shoot attaekers not only from the next defensive
line, but also from the sides,” he continued expia.

“So why is it that after time people moved into Ewvareas?” asked Drahomir.

“There’s one simple answer. They were too comfdetalyou see, it's much easier to trade
goods, travel and access crop fields when youdivéat land,” answered Samo.

“We exchanged safety for convenience and that's wieyare in this whole mess,” replied
Drahomir.

* Carpati — Slavic name for the Carpathian Mourgain
** Gaida — hill south of Marhat
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“Well, never forget that even if you work hard oouy defense and build up a strong army, there
will always be someone who’s stronger and who wwérwhelm you with his numbers,” said
Samo and looked at the Gaida hilltop.

“Are you ready to fight?” he asked.
“Of course and I'm looking forward to it,” Drahonmeplied.
“What about the strange things that happened t@’y8amo asked.

“It looks like gods gave me incredible powers. hc@ee what animals see, | feel their pain, their
desires and | can control them if | want. But ottise | feel all right,” replied Drahomir.

“I hope you’ll make good use of it,” concluded Samo

Avars stationed in the two fortresses could novartyesee the incoming army, so they reinforced
the Gaida fortress, because they knew that it'senvaiinerable to attacks and the thin Marhat
fortress can be easily defended with a handfublafisrs.

“Drahomir, you will lead the attack on Gaida andgill do my job according to our plan. See you
later,” said Samo and together with some soldierkefi for the northern woods.

As Drahomir was preparing the army for attackingd@aVladislav and his group were moving
through hills towards Preslav. But first, Vladislaanted to make a short stop to show something
interesting to Ragnahar.

“This is what | wanted to show you. This was onceeater of a thriving culture. Built on an
important crossroad over a thousand years ago.céaustill see remnants of its stone walls and
record of a tragedy that had befallen this plaegplained Vladislav.

“What is this place and what happened here?” aBegphahar.

“It's Molpir*. People still tell stories about th€elts that lived here and the power struggle that
went on and ultimately destroyed this fortress.tidesion came so fast that people didn’'t even
have a chance to flee,” explained Vladislav. “Mokthem were slaughtered in their sleep,” he
added.

* Molpir — fortress near Smolenitse
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“But now we should move on. Let's try the road gkide the mountains. This way we’ll be in
Preslav within few hours and if we're attacked, e@n easily retreat back to the hills,” he
continued.

In the meantime Samo separated himself from they.akhe took seven swordsmen and four

archers with him and went to a nearby cave northi®army’s positions. The cave was cleverly
hidden, but Samo knew exactly where to find it nseahe had this information from retired

Venedian soldiers. At first, men moved some treenbines and uncovered the main entrance.
Then they all lightened their torches and went deago the cave.

“This stone indicates the entrance,” said Samo @oidted at a black stone, which was in an
inconspicuous part of the cave. He pulled the stme the stone structure started to fall apart
until it created a window. “Clear the entrance’n&aordered his men.

The soldiers uncovered an ancient tunnel, which ugesl by Celts to connect the wider Gaida
fortress with the main Marhat fortress. In case@®agda fortress fell to the enemy, soldiers could
easily recapture it during nighttime using thisreeétunnel.

As the group moved through the tunnel, they fodraahiselves in a crossing right under the main
Gaida fortress. There was a secret exit from thedligoing right into the heart of Gaida. Only
some digging would be needed to get into the fssirbut the defense concentrated there was too
strong to handle. That's why they went further talsahe other end of the tunnel. It was easy to
hear that the attack already started.

The Venedian army blew their horns and hundredsotifiers stormed the palisades covered by
archery fire. After one hour the army was still able to penetrate the main wall and Drahomir
grew impatient. As if that wasn't enough, stormud® were coming from the north-west and the
whole attack was endangered.

Drahomir ordered some of his men to circumventfonEess and attack it from the back from the
so called Hanging Rocks, however without success.

Samo was able to get to the end of the tunnel ughkier the Marhat hill top. His men started to
dig their way out. After few meters they finallyveagome light. They digged their way right to
the main tower at the top of the acropolis* andtadiifor a few moments to be sure whether the
air is clean. Then they moved the wooden floor ®@nd jumped out of the tunnel right into the
ground floor of the tower. Samo led the way totthe

* acropolis - highest point of a fortress or city
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There were only two guards at the top of the tomxesrlooking the fortress and the scrimmage
happening at the Gaida fortress. Samo sneakedhipdothe two guards and slashed both at the
same time. They petrified instantly making a quiging noise.

“Look, there are only few of them at the walls,ids®&amo to his men. “We will take them out
one by one and in complete silence,” he continued.

First the group attacked archers who didn’t expettting. Then the last swordsmen overlooking
the main gate noticed that something’s going om@&@s.group attacked with a full frontal attack.
Air was filled with waving swords playing the soafydeath.

As they finished off the remaining Avars a sworderbéew his horn signaling to Drahomir, that
the attack was successful and Marhat is once agaleanedian hands.

Soldiers from both sides looked at the majestichdanill. Avars were shocked about what was
going on, but they reacted fast and sent some meards Marhat who got struck down by
Samo’s archers. Clouds covered the sky.

Drahomir realized that he’s struggling with hisaakt and he became furious. If he only could
smash them away with one blow. Maybe even behimd Donay. Drahomir raged in fury.
Suddenly he realized that soldiers standing nextiro started to look at him with fear in their
eyes. He has seen this before. A strong wave dfthiehaim so he ripped away his vest and saw
that his body was covered by huge and thick hasg .hddy was growing.

The horse on which Drahomir sat got frightened thmnelw him in panic to the ground and

then galloped away. A huge werewolf, twice as &allthe tallest soldier, stood up from the
ground. The soldiers retreated several steps badkvare not able to make a sound. They just
stared with their mouths wide open.

The beast started running towards to main waljurttped over the palisade and right into the
Gaida fortress. It smashed some bystanding Avaliessl away, looked onto the sky and
screeched out loud so that both Avar and Venedtiess fell into their knees from the pain in
their ears.

Then the beast rushed to the main tower on thepatisowhile attacking Avars with its claws.
Archers on top of the main tower started shoothmgjrtarrows and hitting it, but this made the
creature even more furious. It pushed the main taMva collapsed and then it ran back towards
the main gate. Avars focused their attention aregptiwer solely on the beast so the Venedian
army was able to climb over the palisades andlatteam inside the compound.
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In the meantime, Vladislav and Ragnahar arrived laigh hill* with a fortress on it overlooking
the city of Preslav, river Dunay with Carantaniad &fannonia in the background. They were
shocked to see that Avars were able to penetratev#iiis protecting the city, capture the central
fortress** and were now attacking all the remainiBgeslav’s fortresses. Smoke was coming
from several parts of the inner city and storm dbatarted to cover the sky.

“Storm clouds are coming from the northwest,” s¥iddislav to Ragnahar. “It's Thursday,
PERUN'’s day so our god probably wants to celebitdténe continued with a smile. Vladislav
and Ragnahar with his soldiers approached the gaia

“We’ve been waiting for you, noble Vladislav,” aniale voice came from the main gate. It was
the leader of Preslav’'s defense, the beautiful 8fea, who was a skilled archer as well. They
both knew each other from their childhood, playaligthe time, shooting from bows and simply
having fun.

Miloslava was a bit younger as Vladislav, so he waw pleasantly surprised to see her develop
into a beautiful woman. She didn’t dress like adimairy woman. Wearing lots of leather armor
made her look more like a soldier. At least from tlistance. Vladislav had to focus his sight.

“Mila, is it really you?” asked Vladislav. “Whereatie you been so many years?” he continued.

“Preparing myself and my city for this,” answemddoslava with a smile. “Come inside and rest
for a while,” she showed her hospitality and whbayt got inside the fortress she continued
explaining: “Avars came from the east and attadkedcity of Preslav first in order to cut off the
fortresses south of Dunay from supplies. They vadyle to sack the city and now they want to
capture its acropolis hoisted on the banks of ther Dunay. Their current positions are right
between us and the acropolis, at the central Estr®outhern fortresses behind the Dunay, Devin
and we as well are preparing everything that'sfaflan assault,” explained Miloslava.

“We’'re here to help in any way we can,” said Vldasgetting a headache after going through so
much explanation.

“In one hour we’ll attack. Try to rest for a whilesaid Miloslava and smiled at Vladislav. Then
she went to prepare her army for the assault.

* fortress on the hill Kamzik
** fortress on the hill Slavin
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Vladislav couldn’t stop thinking of Miloslava anfat smile. Does she like him or not? These
were the questions that tormented him. He couleWén rest, so he went to check out what she is
doing.

Miloslava was overseeing the preparations when isliad approached her and started speaking
with a mocking tone but still with a smile: “| sd®at you're an archer as well?”

“Shouldn’t you sleep or something like that?” ansseeMiloslava in irritation while she was
hooking up a horse saddle and barely looking atliglav.

“We both know that out of us both, I'm the bettecheer,” replied Vladislav laughingly.
Miloslava got angy, she turned herself towards Vlast and said: “Do you want a bet?”
“Sure, why not,” replied Vladislav.

“What do you want to bet?” asked Miloslava.

“If I win, you have to kiss me and if you win, théhave to kiss you,” said Vladislav and saw the
rising smile on Miloslava with sparks in her eyds. leaned forward and kissed her.

Fighting at Gaida ceased, the ground was cover#dbadies and Drahomir in his human form
was leaning against the palisade in complete exioauddis clothes were torn apart due to the
transformation into a werewolf.

A soldier brought him fresh clothes and said to:Hifmank you, you saved many of our lives!”
“You're welcome. Be so kind and bring me some wateplied Drahomir.

The soldier went away to get some water from thgpsucarts just when Samo entered the
fortress. He went straight to Drahomir and asked Wwith a grin on his face: “So now you're like
our pet or what?”

“Yeah, just make fun of me. I'm exhausted,” repl@chomir.

“It seems like you're able to control your newlytaimed powers,” continued Samo.

“I've never been as angry as today and then it éap@. And look, those bizarre clouds are
moving to the south,” said Drahomir and closededyiss from fatigue.
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“That's strange. I'll leave you to rest and send \8mmeone with food,” concluded Samo and
went to check the state of his army. He met Slavowar the destroyed part of the palisade and
gave him orders to repair the wall as soon aslitgipossible.

Capturing the fortresses in the mountains betwieervah and Nitrava valleys gave the Venedian
army and advantage point in having a base from evteetaunch attacks on the key target which
was the city of Nitrava. But first they had to dedePreslav from an ongoing assault. If Preslav
would fall, all the territorial gains from past wdube endangered. Fate of Preslav was in the
hands of Vladislav and Ragnahar, who were now peepto lead an attack on Avar positions.

Avars were constantly attacking the acropolis oésiRrv and this way they prevented any
reinforcements and supplies to reach it. The plarthe Venedian army was to use forces
stationed behind the Dunay and the remaining sadethe Devin* fortress and other fortresses
to push the Avars back to the central fortresgosund them and crush them.

Preslav’s acropolis was in flames. Avars were ugnfigmed arrows to attack it. In order to get
closer to the palisades, they used large woodegldshithat could provide cover to several
soldiers. In return Venedian defenders poured resio these structures and inflamed them with
arrows.

These slower attacks were alternated by full frioatiacks using ladders and lots of swordsmen.
Arrows were filling the air and swords played oraggin their song of death. A fortress cut off
from supplies could never stand this for a longetim

Vladislav, despite the situation, was able to hdi@ his heart and kiss Miloslava. She fell for him
pretty quickly, because Vladislav’'s special abjlishich he possessed from birth, was that he had
absolutely no problem to seduce women. But he khetvshe was different than the others.

For Miloslava, it was from this moment on only abéim. She looked at him all the time,
thought about him all the time and wanted to béhwiitm all the time. They both found their
missing halfs which is always rare, but when itgeps it seems so natural.

Under different circumstances this would be thd b@sg that ever happened to them, but now it
was time to wage war and not to lose concentraahthink about someone else’s safety.

* fortress on the hill Devinska kobyla
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Venedian forces from southern fortresses passedtimay’s ford and joined forces with the
Devin garrison. Avars ceased attacking the acrepoid started moving towards the approaching
army to find some terrain advantages and attaak thehe open.

As the two armies collided, Avar commanders redlitet the central fortress under their control
is being attacked by a group of Venedian warri@s.far they didn’t consider it as important.
Miloslava, Ragnahar and their warriors stormedcral fortress. Vladislav was covering them,
firing arrows from the distance.

Ragnahar and his men reached the palisades. Thelds were studded with arrows. The most
vigorous one of them kneeled down, Ragnahar jungpekiis shoulders and got catapulted above
the palisade right into the fortress.

Other soldiers came with ladders and started terehe fortress as well. By that time, Ragnahar
was converting the fortress into hell on Earth. Asaldiers were flying into every direction.
Ragnahar was blasting them off with his two-hani&shmer.

The situation became critical for Avars, so thegvbtheir horns signaling their army outside the
fortress to retreat back into the central fortrégdoslava also signaled to retreat, because they
would not be able to hold the fortress against sadbrce. Ragnahar and all the others were
climbing back the palisade and running away froenftrtress. Everything was going as planned.

Avars sent their horsemen to attack the Venediahess. Ragnahar and his men were rushing
back to the rescue and as one Avar horse archetryvag to shoot at Vladislav, Ragnahar threw
his hammer right into the horseman’s head throwimg down from his horse and thus saving
Vladislav’s life.

Unfortunately, Vladislav realized that one arrow Miloslava right in the shoulder and she was
unconscious. She saw that Vladislav was in troabl& rushed towards him as well, which made
her neglect her own safety.

When Vladislav pulled out the arrow from Miloslasahoulder, the arrowhead was covered with
a greenish tincture. “Poison!” thought Vladislavhionself. In the meantime all soldiers from the
Avar army retreated to the central fortress.

Anger grew inside Vladislav. He closed his eyes praged to all gods to punish those who are

oppressing his people. Dark clouds thickened inskye and put the land into darkness. They
brought a huge thunderstorm with them.

26



Strong wind was blowing and circling around thetcanfortress. It looked like it will rip it off
the ground and then lightnings started striking fréress. Louder than the whole thunderstorm
were the screams of terrified Avars that were onerie perishing by the hands of PERUN.
“DONAR*!” said Ragnahar in disbelief thinking ofeflthunderer god.

“He will punish them for destroying his shrines d@athples,” replied Vladislav.

As the spectacle ceased, dark clouds started &puksir and the fortress was left lifeless. The
smell of burned meat spread across the area amdaaft’hile the smoke was visible even from
Marhat.

The defenders of whole Preslav gathered beforeiM&adas he spoke: “Let us thank the greatest
of them all, let us never forget his assistancthis time of need. Let us celebrate our thunderer
god! Long lives PERUN!"

“Hurrah!” cheered the crowd.

“To venerate PERUN, we will build him a temple rigin this central fortress and here we will
celebrate and glorify him, our highest god!”

“Slava!” shouted the crowd.

“From now on this hill will be called Slavin, a gkafor celebrating Preslav’s guardian!”

* Donar — Germanic thunderer god equivalent to Remd Thor
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CHAPTERIII - TRIBECH

Vladislav brought in medicine men from all arourdhtelp Miloslava, but they were helpless.
Miloslava fell into a deep sleep and Vladislav wstl@od that she needs a miracle. He ordered
Ragnahar to prepare his men and everything foirgaRreslav in the morning.

Vladislav went to the acropolis, found himself d@adie place to rest and fell asleep the second
he closed his eyes. He was dreaming that he’senrbuntains. Surrounded by beautiful rocks
and looking at endless forests beneath him.

Then PERUN visited him in his dreams and said: f@&o the heart of the mountains. There you
will come to a hill where the mountain spirit dvgelOn top of the hill you will find a chasm that
will lead you to a cave lake containing the sacmaders of life and death inside of it,” PERUN
spoke.

You will need just one arrow. Soak its arrowheadhi@a sacred water and bring it back to your
army,” added the god.

“You will meet a guide along the road and he wilinly you to the sacred waters,” conluded
PERUN and then simply vanished.

As the morning came, Vladislav left Preslav for larhat fortress. He took the still unconscious
Miloslava with him and Ragnahar with his men werading the way.

They came to their destination at noon. Samo weastmg both Ragnahar and Vladislav. After a
short update on the events, Ragnahar went on tdeeause he did not get much sleep while
preparing his men for departure. Miloslava was nakare of by local medicine men and

Vladislav was discussing future steps with Samao.

As they both drank a bit of dark mead, Vladislanfaded to Samo: “I had a strange dream last
night...”

“Involving an arrow,” said Samo.
“How do you know that?” asked Vladislav.
“PERUN visited me in my dreams and told me whaddoBut he didn’t say what will the arrow

be good for,” replied Samo. Vladislav just nodded.
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“Avars are expecting a direct attack on Nitrava. Waeve to go to the mountains to meet
PERUN’s will, but first we need to secure the Hilibech, which was once an impregnable
fortress and now it's just used by Avars as a lowk@Ve will build our main base there, from
where we will start our attacks on Nitrava,” conta Samo.

“As you command,” replied Vladislav. “By the wayaghahar saved my life back in Preslav,” he
continued.

“So he proved himself loyal. I'm pleased to heatthreplied Samo and both went to rest a bit.

In the meantime, Drahomir was alone in the woodshnaf Marhat. He found a group of wolves
that immediately laid down around him like he woblel the leader of their pack. Drahomir sat
down, closed his eyes and just inhaled the ambiefdée forest. This was filling him with
energy that he desperately needed.

In the evening all of them met at a feast and vemeying a cloudless, kind of magical night.
Soldiers opened their beer and wine reserves, raungright a variety of animals and prepared
them for dinner. Some food was offered to the dogshrowing it into the fire while others sat
quietly with closed eyes and thanked the godseir thwn personal way. Drahomir did not touch
the prepared meat, nor did he complain. He remdenétful to the wine brought from Moravia.

Vladislav came to the feast and greeted Drahory. brother, I'm glad to see you!”

“Likewise,” replied Drahomir. “Sit down and tell nmaore about the sick puppy that you brought
home,” he added.

“Don’t be so rude. | fell in love with her and heme is Miloslava,” said Vladislav.

“Don’t worry, she’ll be all right. We've got the ¥ar of gods on our side and we’ll do something
about it,” said Drahoslav.

“l guess,” said Vladislav sadly.
Drahomir wanted to cheer him up so he used hisugnggnse of humor: “And what about her?
Did she fell for you as well? Did you use your ledary, or should | say magical skills of

seducing women?” he asked laughingly.

“Oh, brother, | missed you,” replied Vladislav wiihsmile and both drank some more wine.
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After a night of gaining strength, morning came mpgdarhat. The sky turned red and after a
while it turned into a yellowish glow. Each day wgetting warmer and warmer. The time was
right to continue with the campaign and everyonevkit, even the Avars. The army was ready to
march at noon.

“There’s no activity among the Avars,” said Drahomho was watching the enemy across the
valley on the Zobor and Tribech fortresses sineentiorning.

“We will move right away through the mountains danmed,” replied Samo. The plan was to
attack Avars from behind by moving the army alongide detour through the mountains. This
way Avars couldn’t see the approaching army andhéate it on flat land.

The strength of Avars lied in their horse archersp used several ancient tactics like flanking,
encircling, parting shot, feigned retreat or shogtirom circles. But the most effective one was
the hit and run tactic, where by performing cyotdésattacking and retreating, while shooting
arrows at the opponent all the time, they were éblmflict devastating results. Therefore if it
was possible, it was better to avoid a direct aamtftion with them on flat land.

As the army descended from Marhat to northeast,0S&a to Drahomir: “One day we will have
to strengthen these mountain passages betweervdNiwrad Vah valleys, because even though
Nitrava is our golden egg, we should never forgabud the heart of this land and that are
mountains filled with ores and other resources. M¢ed to think of the future without Avars
commanding our lives, where trade can grow thaolsafe trade routes.”

The army was passing a hill which was hiding theams of an ancient fortress*. “All of these
high hills once protected the people and peoplédotuimagine a life without them. They were
filled with fortresses with key importance,” saidro.

“Vladislav and Drahomir, join the scouting unit antdeck out the hill for yourself,” ordered
Samo. The army used mounted scouts to look for mserdmom higher ground and thus
preventing potential ambushes.

“As you wish,” replied Vladislav and they both toaiff and joined the scouting unit for a
reconnaissance mission.

After reaching the top of the hill, Vladislav spadtthe remains of fortress walls and he said:
“Samo was right again. There they are.”

* fortress on the hill Uhrad
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“Isn’'t it a magical place?” asked Drahomir.
“Yes, indeed. Look as the steep slope on its easide,” pointed out Vladislav.

“The fortress had to be highly vulnerable from thieection where we came from,” noticed
Drahomir. Then they both went downhill to the naatid reunited with the army.

The Venedian army marched for another several handsrested at the edge of the forest till
nightfall. Then it moved through the valley to thast. Avars were not able to spot them at
nighttime, so this was the safest way to get actiossvalley without being attacked by Avars

who had the numbers. But rivers coming from the mi@uns were enormous this spring and
flooded some areas which caused delays, therefitsesafe cover of the night lasted only till

dawn.

Avars stationed at Tribech alarmed the Zobor fedrand its army went on a mission to hunt
down the Venedian forces.

“They are coming!” screamed out a soldier from lbaek.

There was only one possible chance to avert atdisaad that was to retreat to the north to a
relatively small hill called Khotoma. The Venediarmy crossed the river Nitritsa and started to
climb the hillside. This is when Avars struck.

Venedian swordsmen covered the retreat and withyestash of their sword they made a step

back towards the hill top. Venedian archers wemaypg arrows on Avar horsemen and this

madness lasted for several minutes till the what@édian army gained an elevation advantage
and Avars regrouped and were thinking through wdaio next.

Samo knew that the Venedian army has to avoid Agesemen and horse archers and get to the
Tribech mountains in one piece. There was no oilagrthan to pray to their gods for help. The
army fell to its knees and called upon PERUN tdqgrer a miracle.

So it happened. A wave of thick mist was fallingnfr the northern mountains covering
everything in sight. As the mist came close to Avar army, Avars decided to retreat to their
fortresses, because it wouldn't be wise to riskosec combat attack of the opponent in an area
which they know far better than the Avars do anthwhis mist helping them.

The whole valley was covered with a dense layemist and only the hilltops had clear

view.Suddenly a rider on a horse appeared bef@e/égnedian army. It was the daughter of a
northern tribal chieftain called Kvetoslava thatsWaading the northern army.
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“I've united the northern tribes and came hereoto fhe fight for independence! You can see my
army up on the Chihots and Rokosh hills to thembsgaid Kvetoslava. She wore a purely white
dress with primroses in her blond hair. Drahomiswaanazed when he saw her. His heart started
to play the rhythm of love.

Kvetoslava didn’t look like a watrrior, or like a wan from the rough north. She looked like she
was out of this world. Something intangible senvddo Earth to caress it with her beauty.

Kvetoslava raised her left hand to signal her arigrns roared from the mountains and
thousands of soldiers were put into motion.

Samo approached Kvetoslava and spoke: “Honorab&dsiava, your positive reputation is well
known to me and | admire what you and your fatterehdone for your people. Please feel free to
rest in our supply carriage and have some food ymdir army reaches us.”

Drahomir interjected Samo’s welcome speech andespittkwon’t be necessary. I'll take it from
here.”

“Dear Kvetoslava, would you like to have a walke woods with me?” asked Drahomir.

Kvetoslava nodded with a glamorous smile. Drahospiproached her horse, helped her down
and they disappeared before anyone could say a word

As they were walking down the hill, noise from tigproaching army was getting closer. They
both entered the woods and Kvetoslava spoke: “Wet dwed this mist anymore.” The thick
layer of fog started to disappear around them heyl tould easily see the depths of the forest.

Surprisingly, Drahomir was not amazed by the thithgg were going on. He had his own secret
to worry about, but now he just wanted to get towrKvetoslava. So he asked her about her past
and how she got to lead such a huge army.

Kvetoslava started explaining: “My parents were apy for a long time, beucase they weren’t
able to conceive a child. Father was so in lovehwaity mother that he couldn’t leave her to
simply find luck elsewhere. So they stayed togefioera long time and... it looks like gods
wanted to reward them.”

“What happened?” asked Drahomir.
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“They found me on a walk through the woods likestbne. | was still a baby lying in a wicker
basket near a really old tree. | love to returthtt tree. He’'s my oldest friend,” said Kvetoslava
smiling like it wasn’t a big deal.

“That's amazing,” said Drahomir. “What about youwapping the finger and the mist was gone?
How’s that possible?” he asked.

“Well...,” Kvetoslava looked at Drahomir and she sdillike never before. Even her eyes were
smiling. “My father once told me that I'm a giftoim the gods. | don’t know about that, but there
were some indications even when | was still tinyeilgtime | was sad, it was raining all the time.

Guess what weather there was when | was happy@ddsketoslava and smiled at Drahomir.

“I understand,” replied Drahomir and smiled baclkaetoslava. “But now it looks like you're
able to control your powers. Am | right?” he asked.

“After some time | learned how to control them ars® them as | pleased. But some things are
beyond my will. It looks like everywhere | go th&apts around me feel the same what | feel,”
said Kvetoslava.

“They look all right to me. They're blooming and..said Drahomir and as he looked back he
realized, that the grass where Kvetoslava walkedvas covered with instantly grown and
exceptionally beautiful flowers. “You're truly spat I've got some powers myself,” he said.
“You too? What kind of powers?” asked Kvetoslava.

Drahomir closed his eyes. He was able to hear dsithat were even far away.

From all the sudden a pair of grey wolves approddieetoslava and Drahomir. Behind them
were six beautiful white and grey pups that immedyaran towards Kvetoslava. The pair of
wolves just laid back and rested while she playéh the younglings.

In the meantime Samo and Vladislav were discudsien next steps.

“I need you here, Vladislav, you cannot just leageand go to your loved one,” said Samo.

“Let me just send a messenger so that | know hansstoing,” replied Drahomir.

“Sure, we can arrange that, but now let’'s focusgetiing to the Tribech mountain ridge. The
easiest way will be through the Maple tree hilghcluded Samo.
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As the both armies merged and Drahomir came bawk the walk with Kvetoslava, they all
moved south through the mountain passages to dgeethlaple tree hill and attack Tribech from
its most vulnerable side, the mountain ridge.

As they were approaching the eastern edges of thgleviree hill, they spotted lots of Avars
waiting for them on the hillside.

“We need to bypass them. Let’s continue throughfdinests down south!” ordered Samo and the
army continued their movement southwards thus avgithe confrontation.

At the end of the mountain pass there was an imzomsus hill fully covered with a variety of
leaf trees. The united Venedian army settled ferrtight in the ruins of a huge ancient fortress*
that was hidden there.

Even though the hill was covered with trees, it wassible to see the surrounding areas and the
Lower Nitrava plains that were just to the soutlboNe would attack a place with such elevation
advantage and there were still enormous earth wailounding the former fortress with bastions
to the south and east and a rocky acropolis omongh-west. Samo gave his army some time to
rest, but early in the morning, when it was stdirkl the army moved westwards towards the
Tribech mountain ridge.

“We’'re lucky that these mountains aren’t used bggbe as they were in the past and therefore
they are covered by forests,” said Drahomir. Ineolidmes central fortresses were placed upon
the highest hills and they had auxiliary fortresassund them. All of such hills were cleared of

trees and they had all sorts of barriers on thiélsidees instead so that they could slow down

enemy advances.

“Don’'t worry, you'll get a chance to prove yoursaljain in combat,” replied Samo.

Quietly and without any traces they moved througbkt woods till they reached another ruins of
an ancient fortress**. This one was smaller but pathe ancient Tribech fortress complex. Its
outer earth walls were still visible and there \@masecond wall surrounding the top of the fotress.
This fortress was used for defending a passadeetdribech mountain ridge.

* fortress on the hill Hrusov
** fortress surrounding the Black castle near Ztatn
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The Venedian army didn’'t have time to feel the malbeauty of these places. They proceeded
through an ancient fortified ridge. Rocks from degéd walls could be seen everywhere. The
ridge was covered mostly with beech trees and s sherefore even though Tribech was only a
stone throw away, Avars stationed at Tribech cowldsee the approaching danger.

At the end of the rocky ridge was a relatively wihpuare with ruins of the huge Rocky Gate
located at the edge of the mountain slope. “Thige gaas used as one of many entrances to the
Tribech mountain ridge,” said Samo while feeling tbain this place has experienced when
everything was falling apart. After a short whitey reached the Tribech mountain ridge.

“No Avars in sight,” said Vladislav quietly whileesuring the area.

“Maybe they retreated to Tribech,” thought Drahoaioud.

“Probably,” said Samo. “Now we will move to the Bsamountain,” he continued.

As the forefront of the army reached the Bear’s mtam, Samo explained to his scholars: “This
mountain is named after a gigantic bear that liwerke long time ago. The legend has it, that this
bear helped the locals to defend themselves and Whealied of old age, the whole civilization
that lived here was lost.”

“| feel his presence. He’s putting on his skin,idsBrahomir.

“What are you talking about?” asked Vladislav.

Drahomir closed his eyes and as all the others eeleng at him, the earth started shaking and
it sounded like rocks would be ripped apart. Sutidarhuge black paw arose from the ground.
Soldiers that were closest to the scene steppekl ihashock. Only the subcommanders stood
firm and waited for what was going to happen.

The long lost warden of these mountains has awakaigh his black fur and red eyes he rose
from the ground, stood up on his rear legs and éawlt so loudly that even the Avars stationed
far away in Nitrava could hear it. The soldierspgied covering their ears and were looking at the
giant bear as he was approaching Samo and als aguticommanders.

The bear came to Drahomir and stretched his nasartts him. Drahomir reached out his hand
and the bear licked it gingerly with his huge toagwhich was several times bigger than

Drahomir’s hand. All the others realized that tleahis on their side.

“What does such a pet eat?” asked Vladislav antestéaughing.
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The bear looked at him seriously and Vladislav vstient.

The army had only a short distance to go and thekbbear led the way. VELES, god of all
livestock and wide pastures of the underworld, dowdt stand by and watch how a simple mortal
disturbed the dead and resurrected such a mofstdre decided to cast a deadly disease on the
whole army by poisoning their food supplies.

As the army reached the Small Tribech hill, whishonly across the main Great Tribech hill,

Samo and his subcommanders started discussingstactinow to attack. Unexpectedly the bear
started running towards the enemy, broke throughpdlisade and before Venedians realized
what was going on, the enemy soldiers were flymgli directions.

The beast was in his element. When it was st¥ealit used to feast upon its enemies, protecting
the people who controlled these mountains. Nowoitldn’'t even taste the blood of the living.
That's why it just used its enormous power to sntashAvars away and pick the remaining ones
in its jaws and throw them even further away.

The Venedian army stormed the enemy positions amdran the relatively small numbers of
Avar defenders. After a short while the fightingsmaver and thus Samo spoke in front of the
whole army: “From now on these mountains will bstjaurs. They will belong to the Venedian
people and the black bear will defend them agausenemies!”

Samo sent a messenger to Marhat with an ordering ®lavomir to Tribech. He was the best
specialist for refortification of the fortress atmrefore Samo’s first choice.

Half of the soldiers had their first meal on Trihetnfortunately the food was poisoned and they
became sick right away. Samo gave orders to thaireng healthy soldiers to find new food
sources, take care of the sick ones and work ametaicting the fortification. He knew that he’s
got a mission ahead of him, so he went to hisdadtfell asleep right away.

PERUN appeared to him in his dream again. “On yeay to the sacred waters of life and death,
you will find an arrow specially crafted for you IB¥AROG. Dip the arrow in the water of life
and death and it will help you to defeat your eremmiYou will need just this one arrow. The
water of life and death will poison your enemiesplained PERUN and Samo slept deeply till
the morning.

36



CHAPTER IV - THE ARROW

Early in the morning, Samo was inspecting the extdnpoisoning among his soldiers. He
summoned his subcommanders near the remnants fe#tfoeis Tribech’s southern rock tower to
explain them why he has to go on a mission righdyaw

“Even though we captured the ancient fortress ef Reople of Tribech, half of our army is
poisoned and | was ordered by PERUN to go on an@urVladislav and Drahomir, you will
accompany me on my mission. Our goal will be tal fansacred chasm deep in the highest of the
mountains and use its sacred waters of life anthdeapoison one single magical arrow,” said
Samo.

“One arrow against the whole Avar army?” asked Drain.
“One will be enough,” answered Samao.

“Sacred waters of life and death... Does it mean thatn heal as well?” asked Vladislav
thinking of saving his beloved Miloslava.

“I guess we will soon find out,” replied Samo.

So they went on another journey and it wasn't gdmfpe an easy one. Thanks to having rested
horses, they were able to get to the Upper Nitsawrapregnable Vishegrad fortress within hours.
There the stationed Venedian soldiers informed S#rabthey are preparing another army of
reinforcements from the north.

As Drahomir was walking through the lively fortrebe sensed something unusual in the area. A
deadwhite rooster showed itself staring at himinaflingly and then it started speaking to him in
his thoughs: “You're thinking right. I'm the hightesf all gods and I've taken this traditional
shape to guide you to the sacred waters of lifeceadh.”

“Sacred waters of life and death... does this mean ithcan heal our poisoned army?” asked
Drahomir.

“It can heal whatever is sick and poison whategehealthy,” said the rooster in Drahomir’s

thoughts. “The unbelievers have destroyed our tesygdurned our shrines and effigies. That's
why we the gods acceded to radical measures tmsupgur fight,” he continued.
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“What about the arrow that we’re supposed to fidtat shall we do with the arrow poisoned by
the sacred waters of life and death?” asked Drahomi

“Your best archer will take it near the Zobor feds, point it towards the skies and hit the water
reservoir of the fortress. But this must be dontheut being sighted by the enemy. SVAROG is
currently crafting the special tip for the arrowow prepare yourself for the journey and get
going!” said the rooster in Drahomir’s thoughts amaply disappeared.

Samo was still resting and had a quite interesdie@am. It was about a time when tribes moved
through Europe chaotically like ingredients in ais@and Venedian tribes one by one settled
central and later south-eastern parts of Europtlif§eof new areas did not occur randomly.
Venedian tribes always chose their neighbors wisHhgy settled near tribes who they got along
the best.

One good example were the Hrvati and Srbi, whdeskalmatia mostly along the river Sava.
Two strong tribes that swore to protect each o#imer coexist in mutual cooperation for eternity.
Two brave tribes that decided to settle right ie thiddle of Europe’s superpowers and simply
survive. Two persistent tribes that fought Avamsgdefore our struggle here even began.

In that moment Drahomir came to the tent and wake@&up: “We have to move on! A rooster
explained the mission to me.”

“A rooster? Are you kidding me?” asked Samo laughjin

“Yeah, funny. PERUN took the form of a rooster dma&l will be the guide on our journey,”
replied Drahomir.

Samo stared at him for a while but then he realited stranger things happened in the last
weeks and they simply moved on.

Samo had to explain to his scholars: “Beware ofwtbeds we’ll soon have to cross. They're full
of creatures and demons that will try to trick yoto what they want.”

As the night was falling, Samo and his companionered the Fatra Mountains. They decided to
make a camp near a tiny creek deep in the fordttr ey fell asleep, Drahomir was woken up

by a shrill singing. He started following the singiupstream the creek.

The singing was getting louder and louder untivés deafening. It was then when Drahomir
realized, that there’s a small forest lake in frohhim with a spring near the lake that’s fillirtg
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up with crystal clear water. Right next to the sgriwere twelve beings singing and dancing
around in a trance.

These were forest fairies with light green dreske®y golden hair adorned with flowers, dancing
around barefoot and singing in an irresistible nemnBrahomir was extremely attracted by their
tones and he wanted to run towards them. Thisgiest and grew inside him. In that moment all
the fairies stopped dancing and turned their héadards Drahomir who was still hiding in the
bushes.

Drahomir was a bit frightened but the never-ceasinging was drawing him towards the fairies.
So he stood up and walked towards them. When he oles® enough, one of the fairies
approached him and they started to dance, fastefamter. Drahomir was not able to stop nor
was he able to stay fully conscious.

He knew that it was too late for him to do anythingairies were once young women that died
before their wedding. Therefore their souls weradaeing through the world and were seducing
young men to a lethal dance. There was no wayfaihis Only a miracle could help him.

MORENA showed up near the lake with several crdyisd above her. She took the form of an
old woman in a black cloak and a jagged scythesies was approaching Drahomir she started
laughing out loud. Vladislav said to himself: “N&ubata* is coming for me. I'm doomed.”

In that moment a greatly glowing fairy dressed imtes appeared before Drahomir. She ordered
the other fairies to leave him alone and Drahomilirdn the ground. The fairies didn’t mind and
continued dancing with each other. Drahomir lookedund and realized that MORENA was
gone. So he dusted himself off and ran away.

As he was running into the camp, he woke up Sarddvdadislav and explained them everything
that happened. Samo had a strong feeling aboug doithe lake. He ordered the young men to
stay in the camp and went there to see for himself.

Only the young fairy dressed in white was waitiog iim at the lake. She had a beautiful long
but wavy blond hair that was glowing in the darkadAthus she spoke: “Come closer, | won't
harm you!”

“It's you, it’s definitely you!” she said cheerfuly

“Do you know me?” asked Samo.

* Zubata, Smrtka, Death — other names for MORENA
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“I'm your mother,” said the fairy while Samo wasegghless. “I'm so overjoyed to finally see
you,” she continued but thereupon she felt sorféwasn’t gifted to be able to see you grow up,
nor to be with the love of my life.”

“Who is my father?” asked Samo.
“You will find out when the time is right and it Wibe soon,” answered the fairy and started to
fade away. “Goodbye my son. You'll always be in rhgart!” whispered the fairy and

disappeared.

MORENA was angry that she didn’t succeed the sedond to get her revenge. She started
preparing an unpleasant surprise for Samo andonipanions for the next night.

Early in the morning the group continued their joay. Samo did not tell Vladislav and Drahomir
what happened at the lake. So they crossed margysabnd around noon they found a

ramshackle cottage surrounded by a thick forest.

Vladislav knocked on its door three times. Noonswared. So he knocked some more until he
heard whining laments. “Who’s waking me up during loneak?” asked the whiny voice.

“Good day to you, we're travelers and we wouldelito pay for your hospitality,” replied
Vladislav.

The door opened and out came an old and extrenggywitch. She had a long pointy nose, her
dirty face was covered with enormous wrinkles amel\was jawning loudly as if she had no class
what so ever.

The witch realized that there are three well buién standing in front of her and she thought to
herself: “They would make a great dinner and thesald be enough left for days to come.” This

was not an ordinary witch. It was the dreaded msstiof forests going with the name Jezhibaba.

“Well, well, well, you want my food but your gold iorth nothing here,” she said.

“Can we repay you in a different way?” asked Samo.

“You could chop wood | have stored next to my hod'se planning a feast in the evening,” she
replied.

“Yeah sure, a feast,” thought Vladislav to himsd&lhe group agreed simply to help an old
woman and started to cut Jezhibaba’s wood intolemaikeces.
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“This will keep them busy until my sisters returtiybught Jezhibaba to herself.

Jezhibaba continued cooking her mushroom soup.f@heerly planned to sleep till it's ready,
but because her plans were ruined she got pregiy @md hexed the soup with a sleeping spell.

When Samo and his companions were finished wittinguthe wood they entered the cottage, ate
two bowls of soup each and after a short while ttedlyasleep. The two younger witch-sisters
flew back home on their brooms from an unsuccesdfildiren hunt. As they entered the cottage,
it was lifted into the air. The cottage was stagdam one chicken leg and the second one was
bent.

Horses that were waiting tied to trees got scaradl siarted neighing. Samo and his scholars
opened their eyes, jumped on their feet and sud®dithe witches.

“So you wanted to eat us? Now you’re going to paythis,” said Samo and started throwing
them out of the cottage one by one.

“How... how is this possible? The soup was hexedgd #ae surprised oldest witch lying on the
ground.

“We assumed that you'll try to deceive us, so welats of peppermint while we were cutting the
wood,” answered Samo. Peppermint is a plant tHat®&fely repeals magic and of course Samo
knew it.

“What are you going to do with us?” asked the yasidput probably the ugliest sister.

Samo took their brooms that were resting on theace and broke each one of them while
throwing them out of the cottage towards the wiscli&his way you’ll have it more difficult to
do harm to people,” said Samo. He and his companjomped off the cottage, got on their
horses and moved on.

Later in the evening they laid a bonfire and wartedpend the night on a wide meadow. Before
they went to sleep they wanted to honor their gaitlls the fire ritual, jumping over the bonfire

and singing traditional songs.

Early in the morning when it was still dark, Vlade got up, stoked the bonfire and went for a
walk. After a while he heard a loud hooting. Hddwaled the sound to find out what’s going on.

Then he saw a silhouette of some huge creatur@agping him. The hooting was getting louder
and louder. Vladislav stepped back and the creastupeved itself in the light of the moonlight.
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“Grgalitsa,” said Vladislav and stepped further lba@rgalitsa was a huge hairy female daemon
with long messy hair, bulged eyes and a big boddeep down she was a cursed soul of a
woman, whose child died of negligence. Her punigtitmeas to wander the world in this form
and she misused it to seek out and kill peoplehmking them with her bosom.

He ran back to the bonfire but the creature wdsvahg him. “Help me! Grgalitsa is after me!”
screamed Vladislav. Samo and Drahomir got up aokl voit their swords. They didn’t know that
Grgalitsa is drawn to sounds and fires and carelgau alone by simply putting out the fire and
being quiet.

As she was getting closer her golden eyes staftedirgy and she grew bigger and bigger. The
men were like frozen. Suddenly they heard a crowlitngir rooster guide came to the rescue and
Grgalitsa started retreating back to the woodsw@g of a rooster always deterred demons.

The rooster didn’t say a word and started to marame direction. So Samo and his companions
put out the fire, jumped on their horses and foédvit.

As they started climbing the southern Tatra Mountange dressed in their winter clothes,

Drahomir spoke to Samo: “I can feel the presencgoahany animals that I've never seen in my
life. This is incredible!” On the left side theywd see the breathtaking northern Tatra Mountains
and on the right side other mountains of the Chrpas.

“There in the distance is Nitrava,” Samo pointesl imder to the south-west and added: “And to
the left is the heart of the Avar Empire. Righttive middle of these two places is our fortress
Vishegrad on the river Dunay, which suffers underaAoccupation the longest. That's our
ultimate goal.”

After a while they reached the highest peaks ofntloeintain ridge, where there were no conifer
trees or bushes around, only rocks with grass &edethere. Vladislav spotted their guide right
on the top of Khopok hill. Something was shininghti next to him. So Vladislav and the others
started to climb the rocky peak and as they reattetbp the rooster was gone.

“Look! There’s the arrow!” shouted Vladislav anatked it up in his hands.

Samo and Drahomir came closer to have a better look

“I've never seen such a material,” said Drahomir.

The arrowhead was white with a texture that waobthis world. Samo has seen such a material
before. It was like a stone that fell right frone tbky when he was still a child.
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“It's so light,” said Vladislav.

“Just put it away and let's move on,” ordered Samnd the group continued walking to the east.
“We’ve passed the Khopok hill and now we will turafore the Dhumbyer hill to the left. There
you can see our destination, the sacred hill ofgirdian Krakonosh who guards all mountains
in the world,” spoke Samo pointing to the northpeak.

“What is this region called?” asked Vladislav.

“It's Liptovium. When there’s winter, even wordsmang from your mouth freeze and fall to the
ground,” answered Samo and everyone laughed.

“Look at those sharp peaks. What's the name obtieein front of us?” asked Drahomir.

“People living in the valley call it Poludnitsa, dmise the Sun is right above it at noon,”
answered Samo.

“So it acts like a sun clock?” asked Vladislav.

“Something like that,” answered Samo. “Forgotterpriegnable fortress that also showed the
time,” he added with a smile.

As they were reaching the top of the mountainrtheide appeared in front of them once again.
The rooster started running towards the dwarf pgaeethe group followed him. After a while they
weren’t even able to see him and it was then whey tound a deep chasm.

Samo and his companions lit their torches and aelscketo the depths of the chasm as far as it
went. Then they used a rope to abseil even de®yieen they reached the ground, an entrance
opened within the walls of the chasm. A wide capereed itself in front of them.

“It's sssso cold in here,” said Vladislav.

“Hang in there. We’ll be out in no time,” said Daahir who didn’t feel coldness due to his curse.
“There it is!” said Samo and moved his torch tovgaeth opening in the wall. The water was

coming out of a small hole in the wall. Two femé&ggires were engraved in the wall. These were
the goddesses of life and death, ZHIVA and MORENA.

43



The water went down a duct carved in stone dirgotly cave lake. Vladislav directed his torch to
the lake and said: “You can’t even see the endl dhiat’'s so scary!”

They didn’'t want to loose time, so they filled ulb their leather bags with the sacred water,
dipped the arrowhead of the magical arrow in thke @nd continued with their journey back.

“Look! The arrowhead is changing its colour,” s&fdislav and showed the arrow to Samo and
Drahomir.

“It's changing to black,” said Drahomir.
“The color of death. Maybe this time MORENA will lo@ our side,” said Samo with a smile.

When they descended from the mountains, Samo gawe sf the sacred water to Vladislav and
told him: “Go to Marhat and save your loved onen Isure there’s still time to help her.”
Vladislav thanked him and promised that he wilhjtie army as soon as it will be possible.

Samo and Drahomir had another important task tollfand it couldn’t wait because they

managed to anger the god VELES and they had to msadg/thing right. On their way towards

Tribech they decided to spend the night on a bilitls of the Fatra Mountains. This hill was even
higher than Tribech. Samo and Drahomir took oulr thees and in the light of the bonfire they
carved a wooden idol of VELES and placed it ondbghe hill.

“From now on these mountains will be dedicateduo fworned god VELES and this hill will be
called Velestur,” shouted Samo out loud referrimghie bull horns of VELES and then he poured
some of the sacred water of life and death ondbé Even though VELES was the god of the
underworld, he was also the god of livestock anagndbnce and therefore people had to honor
him. Early in the morning Samo and Drahomir corgehtiowards Tribech.

Vladislav did not stop for the night. He was ridinig horse as fast as its breath was lasting which
was enormously dangerous during the night, butdeehed the Marhat fortress in no time.
Miloslava was lying in bed with a fever. Her eyesre slightly open but she was hallucinating
and didn’t recognize Vladislav right away.

Vladislav approached Miloslava and told her: “Drihiks sacred water!”
“Go away you demon!” she shouted.

“It's me, don’t you recognize me?” asked Vladislav.
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Miloslava opened her eyes wide open and she snfildg.love,” she said and drank from the
sacred water.

Miloslava’s condition improved instantly and shentoued smiling at Vladislav who felt
something he never felt before. He felt peace s1dwul. His beloved Mila was alive and he
couldn’t be happier.

By the time Samo and Drahomir came to Tribech foingess was refortified. Its main wall was
fully restored with wooden stakes stuck into thapsk beneath the walls with sharp edges facing
out. In case of attack, the system slowed downetiemy and made it easier for defending
archers to target him. Samo gave orders to Slavimngiefend the fortress.

Kvetoslava was greeting Drahomir from the distaand when they both met she kissed him.
Healthy soldiers redistributed the sacred waterthed/enedian army was saved.
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CHAPTER V - NITRAVA

“Samo, the army is prepared for the assault!” skdirahomir.

Soldiers were screaming and knocking swords orr staelds. The main attack on the Zobor
fortress was about to happen. The Venedian armyethout of the Tribech fortress at night and
completely overran the Zubritsa hill between Tribeand Zobor, which was used for defense
ages ago but not anymore. The reason was thahtinel¢rer god got fed up with peoples living
there and he made their stay there unbearablecatieg moved out of Zubritsa.

But time has passed and now the area looked likermal hill with trees growing everywhere.
From there it was easy to spot enemy troops nat @mlthe mountain ridge between Zobor and
Zubritsa, but also in the city of Nitrava, the kayjective of the liberation struggle.

“My fellow soldiers, my brothers, today we will dape Zobor and Nitrava and we will regain
our independence!” Samo addressed his army. “Dionget that who controls Zobor controls
Nitrava! And by PERUN we will succeed!” he added.

The army attacked the central fortified positioretween Zubritsa and Zobor. Thousand years
ago it would be extremely difficult to hack theiayalong the ridge filled with fortresses, but
Avars were stationed mainly on Zobor and in thg oit Nitrava and they used mounted units to
attack Venedians on the mountain ridge. After capguthe hill Haranch, it wasn't so difficult to
push Avars back through another three hilltopsl timtly had to fully retreat back to Zobor.

So after two hours the Venedian army reached tige efl the Zobor fortress. The plan was to
stabilize the front line by encircling the fortresmsd making it look like the army wants to get into
the fortress from two directions, the mountain e@@md from the north.

Another thing happened during the night. Reinforeeta from the northern Venedian lands
arrived and maybe Kvetoslava’'s army didn’t havgéamumbers than the remaining part of the
Venedian forces, but her soldiers were definitebrenskilled, dedicated and truly prepared to die
for their beautiful leader. Kvetoslava was prepauiner northern army for attack.

“Are you ready to crush our enemies and end tlyeaminy?” shouted Kvetoslava riding her horse
in front of her army that started cheering. Avdedisned in the Zobor fortress began to worry.

Nevertheless, defenses of the Zobor fortress wayestrong for a full frontal assault. As the
attack started, vast amounts of arrows that wemarayp from the fortress made it look like it was

raining and that this battle could not last long.
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After about an hour of fighting, Samo sent Drahotoiget Kvetoslava and when she arrived,
Samo told her: “Dear Kvetoslava, we could use soower for our mission.”

“As you wish,” replied Kvetoslava and closed heegyThick mist started to come out of the
ground. It was like a smolder coming from an undeugd fire. Both parties stopped fighting
because they couldn’t see the enemy and the Vanadiay retreated to defensive positions.

As soon as the whole hill was covered with thicg,f8amo moved out with Viadislav and left
Drahomir with the others to hold their lines.

“We have to move quietly but quicky as well,” s&ddmo and he led the way. After a short while
they reached the southern rocky side of the fatrésey could not see a thing.

“Vladislav, don'’t forget to just shoot the arrow time sky and it will find its target,” whispered
Samo. He already explained the dream about poigdtoibor’'s water reserves to Vladislav.

Vladislav took the arrow from his leather casegtstied his bow aiming into the sky and shot the
arrow. The bizarre thing was that the bow didn‘¢ewnake a noise and the arrow was flying in
complete silence somewhere to the northern patieofortress. Samo and Vladislav didn’t know
where it was really flying nor if it even hit sorhetg.

So they both went back to their army’s positionsatidmir asked Samo: “Now what?”

“Now we have to wait,” Samo replied. And so theyited After hours and hours it was still
awfully quiet and the mist was still holding itsognd around the whole hill. This way the Zobor
fortress was not able to communicate with Nitrava.

Nitrava consisted of a slightly elevated city centath three hills, branched river Nitrava and
several marshes surrounding it. These natural tondiprovided important defense to the city,
but the true key to its defense was always the Zédotress complex. Without it, Nitrava would

never rise to this kind of importance. The Zobdrgmedispositioned Nitrava for greatness.

Avar soldiers were tired from the assault fromearlthe morning. One by one they went to the
fortresses’ water reservoir and drank from its wedserves. They did not realize that the magical
arrow went directly into the reservoir and slowbispned them all.

In the evening they were all dead. Samo got impgts® he sent scouts to the main wall and they

were able to climb inside the fortress and witrtbsseffects from first hand. The Venedian army
captured the Zobor fortress quietly and waitedtbetwhole night to perform their next step.
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Avars stationed in Nitrava thought that the forgressstill surrounded by Venedian troops and that
Venedians are waiting till the morning to performeaw attack. They were hugely mistaken.

Early in the morning the mist fell and with it théenedian army stormed the ancient city of

Nitrava with its main fortress on the banks of likewise named river Nitrava. They completely

overran the surprised Avars and liberated thetb&y meant so much to Venedian people. And its
shiniest years were ahead of it.

After the turmoil passed and the situation norneglibrahomir asked Samo: “What shall we do
with the Avar prisoners?”

“Give the women, children and elderly some food Etdhem go home to the south, so that they
can tell the story of our victory,” replied Samo.

“And what about the men?” asked Drahomir.

“For their enslavement of our people, for all tledships, terror, abuse and desecration, they will
pay the ultimate price. We will reinstate an oldtiCdradition of constructing a wooden cage in
the form of a human and we will burn them alivatirSBymbolically on Nitrava’'s Execution Hill
where Avars used to execute our fellow Venediasail Samo. “Fire will cleanse their crimes,”
he added.

And so it happened. The burning wooden cage coelldeen from Preslav and even from Avar
lands in the south. Screams could be heard farvadd and even by the freed Avars fleeing
Nitrava, who later ensured a strong echo of thisraall corners of the Avar Empire.
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CHAPTER VI - BOGATYGRAD

Nitrava was slowly returning to normal. Samo ordehgs soldiers to help the locals to build
PERUN'’s temple inside the Zobor fortress. Whilgomsting the works, he wanted to discuss next
steps with his two scholars Drahomir and Vladislav.

“I have a simple task for you. Prepare messengbswill invite all the chieftains to a meeting
in Diyagrad in ten days as it was agreed in thenméggs of the revolt,” ordered Samo referring
to an important meeting which was intended afterliheration of Nitrava. “In the meantime, |
will oversee the construction works on the new tlengnd prepare our army for the assault on
Vishegrad on the river Dunay,” he added.

Samo knew that although the Venedian army won nietiyes, the war was not won yet. So he
sent mounted scouts to the river Dunay and thehsoutmountains where the Vishegrad fortress
lied well protected. Their goal was to inspect $iteation and bring back information about the
probability of a successful assault.

By the time PERUN'’s temple was finished, the scaatme back with bad news. The thing was
that Vishegrad lied in the north-eastern part airfémia, ideally covered by the river Dunay and
mountains as high as Tribech.

The attacking army would have to cross the riven®@uthrough a ford far away from Vishegrad
and then, while on flat land, it would be exposedé¢vastating raids by Avar horse archers. Such
a campaign would claim many lives.

Avars knew that by loosing Vishegrad they wouldfléy exposed to Venedian attacks, because
Avar heartland south of Vishegrad was merely féatd, and it would be only a matter of time
until they would loose their empire. That's why yrected fast and concentrated their strength in
the mountains around Vishegrad.

“We should have never lost Vishegrad. Together Witbslav it forms the only effective defense
against southern influence,” thought Samo to himsel
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Samo and all the subcommanders of the Venedian attagded the lightning the fire ceremony
at PERUN'’s temple. This was accompanied by aniraatifice. The Zhrets* lit an eternal fire
that had to burn constantly. He was the only oa¢ was allowed to add wood to the fire and he
was fully responsible for the fire. Then the Zhretied several types of animals and threw their
guts but also good meat right into the fire to ptethe thunderer god.

The temple consisted of a circular wooded palisaitle PERUN'’s idol right in the middle of the
circle. In front of the idol was the eternal fire.

“From now on PERUN will protect our city of Nitraxand we will worship him not only as our
highest god, but also as the patron of our cityiéiged out the Zhrets and the ceremony ended
with a feast.

The next day Samo ordered Slavomir to strengthérawi’s city walls, but also to focus on two
hills south of the town center, and he left witraDomir, Vladislav and Kvetoslava for Diyagrad
to attend a meeting with all the chieftains thatgal the revolt against Avars.

On their way they had to stop on Marhat. Vladishkeas eager to see Miloslava again. She was
already healthy and full of life. Drahomir and Visldv agreed to ask their loved ones to marry
them and so it happened. They god engaged rightashat.

After resuming the journey, as they were crosdggriver Morava, Samo noticed elevated places
forming islands within branches of the river. “The®ks interesting,” whispered Samo.

“What do you mean?” asked Drahomir.

“I had something on my mind for a longer time. sgtist have a short break here,” replied Samo.
So they left the horsers by the river with Miloslaand Kvetoslava and went for a walk. Samo
was trying to get to the highest point within tlieer branches. It wasn't that easy, because the

area was extremely bushy. Samo had to use his swaut his way to a small mound.

“It's very close to Diyagrad, but that could be b&aial. After all this is an ideal site for what |
was going for,” he thought to himself.

At the same moment Vladislav came to a small gréleewas somehow drawn to this place. In
the middle of the grove was a tiny lake. Vladiskat on the ground next to the lake and just
enjoyed the silence.

* Zhrets - Venedian pagan priest
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This idyll did not last long. A thick ray of lighdame down from the clear sky heading directly
into the lake. Water in the lake started to bostamtly and out of it came a huge figure dry as if
the lake wasn't even there. It had a large hammés ihands and steel pliers attached to its belt.

Vladislav was in a shock, but still able to gelesst one word out of him: “SVAROG!”

SVAROG was the blacksmith of the gods, creatohefworld and all living beings. Probably the
ugliest of all gods who had paradoxically the mibsautiful wife, the goddess of love called
LADA. His working tools were the hammer and pliesdich he gave to mankind and teached it
the craft of metal casting using the much needed fi

“PERUN asked me to reward you for your bravery &ordthe restoration of his patronage over
Nitrava. That's why | made you this bow and quivgaone else will be able to use them,” said
SVAROG.

“Thank you, almighty keeper of the fire in the skeplied Vladislav.

“One last thing. Other gods including me are diapéel with you bulding only temples for
PERUN. This has to change! Do you understand me@mMNerget that if your people will believe
in us, we will protect them and when they stopythbe doomed,” said SVAROG seriously.

“Of course. It was wrong of us to neglect othergbddeplied Viadislav.

SVAROG nodded, turned around and disappeared larag ray of light.

Samo and Drahomir came running towards Vladislgvhat happened?” asked Samo.

“Not much,” replied Vladislav smiling. “I just getome godly presents,” he added with a smile
and all of them moved on.

It seemed a long time they left Diyagrad and nogytvere in front of its gates again.

Samo came to the main square as quickly as possiblgimped off his horse, ran towards his
house where his beloved Drahoslava was hangingegladbthes on a string. Samo surprised her
completely and gave her a warm and long hug.

Chieftains from all corners of the revolting Verauiands came to the meeting. They had time to
chat a bit during a splendid dinner. These werdithes of cooperation between Venedian tribes,
an important heritage from hundreds of years ad@nithey lived together in their old homeland
to the east.
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The eldest chieftain stood up, raised his glasscafidd out: “To all our successes!”
“Hurra!” shouted the others.

The eldest chieftain had a sip of wine and stata#édng: “My dearest Samo, without you all of
this wouldn’t be possible. We owe you so much, éf@e we, the chieftains of Venedian tribes
that revolted against Avar tyranny, decided unanishpthat we want to lead our new Union.”

He had another sip of wine and continued: “You muslerstand that we love our freedom and
this offer is not for a lifetime. We would meet eyg/ear to decide whether you stay in your
position. We would elect you only upon completassattion. So it's up to you. Do you want to

take our offer and rule us wisely and fairly?”

“I humbly accept the proposal,” replied Samo.

“So it's done. I'm pleased with your decition. Wisayour first order as our ruler?” the eldest
chieftain asked.

“I have a vision of building the greatest city dands have ever seen. It will be large, strong,
oriented on production of high quality goods ané thost important trade crossroad which will

make it wealthy. Wealthy as no city in our land$obe. People from all over Moravia, Bohemia,

Carantania, Silesia, Vistulania and from the mouastavill trade there in huge amounts and they
will call it the wealthy city,” explained Samo higsion.

“Bogatygrad*. That sounds so stunningly,” replidek teldest chieftain. “And where should it
stand?” he asked.

“Right between the branches of river Morava. Torbeh-east from the city of Diyagrad so that
they can help each other out and cooperate cldseplied Samo.

And thus the meeting did not only allow a born fgrer to rule Venedian people, but it also laid
the foundation stone for a great city that woulayphn important role for Venedians in hundreds
of years to come.

Venedian chieftains did not agree with a campaigo Pannonia and the heart of the Avar
Empire. They were tired of endless wars and Sandenstood them. As he was leaving the
meeting, Vladislav tried to speak with him.

* Bogatygrad — Wogastisburg as mentioned in theo@icte of Fredegar
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“Have you thought abou who'’s going to be the patbthe new city?” asked Vladislav.
“Not yet. Do you have something in mind?” replieah®.

“We have neglected our many gods besides PERUMNdfcity should become a great trading
point, then its patron must be a skilled craftst8WAROG would make a great protector of the
city,” explained Vladislav.

“You're right. So be it,” agreed Samo.

“Samo, you wanted to speak with me?” asked Drah@rho was also coming out of the meeting
room.

“Boys, and | can still call you boys, because awsnorrow you'll become real men. You will
marry your loved ones and then | will leave forrBiMa. | must be as close to our enemies as it is
possible. This will ensure that Avars won't havgrasp at our lands again. Ragnahar will assist
me,” said Samo moved by the changes.

“l have assignments for you two. Drahomir, youlwihy here and supervise the construction of
the new city. | will send you the best buildersnirour lands to make it happen. Vladislav, you
will go to Preslav and defend it together with Gaaaia from possible Avar attacks.

Next day was Saturday, LADA'’s day, the day of lokZzgerything was prepared for the weddings.
Drahomir with Kvetoslava and Vladislav with Milosk approached the Zhrets. The men were
dressed in newly made leather armors and the ladidsng white dresses with freshly cut
florwers in their hair.

The Zhrets started with singing praises towardsgbeédess of love LADA. He asked her to
accompany the two couples through life so that leee never fades.

The men gave apples to their ladies as a symberolity and got decorated daggers in return as
a symbol of strength. Then the Zhrets grabbed Klat@a’'s hand and put it in Drahomir’s hand,
the same with Miloslava and Vladislav.

“You'll be forever bound by this promise. From naw you're one. Now go and celebrate!” said

the Zhrets and the two couples started walking ain@y the Zhrets while others were throwing
dried grain onto them to bring them luck on theiurrpeys.
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The celebratory feast was taking place in the ktrgeuse in the city. According to tradition, the
newlywed wifes could not touch the threshold ofoade, so the men had to carry their wifes into
the house.

After all the guests sat down the newlywed wifetst cutting a huge honey cake. Only after
everyone tried it the feast could start. And it wdsig one. Piles of food, barrels full of wine and
mead with music and dancing till the morning. Oatpund midnight some of the guests put on
masks and played the tales of brave heroes tleattidd their lands.

The next day in order to strengthen their love aodor the goddess LADA, the newlywed
helped to plant a birch grove near the river Moraltawould symbolize their growing
relationships and beauty that it would bring thend @t the same time make LADA happy,
because birches are her trees.
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CHAPTER VII - CLOTHAR

Years have passed and Samo came to Bogatygra@tseevtraining of his daughters. They were
still young children but they already knew theimizo A routine training of archers within city
walls was planned for today. Soldiers cleared oguarter of the city while young and older
archers trained how to defend the streets whileea@hg. Young archers shot only at targets
attached to buildings and older ones also traihedting while a swordsman with a target shield
was running towards them and screaming obsessively.

This kind of training teached them to use the emment they knew to their advantage. The girls
were handy and learned fast. Later on, standarotisigofrom a city wall was on the programme.
Archers stood firm on the palisades and shot akenaroutside the city that were equally spaced
from each other. The trick was to get a feelingheir hands and to aim at the right angle and hit
the target or at least get the distance right.

This is how superior archers were selected ouh®iewcomers and they earned the right to get
special attention within their new profession. Sahaal in mind to use this system in other
corners of his empire as well. He knew that if gedpcus too much on trade, agriculture and
farming, they’ll be too vulnerable in case of agiign threat.

More and more Venedian tribes joined the Union. WHhastorical regions like Bohemia and
Carantania enriched the Union, which grew intorapartant player in Europe. Chieftains of all
the tribes were satisfied with Samo’s leadershibimwas once again time to prove it in a vote.

Samo was travelling with Ragnahar, escorted by Sap®ersonal guard, to the Bohemian fortress
Vishegrad lying on the river Vitava. It was an im@amt center in the heart of Bohemian lands.
Samo was welcomed exquisitely by the locals. Lditerdressed more discreetly and took
Ragnahar to a local tavern to have a beer or two.

“To our health!” said Samo followed by Ragnaharo‘@ur health!”

After one gulp Samo stated: “Aakh, you simply néedjo to Bohemia to have the best beer.
Czechs really know how to satisfy their desiresdmd and beer.”

“And beautiful women,” added Ragnahar looking achuisfter having another one, both went to

prepare themselves for the evening meeting. Thdimgeeent without any surprises. Samo was
re-elected as ruler of the Union and a sumptucast fiellowed.
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As all the chieftains were drinking and talkingeaach other, Ragnahar approached Samo: “A
Frankish messenger came and he would like to seé yo

So they went to a quiet room and the messengerlaoeer the message. Samo realized that the
message comes from the King of the Franks, Clatharhe Frankish messenger spoke: “Our
dearest king died and his final wish was for mbring you this message.

The message stated:
“Honorable Samuel,

I have done many cruel deeds in my life. Only Galtljudge me for my sins, but | would like to
make up for at least one of them.

When | was young | fell in love with a Venedianv&davho was toiling away at our court. She
died during childbirth and left me alone, only witbu. | couldn’t let anything happen to you, so |
arranged for a local merchant family to raise ystheeir own.

You're my eldest son and part of the House of Memwan. | always followed your
achievements. You were able to pull down the Vemregieople into action and thus indirectly
protecting the Kingdom of Franks from barbariaraeits. You've proven yourself even though
you have more of your mother in you.

| would never tell you about your roots, but | assuthat Dagobertus found out about you and he
sees you as a threat. | want my empire to stanteftef time and not fall into the hands of some
barbarians like it happened with great empiresiengast. Protect my legacy.

My final wish is for you to not speak about thisaimyone, to not claim any titles in the Kingdom
of the Franks, to not harm my son and successoolitus and to burn this message after you
read it.

Take my final wish as sacred.”

“Signed King of the Franks, Clothar Il. of the Heusf Merovingian,” said Samo to himself.

Samo stood up and threw the message into the Hieethanked the Frankish messenger and

offered him food and something to drink for theerisack. Then Samo returned to the meeting of
chieftains where a heated discussion was going on.
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One of the chieftains spoke out fearfully: “I trdhppe that we won'’t be faced with them in our
lifetimes.”

“They won't reach Europe in a thousand years,”iegbanother mockingly.
Samo asked the bystanding Ragnahar: “What aretétlagg about?”

“There’s a new religion emerging in Arabia. In mpimon, it's truly necessary to talk about it
right now,” replied Ragnahar sarcastically.

“You're right. |1 need to talk to the chieftains,aid Samo and interrupted the not so fruitful
discussion.

“Dear chieftains of Venedian tribes, we need t@uass urgent matters. I've got a message saying
that an important change happened with our neighther Kingdom of the Franks. Its ruler
Clothar the second died,” explained Samo and tmmawent quiet.

“As you know, every such a change brings new cistamces to the table. We want to maintain
friendly relations towards our neighbor, but weoat®ed to be prepared for anything. Dagobert,
King of Austrasia, will become the new King of theanks and only time will show what he will
be like,” continued Samo.

“How can we prepare ourselves for the changesihiatome?” asked one of the chieftains.

“You all will build military training centers in yar largest cities as the one in Bogatygrad on the
river Morava. Each year you will hold contests young boys and girls and the most skilled ones
will receive the best possible advanced traininthe@ will receive standard training so that
everyone is prepared for the worst. Even your cbaiid answered Samo.

“l object! My daughters won't be forced into militatraining!” shouted one angry chieftain.

“You'd rather for them to be defenseless when nhee?” asked Samo and the chieftain went
silent.

“We need to prepare ourselves for anything thatisiag to us. | will do everything in my

powers to protect our lands and our people. Nois l@ve a toast to our future!” said Samo. He
raised his glass and so did others.
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CHAPTER VIII - DAGOBERT

Another two years have passed. Drahomir's and ¥ladis sons reached seven years of age.
They were not children anymore and this requireddaéremony of trimming of their hair. With
this ceremony they shifted from their mothers’ daréhe upbringing by their fathers.

Samo was discussing matters with Nitrava’'s nobityen Ragnahar approached him. “Samao,
Dagobert’'s envoy is requesting an audience. He’gingafor you in the throne room,” said
Ragnahar.

“So we shouldn’t let him wait,” replied Samo andbavent to the throne room. Frankish envoy
Sicarius was waiting for them together with the ygirredegar as his accompaniment.

“I welcome you to Nitrava, one of my many seatstiWwhom do | have the honor?” asked Samo
and sat on the throne.

“Honorable Samuel, | go by the name Sicarius. Kid@gobertus sent me to discuss serious
matters with you,” replied Sicarius. “Your peopléaaked, slaughtered and robbed several
Frankish trade caravans! Our king demands resristior such crimes!” he continued.

“| feel sorrow while hearing these news. Howevedid not give orders to perform deeds that
you're accusing me of and | was never informed thase acts occurred in our lands,” stated
Samo.

“You're lying!” shouted Sikharius so loudly thatev Fredegar looked at him surprised.

“That's an extremely rash assumption. Weigh yourdsphonorable Sicarius,” replied Samo.

“We should investigate the matter and ...” he cordgthand was interrupted by Sicarius.

“No! You will pay our king what you owe him! You dnyour people are bound to our king!”
shouted the Frankish envoy in anger.

“Ha ha,” Samo laughed. “Even the ground we’re wadkion and air we breathe belongs to
Dagobert. Even we belong to him,” replied Samo astrcally. “Only if he’s willing to maintain
our friendship,” he added with a serious tone.

“There’s no way for Christians, servants of the tmoe God, to live in terms of friendship with
dogs like you and your followers,” replied Sicarlaesing his senses.
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“If you are servants of God and we are God’s dtigsn we dare to tear you up with our teeth,”
replied Samo and he let Sikharius to be expellechfNitrava.

As Sicarius and Fredegar were leaving Nitrava, Saand to Ragnahar: “He came here to start a
war. Now we can expect the worst. Ragnahar, I'medua for your service, but if you wish to
return home, | will understand that.”

“This is my home and | will serve you till | diefeplied Ragnahar. “I never really respected
Dagobert and now, according to information comingnf Frankish lands, he even disrupted
relations with the Austrasian nobility. If he canies with his approach, he will loose
everything,” added Ragnahar.

When Dagobert found out about Samo’s words towarsgsnvoy, he allowed his armies that
were already prepared for an invasion near thedrsrdo attack Venedian lands. It wasn't so
difficult to gain support for a campaign againsgaas and everything was prepared before
Sicarius even set foot onto Venedian land.

The full-scale invasion took place in three maimeains. Northern army consisting of
Austrasians, central army consisting of Alemannss southern army consisting of Lombards.
Half of Europe’s strength trying to conquer itsgidours, the fearless Venedians.

The attacking powers were simply too overwhelmitguading forces pillaged settlements,
destroyed whole fields with crops and took numbars/enedian people into slavery. They
advanced deep into the heartland and soon they sto@ront of the gates of Bogatygrad and
Diyagrad.

Frankish and Lombardian forces encircled thesesitind thus started the siege that would get
down in history as an important turning point o¢ ttonflict. At this moment, however, no one
knew the outcome.

Right before the surrounding, Vladislav, togeth&hview of his horsemen coming from Preslav,
was able to slip through and reach Bogatygrad. i8lad had to defend Preslav earlier from the
invading Lombards, who advanced through all of @&naia and when they turned north towards
Moravia, Vladislav couldn’t just stand by and whit what was going to happen and he left the
defense of Preslav in the hands of Carantania&fteim Valluk.

“This is it. Now our fate is going to be decideddid Samo.
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“Defenders of our lands!” shouted Samo towardssthldiers prepared to wage the battle of their
lifetime. “Today you won’t fight for glory or fortue. Today you’ll fight for survival of your
loved ones and everything your ancestors accongaliditis either this or slavery!” he continued.

“So bring out everything that's left. Have no melmcause they won’'t have mercy with you and
your families. Gods stand on our side and we wélfedt these invaders!” Samo finished his
energizing speech and the soldiers screamed: “Blurtarraa, Hurraa!”

As the attack was going to start, Alemannian sotdearried a body to the forefront and dumped
it on the ground. Samo and his scholars realizatl itts the body of their fellow comrade in
arms, Ragnahar. “They must have captured and Kiieg” said Samo out loud and he added:
“We will revenge his death!”

Ragnahar was lured out of Bogatygrad the nightreeby one of his trustworthy soldiers with
false information regarding the capture and holdshdgRagnahar’s parents hostage. Ragnahar’s
plan was to free them and in the heat of the morhentorgot to inform his superiors. This
mistake proved itself fateful. Ragnahar rushed atap and his journey ended there.

Franks used wooden walls on wheels to get closéreanain wall of Bogatygrad. The archery
fight started. Both sides sprayed vaste amountarmiws on the other side. Clouds started to
cover the sky as Vladislav climbed up the highesterr, prepared his miraculous bow and quiver
given to him by gods. He reached for the empty guand a glowing arrow appeared in his hand.
As it was glowing it changed its blue colour intaght white and back to blue.

Vladislav stretched the bow and shot a long arrger the attacking Frankish soldiers, right into
the Frankish reserves waiting to get some acticemktsh soldiers were surprised that this arrow
is flying such a distance but they were able toidvband the arrow hit the ground. As the

soldiers were laughing, thunderbolts started tdahetm in a wide radius. After a while the smell

of burned meat hit Bogatygrad and other Frankighlaambardian forces that were shocked with
what they saw.

Drahomir did not want to slob around. So he turhadself into a werewolf, jumped over the
city’s main wall and ran towards the Austrasiarop® They were prepared for anything except a
huge beast, which was in their minds most probabiyortal, attacking them and throwing their
helpless bodies around the place.

The werewolf pierced the first line of soldiers aamtanded deep in the army’s center. There it

took a soldier in its jaws and threw him into aupof shocked soldiers. Panic broke out and
Austrasians started running away from battle. Titeckers retreated for now.
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Second day of the battle went on more or lessdheesvay and the attacking armies were rapidly
loosing their morale and numbers. But Dagobert kept pushing his commanders to
unreasonably risky actions and the battlefield fiteesl with dead bodies.

During the night Samo organized a counter-offenswiere Venedian forces attacked enemy
army camps which further undermined their morale.

On the third day of the battle there was silencargvhere. Samo sent scouts to check out enemy
positions and they found out that the army campseanpty. Their enemies left lots of supplies
on the spot. They were in a hurry to get away fthim nightmare. And from those that retreated
a large part desserted the ranks and thus furttakened Dagobert’s options.

MORENA was looking forward to this siege. She sats lof souls for her to take care of. And
now she was furious. “Again they fooled me!” sheught to herself and decided to get her
retribution a different way.

After tie siege was lifted, there was no time alate for celebrations. People mourned those that
didn’t survive and the city was preparing iself &r important burial. The whole city gathered at
the main square where Ragnahar’s body was lyinganden logs. The Zhrets lit the logs on fire
and people waited in complete silence until thehtyidorce of the fire took Ragnahar’s body.

As the people focused on the burial, MORENA opemgdrtal in the middle of the city and went
after Kvetoslava, because she had a wicked plam ét. Drahomir sensed her presence right
away and when she came to the place of celebrat@napproached Kvetoslava, grabbed her and
dragged her away. Noone was able to see this ekmeprahomir. People only noticed a large
number of crows on nearby buildings. Drahomir gagrg, transformed himself into a werewolf
and started to chase the mad goddess of death.

MORENA quickly opened a portal to the underworldl &s she wanted to leap inside the gate,
the werewolf jumped on the goddess and bit herhecytlowever MORENA was able to get
away even though without her scythe. The portadeddoitself right away. People of Bogatygrad
surrounded Drahomir as he changed back into a pensd mourned after his Kvetoslava. “Why
did you take her away!” he shouted into the ground.

The goddess brought Kvetoslava to VELES and tofd tat the mortal is a gift and she will

serve him for eternity. VELES accepted the gift amdered Kvetoslava to take care of all the
animals in the underworld.
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Drahomir knew that nothing is lost yet. He wantegick up MORENA's scythe but he wasn’t
able to do it. The scythe was usable only by gB#RUN sent the goddess of love, LADA, to
help Drahomir.

As the beautiful goddess appeared in front of Dmaihoall the people of Bogatygrad were
astounded. LADA picked up the scythe, slashed tbargl wide open into a new portal and said
to Drahomir: “Follow your heart.” Drahomir jumpeuside the portal and disappeared.

PERUN was still furious. MORENA went behind his kamnd took a human whose time did not
come yet. So he summoned the goddess of death palace.

“You broke the rules that have been laid down fou ynd for this you have to be punished!” he
spoke and MORENA listened without making a noisé&W’ll be forbidden to take any souls of

believers till three winters pass,” he ordered MORENA nodded totally ashamed. Then
PERUN took the scythe brought by LADA and brokerithis knee.

“SVAROG will craft you a new one when the time cayieoncluded PERUN.

Drahomir came down the stairs that had thousandsepk and found himself in a place covered
with pure darkness. It was awfully quiet. He loolkedund and saw something in the distance. As
he got closer he realized that it's the gate touth@erworld and became happy to see it.

But that moment passed quickly. NIY, guardian & timderworld appeared in front of him. NIY
took the form of a three-headed beast that lookexd wolf. The beast was huge and had red
eyes with enormous jaws and claws. Drahomir chariged a werewolf and a bloody fight
emerged. It had no end. Both were hurt really badly it was then that Drahomir bit into one of
NIY’s necks, lifted him into the air and tossed himto the darkness.

The gate to the underworld opened, Drahomir steppde and found himself in a wide pasture.
There was no Sun but the pastures had plenty digtiaylots of animals were walking by and it
looked like the pasture had no end. And indeed ethgsstures were endless. It was the
underworld ruled by the god VELES.

Drahomir walked around a bit and then he saw awmthheading to a small forest. So he

followed it and as he was entering the forest,dw a shiny lengthy palace which stunned him.
Wild animals guarded the entrance. As Drahomir epgned them the doors opened and he
stepped inside a huge throne room. Sitting on hihene was no one else than VELES himself
and right next to him was Kvetoslava.
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“Drahomir, come closer. You've proven your bravand love. | had to accept MORENA's gift,
but | cannot keep your wife here. Her and your timk come but not now. Your curse will be
revoked as well. Go and live a long and fulfillilig,” said VELES aware of Drahomir’s strength
and therefore relieved because of his decisiopvoke his curse.

“Thank you, mighty VELES,” replied Drahomir, bowedown and left the palace with
Kvetoslava. While standing in front of the mainggaDrahomir turned to Kvetoslava and kissed
her.
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CHAPTER IX - RETALIATION

Ragnahar's ashes were put into an urn and buriddroeath a larger cairn in the sacred grove
right next to Bogatygrad. This place was dedic&beaeroes that the people adored.

Tensions between Dagobert and Austrasians werggridie never before. One of the reasons
was the transfer of the center of the Kingdom effinanks from Austrasia to Paris two years ago.
Austrasian nobility was enormously displeased wibir King and after the shameful defeat at
Bogatygrad, their anger knew no limits. And yet @af them knew what was coming.

Venedian lands were significantly weakened andabd of rebuilding ahead. Drahomir had the
responsibility to defend Moravia and rebuild whaasadestroyed and Vladislav was given the
task to defend Nitrava and the south-east from &wvar

Samo tried to get support from the chieftains foewenge campaign and liberation of enslaved
Venedians and he got their support.

After a short period of time, Samo was standinthathead of his army in Thuringia on Frankish
land. In front of him were Frankish forces thatledltheir Sorbian subordinates for support.
Sorbs were approaching the battlefield from themor

“There are our servants. We will use them to fdexbé¢ Venedian savages,” told one Frankish
commander to the other. “And after they kill offceaother we will finish the job and destroy
Samo’s army.

But Sorbs did not side with the Frankish Empire.

Dervan, leader of the Sorbs, approached the Venedtiay, jumped off his horse and kneed
before Samo. “Honorable Samo, I'm not willing taveethe foul Franks anymore. My people
want Sorbia to join your Union and be under youerun order to confirm our pledge of
allegiance, we will fight for you today and in théure,” spoke Dervan, chieftain of the Sorbs.

Venedians defeated Franks with the help of Sorlisthay continued with victories over the
following years. Rumors of their invincibility andhmortality quickly spread all over Europe.
But they never tried to conquer the Kingdom of Bnanks and instead took what was previously
taken from them and liberated Venedians that wadert into slavery.

Dagobert feared the worst. The Kingdom of the Fsanks on its knees and that was thanks to
Samo, his half brother who was posing a threathto throne. At least Dagobert thought so.
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Austrasian nobility lost the will to defend the Her regions and wanted nothing else than
Dagobert gone and so they revolted against his rule

Dagobert in his paranoia had his half brother Qimatill., King of Aquitaine, murdered and
shortly after even his infant son Chilperic. Onepam was damned, while another was
flourishing. A truly fruitful year when among othehings, it also witnessed the death of
Muhammad, who planted the roots of a powerful eenfhiat would pose a threat to the Kingdom
of the Franks sooner as they expected.

It took Dagobert three years in total to realizatthis rule is over and if he wants to keep the
crown in his family line, he has to step back aedecAustrasia to his three year old son Sigebert.
Austrasians were pleased with this decision andestdo pay more attention to the border areas
and thus the revenge campaign of Venedians ended.

Dagobert I. continued ruling over Neustria and Bundy till his death in 639. The Merovingian
dynasty was greatly weakened because of two clmigsk ruling over parts of the former
Kingdom of the Franks, weakening its strength anié in Europe. This decline accounted for the
beginning of the end for the Merovingian dynasty.

After years of disunity, weak kings started rulitige Kingdom of the Franks and were

overshadowed by their Mayors of the Palace*, théad® rulers of the Franks. One of the most
known Mayors of the Palace, Charles Martel, prokedself worthy by defeating the Umayyad

Caliphate in the Battle of Poitiers and by fightioff further expansions of Muslims into the

Kingdom of the Franks. Thanks to his son, PepinShert, the Carolingian dynasty replaced the
Merovingians while becoming the de iure ruling femi

Samo’s unending love towards Drahoslava moved eveimary people and her shortened name
Draha acquired the meaning of the word darling. sSbigéssed them with happiness and their
love never faded.

Samo ruled Venedians till his death in 658, whemadkan tribes returned to their former
independent style of ruling and started transfogrimto principalities. Samo fought Avars all

those years and they remained a threat even ldegltas death, until Charlemagne, King of the
Franks and Pepin the Short's son from the Cara@mglynasty, crushed them and the Avar
Empire was wiped off the world map for good.

* Mayor of the Palace — executive office in theddom
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EXPLANATORY NOTES

Acropolis — highest point of a fortress or city
Alemanni — Germanic people from the Upper Rhine

Bogatygrad — Wogastisburg as mentioned in the Gtieoof Fredegar

Carantania — land stretching approximately ovesgme Austria

Carpati — Slavic name for the Carpathian Mountains

Diyagrad — fictional name of the fortress Pohans&ar Beclav
Donar — Germanic thunderer god equivalent to PanehThor

Dunay — Slavic name for the river Danube

Gaida — fortress south of Marhat

Great Night - celebration of the spring equinox

Molpir — fortress near Smolenice

Moravia - land stretching approximately aroundrilier Morava

Pannonia - land stretching approximately betweertAnube and Sava rivers
Preslav — current city of Bratislava

Venedi — pre-Slavic tribes

Zhrets — Venedian pagan priest

Zubata — other Slavic name for MORENA
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