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I, sinner Ivan, who have done no Good on earth, wish to tell the offspring of our blessed people the incredible story of my life, which none of my hagiographies has recorded, as the living write of the dead only what suits the rulers of the day.

Before I learned humbleness and the peoples exalted me as their saint, I drank the cup of sin to the dregs, and came to know and discovered the world, and afterwards myself, and was appalled by the terrible forces of darkness that are within each man, ever along with the divine light.

 I came into this sinful world in Anno Domini eight hundred seventy six, during the reign of the trebly ill-named Knyaz Boris-Mihail the Baptist of the Bulgarians. 

 My parents Boris and Danna were Christians, not by the force of obligation, but having freely chosen their God, as had their parents before them, in my home village of Skrino, in the Sredets region, where the blessed Struma River prepares to curve south toward the Aegean.

There exists no power over human souls but only over our bodies, which harbour our lust; yet each of us comes to this truth on his own, and some do not attain it all their lives.

Such was I too, until by God’s will I endured terrible trials, troubles and temptations, so that I should behold the visible and the invisible and finally become an immortal warrior of Justice, keeping an endless vigil over our passionate people.

I, the saint born from the people's flesh, shall forever terrify the covetous and the sinful, the power addicts and the silver hoarders, the fiends and the betrayers of mankind, for I too know their path, for I too walked it before I renounced it!

I, humble sinner Ivan, hail from the Bulgarian line of the Arian tribe, yet before I realized it, I was a brute and a swine, wallowing in the mud of my bestial life.

And God was somewhere far away in heaven, gone and away and never scorching, never smiting with His almighty hand the minions of the Sredets Komita
 Dristra, who plundered our corn and cattle, slaughtered and hanged the men, under their master’s orders, and ruined the maidens, in their carnal lust.

 God our Lord stood helpless before the servants of Evil and even though I had been christened in His name, the more I grew, the more it dashed around my peasant noddle that everything was tit for tat and everyone must save themselves any which way they could.

Even as a snotty toddler, I already sensed I was not like the others and I could not, like them, be saving just my body. They sensed it too and seeing me so dazed and distant, they kept away and mocked me. And sometimes they hurled stones at me, or jeers, or insults.

And then I felt utterly wretched, but my soul stood firm and held out in the fashion of my people, and did not let me weep, even on evenings when mother comforted me unbeknown to  father and whispered in my ear to put my trust in God who would give everyone their due.

And what was it that so enraged the other children? I simply wished to know why grass grew, why water flowed from high to low, and then went up to the clouds, why men were born and why they died.

But in all of Skrino, there were only two men with whom I could talk on these matters. Alas, they could not stand each other. 

One was the village priest Dragan, who drank wine like a three-headed zmey
, yet since I grazed his cattle too, he taught me how to read and write a little in our new alphabet. Young as I was, sometimes I grew scared when I saw the power of the Word of God.

 The same terrible shivers shook me whenever I met the other one: the one-eyed pagan shaman Old Temar, who lived deep down in the abysses, inside a ghastly cave. Of him they said that he could turn into a wolf, a flying falcon, a slithering snake. But he did nothing of the kind when I was there; he only gazed at me with his fiery eye, and when he answered my questions, he did not move his lips, but I heard all he said. One day I could not hold it in any more and said, “Tell me, Father Temar, why aren’t you like other men, why do you have a single eye in the middle of your forehead?”

“Ah, tiny Ovan
, are you then like other men who look but do not see? Why, I have seventy seven eyes!” he said, and I miraculously found myself in his burly arms, a mere span away from his monstrous face. “Look, look into my eye now, and what is it you see?”

I saw the wild depths of the world flash inside seventy seven ruby pupils joined into one. An unearthly force streamed from them and pushed to sweep me into the hell of paganism.

“Do not take His name in vain, for I am His creation as much as you are, tiny one, for God is one!” And this was being said not by a pious Christian priest, but by the human beast Temar, the kolobar
 of Tangra that the world had cast off. 

Then his arms let me go, again without my noticing, and right away the huge grass-snake Varen slid out of the cave, followed by the black wolf Kurtyo, huge as a donkey.

I knew what I had to do, for I had done it many times before. I mounted Kurtyo's mighty neck, Varen coiled round his body and in a mere three leaps, we found ourselves in the hollow where half the herds of Skrino lay down at noon to rest. 

Down from the skies dropped Doggu the falcon, who watched the cows while I talked with Temar.

Then Varen the grass-snake sucked the milk out of the udders of Father Dragan's twelve cows, down to the last drop – he bellied like an Aegean wine-skin. All the while, Kurtyo howled his primal wolf song, and Doggu joined in with piercing shrieks of joy to come.

Because they were no ordinary animals, just as their master was no ordinary man. All of them fed only on milk and in winter went without food for four months.

Whenever Varen the grass-snake crept up to the cave, he would coil lovingly around Temar and from his forked tongue pour a white trickle into the shaman's toothless mouth first, then into the others'.

This food of theirs they shared like brothers, leaving the least to Doggu the falcon, who was  smallest.

And they would always drink Father Dragan's milk, never touching the other cows, and I would think it was some kind of magic, how was it that Christ the All-Powerful did not see his milk going down the throats of those foul creatures and that heretic?

At dusk, when I drove the herd back to my village, the udders of Father Dragan's cows, miraculously, bulged more than all the rest, and I kept wondering at this new magic – why did our old Bulgarian god Tangra give, just like that, his milk to the offspring of Christ's servant?! 

The priest's wife Mana was as round as a ball, yet more pious than he was, and now and then she let me hold her hand, all in a Christian way, and tell her of God's doings, while Father Dragan snored drunkenly.

"Hooo, may God strike down this drone, may He!" she'd whisper, but she never crossed herself over the curse, because they had three sons; all of them were my mortal enemies. "You go on with your tales, Ivancho, little Ivan, go on, about Maria Magdalena and her sister Marta, it's all so sweet, oh God, oh Holy Mother..."

And then she'd see me off, slipping some treat into my bag, because we children always like munching on sweets.

And Father Dragan, whenever he was sober early in the morning, was quite a different man, and more than once I've heard him say, "Ivancho, child of God, I'm going to talk to your father, your folks are not so poor, they should send you to study and devote yourself to God, so that when I am gone, you would become God's servant here in Skrino, and you're not like me – you can befriend the infidels too, because you're slightly off your nut." 

The open infidels in Skrino were few and far between, while most were hidden and secret, paying their homage to both sides of the world. But when Father Dragan drank, he grew as fierce as a very devil and spoiled for a fight, always against the infidels.

And they would go to Old Temar in secret and complain, and what they told him no-one knew, for at that time the old god Tangra was already outlawed, and one could come to grievous hurt.

But I was hurting all the time.

Without worshipping Tangra and without denouncing Christ.

Because my body was growing, juices bubbled through me, and all manly desires welled up inside with terrible force.

I had no friends and little hope of ever having any.

I had my enemies, but Christ bade me to love them.

Love them I did, but they threw stones at me. From far away.

They dared not come and fight with me, because I had another kind of power.

The power that hears grasses growing, rivers flowing, the winds of heaven hissing. And my body, God, my body was earthly still, but what, oh what I gave it in return! 

While others my own age trained to fight, according to our centuries-old law, with staffs instead of swords, I battled with the venerable trees.

I would abandon my herd in a hollow, leaving the dogs with it, and dart, my crook in hand, up the woody slope. When you run uphill, your heart leaps up to your teeth. Yet I would strain and struggle up the slope, as much as any man, and sometimes even more, because ahead of me, the splendour of earthly life glimmered. Oh, how I wished to be no herdsman but a fearless warrior performing wondrous feats, to claim the halls of glory, to grow more formidable than Komita Dristra's bloodsuckers, to build a golden palace for my mum, and keep my dad from ever having to grovel for our bread, to clothe my sisters into pearls and gold-lace, and give enough to my brother Kalin to make him full once and for all. And I would marry the king's daughter and be the Caesar of Bulgaria and bring prosperity and justice to our people and the others. And for the sake of that, I would live forever.

But when I reached the top, I grasped my crook with both hands like a sword and stormed down like a blizzard, charging at all the foes that stood in my way. The boughs lashed at me mercilessly, while I, with my crook only, tore out the saplings by their roots and sprang, a flash of lightning, past the age-old trunks that rushed at me to take my life.

Was there at that time, in all the lands of Bulgaria, a warrior such as I, one who would charge alone an army of ten thousand and shear through its ranks alive?!

Now, in your time, my little children, when more than one thousand and one hundred summers have flowed by, I know that it was a great folly, that I was driven by the demons of youth and boundless pride.

But then, oh then, I, spurned and sworn at, knew I was the most supreme in battle of all mortals, I sensed that, with the ever shining steel of our forefathers, I would earn ineradicable glory for myself and for my Fatherland, though unsuspecting it might be.

Lord, oh good God, how witless my delusion was!

For my life on this earth took me on entirely different roads...

�	komita – a governor of a province in the First and Second Bulgarian Kingdoms


�	zmey – a mythical being of Bulgarian folklore, sometimes resembling a man, sometimes, a dragon


�	"Ovan" is the Old Bulgarian version of "Ivan" – author's note


�	kolobar – a priest in the Bulgarian belief system from pre-Christian times
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