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Sarah felt she was starting a very different phase in her life. Her studies had been demanding while they lasted, and keeping afloat had been challenging, but it was over now, and she felt she had finished successfully — in record time, and with good grades. With a Bachelor of Archaeology in hand, she was planning to build her future in the human past. Her interest in that past had always intrigued her, so she had decided to study it: to examine the human journey as a whole and attempt to understand the past by building on her knowledge of who we are and how we got here.

Sarah was a person who had always been fascinated by the past and the stories it held. She had a strong passion for history and was driven by her curiosity to uncover its mysteries. That was exactly why she had chosen the field of archaeology, where she could use her analytical skills and her imagination to piece together the past. She was fascinated by various civilizations and their unique cultures, and she loved learning about their way of life, their beliefs, and their traditions. Sarah was particularly interested in ancient civilizations and their architecture, art, and writing. During her studies she had spent hours reading about the Mayans, Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans, and she was always eager to learn more.

Even before she finished high school, she had become determined to make archaeology her career. She knew that it would be a challenging and demanding field, but she was willing to put in the hard work to achieve her goal. She enrolled in the Bachelor's program in archaeology at a prestigious university in Melbourne, Australia, and she was quickly drawn into the world of ancient cultures. She spent countless hours in the library, reading and researching, and she was soon known as one of the most dedicated students in the program.

Sarah's professors recognised her talent and passion for archaeology, and she was soon offered an opportunity to participate in a field excavation. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and she was thrilled to be part of the team. She travelled to a remote location in the Middle East, where she helped uncover an ancient city that had been buried for thousands of years. The experience was life-changing for Sarah, and she was amazed by the artefacts they discovered and the stories they held.

But now she had completed her Bachelor's degree and enrolled in a Master's program in Archaeology, with the plan to delve deeper into her research and focus on her interests. She felt that her hard work had paid off and that she was on her way to a good career, with a few offers already coming her way to work with a leading research organization. Sarah felt she had spent years working and studying so hard that she needed to rest, to relax a little and devote some time just to herself, away from work and study. That was why she had decided to take a short, one-month holiday, and to travel on her own. Her destination was Turkiye — or more precisely, the Cappadocia region. The link to her studies and interests was obvious when this particular part of the world was chosen, but she convinced herself she was doing it only for her own pleasure, and not for study or work.

Sarah lived in Melbourne, in Australia, with her parents; she was an only child. Throughout her life she had a few good friends and family surrounding her as she grew up. She was very close to her two cousins, whom she loved as if they were her own sisters. Her father, James, was a history professor at a university, and her mother, Grace, was a secondary school teacher, teaching literature and the English language.

Sarah was a young woman of twenty-three, with a bright and sparkling personality. Her beauty was striking, with honey-coloured hair that cascaded down her back in soft waves, and a pair of bright blue eyes that sparkled with life and energy. Her skin was smooth and soft, and her smile was warm and infectious. She had a lovely, adventurous spirit, always seeking new experiences and eager to learn about the world around her. She was a free spirit, with a passion for travel and a love of nature. She was kind and caring, with a heart of gold, and her personality drew people to her wherever she went.

Besides her interest in the past, she was also a talented artist, with a natural eye for colour and composition. She loved to spend her free time painting and drawing, and her work was beautiful and inspiring. Her creativity and imagination knew no bounds, and she was always eager to share her work with others. Learning Latin, Italian, and Greek was another of her interests, which she had studied for years in the hope that it would come in handy in her work as an archaeologist. There was always this unexplained pull towards the time of the Greek and Roman cultures, which she could not explain but accepted without questioning. She simply enjoyed learning about those ancient times and people, including studying their languages, which fascinated her.

Although Sarah was young, she possessed a wisdom that seemed to surpass her age, as if she had already lived many lifetimes. She had a profound understanding of the world and the people in it, which led many to describe her as an old soul. She had a remarkable ability to listen to others and offer support to her friends and family, always ready with a kind word or a helping hand. Compassion and empathy were innate in her and evident to those around her, and she had a deep-seated desire to make the world a better place, even if it was just one small act of kindness at a time. Her spirit was pure and untarnished, and her presence was a bright light in the lives of those fortunate enough to know her.

However, one weakness that Sarah struggled with was her tendency to take on too much responsibility. Her desire to help others often meant that she would take on more than she could handle, putting her own needs and well-being at risk. She would often prioritize the needs of others over her own, even if it meant sacrificing her own time and energy. This would leave her feeling drained and overwhelmed, and sometimes it led to feelings of burnout and stress.

Sarah also had a tendency to be too hard on herself when she felt that she hadn't lived up to her own expectations or goals. She would often set high standards for herself and feel disappointed if she didn't achieve them. Sometimes this led to feelings of self-doubt and inadequacy, and at times she would become overly critical of herself, which negatively impacted her self-esteem. While Sarah had many admirable qualities, her tendency to take on too much and to be overly self-critical were areas she needed to be mindful of in order to maintain her own well-being.

Several of her friends had wanted to join her on her travels, as had her two cousins, but she refused, asking to be allowed to travel solo and have some time away from her everyday surroundings. Her parents were supportive but worried about her wanting to travel on her own. Still, she was strong-willed, and there was no changing her plans. She would travel on her own and enjoy her own company, exploring the beautiful Cappadocia region, and on her return to Melbourne she would spend a week or two in Istanbul.

The Cappadocia region had fascinated Sarah for years, and she had planned to one day travel there and experience it in person. She was not sure what in particular drew her to this region, but it was something very magnetic and very strong. Now that she had finished her studies, she had no more excuses not to go. Instead she organised her trip very well and set off in the month of June, when the weather in Cappadocia is absolutely beautiful. This region was in central Turkey — a breathtaking land of rugged landscapes, towering fairy chimneys, and ancient history. It was a place that whispered secrets of the civilizations that had once flourished there, and a place that inspired the imagination with its unique natural beauty.

Sarah, as an archaeologist, found this area to be a treasure trove of ancient history. The first human settlements in Cappadocia date back to the Neolithic period, and since then the region has been home to numerous civilizations, including the Hittites, Persians, Romans, and Byzantines. Evidence of these civilizations is etched into the rocks and mountains of Cappadocia, waiting to be discovered.

* * *
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The Melbourne airport was crowded with so many people, and she moved through it swiftly. She had already said goodbye to her family and had not let anybody come with her, as she did not want to make a big deal of her travels. This trip was not for school or work — it was for her own pleasure. Once on the plane, the excitement entered her body, and she was now more than certain that she would soon take off and fly into an unknown country where she had never been before. The flight was long and tiresome. It only confirmed what she had felt and thought many other times — that Australia was simply too far from the rest of the world. Within two days of travelling, she arrived in Cappadocia. Before her eyes was the most amazing view. She was far from her home country and in another world, so different and foreign.

The first thing she did when she arrived in Cappadocia was visit the ancient city of Urgup. This city had once been the capital of the region and a thriving centre of commerce and culture. The well-preserved ruins of the city were a testament to its former glory, and included structures such as a Roman theatre, a Byzantine church, and a medieval castle. The ancient city of Urgup was a sleeping giant, slumbering for centuries under a shroud of mystery and secrets. It was as if the city had been frozen in time, waiting for someone to come along and awaken its beauty and its stories. The city was a labyrinth of twisting alleyways and soaring minarets, a maze of hidden gems and hidden treasures. It was a tapestry woven with threads of history and culture, a rich tapestry that had been waiting for centuries to be uncovered and appreciated.

Urgup was a place where the past and present collided, where the old and the new coexisted in perfect harmony. It was a place where the sound of traditional music mingled with the buzz of modern life, where the scent of fresh spices wafted through the air, and where the colours of vibrant bazaars burst forth with life. The city was a garden of stone, where ancient ruins and modern buildings were intertwined like leaves on a vine. It was a place where the stories of centuries past were etched into every surface, waiting to be told and heard. Urgup was a well of knowledge, where the secrets of the past lay hidden deep beneath its surface, waiting to be uncovered and revealed. It was a place where the winds of time had carved beauty into the stone, where the stories of the past lived on, and where the mystery of the ancient city would always keep its visitors coming back for more.

“How fascinating this place is,” Sarah said to herself, almost in disbelief, once faced with the real images before her eyes. “I am so grateful to have the opportunity to see these places and enjoy their beauty.”

Sarah continued her journey through Cappadocia, where she visited the underground cities scattered throughout the region. These cities had been built by the early Christians as a place of refuge from persecution, and had served as a safe haven for generations. With their maze-like tunnels and hidden chambers, these cities were fascinating examples of ancient engineering and architecture.

Another must-see attraction she was drawn to visit was the Goreme Open Air Museum — another place where the past and present collide in a spectacular display of natural beauty and human ingenuity. There were many people there, and the place was buzzing with noise and commotion. Sarah walked from the town centre on foot, taking a fifteen-minute stroll to the open-air museum. As she approached, she felt as though she was walking into a dream. The landscape around her was otherworldly, with towering stone formations that rose like pillars into the sky and jagged cliffs that loomed above her like ancient sentinels. She was surrounded by a sea of colour, with red and orange hues painting the sky and the soft glow of the setting sun casting a warm light over the stone formations.

This museum was like a garden of stone, where the roots of history had taken hold and flourished. Sarah was greeted with a maze of tunnels and passages, carved into the rock and adorned with the most intricate carvings and frescoes. The walls of the tunnels were alive with colour and movement, as if the stories of the past had been etched into every surface. As she explored the museum, she felt as though she was walking through a portal to another time. The air was heavy with the scent of history, and she felt as if she had been transported back to a world of ancient kingdoms and civilizations. She felt as though she was walking among the ghosts of the past, and she was filled with a sense of awe as every turn in the maze of tunnels revealed something new and extraordinary. The walls were adorned with frescoes that depicted the lives of the people who had lived here, with images of saints and angels, warriors and hunters.

Every turn in the maze of tunnels revealed something new and extraordinary. The walls were alive with the colour of the past, and the stories they told were as vibrant as the hues that had been used to create them. As Sarah walked through the museum, she felt as though she was surrounded by magic. The light that filtered in through the narrow windows was soft and warm, and it danced over the walls as if protecting the secrets of the past from the noise of the modern world. She was filled with a sense of home and reverence as she gazed upon the frescoes, and she felt as though she was in the presence of something truly special.

She was surrounded by the beauty and mystery of the past, and she felt as though she was part of a grand and wonderful story. Sarah felt she was experiencing a dreamlike world, filled with magic, mystery, and the beauty of the past. She was in a place where the walls were alive with the stories of centuries gone by, and where the colours of the past were as vibrant as the colours of the present. It was a place where Sarah felt as though she was walking amongst the ghosts of the past, and as if the secrets of that past were waiting to be uncovered and appreciated.

While walking and exploring, she noticed an entrance to a church, cut into the rock, with beautiful frescoes that caught her attention. She could not resist and walked into it, eager to see it in more detail. There was no one there except her, so she took her time, away from the noise and the crowd, exploring in detail the Christian frescoes inside this magical place. Sarah stood in awe as she gazed upon the ancient church, which was one of many in the area that had been carved into the soft tuff stone of the Cappadocian region of Turkiye. The intricate frescoes that adorned the walls were magical, a testament to the rich cultural heritage of this place. At first, Sarah was amazed by what she saw. The church was exactly as she had imagined it, filled with the sounds of prayers and the shuffling of sandals on the stone floor. The vivid colours of the frescoes seemed to come to life before her eyes, and she felt as if she was walking amongst the saints and angels depicted on the walls.

As she walked towards the frescoes, Sarah felt a sense of excitement growing within her. She had always been fascinated by history and by the idea of stepping back in time. While thinking of times before, she reached out to touch the fresco with her hand, although deep down she knew that she was not supposed to do that. Still, she was unable to resist, and as she touched the fresco she felt disoriented and scared, unsure of what was happening in that moment when her hand met the painted stone. As reality dawned on her, Sarah's amazement turned to fear. She was no longer in the museum, but in a world that was foreign and unfamiliar to her. As she looked around herself and around the church — which now looked completely different, as if another place altogether — Sarah noticed that the people present were dressed in clothing from another time period. They were speaking a language she could not understand, and their expressions were wary and suspicious as they looked at her.

Sarah felt her heart racing as she tried to make sense of what was happening. She felt as if she was in a dream, unable to escape the reality of the situation. She tried to retrace her steps, to find the place where she had touched the frescoes, but nothing seemed familiar. As she stumbled through the church, Sarah's fear began to turn to desperation. She felt as if she was trapped in an unknown place. The language she was hearing resembled the Greek she had studied so long ago at university. She approached a woman near her and asked where she was, but what she heard back was almost impossible to comprehend.

“You are in Saint Irene, the church of Holy Peace,” the woman responded, looking deeply into Sarah's eyes, as if confused by her question and her behaviour, as well as by the way she was dressed.

“St Irene? No, it can't be. I was in Cappadocia,” Sarah responded, while desperately looking around and trying to make sense of what was happening to her. The woman who had spoken to her walked away, glancing suspiciously back at the strange girl.

Sarah looked for the exit, and once out of the church she was faced with yet another surprise. She was definitely not in Cappadocia; she was very far away from that region, she was convinced. Disoriented and confused, she walked down the narrow streets looking for anything familiar, holding tightly onto her bag. It looked to be early evening, and the weather was warm, with a light breeze coming from the sea. Sarah continued walking down the streets, looking around, confused and disoriented, thinking about what to do and where to go. The smell of the sea confused her, as she was not supposed to be anywhere near the sea. She stopped just to think, and to observe her surroundings.

There was a narrow street leading up a hill, and she decided to take that way in order to climb up as high as possible and to see from the top where she was before making any decisions. After five minutes of walking up the hill she felt she had no strength left, so she stopped and turned to take in this place where she had found herself. Without a doubt she was convinced that she was in Constantinople, in the Byzantine Empire. How had she got here? And how was she to go back? What was she to do? So many questions came to her, but she had no answers to any of them. She had to think fast, and she had to find a way out of the mess she was in. What if this was just a dream? she thought, so she decided to pinch herself and see if she could wake up. Nothing happened. Maybe it was not a dream.

Constantinople, the gleaming jewel of the Byzantine Empire, shimmered like a precious gemstone on the banks of the Bosporus. The city was a grand tapestry of culture, woven together with threads of history, religion, and trade. These streets were a labyrinth of twisting alleyways and bustling bazaars, where merchants hawked their wares and the aroma of spices and exotic foods filled the air. It was all surreal and hard to truly believe, but what was she meant to do now? She saw no exit, only confusion and an overwhelming fear of now, today, and tomorrow. This was not what she had wanted. She had been after a short holiday, just a month to travel and explore the sites she had been interested in for so long — but this was not it, this was not what she had wanted. As she stood there in awe, looking over the enormous town, her head was hurting and tears were falling down her face. Panic had set in her chest, and she was scared of what would happen next.

“Maybe, if I can only find the place where I first arrived here. Maybe I need to go back to that church and look around for a similar fresco, one I need to touch to go back to Cappadocia, where I was.”

She rushed down the road, almost running. If she could get back into the Church of Hagia Irene, maybe there was a chance to return before it was too late, she thought. But on her way down the narrow alley she got lost and could not remember which way she had come. Night was coming quickly, falling over the ancient city like a curtain. And she was lost — absolutely lost, and without a clue what to do or where to go. Sarah cautiously approached an old man she noticed off to the side, while her heart raced with fear and uncertainty. The man appeared to be busy tending to his bakery, and there was a warm and inviting scent of freshly baked bread wafting through the air. She hesitantly approached him and began to speak, as best she could remember, in old Greek.

“Excuse me, mister, may I ask you a question? Am I close to the Hagia Irene church?”

“Yes, my daughter, but the church is closed now. You will need to wait until tomorrow for it to open,” said the old man politely, looking intently at Sarah. “Are you all right, my child? You don't seem very well to me. What is the matter?”

“Well, I think I am lost,” said Sarah quickly.

“The night will fall very quickly, and it is not safe to be out on the streets. Stay with me tonight, and tomorrow I will show you where the church is.”

“Thank you, that is very kind of you, but I don't know you.”

“No need to fear me, my daughter. You are safe with me. Come on in,” said the old man.

Sarah looked at him, trying to decide what to do. She felt a sense of comfort in his presence, and based on that she decided she would trust him. She had no other options, so she took what she could.

“My child,” he said, “be my guest tonight and don't worry too much; you are safe with me. You see, I lost my daughter last year and have been all alone in this life. As you can see, I sell bread, and tonight you and I are going to have some freshly baked bread for dinner. I imagine you are very hungry, aren't you?”

“I am sorry about your loss,” Sarah said quietly.

“That is fine, my child. I have accepted my destiny, because that is what God wanted for me. Will you tell me what brings you here to the city of Emperors? You must be a guest in our town, otherwise you would not have got lost. Am I right? So, where are you from, and what brings you here?” the old man asked.

But Sarah could not respond, because she did not know what to say that would make any sense to this man. Instead she decided that perhaps she needed to introduce herself and come up with some story that he might believe.

“I am Helena,” she said. “I am here looking for my mother.”

“Hmm ... Helena, you say ... and looking for your mother?”

“Yes,” she responded quickly.

“I am Kosta. Nice to meet you, Helena,” he said, while showing her where to sit inside his small and modest home.

“I am sorry, I feel very confused, but could you tell me the name of the Emperor here, and what year it is, please?” Sarah asked cautiously. Kosta did not say anything, but kept busy around his home.

The home was small and simple, with a single room serving as kitchen, living area, and sleeping space. The walls were made of rough stone and the furniture was sparse, but everything was well cared for. The smell of baked bread filled the air, and Sarah felt a sense of comfort and safety for the first time since she had arrived in Constantinople. Kosta invited Sarah to sit by the fire and told her about his life in the city. He had lived in Constantinople his entire life and had seen many changes over the years. Despite the hardships he had faced, he remained a kind and optimistic person. Sarah was struck by Kosta's wisdom and his love for life, and she realised that even in this difficult place there was still kindness and beauty to be found. While listening to her host talking, she was also thinking about the situation she found herself in, and the fear inside her chest was still very strong. Before falling asleep, she prayed to God to be delivered from this place and to return as a tourist in Cappadocia, and for all of this to be forgotten as nothing but a passing dream.

“Our Emperor, Constantine XI Dragases, is in power here, my child. The year is 1450. He came to power last year, and may it be God's will that he rules for many years. He is a good and just leader.”

“Oh God,” Sarah said loudly, and quickly covered her mouth to stop herself from saying anything else. This emperor was the last Byzantine ruler, and he had died during the battle at the Fall of Constantinople in 1453, which marked the definitive end of the Eastern Roman Empire.

“Did you say something, Helena, my daughter?” Kosta asked curiously.

“Oh no ... no, I did not say anything. I was just confirming that what you said is what I knew too. So it means I am lost, but at least I still know where I am,” she mumbled quickly.

“Are you sure you already knew, my child?” Kosta asked, while carefully observing her behaviour. “Tell me, please, why do your clothes look so different?” He approached her, observing closely. “When I come near you, I can smell a very nice scent. Your hair is very beautiful, shiny, and smells heavenly. Are you from the castle, my dear? What are you doing amongst us mere mortals? You must know, my child, this place is very dangerous.”

“I know, you are right. I will leave tomorrow. Thank you for letting me stay tonight,” Sarah said, and pretended she was ready for sleep.

“Sleep, my child, sleep. Of course, you need to sleep and rest. Don't worry, you are safe here.”

The next day, Sarah woke up in the small and simple room in old Kosta's home in Constantinople, feeling disoriented and overwhelmed. She had hoped that all of this was just a bad dream, and that she would return to her own time, but that was not the case. The sound of birds chirping outside the window and the smell of fresh bread baking in the bakery below slowly brought her back to reality. She looked around the room, taking in the sparse furnishings and the rough stone walls, and felt a sense of fear and uncertainty. Despite her gratitude for Kosta's kindness in offering her a place to stay for the night, Sarah was still lost in an unfamiliar time and place. How was this even possible? She did not know how to return to her own time, and she feared what might happen to her. She sat up in the bed and rubbed her eyes, trying to shake off the feeling of fear.

She thought about her parents and her friends back in the present day, and she felt a longing for home. She did not know what to do next, but she knew she had to figure it out somehow. Sarah got out of bed and went to the window, looking out at the bustling street below. She saw people going about their daily business, and she realised that even though she was in a strange and unfamiliar place, she was not alone. There were people here who might be able to help her, if only she could find them.

With this thought in mind, Sarah took a deep breath and gathered her courage. She knew she had to be brave and resourceful if she was going to find a way home. She put on her shoes and went downstairs to the bakery, where she found Kosta working. He greeted her with a smile and offered her a warm breakfast of bread and cheese. Sarah ate gratefully, feeling a sense of comfort and hope. She knew she still had a long road ahead of her, but she was determined to find a way. For now, she was grateful for the kindness of this stranger in a strange and unfamiliar land.

“How did you sleep, Helena? I was worried about you, I must admit. You were sleeping for a long time, and you even spoke in an unknown language in your sleep.”

“Really? I am so sorry. I sometimes do that when I get scared,” she answered carefully.

“Well, it is almost midday, my child. I was beginning to worry about you.”

“Midday? Oh, that can't be.” She jumped up from her chair. “I need to go back to that church.”

“And why is that?” Kosta asked.

“Well ... I can't talk about that, but I definitely need to go there, urgently.”

“Helena, what if I take you there, and if you don't find what you are looking for, I will be with you and bring you back here, so that you don't get lost in this big city? It is not a safe place, and I am worried something bad could happen to you.”

“That sounds good to me. Thank you so much. I don't know how to thank you enough for everything you are doing for me.” Sarah was truly grateful to this old man who had become her saviour in this big and unknown place where she was utterly lost.

As Sarah and Kosta made their way through the busy streets of Constantinople, she tried to keep her emotions in check. She was scared and unsure of what to do, but she knew that she had to keep up the charade and pretend that everything was normal. When they finally arrived at the Church of Hagia Irene, Sarah felt a sense of hope. She believed that touching the frescoes again would be the key to returning home, so she approached them eagerly, her heart beating fast. But as she reached out to touch the frescoes, she was disappointed to find that nothing happened. The world around her remained the same, and she was still stuck in medieval Constantinople.

Sarah turned to Kosta, who was looking at her with a concerned expression. She knew that she needed to come up with a believable story about herself, and fast. She took a deep breath and began to speak, trying to sound as convincing as possible.

“I am a traveller from a distant land,” she said in a steady voice. “I was on my way to visit a friend in Constantinople when I became lost. I'm grateful for your kindness in allowing me to stay with you, but I fear I may have overstayed my welcome. I was hoping that my friend would meet me here at the church, but she's not here. I absolutely have to meet her, so I have to stay, but I don't know where to go, and I don't have any money.”

Kosta listened intently, nodding along as Sarah spoke. When she finished, he looked at her with kindness and understanding.

“Do not worry, my child,” he said. “You are welcome to stay with me as long as you need.”

Sarah smiled, feeling a sense of relief. She was grateful for Kosta's hospitality, but she knew she could not stay with him forever. She needed to find a way back to her own time, but she did not know how to go about it. Perhaps she would have to stay in this place for longer, to learn more about it and to explore other options. The fear in her heart — that she was never going back home to her family — was strong. Kosta could sense that there was much more she was not telling him, but he did not want to push. He was happy to wait for her to tell him in her own time. She had brought some happiness into his lonely life, and he was not going to push her away. Instead, he was going to enjoy her company for as long as it lasted.

On the way back to his home, he showed her the place and introduced her to the town where she might have to live for some time. It was not easy for her to concentrate, because she was so preoccupied. When they returned home, they found a group of soldiers with horses waiting patiently out front. When old Kosta noticed them, he started walking faster and asked Sarah to hurry and follow him. Sarah walked behind him cautiously, as she was not sure what to expect, nor who these people were.

“Helena, my dear, please say you are my niece, my sister's daughter from our old lands,” Kosta said quickly, as he was in a hurry.

“Kosta, my old friend, where have you been? I have been waiting for some freshly baked bread, but your doors were closed,” said the young man in uniform.

“I am here, of course. I am coming, please be patient, my young boys. There is plenty of bread for you, as always,” Kosta called out as he approached the bakery.

As Sarah approached them and walked inside the bakery following Kosta, the young officer was surprised by this unusual sight.

“Have I missed something, Uncle Kosta?”

“No, you have not, my son,” answered Kosta, already knowing what he was hinting at.

“I didn't know you had guests. You did not mention expecting anyone.”

“Helena, my child, let me introduce you to Marko. He is an officer in the Emperor's army and a good friend of mine. Helena is my niece, visiting from far away. She will stay with me for a short time.”

“I did not know you had a niece,” stated Marko suspiciously, while walking around and curiously assessing the situation.

“Maybe you forgot, but I am sure I mentioned my niece,” said Kosta convincingly.

“I don't think I would forget that. I'm positive you've never mentioned a niece.”

“It does not matter now, my son. Here you go — you can meet Helena.”

“I am Marko. Nice to meet you,” said Marko, while looking intently at her, as if suspicious about the whole situation.

“Helena. Nice to meet you too,” said Sarah quickly.

Sarah quickly noticed that Marko was a very handsome young man. He was a picture of military elegance and prowess. Standing tall and proud, his broad shoulders and chiselled features exuded strength and confidence. His piercing blue eyes and very dark hair shone with intelligence, and his straight nose and strong jawline gave him a regal air. Despite his military uniform, Marko had a warm demeanour. His charming smile lit up his face, and his easy laughter made those around him feel at ease. He seemed like a true gentleman, with a sharp wit and an engaging personality. As an officer, he seemed to command respect and admiration from those under his charge, and his leadership skills looked solid from the little Sarah was able to observe. She had a feeling that he was a seasoned warrior, with a deep understanding of strategy and tactics.

“Uncle Kosta, I think you know our situation very well. The arrival of someone new must be reported to the appropriate people, and I don't recall that you did that.”

“Of course I know the rules, my son. I was planning to come and visit you today, but now you've come to see me, so I hope it is all right and you can report my niece Helena to the right authorities. My poor sister passed away suddenly, and Helena came to me, her only living relative. The child has done what she was told by her mother before she passed away. Please go easy on us, my son. It has been a very difficult time for us.”

“I am sorry to hear about your loss,” said Marko, while walking around and observing Sarah. “I have known you for a long time, Uncle Kosta, and I think I can tell when you are lying.”

“Oh, for God's sake, Marko, please don't upset me any further,” yelled old Kosta, anger coming out in his every move.

“Ok, ok ... calm down. I just need to do my job properly. The Emperor has ordered that every traveller arriving in this city is appropriately reported. You understand the threat from the Turks. I don't need to explain anything to you, do I?”

Kosta turned quickly towards Sarah and signalled with his eyes that she should walk inside his home, which she did. Kosta stayed outside for some time, speaking to Marko, but she was not able to hear what they were talking about. Once inside, she looked for any other appropriate clothing so that she could blend in better and not stand out. She found a dress, most likely from Kosta's daughter, and quickly put it on. It was exactly her size. She looked at herself and thought it was fine — she looked much better now, and was no longer in the trousers she had worn when she arrived.

“Helena, my daughter, come out please,” called Kosta.

Sarah came out in the dress, and both
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