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The fog drifted over the Zrmanja like a funeral veil cast upon the face of the earth. Thick and ghostly, it curled above the dark waters and crept among the reeds, swallowing the banks, the trees, and the remnants of war. The river itself seemed transformed into a spectral road leading to another world—a silent border between the realm of the living and the kingdom of the dead.

Only hours earlier, this lonely valley had trembled beneath the thunder of muskets and the clash of steel. The cries of warriors had echoed from cliff to cliff, mingling with the screams of wounded horses and the roar of battle. Now, an eerie stillness reigned. The dead lay where they had fallen. The wounded who still breathed did so in whispers. Even the wind seemed reluctant to disturb the sacred silence that follows slaughter.

A hawk circled somewhere above the mist, its mournful cry drifting across the valley like a lament for fallen souls.

Among broken spears, shattered shields, and bodies scattered across the damp earth lay Stojan Jankovic, Knight of Saint Mark.

The renowned Morlak commander had faced death countless times. He had fought beneath the burning sun of summer and through the frozen storms of winter. He had stood against Ottoman cavalry charges, survived ambushes in mountain passes, and crossed rivers red with blood. Songs were sung about his courage from the rocky slopes of Velebit to the distant villages of Ravni Kotari.

Yet now he lay motionless, abandoned by the fury of battle and left alone with his suffering.

Pain coursed through him like molten iron.

A deep wound in his side burned with merciless intensity. Every breath felt like a blade twisting deeper into his flesh. His body, hardened by decades of warfare, trembled despite his efforts to master the agony.

He drifted in and out of consciousness.

Fragments of memory floated before him like leaves carried by the current of the Zrmanja.

The flash of curved Ottoman sabres.

The thunder of muskets.

The face of a dying comrade.

The crimson banner of Saint Mark snapping in the wind.

And then darkness.

His scarred body seemed to carry the entire history of his life. Each scar was a chapter written in blood and steel. One marked a duel against an Ottoman captain near Knin. Another came from a desperate defense of a mountain pass where he had saved twenty of his men. Others he no longer remembered. They had become part of him, like the weathered stones of an ancient fortress.

Now a fresh wound threatened to write the final chapter.

The damp earth beneath him felt cold as a grave.

Blood had soaked through his mail shirt and pooled beneath his body. The metallic scent mixed with the smell of wet grass, gunpowder, and death. Somewhere nearby, flies had already begun their grim work.

Stojan tried to move.

A wave of agony swept through him.

His vision blurred.

For a moment he feared he had gone blind.

The world appeared as a shifting haze of grey shadows and muted colors. Trees rose like dark giants from the mist. Broken weapons protruded from the ground like the bones of some ancient beast.

The weight of his iron helm pressed upon his skull like a millstone.

Breathing became difficult.

His chest tightened.

A sudden fear gripped him.

Not fear of death itself—for he had long ago made peace with that companion—but fear of dying alone, forgotten among the corpses of friend and foe.

The thought ignited a spark of stubborn defiance.

With a low groan, he gathered what little strength remained.

His trembling hand found the rim of the helmet.

The effort was immense.

His muscles screamed in protest.

For several heartbeats he could do nothing but grit his teeth and fight against the darkness gathering at the edges of his vision.

Then, inch by inch, the helmet shifted.

At last it slipped free and rolled into the grass.

Cool air touched his face.

Stojan gasped.

The mist carried the scent of river water and distant pine forests. It filled his lungs like a blessing from God Himself.

For several moments he lay still, staring upward.

Above him, the fog swirled and parted.

A pale shaft of sunlight pierced the clouds, illuminating the battlefield with an almost heavenly glow.

The sight stirred something deep within him.

Hope.

Fragile as a candle flame.

Dangerously faint.

Yet alive.

And as the cold light touched his blood-stained face, Stojan Jankovic realized one simple truth:

He was not dead.

Not yet.

Somewhere beyond the mist, fate was still waiting for him.

And it had not finished writing his story.
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Memory returned to him in shattered fragments, drifting through the darkness like sparks carried upon a dying wind.

A glint of steel.

The scream of a horse.

The bitter taste of gunpowder.

For a moment, Stojan Jankovic could not tell whether he was dreaming or lingering at the threshold of death itself.

The fog pressed heavily upon the battlefield, thick as a funeral shroud woven by invisible hands. It crawled over the earth and wrapped itself around the fallen, concealing friend and foe alike beneath its ghostly veil. Somewhere beyond that pale curtain, unseen waters murmured—the distant voice of the Zrmanja River, ancient and indifferent to the slaughter that had stained her valley.

Then the memories came.

Not gently.

They struck him with the violence of a hammer.

He saw again the steep slopes and rocky ground where the battle had raged. He heard the thunder of hooves shaking the earth beneath him and the savage clash of steel against steel. The banners of the Republic of Venice had snapped in the wind above the ranks of his Morlak warriors, while beyond them surged the vast host of the Ottoman Empire, a dark tide rolling across the frontier.

The cries of men rose once more in his ears.

The roar of muskets.

The shriek of arrows.

The desperate prayers uttered in a dozen tongues.

And above it all, the fierce battle cry of the Morlaks.

He remembered leading the charge.

He remembered the faces of his warriors—sunburnt, scarred men of the mountains and the karst, men hardened by poverty, war, and the merciless winds of Velebit. Men who had followed him through fire and blood because they trusted him more than they feared death.

He had ridden at their head, sword raised high.

Like a storm descending from the mountains.

Like vengeance itself.

For a time, victory had seemed within reach.

Then came Hasan Kuna-aga.

Even now, wounded and half-conscious, Stojan felt a chill pass through him at the memory.

The Ottoman commander had fought not with fury but with patience. He had moved his forces as a skilled chess player moved pieces across a board. Every retreat had concealed a trap. Every weakness had been bait. Every hill, every ravine, every patch of scrubland had served a purpose in his design.

Stojan remembered realizing the danger too late.

The enemy lines had parted.

Fresh cavalry had emerged from behind the ridges.

Thousands.

The sunlight had flashed upon countless scimitars, turning the hillside into a sea of silver fire.

The trap had sprung shut.

The battle had become a slaughter.

He could still hear the terrible sounds.

The crunch of bone.

The tearing of flesh.

The cries of dying men calling for their mothers, their wives, their saints.

He remembered seeing warriors who had shared his table for years disappear beneath the Ottoman charge. Men whose laughter he knew better than his own heartbeat.

Gone in moments.

Swallowed by war.

Then came the final instant.

A flash brighter than lightning.

A deafening explosion.

Perhaps a musket ball.

Perhaps the fragment of a shattered weapon.

He did not know.

He remembered only the crushing blow that struck him from the saddle.

The sky spinning above him.

The earth rushing upward.

And then—

Nothing.

No pain.

No sound.

No light.

Only an endless darkness.

A void so complete that it seemed beyond even the reach of God.

How long he had remained there, he could not tell.

Hours.

Perhaps a day.

Perhaps longer.

Time had ceased to exist.

Yet somehow, he had returned.

Against reason.

Against fate.

Against the judgment that should already have claimed his soul.

His eyes opened wider.

The world emerged from the mist little by little.

Broken spears protruded from the ground like grave markers. Abandoned shields lay half-buried in mud darkened by blood. Motionless bodies stretched across the battlefield in every direction, their faces pale beneath the damp embrace of the fog.

A raven landed upon a corpse not twenty paces away.

The bird tilted its head and stared at him with cold black eyes.

Waiting.

Expecting.

As if surprised that its feast still breathed.

Stojan slowly drew a painful breath.

The air smelled of wet earth, blood, smoke, and death.

He felt neither triumph nor glory.

Only exhaustion.

Only the crushing weight of survival.

For the first time in many years, fear touched him.

Not the fear of battle.

Not the fear of wounds.

But the fear born from standing too close to eternity and hearing its silence.

He was Stojan Jankovic.

Commander of the Morlaks.

Guardian of the Venetian frontier.

The Knight of Saint Mark.

His name was spoken with respect from the shores of the Adriatic to the shadowed valleys of the borderlands. Ottoman soldiers cursed it. Venetian governors praised it. Ballads had already begun to weave his victories into legend.

Yet none of those titles mattered here.

Not upon this field of the dead.

Not beneath this cold and indifferent sky.

Here he was merely a wounded man lying among corpses.

A forgotten survivor between two worlds.

The fog drifted around him like the spirits of the fallen, and somewhere in the distance a hawk cried mournfully across the silent frontier.

Stojan listened.

The command that had carried him through a hundred battles—rise, strike, endure—left his mind with all the force of a war trumpet, yet his body answered with silence. His limbs felt forged from lead and buried beneath mountains of stone. Every muscle seemed detached from his will, every nerve drowned in a sea of pain.

A low groan escaped his lips.

The sound startled him.

It was not the voice of Stojan Jankovic, commander of the Morlak frontiersmen, terror of Ottoman raiders, defender of the Venetian marches. It was the feeble cry of a wounded man abandoned by his strength. A stranger's voice.

The fog drifted among the scattered dead and dying, concealing broken weapons and shattered bodies beneath its ghostly folds. Somewhere nearby a horse screamed—a shrill, terrible sound that ended abruptly. Then came silence once more.

A silence heavier than battle.

A silence that belonged to death.

Stojan forced his eyes open wider.

The sky above was a pale smear of gray, neither day nor night. Cold droplets clung to his beard. The scent of blood saturated the air, mingling with damp earth and gunpowder. It was the smell of war stripped of all glory.

Memories flickered through his mind like sparks carried by a dying fire.

The thunder of hooves.

The flash of steel.

The fierce faces of his Morlaks charging beside him, their voices raised in defiance beneath the banner of Saint Mark. He remembered the Ottoman lines stretching across the landscape like a dark sea. He remembered the cunning manoeuvres of Hasan Kuna-aga, each movement precise as a knife thrust. He remembered the clash.

And then—

Darkness.

His hand moved instinctively toward his chest.

Pain exploded through him.

A gasp tore from his throat.

The wound was there.

Deep.

Wet.

Real.

Not the wound of a hero immortalized in songs, but the wound of flesh and blood. The kind that emptied a man of life one heartbeat at a time.

For a long moment he lay still, listening to the slow thud of his heart.

Each beat sounded distant.

Each one seemed uncertain whether it wished to continue.

A terrible thought entered his mind.

Was this the end?

Not atop the walls of a conquered fortress.

Not beneath the winged lion of Venice, surrounded by cheering soldiers.

Not with sword raised toward heaven as the bards would someday sing.

No.

Was this how Stojan Jankovic would die?

Alone.

Lost among the fallen.

Another nameless corpse swallowed by mud and fog.

The thought struck him harder than any Ottoman blade.

Only weeks earlier, the Most Serene Republic had honored him. Venice herself had placed upon his shoulders the dignity of a knight. The title of Knight of Saint Mark had seemed less a reward than a burden—a sacred duty to guard the frontier where Christendom met the Sultan's vast empire.

His life had never truly belonged to him.

It belonged to the Morlak villages scattered beneath the shadow of Velebit.

To widows who slept more easily knowing his riders patrolled the borders.

To children whose future depended upon men willing to stand between them and the advancing tide of conquest.

From his earliest youth, he had accepted that truth without question.

A sword did not ask its purpose.

A sword simply served.

Yet now, lying upon the blood-soaked earth, another realization emerged from the darkness.

He had never imagined a life beyond war.

Never imagined old age.

Never imagined peace.

He had ridden from campaign to campaign as though death were a companion forever trailing behind him but never quite catching up.

Now death stood beside him.

Close enough for him to feel its breath.

Would anyone find his body?

Would his men know where he had fallen?

Would the bells of Obrovac toll for him?

Would Venice remember?

The fog shifted.

A cold gust swept across the battlefield.
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The world returned to him in fragments, as though he were rising from the bottom of a dark sea.

At first there was only pain.

It pulsed through his body in slow, relentless waves, dragging him back from the edge of oblivion. His chest burned. His shoulder felt as though a glowing iron had been driven through it. Every breath scraped against his ribs like broken glass.

Stojan Jankovic tried to move.

The effort sent a fresh lance of agony through him.

A low groan escaped his lips.

He became aware of a faint rocking sensation, of rough wool beneath his body and the distant creak of timber. Somewhere nearby, fire crackled softly. The air was warm, scented with smoke and something else—a fragrance he could not immediately place.

Herbs.

Rosemary.

Sage.

And beneath them all, a sweeter scent, elusive and foreign, like blossoms carried across the sea by southern winds.

He forced his heavy eyelids apart.

The world swam before him.

Shadows drifted across a low wooden ceiling. A wavering candle flame painted golden streaks across the darkness. For a moment he thought himself dead, trapped in some strange halfway realm between Heaven and Earth.

Then a face emerged from the haze.

A woman's face.

Young.

Beautiful.

Concerned.

She leaned over him, unaware that he had awakened. Dark hair, freed from its bindings, spilled over her shoulders like midnight silk. A few loose strands brushed her cheeks as she bent forward. Her eyes were lowered in concentration, long lashes casting delicate shadows upon skin pale as carved ivory.

Stojan stared.

For an instant he forgot the pain.

Her hands moved with calm precision, pressing a clean cloth against the wound near his shoulder. The cloth was stained crimson. His blood.

Yet her fingers never trembled.

There was strength in those hands despite their elegance.

A healer's hands.

Or perhaps something more.

Her eyes lifted suddenly and met his.

They were unlike any eyes he had ever seen.

Deep brown, almost black in the candlelight, filled with intelligence and quiet resolve. They seemed to hold secrets gathered from distant places and forgotten stories.

For a long moment neither spoke.

The silence stretched between them.

Stojan had spent his life among warriors.

Among hard-faced Morlaks who rode the rocky slopes of Velebit and patrolled the blood-soaked frontier between Venice and the Ottoman Empire. He knew the faces of soldiers, priests, merchants, and widows. He knew the expression of fear before battle and grief after it.

But this woman belonged to none of those worlds.

There was something unmistakably different about her.

Her dress was simple, yet fashioned from fine cloth that no peasant family could afford. Around her neck hung a delicate silver cross unlike those worn by the frontier folk. Even the way she carried herself revealed another upbringing—a quiet grace that spoke of wealth, education, and distant cities where men traded silk, spices, and gold beneath marble arcades.
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