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Chapter 1 – The Gathering Storm
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The dawn mist clung to the valleys of the Morava River like ghostly fingers, wrapping forests and fields in a silence that felt unnatural. Only the distant tolling of church bells disturbed the stillness, echoing from monastery to village as priests called the faithful to prayer.

Nikola Vuković tightened the leather strap securing his sword across his shoulder and watched the first rays of sunlight strike the monastery walls. Built from pale stone, the fortress-like sanctuary had stood for generations, surviving raids, famine, and feuding lords. Yet even its ancient walls seemed vulnerable now.

"The bells sound different today," his younger brother Stefan said quietly as he emerged from the stable carrying two saddled horses.

Nikola glanced at him. Stefan was barely twenty, broad-shouldered but still carrying the confidence of youth rather than experience. His beard had only recently begun to fill out, and despite years of training, he had never fought in a true battle.

"They always sound different when men think war is coming," Nikola replied.

Stefan forced a smile.

"You always have an answer."

"I've lived long enough to need one."

At thirty-two, Nikola had spent nearly half his life serving various Serbian nobles along the frontier. He bore the scars to prove it—a jagged cut beneath his left eye from a Hungarian mercenary, a damaged shoulder from an Ottoman arrow, and countless smaller reminders of skirmishes few people even remembered.

The brothers mounted their horses as monks emerged into the monastery courtyard carrying baskets of bread and casks of wine.

Father Gavrilo approached, his grey beard reaching almost to his belt.

"You leave before breakfast?"

Nikola nodded.

"The summons cannot wait."

The old monk reached into his robe and removed a small silver cross suspended from a leather cord.

"This belonged to your father."

Stefan's expression softened.

"I thought it was lost."

"I kept it until the day one of you needed it."

He placed the cross into Nikola's weathered hand.

"Dark days are approaching. Carry this, not because it will stop a sword, but because it will remind you why you carry one."

Nikola closed his fingers around it.

"Our father died defending these lands."

"He died protecting people," the monk corrected gently. "Never confuse land with those who live upon it."

The words lingered as the brothers rode from the monastery.



The road south wound through rolling farmland dotted with orchards and vineyards. Farmers paused from their work to watch mounted men pass. Women stood outside cottages holding children close.

Everyone had heard the rumours.

The Ottoman Sultan himself was marching west.

Every traveller carried a different story.

Some claimed the Ottoman army numbered fifty thousand.

Others whispered a hundred thousand.

One merchant insisted they stretched so far that the dust from their march darkened the sky.

Nikola believed none of the numbers.

He had seen enough campaigns to know rumours always doubled the size of an enemy.

But he also knew one thing.

The Ottomans were coming.

By midday they reached the market town of Kruševac.

Normally its streets bustled with traders from Ragusa, Hungary, and Bosnia.

Today blacksmiths worked without pause.

The ringing of hammers filled the air.

Arrowheads cooled in barrels.

Spears leaned against every workshop.

Cartwrights repaired wagons destined for military service.

No one spoke loudly.

Even children seemed to understand something enormous was approaching.

The town square had become a camp.

Knights wearing the colours of different Serbian lords argued over supplies.

Messengers galloped in and out through every gate.

Nikola spotted banners bearing the double-headed eagle of Prince Lazar.

He turned toward the largest tent.

Two guards crossed halberds before him.

"State your names."

"Nikola and Stefan Vuković."

"Captain of Lord Radovan's household."

The guard studied a parchment before nodding.

"You've been expected."

Inside, maps covered a long oak table.

Wooden markers represented castles, rivers, and mountain passes.

Prince Lazar himself stood beside the table.

He was older than Nikola had imagined, his beard streaked with grey, his expression calm despite the chaos surrounding him.

Around him stood nobles from every corner of Serbia, along with envoys from Bosnia.

No one smiled.

Lazar looked up.

"So these are the Vuković brothers."

Nikola knelt.

"My Prince."

Stefan followed.

"You served well against the raiders near Niš."

"We did our duty."

Lazar nodded.

"I need men who understand duty."

One of his advisers stepped forward.

"Our scouts confirm the Sultan has crossed into our lands."

Silence settled over the tent.

Even those who had expected the news seemed shaken by hearing it spoken aloud.

Lazar rested both hands upon the map.

"The time for preparing is over."

He looked around the room.

"We gather every sword, every spear, every horse."

One noble frowned.

"The Bosnians are still days away."

"Then we wait only as long as we must."

Another lord spoke.

"The Hungarians?"

"No answer."

"The Bulgarians?"

"They fear Ottoman revenge."

Murmurs spread.

Nikola watched every face.

Some showed determination.

Others showed fear.

All understood the same truth.

If they failed, there would be no second chance.

Lazar dismissed the council and beckoned the brothers to remain.

"I've read reports of your service."

Nikola remained silent.

"They say you keep your men alive."

"I try."

"That is harder than winning battles."

The prince walked toward the tent entrance.

"I have a task."

He pointed toward the southern hills.

"Our scouts have vanished."

"How many?"

"Three patrols."

"You think they're dead?"

"I think someone made sure they stopped reporting."

Nikola exchanged a glance with Stefan.

"Do you want us to find them?"

"I want you to discover what lies ahead of us."

He paused.

"And return."

Outside, thunder rolled across the distant mountains despite the clear summer sky.

Stefan looked upward.

"There isn't a cloud."

Father Gavrilo's words returned to Nikola's mind.

The bells sound different when men think war is coming.

He fastened the silver cross beneath his tunic.

Tomorrow they would ride south toward the advancing Ottoman army, into lands where scouts had disappeared and where the fate of kingdoms was beginning to unfold.

The road to Kosovo had begun.
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Chapter 2 – Shadows Beyond the Border
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The brothers departed Kruševac before the first light of dawn, accompanied by six seasoned horsemen handpicked by Prince Lazar. Their orders were simple: ride south, find the missing scouts, and discover the true strength of the Ottoman advance.

Nikola rode at the head of the column, his eyes constantly scanning the forests that flanked the narrow road. The silence unsettled him more than any battlefield. No merchants travelled the highway. No shepherds guided their flocks. Villages that should have been alive with morning activity seemed deserted.

"They know something we don't," Stefan muttered.

"They know enough to hide," Nikola replied.

By midday they reached the village of Dubrava.

The gates stood open.

A cart lay overturned in the square.

A blacksmith's forge still smouldered, abandoned in haste.

Nikola dismounted and knelt beside a muddy track.

"Horses," he said.

"Many?"

"At least twenty."

Stefan crouched beside him.

"Ottomans?"

Nikola shook his head.

"No. The shoes are wrong."

He pointed to the impressions.

"These are Serbian horses."

The villagers had fled of their own accord.

Inside the church they found Father Petar kneeling alone before the altar.

The old priest looked exhausted.

"You've come too late."

Nikola removed his helmet.

"What happened here?"

"The people left yesterday."

"Why?"

The priest stared toward the south.

"They saw fires beyond the hills."

"How many?"

"I stopped counting."

He hesitated before continuing.

"They say the Sultan himself marches with an army greater than anything our grandfathers ever imagined."

Nikola had heard the rumours before.
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