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It was the year of our Lord 1095. My name is Ludmilla Veleslava, daughter of Bohemia, and though I have seen but sixteen summers, I am told my beauty already stirs whispers. My complexion is fair as ivory, and my hair falls long and golden, catching the light like threads of sun—features my nurse insists would make even men from distant lands turn their heads.

On that fateful morning, I rode from our castle with a small escort and my faithful nanny, carrying flowers for the roadside chapel where my late mother is remembered. The forest was hushed, the air cool and fragrant with pine, and I thought only of kneeling at the stone cross to whisper a prayer for her soul.

But halfway through the woods, shadows broke from the trees. Robbers fell upon us with cruel speed. My guards fought bravely, yet they were cut down, and when my poor nanny would not cease her wailing, a blow silenced her to the ground. I alone was spared, though not free—they bound my hands and warned me with rough voices that my life would end with a single sound.

Thus began the day my world was torn open—and destiny stepped from the shadows of the forest.

It is strange, the things the heart notices when danger looms so close. My hands were bound cruelly with rough rope, yet I remember how the shafts of sunlight pierced through the canopy above, dancing across the green moss like golden threads. I was trembling, though not only from fear—there was also the unbearable awareness that my life might change forever in that moment.

The leader of the robbers stepped before me, his shadow long and dark. He was no common cutthroat, though his clothes were worn. His bearing betrayed something different—his shoulders were straight, his eyes clear and proud even as he looked at me with a hard, assessing gaze. A scar crossed his cheek, yet it did not mar him; it lent him the air of one who had seen too much of the world.

He reached out, his hand brushing a strand of my hair where it had slipped from my veil. “Golden,” he murmured, almost to himself, his voice deep and steady. 

I should have recoiled, yet my breath caught in my throat. Though I was bound and helpless, something in me stirred—an inexplicable sense that fate had brought me here, into the forest, into his grasp.

*  *  *
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When at last my poor nanny stirred from her swoon, she found only silence and the bodies of our fallen escort. With no horse left to bear her, she stumbled weeping through the forest path, her skirts torn, until she reached the castle gates. Yet by the time she raised the alarm and men rushed to arm themselves, it was too late. I was already gone, vanished into the green shadows with my captors.

Even as the rough ropes bit into my wrists, a dreadful thought took root in my mind: this had not been chance. The swiftness of the attack, the way they spared me—it all seemed too carefully done. In these times it was no secret that maidens of beauty were prized like coin, stolen and sold as though they were silks or spices. And I, with my youth and my face, had long been a subject of whispers.

So I waited in silence, my heart a storm. They would not dare mar me, I told myself. Not a bruise, not a stain upon my skin—for the price of an unspoiled maiden was far greater. Even my innocence, the one treasure still untouched, was something they would guard jealously, for it was worth more than gold.

Thus I sat among them, bound but breathing, trembling not only with fear but with the strange knowledge that my fate was no longer mine to command.

We followed the remnants of the old Roman roads, winding ever southward toward Venice. The journey stretched into a month of weary days and restless nights, each one leaving me more tender and bruised than the last. My body ached from the saddle, my skin chafed, and my spirit longed for the comforts of home. Often we camped in lonely clearings beneath the trees, for in many regions there were no villages to shelter us. Fortune favored me only in that it was summer—the nights mild, the air fragrant with pine and meadow flowers.

Yet amid the misery, I could not deny the majesty of the Alps. When at last we reached the high passes, the world opened in sweeping vistas of snow-capped peaks, waterfalls tumbling like silver ribbons, and valleys so green they seemed touched by heaven itself. For a moment, even bound and guarded, I felt the breath of freedom stir in my chest.

Escape, however, was never more than a dream. Their eyes were always upon me, sharp and merciless, and when other travelers passed us on the road, they only glanced once before lowering their gaze. No one dared question why a young woman rode bound among such fierce men. All were eager to hurry on, untouched by my fate.

And so I endured, carried ever further from the world I had known, toward a city I had never seen but already sensed would change the course of my life forever.

*  *  *
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Venezia rose before me like a vision from another world. Even in the brief passage from the road to the harbor, my senses were overwhelmed. I had spent all my life within the walls of our castle, and never once had I stepped into a true town. Now suddenly I was thrust into a sea of humanity—voices in a dozen tongues, merchants calling their wares, children darting between stalls, the air thick with the mingled scents of spice, salt, and tar.

And then the ships—vast, towering things with masts like spears thrust toward heaven. Their sails were furled, yet I imagined them billowing in the wind, carrying men across seas I could scarcely picture. Though I was a captive, something in me thrilled at the sight. I told myself then that I must not surrender wholly to misery. If fate had cast me as a traveler unwilling, I would at least gather every moment, storing them like treasures in my heart.

But wonder gave way to reality when they led me aboard one of those great vessels. Down into its belly I was taken, the air damp and close, the timbers creaking like groans in the dark. The stench of pitch and sweat hung thick, and all was cramped, meant for cargo, not comfort.

There, awaiting me, stood a woman of formidable stature. Her face was broad, her hands calloused, and when she spoke, it was in the familiar tones of the Slavs. Relief coursed through me—I was not utterly alone. She told me little at first, but her presence made plain what I had begun to suspect: this was no chance raid, but a carefully woven design.

In time I learned the truth. Far across the sea, a powerful Turkish sultan had made a request—he desired a maiden of noble blood, fair of hair and light of skin. I was the prize he sought, and others had deemed me suitable.

Thus began the next chapter of my captivity, carried on the waters to a destiny both terrifying and unknown.

*  *  *
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The sea was a world I had never known, and
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