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The wind that swept across the Dalmatian frontier in the late spring of 1668 carried more than the scent of wild rosemary and the distant salt of the Adriatic Sea.

It carried warnings.

Invisible. Elusive. Impossible to grasp.

Yet every man who had survived long enough on the border between empires knew how to hear them.

Vukan Radic stood alone atop the ancient ramparts of Fort Klis, his broad hands resting on the weathered stone. The fortress crowned the mountain like a wounded king, its walls scarred by centuries of siege, bloodshed, and conquest. Beneath him stretched a vast wilderness of jagged hills, dark ravines, and winding valleys where shadows lingered even beneath the afternoon sun.

The frontier.

A land that belonged to no one and everyone.

A place where peace was merely the pause between battles.

For thirty-five years Vukan had guarded these borders. He had fought Turks, bandits, mercenaries, and traitors. He had watched villages burn beneath moonlit skies and buried comrades whose names were now forgotten by all except the earth itself.

Age had silvered his beard and hardened the lines around his eyes, but it had sharpened something even more valuable.

Instinct.

And instinct was whispering now.

Something was wrong.

His gaze drifted toward the scattered Morlak settlements below. Small clusters of stone houses clung to the slopes like stubborn survivors. Thin columns of smoke rose from their chimneys, peaceful and ordinary.

Too ordinary.

The sight should have comforted him.

Instead, it unsettled him.

A flock of crows burst suddenly from a grove near the river.

Vukan's eyes narrowed.

No gunshot.

No hunter.

No visible disturbance.

Yet the birds erupted into the sky as though fleeing an unseen predator.

He watched them disappear into the distance.

The wind strengthened.

It moaned through the fortress battlements like the voice of a dying man.

For a moment he remembered another spring many years ago.

The same uneasy silence.

The same restless birds.

The same strange feeling that the world itself was holding its breath.

Three days later, an Ottoman raiding force had emerged from the mountains and slaughtered two villages before dawn.

Since then, Vukan had learned never to ignore such warnings.

Behind him came the sound of footsteps.

Heavy.

Urgent.

A soldier appeared from the stairway leading to the lower courtyard.

"Commander."

Vukan turned.

It was Marko Babic, one of his most reliable scouts. Sweat darkened the man's tunic despite the cool breeze.

That alone was enough to make Vukan uneasy.

Scouts who brought routine news did not run.

"What is it?" Vukan asked.

Marko hesitated.

The pause lasted only a heartbeat, but it was enough.

Vukan felt his stomach tighten.

"We found another one."

Another one.

The words struck like a musket ball.

"Where?"

"Near the old Roman road."

The scout swallowed.

"Same as before."

Silence settled between them.

The wind seemed to vanish.

The sounds of the fortress faded.

Vukan's jaw hardened.

Three bodies in less than two weeks.

No witnesses.

No survivors.

No explanation.

The first had been a shepherd.

The second, a trader traveling between villages.

Now a third.

Each corpse had been discovered miles apart.

Each showed signs of torture.

And each carried the same mark.

A symbol carved into the flesh with deliberate precision.

Not Turkish.

Not Venetian.

Not Morlak.

Something else.

Something unknown.

The realization disturbed Vukan more than he cared to admit.

Border wars followed familiar rules.

You knew your enemy.

You understood his motives.

This was different.

This felt like the opening move of a game whose players remained hidden in the shadows.

"Who found the body?" Vukan asked.

"Villagers from Dubrava."

"Did anyone touch it?"

"No."

"Good."

Vukan stared toward the distant mountains.

Dark clouds were gathering beyond the horizon.

The peaks of the Dinaric Alps appeared almost black beneath them.

A storm was coming.

He could feel it.

Not merely the one brewing in the sky.

Something larger.

Something far more dangerous.

Far away, beyond those mountains, the Ottoman Empire was recovering from recent campaigns. Venetian governors argued over taxes and territory while merchants counted profits in distant cities. Generals drew lines on maps and called it strategy.

But maps lied.

The frontier always told the truth.

And the frontier was speaking now.

Its voice was soft.

Deadly.

Filled with secrets.

Vukan had spent his entire life listening to that voice.

This time, what it was telling him filled him with dread.

The enemy approaching Dalmatia was not marching beneath banners.

It was moving unseen.

One murder at a time.

One shadow at a time.

And somewhere beyond the hills, hidden beneath the gathering storm, someone was preparing the next move.

Vukan looked toward the darkening horizon.

For the first time in many years, he felt the cold touch of uncertainty.

Then he turned toward the stairway.

"Gather the captains," he said.

Marko nodded.

"And the body?"

Vukan's eyes remained fixed on the mountains.

"Leave it where it is."

The scout frowned.

"Why?"

A distant rumble of thunder rolled across the frontier.

Vukan listened to it.

Then he spoke quietly.

"Because whoever did this may be watching."

The thunder answered him.

And somewhere in the wilderness beyond Fort Klis, unseen eyes were indeed watching.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

VANISHING UNDER SILENT SKIES



[image: ]


The disappearance had occurred less than a day ago.

Eighteen men.

Eighteen seasoned Morlaks who knew every ravine, every goat path, every hidden spring between the rocky hills and the distant sea. They had ridden out at dawn under the command of Vukan's cousin, Janko Radic, to gather supplies from the scattered settlements north of the Krka River. By sunset, they should have returned.

They never did.

Not a single horse had wandered back. Not a single musket had been found discarded among the rocks. No torn cloak fluttered from a thorn bush. No blood darkened the pale earth.

Nothing.

It was as though the land itself had opened its jaws and swallowed them whole.

The mystery gnawed at Vukan with a persistence that robbed him of sleep. He stood atop the watchtower and stared toward the distant hills where Janko had last been seen. The morning sun revealed every ridge and valley, yet it offered no answers.

Only silence.

Too much silence.

A courier from the Venetian garrison in Split had arrived before dawn, his horse lathered with sweat and his nerves stretched thin. The young messenger had delivered the official report with trembling hands, repeatedly glancing over his shoulder as though something unseen pursued him across the frontier.

According to the report, an Ottoman raiding force had crossed the border under cover of darkness, overwhelmed Janko's party, and carried the men away.

A swift attack.

An unfortunate loss.

Nothing more.

The explanation satisfied the Venetian officers.

It satisfied nobody else.

Least of all Vukan.

He had spent thirty-five years living on the knife-edge between empires. He knew the habits of Ottoman raiders as intimately as he knew the lines etched into his own weathered hands. He had fought them, hunted them, and escaped them often enough to recognize their methods.

This was not their work.

The thought settled in his mind like a stone.

Something was wrong.

For months, the attacks along the frontier had changed in character. Ottoman patrols no longer stumbled blindly into Morlak ambushes. Supply convoys were intercepted with unnerving precision. Hidden observation posts, known only to a handful of trusted men, had been discovered and destroyed.

Again, and again, the enemy struck exactly where they should not have known to strike.

As though someone whispered secrets into their ears.

As though every defensive plan devised by Venice became known to the enemy before it could be put into action.

Vukan leaned against the rough stone parapet and felt an unwelcome chill despite the warmth of the morning.

There was a traitor.

The possibility had lingered in the shadows of his thoughts for weeks. Now it emerged fully formed and impossible to ignore.

Someone within the Venetian frontier command was feeding information across the border.

Someone close.

Someone trusted.

His gaze drifted eastward toward the Ottoman lands that shimmered beneath the rising sun.

There, beyond the mountains, commanded the man whose name had become a source of growing dread throughout Dalmatia.

Ismail-Bey Karahasan.

Even among the Morlaks, stories circulated about him. Some claimed he never lost a battle. Others swore he possessed spies in every village from Knin to Split. The most superstitious insisted he could see through the eyes of ravens and wolves.

Vukan dismissed such tales.

Yet facts remained.

Every operation planned by Ismail-Bey unfolded with frightening accuracy.

Every trap he set found its victim.

Every weakness in the Venetian defenses seemed visible to him as though marked upon a map.

The Ottoman commander was not merely intelligent.

He was informed.

Dangerously informed.

A gust of wind swept across the tower, carrying the scent of sagebrush and distant smoke.

Vukan narrowed his eyes.

Far to the north, beyond a line of barren ridges, a thin column of smoke twisted upward into the brightening sky.

Not enough for a village fire.

Not enough for a shepherd's camp.

A signal.

His heartbeat quickened.

Someone was sending a message.

And suddenly he could not shake the feeling that Janko's disappearance was not the beginning of the mystery.

It was the warning.

The first move in a game that had already begun.

A game whose players remained hidden behind smiles, oaths of loyalty, and Venetian banners.

A game in which the next victims might be every man guarding the frontier.

Including Vukan himself.
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“Another scouting party lost, Commander?”

The voice emerged from the darkness behind the rampart, low and roughened by exhaustion. It carried no surprise, only the dull resignation of a man who had grown too accustomed to death arriving without warning.

Vukan Radic did not turn immediately. His hands rested on the cold stone parapet overlooking the black wilderness beyond the fortress walls. Below him, the frontier stretched beneath a thin crescent moon—an endless expanse of jagged limestone, thorn scrub, and shadowed ravines that marked the uneasy border between the lands of the Republic of Venice and the advancing dominion of the Ottoman Empire.

Somewhere beyond those hills, hidden beneath the silver haze drifting over northern Dalmatia, lay the camps of Karahasan.

And somewhere out there, eighteen men had disappeared.

No screams.

No bodies.

No blood.

Simply gone.

The wind hissed across the battlements, carrying the scent of rain and distant smoke. Vukan’s jaw tightened beneath his graying beard.

“Eighteen,” he finally said. “Led by Janko.”

At that, Obrad Kalin stepped beside him.

The young Morlak’s leather armor creaked softly as he leaned against the wall. He was only twenty-four, though hardship had carved another decade into his face. His dark eyes—once quick with mischief and restless fire—now carried the hollow look of a survivor who had buried too many people with his own hands.

Two years earlier, Karahasan’s riders had descended upon Obrad’s village before dawn. By the time Venetian cavalry arrived, there had been nothing left but charred beams, butchered livestock, and corpses blackened beyond recognition. Obrad had found his mother near the well with her throat opened. His younger sister had never been found at all.

Since then, grief had hardened inside him like iron left too long in the forge.

“The Venetians say it was a raid?” Obrad asked quietly.

Vukan nodded.

Obrad gave a bitter laugh and spat into the darkness below the walls.

“A raid,” he muttered. “Convenient.”

The torchlight flickered across his face as he gripped the hilt of the long knife hanging from his belt. His knuckles whitened beneath scarred skin—a nervous habit he had developed after the massacre of his family. Whenever fear approached, his hand found the blade as though confirming vengeance was still within reach.

“They knew exactly where to strike,” Obrad continued. “Exactly when the western patrols changed position. Exactly how many men rode with Janko.” He looked toward the distant mountains. “That is no raid, Commander. That is extraction.”

The word settled heavily between them.

Vukan remained silent.

Below the fortress, the campfires of the Morlak defenders burned weakly against the dark. Men moved like ghosts through the courtyard, sharpening sabers, feeding horses, whispering prayers to saints they feared had abandoned the frontier long ago.

No laughter remained in the garrison anymore.

Only waiting.

Obrad lowered his voice further.

“They know our routes now. They know which villages hide grain, which watchtowers lack powder, which patrols carry messages to Split.” He turned sharply toward Vukan. “Someone is speaking.”

The accusation hung in the night air like the edge of a drawn blade.

Vukan finally looked at him.

The commander’s face was weathered by thirty-five years of war—deep lines carved by wind, bloodshed, and sleepless winters spent defending lands that Venice praised in speeches but neglected in practice. He had seen Ottoman cavalry storms crush entire valleys. He had watched plague carts roll through villages with no living souls left to bury the dead. But what unsettled him now was not the enemy beyond the border.

It was the enemy that might already be inside the walls.

“I know,” Vukan said quietly.

Obrad stared at him.

For a long moment, only the wind spoke.

Then Vukan reached into his coat and withdrew a folded scrap of cloth.

Dark stains marked the fabric.

Obrad frowned. “What is that?”

“Found near the northern trail this morning.”

He handed it over.

Obrad unfolded the cloth slowly. His expression changed instantly.

It was part of a Venetian standard.

Burned at the edges.

And marked with a symbol crudely painted in dried blood.

A crescent moon pierced by a black cross.

Obrad’s breathing slowed.

“I’ve seen this before,” he whispered.

Vukan’s eyes narrowed. “Where?”

The younger man hesitated.

“In my village,” he said at last. “Three nights before Karahasan attacked.”

Silence returned like a living thing.

Far in the distance, somewhere beyond the hills, a wolf howled.

Another answered.

Obrad looked toward the Ottoman frontier, and for the first time since climbing the rampart, genuine fear entered his eyes.

“This isn’t about raids anymore,” he murmured.

Vukan took the cloth back carefully, folding it with deliberate precision.

“No,” he said.

Below them, the fortress bell suddenly rang once.

Then again.

A signal from the eastern gate.

Urgent.

Both men turned instantly.

A rider had emerged from the darkness below, his horse staggering beneath him, foam covering its neck. The sentry shouted down from the tower, but the rider nearly collapsed from the saddle before answering.

Even from the ramparts, Vukan could see the terror on the man’s face.

The commander’s instincts tightened like a drawn bowstring.

Something had happened.

Something worse than another disappearance.

Obrad looked at Vukan. “Should I gather the guard?”

Vukan was already moving toward the stairs.

“Yes,” he said grimly. “And wake every man who can still hold a weapon.”

The wind swept harder across the fortress as thunder rolled faintly over the distant mountains.

Beyond the borderlands of Dalmatia, hidden beneath the darkness, something had begun to move.
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“That is what concerns me,” Vukan admitted, his voice lowered until it was almost swallowed by the restless wind scraping against the stone battlements.

Night had settled heavily over the frontier fortress. Beyond the walls stretched the barren hills of northern Dalmatia, silvered by moonlight and broken by black forests where entire patrols now vanished without a scream. Fires flickered in the distant Ottoman watchtowers like the eyes of predators waiting patiently in the dark.

Vukan Radic rested both scarred hands upon the cold parapet. The stone beneath his fingers was damp from evening mist. Beside him stood Obrad Kalin, young enough to still possess hope, though war had already begun carving it out of him piece by piece.

Below them, in the courtyard, exhausted Morlak soldiers sharpened blades in silence. No songs. No laughter. Only the scrape of whetstones and the occasional nervous glance toward the eastern hills.

That silence frightened Vukan more than battle.

He had spoken of these fears before. Carefully. Respectfully. To Captain Alvise Contarini, Venetian governor of the region and loyal servant of the Most Serene Republic.

The memory returned with bitter clarity.

The governor’s office in Zadar had been a world apart from the frontier—a chamber drenched in luxury while the borderlands bled. Thick velvet curtains smothered the sunlight. Golden candlesticks gleamed atop polished walnut tables. The air had carried the heavy perfume of eastern incense, so thick it clung to the throat like smoke from a funeral pyre.

And behind the massive desk sat Contarini himself.

Elegant.

Immaculate.

Untouched by hardship.

His dark hair had been carefully groomed. His crimson officer’s coat glittered with silver embroidery and polished buttons imported from Venice itself. Even his smile possessed calculation.

“The Morlaks are a hardy people, Commander Radic,” Contarini had said smoothly, swirling wine inside a crystal goblet. “They fight with the ferocity of lions.”

Vukan remembered standing rigid before him, mud still drying on his boots from three days in the mountains searching for missing men.

“We expect them to endure,” the governor continued. “Such losses are regrettable, but not unexpected in these turbulent times.”

Regrettable.

The word had struck Vukan harder than an insult.

Eighteen men gone.

Fathers.

Brothers.

Sons.

Reduced to regrettable.

Vukan had watched the candlelight dance across Contarini’s rings and suddenly understood something that chilled him more than the Ottoman threat beyond the frontier:

Venice did not see the Morlaks as men.

They were shields.

Useful savages placed between the Republic and the advancing Turks.

Expendable blood protecting Venetian gold.

Contarini had risen then, smiling with polished charm, placing a delicate hand upon Vukan’s shoulder as though addressing an anxious servant.

“You border commanders concern yourselves too much with rumors. Fear spreads faster than plague in these regions.” His eyes narrowed faintly. “You must not allow superstition to infect discipline.”

But Vukan had not spoken from superstition.

He knew these mountains.

He knew every ravine, every shepherd path, every hidden spring between the Velebit slopes and the coast. Men did not simply disappear there without trace—not armed Morlak veterans who had hunted Ottoman raiders since childhood.

Something else was happening.

Something deliberate.

And deep beneath Contarini’s polished reassurance, Vukan had sensed another truth:

The governor already knew.

The realization had lingered as Vukan departed the palace that afternoon. He remembered stepping from the perfumed chamber into the harsh Adriatic sunlight, breathing deeply as though escaping suffocation itself. Behind him, the laughter of Venetian officers echoed through marble corridors while carts filled with frontier casualties rolled toward overcrowded burial grounds outside the city walls.

That was the moment suspicion first hardened into certainty.

Someone was lying.

Now, standing once more atop the fortress wall, Vukan stared into the darkness beyond the frontier.

The wind carried distant sounds from the hills.

Not wolves.

Not owls.

Metal.

Very faint.

Very far away.

Obrad noticed the change in his expression immediately. “Commander?”

Vukan did not answer at once.

His eyes narrowed toward the black ridgeline east of the fortress.

Then he saw it.

A single flicker of light.

Gone instantly.

Not a campfire.

A signal.

His pulse slowed instead of quickened—the cold calm that always came before bloodshed.

“How many men are awake?” he asked quietly.

“Perhaps thirty.”

“Wake the rest.”

Obrad frowned. “Do you believe the Turks are coming tonight?”

Vukan kept staring into the darkness.

“No,” he murmured.

The wind rose sharply across the battlements.

Somewhere beyond the hills, another light flashed.

Closer this
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