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1683. Northern Dalmatia.

The air is heavy with the scent of pine forests, salt carried inland from the Adriatic, and the unmistakable tension of a frontier forever on the brink of war. Here, where the Republic of Venice meets the vast Ottoman Empire, every sunrise brings the promise of opportunity—or bloodshed.

On the banks of the restless Zrmanja River stands Obrovac, a rugged fortress town shaped by conflict and legend. Venetian banners flutter above its stone walls while Ottoman strongholds loom beyond the distant hills. Between them lies a harsh, untamed land where merchants travel under armed escort, soldiers sleep with swords within reach, and loyalty is measured not by words, but by sacrifice.

Obrovac is more than a border town. It is the beating heart of a divided world—a place where civilizations collide, where ancient customs refuse to yield, and where every family bears the scars of generations spent living in the shadow of empire. The breath-taking beauty of the Dalmatian coast quickly gives way to barren limestone ridges, hidden valleys, and isolated villages whose people have learned to survive by courage, cunning, and sheer determination.

Into this volatile frontier rides Captain Lorenzo de Valeri, a promising young officer of the Venetian cavalry. Disciplined, ambitious, and fiercely loyal to the Lion of Saint Mark, he arrives under orders that could alter the balance of power along the border.

His mission is simple.

Capture—or kill—the man known only as ‘the Falcon.

No one knows the Falcon's true identity. Some call him an outlaw. Others believe he is a patriot, a guardian of the frontier, or merely a ghost born from whispered campfire tales. Leading a band of fearless Morlak raiders, he strikes Venetian supply caravans with astonishing precision before disappearing into the unforgiving wilderness. Every successful attack weakens Venice's grip on the region, while every failed pursuit only deepens the legend.

To Lorenzo, the Falcon is an enemy of the Republic—a dangerous rebel whose reign must end. He expects to confront a hardened warrior, a ruthless brigand forged by the savage frontier.

Instead, he is about to uncover a truth that will challenge everything he believes.

For behind the legend lies a secret powerful enough to ignite a war, shatter loyalties, and transform enemies into something neither ever imagined.

On the unforgiving frontier of Northern Dalmatia, where honor is fragile, betrayal is commonplace, and love can prove deadlier than steel, the hunt for the Falcon is about to become far more than a military campaign.

It will become a battle for two hearts—and the future of an entire frontier.
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The wind carried the scent of pine resin and distant salt long before Captain Lorenzo de Valeri saw the fortress of Obrovac.

Dust rose beneath the iron shoes of his horse, curling into amber clouds that drifted across the sun-scorched plain. Argo, the proud dark bay stallion that had carried him faithfully from Zadar, stretched his neck against the reins, eager despite the punishing heat. Lorenzo loosened his grip and allowed the animal to choose its pace. The road ahead was little more than a ribbon of stone and earth winding through a country that seemed carved from fire itself.

Northern Dalmatia welcomed strangers without warmth.

To the west, the blue shimmer of the Adriatic flashed beyond distant hills like polished steel beneath the afternoon sun. To the east rose the harsh limestone ridges of the Velebit, their pale cliffs standing silent as ancient judges over a land forever caught between kingdoms. Sparse cypress trees bent beneath the relentless bora, while twisted olive groves clung stubbornly to the rocky soil. Even the cicadas sang with desperate persistence, their shrill chorus filling the heavy air as though warning every traveler that peace was an illusion upon this frontier.

Lorenzo had never imagined a place could feel so beautiful... and so dangerous.

Venice had been marble, music, and whispered intrigues hidden behind velvet curtains.

Dalmatia was stripped bare.

Here, ambition wore armor instead of silk.

Here, betrayal left blood upon stone instead of ink upon parchment.

He drew a slow breath, tasting dust upon his tongue.

The plumed helmet resting upon his brow felt heavier than polished steel had any right to be. It carried more than the Lion of Saint Mark—it carried expectation. The Senate had entrusted him with restoring order to Obrovac after months of raids, disappearances, and humiliating failures. Officially, he had come to hunt a notorious outlaw.

Unofficially...

His gloved hand drifted to the sealed leather pouch fastened beneath his cloak.

Inside rested a letter bearing the crimson seal of the Council of Ten.

Its contents had been brief.

‘Trust no one.’

Not the governor.

Not the merchants.

Not even your fellow officers.

Especially not those who smile too easily.

Those words had lingered in his thoughts during every mile of the journey.

Somewhere in these barren lands, corruption had sunk roots so deep that Venice itself feared to expose it openly. Taxes vanished before reaching the treasury. Weapons intended for Venetian soldiers found their way into Ottoman hands. Convoys disappeared without trace. Witnesses died before they could speak.

And behind every mystery...

One name.

The Falcon.

Bandit.

Rebel.

Murderer.

Hero.

Every report contradicted the last.

Merchants cursed him.

Peasants prayed for him.

Soldiers feared him.

No one seemed able to describe his face.

Some swore he was an old hajduk with silver hair.

Others claimed he was scarcely twenty.

Some insisted he fought alone.

Others believed an army followed him through the mountains.

It was as though the man existed only in whispers carried upon the wind.

Lorenzo disliked ghosts.

Ghosts could not be arrested.

The road dipped gently, revealing the valley below.

There, the Zrmanja River wound through the limestone like a polished blade, its emerald waters reflecting the fierce summer sky. Willows leaned over its banks, their silver leaves trembling in the breeze, while white herons lifted silently into the air as Argo approached. Beyond the river, vineyards climbed the lower slopes in neat rows, interrupted by abandoned farmhouses whose blackened beams spoke of wars that had never truly ended.

Beauty survived here by sheer stubbornness.

So did the people.

The fortress appeared gradually, rising from the stone itself.

Obrovac.

It seemed less built than wrestled from the mountain by giants.

Its weathered walls crowned a rocky outcrop above the river, their gray stones scarred by generations of cannon fire, earthquakes, and sieges. Towers leaned ever so slightly with age, yet refused to surrender to time. Crimson banners bearing the winged Lion of Saint Mark fluttered from the battlements, though several hung in tatters, their frayed edges snapping sharply in the wind.

It was not magnificent.

It was resolute.

A clenched fist refusing to open.

Lorenzo slowed Argo upon a ridge overlooking the town.

Smoke drifted lazily from stone chimneys below. Narrow streets twisted between whitewashed houses roofed with faded red tiles. Fishermen mended nets beside the river while women carried water jars balanced effortlessly upon their heads. Children paused in their games to stare at the approaching Venetian officer before vanishing indoors at their mothers' hurried calls.

No one waved.

No one smiled.

The town watched him the way wounded animals watched hunters.

His arrival had already spread ahead of him.

The new captain from Venice.

Another nobleman sent to command men whose names he did not know.

Another outsider.

Another promise.

Argo stepped beneath the shadow of the gatehouse.

The great wooden gates stood open, yet they offered little welcome. Venetian soldiers lined the entrance in disciplined silence. Their uniforms were dusty, their boots worn, and their faces carried the unmistakable look of men who had forgotten what restful sleep felt like.

They saluted.

Lorenzo returned the gesture.

Even before speaking, he noticed the details.

Fresh cracks split the eastern wall.

One watchtower had recently burned.

Several soldiers wore hastily bandaged wounds.

Their eyes moved constantly—to rooftops... to alleyways... to the surrounding hills.

Men expecting an attack.

Or fearing betrayal from within.

As Argo's hooves echoed across the stone courtyard, conversation died.

Every face turned toward him.

Curiosity.

Suspicion.

Hope.

None lasted long.

A church bell rang somewhere beyond the fortress walls, its solemn notes drifting over the river before dissolving into the wind.

Then came another sound.

The distant cry of a falcon circling high above the cliffs.

Lorenzo instinctively looked upward.

The bird rode the currents with effortless grace, its broad wings unmoving as it circled the fortress below. Sunlight caught its feathers, turning them briefly to bronze before it vanished behind the towering limestone escarpments overlooking the valley.

One of the older soldiers crossed himself.

Another spat upon the ground.

"A bad omen," someone murmured.

"No," another whispered quietly enough to think the captain would not hear.

"A promise."

Lorenzo said nothing.

Yet an unfamiliar unease settled somewhere beneath his breastplate.

For the first time since leaving Venice, he felt it with perfect certainty.

The Falcon was no ordinary outlaw.

He was already here.

And somewhere beyond those ancient walls, hidden among allies, enemies, and liars alike, fate was preparing a meeting that neither hunter nor hunted could yet imagine.

One would arrive seeking justice.

The other carried secrets powerful enough to destroy a republic.

Neither knew that before this war was over, hatred would become temptation... suspicion would become trust... and love would demand a sacrifice neither of them was prepared to make.
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General Sandro awaited Captain Lorenzo de Valeri in the fortress courtyard, where centuries of wind had polished the ancient stones until they gleamed like weathered silver beneath the late afternoon sun. The walls of Obrovac rose stern and scarred above them, their battlements overlooking the emerald ribbon of the Zrmanja River as it wound through the limestone gorge below. Beyond the fortress stretched the wild frontier—a kingdom of jagged cliffs, whispering pines, and barren hills where the wind carried the scent of salt from the distant Adriatic and the smoke of unseen hearths hidden among the Morlak settlements.

It was a beautiful land.

It was also a land that devoured certainty.

Lorenzo dismounted from Argo and removed his riding gloves with measured calm, though every instinct remained alert. The journey from Zadar had coated his cloak with dust, yet his bearing remained unmistakably noble. He carried himself with the quiet confidence of a Venetian officer born to command, his dark eyes absorbing every detail of the fortress before settling upon the man approaching him.

General Sandro was as immovable as the fortress itself.

Age had carved deep lines across his weathered face, and his beard, streaked with iron gray, resembled the rough stone from which the castle had been built. His immaculate uniform could not conceal years spent beneath rain-soaked banners and bloodstained skies. Every medal upon his chest seemed less a decoration than a reminder of battles survived. His broad shoulders still carried authority, but there was weariness hidden beneath it—a burden no rank could ease.

When they clasped hands, Lorenzo felt the strength of a soldier who had spent a lifetime fighting enemies that never ceased coming.

"Captain de Valeri," Sandro said, his voice deep enough to echo beneath the stone arches. "Welcome to Obrovac."

His gaze drifted toward the surrounding hills.

"Though I confess..." A bitter smile barely touched his lips. "It is not a welcome many here are eager to offer."

The words lingered between them like an approaching storm.

Lorenzo inclined his head respectfully.

"General. The Senate has entrusted me with one purpose alone." His voice remained steady, disciplined. "To find the man called the Falcon... and end his campaign against the Republic. My men and I stand ready to serve under your command."

For a heartbeat, silence settled over the courtyard.

Somewhere above them, a hawk circled lazily through the endless blue, its cry slicing through the mountain air before vanishing into the gorge below.

General Sandro watched it disappear.

Then he laughed.

It was a short, hollow sound devoid of amusement.

"'End his campaign,'" he repeated quietly. "The gentlemen in Venice do love elegant words."

His eyes returned to Lorenzo.

"They call it elimination."

Another humorless smile.

"I call it hunting a ghost."

The old general walked slowly toward the battlements, motioning Lorenzo to accompany him.

Below them, the Zrmanja shimmered beneath the dying sun, its tranquil waters deceiving every traveler who failed to understand the country. The river appeared peaceful from above, but hidden beneath its calm surface lay powerful currents capable of dragging both horses and men into silent graves. The surrounding mountains were no different. They looked barren from afar, yet concealed countless ravines, caves, and forgotten trails known only to shepherds, smugglers... and rebels.

Sandro rested both hands upon the cold stone wall.

"For months," he began, "our supply wagons have vanished as though swallowed by the earth itself."

His voice grew darker.

"Convoys disappear without warning. Patrols ride into the hills and never return. Those who survive speak of arrows falling from empty cliffs... of muskets firing from forests where no men can be seen... of shadows that strike at dusk and dissolve before dawn."

He turned toward Lorenzo.

"This Falcon moves like smoke."

His weathered hand clenched into a fist.

"He strikes like lightning."

A pause.

"And when we arrive... there is nothing left but silence."

The wind stirred between the towers.

Far below, the bells of the town floated upward, mingling with the distant murmur of the river.

"The Morlaks speak his name in whispers," Sandro continued. "Some with fear."

His expression hardened.

"Most with reverence."

Another pause.

"They call him their protector."

His gaze narrowed.

"Others claim he is no man at all."

He looked toward the mountains.

"They say the Velebit itself gave birth to him. That he walks unseen among the rocks. That bullets cannot touch him."

Lorenzo remained silent.

He had heard such tales before—stories born wherever oppressed people searched for hope or frightened soldiers sought excuses for defeat.

Yet something unsettled him.

Not the legends.

The conviction with which the old general repeated them.

Finally, Lorenzo spoke.

"There are no ghosts."

His voice was calm, almost cold.

"No demons."

His eyes followed the twisting valleys stretching toward the mountains.

"Only men."

He looked directly at Sandro.

"And every man leaves a trail."

The general studied him for a long moment.

"You sound very certain."

"I am."

"Why?"

Lorenzo's answer came without hesitation.

"Because courage creates myths."

He folded his hands behind his back.

"Skill creates victories."

His gaze hardened.

"And flesh still bleeds."

For the first time since their meeting, a flicker of approval crossed Sandro's face.

"A soldier's answer."

Then it faded.

"We believed the same."

His voice became almost weary.

"I have sent my finest scouts."

He pointed toward the distant ridges where the mountains dissolved into gathering mist.

"Veterans who could track wolves across bare stone."

His hand slowly lowered.

"They returned with torn cloaks."

Another pause.

"Or they did not return at all."

The courtyard seemed colder despite the lingering warmth of evening.

Cloud shadows drifted lazily across the hills, swallowing entire valleys before releasing them again into fading sunlight. The wilderness beyond the fortress possessed an ancient beauty untouched by kingdoms or kings—a harsh, magnificent world where survival depended not upon laws written in Venice but upon the land itself. Every ravine offered concealment. Every pine forest hid unseen eyes. Every cliff became a fortress.

Sandro's expression darkened.

"The highlands are a labyrinth."

"The Falcon knows every path, every spring, every cave."

"He lets the mountains fight for him."

His eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

"He uses the weather."

"The darkness."

"The hunger of desperate men."

"And perhaps..." He hesitated, as though reluctant to speak the thought aloud. "Perhaps something even more dangerous."

Lorenzo raised an eyebrow.

"The people's loyalty."

The old general gave a slow nod.

"Exactly."

The single word carried more weight than any tale of ghosts.

For Lorenzo understood.

No outlaw survived this long through cleverness alone.

Someone fed him.

Sheltered him.

Warned him whenever Venetian soldiers approached.

Entire villages must have chosen silence over obedience.

Which meant the Falcon was more than a bandit.

He was becoming a symbol.

That realization stirred an unfamiliar unease deep within Lorenzo.

Empires could crush armies.

They could burn villages.

They could execute rebels.

But symbols...

Symbols had a habit of surviving long after the men who inspired them had fallen.

As twilight descended upon Obrovac, the fortress seemed to retreat into gathering shadows while the first stars emerged above the dark silhouette of Velebit. Somewhere beyond those silent mountains, hidden among forests and forgotten trails, the man called the Falcon was already watching the Republic's newest hunter.

Neither knew it yet.

But the paths they followed—one forged by duty, the other by defiance—were drawing inexorably toward one another, like two rivers destined to meet beneath the same storm. And when they finally did, neither swords nor politics would prove the greatest danger.

It would be the truths they carried within themselves.

Truths powerful enough to overturn loyalties, expose corruption buried beneath the gilded splendor of Venice, and demand sacrifices neither heart was prepared to make.
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The days that followed settled over Obrovac like a veil of dust, smoke, and unanswered questions. Captain Lorenzo de Valeri soon discovered that no report dispatched to Venice, no matter how meticulously written, could capture the harsh truth of the frontier. Here, maps lied, loyalties shifted like river sand, and every whispered rumor carried the weight of a blade concealed beneath a cloak.

From dawn until long after darkness claimed the fortress walls, he immersed himself in the grim rhythm of the garrison. The council chamber became his battlefield. Ancient oak tables disappeared beneath weathered maps, faded military sketches, intercepted letters, and hastily drawn reports from patrols that had returned with more questions than victories.

Every line he followed with his finger seemed to dissolve into wilderness.

The Republic had drawn neat borders upon parchment.

The mountains had ignored them.

Lorenzo met with his officers one by one, weighing every opinion against the next. Veterans scarred by decades of frontier warfare spoke little, yet their silences often revealed more than their words. Young lieutenants proposed bold pursuits through forests they had never entered, while seasoned scouts merely exchanged knowing glances, as though the land itself laughed at such confidence.

The Falcon was never where he was expected to be.

He struck swiftly, vanished completely, and left behind nothing except shattered wagons, frightened survivors, and a growing legend.

Merchants arrived almost daily beneath the fortress gates, their faces hollow from exhaustion. Their caravans had been intercepted with uncanny precision. Silver disappeared, grain vanished, and weapons destined for Venetian outposts simply evaporated into the wilderness.

"The attack lasted less than ten minutes," one spice merchant insisted, his trembling hands wrapped tightly around a cup of watered wine. "They came out of the mist itself."

"They never shouted," another recalled quietly. "No battle cries. No insults. Only commands... calm and precise."

"And their leader?" Lorenzo asked.

The merchant hesitated.

"I scarcely believed my own eyes."

"What did you see?"

"A rider dressed entirely in black."

The room fell silent.

"A cloak that hid every inch of the body. A steel mask beneath the hood. Not a word escaped the figure's lips, yet every rider obeyed without hesitation. It was as though they shared a single mind."

Another witness leaned forward.

"I saw the leader leap from horseback onto a moving wagon." He shook his head in disbelief. "No ordinary soldier could have done it. It was like watching a falcon descend from the heavens."

Others echoed the same impossible tale.

The mysterious commander always rode at the front.

Always disappeared first.

No one had ever seen the face beneath the mask.

By the fourth day, Lorenzo had begun to suspect that half the stories were exaggerations born of fear.

The other half troubled him because they sounded entirely believable.

One evening, after the last crimson rays of the sun had surrendered beyond the limestone ridges, Lorenzo remained alone in the command chamber.

Outside, twilight settled gently over Obrovac.

The ancient fortress watched over
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