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Preface

An epic journey through time, ancient civilizations, and the boundaries of reality itself.

Discover The Promised Homeland, a captivating metaphysical sci-fi and historical fantasy series perfect for fans of ancient mysteries, time travel, and deep spiritual quests.

One archaeologist. An ancient secret. A choice that echoes across lifetimes.

Follow Sarah, an archaeologist driven by an insatiable curiosity and a deep longing for her origins. Her relentless quest to uncover the secrets of history takes her through hidden realms, ancient civilizations, and treacherous landscapes. As she unravels the vast tapestry of time and space, she encounters enigmatic allies, faces unimaginable challenges, and discovers the staggering weight of her own destiny.

Dive into the complete series today:

	Book 1: Lost Homeland – The journey begins. Follow Sarah as her choices lay the foundations of an epic saga, exploring profound themes of love, sacrifice, and the eternal connection to one's roots.

	Book 2: My Promised Homeland – The saga deepens. Sarah navigates uncharted territories and ancient prophecies, discovering that her role in history is far from over as she fights to reclaim her home.

	Book 3: My Family is Everything – The ultimate sacrifice. Armed with a profound truth, Sarah faces a decision that defies the very nature of existence itself to save the ones she holds most dear.
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“The family is one of nature’s masterpieces.”

— George Santayana

“I understand,” Sarah repeated, her voice unwavering. “I am willing to face those challenges. I am willing to fight for love, justice and my family, even if it means enduring pain and hardship.”

The Guide placed a hand on her shoulder, his gaze piercing. “Remember your time here, Sarah. Remember the peace and love you have found. Carry it with you into the simulation, and let it guide you on your journey.”

Sarah nodded, tears welling in her eyes. “I will,” she said. “I will never forget this place, or the lessons I have learned. And even when my mortal brain forgets this beautiful place, my soul will remember it for eternity.”

With those words, Sarah closed her eyes and took a deep breath, preparing herself for the transition back to the mortal realm. As the familiar sensation of leaving the serene world behind washed over her, she felt a sense of determination and purpose. She was ready to face whatever challenges awaited her in her next life, so long as her loved ones were with her, guided by the love and wisdom she had gained in this sacred place. The simulation would be a new beginning, a chance to continue her journey and to honour the commitment she had made to herself and to those she loved.

As she opened her eyes once more, the world around her shifted, and the adventure of her new life began. The ethereal realm dissolved, and Sarah’s consciousness was enveloped in a kaleidoscope of colours and sensations. She had returned of her own volition, for the sake of her soul family, who had yet to find enlightenment within the punishing simulation. This time, however, the rules of existence had shifted. Sarah’s soul was not bound to the same form as before. As she emerged from the shimmering threshold of the simulation, her essence intertwined with the essence of a new life. And so the journey began again.

In the year 1505, Western Bosnia was a region shrouded in the mystique of history, where time seemed to flow like the winding rivers that cut through the dense forests. Nestled amidst rolling hills and thickets of ancient oak, there lay a tranquil village untouched by the bustling world beyond. Here, a Serbian Christian family celebrated the birth of a precious baby boy, whom they named Dusan, as the sun cast its golden rays upon the thatched rooftops of their quaint cottages.

The village, a tight-knit community bound by faith and tradition, gathered in jubilation at the news of Dusan’s arrival. It was a time when the rhythm of life was dictated by the changing seasons, and the villagers worked the land with calloused hands, cultivating their fields of wheat and tending their herds of sheep, goats and cattle. They lived in harmony with nature, their lives intertwined with the cycle of birth, growth and harvest.

Dusan’s parents, a couple of humble means but bound by deep love, cradled their newborn son with tender care. His father, a stoic figure with weathered hands and a heart full of dreams for his family’s future, gazed upon the child with a mixture of pride and hope. His mother, a woman of grace and inner strength, exuded a gentle warmth that enveloped her family like a protective embrace.

The air was fragrant with the scent of wildflowers that carpeted the meadows, and the distant echo of birdsong filled the atmosphere. As Dusan’s life began to unfurl, he became a symbol of continuity, a thread connecting the past with the promise of the future. He was bathed in the soft glow of candlelight and christened in the old Serbian Orthodox church at the heart of the village, where generations of villagers had sought solace and divine guidance.

Dusan’s father, Nikola, a man of deep historical reverence, had bestowed upon his newborn son the name “Dusan” in honour of the only Serbian emperor ever to have ruled in this fabled region. In a land where empires clashed and the tides of history surged, the name carried a weight of significance that transcended generations. Emperor Dusan, a legendary figure in the annals of Serbian history, had once stood as a formidable ruler at this very crossroads of great powers.

Emperor Dusan was a towering figure in the history of the Balkans during the fourteenth century. His reign was marked by grandeur, ambition, and the aspiration to create a powerful and unified Serbian state, and his legacy was among the most significant in the medieval history of the region. Born in 1308, Stefan Uros IV Dusan ascended to the throne of the Serbian Empire in 1331, following a period of political turmoil. His coronation marked the beginning of a transformative era. He was a man of vision and ambition, determined to expand the boundaries of his realm and to establish a Serbian state that would rival the greatest empires of the time.

One of Emperor Dusan’s most notable achievements was the codification of laws, known as Dusan’s Code. This legal document represented a significant step towards a centralised and well-structured state. It addressed many aspects of life, from property rights to criminal law, and demonstrated his commitment to fostering justice within his empire. He was also known for his military campaigns, which expanded the Serbian Empire to its greatest territorial extent. His conquests included Macedonia, parts of Greece, Albania, and portions of modern-day Bulgaria. His empire stretched from the Danube in the north to the Peloponnese in the south — a testament to his military prowess and strategic acumen.

Despite his military conquests, Emperor Dusan was also known for his enlightened rule. He sought to create a multi-ethnic and multi-religious empire, where different cultures and faiths could coexist peacefully. This inclusive approach was particularly evident in his administration of the diverse regions he ruled. His legacy extended beyond his lifetime, influencing the development of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the broader cultural landscape. His reign saw the flourishing of arts and culture, with the creation of exquisite religious manuscripts and the construction of magnificent churches and monasteries.

Tragically, Emperor Dusan’s life was cut short at the age of forty-seven, in 1355, leaving behind a burgeoning empire and a legacy that would continue to shape the Balkans for centuries. His name remained synonymous with the idea of a powerful Serbian state, and his memory lived on in the hearts of the Serbian people. In naming their son Dusan, Nikola and Vera paid homage to this remarkable historical figure, hoping that their child would carry forward the spirit of strength, wisdom and ambition that the emperor had embodied during his reign.

Nikola was well versed in the tales of his ancestors, and in the name “Dusan” he saw an echo of the enduring spirit of their people. It was a name that evoked pride and resilience, a reminder of the indomitable will that had shaped the destiny of the region. As he gazed upon his newborn son, he envisioned a future in which young Dusan would carry on the legacy of his namesake, standing strong amidst the ebb and flow of history.

Dusan’s parents, Nikola and Vera, were simple peasants, toiling beneath the vast, open skies to eke out a living from the bountiful but challenging land. Their lives were deeply entwined with the rhythms of nature, and their love story mirrored the timeless seasons of their homeland. Nikola, a man of quiet strength and boundless determination, was the cornerstone of their household. With weathered hands and a heart fortified by years of labour, he tilled the rocky soil, cultivating the fields that sustained their family. Each day he would rise with the sun, his rugged figure silhouetted against the dawn as he ventured out to tend the crops.

Vera, his beloved wife, was a woman of grace and resilience. Her days were spent managing the homestead, a sanctuary of warmth and comfort amidst the wild beauty of the village. With her nurturing spirit, she cared for their animals, tended the hearth, and ensured that their home was filled with the aroma of freshly baked bread and simmering stews. Her hands, skilled in both the arts of homemaking and the care of their son, were the heart of their household.

Their home — a quaint cottage of timber and thatched roof, nestled beneath the protective canopy of ancient oaks — stood as a testament to their love and hard work. The cottage bore the scars of countless seasons, its walls imbued with stories whispered by the wind and etched with the marks of time. Smoke billowed from the chimney, a plume of life and warmth against the backdrop of the rugged terrain. The village itself, perched upon a rolling hill, seemed as if it had sprung from the very earth it stood upon. The meadows, painted with a tapestry of wildflowers, stretched outwards, while the dense forests whispered ancient secrets. In the distance, the winding rivers carved their path through the land, providing sustenance to the vibrant flora and fauna that thrived in this untamed wilderness.

Amidst the challenges of their daily life, Nikola and Vera found solace and joy in their son. As young Dusan grew, he came to reflect the steadfast spirit of the whole village. His parents, with their loving guidance, instilled in him the values of hard work, resilience, and an unwavering connection to the land. Nikola would often take his son with him to the fields, teaching him the ancient art of farming, while Vera shared with him the traditions of their home, passing down recipes and stories that had been cherished for generations. The animals that roamed their homestead were as much a part of their family as Dusan himself. Chickens clucked and scratched in the yard, providing fresh eggs each morning. The family’s faithful dog, a loyal companion, watched over the property with a vigilant eye, while a pair of horses, strong and sturdy, aided in their daily tasks. In the evenings, as the sun dipped below the horizon, the family would gather around the hearth.

The flickering firelight cast dancing shadows upon the walls as Nikola and Vera recounted tales of their ancestors, sharing stories of love, hardship, and the resilience of their people. Dusan listened with rapt attention, absorbing the wisdom and heritage of his family. It was a life of simplicity, where the challenges of the land were met with steadfast resolve and a deep appreciation for the beauty that surrounded them. The passage of time was marked not by the hands of a clock but by the changing of the seasons, the birth of new life, and the cycles of growth and harvest.

Vuk, Nikola’s father, was a character as colourful as the changing seasons of their beloved village. His eyes twinkled with mischief, and his laughter was infectious, like the joyous song of a lark echoing through the meadows. He had lived a life steeped in the traditions of their ancestors, and now, with the arrival of his grandson, his heart overflowed with a happiness that seemed boundless. Vuk’s jovial nature was a cherished presence in the village. He was the storyteller of the community, known for spinning yarns that drew young and old alike to gather around, hanging on his every word. His tales ranged from epic adventures of legendary heroes to humorous anecdotes that left everyone in fits of laughter. There was never a dull moment when Vuk was in the midst of a village gathering.

As a father, Vuk had watched with pride as his son, Nikola, grew into a responsible and hardworking man. He had imparted his wisdom and shared the stories of their family’s heritage, ensuring that the traditions of their ancestors were carried forward. Now, with the birth of his grandson, he felt a profound sense of fulfilment, as if the torch of their lineage had been passed to the next generation. Vuk’s eyes would light up whenever he held Dusan in his arms, and his hearty laughter would greet the child’s innocent giggles. He would sing songs of love and hope to his grandson, serenading him with melodies that had been sung in their family for generations. The village would often hear the sounds of their joyful duets, the older man’s rich baritone harmonising with the child’s innocent laughter. In Vuk’s eyes, Dusan was not just a continuation of their family line; he was a beacon of hope for the future, a symbol of all that endured in their people. With each passing day, he relished the chance to watch his grandson grow, to impart his own wisdom, and to share in the simple pleasures of life.

The village, too, revelled in Vuk’s infectious spirit, and they cherished the moments when he would regale them with his tales and songs. He was a reminder that amidst the challenges of their daily existence, there was always room for joy, laughter, and the bonds of family. As the years unfolded, Dusan would come to cherish the presence of his grandfather, learning from him not only the stories and songs of their people but also the importance of embracing life with a joyful heart.

As young Dusan continued to grow in the embrace of his loving family, he experienced the joyful arrival of his baby brother, Marko, when he was four years old. The birth of Marko brought an added layer of warmth and happiness to their humble home. Dusan, with his bright eyes and a wisdom that seemed to exceed his years, welcomed his baby brother with a heart full of curiosity and affection. He would watch with fascination as his mother cradled Marko in her arms, her face glowing with maternal love. His grandfather could not contain his excitement, and his laughter rang through the cottage as he welcomed another addition to their close-knit family. Marko, a tiny bundle of joy, became the centre of attention in their home. Dusan, though still a young child himself, felt a sense of responsibility and protectiveness towards his baby brother. He would sit beside Marko’s cradle, gently rocking him to sleep with lullabies he had learned from his grandfather. It was a heart-warming sight, the bond between the two brothers forming from the very beginning.

In the quietude of their cottage, Dusan sat by the cradle where his baby brother lay cocooned in blankets. The flickering glow of a single candle cast dancing shadows on the wooden walls, creating an intimate and tranquil atmosphere. With a heart full of love for his newborn sibling, Dusan gently sang a lullaby to soothe Marko to sleep.

“Sleep, sleep, baby brother, beneath the moon’s tender light; dream of adventures yet to uncover, as we guard you through the night,” he sang gently.

As the sweet notes of the lullaby filled the room, they reached the ears of his grandfather. Vuk, his weathered face bearing the wisdom of years, entered the room, his eyes warm and filled with affection for his family.

“Ah, Dusan, that’s a lovely lullaby you’re singing to little Marko,” he whispered.

“Grandfather, I want Marko to feel safe and cherished, just as you make me feel.”

“Your parents and I are blessed to have you and Marko as our family. Your lullaby will surely bring him sweet dreams.”

Dusan’s voice, as soft as a breeze rustling through the forest, continued its gentle melody. “Stars above, in the midnight sky, watch over you, don’t you cry; in our hearts you’ll always be — sleep, dear Marko, sleep peacefully.”

Vuk watched the scene with a heart full of warmth, his eyes reflecting the deep love he held for his grandsons. It was a sight that touched the very core of his soul, a testament to the bonds that connected their family across generations. Placing a hand on Dusan’s shoulder, he said, “Your mother and father must be filled with pride, seeing you care for Marko with such tenderness.”

“They are, Grandfather. And I promise to protect and nurture Marko always, just as you have protected and nurtured our family.”

Vuk smiled. “That’s a noble promise, my boy. Your love for your family warms my heart, and I have no doubt that you’ll be a remarkable older brother to Marko.”

The village, too, celebrated the arrival of Marko, another generation to carry forward the traditions and values that had defined their community for centuries. It was a reminder that life in their village was a cycle of birth, growth and continuity, in which the strength of family and the bonds of love were cherished above all else. In the tranquil village where grey falcons nested, Dusan’s childhood was filled with the laughter of his brother, the wisdom of his grandfather, and the love of his parents.

And so it was, in this land, that when the first light of dawn pierced the veil of night, the picturesque landscape of Bosnia revealed itself. The rolling hills, carpeted in emerald green, seemed to stretch endlessly to the horizon, and the dense forests whispered secrets that had been kept for centuries. This was a land of breathtaking beauty, where nature’s splendour met the resilience of its people. Their village lay close to the majestic River Drina. This river, in the very heart of Bosnia, was not just a waterway; it was the lifeblood of the land and its people. Its meandering course carved through lush forests, rolling hills and quaint villages, painting a landscape that seemed untouched by time.

The Drina, with its clear, sparkling waters, was the beating heart of the region. It flowed gracefully, winding its way through the Bosnian countryside, serving as a lifeline for the people who had made this land their home for generations. It was more than a river; it was a source of sustenance, a means of transport, and a symbol of the region’s vitality.

Villages and small towns sprang up along the banks of the Drina, their houses nestled among the trees that lined the water’s edge. The river provided these communities with fertile soil, allowing them to cultivate crops and sustain themselves. Fields of wheat, corn and vegetables thrived in the rich alluvial soil, thanks to the river’s annual floods, which replenished the land. The Drina was a generous provider, ensuring that no one along its shores went hungry.

Fishing was a way of life for the people of the Drina. The river teemed with fish, from trout and carp to pike and perch. Men would rise at dawn, casting their nets into the gentle currents, while women gathered by the riverbank, tending to their laundry as their children played in the shallows. Fishermen relied on the Drina’s bounty to feed their families and to sell their catch in the bustling marketplaces that dotted the river’s course.

Transport was another vital aspect of life along the Drina. Wooden boats, known as trupce, navigated the river’s winding channels, ferrying goods and people from one village to another. Merchants would load their vessels with grain, timber and handmade crafts, embarking on journeys downstream to trade their wares in distant towns. The Drina was the highway of the region, connecting communities and fostering a sense of unity among its people.

But the river was not only a source of practicality; it was a source of beauty and inspiration. Its serene waters mirrored the changing seasons, with autumn leaves floating gracefully on its surface and spring blossoms framing its banks. The Drina’s tranquil demeanour belied its power, which could surge with fury during heavy rains, challenging the resolve of those who lived in its shadow.

The Drina also played a part in the region’s cultural identity. Stories and legends abounded about the river’s mystical origins, and it found its way into the folklore and songs of the people. Poets and bards would gather by the river’s edge, strumming lutes and singing ballads that celebrated its majesty. The Drina became a muse, inspiring artists to capture its beauty on canvas and in verse.

Life revolved around the rhythms of the River Drina. Its ebb and flow dictated the planting and harvesting seasons, as well as the timing of celebrations and festivals. Villagers would come together on its banks to mark special occasions, sharing food, music and dance. The river forged a sense of community among the people who called its shores home.

In the early sixteenth century, the River Drina was more than a body of water; it was a symbol of resilience, a source of sustenance, and a testament to the endurance of the Bosnian people. Its tranquil beauty and life-giving waters shaped the lives of those who lived along its banks, weaving their stories into the rich tapestry of the land they cherished. Yet beneath the tranquil façade of this idyllic setting, a shadow loomed — the formidable presence of the Ottoman Empire.

In the early fourteenth century, a powerful and ambitious empire was on the rise in Anatolia, in Asia Minor. This empire would soon come to dominate vast swathes of south-eastern Europe, Asia Minor and the Middle East, leaving an indelible mark on history. This was the Ottoman Empire, a force that would cast its long shadow over the Balkans, including the Bosnian region, for centuries to come.

The origins of the Ottoman Empire can be traced to the small Anatolian state founded by Osman I in the late thirteenth century. Osman and his descendants, later known as the Ottomans, began a remarkable expansion that would soon transform them into a major regional power. By the early fourteenth century they had carved out a territory in Anatolia, and their success in battles against the Byzantine Empire and other neighbouring states foreshadowed their rise to prominence. But it was under the leadership of Osman’s grandson, Murad I, and his son, Bayezid I, that the Ottoman Empire truly began to extend its reach beyond Anatolia. In 1389, the Ottoman forces clashed with the Serbian army at the Battle of Kosovo — the Battle of the Field of Blackbirds. This was a pivotal moment in Balkan history. Though the outcome was inconclusive, it marked the beginning of Ottoman penetration into the Balkans, including the Bosnian region.

For the Orthodox Christians who lived in the region, this battle marked a turning point that would have profound and lasting effects on the lives of generations to come. In the fourteenth century, the Ottoman Empire was steadily expanding its territory, encroaching upon the lands of the Eastern Orthodox Christian kingdoms, including Serbia. The Battle of Kosovo was fought between the Ottoman forces, led by Sultan Murad I, and the Serbian army, commanded by Prince Lazar Hrebeljanović. It was a clash of civilisations and religions, for the Ottomans were overwhelmingly Muslim, while the Serbs were Orthodox Christians.

For the Orthodox Christians of the region, the Battle of Kosovo represented both a tragic loss and a symbol of defiance. Though the outcome was inconclusive and the casualties heavy on both sides, it is often remembered as a heroic struggle for freedom and independence against an encroaching empire. The year 1389 became etched in the souls of the Orthodox Christians as the year that changed their lives. The defeat at Kosovo led to a period of Ottoman dominance and the gradual spread of their rule throughout the Balkans. Many Christian communities found themselves living under the authority of the Ottomans, which brought with it significant changes to their way of life.

Over the next several decades, Ottoman expansion continued relentlessly. In 1453, under the rule of Mehmet II — Mehmet the Conqueror — the Ottomans achieved one of their most significant victories by capturing Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire. This event not only marked the end of the Byzantine Empire but also signalled the Ottoman Empire’s arrival as a major player on the world stage.

By the mid-fifteenth century, the Kingdom of Bosnia, which had existed for several centuries, had been weakened by internal conflict and external pressure. Bosnia faced threats from both the Ottoman Empire and the expanding Kingdom of Hungary. In 1463, after a series of battles and seizures, the Bosnian kingdom fell to the Ottomans. The last Bosnian king, Stephen Tomašević, was captured and executed.

For more than a hundred and fifty years, the Ottoman Empire had cast its imposing mantle of power over vast stretches of south-eastern Europe and beyond. Its rule, like an unyielding mountain, dominated the region, and the villagers of Bosnia knew all too well the challenges of living under its shadow. In Dusan’s village, life bore the indelible mark of Ottoman rule. After so many years, no one was able to remember life before the Ottomans had arrived. The Ottoman Empire, a sprawling colossus of diverse cultures, religions and peoples, had imposed its authority through a system as complex as it was oppressive.

At the heart of this system were the Ottoman governors, known as beys or agas, who presided over various territories. Their authority was wielded with an iron grip, and they ruled through a combination of military might and administrative power. It was their duty to enforce the laws, collect taxes, and maintain order within their domains. For the Christian villagers of Bosnia, who predominantly followed the Serbian Orthodox or Roman Catholic faiths, the Ottoman presence brought a sense of cultural and religious displacement. The Ottomans, overwhelmingly Muslim, introduced their own customs, traditions and way of life. These often clashed with the deeply rooted beliefs and practices of the local population, creating a sense of tension and struggle.

One of the most significant challenges faced by the villagers was the devshirme system, a practice that demanded the conscription of young Christian boys into the Ottoman military and bureaucracy. These boys, who became known as janissaries, were forcibly converted to Islam and trained to serve the empire. The devshirme system not only tore families apart but also triggered a profound transformation in the cultural and religious identity of the Christian population.

Another burden that weighed heavily on the villagers’ shoulders was the jizya, a tax levied exclusively on non-Muslims. This tax, while financially burdensome, also served as a reminder of their subordinate status within the empire. Yet amidst these challenges, the people of Dusan’s village displayed an unyielding resilience. They clung fiercely to their Christian faith. The church, a sanctuary of solace and identity, continued to stand as a testament to their unwavering belief.

Still, it is a fact that during Ottoman rule in Bosnia, many Christians chose to convert to Islam as a means of easing certain hardships imposed by the empire. While conversion was not the choice of all, it offered several perceived advantages to those who made it, including sparing their children from the devshirme system and potentially reducing the burden of high taxes and other social restrictions. Ottoman law treated Muslims and non-Muslims differently, with Muslims often enjoying more favourable legal status and protections. By converting, individuals and families could gain access to advantages and protections not always extended to non-Muslims.
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“The loss of a child is a sorrow that has no equal. It defies all attempts at comfort and mocks all efforts to explain it.”

— Washington Irving

The sun dipped low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the rugged Bosnian landscape as Grandfather Vuk hurried along the winding path that led from the village to his modest home. His furrowed brow and the deep lines etched into his weathered face betrayed the worry that gnawed at his very core. Every step he took seemed to echo with a sense of urgency that matched the pounding of his heart. The wind whispered through the ancient trees, carrying with it the hushed conversations of villagers, their voices heavy with fear and trepidation. It had been more than eight long years since the ominous visitation of the Ottoman officials, the last time they came to collect young boys for the dreaded devshirme. In the years that followed, a fragile peace had settled over the village, like a fleeting respite from an impending storm.

But now the word had spread like wildfire through the narrow alleys and quiet courtyards of the village. The Ottomans were coming again. Vuk had heard it from a neighbour, who had heard it from another, and the grim news had spread like a contagion. The fear that gripped the villagers was beyond description, an oppressive weight that hung heavy in the air. Vuk quickened his pace, his boots crunching on the gravel-strewn path as he tried to outpace the racing thoughts that threatened to overwhelm him. He knew the consequences of an Ottoman visit all too well. It meant the potential loss of his grandchildren, his most cherished treasures, to a life of servitude and separation.

The memory of that fateful day, when the Ottoman officials had descended upon the village, still haunted him. The tears of mothers, the cries of fathers, and the heart-wrenching sobs of the boys torn from their families had left scars on the collective soul of the village. The devshirme had taken its toll, leaving behind a landscape of shattered dreams and broken families.

As he approached his modest home, Vuk could see the worried faces of his son and daughter-in-law, and the anxious glances exchanged between them. They were waiting for him, their eyes searching his for reassurance, for answers to the questions that hung in the air like a storm cloud. Vuk stepped inside, and the weight of their collective fear pressed down upon him. He knew he had to be strong, to be the pillar of their family in these uncertain times. But inside, his heart ached with the same fear and uncertainty that gripped them all. The anticipation of the Ottomans’ arrival, the dread of what lay ahead, cast a shadow over their home. Vuk could feel the tension in the air, a tangible, suffocating presence that threatened to consume them all. The flickering candlelight danced on the faces of his loved ones, revealing the lines of worry etched into their expressions.

In the quiet of that moment, as the shadows grew longer and the night deepened, Grandfather Vuk couldn’t help but wonder whether their fragile peace had come to an end. The fear that had returned with the whispers of the Ottomans’ impending arrival hung over them like a shroud, and in the darkness of the night, the future remained uncertain, casting a foreboding sense of dread over their lives once more.

Vuk sat in the dimly lit room. Across from him, his son Nikola watched with concern, the lines of worry etched deep into his father’s weathered face.

“Father,” Nikola began cautiously, his voice barely more than a hushed whisper, “what did you hear in the village? You returned with such haste, and your face tells me there is troubling news.”

Vuk sighed heavily, his eyes tired and filled with a sadness that seemed to stretch beyond his years. “Nikola, my son,” he began, his voice trembling with a mixture of fear and resolve, “the whispers in the village speak of the Ottomans. They say they are coming once more, to collect our young boys. They will be taking the tax in blood again this year.”

Nikola’s heart sank at his father’s words, his eyes widening with a mixture of dread and disbelief. “But Father,” he stammered, “it’s been so long since they last came. We had hoped... we had prayed...”

Vuk nodded, his eyes never leaving his son’s. “I know, Nikola. We all hoped those dark days were behind us. But now the rumours are spreading like wildfire. The Ottomans are on the move again, and the fear that gripped our hearts all those years ago has returned.”

Nikola clenched his fists, his thoughts racing with the implications of what his father had revealed. “What are we to do, Father? Dusan and Marko, they are still so young. We cannot bear the thought of losing them forever.”

Vuk reached out and placed a reassuring hand on Nikola’s shoulder. “We must stay vigilant, my son,” he said, his voice filled with determination. “We will do everything in our power to protect our family. But we must also prepare ourselves for the worst. The Ottomans are relentless, and we must be ready to face whatever comes.”

Nikola nodded, his jaw set in determination. “Yes, Father. We will not let them take our boys without a fight. We will do whatever it takes to keep them safe.”

Vuk’s eyes glistened with pride and gratitude for his son’s unwavering resolve. “That’s the spirit, Nikola. We will stand together as a family, and we will face this challenge head-on. Our love for Dusan and Marko will be our strength, and we will do whatever it takes to keep them with us.”

Vera’s heart was in pain as she looked at her boys: Dusan was six years old, and Marko two. The danger this time was for Dusan, and they needed to be well organised to hide him somewhere and avoid the devshirme — or, as the locals called it, the tax in blood. As the candle’s flame flickered in the dim room, father and son sat in silent communion, their hearts heavy with the weight of the impending threat. But in that moment, their bond grew stronger, and their determination to protect their family burned brighter than ever.

Vuk and Nikola dug a hole behind their house where they would hide Dusan the moment they heard the soldiers coming. It took the whole day’s work, but they put everything they had into it, for they could not risk losing their child. When the work was done, Vuk and Nikola sat beneath the shade of a tall oak, the dappled sunlight filtering through the leaves and casting shifting patterns on the ground. The air was filled with the gentle rustling of leaves and the distant murmur of the River Drina. The two men shared a quiet moment, one that carried the weight of a painful loss they both bore in their hearts.

Nikola cleared his throat, his voice tinged with sadness and a touch of bitterness. “Father,” he began, “I’ve been thinking about Luka again. It’s hard not to, especially in times like these.”

Vuk turned to his son, his eyes reflecting the same sorrow that dwelt in Nikola’s heart. “I understand, my son,” he replied, his voice soft and filled with empathy. “Luka was a bright and spirited child. He brought joy to our lives.”

Nikola’s gaze dropped to the ground as he spoke. “He was only seven years old when they took him, Father. Seven. I can still see the tears in his eyes, the fear in his eyes, as they led him away from our home. I was five, but I remember it well — or perhaps I only remember your stories of it, I’m not sure. I was so frightened, terrified of losing my loved ones.”

Vuk nodded, his jaw clenched with the remembered pain. “I remember that day too, Nikola. It was a day that changed our lives forever.”

Nikola’s voice trembled as he continued. “I’ve heard the stories of the devshirme, of how they took our sons and turned them into soldiers and servants of the Ottoman Empire. But I can’t help wondering what became of Luka. Did he survive? Did he forget us?”

Vuk placed a comforting hand on his son’s shoulder. “I’ve had those same thoughts, Nikola,” he said, his voice heavy with sorrow. “But we must accept that we may never know. The Ottomans took my son from us, and in doing so they severed the bonds of family.”

Nikola’s eyes filled with tears, and he blinked them away, determined to continue. “Sometimes, Father, I wish we could have done more to protect him. I wish we could have shielded him from that fate, from the darkness that claimed him.”

Vuk
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