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All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This is a work of historical fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental, except where historical events and public figures are depicted for dramatic purposes.

The author gratefully acknowledges the body of historical works concerning the Ottoman expansion into Thrace during the fourteenth century, and the gradual decline of the Byzantine world in southeastern Europe. The conquest of Gallipoli, the rise of Murad I, and the transformation of Adrianople (Edirne) into an Ottoman capital form the historical foundation upon which this narrative is built.

Digital Edition: July 2026

Cover design by Ian D Bass

The Small Bites series grew from a simple, personal aim: to create stories that could be fully experienced in a single sitting. Written for readers with little time to spare—for moments stolen on trains, buses, or during lunch breaks—each piece delivers a complete, emotionally resonant narrative without demanding a long-term commitment. The stories are immersive yet concise, distilling the depth and power of a novel into a form that respects the reader’s time while never diminishing its impact.
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Set against the slow collapse of Byzantine power in 14th-century Thrace, The Narrowing Path follows the life of Andronikos, a devout Christian soldier whose faith is tested not in a single moment of catastrophe, but across decades of quiet, unrelenting change.

As the Ottoman Empire crosses into Europe and steadily absorbs the lands of the Byzantine Empire, Andronikos witnesses the transformation of his homeland from a fractured frontier into a disciplined and enduring new order. The fall of fortresses, including the symbolic loss of Adrianople (Edirne), marks not just a military defeat, but the beginning of a deeper struggle—one fought within the soul.

Captured after a failed defence, Andronikos is not executed, but spared. Given land, work, and the chance to live, he finds himself caught between survival and conviction. Around him, the pressures mount slowly: taxes on belief, legal inequalities, the quiet erosion of Christian institutions, and the steady pull toward conversion. Friends abandon the faith to protect their families. Children are taken and remade. Churches fall into ruin not by fire, but by neglect.

What emerges is not a story of sudden persecution, but of gradual displacement—where faith is neither outlawed nor safe, but increasingly costly.

Through years of endurance, Andronikos becomes a witness to a world reshaped: where two religions share the same sky, but not the same weight; where mercy and domination coexist; and where the greatest battle is no longer fought with sword and shield, but in silence, memory, and conscience.

In old age, stripped of land, security, and community, Andronikos faces a final choice: surrender his faith and live in comfort, or remain steadfast and lose everything. His decision echoes beyond his own life, asking a timeless question:

What does it mean to remain faithful when the world no longer rewards belief?

Rich in atmosphere and historical detail, The Narrowing Path is a deeply human story of endurance, identity, and the quiet, costly resilience of faith in an age of empire.
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For those who held to their faith when it grew costly,

when silence replaced song, and memory replaced monument.

For those who endured the slow turning of the world,

and chose, in quiet and in solitude, not to yield what they believed to be eternal.

And for every reader who has ever stood at a narrowing path,

and understood that some things, once surrendered, cannot be reclaimed.
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Chapter 1 — Beneath the Fading Walls
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I was born in the shadow of the old walls, where the stones were older than memory and the wind carried the weight of centuries through every crack and hollow. 

They rose above our village like the bones of some ancient giant, their faces scarred by time, their edges softened by rain and lichen. 

Crosses had been carved into them long ago—deep, deliberate marks made by hands that believed they were shaping eternity. Now those crosses were worn smooth, their edges dulled by generations of fingers tracing them in passing prayer, in fear, in hope.

At dawn, the light would strike the walls first, turning them gold before the rest of the land stirred. 

Mist clung to the low fields, drifting up from the river that curled like a pale ribbon through the valley. Beyond it, the hills rolled outward in muted greens and browns, broken by abandoned farmsteads and the blackened shells of watchtowers no one manned anymore. 

The road that passed beneath the walls—once a proud artery of the empire—had become a quieter thing, travelled by traders, pilgrims, and sometimes men who did not give their names.

Thrace was like that—layer upon layer of prayer, blood, and dust pressed into the soil. You could feel it beneath your feet if you stood still long enough, as if the land itself remembered what men had forgotten. 

Empires had marched across it. Armies had burned it, rebuilt it, and burned it again. Churches had risen where temples once stood, and now even those churches leaned and cracked with age.

Men said the land was tired.

I believed it was holy.

My name is Andronikos, son of Leon, sworn soldier of the Emperor—though by the time this tale begins, the Emperor’s writ scarcely reached beyond the horizon. His banners still hung in our chapel, faded but intact, the double-headed eagle staring east and west as if it could still see all that had been lost. 

But beyond the next ridge, beyond the next river bend, there were places where those banners no longer flew.

I had been raised in the faith from my first breath. My mother pressed a small iron cross into my palm before she pressed me to her breast, her whisper the first prayer I ever heard. She said I did not cry, only stared, as if I were already listening for something beyond the room.

My father taught me my letters from the Psalms, his finger guiding mine across cracked parchment as I struggled to shape the words. In the evenings, when the light dimmed and the chapel candles flickered against painted saints, he taught me the weight of a sword. We trained beneath those watching faces—eyes darkened with age, their colours faded but their presence unbroken. The saints had seen generations of boys become men beneath their gaze. They had watched some leave and never return.

“Again,” my father would say, correcting my stance with a firm hand. “Your grip is too tight. You fight the blade instead of guiding it.”

Outside, the wind would move through the grass, carrying with it the distant toll of a bell from another village—sometimes clear, sometimes faint, sometimes not at all.

“Steel will fail you,” he used to say, tapping his knuckles against my chest, right over my heart. “This will not.”

I believed him.

I believed him when the harvests grew thinner and the roads less certain. 

I believed him when travellers spoke in hushed voices of lands across the water, where new rulers gathered strength and old borders meant nothing. 

I believed him when the bells began to fall silent, one by one, across the countryside.

I believed him even when the world began to crack—so quietly at first that only those who listened closely could hear it.
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