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Chapter 1 — Ankara Burns

[image: ]


The sun over Anatolia rose red through dust and smoke, as if the heavens themselves had been wounded.

Captain Kemal al-Rashid tasted ash on the air.

Before him, the great Ottoman host—once disciplined, proud, and feared from the Balkans to the deserts—was collapsing into ruin.

Men screamed in Turkish, Arabic, Persian, and Serbian. Horses crashed into broken spear walls. Arrows fell like black rain. War drums thundered from every direction.

And above it all rose the banners of Timur.

Thousands of them.

Kemal tightened his grip on his curved sword as his horse stumbled through corpses and shattered shields.

“We are being encircled!” shouted Lieutenant Orhan, blood streaming from his forehead.

Kemal did not answer immediately.

He already knew.

The battlefield near Ankara had become a furnace of betrayal.

At dawn, Sultan Bayezid I had commanded nearly eighty thousand men. By midday, entire contingents had defected.

Turkoman beyliks once crushed under Ottoman rule had switched sides.

Tatar cavalry had deserted.

Even worse, some Anatolian vassals had opened ranks and ridden directly to Timur.

The line had shattered.

Kemal looked toward the centre.

There.

The imperial standard still flew—gold crescent against crimson silk.

The Sultan remained in the fight.

Madness.

Glorious madness.

Bayezid, called Yıldırım—The Thunderbolt—refused retreat.

A rider burst through smoke.

“Captain! The Sultan commands the Guard!”

Kemal spurred forward.

“Form on me!”

The surviving Imperial Guard—less than three hundred now—gathered around him. Janissaries, household cavalry, palace bladesmen.

The finest warriors in the empire.

Or what remained of them.

They rode into hell.



The Sultan stood atop a ridge amid his remaining household troops.

Even in chaos, Bayezid radiated power.

Heavy-set, iron-eyed, beard soaked with sweat and dust.

His armour was dented.

His sword red.

Still, he looked like a man carved from mountain stone.

Kemal dismounted and knelt.

“My Sultan.”

Bayezid stared across the battlefield.

“How many remain?”

Kemal answered truthfully.

“Too few.”

The Sultan snorted.

“At least you do not lie.”

An explosion of shouting erupted to the west.

Timurid cavalry.

Fast.

Closing.

Bayezid turned.

“Listen carefully, Kemal.”

Kemal looked up.

The Sultan’s voice had changed.

Not the voice of a commander.

The voice of a father.

“If I fall today...”

Kemal’s jaw tightened.

“My Sultan—”

“If I fall.”

Silence.

Bayezid removed a signet ring.

Black iron with the seal of Osman.

He pressed it into Kemal’s palm.

Cold metal.

Heavy.

“This must not fall into Timur’s hands.”

Kemal stared at it.

The imperial seal.

Why give him this now?

“My Sultan...”

Bayezid leaned close.

His voice dropped to a whisper.

“Not all my sons are fit to rule.”

Kemal froze.

Around them, battle roared.

Yet those words silenced everything.

Bayezid continued.

“When the empire breaks—and it will—one son must unite it.”

“One son?”

“Yes.”

“Which one?”

The Sultan looked at him with terrible intensity.

“You will know.”

Kemal frowned.

That was no answer.

“My Sultan, I need more—”

A horn sounded.

Enemy cavalry had arrived.

Too late.

Bayezid mounted in one fluid motion.

“Protect the House of Osman.”

Then he charged.

Straight into the storm.

Kemal cursed and mounted.

“Guard the Sultan!”

Three hundred riders slammed forward.

Steel hit steel.

Men vanished beneath hooves.

Kemal cut down one rider.

Then another.

A spear grazed his shoulder.

He killed the spearman.

Timurid horse archers wheeled around them, firing continuously.

Their discipline was terrifying.

Every volley killed.

Every turn tightened the noose.

Kemal realized the truth.

This battle was over.

The only question now—

How many would die with honour?



By sunset the field had become a graveyard.

Bodies carpeted the earth.

Broken bows.

Snapped spears.

Dead horses.

Dying men crying for mothers, wives, Allah.

Kemal staggered through carnage with fewer than forty guards remaining.

Then he saw it.

The imperial banner falling.

“No...”

His blood turned to ice.

Ahead, Bayezid’s horse collapsed.

The Sultan crashed hard to the ground.

Timurid riders swarmed.

Kemal screamed.

“WITH ME!”

He charged.

Too far.

Too many.

Arrows struck two guards beside him.

One pitched backward.

Another spun off his saddle.

Kemal hacked his way forward.

Twenty yards.

Fifteen.

Ten.

Then—

A wall of enemy cavalry slammed shut.

He could no longer reach the Sultan.

Bayezid rose to one knee, sword still in hand.

Even surrounded, he killed one attacker.

Then another.

Then a mace struck his helm.

He fell.

The Sultan of the Ottomans disappeared beneath enemy soldiers.

Captured.

Kemal stopped breathing.

No.

No.

No.

The impossible had happened.

The Thunderbolt had fallen.

The Ottoman Empire had been broken.

Lieutenant Orhan seized Kemal’s reins.

“Captain! We must go!”

Kemal couldn’t move.

The empire.

Gone.

Orhan shouted again.

“If you die, the Sultan’s last command dies with you!”

That hit.

The ring.

The command.

The sons.

Kemal looked down at his fist.

Still clutching the seal.

Bayezid had planned for this.

He knew.

He knew defeat was possible.

Kemal turned.

Retreat was agony.

Every instinct screamed to die fighting.

But duty was heavier than pride.

He forced the words out.

“Retreat.”

The surviving guards hesitated.

He roared:

“RETREAT!”

They broke eastward through smoke.

Arrows chased them.

Night swallowed them.



Hours later, under a dead moon, only eleven riders remained.

Eleven.

From three hundred.

They stopped near a dry ravine.

No one spoke.

No one had words.

Kemal finally dismounted.

His legs nearly gave way.

He removed his gauntlet.

Opened his fist.

The ring gleamed in moonlight.

Orhan stared.

“That is...”

Kemal nodded.

“The imperial seal.”

Silence.

Orhan whispered:

“Why give that to you?”

Kemal stared into darkness.

Because the Sultan trusted him.

Because something worse than defeat was coming.

Civil war.

Five princes.

Five armies.

Five ambitions.

Kemal could already see it.

Suleiman Çelebi would claim seniority.

Isa Çelebi would seize Bursa.

Musa Çelebi would fight like a wolf.

Mehmed I would wait and calculate.

And Prince Kasim...

Kasim was the unknown.

Bayezid’s secret son.

Hidden from much of the court.

Raised far from palace politics.

A dangerous possibility.

Orhan swallowed.

“What now?”

Kemal looked east.

Toward Bursa.

Toward the empire’s fractured heart.

His voice became stone.

“Now?”

He closed his fist around the seal.

“Now the princes begin hunting each other.”

Wind moved through the ravine.

Cold.

Merciless.

Kemal mounted again.

“For tonight, we survive.”

“And tomorrow?”

Kemal’s eyes hardened.

“Tomorrow...”

He stared into darkness where the Ottoman future waited in blood.

“Tomorrow, brothers begin killing brothers.”
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Chapter 2 — The Sultan in Chains
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Night settled over the Timurid camp like a funeral shroud.

Thousands of fires burned across the plains near Ankara, their orange glow flickering over tents, horses, bloodied armour, and the dead who had not yet been buried. The victors celebrated. Drums beat. Men laughed. Wine flowed.

At the centre of the vast encampment stood the largest pavilion of all.

There, under silk banners bearing the mark of the conqueror, sat Timur.

The Scourge of Empires.

The Lord of Samarkand.

The man kings feared in whispers.

Age had bent one of his legs and left him with a limp, but nothing about him felt weak. His gaze alone could strip courage from men. Hard eyes, sharp mind, merciless patience.

Before him, shackled yet unbowed, stood Bayezid I.

Sultan of the Ottomans.

The Thunderbolt.

Now a prisoner.

Timur studied him for a long while.

No words.

Only silence.

A silence far more dangerous than shouting.

Finally Timur spoke.

“So.”

His voice was calm.

“The Thunderbolt falls.”

Bayezid’s chains clinked as he straightened.

“A cripple speaks boldly after victory.”

Gasps moved through the tent.

Several commanders reached for swords.

Timur raised a hand.

They stopped.

Then—

Timur smiled.

Not warmly.

Not kindly.

Like a wolf amused by another predator.

“They said you were proud.”

Bayezid’s lip curled.

“They said you were lame.”

Timur’s smile widened.

“Yes.”

Silence again.

Then Timur leaned forward.

“Tell me, Bayezid... did you truly believe you could defeat me?”

Bayezid’s eyes burned.

“Yes.”

“Even now?”

“Yes.”

Timur laughed.

Deep.

Genuine.

The tent stiffened.

The conqueror rarely laughed.

“I like you.”

Bayezid spat blood onto the carpet.

“I would rather die.”

Timur’s expression cooled.

“That can be arranged.”



Outside the pavilion, chained Ottoman nobles knelt beneath guard.

Among them sat Grand Vizier Halil Pasha.

Old.

Wise.

Terrified.

He had served Bayezid for decades.

Now he watched the empire crack.

He already knew what would happen next.

The princes.

Allah help them.

And Allah help the empire.

A Timurid guard approached.

“The conqueror summons the vizier.”

Halil rose slowly.

His knees trembled.

He entered.

Saw Bayezid still standing.

Still proud.

Still defiant.

Timur looked at Halil.

“You served him?”

“Yes.”

“Then answer me truthfully.”

Halil bowed.

“If I can.”

Timur pointed at Bayezid.

“How many sons?”

Halil hesitated.

Bayezid growled.

“Say nothing.”

Timur ignored him.

“How many?”

Halil answered.

“Four... known princes, my lord.”

Timur noticed the pause.

His eyes sharpened.

“Known?”

Silence.

Bayezid’s expression changed slightly.

Just slightly.

But Timur saw it.

Always.

He missed little.

“There is another.”

Halil said nothing.

Timur smiled faintly.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

He leaned back.

“Then the empire is not dead.”

Bayezid frowned.

Timur continued.

“It is merely wounded.”

He tapped the armrest.

“Wounded empires bleed.”

His gaze hardened.

“And blood draws wolves.”

Bayezid understood.

Timur would not need to destroy the Ottomans himself.

The princes would do it.

Brother against brother.

Prince against prince.

Civil war.

Timur almost seemed pleased by the thought.

He looked at Bayezid.

“Tell me—which son do you favour?”

Bayezid answered instantly.

“I favour none.”

Lie.

Timur saw it.

Bayezid was hiding something.

That meant there was a true heir in his mind.

Somewhere in Anatolia, a son now moved toward destiny.

Timur smiled.

Good.

Chaos would be entertaining.



Three days later.

Word spread.

The impossible truth rode faster than arrows.

The Sultan had fallen.

Messengers raced in every direction.

Toward Rumelia.

Toward Bursa.

Toward Amasya.

Toward hidden strongholds.

Toward princes.

Toward ambition.

Toward war.



Bursa

Rain fell over the old Ottoman capital.

Prince Isa Çelebi sat in a marble chamber reading poetry when the messenger arrived.

Mud-covered.

Exhausted.

Bleeding.

He collapsed to one knee.

“My prince...”

Isa rose.

“What is it?”

The messenger struggled for breath.

“Ankara...”

Isa went pale.

No.

No.

Not defeat.

His father could not lose.

Could he?

Speak.

The messenger’s voice cracked.

“The Sultan... has been captured.”

The scroll slipped from Isa’s hand.

Silence.

The chamber emptied of sound.

Captured.

His father.

The Thunderbolt.

Impossible.

Isa staggered backward.

One of his advisors whispered:

“My prince... what are your orders?”

Orders?

Isa stared blankly.

Orders?

He was a prince.

Not Sultan.

Not yet.

Then realization struck like ice.

If Bayezid was gone—

Everything changed.

Every brother would move.

His advisors exchanged nervous glances.

Finally one spoke.

“You must claim the throne immediately.”

Isa looked up.

“What?”

“For survival.”

“I will not fight my brothers.”

The old advisor said softly:

“They may not give you a choice.”



Edirne, Rumelia

Prince Suleiman Çelebi heard the news while dining.

He did not drop his cup.

He did not gasp.

He merely went still.

Then he dismissed everyone except his closest spymaster.

He walked to a window overlooking the city.

When he finally spoke, his voice was smooth.

“My father is captured.”

“Yes.”

“My brothers know?”

“Soon.”

Suleiman clasped his hands behind his back.

“The empire will split.”

“Yes.”

The spymaster swallowed.

“What are your orders, my prince?”

Suleiman stared across the city.

Then he smiled.

A beautiful smile.

Cold.

Controlled.

Dangerous.

“Prepare letters.”

“To whom?”

“All of them.”

His spymaster blinked.

“All?”

“Yes.”

“What shall they say?”

Suleiman turned.

“Tell my brothers I desire peace.”

The spymaster hesitated.

“My prince...”

Suleiman’s eyes glinted.

“And quietly hire more assassins.”



Unknown Fortress, Anatolia

Prince Musa Çelebi trained with sword and shield when the messenger arrived.

He listened.

Then laughed.

A terrible laugh.

His commander shifted uneasily.

“My prince?”

Musa swung once more.

The wooden training dummy split in half.

“At last.”

“My lord?”

Musa threw down the sword.

“My brothers will pretend sorrow.”

He grinned like a wolf.

“I will not.”

“You... welcome this?”

Musa stepped closer.

His scarred face hardened.

“Our father built an empire through war.”

He seized the commander’s collar.

“Why should succession be different?”

The commander whispered:

“Then... war?”

Musa released him.

“No.”

He smiled.

“Slaughter.”



Amasya

Prince Mehmed I received the news alone.

No witnesses.

No advisors.

Just silence.

He reread the message three times.

Then placed it into the fire.

His face revealed almost nothing.

Only his eyes moved.

Calculating.

Evaluating.

Adapting.

He walked to a large map.

Placed five stones upon it.

One for each brother.

Then moved them.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Running scenarios.

Battles.

Alliances.

Betrayals.

Hours passed.

Finally he spoke to the empty room.

“Brother Suleiman will move first.”

Pause.

“Isa will panic.”

Pause.

“Musa will attack.”

Pause.

Then his hand hovered over the final stone.

Kasim.

The hidden brother.

The uncertain variable.

Mehmed narrowed his eyes.

“Where are you?”



Far south, in a remote mountain lodge, a young man split wood with powerful strokes.

He wore simple clothes.

No royal silks.

No jewels.

No attendants.

Only strength.

Discipline.

Silence.

Prince Kasim.

The fifth son.

Few knew his face.

Fewer knew he existed.

A rider approached at speed.

Kasim sensed danger before words came.

The messenger dismounted.

Knee to ground.

“My prince.”

Kasim froze.

That title was never used here.

Never.

“What happened?”

The messenger looked up.

Fear in his eyes.

“Ankara has fallen.”

Kasim’s axe slipped from his hand.

The world stopped.

“And my father?”

The messenger lowered his gaze.

“Captured.”

Silence.

Mountain wind howled.

Kasim closed his eyes.

For years his father had hidden him.

Protected him.

Prepared him.

Why?

Now he understood.

Because this day was always possible.

The messenger reached into his cloak.

Produced a sealed letter.

“The Sultan ordered this delivered only if Ankara fell.”

Kasim stared.

His father had prepared for defeat.

His hands tightened.

He broke the seal.

Read.

His breathing changed.

Then stopped.

The message was short.

Only one line.

Kasim whispered it aloud.

“Trust only the man with the iron seal.”

He looked up sharply.

The messenger frowned.

“My prince?”

Kasim’s heartbeat thundered.

The iron seal.

Someone had it.

Someone his father trusted above princes.

Someone moving through the chaos.

Someone holding the future.

Kasim’s voice hardened.

“Prepare horses.”

“For where?”

Kasim turned east.

Toward war.

Toward destiny.

Toward the man called Kemal.

“Find Captain Kemal al-Rashid.”
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Chapter 3 — The Last Command
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Rain followed Captain Kemal al-Rashid for three days.

Cold rain.

Relentless rain.

It turned roads to mud, soaked cloaks, stiffened armour, and dragged exhaustion deeper into bone. Of the eleven men who had escaped the disaster at Battle of Ankara, only nine remained mounted. Two had collapsed from wounds during the journey and were buried beneath hurried stones beside the road.

No prayers.

No time.

Only survival.

Kemal rode at the front, silent beneath his hood.

His shoulder wound burned.

His ribs ached.

His mind was worse.

Again and again, he replayed the final moments.

Bayezid falling.

Chains.

The ring.

The command.

Not all my sons are fit to rule.

And then the impossible instruction.

You will know.

Kemal hated riddles.

Especially from dying emperors.

Lieutenant Orhan urged his horse closer.

“We are two hours from Bursa.”

Kemal nodded.

Bursa.

Ancient Ottoman capital.

Seat of princes.

Seat of ambition.

Seat of danger.

Prince Isa Çelebi held the city.

Gentle. Scholarly. Honourable.

Too gentle for what was coming.

Kemal already knew.

The empire would not reward kindness now.

It would reward brutality.

Or cunning.

Or both.

Orhan lowered his voice.

“If Isa declares himself Sultan...”

Kemal answered without looking.

“He will.”

“And if Suleiman rejects it?”

“He will.”

“Musa?”

Kemal almost smiled.

“He will try to kill everyone.”

A grim chuckle moved through the riders.

Even in darkness, Musa’s reputation was legendary.

Savage.

Fearless.

Merciless.

Orhan hesitated.

“And Mehmed?”

That made Kemal thoughtful.

Prince Mehmed I worried him most.

Not because of strength.

Because of patience.

Warriors like Musa charged.

Men like Mehmed waited.

Waited...

Then struck where victory was certain.

Kemal trusted swords more than clever minds.



By dusk they reached Bursa’s outer walls.

The city loomed through mist and rain, its domes and towers shadowed against a bruised sky.

But something felt wrong immediately.

Too many guards.

Too much tension.

Archers lined walls.

Gates heavily reinforced.

Word had spread.

Civil war had already begun—if not with swords, then with fear.

A captain on the gate called down.

“Halt! Identify yourselves!”

Kemal removed his hood.

“Captain Kemal al-Rashid. Imperial Guard.”

The gate captain’s face changed.

Shock.

Recognition.

Then suspicion.

“You survived Ankara?”

“Yes.”

“Proof?”

Kemal’s temper flared.

“Open the damn gate.”

The captain hesitated.

Then—

Kemal produced the iron seal.

Even from above, the gate captain recognized it.

He went pale.

“Open!”

Chains rattled.

The gates slowly parted.

Kemal rode in.

He felt eyes everywhere.

Watching.

Measuring.

Whispering.

The seal had power.

And power drew knives.



Bursa had changed.

Markets still operated.

Bread still baked.

Merchants still shouted.

But beneath normal life lay terror.

People spoke quietly.

Soldiers moved in clusters.

Rumours spread faster than smoke.

The Sultan has fallen.
Prince Isa will claim the throne.
Suleiman marches from Rumelia.
Musa gathers wolves in the east.
Mehmed waits.
And now—

Kemal had arrived.

That would become rumour too.

They reached the palace.

Within minutes Kemal stood before Prince Isa.

The prince looked exhausted already.

He
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