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  Note for readers


Greetings, dear reader, 
You are about to embark on "Empire of Rebels: Book 2." However, if you haven't yet experienced the beginnings of this grand saga in "Rise of Rebels," I warmly encourage you to do so. To express my gratitude for your interest and support, "Rise of Rebels" is available to you at no cost.
By starting with Book 1, you'll immerse yourself fully in the intricate world and the epic journey that has led us here. And as a special token of appreciation, both Book 1 and Book 2 are yours to enjoy for free.
Your adventure doesn't end here, though. The thrilling continuation awaits in Book 3, "The Lord King and the Lady Queen." To complete your journey through the "Empire of Rebels" series, simply follow the links provided with the images.
Thank you for joining this adventure. Your journey through the Empire of Rebels starts now.
[image: image-placeholder]
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  Chapter 1


Winter had finally loosened its grip on the land of Grond. As the snow melted away, the rich brown soil began to reemerge. Life was returning to this once-frozen realm, breathing new vitality into its inhabitants. 
Despite the return of warmth and the promise of brighter days ahead, the walls and houses of Grond still wore a lingering layer of white, a stark reminder of the harsh winter they had endured. But the townsfolk were in no hurry to retreat to the shelter of their homes. Even as night descended, they chose to lay their heads in the open air of the yard, savoring the freedom and comfort it provided.
The memory of those long, bitter months spent locked indoors haunted the minds of Grond's people. They had huddled together, their breath visible in the frigid air, suffering through hunger and shivering with cold. For some, especially the frail children and the elderly, those dark days had been their last. Grief and anger simmered beneath the surface.
Among the survivors, whispers of blame were directed at Ali and his companions. Accusations hung heavy in the air, like the unshakable frost of winter. Angry voices threatened to abandon the safety of the walls as soon as the sun's warmth returned.
As winter's icy grasp loosened, Grond's people yearned for renewal and hope. The bitter memories of the past season weighed heavily on their hearts, but the promise of spring and the chance to rebuild their lives beckoned like a distant dream, one that they were determined to seize.
The hunt had been reignited, and a sense of palpable anticipation permeated the air. The long-awaited flavor of fresh meat graced every tongue, and smiles of sheer delight adorned the faces of the villagers. Yet, amidst the collective jubilation, one figure remained untouched by the joy that had settled over the community—Ali.
With a somber awareness that cut through the festive atmosphere, Ali understood the significance of the sun's return. The gradual warming of the land would inevitably make the northern road more traversable, a fact that did not escape his contemplative mind. He knew, without a shadow of doubt, that the respite was temporary. It was only a matter of time before Ceres, their relentless adversary, would rise to the occasion and strike back, plunging them once again into uncertainty and peril.
Leah had discreetly planted a trusted friend within the empire's ranks, the sole link through which messages were conveyed by means of pigeons. Thus, a steady flow of information reached Leah's ears, and her informant's assurances held no hints of suspicion.
Despite the seemingly smooth operation, a continuous influx of newcomers from the seven kingdoms swelled the ranks of Ali and his loyal companions. To Ali's pragmatic eye, they represented more of a burden than a bolstering force. Lacking in wealth, martial prowess, and political acumen, these new recruits appeared as liabilities. Yet, Ali couldn't permit pure rationality to govern his actions; a sense of duty compelled him to welcome them into the fold.
Each morning, following the council's deliberations, Ali withdrew from the group, seeking solitude outdoors to wrestle with the daunting challenge that lay ahead. Neither he nor his comrades could discern a clear path forward. The triumph over the Unionists had provided a fleeting moment of momentum, but the Free People now found themselves at an impasse, unable to chart their course with certainty.
The rebel leader found himself trapped in a maelstrom of frustration, seemingly unable to advance the cause he had set in motion. Gripping his sword tightly, he unleashed a barrage of strikes upon a nearby tree trunk, as if trying to expunge the seething anger within.
A calm voice broke through his turmoil. "If you intend to fell that tree, you might want to consider using an axe instead," it suggested, intruding upon Ali's contemplation.
Ali turned his head to spot a young man in his twenties, his hair gleaming like spun gold, his eyes a vivid shade of green, and a warm smile adorning his face.
"I don't want to cut it. Besides, I don't enjoy using an axe as a weapon," Ali responded firmly. He held his ground, determined in his choice.
The young man remained silent, prompting Ali to inquire, "Is it your favorite weapon?"
"I wish I could say yes, but I'm not even a fighter," the young man confessed.
Ali fixed his gaze upon the young man, contemplating his true capabilities. Without warning, he flung a dagger toward him. Startled, the young man instinctively retreated, his attempt to catch the weapon by the hilt failing miserably. The blade, now separated from its owner, sliced across the young man's finger before clattering to the ground. Wincing in pain, the blond man placed the injured finger into his mouth in a futile attempt to staunch the flow of blood.
"Why the pretense?" Ali inquired sharply, catching the young man off guard. The accusation widened the young man's eyes, prompting Ali to offer a more detailed analysis. "You're not as clumsy as you feigned to be. You took the exact number of steps back necessary to grab the dagger, and your initial hand positioning was perfect. Yet, at the last moment, you deliberately opened your hand as if you intended to slice your finger."
The young man hung his head in silence, prompting Ali to press further. "What's your name?"
"Leo, my lord," he replied once more.
"I'm not your lord!" Ali emphasized. "Now, tell me, why are you lying?" Ali's tone was firm, demanding the truth.
"I wasn't lying," Leo protested. "Actually, my father did try to teach me when I was young, but he passed away before I turned ten. All I have left are the reflexes I learned at an early age, which is what you witnessed earlier."
Ali approached the young man, extending a friendly tap on his shoulder. "Judging from your name and your golden hair, I assume you hail from Solum, correct?"
Leo nodded in confirmation, and Ali delved deeper. "What compelled you to leave your homeland and journey to this distant, treacherous land, where danger looms at every turn?"
The young man studied Ali for a moment, weighing his response carefully. "Lord Ali," he began, "we've lost the concept of 'home' decades ago. It's a choice between risking my life for the hope of a better world or accepting the inevitable fate of death."
Ali, with his characteristic candor, offered a sobering perspective. "Even if you choose to stay, without the skills to defend yourself, you may still meet the same fate."
"I want to learn, and I'm determined," Leo replied earnestly. "Can you be my teacher?"
A warm smile graced Ali's face. "First, you must join Eliot or another trainer here. Once you've honed your strength and skills, we can practice together."
Leo knelt before Ali, his voice filled with gratitude. "My lord, I couldn't ask for more."
Ali couldn't help but smile at Leo's eagerness and asked him to rise. Then, he left for the council meeting, his smile widening as he spotted Leah engaged in lively conversation with Sofia and Nora.
As Ali entered the council chamber, all the members stood to show their respect. Ali, ever humble, promptly addressed their gesture. "You don't have to stand; I'm not your king."
Nadufa, the council's elder and voice of tradition, cleared her throat twice and spoke. "That's how we're supposed to behave in front of our leader."
Curious, Ali inquired, "Why is that?"
Nadufa offered an explanation. "It's a way for people to demonstrate their loyalty and pride in their leader."
Although Ali held a differing perspective, he chose not to engage in a debate. Instead, he initiated the council meeting, with little of significance to report. Leah's informant had assured her that their adversaries remained inactive, a tidbit that brought relief to many faces, particularly Keita's, who remarked, "So, we can continue to enjoy the hunt."
Nadufa, however, couldn't refrain from commenting on Keita's statement. "We should exercise caution. The enemy might catch us off guard."
Keita shrugged off her concerns. "The enemy is far away, Nadufa!"
"That's the enemy we know, son of Mussa," Nadufa retorted.
Nadufa's response caught Ali off guard, his mind racing to consider Ceres' potential next move. In the midst of this contemplation, he realized that he had completely overlooked the lurking threat of a spy infiltrating their walls. The bitter memory of a past betrayal came flooding back, a betrayal that had exacted a heavy toll and claimed the life of a promising young man named Jibril.
Just two days later, signs of treachery began to manifest within the walls of Grond.
Ali was jolted awake by the piercing sound of a horn. In a heartbeat, he was out of bed, his bare feet pounding the ground as he raced toward the gate.
A curious crowd had assembled, forming a ring as though witnessing a brutal bout. But there were no fighters engaged in combat, only the heart-wrenching cries of a girl. Pushing through the throng, Ali's eyes fell upon Sofia, her face contorted in anguish, sprawled on the ground. Leah knelt beside her, attempting to offer solace. At first, Ali believed they had received grim tidings about Sofia's family via pigeon, but the truth was far more sinister.
Drawing nearer, Ali's heart sank as he beheld another figure on the ground, battered and bloodied. Recognition washed over him like a wave. It was Eliot, the man who had forsaken everything within the empire to stand alongside the Free People. A gruesome cross-shaped gash marred his neck, and a chilling message was inked onto his forehead: "I'm going to kill you one by one."
Although Ali held a deep affection for Eliot and regarded him as a pivotal member of their cause, he couldn't afford to grieve in that moment. Instead, he sat beside Sofia, whose trembling hands clutched Eliot's lifeless ones. Leah offered a silent nod from her place beside Sofia, and Ali addressed her with utmost compassion, his voice soft as a whisper in the midst of the girl's sobs. "Lady Sofia, I am profoundly sorry for your loss. May he rest in peace."
Sofia's eyes were swollen, filled with tears, but she gritted her teeth, her determination piercing through her grief. "Eliot was the love of my life," she declared, "so there won't be peace until I find who did this."
"I promise you justice," Ali vowed.
Sofia offered no immediate reply as Leah assisted her to stand, while Ali remained beside Eliot's lifeless body, surrounded by his fellow comrades.
Ali grappled with a profound sense of helplessness, realizing that Ceres possessed a cunning intellect far beyond what they had presumed. The rebels had braced themselves for a full-scale assault at the moment winter released its grip, but the emperor had chosen a different, more insidious tactic—an enemy within their very walls. Ali understood the immense danger this spy posed, as evidenced by the savage manner in which Eliot, a formidable warrior, had met his end.






  
  Chapter 2


Nisay was in the midst of packing his belongings, his fingers deftly folding clothes and placing them inside a well-worn leather bag. He was preparing to bid farewell to Okorom, a tribe that had once been known for its strength and independence but had since fallen under the shadow of the empire. The people of Okorom, known as Ossood, a name that spoke of lions in an ancient tongue, had lost their sovereignty when Nisay's grandfather, a proud leader, had reluctantly bent the knee to the new King of Turba. This monarch had been installed by Ceres' father to rule over Okorom, and since then, the tribe's glory had faded into distant memory, leaving behind only wistful tales of their ancestors' valor. 
Nisay had grown weary of the despondent spirit that gripped his people. He felt a deep compassion for them as he observed them clutching old parchments, poring over the pages of ancient history, and dwelling amidst the crumbling remnants of their once-mighty civilization. Unlike many others, he refused to lay blame upon Ceres for the tribe's decline. On the contrary, he held a silent admiration for Ceres, who had pursued his own dreams and done what he believed was right for the empire.
The young Lion had reached a breaking point and made a resolute decision to take charge of his own destiny, defying the wishes of his father, Lord Walid, who had dedicated himself to grooming Nisay to be the future ruler of Okorom, pouring his heart and soul into preparing his son for leadership. Yet, Nisay had no desire to step into those shoes, nor did he wish to remain within the confines of Okorom.
Even Fatima, his mother, found herself powerless to persuade him to stay. Though she feigned acceptance of his choice to depart from the tribe, her heart ached with sorrow. Her beloved son had chosen to relinquish his responsibilities in Okorom and venture into what was often described as the most malevolent place on earth.
Fatima sat alone in her chamber, her heart heavy with the weight of her son's impending departure. She couldn't fathom accepting Nisay's decision to leave their home behind. As she gazed at the curtains of the tent, the room's silence allowed her mind to drift back in time, precisely two decades to the day when Nisay had entered this world.
The memories flooded her mind, and with each passing moment, she was transported back to that fateful day when Nisay was born. The pain she had endured during those hours had been nothing short of excruciating, each contraction an agonizing reminder of the trials of motherhood. But when she finally held her newborn son, cradling him against her chest, it was as though all the pain had melted away.
In that instant, Fatima had forgotten the torment of her labor, for all that mattered was the tiny, fragile life she now held in her arms. Covered with her own blood, Nisay had come into the world, his cries like a beautiful melody that pierced through the haze of exhaustion. Fatima had marveled at the warmth of his tiny body, his delicate fingers, and the tenacity in his cries. It was a moment of profound connection, a bond forged in the crucible of birth.
"We need to tend to her wounds and cleanse her," the midwife instructed the two nurses, then turned her attention to the laboring woman. "Pass me the boy. You'll have plenty of time to hold and kiss him."
The midwife, Halima retrieved a glowing blade from the fire, immersed it in hot water, and carefully severed the umbilical cord. "Cleanse her of the birthing blood and ensure she is well-covered," Halima instructed the assisting nurses. "And once you've finished, assist her in breastfeeding her son."
As Halima rose to her feet, a breathless teenage girl rushed into the tent, her labored breathing punctuating her words. "Aunt Halima, a man accompanied by soldiers from the empire is taking our boys. Ali is among them."
Halima dashed out of the tent, her feet bare, and her voice raised in desperate pleas. "Wait, soldiers! He is my son, the sole beacon in my life."
She knelt before the soldier, her pleas born of a mother's deepest anguish, imploring him to spare her son, Ali. But the Union soldier remained unyielding, his heart devoid of mercy. With a cruel tug, he yanked her up by her hair, delivering heartless words. "Find yourself a suitable man to protect you and your unborn child!"
A harsh blow landed upon her face. "His highness has decreed that every fatherless boy must serve the emperor. Consider it an honor that your son has been chosen," the soldier declared, his words dripping with cruel indifference.
Halima, her heart heavy with sorrow, was powerless to reunite with her beloved son. And her village, too, could do nothing to change the cruel course of destiny. In time, Ali's mother departed from Okorom, leaving behind her home and her heartache, forever marked by the capricious hand of fate.
These poignant memories resurfaced in Fatima's mind, evoking the anguish she had witnessed in her friend Halima, who had tragically lost her child. Fatima now found herself sharing a similar sense of sorrow and disappointment with her friend, the midwife.
Throughout Nisay's upbringing, Fatima had always envisioned her son as a hero in the making. She had dedicated her every ounce of strength and wisdom to his training, nurturing the fervent hope that he would, one day, tread the path blazed by Ali. She yearned for him to become a shining beacon of hope, a valiant defender of their people's heritage, and a warrior committed to restoring the long-faded glory of their ancestors.
But, as they often said in Turba, "The wind blows contrary to what a ship desires."
Nisay was undeniably a remarkable fighter and a clever young man. However, the ardor of youth had veiled his vision, causing him to revere Ceres rather than the leader of the rebels, Ali.
As the time came for Nisay to bid his parents farewell, their hearts ached to see their only son embarking on a path that contradicted everything they had striven to instill in him.
"Mother, Father, this is my choice, and I implore you to respect it," Nisay declared.
But his father, Walid, could not contain his disappointment. "Aiding the enemy of humanity isn't a choice, it's a curse. Your actions will bring shame upon our family for generations."
Nisay countered, frustration edging into his voice, "Father, what am I to do here in this desolate tribe? Marry and raise children?"
A wistful smile graced Walid's lips as he replied, "As if it were so simple. Marriage and children are the very essence of life. Without them, humanity would cease to exist."
Fatima gathered her courage and spoke, her voice filled with a mix of nostalgia and concern. "The day Ali's mother pulled you from within me and placed you in my arms, you were a tiny, red bundle, filling our humble tent with your cries. I cradled you and whispered my dreams, believing that one day, like King Tamim centuries ago, you would rule Turba."
Nisay, resolute in his convictions, responded, "That is precisely what I am striving to achieve, Mother. Ceres seeks to better the world, and I believe my place is within his council."
Fatima's eyes clouded with sadness as she countered her son, her words carrying the weight of a mother's sorrow. "You are mistaken, my son. He is a monster, a war criminal. I can only hope that one day you will come to realize this truth," she said, her voice trembling, "I pray that it won't be too late when that day comes."
With a tight embrace, Nisay bid farewell to his parents, his heart brimming with determination as he embarked on the path that would take him to what he believed was the most extraordinary place on earth—a realm where one's wildest aspirations could take root and flourish. Throughout his journey, he had absorbed countless tales of individuals hailing from distant kingdoms who had joined the Union, forging destinies as craftsmen, healers, and prosperous merchants. Yet, amid these varied possibilities, Nisay harbored a singular ambition—the military. In his eyes, it represented the quickest conduit to realizing his dreams, a path that would allow him to demonstrate to the world the righteousness of his conviction.
Nisay's journey brought him to the magnificent bridge that spanned the divide, and his heart quickened with awe in the face of its grandeur. The bridge, a testament to both engineering and artistry, captivated his senses with its majestic beauty. With resolute determination, he urged his steed forward, guiding his horse toward the gateway that loomed ahead. The entrance was diligently guarded by two imposing and well-built soldiers, their presence a testament to the empire's might.
"State your name and purpose for being here," one of the soldiers demanded as Nisay approached the gate.
With palpable excitement, Nisay replied, "My name is Nisay, and I've come to participate in the tournament." He eagerly handed over his certificate, his anticipation unabated.
The soldier's face broke into a welcoming smile as he accepted the certificate. "You're most welcome, Nisay," he said warmly. "I wish you the best of luck in your endeavors."
As Nisay stepped through the gates and into the heart of the castle, a sense of wonder washed over him. He marveled at the realization that only a few rounds of fighting stood between him and his cherished dream. Everything he had heard about the Union was indeed true—the sprawling edifices were monumental in scale, adorned with vibrant colors, and the thoroughfares were immaculate, devoid of the destitute beggars that were a common sight in Turba. The people he passed were elegantly dressed, exuding an air of prosperity.
After wandering through the city for hours, Nisay found himself at a hostel. To his surprise, the reception was manned by a striking young woman with flowing blonde hair. A smile graced his lips as he pondered why such places in Turba were typically staffed by old and ugly men.
"My name is Emma, how can I assist you?" the girl inquired with a friendly smile.
Nisay returned the smile and responded, "I'm Nisay, and I'd like to book a night here."
Emma received the certificate from her new guest and examined it for a moment before saying, "You're most welcome. I wish you the best of luck." With that, she handed Nisay his certificate back and provided him with the keys to his chamber. Notably, she did not request any payment.
The room Nisay entered was spacious, its walls bathed in a rich shade of deep red that seemed to dance with the flickering light of the candles perched in ornate holders. The air was fragrant with a subtle blend of incense and the fresh aroma of pine from the nearby forests. Two opulent beds stood within, their frames carved with intricate designs depicting scenes of ancient lore and heroism. Each bed was draped in fine linens the color of cream, promising comfort and rest.
In between the beds, a sturdy oak table was adorned with pitchers of refreshing juice, the liquid sparkling like jewels in the candlelight. A basket beside it was brimming with an assortment of fresh fruits, their colors vibrant and inviting. Apples with skin as red as rubies, oranges as bright as the sun, and bunches of grapes in shades of amethyst and emerald.
As Nisay's gaze swept across the room, he couldn't help but marvel at the hospitality of the Union. The care taken in every detail, from the plush carpets underfoot to the soft glow of the room, spoke of a deep commitment to comfort and luxury. He wished he could convey this generosity to his friends back in Turba, to share with them the warmth and welcome he had found in such an unexpected place.
The following morning, as Nisay prepared to depart the hostel, the girl at the reception called out to him, "Sir, you haven't settled your payment for your stay!"
A flush of embarrassment crept over Nisay. He knew he couldn't admit that he had mistakenly believed the accommodation to be free. Instead, he replied, "My apologies, I usually pay in advance."
"No problem! It's five silver coins," the innkeeper declared.
Nisay was so surprised that he had to ask her to repeat herself. "I'm sorry, but I only stayed one night," he replied, assuming there had been a mistake.
With a friendly smile, the blond girl explained, "Your overnight stay costs one coin, but the rest is for the sumptuous food, the luxurious silk sheet, and the enchanting music played next to your window."
"But I didn't request any of that," Nisay protested.
Emma was accustomed to such reactions from strangers and had a ready response. "You didn't say no either!"
Nisay glanced over and noticed two guards eyeing him, realizing he had fallen victim to a clever trick. Reluctantly, he reached into his pouch and handed over the coins.
However, his ordeal wasn't over. While he was untying his horse, a soldier approached and demanded payment for shelter and food for his horse, totaling one silver coin.
Nisay's first day in Union unfolded quite differently than he had expected. The grandiose tales he'd heard of this place seemed worlds apart from the reality before him. Nevertheless, he was determined to make the most of it. 
His destination was the renowned "Training Field," a sprawling expanse of rugged terrain that dwarfed even the mighty Arena in scale. As he approached this hallowed ground, Nisay couldn't help but marvel at the sheer magnitude of it. It was a place where dreams were forged in sweat and blood, where warriors honed their skills for the ultimate test—the gladiatorial tournament.
Amidst the dust and clamor, Nisay spotted a figure that stood out amidst the chaotic backdrop—a man of seasoned years, his hair a stormy gray, and a meticulously groomed mustache that seemed to defy the ruggedness of the Training Field. This man, seated upon a simple wooden chair, was encircled by a motley crew of shirtless, sinewy warriors, their faces etched with the camaraderie of shared battles and inside jokes.
"Excuse me," Nisay began, his voice steady despite the atmosphere of mockery that hung in the air. "My name is Nisay, and I'd like to register for the tournament."
His words were met with a sudden burst of laughter, a cacophony of amusement that reverberated through the Training Field. Nisay, acutely aware that he did not possess the brawny stature of the other aspirants, knew they were taunting him for his perceived lack of size and strength. He squared his shoulders, determination shining in his eyes, as he awaited the gatekeeper's response.
The old man, his face etched with wisdom earned through countless battles, silenced the uproar with a single command. "Silence! Every man, regardless of stature, has the right to participate in the tournament."
However, one of the boisterous men couldn't resist the opportunity to jest, his words dripping with condescension. "Yes, every man, not a girl!"
Nisay, unwilling to tolerate his rudeness and mockery, retorted with a hint of defiance, "I wonder if that ugly smile will stay on your face when I crush your head."
Laughter erupted once more, but this time, it was short-lived. The gladiator who had mocked Nisay, his eyes burning with rage, advanced toward him in a menacing manner. "Say that again!" he growled, his voice dripping with a palpable threat.
Nisay didn't back down. "You're not just dumb, but deaf too!"
The gladiator, blinded by rage, reared back and swung a powerful fist toward Nisay's face. But Nisay, quick and nimble, dodged the attack with ease, causing the gladiator to stumble and fall to the unforgiving ground.
"Giant and slow? Such traits befit a bovine beast more than a warrior!" Nisay quipped, his confidence unwavering.
"Enough!" shouted the old man, his voice echoing like a thunderclap. "If you want to prove your strength, the Arena is the only place for that!"
Nisay lowered his head, realizing the impropriety of his outburst, and offered a heartfelt apology. The gladiator, now back on his feet, seethed with a promise of vengeance. "I will cut you in half!" he threatened.
Ignoring the threat, Nisay kept his composure and waited for his registration to be completed. The old man, his stern gaze softened by a hint of understanding, handed Nisay a key to his new room.
As Nisay crossed the threshold into his assigned quarters, an unexpected sight greeted him. There, in the center of the elegantly furnished room, stood a young boy, no more than fourteen summers old. His attire was simple yet neat, befitting one in service. The boy's eyes, bright and observant, followed Nisay's every move with a mix of curiosity and respect.
Before Nisay could voice the question forming in his mind, the boy stepped forward with a poise that belied his years. "My name is Oliver," he announced, his voice clear and steady. "I have been appointed to serve you during the tournament," he added, offering a polite bow that spoke of practiced formality.
Observing the lad's earnest demeanor, Nisay's initial surprise softened into a warm, appreciative smile. Extending his hand, not as a superior to a subordinate but as one would to a newfound ally, he said, "Well met, Oliver. I am Nisay." His gesture bridged the gap between them, marking the beginning of a camaraderie that promised to extend beyond the mere roles of master and servant.
"I have never seen any man fight like you," Oliver remarked, his eyes filled with admiration and curiosity, forming the first bonds of camaraderie in this unfamiliar world of gladiators.
"You think I will win the tournament?" Nisay inquired, his voice carrying a tinge of uncertainty.
Oliver's response was brimming with confidence, a testament to the faith he had in Nisay. "Are you kidding me? It will be a piece of cake for a man with your skills."
Nisay appreciated the vote of confidence but was curious about Oliver's own circumstances. "Do you know how to fight?" he asked, sensing a story behind the young man's demeanor.
The question caused Oliver to lower his head, a shadow of sadness crossing his features before he replied in a hushed tone, "I'm a slave, Lord Nisay. I have no right to fight."
Nisay was taken aback by this revelation. "I thought there was no slavery in the empire," he said with genuine surprise.
Oliver's response was tinged with bitterness. "They started calling us 'servants,' but we're still owned by masters. Our titles may have changed, but our chains remain."
Curiosity gnawed at Nisay as he delved deeper into the plight of the young man. "You have wages, don't you?" he asked.
The young servant shook his head, his expression one of resignation. "A few coins, not enough to afford anything here. Most of us don't even bother taking wages. Instead, we dedicate ourselves to our masters in exchange for a room to sleep in and food on our plates. It's a life of servitude, one where freedom is but a distant dream."
The revelations from Oliver, coupled with the unsettling experiences he had endured at the hostel, forced Nisay to confront some harsh truths about the empire. It was becoming increasingly evident that everything he had been led to believe was a facade, a carefully constructed illusion to maintain the appearance of a utopian society.
In reality, the empire was far from the paradise it claimed to be. Flowery words and grand titles masked a grim reality. People might have received what seemed like good wages, but the exorbitant cost of living and the weight of oppressive taxes and fines ensured that they could never truly enjoy the fruits of their labor. The empire's grandeur was built on the backs of its citizens, who struggled to make ends meet while their rulers reveled in opulence.
Nisay, though deeply troubled by these revelations, was not yet ready to admit to himself that his mother had been right all along. He was acutely aware that he had spent only a brief time within the empire's borders, far too short a period for a fair judgment. Instead of dwelling on the injustices he had uncovered, he made a conscious decision to channel his energy and focus on what lay ahead—his upcoming fight in the tournament.
The following morning, Nisay found himself in the company of Oliver once again, who escorted him to a waiting room filled with thirty-one men, each accompanied by their own servants. The vibrant pride that had radiated from these fighters the day before had vanished, replaced by a palpable sense of anxiety and uncertainty. Nisay couldn't help but notice the transformation in their demeanor.
Curiosity got the better of him, and he turned to his servant. "Why do they all seem so worried?" Nisay asked, gesturing to the somber faces that surrounded him.
Oliver, a hint of concern in his eyes, leaned in to offer an explanation. "The first round of the tournament, Nisay, is the toughest one. It's a trial by fire. Your adversary could be anything."
Nisay's eyes widened at the cryptic statement. "Anything?" he echoed, his voice tinged with a mix of curiosity and trepidation.
Oliver nodded solemnly. "Yes, anything. It could be a group of ten seasoned gladiators, each as skilled as the next, or it could even be a fearsome beast, a creature of the arena that has devoured countless fighters before you. The first round is designed to test not just your combat prowess but your adaptability and survival instincts. It's a proving ground where the unforeseen is the norm."
Nisay had always been fearless when it came to facing human adversaries in combat. However, the revelation that he might be pitted against wild animals in the tournament left him with a gnawing sense of unease. The prospect of confronting creatures not bound by reason or restraint weighed heavily on his mind.
As the moments passed and the tension in the waiting room continued to mount, Nisay's concerns deepened. The first gladiator was summoned, and a hushed silence fell over the room. Gladiators and their servants alike crowded around a window, straining to catch a glimpse of their comrade as he made his way into the Arena.
Nisay's heart quickened, and a sense of foreboding settled in the pit of his stomach as he watched his fellow fighter step into the spotlight. The entire room held its collective breath, and then, with a gasp, liquid began to pour from between the legs of the gladiator who stood alone in the Arena.
The sight that met his eyes was enough to send shivers down Nisay's spine and confirm his worst fears. Before the hapless gladiator, a colossal, hulking bear had been released—a formidable adversary, its primal ferocity evident in every sinewy muscle and gleaming fang. The gladiator's terrified reaction was undeniable proof of the peril that awaited them all in the brutal trials of the tournament.
In the Arena, the desperate gladiator turned left and right, a hunted look in his eyes as he sought any potential refuge from the menacing bear that loomed over him. But there was no escape, and the heavy doors that could have offered salvation remained firmly locked.
Gritting his teeth and clutching his spear, the gladiator summoned his last reserves of courage and sprinted towards the towering beast. He thrust his weapon, aiming for a fatal blow, but the blade barely grazed the bear's massive frame. In a terrifying display of strength, the bear seized the spear with its formidable jaws and flung it aside with contempt. Without hesitation, it lashed out, its enormous paw striking the gladiator's throat, and three of its razor-sharp claws plunged deep into his flesh.
The unfortunate man fell to the ground, gasping for air as he choked on his own blood. The bear, its primal instincts awakened, grew even more excited, and it wasted no time in devouring the hapless gladiator. The gruesome spectacle delighted the bloodthirsty attendees, whose cheers echoed through the Arena. But those who watched from the windows above, the fellow fighters and their servants, were gripped by a bone-chilling terror, their faces ashen and their hearts heavy with dread. Among them, Nisay and Oliver couldn't tear their eyes away from the horrifying scene unfolding below.
The brutal carnage didn't end there. Three more gladiators met gruesome ends at the claws and jaws of different monstrous beasts. The fifth round of the tournament brought a collective sigh of relief to Nisay and Oliver. The gladiator stepping into the Arena faced a regular man, devoid of the savage brutality that had characterized the previous battles.
Curiosity gnawing at Nisay, he turned to Oliver. "How come he got to fight a regular gladiator?" he asked, perplexed by the apparent inconsistency.
Oliver's response was tinged with cynicism. "I bet his master greased the palms of the tournament organizers with gold," he replied, his tone reflecting the harsh realities of an empire where power and influence often dictated the course of events.
As the chaotic aftermath of the previous battle still hung heavy in the air, a voice pierced through the clamor, demanding Nisay's attention. "Nisay from Turba, you're next!" The announcement echoed throughout the Arena, setting Nisay's heart racing with a mixture of anticipation and apprehension.
Turning to face his new companion, Oliver locked eyes with Nisay and offered words of encouragement that resonated deep within his soul. "I believe in you!" Oliver's unwavering faith provided a glimmer of reassurance in the face of impending adversity.
Resolute, Nisay marched into the Arena, fully expecting to hear his name screamed by the spectators. Instead, the stands erupted with whistles and laughter, mocking him as he strode into the spotlight. Undeterred by the jeers and taunts, he chose to focus on the one thing that mattered—the adversary awaiting him.
He knew he'd rather face ten human gladiators than contend with the terrifying beasts that had devoured his comrades. 
When the massive gate swung open, revealing Nisay's opponent, an eerie silence enveloped the Arena, stifling the raucous crowd. Nisay's eyes widened in disbelief as he beheld his adversary—an immense serpent, coiled and poised to strike, its length stretching to at least nine feet. Its gaping maw revealed rows of long, venom-dripping fangs, glistening ominously in the dim light of the Arena.
In that harrowing moment, Nisay knew he was about to face a foe unlike any other—a creature from the darkest nightmares of gladiators. The epic battle that lay ahead promised not only to test his mettle but also to push the boundaries of his courage and skill to their very limits.
In the moments leading up to the fateful battle, Nisay had contemplated every possible scenario and believed he could outmaneuver any mammalian adversary. However, standing face to face with the grotesque serpent, his confidence wavered. The creature's unpredictable movements and fearsome appearance left him unsure of how to defeat it or even evade its deadly strikes.
A tense stillness settled over the Arena as both combatants paused, the audience's anticipatory murmurs growing into fervent cheers. Nisay unsheathed his twin daggers and took a defensive stance, bracing for the serpent's advance. The snake, after a moment, began to slither menacingly toward him, its approach swift and unnerving. Nisay held his ground, his senses on high alert.
Just as the two adversaries were on the brink of a collision, Nisay executed a lightning-fast maneuver, darting to the right and narrowly avoiding the snake's lunging attack. The crowd gasped in awe at his agility. However, the serpent was not finished. In a sudden motion, it lashed out with its tail, seeking to strike Nisay from behind. Quick as lightning, Nisay leaned backward, evading the deadly blow by a hair's breadth. The Arena spectators were left in stunned silence at the gladiator's astounding flexibility and survival instincts.
Nisay's senses were heightened as he grappled with the formidable serpent, searching for any advantage he could find. In a moment of inspiration, he seized an opportunity and raised his voice in the Arena, calling out, "Oliver, pass me a glove!"
Despite Oliver's lack of a glove, he refused to give up. Determinedly, he approached the nearby gladiators, one by one, beseeching them to lend Nisay a glove. However, none of them were willing to part with their precious gear, their apprehension about the outcome of the fight overshadowing any camaraderie they might have felt.
In the face of adversity, Nisay resorted to stalling, using his extraordinary flexibility to evade the serpent's deadly strikes. He contorted and rolled with breathtaking agility, narrowly avoiding the serpent's jaws each time it lunged at him. It was a deadly dance, and Nisay knew that even the slightest brush of the serpent's fangs could spell his doom.
Then, an unexpected benefactor emerged from the crowd—a woman whose curiosity outweighed any concern for the gladiator's fate. She cast her glove into the Arena, driven by the desire to witness how this unusual aid might assist in the battle.
Nisay didn't waste a moment. He snatched up the glove, quickly donning it, and raised his hand in gratitude to the generous lady. With newfound determination, he confronted the serpent, which was now inching ever closer, its malevolent eyes fixed on its prey.
As the serpent lunged once more, its mouth gaping wide, Nisay astounded the audience by executing a breathtaking maneuver. He somersaulted backward with incredible speed, stopping next to the Arena wall as if he had been cornered. With clenched fists, he awaited the serpent's impending assault.
The beast, a mere inches from Nisay, made its move, leaping toward him with its venomous fangs exposed. The spectators held their breath, expecting to witness the gladiator retrieve his dagger in a desperate bid for survival.
However, Nisay had a different plan. In a bold and unexpected move, he thrust his gloved fist directly into the serpent's gaping maw, using the glove's reinforced protection to shatter its two formidable fangs. The serpent recoiled in agony, disoriented by the unexpected strike. Capitalizing on this brief moment of vulnerability, Nisay asserted control. He placed his feet firmly on the serpent's head, drawing his sword and severing it from its body.
The Arena fell into a momentary hush before erupting in cheers from the waiting room. "He's the new Ila!" declared Nisay's newfound friend, Oliver. The entire Arena audience rose to their feet, showering him with applause for his astonishing performance.






  
  Chapter 3 


Ceres awoke from a nightmarish dream, one that had haunted him before – his daughter, Leah, slaughtering him. It was a gruesome vision that never failed to shake him to the core. Thirsty and disoriented, he reached for a pitcher of water, draining it in a single gulp as he attempted to banish the unsettling images from his mind. 
Before he could fully collect his thoughts, a knock on his door disrupted his solitude. He knew it must be of utmost importance for a servant to dare interrupt his privacy.
"Your Highness, Lord Ramessess wishes to speak with you. He insists it's a matter of great urgency," the servant reported, bowing before Ceres.
"Tell him he can find me in the council room," Ceres ordered, and with a sense of haste, he began to prepare himself.
Upon reaching the council room, he found Ramessess kneeling before him. The sight of his visitor brought a rare smile to Ceres' lips. "Your Highness, I bear great tidings," Ramessess began.
"Speak!" commanded Ceres.
"Hamman has successfully infiltrated the rebels’ defenses. He eliminated three of their trainers, including the traitor Eliot," Ramessess reported.
Ceres let out a sigh of satisfaction. "Now, that's the kind of news that brightens my day."
Ramessess continued, "That's not all, Your Highness. The deaths of these people have thrown their ranks into disarray. Panic has ensued, with hundreds of rebels fleeing in every direction. Dharatee and Grondies are pointing fingers at each other, creating chaos within their ranks."
Ceres rose from his seat, a triumphant smile gracing his features. Ramessess sought guidance on their next steps.
"Send a message to Hamman, instructing him to bring me one of the rebels alive," Ceres commanded.
Ramessess was taken aback by the unexpected request. "I thought your goal was to have him capture Princess Leah, Your Highness?"
The smile faded from Ceres' face, replaced with a stern determination. "She's no longer a princess."
As they continued their conversation, a guard entered the council chamber, informing them that the generals were requesting an audience. Ceres welcomed them, his countenance no longer bearing the pallor of earlier unease but radiating confidence and resolve.
The generals took their seats, relieved to see the Emperor in high spirits, a stark contrast to the somber mood they had grown accustomed to. Ceres' expression was that of a man who had found a renewed sense of purpose, and it gave them hope in the midst of their tumultuous times.
Ceres extended an invitation to Giovani, the chief of foreign affairs, to present his project to the gathered generals. Giovani rose from his seat and began to address the assembly, "Your Highness, my lords, it is undeniable that we boast the finest military. Our soldiers receive a comprehensive education from the tender age of seven, enriched by the wisdom of esteemed speakers, fostering their determination. Yet a mere few thousand rebels, lacking experience in battle and devoid of the discipline of warfare, managed to defeat twenty thousand of our own soldiers, led by our legendary chief, Olaf." A heavy silence followed Giovani's statement, and he cleared his throat before continuing, "Do you ever wonder why?"
The unspoken answer lingered in the minds of the generals: the assistance of Leah, Ceres' daughter. Yet none dared to utter her name in such a negative context. Ceres anticipated their unspoken thoughts and spoke on their behalf, "The first time Giovani posed this question to me, I attributed our defeat to my daughter's involvement."
This revelation surprised everyone. Giovani seized the opportunity to clarify, "Even with her assistance, we faced less than ten thousand rebel soldiers, and many of them were unskilled in combat. In my estimation, it is the determination of their leaders that sets them apart. They approach problems differently, unburdened by the constraints of discipline."
The new head of the military rose, his voice tinged with anger, "Are you suggesting that our military lacks discipline?"
Giovani quickly addressed the issue, "No, my lord, I am not challenging our military's discipline. Rather, I am advocating for diversity within the military. Presently, every soldier undergoes the same curriculum, resulting in a majority who rely on orders rather than taking independent initiative."
The military chief, Lord Robert, interrupted, his voice laden with irritation, "Lord Giovani, could you get to the point, please?"
Giovani offered his apologies for his circuitous explanation and continued, "What our military lacks are individuals with a wild streak—those unencumbered by rigid discipline, driven by a powerful survival instinct, and capable of thinking beyond the conventional."
Lord Robert couldn't contain his displeasure, exclaiming, "With all due respect, Lord Giovani, this notion is preposterous! We are an empire, and without discipline, we would descend into chaos!"
Ramessess interjected this time, correcting Lord Robert, "Patience, Lord Robert. Lord Giovani is not proposing an overhaul of our military system but the inclusion of these unconventional soldiers within it."
Giovani expressed his gratitude to the prime advisor and continued, "Exactly, Your Grace. We can leverage our annual tournament. Instead of rewarding the winner with gold, we can offer them a leadership position within the military. In doing so, we can introduce the unorthodox element that our military needs."
None dared to challenge this proposal as Giovani added, "Remember, Hamman was a previous tournament winner. Upon receiving his reward, he didn't return to his kingdom, Solum. Instead, he volunteered to join our military. The results speak for themselves." Giovani's statement was punctuated by the ongoing tournament, which featured two exceptional fighters, Emir from Toprak and Nisay from Turba.

      [image: image-placeholder]The gladiator Emir had already dispatched a lion and four ruthless gladiators. As for Nisay, he had the crowd chanting his name after vanquishing a snake, a bear, a tiger, and even two giant gladiators simultaneously. The arena buzzed with anticipation as the final round loomed, and the true champion would soon be determined. This ultimate showdown pitted Emir against Nisay.
Predicting the outcome was no easy task. Both combatants wielded swords and spears with exceptional skill and boasted lightning-quick reflexes. Surprisingly, most Unionists favored Emir, perceiving his size advantage as pivotal; his muscular arms were three times the size of Nisay's.
However, a minority placed their bets on the Turban, trusting in his agility and dexterity to outmaneuver his bulkier adversary. Even Ramessess, the prime advisor, had placed his wager on Emir and was eagerly anticipating this battle, sitting ringside.
His arrival was the final touch of grandeur, taking a seat at the center, adjacent to the royal family. 
Helena, Ceres' second daughter, was the sole member of the royal family in attendance. A striking contrast to her older sister Leah, Helena had inherited her mother's features, sporting blond hair, blue eyes, and golden locks, though she lacked Leah's towering stature.
Spotting the prime advisor, Helena leaped to her feet and embraced him warmly. Ramessess praised her, stating, "My dear princess, I've always considered you to be His Highness's true heir."
Helena harbored a deep-seated aversion to her elder sister, one that had festered even before Leah's betrayal. The prime advisor's words filled her with elation, and she declared, "I would give anything to be in that arena, Lord Ramessess."
Her reply took Ramessess by surprise, and he inquired, "Who would you wish to fight, my princess?"
Helena's response was sharp and vengeful, "I don't want to fight; I want to kill. There is no one in this universe I desire to see with her throat cut more than that traitor Leah."
A chuckling Ramessess remarked, "You are indeed a female version of your father."
After their exchange, Ramessess ascended, and the Arena fell silent as he addressed the people, "Citizens of Union, this year we have chosen to pay tribute to our allies and extend them an opportunity to join our empire. However, to earn the privilege of becoming a part of the Union, they must display exceptional skills befitting our great alliance. Out of the initial thirty-two gladiators, only two remain: Emir from Toprak and Nisay from Turba. Today, we shall determine a victor."
Cheers filled the Arena, but Ramessess' words stirred disappointment within Nisay. The speech highlighted how the empire perceived those from the seven kingdoms, as individuals with questionable origins and little value. Nevertheless, Nisay redirected his focus to the impending duel, brushing aside the empire's judgment. He yearned to seize the prize but knew he must first survive Emir's formidable challenge – a hulking fighter encased in iron armor, wielding a massive five-foot sword.
Before Ramessess signaled the commencement of the battle, Emir opted to taunt his opponent, well-aware of his own skills, "I shall cleave you in twain and feed your remains to the hounds!"
Nisay countered by unsheathing two daggers and retorting, "I can see where your bravado stems from. Do you truly believe your suit and helmet will shield you from my blades?"
In response to Emir's silence, Nisay continued his verbal sparring, "You do realize there are a few vulnerable inches left exposed around your neck? It's there that I'll drive my dagger."
"Let the battle begin!" proclaimed Ramessess.
Nisay sprang into action, dashing forward as Emir raised his sword in anticipation. Emir swung the weapon with both hands and gestured toward Nisay, who nimbly evaded the attack, bounding like a jaguar. True to his promise, Nisay plunged his left-hand dagger into the exposed area around Emir's neck. The colossal Topraki gladiator crumpled to the ground after a single devastating strike, rendering the arena eerily silent.
Ramessess was the first to rise from his seat, applauding Nisay's astonishing feat. The crowd soon erupted in cheers, filling Nisay's heart with elation. The sight of so many people hailing him for his incredible performance reaffirmed his belief that he was on the right path to realizing his dream.
Nisay's victorious moment was followed by the approach of a fair-haired lady, her red suede dress signifying her noble birth. Nisay knelt respectfully in her presence, and without delay, she addressed him, "Rise, Nisay. Today, you are the reigning King of the Arena. I, Princess Helena, pledge my word."
With his head still lowered, Nisay responded with gratitude, "Your grace, your honor humbles me."
Princess Helena took his arm and requested that he stand beside her. As she raised his hand, the entire assembly rose to their feet, showering them with applause. Nisay was ecstatic, struggling to comprehend that hundreds of highborn individuals were chanting his name and declaring him the Arena's King.
That night, sleep eluded Nisay. Oliver remained at his side, reiterating the rewards that awaited him: a grand house, three horses, two servant girls, and a thousand gold coins. Nisay's next words filled Oliver's heart with joy: "How can I employ you? I will need your assistance here."
Tears welled in Oliver's eyes as he replied, "There is nothing that would please me more. However, I remain bound by a four-year contract."
Nisay inquired, "Can the contract be terminated?"
Oliver explained, "It can be done either by offering a sum of silver or gold to my employer or by having one of the generals request my release on your behalf."
Nisay beamed, "I have a meeting with the prime advisor tomorrow. I will ask him to secure your release."
Oliver blushed and posed another question, "What if he refuses?"
Nisay's resolve shone through as he declared, "If it takes a hundred gold coins, I will pay it."
Kneeling before Nisay, Oliver expressed, "Consider me your new servant, my lord."
Nisay smiled and instructed him to rest. The following day, Nisay was escorted to Ramessess' residence. The royal abode left him awestruck, from the intricate details of the walls to the grace of the servant ladies who attended to it.
Nisay's weapons were confiscated from him before he gained entry to the prime advisor's office, a cube-shaped room with a red carpeted floor and light gray walls. A desk sat at the back, with four chairs placed in front of it.
Nisay knelt respectfully before Ramessess, who was seated in an armchair behind the desk. After a brief pause, Ramessess looked at Nisay and inquired, "Do you know why you're here?"
"It's hard to predict what might be in a mind like yours, your grace," replied Nisay.
Ramessess smiled. "I thought you would say that you're here to collect your prize."
"Meeting a man in your position is a great reward, your grace," Nisay reiterated.
Ramessess, not one for compliments, quickly got to the point. "There's still one task you have to carry out to redeem your prize," Nisay looked surprised as the prime advisor continued, "One last combat."
Ramessess had left Nisay with no room for disagreement, and the Turban gladiator was left troubled by this unexpected turn of events. His new friend Oliver, sensing the gravity of the situation, was deeply concerned for Nisay. He understood that this wouldn't be a typical fight, but rather an extraordinary challenge that lay ahead. With a heavy heart, Oliver chose to keep his concerns to himself and quietly excused himself, heading to his chamber.
The following morning, Nisay found himself standing in the waiting room of the Arena, a place that separated him from the opportunity to etch his name into history with one final battle. The air was electric with anticipation, and Nisay's name was chanted by the roaring crowd. Even though the audience included young highborn girls throwing flowers onto the battlefield, there was an underlying tension that Nisay couldn't ignore.
Ramessess took the stage, his voice carrying through the Arena as he addressed the people of Union. He spoke highly of Nisay, mentioning that even the Union's ruler, his highness, held great regard for the talented gladiator and had plans for his future. However, today would be different. It wouldn't be a test of Nisay's physical prowess, as that had already been proven. Instead, it would challenge his loyalty to the Union.
As Nisay listened to these ominous words, he couldn't help but feel uneasy about what awaited him. The prime advisor continued, revealing the true nature of the task. Nisay had been appointed to execute an enemy of the Union. A wave of relief washed over him upon realizing that this was merely a matter of carrying out the execution of a criminal already sentenced to death.
Nisay retrieved his sword and waited, ready to complete his grim duty. However, when the detainee finally appeared, Nisay's hands went numb with shock and dread. The person he was ordered to kill was none other than his newfound friend, Oliver, who was now shackled and barely able to walk. Oliver avoided making eye contact with Nisay, unable to meet his gaze.
Overcome with emotion, Nisay took hesitant steps towards Ramessess. As he approached, two guards positioned themselves in front of the prime advisor, and two others poised their spears, waiting for the signal to execute Nisay. Yet in an act of defiance and desperation, Nisay dropped his sword and raised his voice.
"Your grace, this boy is my friend. May I know his crime?" he cried out, his heart pounding in his chest.
Ramessess, unmoved by Nisay's plea, ordered the two guards to move away from his sight. In a stern and unwavering tone, he replied, "No, you may not. Do what you are asked, or prepare yourself for punishment."
Before Nisay could form a response, a voice from behind him broke through the tension. It was Oliver, who had found the courage to speak.
"Don't worry about me, my friend. I'm a dead man already. If you refuse to kill me, they will kill us both. I'd rather die by the hands of a brave and decent man like you, than a pathetic soldier," Oliver declared.
Overwhelmed and torn, Nisay turned his face away, his head filled with conflicting thoughts. Oliver persisted, pleading with his friend.
"I'm asking you as a friend to be my executioner. Make it quick, please," he insisted.
Nisay's mind raced, considering every possible way to free both himself and Oliver from this nightmarish situation. Ultimately, he concluded that the best course of action was to follow through with this gruesome task, but he couldn't stifle his tears any longer. He picked up his sword, his hand trembling, and prepared to carry out the grim deed.
Oliver implored Nisay to look at him, their eyes meeting in a moment of profound connection. A smile graced Oliver's lips, a gesture of both gratitude and acceptance.
"Promise me that you will avenge me," Oliver urged, his voice unwavering.
With a heavy heart and trembling hand, Nisay held his sword with his right hand. He used his left hand to steady the blade and, with a quavering voice, he slowly drove it through Oliver's heart. As life ebbed away from his friend, Nisay made a solemn promise.
"I promise," he whispered, his voice quivering with sorrow.
The tumultuous emotions that swirled within Nisay were drowned out by the cheering and applause of the Arena's audience as he carried his friend's lifeless body away from that dreadful place.






  
  Chapter 4


Sofia was still grieving and had distanced herself from everyone, even her best friend, Leah. One morning, as she walked through the forest, she spotted a man sitting next to a tree, his face wet with tears. She recalled his elegant gesture when Eliot had passed away. He had brought her a flower and offered his condolences for her loss. 
Sofia approached Leo, her voice gentle and filled with empathy as she attempted to console the grieving man. "Leo, death is an inevitable part of life, a path we all must eventually take. Just last week, it was Eliot's turn to embark on that journey, and any day, it could be ours as well."
Leo's sorrow was profound, his voice trembling as he spoke of the mentor he had lost. "He was incredibly patient with me. I learned more from him in days than I had in years."
Tears welled up in Sofia's eyes as she recalled the memory of Eliot's enduring guidance and support. "You will find a teacher like Eliot, I promise. So get up and wash your face. It's what he would have wanted."
With these words of encouragement, Sofia turned and walked away, leaving Leo to grapple with his grief. She departed somewhat reassured by his response but remained blissfully unaware of the man's true intentions.
Leo, or so he appeared to be, was a name he had adopted to deceive the Free People. His real name was Hamman, and he had been dispatched as a lone operative, a hidden weapon, in lieu of an entire army. His mission: to infiltrate the ranks of the rebels and eradicate them from within.
Hamman's mission had unfolded with sinister precision. He had successfully eliminated four exceptional trainers within the rebel ranks, each death pushing the Free People closer to the brink of defeat. Every day, he ventured deep into the darkened forest, awaiting secret messages from Ramessess. The most recent message had been signed by Ceres himself, the emperor, commending Hamman for his ruthless efficiency and assigning him one final, seemingly impossible mission.
‘Bring me one of the seven rebels alive,’ the message read, ‘and you shall secure a seat in my council.’
Given the rebels' history of defiance and their formidable skills, this appeared to be an insurmountable task. Yet Hamman remained unshaken in his confidence, his heart filled with treacherous resolve as he plotted the downfall of those he had infiltrated, all while maintaining the mask of the loyal Leo.

      [image: image-placeholder]The seven rebels gathered in a dimly lit chamber, their faces etched with anger and concern, their thoughts heavy with the weight of recent events. Seated around a rugged wooden table were their new allies, Nadufa and John from Grond, as well as Leah and Sofia. Arsalan, the group's military chief, was particularly tormented, his emotions swirling as he felt responsible for the deaths of his comrades, especially Ali.
The Topraki had been entrusted with the role of military chief, but witnessing the brutal demise of four of their finest warriors had shattered his self-confidence. He couldn't help but carry the burden of their deaths on his shoulders.
As if sensing Arsalan's inner turmoil, Ali, the group's leader, broke the tense silence. His voice was measured, and his eyes held a glint of determination. "A traitor infiltrated our walls and killed our men from behind, like a coward," he stated. "This is everyone's responsibility, not just the military chief's."
Arsalan knew Ali was attempting to share the burden, but he disagreed, and his voice betrayed his unwavering determination. "This is a security breach, which makes me the only one responsible here."
Ali's response was firm, and he showed no mercy. "Save your self-pity until we catch the spy, or more innocent people will keep dying."
The room fell into a contemplative silence as the weight of their mission pressed down on each of them. Ideas were exchanged, strategies discussed, and Ali found merit in the suggestions put forward. He urged everyone to work covertly on their plans to unmask the killer. When the meeting concluded, Ali retained only Alighieri, his loyal confidant.
"What do you think?" Ali inquired, his eyes focused intently on Alighieri.
"About the killer?" Alighieri questioned for clarification.
"No, I'm talking about our companions," Ali responded, a shadow of concern clouding his features.
Alighieri's brows furrowed in surprise. "They've all proven themselves to be strong in the past, so there's nothing to worry about. If you're concerned about Arsalan, I can assure you he's a wise man and would never do something foolish."
Ali, however, couldn't shake the unease that Nora's actions had stirred within him. "It's not Arsalan I'm worried about; it's Nora. You know her, she won't rest until she catches this traitor, who happens to be extremely dangerous."
Alighieri's disagreement was palpable, but Ali decided not to engage in debate. He instead asked his Solumy friend to discreetly keep an eye on Nora. 
Ali's instincts were right; Nora was harboring a secret agenda, one she concealed from the rest of the group.
Each day, she diligently inspected the area where the four lifeless bodies had been discovered. The same weapon had been used to take their lives, and the killer was right-handed, as deduced from the wounds. What troubled her, however, was the curious lack of blood at the crime scenes. The wounds were deep and fatal, yet there was a paucity of blood around the victims' bodies. Nora scoured every nook and cranny within the walls, interviewing residents, but no explanation emerged.
Nora, undeterred by the enigma, decided to expand her investigation beyond the village walls.
For days, Nora tirelessly scoured the wilderness, searching for any clue to the mysterious killer's identity. Her efforts had proven fruitless until one fateful afternoon, as she pretended to scout for prey, a male voice broke the silence, calling out from behind her, "My lady, can I help you?"
Startled, Nora turned to find Leo, a handsome and well-liked young man known for his charm within the walls. She expressed her concern, "Leo, what are you doing here? This is a perilous place for someone like you!"
Leo's head dipped slightly as he responded, "Lady Nora, despite your formidable fighting skills, I can't help but worry for your safety. There's an unknown and highly dangerous killer on the loose, biding his time. You should not be wandering alone in this area."
Nora couldn't help but smile at his concern. "And you're here to protect me?"
Hamman, sensing the sarcasm in her tone, chose to continue his charade as the kind-hearted Leo. He lifted his head to reply, but before he could speak, Nora interrupted him, "I was just teasing you, Leo. I'm actually searching for a large animal to hunt, one that can provide for all of us."
Leo, proving his astuteness, remarked, "I bet you're also searching for the traitor in these woods."
Nora, who had underestimated Leo based on his appearance, realized he was no fool.
As Nora prepared to solicit help from Leo, her keen eyes caught something amiss. A man who had feigned cowardice now had blood on his boots and a scratched left hand, injuries not likely inflicted by a cat's claws but by a blade. As she made eye contact with him, he already nocked an arrow in his bow, aiming it directly at Nora.
"Your grace, don't do anything rash," Hamman cautioned. "I've heard rumors of your royal lineage. Is it true that your father was a king?"
"You traitor! You'll pay for this!" Nora seethed through gritted teeth.
Hamman chuckled, inching closer to her. Nora knew he needed her alive; otherwise, he would have killed her already. She understood he would soon release his bow to incapacitate her.
The Token girl decided to remain calm and wait for the right moment, but Hamman was too clever to fall into such a trap. He quickly launched an arrow at her neck, and Nora reacted with a swift dodge. However, before she could regain her stance, Hamman was upon her, his sword pressing against her neck.
"Even great men fail to stand against me. What hope does a mere girl, short in stature and fair of face, have against my strength?" Hamman boasted, his words laced with scorn as a sneer twisted his lips.
"Men like you tend to have big mouths. Give me a sword, and I'll show you how cute princesses fight," Nora challenged defiantly.
Hamman burst into laughter and retorted, "Too late, your grace, you had your chance, and you missed it."
Before Nora could respond, he produced a piece of fabric from his pocket and handed it to her. "Smell it."
Nora's response was to spit on his face.
Undeterred, Hamman wiped his face with another piece of cloth and explained, "I was instructed to bring one of you to His Highness. You can either do as I say, or I will cut your throat and take Roulan or Sai instead of you."
Nora's instincts warned her that Hamman was not bluffing. She remembered the advice Ali had shared with her: ‘When caught by an enemy, keep yourself alive and wait for a better opportunity to make your move.’ She reluctantly took the cloth and placed it over her nose. Within moments, she fell unconscious.
Hamman hoisted her over his shoulder and made his way to a horse he had concealed in the woods. After securing Nora to the saddle, he realized he was not alone. The imposing silhouette of a tall man emerged in front of him, a wicked smile on his face, and a sword gripped firmly in his right hand.
"The last person I'd ever dare to upset in this universe is her," said Alighieri, one of the most-wanted men by the empire.
Hamman quipped, "I came for one rebel, but the Gods have favored me today by granting me two."
Alighieri raised his sword and charged toward Hamman, who drew his weapon and met the challenge head-on. Their swords clashed, and it was evident that this would not be an easy fight. The ringing of steel echoed through the forest as they continued to battle. Hamman, however, was a pragmatic fighter who had never adhered to the knights' code. While using his right hand to parry Alighieri's strikes, he reached into his pocket with his left and hurled a small bottle filled with powder at Alighieri's face.
The moment the powder made contact, its effect was instantaneous. Alighieri's vision was engulfed in a blinding haze, rendering him momentarily sightless. Disoriented, he staggered backward, his hands instinctively reaching up to shield his eyes, struggling to regain his bearings. The world around him had dissolved into an impenetrable veil of white.
Seizing this unexpected advantage, Hamman moved with predatory swiftness. He raised his sword, its blade glinting menacingly, and aimed for Alighieri's exposed neck, intent on ending the duel with a single, decisive strike.
But even in his blinded state, Alighieri's instincts were unerring. Sensing the impending danger, he dropped to his knees in a desperate bid to evade the lethal blow. The sword, aimed with deadly precision, missed its intended target but still found its mark, the sharp edge grazing Alighieri's right shoulder. 
Alighieri cried out in pain and swung his sword wildly in an attempt to defend himself. Hamman skillfully sidestepped Alighieri's desperate attacks and delivered a powerful kick to his abdomen, sending him crashing to the ground. Hamman then retrieved another piece of cloth from his pocket, intending to incapacitate Alighieri. However, the sound of approaching horses in the woods spurred him into action. He quickly placed Nora on a horse and made a hasty escape.
Five rebels rushed to Alighieri's side as he screamed, "Follow the traitor!"
Three of them scoured the forest, overturning every stone and inspecting every shadow, but found no trace of their elusive quarry. Meanwhile, the other two helped Alighieri onto his horse and escorted him back to the safety of the wall.
Back at the compound, panic gripped the Free People. Alighieri, who had taken on a leadership role in Ali's absence, was wounded and being rushed to the healer's room. A sense of apprehension hung heavily in the air as the healer ushered everyone out, leaving them anxiously waiting for any news.
Hours passed, and the group anxiously milled about outside the healer's room, their thoughts consumed by worry for their friend.
At long last, the healer emerged, a warm smile on their face. "The cut wasn't deep, but the powder was extremely dangerous. Thankfully, I was able to cleanse his eyes with a special solution."
The news was met with relief, and they were given permission to visit Alighieri. Rushing into the room, they found their Solumy friend lying in bed, tears escaping his eyes, an unusual sight for the typically stoic Alighieri.
Arsalan approached, giving his shoulder a reassuring tap. "The good news is, you saw his face. He's no longer a hidden threat."
Tears still glistened in Alighieri's eyes as he revealed the grim truth, "He took Nora."
A collective shock descended upon the room. Roulan's cries pierced the air, Arsalan collapsed to his knees, and Ali stared into the distance, his thoughts racing. Keita and Sai quietly left the room, their minds undoubtedly fraught with their own thoughts. Leah held her head, grappling with the horrifying possibilities that awaited Nora at the hands of Ceres.
Finally, Ali broke the silence. "Who is the traitor?"
Alighieri's gaze met the floor, his voice tinged with shame. "Leo."






  
  Chapter 5 



Helena, Ceres' second daughter, possessed a sharp mind akin to her sister Leah, who had once been her idol. However, when Leah defected from the empire and betrayed her family, she transitioned from being Helena's idol to her number one enemy. Helena's sole desire in the world was to exact revenge on her sister and remove her from the equation permanently.
Recognizing Helena's potential, Ceres decided to involve her in the Union's matters. His expectations were met as Helena proved to be both determined and highly efficient.
Her first mission involved dealing with the rebellion. After the decisive defeat of Vlad's army, a new generation of young rebels emerged, inspired by Ali's example, and they began setting traps for the Union's soldiers. Daily reports streamed in, detailing the deaths of their soldiers at the rebels' hands. While many rebels were captured and subsequently executed, their resilience remained unbroken, and their numbers continued to swell.
Helena implored her father to entrust her with the mission. She devised a new strategy that involved using Union soldiers as bait, seemingly unconcerned about their lives. She ordered them to intentionally get caught in the rebels' traps. The moment the rebels emerged, she signaled the archers concealed among the trees to open fire, indiscriminately killing both rebels and Union soldiers.
Some of the soldiers were appalled by Helena's ruthless methods and dared to voice their objections to the military chief. However, before the soldiers' concerns could reach Ceres, Helena ensured they were silenced by having them publicly hanged on the castle walls.
Ceres and Ramessess had their reservations about Helena's tactics, but the undeniable results she achieved quelled their objections, granting her a measure of freedom to continue her ruthless pursuit of the rebels.
One morning, Helena awoke in a state of ecstasy after receiving a message from Hamman, informing her of his success in capturing one of the rebels. Her heart soared as she hummed a triumphant tune, swiftly rising from her bed and dressing herself in readiness for the day's mission. She made her way to the residence of Nisay, the new king of the Arena, giving him a mere three days to come to terms with the loss of his servant, Oliver.
With determination in her stride, Helena entered Nisay's chamber without so much as a courtesy knock. She found him reclining on a chair, half-naked, revealing a physique that would be considered impressive by anyone's standards. His long, black hair framed his face, and his brown eyes were accentuated by thick, black lashes. His beard was meticulously maintained, and his body appeared robust and well-toned.
"Put some clothes on! It takes more than a chiseled body to seduce a princess!" Helena declared, her words laced with both authority and amusement.
Nisay, unfazed, took a bite of an apple and remained in his casual state. He inquired, "And what would seduce a princess?"
Helena's gaze bore into him with unyielding resolve as she repeated herself, "Put some clothes on!"
Nisay quickly acquiesced, excusing himself to attire himself in a robe.
"Still mourning your friend?" Helena inquired.
Nisay's smile remained unwavering, and his eyes did not betray the slightest hint of sadness. "Everybody is destined to meet their end someday. If we grieve for every loss we encounter, life would become an unending sorrow."
Helena nodded in approval. "Great! We've just received information regarding the whereabouts of certain rebels. Are you up for the task?"
Nisay responded with caution, stating, "Without sufficient details, it would be unwise for me to commit."
Impressed by his pragmatic approach, Helena delved further, saying, "I've got all the information you need. We'll tackle this together."
As the mission progressed, it turned out to be less challenging than Nisay had initially expected. Many of the rebels were young and motivated by the pursuit of glory and fame, aspiring to follow in Ali's footsteps. Drawing on the skills he had honed in Turba, Nisay expertly tracked the rebels through the forest, utilizing his tracking expertise and trained dogs to trace their path to their hidden caves. Helena was thoroughly impressed by Nisay's ingenious tactics and his unwavering determination in the face of the task at hand.
Whenever Nisay and the soldiers apprehended rebels, they were appalled by the severe punishments inflicted by Helena on these young men. Some of them were mere teenagers, yet to the princess, they were seen as outlaws and subjected to gruesome executions. At times, she ordered them to be skinned alive, while other instances involved burning them, relishing their cries and pleas for mercy.
In the beginning, Nisay bore the weight of guilt for every life he helped Helena to take, but with time, his remorse began to wane. He grew accustomed to his new life, enjoying the luxuries of his opulent residence, the presence of servants, and an abundance of gold, alongside access to all the worldly pleasures one could desire. However, this wealth and comfort failed to satisfy him; he yearned for more gold, greater fame, and increased power.
One morning, Nisay awoke to one of his servants urgently instructing him to dress and meet the princess at the castle's entrance. Nisay complied, but upon reaching the gate, he found Helena in the company of hundreds of people holding eggs.
"Are you planning to make a massive cake?" Nisay quipped.
Helena forced a smile and responded, "That's not funny."
The gate swung open, and a knight strode into the castle, leading a carriage. Four soldiers flanked the wagon, their spears aimed at a short girl's chest and back. She clung to the carriage bars, her expression brimming with anger.
Nisay, taken aback, remarked, "I wouldn't employ this much security for a bear!"
"This little rogue slew nine commanders in one fell swoop," Helena retorted, her voice dripping with contempt.
Nisay detected the loathing in the princess's tone and inquired, "This petite, sweet creature?"
Helena appeared surprised and retorted, "You can have her if you fancy, but know that your days are numbered." Then she turned and bellowed, "Shoot the wretch!" Instantly, the crowd pelted the prisoner with eggs.
Nisay couldn't believe his eyes. He expected the small girl to cower and weep, but instead, she clung to the bars and filled the air with defiant threats. "I'll return and bring this castle crashing down upon your heads!"
Nisay admired the prisoner, not only for her beauty but for her indomitable spirit. Bound within a cage, she still managed to strike fear into the hearts of most in the crowd. He pondered what kind of heart she possessed to be so courageous in such dire circumstances.
Hamman instructed the soldiers to transport her to Hell, the prison reserved for the most dangerous outlaws. He then approached Princess Helena, dismounted his horse, and knelt before her. "Princess Helena!"
"Stand, Hamman, for you've proven yourself a trusted member of the Union," she said, gesturing to the man beside her. "This is Nisay, the new King of the Arena."
Hamman gazed at Nisay and stated, "The Arena can't have two Kings."
Nisay replied, "There's only one way to find out," and excused himself.
That night, Nisay couldn't find sleep; his thoughts were consumed by the rebel girl. Eggs had drenched her hair, and her face bore the stains of blood, yet her beauty remained evident. Her green eyes sparkled, and her white teeth shone as she let out a piercing scream.
It wasn't just her physical allure that captivated Nisay; it was her intriguing history. This was a girl who had grown up in a castle, destined to rule a kingdom. Rather than using her name to wed a powerful man and secure a comfortable life, she had chosen to forsake it all, retreat into the forest, and rock the very foundations of the empire by eliminating their highest-ranking soldiers.
The Turban found himself perplexed, wondering why she would go to such lengths, risking her life and lineage. His curiosity gnawed at him until he decided to pay her a visit in her cell, for he couldn't wait until morning. The guards, recognizing him as one of Helena's men, had no grounds to deny him entry.
It marked Nisay's first time in Hell, a foreboding place that reeked of decay, hinting at the presence of some deceased prisoners left to rot. The soldiers escorting him held torches, shedding light on the grim interior. In one cage, he witnessed two hounds feasting on a man's remains.
They eventually reached Nora's cage. Her hands were bound with chains, suspending her against the wall, and she was completely unclothed. As soon as the soldiers unlocked the door, Nisay removed his robe to shield her. Nora lifted her head to behold a stranger she had never met before. Nisay anticipated gratitude, but instead, she used her right foot to deliver a swift kick between his legs. The soldiers erupted in laughter as Nisay, clutching his groin in pain, demanded, "What was that for?"
Nora replied, "For not asking permission."
"I wanted to cover your naked body!" protested Nisay, advancing with his eyes closed to shield her.
Nora retorted, "You're a Turban and clearly not a slave, which makes you a traitor to your own people."
Nisay was taken aback. "Turban people are devoted to their nation and the Creator. You must be a coward to sell your soul to these malevolent individuals," Nora added.
Nisay turned to the guards and requested some privacy with Nora. He took a few steps closer and asked, "Tell me, princess, do you believe in the Creator?"
Nora dismissed the question with a chuckle, "A silly question!"
Nisay smiled and continued, "I believe in the Creator as well, and in his eyes, I don't think we're meant to be confined by the labels of Turba or Token, mere names chosen by men long ago. Leaving Turba is not an act of treason; it's a choice made by an ambitious individual forging his own path."
Nora laughed heartily, "You're a quick learner, it seems. The empire has taught you the art of using sweet words to twist the truth. You claim to be an ambitious believer in the Creator, but you seem to have forgotten that making deals with wicked individuals is a grave sin."
Nisay retorted, "You're still dwelling in the past, my dear. The kings before Ceres were no better than him. Poverty and oppression have always existed. Don't forget that our own kings were the ones who sold our kingdoms to Ceres."
Nora wasn't keen on the discussion, so she inquired, "What do you want from me?"
Nisay replied, "You're the only rightful heir left to rule. Why waste your life running with a group of homeless rebels?"
Nora appeared puzzled, unsure if this man acted on his own or if he was a pawn sent by Ceres to deceive her. Nevertheless, she chose to give him the benefit of the doubt and offered some advice, "Let me share something with you: you'll never find contentment in the amount of gold and power you amass. The more you possess, the clearer life becomes, and you'll come to realize that true beauty lies not in sleeping on silk or dining on venison, but in the company of loved ones."
Nisay remained silent, prompting Nora to continue, "Let's imagine that Ceres loves you and elevates you to his chief advisor. How will you feel when ordered to execute innocent children from Turba? Can you fathom the remorse you'll bear when you discover that your own parents were killed by your soldiers for refusing to submit to the emperor?"
Nisay sighed and responded, "You're making a big deal out of this. Ceres is like any other politician; power is his ultimate pursuit. Giving it to him is what will bring peace, rather than challenging the mightiest empire on Earth."
Nora came to the realization that the man before her was naive, blinded by his ambition, at least for the time being. With a hint of pity and sadness in her tone, she said, "Get the hell out of here."
Nisay complied, departing with sympathy for the strong-willed girl whose days were now numbered.
The following morning, Nisay was roused from his slumber by the abrupt entrance of four soldiers into his room. Each of them brandished spears, and one of them declared, "Her grace is demanding your presence immediately."
Nisay had a hunch that Helena had discovered his visit to Nora, so he offered no resistance to the soldiers. He dressed quickly and made his way to her residence. She appeared displeased when he entered, prompting him to kneel before her without delay. He remained in that position until she granted him permission to stand. Hamman stood beside her, wearing a knowing smile.
"Why did you venture into Hell without my knowledge?" Helena inquired.
Nisay replied, "I went to speak with the prisoner."
Hamman interjected, "About what?"
Had they not been in the presence of the princess, Nisay might have been tempted to act differently, but he chose to answer, "As an imperial soldier, our greatest adversaries are the rebels. I visited her to gain a better understanding of them."
"At least you're not denying it," Helena noted.
Nisay seized the moment and added, "Your grace, I am your sworn protector. You can always count on me against any foe."
Helena exchanged a meaningful glance with Hamman and remarked, "Without a doubt, Nisay. I will use you to sever that wretched traitor's head."
Nisay's heart still carried the weight of having taken his comrade Oliver's life, and he knew he could never do it again. "Your grace, according to Turban tradition, executing a woman is considered a grave sin. She should be put to death by a woman of her kind."
"In the Union, defying a royal decree is a capital offense," Helena retorted. "That will be all, Nisay. You are dismissed."






  
  Chapter 6


The deaths of Eliot and the other trainers had sent shockwaves through the Free People, and Nora's capture had thrown the entire place into chaos, spreading panic among the residents. As winter came to an end, most people became increasingly concerned about the grim turn of events. Many among them left the walls, while the Dharatians took the perilous journey back to their kingdom. The Grondies, too, harbored worries about their future within the fortress and chose to return to their respective tribes, seeking solace in their old ways. 
Ali and his companions did not attempt to stop anyone from departing. Fortunately, John, Nadufa, and a few hundred of their loyal followers remained with the rebels, unwavering in their commitment to the oath they had sworn to Ali.
Ali, observing the despair that had gripped his friends, saw that most of them were on the verge of giving up on their cause. All except for Arsalan, who had dedicated the entire day to devising a plan to rescue Nora.
Leah, her gaze fixed intently on the ancient, vine-covered wall, discerned the familiar flutter of wings. A pigeon, not just any but that of her clandestine informant, alighted atop the wall. With swift, determined steps, she ascended the weathered stone stairs, her cloak billowing behind her. Her fingers deftly untied the tiny scroll bound to the pigeon's leg, her eyes scanning the encrypted script.
Descending, Leah found herself amidst a sea of expectant faces – the Free People, each pair of eyes reflecting a tapestry of hope and fear. They parted, forming a path for her, their silent sentinel.
"Leah, say nothing! Let's go inside," Ali's voice cut through the tense air, his hand guiding her towards the sanctuary of their clandestine meeting room.
Inside, the atmosphere was thick with unease. Ali and his companions, warriors of old and new, gathered in a circle. Their expressions were etched with concern, most notably Roulan, whose brow was furrowed in deep thought, and Alighieri, whose usual stoic demeanor was shaken. Their eyes turned to Leah, a silent plea hanging in the air.
Breaking the palpable tension, Ali spoke with a voice that commanded attention yet carried an undercurrent of concern. "Leah, you can share the content of the letter now," he urged, his eyes locking with hers.
Leah raised her head and spoke deliberately, "Nora is still alive." Smiles slowly began to cross the faces of those gathered, offering a glimmer of hope. "She will be executed five days from now."
Despite the obviousness of the situation, the news hit them like a shockwave. Alighieri was the first to voice his doubts, saying, "Princess Leah, I don't mean to doubt your words, but how trustworthy is your informant?"
"I would trust her with my life. She was the one who helped Arsalan steal the Majesty sword from the castle."
"You mean Aiyla?" Arsalan chimed in. After Leah nodded, he added, "She's a decent woman. She would never fail us."
Ali rose and began speaking urgently, "Time is ticking, my friends. Nora's execution is in five days, and we have three days of riding to do. That gives us two days to come up with a plan."
Keita was quick to suggest a bold approach, "There's no time for planning. I say we take all of our men and march there."
Sai, however, met Keita's gaze and replied softly, "It's impossible to sneak six hundred soldiers from the forest and stay alive."
Ali concurred with Sai and turned his attention back to Leah and Sofia, "Leah, Sofia, there's no one more suitable than you two to advise on this matter."
"Even with an army of one ten-thousand soldiers, we won't get into the castle alive without help from the inside. Sadly, Aiyla won't be able to help with such a matter," Leah explained.
Arsalan, puzzled, asked, "You said you trusted her?"
"As a matter of fact, I do. But she has no authority in the castle, and she can't hold a knife properly. Entrusting her with such a mission will not only put her life in jeopardy, but ours as well."
Ali realized that time was running out, and rational thinking was in short supply. He decided on a different approach, saying, "You know what, why don't we leave now and use the three-day journey to figure something out?" Then, he turned to Alighieri and added, "I know how important this is to you, given that she was taken from you, but I need you to stay here."
Alighieri rose to protest, but Ali raised his hand to forestall him, saying, "That's an order. The same goes for John, Nadufa, and Sofia."
They all nodded in reluctant agreement, recognizing the necessity of this decision.
"Sai, I need you to stay here as well. I have a job for you," Ali continued. Sai understood the gravity of the situation, the likelihood of being separated from his wife, and the potential risks involved. However, his unwavering dedication to their cause made him resolute in accepting Ali's instructions. Disagreeing with his leader was the last thing he wanted to do.
The next day, Roulan dressed in her suit and went directly to Alighieri's chamber with Sai. He was already awake when they knocked on his door. Alighieri hung his head in shame, burdened by his failure to save Nora.
"How did it happen?" Roulan inquired firmly, her eyes demanding answers.
Alighieri invited them to sit, but Roulan declined the offer, her demeanor unyielding. Sai stared at her and interjected, "He's not to blame."
"Lady Roulan, I understand your reaction, because I feel the same way, given that I was the last person to see her," Alighieri interposed.
"I'm not interested in your apologies. I just want to know how it happened," Roulan responded, her impatience palpable.
"Ali and I suspected that Nora might have been working on her own to chase the spy, so I secretly followed her, but I was too late."
Tears welled up in Roulan's eyes as she asked, "How did this pathetic loser defeat a legendary swordsman like you?"
"He threw powder at my face, which blinded me. I couldn't see a thing."
With no further words, Roulan left, her emotions too raw to linger in Alighieri's presence. Sai comfortingly tapped his Solumy friend on the shoulder and said, "Don't worry, Alighieri, she's still in shock. I have a feeling that Nora will return to us safely." Alighieri managed a smile, and Sai hugged him before leaving the room.
At the gate, Ali stood beside Leah, Arsalan, and Keita, waiting for Roulan to join them. The other members of the council approached to bid them farewell.
"Alighieri, you're in charge now," Ali stated with authority.
"Wise choice, Lord Ali. Nadufa and I will support him and protect our home," John assured.
"Please bring Nora back, and don't get caught," Sofia added, her voice filled with concern.
"Open the gate!" Ali commanded, and with that, he and his companions galloped away on their horses.
Leah noticed the somber mood of the group as they rode silently for a day. Roulan and Arsalan had not spoken a word since their departure, Keita refrained from making any jokes, and Ali wore a constant frown. When they stopped to camp, Leah took it upon herself to hunt and returned with five rabbits. She lit a fire and began cooking, but the group remained unusually quiet, as though they were resigned to their fate, awaiting execution.
"I've never cooked in my life. Do you have any idea how this rabbit will taste?" Leah ventured, expecting Keita to lighten the mood with one of his jokes. However, an oppressive silence persisted.
"I know you're all starving. I won't share any of these rabbits with you, unless you share your fondest memory of Princess Nora," Leah attempted to engage them.
Roulan fixed a stern gaze upon her, the intensity of her displeasure clear. 'Leah, please, this isn't the right moment."
Leah stood her ground and raised her voice, "We're on our way to the most dangerous place on earth, a castle with two walled and gated entrances, and an uncountable number of well-trained soldiers."
"Given the desperate looks on your faces, we won't make it out of the forest alive," Leah continued.
Keita responded with a soft tone, "And you think making jokes will save our necks?"
"Yes, Keita. What will determine our success isn't just our swords or a smart plan, but the courage in our hearts. This sadness we carry will weaken us," Leah continued. "The first time I met Nora, she tried to kill me!"
Ali was the first to follow Leah's advice, his voice filled with reminiscence, "The first time I met her, she was fifteen, desperate after the loss of her family. I saw in her sparkling green eyes the courage of a hundred knights."
Roulan smiled for the first time since Nora had been kidnapped and added, "She was destined to be a queen!"
Arsalan turned to Keita with a grin, "Do you remember when she told us she killed nine commanders on her own?"
"I didn't sleep that night, thinking about how a tiny princess could wield two swords and defeat the most skilled soldiers in the empire," Keita replied.
Leah saw that her tactic was working, kindling the warmth of their shared memories. She decided to entice them further, "A girl with royal blood, strong and devoted to doing the right thing. The earth, with its trees and mountains, will curse us if we let her die," She raised her voice, "Do you wish to see Nora with us once more?"
"Aye!" Everybody screamed in unison.
"Do you wish to see the princess seated on her throne?"
"Aye!" they echoed with conviction.
"And I have no idea how to get into the castle," said Leah, and a burst of laughter filled the area, dispelling some of the heaviness that had weighed upon them.
The following day, Leah's bird arrived at a secret location known only to Leah and her trusted companions, Sofia and Aiyla. It was the last place anyone would suspect: a modest, abandoned house once owned by Rio the gardener, a beloved figure in Leah's life.
Aiyla eagerly retrieved the letter and read, ‘We're coming to the castle on the execution day. We have no idea how to get in, but we're all relying on you to improvise.’
Aiyla promptly made a small fire and burnt the letter. Her emotions were mixed; she was elated to be entrusted by the princess but burdened with the enormous responsibility on her shoulders. Any mistake on her part would not only cost her life but also dash the hopes of the rebels for the seven kingdoms.

      [image: image-placeholder]Helena contemplated challenging Nora to a deadly combat, but she was wise enough to recognize the peril, given what she had heard about Nora – a fierce fighter capable of defeating any knight. Instead, the princess decided to taunt her and brought her favorite soldier, Hamman, to Nora's cell.
Nora still hung by her hands, having received only a few drops of water to sustain her until the execution. She felt grateful that her body was no longer exposed to the leering guards and regretted not thanking the man who had shielded her with his robe.
Hamman unlocked the cell door, and with deliberate movements, he approached Nora. In a quick, degrading sequence, he delivered two harsh slaps and forcibly removed her robe. Expecting a fierce reaction, Helena braced herself, but to her astonishment, Nora remained resolute.
"Only one man is allowed to see my body, my future husband. Anyone else who dares will meet his end," Nora asserted firmly.
Hamman, feigning surprise, inquired, "And how do you intend to address the guards who have already laid eyes on your exposed form?"
Nora clenched her teeth, her determination unwavering. "There are five of them: Robert, Benjamin, Deniz, Stanley, and Amr. I'll ensure they all meet their doom."
A hint of mockery laced Hamman's response, "And I'm the sixth? Or perhaps I could merely marry you and outlast your blade,"
Nora retorted without missing a beat, "You lack the strength to satisfy a free woman."
Helena seized the opportunity to join in, taunting her mercilessly, "He could marry a princess, you know!"
Unrelenting, Nora shot back, "You're no different from the whores he paid in gold to lie with."
Helena's patience reached its limit, and she responded with brutal force, delivering four punishing punches to Nora's face. Blood now marred the Token's countenance, yet she bore it with a perverse smile.
"You punch like a five-year-old!" Nora declared, seemingly impervious to the pain.
Taking over from Helena, Hamman delivered two forceful blows to Nora's abdomen, causing her to retch and finally lose consciousness.






  
  Chapter 7 


In a dream, two women came to Nisay. One was his mother, a familiar face, but the other was a stranger. He found himself on a narrow ledge, perilously close to the flames below. Any movement could send him plummeting. 
He remained still and asked, "What brings you here, mother?"
"You should ask yourself," retorted the unfamiliar woman, "You brought us here."
Nisay stared at her, and she continued, "I am your ambition, your will to achieve what none of your ancestors did!"
"Son, she's greed. If you follow her, you'll never cease killing innocents," his mother intervened.
"No one is innocent. Nora is a killer, deserving of beheading. If you attempt to save her, she will still die, as will you!"
"Remember what I taught you, son. If you initiate a good deed, an invisible power will come to your aid," Nisay's mother implored.
The other woman turned to her, "What if he perishes trying to do that?"
Ignoring her, Nisay's mother locked eyes with her son, "We are all mortal."
Nisay felt a gentle hand on his shoulder and heard a soft voice say, "Lord Nisay, someone wishes to see you."
It was one of his servants who was trying to wake him up. 
“My apologies my lord,” she added, “she said it’s urgent.”
Nisay didn’t respond and got up, donning his robe, presuming it was Helena. Yet, upon exiting his chamber, he encountered a girl he had not met before. She was tall, fair-skinned with dark hair and black eyes.
"My lord, may I speak with you in private?" she inquired.
Nisay glanced at his servant, who understood his silent directive and left the scene.
"Firstly, I am not yet a lord, and secondly, what do you desire?" Nisay inquired.
"I serve the royal family," the girl mumbled, "If anyone inquires about me, please inform them that I am in love with you."
Nisay smiled, "Why must we deceive anyone about that?"
"Not a good idea" she said, "My name is Aiyla, and what I am about to disclose may jeopardize my life. But you are my sole hope within this castle."
Nisay picked up an apple from a plate and took a bite, "What makes you think I won't report you?" he asked.
The girl took a couple of steps closer and said, "Because I witnessed you when you killed the innocent boy, Oliver. The sorrow and guilt in your eyes revealed a good and pure heart."
Nisay concealed his emotions and asked, "Do you want me to assassinate the emperor?"
"I am not a killer. I aim to save an innocent life – Nora, the prisoner," replied Aiyla.
Nisay paused, as he was about to take another bite of his apple, taken aback by her words. "Are you aware that I will be her executioner?" he queried.
"Yes, I understand, but I implore you to halt the execution," she whispered resolutely.
Nisay stepped back a few paces, incredulous, and said, "Do you grasp the sheer absurdity of this?"
Undaunted, Aiyla responded, "Two of the guards stationed at the gate are my friends, and five of the most skilled fighters on earth will aid you. I have a well-thought-out plan. All I ask is for you to spare her from execution."
Nisay realized the girl was rather naive and felt compelled to spell out the grim reality. "Let's assume, just for a moment, that this rebel is as innocent as you claim. Do you grasp the sheer number of soldiers surrounding the execution yard? The countless archers positioned on the walls? We're likely talking about at least a hundred. This is a suicide mission, for me, for Nora, and for your friends."
"I said I have a plan!" Aiyla screamed.
"No, you don't. Nobody does. You need to leave," Nisay asserted.
"Do you want more innocent blood on your hands?" Aiyla attempted to play on his guilt, but Nisay appeared unaffected.
"Oliver was, indeed, a good friend and an innocent man, but he was destined to die anyway."
"But you killed him yourself!" she exclaimed. "I've always heard that Turbans are proud and honorable people, but I believe you fit Helena perfectly. Good luck living with Nora's blood on your hands."
Aiyla departed, hoping that her words might have stirred his conscience, but Nisay remained resolute. He faced a rational choice: either carry out the orders given to him and execute Nora, or perish alongside her. The decision wasn't difficult; survival seemed the safest path.

      [image: image-placeholder]Not far from the Union's castle, Ali and his friends gathered in the forest. Aiyla had sent her second letter to Leah, who retrieved it while the others watched with eager anticipation. A broad smile graced Leah's face as she began, "There's a plan, but it's a perilous one."
"What could be more dangerous than being a rebel?" Keita rhetorically quipped.
"One of you will become Ceres' guard." Leah noticed the puzzled expressions and realized she needed to clarify. "Aiyla has two friends. Both are soldiers, and their primary duty is to guard the gate, which means they'll open the gate for us."
Keita saw the direction Leah was heading but remained unenthusiastic. "And you think that getting through the gate is our only concern?"
"Patience, Grondy. I'm getting to the best part," Leah replied. "One of Aiyla's friends is on his way to us with George's clothes. George is one of the soldiers who guarded my father."
Arsalan stood and spoke as he dusted his hands off. "So, one of us will wear George's clothes and get close to Ceres."
"The new George will hold a blade to Ceres' neck and exchange him for Nora," Roulan added.
Leah nodded with a smile as Keita questioned, "And how are we going to get there?"
Silence hung in the air as they all turned to Keita, awaiting his response. Arsalan grew impatient and urged, "Get there faster!"
Keita eventually grasped the idea and nodded slowly, smiling at Leah. "Your friend is a genius."
An hour later, a soldier stumbled upon them in the forest. He halted in his tracks, tears welling up in his eyes, rendering him speechless.
Leah approached.  "These are my companions. Aiyla mentioned you're a dear friend of hers. You have no idea how grateful we are."
The soldier appeared taken aback as he responded, "Are you joking? This is nothing compared to what you're attempting to do for us, the Free People."
Ali inquired, "What's your name, young man?"
"I'm Gunduz, and my other friend is Savci."
Ali was about to offer further praise, but Roulan's impatience took precedence. "What's the plan, soldier?" she asked curtly.
Gunduz handed a bag to Ali and explained, "Ali will don this uniform, and I will open the gate for him tomorrow morning, just before the execution. He'll be wearing a helmet, so no one will recognize him until he reaches the emperor."
Leah was the first to inquire, "Why Ali specifically?"
Gunduz lowered his head and replied, "Because he has the most similar stature to George."
"Besides, I know the empire better than anyone," Ali chimed in with a smile.

      [image: image-placeholder]The day of the execution arrived, and Nisay made the solemn decision to personally escort the prisoner. He brought with him a set of decent clothes he had purchased from the market. Stepping into the prison, he was accompanied by one of his servants, whom he instructed to unlock the cell and help the prisoner don the robe he had brought along.
The servant diligently removed Nora's chains and handed her the clothes Nisay had provided. Surprisingly, Nora did not resist. Once she had dressed, the Turban brought her water and a portion of bread.
After Nora had quenched her thirst and eaten, she smiled slightly and remarked, "I wonder how this water and food will aid a dying girl."
"Are you not planning to attempt an escape?" Nisay inquired.
Nora disregarded his question and posed her own, "Why are you being kind to me?"
Nisay lowered his head momentarily before responding, "This will never alter who you are—a coward and a traitor. Your descendants will be ashamed of you and will spit on the ground whenever your name is mentioned, assuming anyone cares enough to remember you."
Nisay smiled and replied, "I don't anticipate any acknowledgement from you. I do what I believe is right."
Nora spoke with unwavering determination, "Let's proceed, then."
Nisay secured her hands with a cord and began leading her toward the execution yard. As they walked, Nora's thoughts drifted to her father and brothers, who had met their own executions. She recalled their unwavering pride, how they had held their heads high as if ascending to thrones, eyes wide open, refusing to show any sign of fear before their enemies. Nora resolved to meet her fate in the same manner. She was unafraid to face the crowd with her eyes wide open, her countenance a mask of defiance.
The setting was a grim one, a wooden platform elevated above the crowd, with the princess, Helena, presiding over it. It was a large stage, capable of accommodating ten people, but only five soldiers had been positioned on it. They were the soldiers that Nora had vowed to eliminate. The princess stood at the forefront, her face adorned with delight, and she swayed her head left and right, as though she were performing in an Arena.
"People of Union," she began, her voice carrying the authority of royalty, "this girl was born in a castle and groomed to rule. Yet, she chose to flee and bring death to our soldiers. She has brought disgrace upon her kingdom, and, on behalf of his highness, I condemn her to death!"
Nora's face remained resolute, her eyes wide, and through clenched teeth, she uttered her defiant words, "You're all going to die!"
Helena's smile didn't waver as she continued, her voice dripping with cruel satisfaction, "Indeed, but not everyone gets this shameful death. The last faces you'll see will be those who relish gazing upon your body." When Nora's defiance didn't waver, Helena added, "By the way, five of your friends are en route to the castle, counting on two guards to open the gate for them. Regrettably, we've taken care of those guards, but we will still open the gate for your friends."
Desperation welled up in Nora as she strained against her restraints, as if she could leap at Helena. "I'll ensure they all meet their end before Nisay severs your head from your body," Helena taunted.
Aiyla stood on the balcony next to the queen and Ceres, a heavy guilt weighing on her heart. She had entrusted Nisay with a plan, half-expecting him to change his mind and rescue Nora. Instead, he had shared Aiyla's plan with Helena. Fortunately, he hadn't betrayed Aiyla herself, who could hardly bear to witness this gruesome scene. She retreated inside the royal residence.
Nisay locked eyes with Nora, a profound sadness lurking behind his gaze. "Lady Nora, do you have any final wish?" he inquired.
With unwavering resolve, Nora raised her voice, her words resonating with a deep sense of foreboding, "In less than a hundred years, all those who bear witness to this will have departed, and history will brand them as cowards. Their lives will be marred by this shameful moment."
"Lower your head, traitor!" A soldier's harsh command rang out, aimed at Nora, but she defied it, her chin held high in the face of her impending fate. Unmoved, the soldier delivered a brutal kick to the back of her knee, forcing her to kneel. With a firm grip, he pressed her head against the cold, unforgiving chopping block.
As the massive gate creaked open, Ali and his companions found themselves surrounded by a phalanx of soldiers, their weapons rendered useless given the sheer number of archers positioned atop the towering walls. They resignedly dropped their arms and placed their hands behind their necks, submission their only choice.
The yard was awash with cries and screams, but Nora's heart shattered as her gaze locked onto her dear friends - Ali, Leah, Roulan, Keita, and Arsalan - all on their knees, awaiting the impending blade. 
Ceres, his face aflame with rage, the sight of his eldest daughter alongside his enemy an unbearable torment.
"Nisay, proceed with the execution!" The emperor's command cut through the chaos, his voice unwavering in its cruel decree.
Helena, standing beside the emperor, stepped forward, her tone dripping with malevolence, "Father, I want this ungrateful rebel to witness the slaughter of her friends before she loses her own head."
Ceres' patience frayed, and he bellowed with fury, "Since when are my orders questioned!" He repeated his grim command with even greater force, "Nisay, proceed with the execution!"
Nisay raised his sword, the weight of destiny hanging heavy upon him, and channeled all his strength to bring it down upon Nora's vulnerable neck. But in a swift twist of fate, his blade veered to the right, slicing through the armor of a Union soldier who had ventured too close. With a practiced fluidity, Nisay reached for his dagger and deftly cut the ropes binding Nora's hands, granting her the freedom she so desperately needed.
Two more soldiers, driven by the frantic rush of battle, rushed toward Nisay. He knelt with remarkable agility, his sword arcing upwards to cut deep into the belly of one and then, without pause, he executed a rapid turn to impale the other through the neck. The dance of combat, a macabre ballet on this blood-stained stage.
Nora, heart pounding in her chest, found herself caught in the throes of panic. When she spotted a Union soldier charging at her, she allowed no time for contemplation or recognition. She rolled desperately across the splintered wooden floor, her fingers closing around the hilt of a fallen sword. Quickly, she turned to face her approaching assailant. He came at her with unbridled fury, but she deftly sidestepped his attack and drove her sword deep into his chest, silencing him forever.
Hamman, on the cusp of intervening, was halted by Helena's hand, the malevolent smile on her lips hinting at dark amusement. "Wait," she purred, her curiosity piqued. "I'm eager to witness their next moves."
With a final, grim stroke, Nisay severed the head of the last soldier standing on the wooden platform. As if foretold, the execution yard became encircled by a sea of spears, over a hundred soldiers converging in a menacing formation.
Nora shifted her gaze to Nisay, her smile tinged with both sorrow and defiance. "You're a dead man," she spoke softly, her voice carrying a hint of gratitude. "But thank you for trying." In response, Nisay's face remained pallid, the grim reality of his impending death settling upon him, a weight too heavy to bear.
Helena, perched on the balcony, addressed both Nora and her unwitting savior with chilling finality, "I'll ensure you both share a grave."
Before she could finish her sentence, a piercing scream reverberated from behind her, demanding the attention of everyone present. "Release Princess Leah and her friends, or he shall die!" The voice struck like thunder, sending shockwaves through the assembled onlookers.
All eyes swiveled to the source of the voice, and what they beheld left them dumbfounded. There stood Aiyla, holding Ceres' infant son in her arms, a gleaming blade pressed perilously against the child's fragile neck. The queen crumpled to her knees, her cries of anguish joining the collective gasp of the crowd.
"Aiyla, he's just a baby," the queen implored through her tears, her voice trembling with desperation. "You're a good person. Please, leave him out of this!"
Aiyla's resolve remained unyielding. "I'll be a good person if you do what I say," she retorted, inching toward a wall and positioning herself so that no one could sneak up on her. Her face, though determined, betrayed the fear that clenched at her heart.
The emperor's rage knew no bounds. "Are you mad? Do you think you will survive this atrocity?!" he thundered, his face contorted in disbelief.
Aiyla, gripping the knife with white-knuckled determination, countered with steely resolve, "How old are you? Sixty? It took you forty years to have a male heir. Do what I say, or I swear I'll kill your prince!"
Helena, ever the merciless, urged her father to violence. "Father, kill that woman!"
But Ceres, torn between his role as an emperor and a father, bellowed at Helena, "Shut up!!" Turning his anguished gaze to Aiyla, he pleaded, "Fine, you win. We'll do whatever you want. Just don't hurt my son!"
Aiyla, though terrified to the core, couldn't afford to show any weakness. "Prepare eight horses for me and my seven friends, and send one of your most trusted members with us. If you do that, I promise you that your heir will come to no harm."
"Why should I trust you?" Ceres questioned, his skepticism evident.
Summoning every ounce of her strength, Aiyla screamed, her voice raw with desperation, "Because I have a damn knife to the neck of the Union's future!"
Ceres turned to Ramessess and issued a somber directive, his eyes reflecting a father's concern above all else. "You go with them, for the time being. I only want my son safe."
The next words that reached Ceres were a painful reminder from his daughter, Leah, each syllable cutting into his heart. "Ceres, you have proven many times in the past that you're not a man of your word. If you try anything foolish, I will ensure you never see my brother again."
Ceres couldn't afford to jeopardize the life of his only heir. With great deliberation, he entrusted his most reliable advisor to manage the exchange.
The five rebels—Leah, Nisay, and Aiyla—were provided with horses and accompanied into the forest by Ramessess. At the edge of the woods, Keita and Arsalan ascended a towering tree to ensure that no one was tailing them.
"May I have the prince now?" Ramessess inquired.
Aiyla turned to Leah, who nodded in approval. With a mixture of sadness and reverence, the servant kissed the prince and spoke to the infant with a heavy heart, "Forgive me, your grace. I would never have harmed you." She then handed the prince to Ramessess, who swiftly rode away on his horse.
Kneeling before Leah, Aiyla lowered her head, her voice heavy with remorse. "Your grace, I put your brother's life in jeopardy. I swear I had no intention of hurting him."
Joy permeated the air as Leah held Aiyla's hand, assisting her to rise. "You saved us all. I knew you would never harm my baby brother, but you managed to deceive my father and Ramesses." The princess then turned to Ali with a smile and stated, "You have a new, invaluable member in your council."
Aiyla used her sleeves to dab at her tears, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she noticed everyone's approving smiles.
"It's wonderful to see you again, Aiyla," Arsalan remarked.
Aiyla smiled and replied, "Likewise, mind reader."
Nora turned to Nisay with a curious question, "Why didn't you execute me?"
Nisay considered his response, his gaze contemplative. "It didn't feel right to kill you."
"If it weren't for you and Aiyla, we would all be dead. So, you're welcome to join us in our quest," Ali interjected.
Nisay nodded in agreement, and Ali shook his hand, sealing their newfound alliance.






  
  Chapter 8


Ali urged his companions to hasten, warning that the empire was poised to strike imminently. He knew that Ceres wouldn't afford them a moment's respite. The instant they mustered an army, it would march northward and extinguish every life within the walls. 
No one voiced disagreement with Ali's urgency, not even Leah, who understood her father better than anyone. He was a resolute man who seldom let emotions sway his judgment. She knew he would move quickly, but how, no one could never predict.
Nora and Roulan marched shoulder to shoulder, elated over their mission's success. Keita had regained his sense of humor and was relentless in teasing Arsalan about Aiyla, pestering him about when he intended to marry her.
As for Nisay, he rode alone, deep in contemplation of his recent actions. He was conflicted, he felt a sense of fulfillment, but he was also bewildered. He wasn't certain if he had acted out of moral obligation or simply because of the presence of the Token princess.
"Don't dwell too much on what you did. It was the right thing," Leah's words reached him, as if she had read his mind. He smiled at her, acknowledging her wisdom without speaking a word.
While he rode, a memory resurfaced, one from two years ago when he had apprehended someone attempting to steal in his father's tent. Nisay had promptly pressed a sword to the intruder's throat and decided to take him before the council. His mother, Fatima, had noticed and rushed to the scene.
"What are you doing?" she had inquired.
"I caught him in your tent!" Nisay retorted.
Fatima had scrutinized the thief and inquired, "Why?"
The would-be thief had lowered his head and confessed, "I came to steal something to offer to my future bride. Her father wouldn't allow me to marry her unless I provided ten gold coins as her dowry."
"And you believed you'd find that sum of gold in my tent?" Fatima had asked the thief, offering him a gentle smile. "You may go now."
Nisay had flushed with embarrassment, teetering on the brink of yelling at his mother, but he had held back. He had waited until the thief left before finally saying, "Mother, why did you let him go? He deserved to be punished."
"Did he?" Fatima had responded, her voice calm.
"Of course! He dared to enter the property of Okorom's leader and steal."
In a composed tone, Fatima had replied, "But he didn't."
Nisay couldn't refute his mother, nor could he linger inside the tent any longer. As he had made his way out, Fatima had halted him with her words, "Even the greatest men in history have been tempted by wrongdoings, but they resisted. We judge people by their actions, not their intentions." Nisay had fallen into silence and his mother continued,
"When you spend your whole life doing good deeds, and suddenly you're tempted to do something bad, an unexpected force intervenes and prevents you from turning to evil."
The piece of advice had always been an enigma to Nisay until the day he found himself aligned with the rebels. It was then that he looked back and remembered how he had been blinded by ambition when he departed from his home for what he had once deemed the darkest place on earth. The moment he arrived, the hypocrisy of it all became evident as the corruption tainted the Union. Yet, Nisay had chosen to turn a blind eye and focus solely on the tournament, even going so far as to kill his only friend there. To him, it had seemed a necessary evil, a path to gain the power needed to restore his ancestors' legacy. Every time a voice within him had attempted to remind him he was on the wrong path, he had ruthlessly silenced it. But that inner voice had persevered, and it played its final card - Nora the rebel - a card that ultimately succeeded.
As Nisay reflected on his actions, he grappled with the why. Was it because he had developed a crush on Nora? He couldn't be sure, having never been with a woman before. Or was it because she was the rightful heir to the throne? Perhaps it was merely because he felt it was the right thing to do. The reason itself didn't matter to him as much as the outcome did. He couldn't be happier to stand by Ali's side and join him in his noble cause.
After two days of riding, he finally arrived at his new home. Nisay was taken aback by the massive walls constructed by so few people. The gate swung open, and the joyful cries of over five hundred people filled the courtyard. Sofia rushed to embrace Nora, enfolding her in a heartfelt hug.
Keita turned to Arsalan with a playful complaint, "Why is no one hugging me?"
Arsalan replied in a mockingly serious tone, "I can hug you, my friend."
Keita retorted with humor, "Why in the hell would I want that? You're big and hairy!"
Alighieri wore a broad smile on his face, his delight apparent. However, that smile faded when he spotted Nora approaching with Roulan by her side. The Solumy lowered his head and said, "Welcome back, Lady Nora. Thank you, Roulan, for accomplishing what I failed to do."
Nora's response was warm and appreciative, "You cared for my safety like a brother trying to protect his little sister. For that, you're a hero to me, just like Ali."
Roulan expressed her sentiments as well, "I was harsh on you, and I apologize for that. In fact, I'm glad you didn't succeed in rescuing Nora."
Nora turned to her, her expression one of surprise. Roulan went on, “Did you see Ceres' reaction? Like a child deprived of sweets. Plus, we've gained an Arena champion as an ally!”
"Who is this man? Can we really trust him?" Alighieri inquired.
"He was a top soldier for the princess, wealthy with a grand house and a fortune in gold. Yet, he abandoned it all and now he's a prime target for the empire, all to aid our cause," Nora answered.
Roulan chimed in, "We agreed to trust him."
Alighieri nodded and expressed his gratitude. However, Ali wasted no time giving them rest or an opportunity to change their attire. He promptly summoned them to the council room, inviting Nisay and Aiyla as well, recognizing the pivotal role they had played in altering the course of the world. Without them, the cause they had fought so fiercely for would have crumbled.
Ali began by addressing Arsalan, "Considering your background in the Topraki army, you are the most qualified military leader among us. How would you have handled five hundred soldiers?"
Arsalan, pleased to be acknowledged in front of Aiyla, responded, "They are aware of our formidable defenses. In my estimation, a siege would be their best course of action. The inability to secure food will lead to either our starvation or our willingness to open the gate and confront them."
Ali inquired further, "What about the number of soldiers they intend to send?"
Arsalan elaborated, "That will depend on our actual numbers. The last time that traitor, Hamman, visited, we had approximately two thousand soldiers. To ensure the siege's success, they would have to send at least four times our number."
Ali stood and declared, "This means we must be forthright with them and disclose that we have fewer than two thousand soldiers."
Everyone gazed at Ali, some beginning to wonder if he was starting to lose his mind. Things took an even more bizarre turn when he turned to Sofia and said, "Lady Sofia, how would you like to become a traitor?"
Sofia exchanged a knowing smile with Leah and responded, "I'm already a traitor!"
Ali clarified, "Not against the empire this time, but against us."
Nadufa, losing her patience, urged Ali to get to the point. After casting a glance at Leah, Ali stood and elaborated, "Sofia will serve as a spy for Ramessess. She'll correspond with him, providing him with valuable information. In return, she will be granted a royal pardon."
Sofia was excited about her role but expressed her concern about outsmarting the cunning Ramessess, "Why would Ramessess believe me?"
Ali grinned, "That's an excellent question. Life has taught me that even the most intelligent people can be deceived when they are desperate for things they want to happen. And that's what you will exploit, sharing with him things he desperately wishes for."
Keita chimed in, "Like what?"
Ali replied, "For instance, that one of us is dead. There's no one better suited for that role than Alighieri." He looked at Alighieri, who nodded his approval. "As the deputy leader, he was wounded by Hamman in the past. His death will weaken our cause and provide a legitimate reason for some of our soldiers to leave us."
Ali engaged everyone in the planning process, ensuring that no one remained in disagreement.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ramessess received a letter signed by the previous military chief's daughter, Sofia. As he unfolded the parchment and began to read, the gravity of its contents weighed heavily on his mind.
“From Sofia, a pure Unionist and one of the five Gods’ descendants to Lord Ramessess, the prime advisor,
You were a dear friend to my father, and I remember you have always been kind to me. Sadly, Princess Leah obliged me to help her, fooling me into believing that his highness and the generals are evil. But now that I have been living with the rebels for months, I can’t stand these monsters for another day. I’m suffering from the cold and starvation, and the only thing I hear is their thirst for bloodshed. I’m willing to work for my home, the Union, and feed you valuable information, which will help you destroy them. In return, I only ask for his highness' pardon and my return back to my beautiful home.”
Ramessess read the letter twice, his brow furrowed in deep contemplation. He decided not to act until he had shared it with the council members. Before taking any further steps, he informed the emperor, who immediately called for an urgent council meeting and invited Hamman to join.
After Ceres read the letter aloud, the council members began to offer their opinions. Helena, known for her youthful exuberance, was the first to comment, her voice trembling with anger, “She’s a traitor, the daughter of a coward. We shouldn’t believe her!”
Ramessess didn't want to dismiss Helena's passionate outburst entirely. Given her age, her enthusiasm sometimes clouded her judgment. Turning to address the entire council, he asked, “What would happen if we discarded this letter and ignored her?”
It was a rhetorical question, and everyone in the room knew it. The prime advisor continued, “We’ll march with forty thousand soldiers and tear down their walls.” He paused, surveying the faces of the council members, including Helena. “The last time we relied on sheer numbers, we were beaten and utterly humiliated.”
Hamman, who had been listening intently, stood and knelt before Ceres, seeking permission to speak. Ceres nodded, granting him the floor. “I fully agree with the prime advisor,” Hamman declared. “The more information we gather, the better our chances to outmaneuver them in their burrows.”
Helena's anger flared, and she retorted, “You want to forgive this traitor after what she did?”
Hamman, tactful in his response, tried to ease the tension, “Your grace, she’s desperate to return to the luxurious life in the Union. I propose we use her, and then I promise to give her to you as a present.”
Ceres noticed a look of relief on his daughter’s face, and, satisfied with the consensus emerging, he stood to conclude their discussion, “It appears everybody is content with this arrangement. Let us await Sofia’s future letters, and then we shall proceed accordingly.”
The plan unfolded as Ali and his companions had hoped, with Ramessess agreeing to Sofia's terms. Sofia's response arrived in the form of a letter, where she delivered unsettling news: Alighieri's wound was severe, and he wouldn't survive. As a result, hundreds of people had deserted their cause. Sofia further detailed that Ali had reached out to all the tribes in Grond for help, but they had all refused, leaving him no choice but to remain within the walls, relying on his skilled craftsman, Sai, who was trying to find a way to cultivate the land within the walls to ensure their survival during the Union's siege.
When Ramessess shared the contents of Sofia's letter with the council, there wasn't a shred of doubt in their minds regarding its authenticity. The information she provided aligned with their reasoning and experience. Even Helena, known for her fiery spirit, believed Sofia's sincerity.
Hamman proposed a plan to take two thousand seasoned soldiers, at least the third-ranked ones, and the council unanimously approved his strategy. Ramessess saw great potential in Hamman. Apart from his prowess in battle, he possessed remarkable intelligence. He consistently favored practicality over honor and glory. For example, he could have engaged Alighieri in combat before capturing Nora without resorting to blinding powder, drawing on his history as a renowned gladiator. Instead, he chose the most efficient path, quickly defeating the Solumy rebels.
Recognizing his own inexperience in warfare and politics, Ramessess decided to invite Hamman for a meal and share some advice. After savoring a delightful dish of rabbit with a medley of vegetables and diverse sauces, Ramessess broached the topic of Hamman's plan.
He inquired, "As you mentioned, your grace, a siege is merely an alternative option. I have a method to breach their walls and eliminate them all from within."
Ramessess took a sip from his mug and continued, "Last time, Ali outwitted twenty thousand soldiers led by a legendary leader with fewer than three thousand untrained men and women. What makes your approach different?"
Hamman responded confidently, "I have a brilliant strategy to breach their walls. Ali is not as clever as you might think."
Ramessess did not appreciate that response and raised his voice, asserting, "If you seek a seat on this council, you must learn to comport yourself like a council member!"
Hamman placed his mug on the table and bowed his head, humbly stating, "Forgive me, your grace. I have great faith in the abilities of my soldiers."
Ramessess maintained his tone, cautioning, "Respect your adversary. He shook the entire empire and deprived us of sleep. He is a man to be feared, as are his comrades!"
Hamman remained silent, and the prime advisor softened his tone, advising, "I won't be present when you approach the wall, but I urge you to stay vigilant, keep your senses sharp, and do not hesitate to adjust your plan if you believe it necessary. Never underestimate them."
Hamman offered his apologies to the prime advisor, who realized he had been stern. To conclude their conversation on a motivating note, Ramessess stated, "His highness and I have high expectations for you, exceeding your own ambitions. Secure this victory, and I guarantee you a life of great renown."
Kneeling before the prime advisor, Hamman vowed, "Your grace, rest assured, I will secure victory with the rebels' heads mounted on our spikes."
"Eliminate them all, except Leah," ordered Ramessess, cementing their commitment to a decisive victory.






  
  Chapter 9


Hamman heeded Ramessess' counsel and bolstered his army by adding an extra thousand soldiers. Together, they embarked on their journey with a singular purpose: to march northward into the heart of the Grond kingdom, to breach the rebels’ walls and place Ali's head on a spike. 
During the expedition, Hamman dispatched two of his quickest soldiers to conduct reconnaissance of the rebels' stronghold. They returned three days later, bearing encouraging news that lifted Hamman's spirits.
"Lord Hamman, they're still holed up inside the walls, and there's no sign of preparations for war," reported one of the soldiers.
Halting his horse, Hamman approached the two soldiers, a pleased glint in his eyes. "Excellent work! What about the back gate? Were you able to inspect it?"
The other soldier replied enthusiastically, "Yes, my lord. It's a substantial gate, but with ten soldiers and a sturdy tree trunk, we could easily breach it."
Turning to yet another soldier, Hamman inquired about the remaining distance to the rebels' position. "How much farther must we travel before reaching the rebels?"
The soldier responded promptly, "No more than half a day, my lord."
Hamman rested his hand on the soldier's shoulder and declared, "We'll divide our forces. Two thousand will continue to the walls, with Lord Rick assuming command. Proceed without pause until you reach your destination."
Rick placed his hand over his heart and responded, "Your orders are sacrosanct, Lord Hamman. May I ask why you're not accompanying us?"
Hamman grinned mischievously. "I'm a man who relishes surprises. Carry out your orders, Rick!"
The plan proceeded seamlessly. The soldiers established a camp five miles from the walls and initiated their advance at dawn. Surprisingly, it appeared that the Free People within the stronghold had not detected their approach. No horns sounded, no archers stood ready on the walls. Rick was initially concerned, but his fears were short-lived. Relief washed over him as he spotted a white flag fluttering from a window.
“My lord, I think the gate was left open,” a soldier reported to Rick, his voice tinged with surprise as he noticed a light emanating from the gate.
Rick wasted no time, taking ten men with him to investigate. To their astonishment, the gate stood wide open. Two soldiers cautiously pushed it fully ajar, only to discover an eerie emptiness on the other side.
"Follow me and kill everyone inside!" Rick ordered, his voice resolute.
With a thunderous gallop, the two thousand soldiers charged forth in symmetrical lines, their spears and swords poised for bloodshed. Yet, there was no one to be found. The village appeared eerily deserted—no soldiers, no pets, not even a single avian presence in the sky.
Rick dismounted his horse and began a thorough inspection of the deserted village.
"I think they ran away, my lord," one soldier suggested.
Rick was inclined to concur, but then he stumbled upon something peculiar: a fresh piece of bread lying on the ground. He approached it cautiously and picked it up. The soldiers watched in silent bewilderment as Rick dusted off the bread and took a bite, only to immediately spit it out.
"It was baked this morning!" he exclaimed.
"Lord Rick, that can't be. As you commanded, we kept watch throughout the night in front of the wall. We witnessed no one leaving," a soldier responded.
Rick sensed that something was amiss and ordered some of his men to inspect every chamber and stable within the village. Their search, however, yielded no answers.
"Did you come across any rats, spiders, or anything that might live underground?" Rick inquired, beginning to consider the possibility of a hidden tunnel.
"Not a single one, my lord," came the response.
Another soldier soon arrived, panting heavily as he addressed Rick, "My lord, we ventured to the rear of the wall, and there, we found a gate. Beyond it, there's a well."
Rick directed several soldiers to accompany him to the well. After a brief inspection, he tossed a stone into the well, anticipating the sound of a splash as it hit the water. To his dismay, there was no such sound.
Rick frowned. "It's a tunnel. The cowards used it to escape. They can't be far. Let's pursue them!"
The soldiers eagerly followed Rick into the courtyard, but their progress was halted as some of them stumbled upon an enigmatic gray, ovoid object.
"What is this?!" Rick demanded, perplexed by the unfamiliar item.
"We found it at the entrance. I think it’s an egg, but we don’t know what kind of bird," a soldier replied, amusement in his voice as he held up the mysterious gray object.
Rick's expression transformed from curiosity to realization, and he shouted in horror, "Dumb soldier, that 'bird' is a rebel called Sai! Didn't you hear what he did to Vlad's army?!"
As if struck by lightning, the soldiers immediately dropped the strange object, and Rick continued to scream, "It's a trap! Run away!"
The warning was issued too late, for the rebels had already taken their positions in the treetops near the entrance. They unleashed a volley of arrows aimed at the gray eggs. The moment an arrow struck one of the eggs, it detonated, erupting into flames that spread in fiery waves around the soldiers. Sixty arrows proved sufficient to incinerate two thousand soldiers, save for a few who managed to escape.
Ali descended from a tree, basking in their resounding victory, and his comrades soon joined him, exchanging smiles and heartfelt embraces.
"Beautifully done, my lord," Arsalan praised Ali.
Leah, her eyes fixed on Ali, beamed at him, and Ali longed for nothing more than to see a smile that conveyed the admiration he had always sought from her.
"What's our next move, my lord?" Keita inquired.
"We will await a message from John and Nadufa. Once everything proceeds as intended, we shall unite with them in their tribe," Ali announced.
Everyone concurred, and Ali took a moment to commend the new members of his council. "Sofia, Aiyla, and Nisay, your contributions have been truly remarkable!"
Aiyla, curious and humble, asked, "I didn't hit any of those eggs with my arrows. How did I contribute to your rescue?"
Laughter rippled through the group, including Ali, who replied, "True, you didn't strike any of those eggs, but for someone with your level of experience, you demonstrated remarkable courage in taking the shot. And let's not forget that your assistance in the empire was invaluable; without it, Ramessess would have condemned us to a dire fate.”
Nora took Aiyla's hand, her words filled with determination. "I promise to train you to become the finest marksman in the Seven Kingdoms."
Keita took advantage of the pleasant atmosphere to jest, "She's already mastered the art of missing; there's no need to teach her that!"
Nora responded in jest, "Go to hell."
Sofia cleared her throat and spoke her mind, "I was raised by a military chief who used to impart to me some of the most brilliant war tactics known in history. None of them even come close to yours, Lord Ali. With just eleven people, you defeated two thousand well-trained soldiers. But I can’t understand why you sent John and Nadufa with all of our soldiers?"
It appeared that Sofia had voiced what was on Nisay's mind, prompting him to add, "I've heard numerous tales about you, and I always considered you a skilled swordsman who was fortunate to have strong and intelligent individuals dedicated to you. But now, I understand why my mother never ceased to speak of you in Okorom."
Ali, eager to share how he had vanquished the Union's army, suddenly realized that Nisay came from the same tribe and had never mentioned Okorom. "How is it that we hail from the same village, yet you've never discussed it?"
Nisay smiled and responded, "In truth, your mother, Aunt Halima, was the midwife who assisted my mother in giving birth to me. In fact, I was the last child she helped deliver before she passed away."
Ali, his eyes brimming with emotion, expressed, “I’m overjoyed to be reunited with you, my friend and brother. I have fond memories of your mother, Aunt Fatima. She was always so kind and generous to the children in our village.”
“Yes, she was. Perhaps we can visit her together soon,” said Nisay.
Before Ali could respond, Keita interjected, “Didn’t Lady Sofia ask you a question?”
Ali realized everyone was eager to hear his plan, except for Alighieri and Sai, who already knew every detail.
“After devising these powerful weapons, which Sai crafted, I hoped they would secure our victory. But then I thought, what happens after we destroy our home? That’s when I considered John’s land. It’s known for fertile soil and good weather, which is why I sent our soldiers there. We didn’t need many to fire sixty arrows!”
Aiyla queried, “And the walls? The Union’s soldiers spoke of their strength and how catapults failed against them.”
“We’ll construct new ones,” Ali replied with a smile, noting reassurance on everyone’s faces, except Alighieri's.
Alighieri voiced his concern, “Perhaps I’m too cautious, but why wasn’t Hamman with them?”
Nisay added, “It is odd. He seemed the best choice to lead such an attack. He’s familiar with the walls and proved his mettle during Nora’s kidnapping.”
No one disagreed. Ali sought to alleviate their worries, “We’ll stay vigilant and wait for news from John. If all goes well, we should receive his message by mid-noon.”
However, as the sun set, no pigeon arrived for Ali. Doubts, fueled by Alighieri’s words about Hamman, began to surface.
Initially, Ali kept his concerns private. But eventually, he shared them with the group. Most suggested marching to the tribe to investigate, but Ali and Leah advised against it, wary of a potential trap.
Seizing the moment, Nisay, the newest addition to the rebels, volunteered to scout the tribe himself. His expertise in tracking made it easy to convince the others. 
“I can join Nisay. We’ve had success on a mission together before,” Nora offered.
Ali, however, was cautious. “I can’t risk losing two of my key players,” he responded.
Nisay turned to Nora, reminding her, “And you’re destined to be a queen!”
Nora managed a forced smile, her inner turmoil hidden, concerned for the man who once saved her life. Nisay departed promptly, promising to return by dawn. The night stretched on, fraught with tension and bad news. Hamman, Nadufa, and John were all missing, and now Nisay was alone in Grond, a land rife with Union spies.
Dawn broke without any sign of Nisay. The group, too anxious to think about eating, awaited Ali’s directive. He gathered everyone with a smile, but they all recognized it as his attempt to keep spirits up.
As Ali prepared to speak, the sound of galloping horses interrupted him. The group instinctively drew weapons, forming a defensive circle. “Aiyla, Sofia, get inside!” Ali ordered, “Everyone, protect them!”
The seven rebels and Leah braced for confrontation as sixty knights, led by Hamman and brandishing spears, encircled them.
Hamman, with a hint of triumph, declared, “Nine traitors and the princess herself. The emperor will reward me handsomely for this.”
Nora, seething with anger, retorted, “I’ll see your head on a spike!”
“Ah, Nora,” Hamman taunted. “You once threatened to kill me for seeing you unclothed. Yet, here I am, alive and recalling every detail.” His words hung heavy in the air before he commanded, “Lay down your weapons! This is the end!”
“Why don’t you try and take them?” Leah retorted.
Hamman and his soldiers laughed. “Don’t be a fool. Try to survive; maybe Ceres will show mercy and pardon you.”
But Hamman’s smugness vanished as an arrow, shot from an unseen archer, hit a Union soldier, followed by another. His troops, now panicked, couldn’t pinpoint the source.
“Now!” Ali commanded. The rebels lined up. Leah, wielding her daggers as extensions of her hands, cut down every enemy in her path, vigilantly guarding Sofia. Arsalan stood protectively by Aiyla, felling foes with his axe. Alighieri and Keita took down ten each, and Ali lost count of his own. Nora and Roulan fiercely struck down soldiers, occasionally throwing daggers at distant targets, as more arrows flew in from the mysterious archer.
Hamman observed the chaos silently, ready to fight off any rebel who dared approach. Yet, he watched helplessly as his soldiers fell to Ali's group.
“What do we do with him?” Nora asked, looking at Hamman.
Alighieri stepped forward, claiming, “He’s mine!”
Nora argued for her right to finish him, but before tensions escalated further, the archer revealed himself—it was Nisay. Nora’s face lit up with a smile, mirrored by Nisay.
Whispering something to Alighieri, Nisay received a nod in return. Then he knelt before Nora, his voice earnest. “My parents wanted me to emulate Ali, but I strayed and joined the darkest place on earth. Without you, I might have ended up like Hamman or Ramessess. Watching you fight gives me confidence that you could defeat Hamman, but I wish to spare you this burden and present his head to you as a gift. I hope for your and the Creator's forgiveness for my past actions.”
Nora looked towards Ali and her friends, who offered encouraging smiles. She then addressed Nisay firmly, “Stand up, Nisay. I accept your offer.”
Hamman, seething at the discussion of his demise, protested, “Why should I fight? You'll kill me regardless of the outcome.”
Ali assured him, “You have my word. If you win, you walk free. If not, you'll receive a proper burial.” He swore by the Creator to validate his promise.
This assurance invigorated Hamman, Helena’s favored soldier. Not only could he confront his rival, but his life would also be spared if he prevailed.
Confronting Nisay, Hamman sneered, “We'll see who truly rules the Arena.”
Nisay, taking Nora’s swords, weighed them thoughtfully. “The real king of the Arena isn't you or me,” he declared, locking eyes with Ali in a moment of silent understanding.
Hamman charged first, but Nisay remained poised, expertly blocking the assault. Their swords clashed, and as Hamman drew a dagger, Nisay’s swift kick sent him tumbling.
Giving Hamman a moment to recover and attack again, Nisay dodged his next strike with ease. With a fluid motion, he used one sword to slash across Hamman’s belly.
As Hamman lay wounded, still gazing at his opponent, Nisay delivered the final blow, severing his head and leaving the onlookers in stunned silence.






  
  Chapter 10 


In Nisay's youthful eyes, his father was a beacon of wisdom. Yet, there was always one saying of his that seemed enigmatic: “The future lies in the creator’s hands; any attempt to foresee it will only bring suffering. Live each day individually.” Growing up, Nisay realized this philosophy had shackled his father to poverty, limiting his ability to support their tribe. 
With age, Nisay discerned that those who thrived were planners, visionaries who anticipated the future and prepared for it. His own ambitions blossomed, and he chose a path unlike his forebears — seeking fortune and influence through his own intellect and prowess.
His endeavors bore fruit as he gained entry into the empire. Within weeks, he caught the eye of the planet's most esteemed council, who lavished upon him every conceivable luxury and desire.
Nisay swiftly ascended the ranks to become a favored soldier under Helena in the Union, tasked with critical missions which he invariably accomplished. Yet, success came with its burdens. Night after night, Nisay lay awake, haunted by the lives he had taken. He thought of his mother, a woman of sweetness and gentleness, and knew she would be heartbroken by the path he had chosen.
Engulfed in a sea of turmoil, Nisay struggled to acclimate to his new existence. But everything changed when he encountered Nora, the rebel. She was not only strikingly beautiful but also possessed a strength surpassing any man he had ever known. Her presence stirred something within him, unraveling the tightly wound control he had over his life. Amidst the chaos, a singular desire crystallized in his heart: to abandon it all for a simple life in a secluded hut with Nora, surrounded by the laughter and warmth of their future children.
Nisay finally grasped his father's wisdom, realizing that true wealth lay not in gold and power but in the richness of love.
His introspection was broken by Ali's voice, "Did you find John?"
Head bowed, Nisay replied softly, "While we engaged with two thousand soldiers, Hamman led a thousand men against John's tribe."
"What happened?" demanded Alighieri.
"I discovered a lone survivor, gravely injured. My attempt to save him delayed me," Nisay explained, his voice heavy. "He recounted how John’s people bravely resisted, felling many Union soldiers. Yet, Hamman emerged victorious, claiming the lives of John and Nadufa." After a pause, filled with remorse, he added, "I regret not telling you sooner. I didn't want to overshadow our victory with this loss."
Ali, absorbing the news, felt the weight of a decade's efforts crumble. His heart ached for the innocent lives lost, for the hope he had kindled only to see extinguished.
Alighieri, ever the stoic, knew well how to mask his sorrow. But he understood Ali's heartache, bearing the heavy burden of each life lost. He recognized that only Leah who could pull Ali from the depths of his despair. Without Ali, their cause would falter. Sharing his concerns with Leah, she took his counsel to heart and hastened to find Ali.
She discovered him alone, sprawled on a rock, engulfed in his thoughts, the weight of their shared dream resting heavily on his shoulders.
“Sofia prepared our dinner tonight. You're lucky you didn't have to try it,” Leah said, trying to lighten the mood.
Ali offered a strained smile. “And Keita’s verdict?”
“He compared it to Arsalan’s feet,” Leah replied, eliciting a genuine smile from Ali this time. “There, that’s a great smile. Why hide it?”
Ali’s gaze fell. “Nadufa and John believed in me, in our cause. Now they’re gone.”
Leah responded, her voice tinged with sadness, “Yes, we’ve lost dear friends. But we must persevere. They both would’ve wanted us to continue.”
Ali was contemplative. “Eleven of us left, with nowhere to go. How can we stand against the empire?”
“We start anew, learn from the past. We’re more experienced, and have new allies: a princess from the empire, a formidable fighter from your homeland, Aiyla with her many talents, and, of course, Sofia.”
“Who can't cook a good meal,” Ali added, his smile returning.
“True, but she excels in everything else,” Leah said, standing up. “Rest now. Tomorrow’s challenges await.”
The next day, they visited the remains of John’s tribe. A harrowing sight of countless bodies greeted them. Nisay had already buried John and Nadufa, sparing them the sight of their brutal end.
It took three days to lay everyone to rest, honoring them with a ceremony. Leah and Sofia were struck by the reverence shown to the deceased, a stark contrast to the Union’s callous treatment.
Ali, overwhelmed, knew he had to lead, to inspire action amidst despair. Yet, he couldn’t help but feel that his recent defeat had only bolstered Ceres’ power.

      [image: image-placeholder]Upon receiving news from a sole surviving messenger of Ali's ambush within the rebel stronghold, Ceres was left troubled, his rest disturbed by the unexpected turn. However, the following day's news from Hamman offered a stark contrast: the rebel forces decimated, Ali reduced to a small band of companions, notably including several women.
Ceres, the emperor, remained indifferent to the loss of his three thousand soldiers. Even Hamman's demise stirred no regret within him; the man, though a promising leader, was ultimately just another from the seven kingdoms, bearing what Ceres considered tainted blood and an inconsequential existence.
Entering the council chamber, Ceres was greeted by the delighted faces of his advisors, a sight that lifted his spirits. He commanded them to be seated and began the meeting.
“Can anyone guess the reason behind this assembly?” he asked.
Before Ramessess, the prime advisor, could respond, Ceres cut him off, “Not you, Ramessess!”
Helena, feeling a surge of jealousy, seized the opportunity to speak, “Ali and his remaining allies are still at large. We cannot rest until they are captured and executed.”
Lord Behrouz, the finance chief, stood to speak, “With all due respect, Your Grace, they are merely a handful of homeless rebels. There are more pressing matters at hand.”
Ceres turned to his daughter with a smile, “Helena, you are indeed my daughter, and I value your perspective. But first, let me acknowledge and thank everyone here for their exemplary efforts. Your counsel has significantly reduced the rebel threat.”
The eleven generals and Helena stood, kneeling in a gesture of gratitude. Ceres motioned for them to be seated again, then addressed Lord Behrouz, “You raise a valid point regarding other pressing matters. However, we cannot afford to ignore the rebels. Among them are Leah, Sofia, and Nisay – we are well aware of the potential threat they pose.”
Helena's expression soured at the mention of her sister, a reaction that did not escape her father's notice. “Princess Helena, your thoughts?” Ceres prompted.
“If I were them, homeless and penniless, I would simply hide and seek survival,” Helena responded.
“But Ali is not like ordinary people. He’s the most unpredictable foe I've encountered,” Ramessess interjected.
“I couldn’t agree more,” Ceres echoed.
Helena, growing impatient, raised her voice. “Are we here to laud these vermin or to annihilate them?”
For anyone else, such outburst might have led to severe reprimand, or worse. But Ceres, regarding Helena, simply smiled, proud of her fierce resolve.
“Hamman’s downfall wasn’t due to cowardice or weakness. He underestimated his enemy. To conquer, one must first respect his opponent,” Ceres advised.
Helena's expression soured at the mention of her sister, a reaction that did not escape her father's notice. “Princess Helena, your thoughts?” Ceres prompted.
“If I were them, homeless and penniless, I would simply hide and seek survival,” Helena responded.
“But Ali is not like ordinary people. He’s the most unpredictable foe I've encountered,” Ramessess interjected.
“I couldn’t agree more,” Ceres echoed.
Helena, growing impatient, raised her voice. “Are we here to laud these vermin or to annihilate them?”
For anyone else, such outburst might have led to severe reprimand, or worse. But Ceres, regarding Helena, simply smiled, proud of her fierce resolve.
“Hamman’s downfall wasn’t due to cowardice or weakness. He underestimated his enemy. To conquer, one must first respect their opponent,” Ceres advised.
Helena moderated her tone, offering an apology.
Ceres, already with a strategy in mind, sought further counsel from his advisors. Yet, even Ramessess had little to contribute. Deciding to reveal his plan, Ceres continued, “Ramessess is correct; predicting the rebels' next move is challenging. However, we can close all avenues to them, preventing any chance of forming new alliances. An additional ally for them means an army, and we've all witnessed what happened to Vlad's twenty thousand soldiers!”
Behrouz, intrigued by the strategy, eagerly inquired, “How shall we proceed, Your Highness?”
“Lord Ramessess, dispatch messages to every kingdom. Issue a stark warning to each king and council member: any communication with the rebels without our approval will be met with dire consequences.”






  
  Chapter 11


Aznek's gaze remained fixed on the twelve ornate boxes brimming with gold and silver. Inside, her anger burned like a smoldering ember, threatening to ignite into an uncontrollable blaze. Yet, she dared not reveal her frustration to the members of her council. They may have pledged their allegiance to her as the Queen of Solum, but she couldn't shake the nagging feeling that, in their eyes, she was merely a marionette dancing to their tune. Trust was a luxury she could not afford within her council, for any word spoken against Ceres, the true power behind the throne, would spell not only the end of her reign but also jeopardize her beloved son's future as the heir to the realm. 
The stoic facade crumbled as the finance chief broke the silence. "Your grace, this is the entirety of our treasury. We still owe the empire a staggering five thousand gold coins. They have granted us a brief respite, extending the deadline by three additional months."
Aznek maintained her silence, compelling the prime advisor to speak up. "Your grace," he began, "we repeatedly find ourselves in this distressing situation year after year during his highness's reign. Perhaps it's worth considering the possibility of imposing additional taxes on the commoners."
A flicker of frustration crossed Aznek's face as she retorted, "They have suffered enough!"
The prime advisor's response was swift and unyielding. "We protect them, provide them shelter, and in return, they must contribute more."
Deep within, the queen seethed with indignation. She despised these sycophantic generals who had forsaken their honor to serve the empire. Faced with the dire circumstances in Solum, where her people struggled to put food on their tables, she had taken the bold step of reducing the taxes. She had even contemplated the audacious idea of urging the wealthy elite of her kingdom to shoulder the tax burden. Their weekly fortunes alone could easily cover the kingdom's annual dues, but she knew it was a proposal doomed to fail. If she attempted to enforce such a decree, she would risk a rebellion that would see her throne crumble beneath her.
That night, after tucking her son into his slumber, Aznek found solace in the dimly lit living room, sharing her thoughts with her trusted sister-in-law, Giulia—one of the few individuals she could truly confide in within the castle's walls.
Giulia poured herself a glass of water and regarded the queen with concern. "You're a queen. You should find happiness in your station."
Aznek's eyes held the weariness of a ruler burdened by the weight of her realm. "No honorable king or queen can truly be content under the shadow of the empire."
Giulia's voice was tinged with worry as she implored, "They are a formidable force, Aznek. You must consider your son's safety and future."
Aznek's lips curved into a wry smile as she began, “Back in my homeland, my uncle, the king, once warned me that if Ceres' power continued to swell, there would be little left of our kingdom to govern.”
Giulia, her confidante, knew that the queen's resolve was unshakeable. Aznek would not rest until the empire fell or she joined her husband in the afterlife.
“Your grace…” Giulia started, but the queen interrupted, her tone softened by their friendship. “I summoned you here as a friend, Giulia. Please, spare me the formalities.”
Giulia smiled warmly and complied, “Of course, my dear friend Aznek. I may not be well-versed in politics, but a wise man once told me that a king's strength lies in his allies. You need trusted friends by your side.”
Aznek gently tapped Giulia's knee twice and confided, “My dear friend, apart from you and Alessandro, I trust no one within the confines of this kingdom.”
“What about the rebels? I've heard they've given the emperor and his generals quite the headache.”
“You're not mistaken. I mean, if I had three men like Ali on my council, I could conquer the entire world,” Aznek mused.
"But..." Giulia ventured.
Aznek acknowledged, “Yes, my dear, Ali is not so different from Ceres. He pretends to champion a noble cause, but deep down, he seeks power and a throne like any other ambitious man.”
Giulia remained resolute. “He can't be worse than Ceres!”
“I prefer the devil I know. At least I understand the emperor's intentions.”
Despite Giulia's best efforts to lift her sister-in-law's spirits, Aznek remained burdened by her thoughts. Giulia eventually took her leave, leaving Aznek to retire to her chamber. Exhausted from her contemplations, she drifted into slumber and remained in its embrace until a servant's urgent call roused her.
Opening her left eye, Aznek inquired, “What is it, Cara? Why the rush?”
“Your grace, it's Prime Advisor Ramessess. He's in the council meeting room, waiting for you. He claims it's a matter of utmost urgency.”
Aznek would have preferred to wake up to any news but this. Her disdain for Ramessess ran deep. Yet, she had no choice but to don her attire and make her way to the council chamber. Upon entering, she headed straight for her throne without so much as a glance in Ramessess' direction.
“If you had deigned to send word ahead of your arrival, we might have extended you a welcome more befitting your station,” she remarked coolly.
Ramessess responded, “Your grace, I apologize for not sending a missive. The situation is fraught with complexity, involving both the rebels and other pressing matters. We deemed discretion necessary.”
Aznek detected a trace of sincerity in Ceres' advisor's words, a rare occurrence. In response, she said, “Your grace, how is it that a group of homeless youths have shaken the mighty empire to its core?”
Ramessess did not take kindly to her question and retorted sharply, “These are matters that exceed your comprehension, Queen Aznek!”
Aznek's gaze remained steady as she countered, “Then why have you come here?”
“Because you have naught else to offer save for bending the knee and paying your taxes if you wish to retain the throne for your son!” Ramessess declared in a louder voice, punctuating his statement by flinging a piece of parchment onto the table.
Aznek didn't bother to pick up the parchment that lay on the ground, leaving it there as a subtle act of defiance. Ramessess shot her an angry look, but she remained unimpressed.
“You could have sent this message with a pigeon,” the queen remarked, her voice laced with sarcasm.
Ramessess maintained his composed tone and responded, “It has come to our attention that you're discontented with paying taxes to our empire, although we find that hard to believe. So, I've come to request that you silence these rumor-mongering birds. His highness does not appreciate rumors." With that, he stood and made his exit, adding as a parting remark, "I hope this visit proves to be the last."
Aznek was astute enough to discern that Ramessess' visit was, in essence, a final warning. She had no choice but to put her pride aside and consider bending the knee. Later that night, before retiring to sleep, she opened the parchment Ramessess had delivered earlier and began to read its contents:
"From the Emperor Ceres to the Mother Queen Aznek:
The rebels persist and knock on every door, seeking to forge new alliances. If any of them approach your kingdom, show them no mercy and execute them on my behalf."
Aznek tore the parchment into pieces, her frustration echoing through the room. She had never held any affection for the rebels, and their demise would not trouble her. However, what she despised more than anything was receiving orders from Ceres. Her solitude was interrupted by a servant who informed her of a soldier waiting at her door, summoned at her behest. She granted permission for him to enter.
“Your grace, you sent for me?” inquired the soldier as he knelt.
The queen dispensed with formalities and asked him to rise before sharing the letter's contents with him. The soldier raised an eyebrow and responded, “Your grace, this is a shared interest between you and the empire. We will eliminate the rebels if they encroach upon our lands.”
Aznek regarded him with appreciation and remarked, “Sir Alessandro, I have always considered you a wise and loyal man.”
“Your grace, I am but your devoted servant. I comprehend your aversion to receiving directives from the empire, but we must avoid attracting Ceres' unwelcome attention,” Alessandro replied.
Aznek's voice carried an edge of frustration as she said, “His emissary came to me this morning and dared to raise his voice within the walls of my own castle!”
Alessandro was well aware of Ramessess' visit but chose to remain silent.
The queen's voice grew more exasperated as she questioned, “Then why am I the queen?”
“Do you know why Ceres and his advisors harbor such ill will towards you, your grace?” Alessandro inquired.
Aznek moved to stand beside a window and answered, “Because I dislike them.”
“Not just that, your grace, but also because you are winning the hearts of your people. You refuse to burden them with additional taxes, and despite the absence of official educators in our lands, you have trained both men and women to teach our children how to read and write,” Alessandro continued. His words carried a sense of admiration as he added, “You are a greater threat than the rebels, for they understand that if they harm you, the people will rise up, and Solum will become the most unstable of kingdoms.”
The queen acknowledged the truth in Alessandro's words, though she maintained an air of indifference. Changing the subject, she asked, “Sir Alessandro, whom can we trust within our council?”
Alessandro's response was blunt. “No one, your grace.”
Aznek turned to look him in the eye and spoke softly, “Then we need a new council.”
Alessandro smiled, ready to provide a reply, but the queen cut him off with a dismissal. “You are dismissed, Sir Alessandro.”






  
  Chapter 12 


Ali granted his friends a well-deserved respite, allowing them two days to escape the relentless world of politics and experience the life they often daydreamed about. Roulan and Sai took the opportunity to retreat into the serenity of the woods, seeking some precious moments of peace that had eluded them for too long. On their first day in the forest, they erected a simple tent and savored every minute of their newfound tranquility. 
Sofia and Aiyla, on the other hand, sought out their trainer, Keita, determined to hone their skills.
Meanwhile, Nora had always been intrigued by the tales of the Okorom tribe and their renowned reputation as fierce warriors. She devoted most of her time to Nisay, urging him to recount the tribe's history in vivid detail. Nisay obliged, leaving no chapter unspoken, from the tribe's inception under the rule of King Idriss to the present day. He even promised to one day take her to visit the Okorom tribe. However, their tranquil conversation was soon disrupted by the unexpected arrival of Roulan and Sai.
"Already tired of each other?" Nisay quipped. "I thought you intended to spend every moment of these two days together."
Roulan brushed off Nisay's comment and stated, "I just need a word with Ali."
Sai extended his hands and jestingly remarked, "Speak, he's right here!"
"Alone!" Roulan insisted.
Ali nodded and beckoned for Roulan to follow him away from the group, ensuring they were far enough to converse in private. Ali anticipated that Roulan might bring up Sai or their ongoing mission, but to his surprise, she abruptly smacked him on the forehead with her hand and exclaimed, "How dense can you be?"
Ali chuckled and retorted, "What was that for?"
Roulan's frustration was evident as she exclaimed, "Why haven't you spoken to Leah yet?"
Ali wasn't surprised by the question, as he had been grappling with the same dilemma ever since Leah had rescued him. His heart's deepest yearning was to confess his feelings to her, but he was acutely aware that this was a matter fraught with complexity.
Roulan's complaints persisted as she grumbled, "Yesterday, we asked her about your relationship, and guess what she said?"
Ali leaned in, his curiosity piqued. "What did she say?"
Roulan's reply was exasperated, "Nothing!"
Ali attempted to steer the conversation in a different direction, concerned about Roulan's unusual agitation. "I've never seen you so upset. Did something happen with Sai?" Realizing she might have crossed a line, Roulan quickly apologized to Ali. He responded, "It's a very complicated matter, Roulan."
Roulan's frustration flared once more, and she raised her voice. "The girl left behind an empire she was destined to rule one day. She abandoned her family, opting for a life in the woods, sleeping beneath the open sky, and risking her life at every turn."
Ali remained silent, and Roulan lowered her voice. "She chose you for a reason, so go after her, or at the very least, explain why it's complicated." With that, she apologized once more and departed.
Ali sat alone, grappling with Roulan's words. He recognized that she was right, and he was eager to discuss their situation with Leah, but he was at a loss for words.
Ali had always been an eloquent speaker, but he had never faced the challenge of speaking to a girl he loved. He briefly considered seeking advice from his friends but dismissed the idea. After hours of introspection, he summoned the courage to be himself, disregarding the potential consequences.
Meanwhile, Leah sat delicately twirling a red flower between her fingers, her attention focused on Keita as she taught her two friends.
“How is Aiyla doing?” Ali finally asked.
Leah replied with a hint of humor, “Worse than this morning and probably better than tomorrow.”
Ali chuckled, wanting to seize the moment, but his tongue seemed to betray him. Leah observed him with a gentle smile and quipped, “Someone advised you to discuss our situation, and yet here you are, unable to speak.”
Ali hung his head momentarily, but then he steeled himself to speak, “I owe you a long overdue apology, but I can't deny it. I've always considered myself brave, but when it comes to expressing my feelings, I transform into the biggest coward on earth.”
Leah was moved by his heartfelt, albeit clumsy, words, yet she decided to feign indifference. "Well, look at that, you can say nice things," she replied, a faint smile playing on her lips.
Ali cleared his throat, steeling himself for the difficult conversation ahead. "But, Leah, we can't be together."
Leah's smile vanished instantly, replaced by a look of utter dread. She couldn't believe what she had just heard and asked, her voice trembling, "What?"
Ali locked eyes with her and continued, "I was meant to love you, and I am confident that, even if I were to live for thousands of years, I would never be capable of loving anyone else but you."
Leah found her voice again, her emotions running high. "I left everything behind for you, Ali. If I had to do it a thousand times over, I would." Tears streamed down her cheeks, and in a wavering voice, she pleaded, "Why can't we be together?"
Ali hesitated for a moment before delivering the heartbreaking truth. "Because my days are numbered. I mean, I will leave this world very soon."
Leah was shocked by the revelation. She placed her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide with alarm. "How serious is the illness?" she asked, her concern evident.
Before Ali could respond, Keita intervened, breaking the somber moment. "We should eat. There's a delicious roasted deer waiting for us."
Leah turned her face away from Keita, discreetly using her sleeves to wipe away her tears, and then quietly left Ali and Keita to retreat to her tent. She didn't share her feelings with her friends, and the following morning, she acted as if nothing had transpired.
The break came to an end, and the rebels gathered once more, ready to resume their mission. Ali had worried that it might be difficult to persuade them after their recent setback, but surprisingly, they fell back into their routine. Some, like Arsalan, even claimed they had been bored during the break.
Ali began his speech, addressing the assembled rebels. "A few weeks ago, we numbered more than two thousand strong, and suddenly we find ourselves back where we started—homeless rebels, pursued by the empire and the six kingdoms..."
"We're in a stronger position now," Roulan interjected. "We've come to know the enemy better, and we've gained a princess, an eighth rebel, and two formidable lady fighters."
Ali turned to Keita, inquiring, "How are Sofia and Aiyla progressing with their training?"
Keita responded with a touch of sarcasm, "Oh, splendidly. They've mastered the art of unsheathing a sword." Sofia and Aiyla both replied with feigned smiles, understanding the jest.
Ali continued, addressing the group, "I could release you all from your oath, but I know that would be an affront. So, I presume you're all on board to press forward."
Nora chimed in enthusiastically, "Only death can sever this oath!"
As Ali gazed into the eyes of his comrades, he saw not a trace of hesitation. He suggested to his friends that they follow their usual practice: brainstorm together and formulate a plan. When he explained their collaborative approach to the new members, they were impressed to learn that everyone's input was valued, and each person was free to suggest and execute what they believed was best for the group.
Sofia was the first to propose an idea. "Aiyla and I recognize that we might become liabilities in combat, as you'll always need to protect us. Therefore, we'd like to intensify our training. With Keita's guidance, if he's willing, we'll strive to improve."
Aiyla winked at Sofia and grinned. Keita responded with a smile, saying, "It would be my honor."
Nora then surprised Ali by addressing him in front of the group. "What if you share your thoughts with us, Lord Ali? Your insights might inspire us to generate even better ideas."
Ali smiled and shared his current objective. "My sole aim at this moment is to secure a powerful ally. I need to strike the empire once again and not be deterred by the repercussions. We achieved a victory in our last encounter, taking down a formidable army, but we couldn't sustain our success."
Arsalan voiced his agreement. "I couldn't agree more. However, the crucial question is, who could be this formidable ally?"
Alighieri expressed his skepticism. "I don't mean to dampen your spirits, but the type of allies you’re considering are the kings. And as we're well aware, they are all mere puppets in Ceres' grasp."
Keita and Sai nodded in concurrence with Alighieri's assessment, but the rest of the group disagreed, sparking a heated debate. Ali opted to remain silent, observing each member's perspective. His gaze eventually settled on Nisay, who sat quietly with a smile.
Ali stood and raised his voice to quell the discussion. "Why don't we hear from the others?" The room fell silent, and Ali directed his attention to Nisay. "Nisay, do you have any insights to share?"
Nisay replied cautiously, "During my time in the empire, I overheard whispers about the Queen of Solum."
"A queen?" Alighieri inquired.
"Yes, Alighieri," Nisay confirmed. "The king had passed away, and his wife was proclaimed the new queen until their son reaches maturity."
Ali pressed for more details. "And what about her?"
Nisay continued, "She is a real troublemaker. Both Ceres and Ramessess have no fondness for her, but her people hold her in high regard."
Nora, enthusiastic about the prospect, chimed in, "She could be a promising candidate. After all, the enemy of my enemy is my friend."
Nisay cautioned against jumping to conclusions. "Hold on, Princess. She views the rebels as a substantial threat, far more dangerous than the empire. By the way, she hails from your kingdom, probably from your own family. Her name is something like Aznek or Aznek."
Nora appeared bewildered and sought clarification. "You mean Aznek?"
Nisay nodded, and a look of astonishment crossed Nora's face. Ali inquired about her familiarity with Aznek.
"She's my cousin," Nora revealed. "We grew up in the same household. My father held her in high regard, treating her as if she were his own. He often said she had the potential to be a remarkable ruler," Nora added with a smile.
Roulan stood up, suggesting, "It seems we may have found our new ally."
However, Alighieri cautioned against hasty conclusions. "Not so fast, my friend. Nisay mentioned that she holds animosity towards us as well."
Ali tapped Alighieri's shoulder reassuringly and asserted, "Let me handle this." He then turned to Leah with a warm smile and asked, "What do you think, Leah?"
Leah struggled to hold back her tears, deeply moved by Ali's courage and compassion. Despite his terminal condition, he remained committed to the greater good, as if he had been granted an eternity to live.
"Well, I am Ceres' daughter," Leah began, "I could potentially leverage my position to assist, but the question is how? I must admit, I'm not entirely sure."
Sai seized the opportunity to offer a suggestion. "Perhaps we could head to Dharatee. We could utilize your influence to navigate its streets and recruit new supporters to join our cause."
Leah didn't embrace the idea enthusiastically. "But everyone there knows I betrayed them."
Sai countered, "That's true, but you could adopt the persona of your sister."
Leah gave Sai a thumbs-up, and Alighieri proposed accompanying both Leah and Sai on their mission.
Ali then turned to Nisay. "I suggest you take Nora, Roulan, and Arsalan with you. The Okoroms have historically had strong ties with Topraki and Token. We need to persuade your father to form an alliance with us."
To everyone's surprise, Roulan dissented from Ali's recommendation, leaving the group stunned. She explained, "I want to infiltrate the empire through the upcoming tournament. Nisay informed me it's scheduled for next week."
Nora vehemently objected, exclaiming, "This is sheer madness! We cannot allow you to go through with it!"
Sai joined in, expressing his gratitude to Nora. Ali refrained from outright approval or rejection, opting instead to request that Roulan elaborate on her plan. "An army of twenty thousand well-trained soldiers couldn't defeat us. Yet, Hamman, on his own, nearly annihilated us. If it weren't for Nisay, we'd be dead by now."
Leah sensed the grandeur in Roulan's plan but remained cautious, encouraging her to provide further details. "If I win the tournament, I'll attain a high-ranking position. Ramessess and Helena will exploit my status to destroy you. Instead, I will dismantle them from within."
Ali, initially drawn to the audacious plan, reconsidered after locking eyes with Sai. He stated, "As intriguing as your plan may be, winning the tournament is an arduous feat, and I question whether the risks outweigh the rewards."
Nisay chimed in, reinforcing the notion. "You'll be facing all manner of formidable opponents and may be ordered to commit unspeakable acts."
Roulan remained resolute in her decision, understanding the dangers involved. "We're all in peril. Ali is heading to a queen who desires his demise, and so are the rest of you. I choose this mission, and I'm fully aware of its perils," she affirmed, reaching for her husband's hand. "I give you my word, my love. I will return to you."






  
  Chapter 13


Ceres had grown accustomed to dealing with the rebels. Over time, their threat had diminished in his eyes, but he understood that as long as they drew breath, they remained a danger. Yet, he couldn't afford to fixate solely on them, for other adversaries lurked in the shadows. 
Recently, Ramessess had voiced concerns about the new queen. Unlike her husband, her loyalty was questionable, and she possessed a shrewdness that outshone all the kings Ceres had installed. The military chief had suggested a drastic solution: eliminating her and her son, then installing a more loyal king. But Ceres recognized the imprudence of such a move. Given the queen's popularity and her standing among the Solumies, removing her would only ignite further turmoil.
Instead, the emperor chose to rely on the spies he had strategically placed within her council and throughout the castle. He also dispatched a thousand soldiers, ostensibly to protect her from the rebels.
Helena, his daughter, had earned Ceres' trust, continually surprising him with her unwavering dedication to the empire. She reminded him of himself when he was her age.
Previously, Helena had been a quiet girl, speaking only when spoken to. She had spent much of her time with her younger brother or training alongside the soldiers. However, after the rebels defeated Vlad's army, she became consumed by a thirst for vengeance. She implored her father to involve her in any way possible.
Ceres could not deny her request, as she had a remarkable track record of achieving whatever she set her mind to. She had quashed the nascent rebellion in a mere month. Following Hamman's demise, she had begun training some of their finest soldiers and relentlessly badgered her father to let her avenge Hamman.
One morning, Helena was in her room, clad in a black leather suit and wielding a sword. She trained vigorously, akin to a gladiator preparing for freedom. Unaware of her father's entrance, she was fully engrossed in her exercises. To Ceres' surprise, all the furniture, including the carpets, had been removed. Startled, Helena leaped and rolled onto the red tiles as she realized his presence.
Helena had arranged wooly dolls, each the size of a human body, throughout the room, naming each one after her eleven enemies. She even engaged in conversations with these inanimate figures before methodically cutting them into pieces. However, when she was on the verge of stabbing the doll representing her 'sister,' Ceres abruptly interrupted her, exclaiming, "I would never allow you to harm our own blood!"
Startled by her father's presence, Helena swiftly sheathed her dagger and approached him.
Ceres spoke warmly, "Every time I witness your determination, I am grateful to have a daughter like you."
Helena smiled, and Ceres embraced her before requesting that she change into different attire and accompany him. They strolled to the garden, Leah's beloved sanctuary, and wandered amidst its lush foliage. Ceres began, "There used to be a man named Rio who worked here. He was the one who poisoned your sister's mind, orchestrating a conspiracy to make her resent us."
"I thought you had him killed," Helena remarked.
Ceres sighed deeply, admitting, "Yes, but his poison still courses through your sister's veins."
Helena halted and locked eyes with her father, her voice rising in intensity. "After all she's done, you're still protecting her? She had a choice, and she chose to betray you, all for what? A life in the jungle, like a beast!"
Ceres stopped and gripped his daughter's shoulders, firmly asserting, "She is my daughter."
Helena raised her voice in defiance. "She's a traitor!"
Ceres held her firmly and clarified, "Indeed, she is. But I didn't bring you here to discuss your sister." He offered a warm smile and continued, "I want to talk about you and your future in the empire."
Puzzled, Helena inquired, "What about it, Father? I already have everything I desire—punishing my enemies and aiding you in securing our empire and kingdoms."
Ceres revealed his decision with pride. "I have chosen to name you as my heir!"
Helena froze, her eyes widening as if she had witnessed a ghost. With a male sibling, she had never imagined herself in a position to rule, so she sought clarification from her father.
"We possess an empire and seven kingdoms," Ceres explained. "Your brother cannot govern them all."
Overwhelmed with emotion, tears welled up in Helena's eyes, and she couldn't resist embracing her father. "I thought I would never have the chance to rule!"
Ceres took the opportunity to offer Helena some guidance, saying, "You have great potential, even better than mine at your age."
Helena anticipated a "but" and was not disappointed when her father continued, "But there's one thing you need to change: your attitude toward the commoners. You need their love."
"Why? Don't we have power?" Helena responded in surprise.
Ceres explained patiently, "We do, darling, but imagine if they all decided to go against us?"
Helena's anger flared as she retorted, "I will use my army to slaughter them all!"
Ceres smiled and replied, "First of all, if you do that, you will have no one left to rule. Besides, the army won't obey your command because they're part of the commoners. The bottom line, darling, is to use your power and strength against your enemies. As for your people, pretend to love and care about them as if they were family, but never allow them to gain too much power."
Helena appreciated her father's strategic insight and summarized his thoughts in her own words, "Don't let them become wealthy, but make them feel like they are. Grant them the titles they desire, increase their wages, and establish new businesses that can contribute to our treasury."
Ceres smiled with pride and concluded, "I'm very proud of you."
Helena had always loved her father, but now she admired him even more for his wisdom. She was determined to please him, knowing that his greatest desire was to apprehend the rebels and maintain control over the seven kingdoms. That night, her excitement and motivation prevented her from sleeping as she eagerly planned her actions to please her father.
The following morning, she donned her leather suit and headed to the Training Field, an event she held in high regard. Helena saw its potential, as it had unearthed Hamman, a smart and powerful individual who had achieved what no other leader had—thwarting the rebels' plans and driving them back into the woods, where they hid from the empire's soldiers like elusive foxes.
However, the second tournament left Helena disappointed. While Nisay proved to be stronger and smarter than Hamman, he had betrayed the empire and escaped unpunished. Some generals suggested discontinuing the tournament in light of Nisay's actions, but Helena objected, placing the blame on those who had organized the event and offering to assume responsibility herself.
Ceres and his advisor approved Helena's proposal to take charge of planning the tournament herself. 
Her first action was to visit the Training Field and assess the fighters. Upon her arrival, all nine gladiators threw down their weapons and knelt before her.
"Stand up, soldiers!" Helena barked. "A soldier without his sword deserves no life or title." Given her fierce reputation, the gladiators feared she would execute them, but she continued in a commanding tone, "Retrieve your swords and consider my words your final warning. We are investing gold and time in organizing this tournament. Some of you might see it as mere entertainment, a chance to flaunt your muscles to noblewomen and try to win their favor."
Helena paused, observing the fear in their eyes, and then she emphatically declared, "No! You are here to serve the empire, to protect the seven kingdoms from rebels, and to etch your names in history."
Cheers erupted from the guards behind her. Helena turned her attention to one of the gladiators and inquired, "You there, what is your name?"
"I am Mansa, your grace," replied the gladiator.
Helena then asked him why he wanted to participate, and Mansa replied, "To serve the empire, your grace."
The princess unsheathed her sword and spoke calmly, "Very well. Show me what you're made of."
Mansa hesitated, reluctant to obey her command. He explained, "Your grace, raising a weapon against you is a crime I cannot commit."
Helena corrected him, "Disobeying your princess is a crime as well." Mansa had no choice but to raise his spear, intending to disarm her without causing harm. Helena expertly twirled her sword in her hand and taunted, "Are you afraid, Mansa? A coward can never become the king of the Arena."
This time, Mansa decided to attack, sprinting toward her with his spear pointed in the opposite direction. His goal was not to harm her but to his surprise, she effortlessly evaded his attack by moving to the left.
"You move like a cow! You're not worthy of setting foot in the Arena!" Helena scolded him.
Mansa launched another attack, and Helena once again skillfully dodged his strike, but this time she moved her hand toward his abdomen, cutting it and causing fear to grip all the gladiators.
"I've always despised people from Grond. They don't deserve to live," Helena declared as she sheathed her sword.
One of the gladiators expressed, "Your grace, I wish to withdraw!"
Helena looked at him with disdain and retorted, "You came to the empire, consumed our food, used our facilities, and wasted our time. No, you will not withdraw. You deserve to die like the vermin you are!"
Terrified, the gladiator made a run for the exit, but a dagger struck his back, leaving him dead and drowning in his own blood. Helena felt a rush of excitement and continued to torment the gladiators, killing three more, sparing the remainder due to their combat abilities.
Afterward, she paid a visit to Ramessess' office in hopes of finding him. He was seated at his desk, quill in hand, and engrossed in writing on a parchment.
"Your grace, I was hoping to find you here," Helena greeted him.
Ramessess smiled warmly and invited her to sit at his table. He poured her a glass of her favorite apple juice. "I thought we agreed to use those titles only during council meetings. Otherwise, I'm just Uncle Ramessess, and you're Helena."
"As you wish, uncle," Helena acquiesced.
Ramessess took her hand and added, "You'll always be my precious little girl in my eyes, Helena."
Helena smiled and decided to get straight to the point. "I want to send letters to the six kingdoms, commanding them to evaluate their candidates for the tournament."
Ramessess looked surprised. "I thought you enjoyed watching them get devoured by beasts!"
"That was the old Helena," she replied. "My father wants me to start thinking like you." A smile crept across Ramessess' lips upon hearing that. Helena continued, "I don't want to waste my time watching fights. The rebels are undoubtedly preparing to strike us again, and I need fierce individuals who think like them. The tournament has proven itself by providing us with exceptional fighters."
"But I thought Nisay was a traitor?" Ramessess questioned.
Helena acknowledged his point and added, "Yes, he is. But he was strong and intelligent. Those are the kind of men we need to track down the rebels."
Ramessess remained silent, and Helena pressed on. "I'd like sixteen strong and intelligent fighters, so one of them can help me hunt down the rebels."
"I see that the gods have blessed us with another Ceres. I will make sure to send the letters out today," Ramessess responded.
Helena smiled at him and left in an ecstatic state, eager to confront the rebels and her number one enemy, Leah.






  
  Chapter 14 


For three days of riding, Ali couldn't think of anything except Leah. He knew he had broken her heart. After everything she had done for him, he had told her they couldn't be together, but he believed that time would heal her wounds as well as his own. 
The Turban entered Solum's territory. The last time he had visited these lands, he was just eight years old, right before he and his mother had been kidnapped. His mother, a skilled midwife, had wanted Ali to accompany her because she believed that true success lay in journeying through diverse lands, experiencing the rich tapestry of cultures they offered."
The landscape of Solumy had undergone a grim transformation. Where once stood lush forests, now only the scars of deforestation marred the land, and the grand houses that had been the envy of neighboring kingdoms lay faded and forgotten. As Ali rode through each village, his heart sank at the sight of children, their gaunt, malnourished frames barely covered, scurrying in the streets. He could do little but distribute silver coins to their parents, a meager attempt to brighten these young lives.
Yet, amidst this desolation, the castle of Solumy stood unchanged, its splendor undiminished by time or tyranny. Not even Emperor Ceres, with his vast riches, could dream of erecting such a marvel. The castle, crafted from immense gray stones, was a testament to the genius of its architects. Its walls, thicker and taller than even those of Sai, seemed impenetrable. A massive wooden gate, guarded by a contingent of vigilant archers, dominated the entrance.
As Ali approached on his steed, the royal residence came into view, its asymmetrical windows adding to its elegance. Nearing the formidable first wall, a guard's voice pierced the air, commanding the archers' attention. A dozen bows were drawn in an instant, arrows poised as the soldiers awaited further orders.
"Who are you? And why are you here?" questioned one of the guards.
"I am a messenger from Turba, and I wish to speak with her grace," Ali replied.
The soldier let out a mocking laugh, "A Turban has no place in our kingdom. Return to your tribe, or I'll have the archers shoot you!"
"Should you fail to inform the queen of my presence, I assure you, consequences will follow," Ali retorted, producing a rolled parchment from his pocket. "I bear an important letter from the king himself!"
The soldier, taken aback by Ali's words, had no immediate response. He eventually instructed the guards to allow the messenger to enter.
Ali dismounted his horse and handed the rolled parchment to the guards, who were unable to read its contents as it was sealed with Turba's symbol: a crescent moon.
The soldier scowled and inquired, "What is your name?"
Ali knelt, placing his hands behind his head, and replied, "My name is Ali, and I'm the leader of the rebels. I have come to surrender myself to her grace."
A look of terror swept across the soldier's face, and he filled the area with his frantic cries, "Seize the traitor! Seize the traitor!"
Dozens of soldiers rushed forward, striking Ali with the backs of their spears. Initially, he didn't resist, expecting them to halt after a hit or two, but they showed no signs of stopping. Therefore, he decided to defend himself. He pulled one of the spears toward him and grabbed a soldier, holding him by the neck with the edge of the spear pointed at his throat. In a commanding voice, Ali declared, "I'm here to speak with your queen!"
Everyone froze in place, and a tense silence hung in the air for a few moments until a voice spoke up, "Release him!"
Ali turned to see a tall man clad in iron armor. Unwilling to comply immediately, Ali questioned, "And who are you?"
"My name is Alessandro, and I am here to speak on behalf of her grace. You will be escorted to a cell, and she will see you when it's convenient for her," Alessandro replied.
Ali kept his arm around the soldier he had restrained and remained silent. It was Alessandro who continued, "Alternatively, I will have my archers kill you. The choice is yours!"
With no other viable option, Ali released his hostage and raised his hands in surrender.
"He's a prisoner. He shall not be harmed until her grace has seen him and determined his fate!" Alessandro ordered.
Two soldiers complied with the command, pulling Ali along by his arms. As they escorted him away, one of them whispered, "I will relish seeing your blood spilled by our executioner's blade, traitor!"
Ali, far from being afraid, felt a sense of satisfaction as he realized that his plan was unfolding as intended.

      [image: image-placeholder]Queen Aznek was conducting her usual council meeting. She found these sessions tedious, as they felt like mere formalities to her. Her true council consisted of only two trusted individuals: her sister-in-law, Giulia, and Sir Alessandro, the leader of the guards.
During the meeting, a guard entered the council room, interrupting the proceedings. He knelt before the queen, who instructed him to speak. "Your grace, the leader of the guards wishes to speak with you urgently," he reported.
Aznek ordered, "Bring him in."
With pride in his stride, Alessandro entered the room and knelt before the queen. He presented her with a sealed parchment, bearing Turba's seal.
"This bears Turba's mark, and it remains unopened," the queen exclaimed.
The next words from the leader of the guards stunned everyone present, including Aznek herself.
"Your grace, he claims to be Ali, the leader of the rebels."
Queen Aznek carefully broke the seal of the letter, her expression shifting to amusement as she perused the words:
"Your walls are guarded by the naive and the timid. Had I chosen, this letter's ink could have been laced with poison, claiming the life of its first reader. In a manner of speaking, your life is now in my debt."
Her smile widened with a mix of admiration and intrigue as she concluded the message. "Indeed, he is undoubtedly the leader of the rebels!"
The prime advisor vehemently suggested, "How dare he? Your grace, I propose we execute this traitor and send his head to the emperor as a gift."
The mention of the emperor filled Aznek with disgust, though not as much as the sycophants surrounding her in the council.
She responded firmly, "I would rather interrogate him and hear what he has to say." Addressing the prime advisor and then turning to Alessandro, she continued, "This man is our prisoner. Provide him with food and water, and if he's harmed, I will have both the perpetrators and those who allowed it hanged." Without waiting for a response from her guard, she concluded, "You are dismissed, Sir Alessandro."
The prime advisor struggled to contain his anger, blurting out, "You're caring for a traitor, and you intend to meet with him?!"
Queen Aznek sternly responded, "First, address me by my proper title, which is 'your grace.' Second, if you employ that tone with me once more, I will order your execution."
Seeing the gravity of the situation, the prime advisor quickly apologized. However, the queen was well aware of his hypocrisy. She continued, "And why the hurry? Once I've finished with him, I will have his head severed and send it to the emperor along with you. I presume he will reward you handsomely."
"Your grace, serving you is the greatest reward of all!" the prime advisor replied fervently.
Ignoring his flattery, the queen dismissed everyone from the council meeting. She then retreated to her chambers and instructed her servant to admit no one, not even Giulia. Alone in her thoughts, she contemplated the audacity of this man who had come alone to what could be his grave. It was clear that he wasn't as foolish as he might seem, having successfully deceived everyone and delivered his letter to the queen. She realized that she had been underestimating the strength and danger posed by the rebels all along.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ali lay on his cell floor, feeling content that he hadn't spent his first night in captivity starving. The jailers had provided him with a piece of bread dipped in olive oil and a mug of milk.
As he contemplated the upcoming events, Ali wondered if the queen was truly as he had heard, intelligent, strong, and honorable. He pondered whether she would be receptive to his proposal.
While lost in thought, he suddenly heard footsteps approaching his cell. He anticipated that it might be either the queen herself coming to speak with him secretly or one of Ramessess' spies sent to eliminate him. To his surprise, it turned out to be neither. Instead, a striking woman in her twenties stood before him. Her hair was a cascade of blond curls, and her eyes shone like sapphires.
She approached his cell but hesitated to open it, asking the guard to leave her alone with him. Once the guards had departed, she inquired, "Are you truly one of the seven rebels, or are you merely an imposter trying to appear as a hero before your impending death?"
Ali replied, "You know I'm not an imposter."
"Why would you assume that?" she queried.
"A friend of mine taught me how to read minds," Ali explained. "For instance, the stitches between your thumb and index finger suggest you're a skilled fighter. However, your tone is filled with hesitation, indicating fear. Why would a brave young woman be afraid of an imposter?"
Ali expected the girl to be impressed by his deduction, but instead, a solitary tear rolled down her cheek.
"Do you know someone named Alighieri? I've heard he's among your ranks."
Puzzled by her emotional response, Ali studied her face.
"Giulia?" he uttered, taken aback.
Her eyes lit up as she leaned forward, a hopeful smile breaking through. "He's spoken of me to you?"
Ali nodded, and Giulia's emotions overflowed, her tears flowing freely. Ali recalled his friend's bitter sentiment when discussing matters of the heart. "Yes, he mentioned you. He told us how you shattered his heart, choosing another, wealthier suitor over him."
Ali nodded, and Giulia's emotions overcame her, and she began to cry uncontrollably. Ali recalled his friend's reaction whenever the topic of love was brought up. He continued, "Yes, he did. He told us that you broke his heart and left him for a wealthier man."
Giulia halted her tears and replied, "Regardless of what I say, you won't believe me. So, tell me, how did he die?"
Ali recalled his plan to disseminate the fabricated news of Alighieri's death as part of his ruse to deceive Hamman. However, he hadn't anticipated that this news would reach Solum. As he couldn't fully trust Giulia, he decided to provide her with a vague response.
"I don't know," he replied. "He lost a duel against one of the emperor's men, and I haven't seen him since then."
Curious, Giulia inquired further, "Where was he when he disappeared?"
"North of Grond," Ali answered.
Giulia wiped away her tears with her sleeve and questioned, "Was he your friend?"
A warm smile crossed Ali's face as he responded, "More than a friend, he was the brother I never had."
With a resolute tone, Giulia affirmed, "Sir Ali, understand this: I am a close confidante of her majesty, and I vow to exert every effort to convince the queen to support your cause."
Before leaving, Ali asked her about her motivation for helping him. Giulia turned and replied with sincerity, "Because I owe it to Alighieri."
Although Ali had always been adept at reading people, he knew that even the best could occasionally make mistakes. Yet, when he gazed into Giulia's deep blue eyes, he saw the same love that Roulan harbored for Sai. Overwhelmed with guilt for not telling her the truth about Alighieri, he chose to provide her with one indisputable fact to lift her spirits, "Lady Giulia, he never stopped loving you."
Giulia turned to him, her eyes filled with hope, and she whispered, "He didn't?"
Ali nodded, and a radiant smile graced Giulia's face before she departed from the dungeon.






  
  Chapter 15 


Leah, Sai, and Alighieri continued their journey to the south, riding silently. The weight of their thoughts and concerns hung heavy in the air, and Sai remained uncharacteristically quiet for an entire day. Neither of his companions broached the subject, allowing him the space to grapple with his emotions. 
On the third day of their journey, the silhouette of Dharatee's castle appeared on the horizon. The three rebels decided to stop and set up camp, intending to enter the city the following morning as the sun rose.
Alighieri disguised himself in a Union soldier's attire, a uniform he had obtained from one of Hamman's soldiers. Leah, on the other hand, had purchased a silk robe in the Union's distinctive color. Sai, in a nod to his past as a skilled thief, reverted to his former look with shabby clothes and a haircut reminiscent of his earlier days. Unbeknownst to him, his friends disliked the new hairstyle, but he was content with his chosen appearance.
Leah's plan involved Sai infiltrating Dharatee's alleys and returning to his former life as a thief, a dangerous endeavor he reluctantly agreed to. Alighieri, on the other hand, would enter the city alongside Princess Helena through the main gate.
As they approached the walled entrance to the castle, Leah couldn't help but notice the anxiety etched on Alighieri's face. She offered him some advice, trying to ease his worry. "Maybe you should change this face."
Alighieri couldn't hide his concern, stating the grim reality of their situation. "We're walking into a place where the king and his eight thousand soldiers want us dead."
Leah responded with a reassuring smile. "Relax, Alighieri. There's always a way to deceive people."
Curious about her plan, Alighieri inquired further. "What do you have in mind?"
Leah replied cryptically. "Watch and learn."
Before they reached the castle entrance, a stern voice echoed through the area. "Stop where you are or we'll shoot!"
Both Leah and Alighieri looked up to see six archers with arrows drawn, aiming directly at them. Leah tried to assert her identity. "Lower your weapons, soldiers, and open the gate!"
The soldiers remained obstinate, threatening to release their arrows. 
Frustrated, Leah played her trump card, using her sister’s identity to intimidate them. "I'm Helena, daughter of his highness Ceres. Open the damn gate!"
The soldier remained stubborn, skeptical of her claims, and asked for a way to confirm her identity. 
Alighieri stepped in, warning the soldier with a rolled parchment in hand. "You heard the princess, soldier. Unless you want to be hanged."
Leah added to the threat. "While you read this letter from his highness, pray for your life."
The soldier broke the Union's seal and read the letter, then knelt before Leah's horse, asking for forgiveness. Leah didn't spare him a glance.
"I require two chambers, one for myself and another for my guard," Leah stated.
Another soldier spoke hesitantly, "Your Grace, don't you wish to meet the king?"
"I will make that decision tomorrow. For now, go and inform him."
That night, Alighieri and Leah retired to their rooms in an attempt to rest. Sai, using his stealth, scaled the wall and navigated Dharatee's alleys. Although it had been a place of hardship for him, it still felt like home. The soldiers paid him no mind, mistaking him for a beggar.
Leah's first order to Sai was to ascend the towers and release every pigeon, severing their communication lines. Given her act of betrayal, Dharatee's king would likely doubt any letters from her and might even send one back to Ramessess.
The following day, Leah dispatched one of her servants to request a meeting with the King of Dharatee and his council members. She dressed up and met Alighieri, who seemed less confident than she expected.
"You haven't altered your appearance yet!" Leah remarked without preamble.
"I worry for your safety, Princess. You are dealing with true traitors here. If they discover your true identity, they won't hesitate to hand you over to the empire."
"I know you're not a coward, but I need the Alighieri I know – the man Ali relied on for everything. In every mission, there are only two options: success or failure. So, choose one and consider your comrades and the joy on their faces when they learn of our success," Leah urged. Alighieri promised to do just that.
"Now, leave the residence. If things go awry, exit the castle and continue without me," she instructed.
With that, they bid farewell, and Leah proceeded to the council room. She held her head high and avoided eye contact with the soldiers. When she reached the door, she addressed the guards with an indignant glare and stated, "Since when do you not kneel before the Emperor's daughter?"
The soldiers immediately bowed and asked for forgiveness. Leah sighed and entered the council room with an expression unchanged. Everyone in the room stood, including the king, who approached her and kissed her right hand, saying, "Your Grace, I am truly delighted to welcome you to my humble kingdom. Please consider yourself at home." Leah didn't smile, and the king added, "If only you had given us a one-day notice, we would have prepared a proper welcome for you."
"King Anand, you were chosen by my father and the prime advisor for your loyalty, but that doesn't mean we are foolish enough to trust just anyone," replied Leah.
The king's face was filled with concern as he asked, "Your Grace, have you heard anything displeasing from His Highness?"
"His Highness won't simply wait for events to unfold!"
Anand had served in the council for years before becoming king, and never once had Ramessess or any of his men been so rude to him. However, he realized there was little he could do given Leah's identity. He invited his guest to sit and decided to approach a matter that intrigued him, choosing his words carefully to avoid upsetting her, "I am pleased to see that you and His Highness have resolved your conflicts."
Confusion washed over Leah. She had introduced herself as Helena, yet Anand was insinuating that she was not who she claimed to be. Suspecting that he might be playing with her, she responded with a question, "What makes you think I am Leah and not Helena?"
"I never had the chance to meet either of you, but I heard that Helena had golden hair."
"Girls often dye their hair, King Anand. You must know that not everything you've heard about my sister is true," Leah asserted firmly and turned to one of the generals, saying, "You there! What rumors have you heard?"
The chief stared at his king, who nodded, allowing him to respond, "Your Grace, we never believed those rumors."
"Tell me what you've heard!" Leah insisted.
"Lord Vlad was on the brink of annihilating the rebels, but Leah came to their aid," replied the general.
Leah raised her voice in astonishment, demanding, "Why in the world would my sister help these outlaws?" The Dharatian chief remained silent, prompting her to repeat her question.
"They claim she was in love with their leader," another general revealed.
Leah clenched her teeth and declared, "Those who spread such rumors about my sister will have their tongues cut out!" She handed a rolled parchment to the king.
Anand was relieved to see that the letter bore the Union's symbol, a sun. He broke the seal, opened the letter, and began reading aloud:
"From Ramessess to our esteemed friend, King Anand,
The tournament is scheduled to commence next week, and considering the situation with the rebels, we must enhance our security.
You, along with all other kings, are instructed to send us a thousand men to ensure the safety of the tournament.
Prime Advisor."
Unlike Alighieri, Leah harbored no doubts about her letter. She had spent countless hours in her father's office, reading the letters he sent to every kingdom and had learned every detail about them. She was confident that Anand wouldn't harbor any doubts.
"Your Grace, His Highness's orders are beyond question!" Anand declared.
"But you're about to question them!" Leah interjected.
"Forgive me, but a thousand soldiers is a significant number. Given the rebel threat, we might be in jeopardy without our full military force," Anand explained.
"Read the letter again. His Highness didn't specify soldiers but rather 'men.'"
A look of surprise swept over every face in the council. Leah chose to elaborate, "I'm not referring to able-bodied men who contribute to your economy or those with families to support. I mean those on the streets, begging or thieving, and those behind bars."
The military chief decided to speak up, "Your Grace, those are either outlaws or destitute individuals who offer no value to us or the empire."
"Let me worry about that; just provide me with my thousand men within the next two days!" Leah commanded.
Without waiting for their response, she stood and exited the council chamber. The expressions of terror on the faces of everyone present, including the king, filled her with satisfaction. She eagerly anticipated sharing the news with Alighieri, who joined her later in her room. His face was pallid, and she was infuriated to see him consumed by his worries.
"Pull yourself together, Alighieri, and cease fretting like a child. In two days, we'll have a thousand men at our disposal!" she declared firmly.
She anticipated a sense of relief on his face, but instead, his anxiety remained. "Sai was captured. I saw soldiers escorting him earlier, and they know who he is!"






  
  Chapter 16


As Nisay approached his village, he was filled with excitement at the prospect of reuniting with his parents. He envisioned the moment when they would see the man he had become, someone driven not by greed for power or wealth, but by a quest for the glory of his ancestors. 
Nora and Arsalan walked alongside their host, taking in the simplicity of the village. The dwellings consisted of tents made from fabric, providing shelter from the scorching summer sun and warmth during the winter chill. Each tent was adorned with flowerpots, emitting a fragrant aroma that permeated the entire village. The village grounds were immaculate, having just been freshly swept.
Nisay couldn't contain his excitement as he welcomed his friends to his village, Okorom. Nora inquired about the village's name, and Nisay explained that it derived from an ancient language, meaning "the west." Arsalan, curious about the village's name and history, asked about the origin of the name "Lions."
Nisay shared the village's history, explaining that for over a thousand years, it had been renowned for producing strong and skilled men and women. In the past, it had been a favored place for training soldiers during the rule of King Tamim, the monarch who had united the seven kingdoms and brought an end to the wars.
Nisay eagerly guided his two guests through the village, showing them the places he had grown up. Nora, inquisitive as ever, asked about the location of his house, to which Nisay replied with a smile, "It's just another half mile from here, but at the moment, I'm eager to see my mother, and I know exactly where to find her."
As they strolled along the riverbank, they came across a group of women singing and washing laundry. One of the women paused, shading her eyes from the sun with her hand, and called out, "Is that you, Nisay?" in an excited tone.
He couldn't contain his anticipation and broke into a sprint towards her. She wanted to do the same, but her body froze in place, and tears welled up in her eyes. All the women around them stopped their chores, placed their fingers under their noses, and opened their mouths, producing a beautiful musical sound known as Zaghrouta. Nisay embraced his mother tightly, resting his head on her shoulder as tears streamed down his face. In that moment, he realized there was nothing more beautiful in the world than the warmth of his mother's embrace.
Nora stood still, captivated by the heartfelt reunion before her. It was a display of the purest form of love she had ever witnessed.
Nisay gently took his mother's hand and led her over to his companions. "Mother, these are my friends, Nora from Token and Arsalan from Toprak."
Nora had been briefed by Ali and Nisay about the Turban's traditions. She respectfully held Fatima's hand and kissed it in greeting.
Fatima smiled warmly and said, Nora, did you know that in our ancient language, your name means 'light'? We hope you'll illuminate our world." Arsalan and Nora exchanged smiles in response.
"Please, come with me to my tent. You must be starving," Fatima offered, as Nisay went off to find his father and other friends.
"You have a beautiful village," remarked Arsalan.
"It's still beautiful, but you should have seen it thirty years ago. it was the most magnificent place on earth," Fatima replied.
Nora chimed in with optimism, "You still have wonderful people here. We'll find a way to bring back its glory."
Fatima's smile widened as she suggested, "Let's put politics aside for a day and enjoy this evening. As fate would have it, there's a wedding tonight."
Nora couldn't believe her luck. She hadn't attended a wedding in over five years, and the prospect filled her with excitement. She eagerly offered to help, and Fatima granted her wish by introducing her to the village's girls, with whom Nora quickly formed a bond.
In the afternoon, hundreds of villagers gathered to prepare for the big celebration. They brought carpets from their tents, arranging them on a large open area. The village's carpenter constructed a wooden altar, and upon its completion, a few Okorom girls rolled out a red carpet and placed large cushions where the bride and groom would sit. The entire area was surrounded by tree trunks, each adorned with a lit candle on top.
Nisay couldn't help but realize that Leah, Sofia, Roulan, and Aiyla would never forgive him if they found out they had missed such a beautiful wedding. They'd be furious with him for not being there to witness the bride in her pristine white wedding dress, her curly hair cascading over her shoulders. The light of the fire on the tree trunks danced in her brown eyes, which were brimming with tears of happiness, yet adorned with an everlasting smile.
The groom stood proudly in the aisle, donned in a resplendent white robe. Joy radiated from his black eyes, and his wide smile was framed by his neatly trimmed black beard.
The ceremony was presided over by an elderly man with a long gray beard, holding a book in his right hand, known as the preacher. He asked everyone to take their seats before opening his book. "People of Okorom, we are gathered here today to unite this man and woman. There is nothing more sacred on this earth than the union of two souls, ensuring the continuation of the human race."
Turning to the bride, he continued, "Leila, you are about to embrace the purest happiness, accompanied by great responsibility. Will you take Qais as your life partner and stand beside him in the pursuit of what is right?"
Leila replied confidently, "Aye!"
The preacher repeated the question three times, but Leila's response remained unwavering, "Aye."
He then turned to the groom and addressed him, "Qais, women are the finest creation of the Almighty. One of them has chosen to share her life with you, to give you children, and to help you build a better world. Will you take Leila as your life partner and stand beside her in the pursuit of what is right?"
With eagerness to move past the formalities and take his bride to their tent, Qais replied, "Aye." He patiently answered the same question three times, though he longed for the festivities to conclude so he could be alone with his newlywed wife.
"I, Preacher Mokhtar, pronounce you husband and wife in this life and the next."
The women in the audience rose to let out their joyful Zaghrouta cries. However, their celebration was suddenly interrupted by an unsettling sound—the horn of the Turban soldiers. Twenty of them charged toward the wedding ceremony, their horses galloping until they reached the aisle.
Mokhtar, the preacher, rose to his feet, his voice filled with indignation as he shouted, "This is a wedding, the most sacred event! You have no authority to interrupt it!"
The leader of the soldiers dismounted and approached Mokhtar with anger in his eyes. He struck the elderly man and shouted back, "If it's so sacred, then why is a criminal present?" He continued, "Nisay, by the order of King Hosni, we are here to arrest you for your act of treason against our ally, Ceres! Show no resistance, and you shall have a fair trial."
Nisay's mother, Fatima, stepped forward and pleaded, "These are just allegations against my son!"
One of the soldiers placed his hand on her shoulder and threatened, "If you speak to me again like that, I will take you to a cell and let my soldiers enjoy you."
Without hesitation, Arsalan drew his dagger and swiftly cut the soldier's hand. The soldier's severed hand remained on Fatima's shoulder for a brief moment before dropping to the ground. The soldier screamed in panic and pain.
"That's for disrespecting a woman your mother's age," Arsalan declared through clenched teeth.
Nora further escalated the situation by seizing a sword from one of the soldiers and pointing it menacingly at them. She warned, "I will cut down anyone who takes another step!"
All the soldiers reacted by unsheathing their swords, preparing for a potential bloodbath. However, Nisay's father, Walid, intervened before further violence could erupt. He spoke calmly, "No need for more bloodshed. Nisay will come with you."
Nora couldn't believe her ears and exclaimed, "Lord Walid!"
Walid disregarded her protests and engaged in negotiations with the soldiers' leader. When asked about the incident involving their leader, Walid replied, "Your friend disrespected a woman of his mother's age, insinuating she was a whore. He's lucky to be alive."
After a prolonged discussion, they ultimately agreed to let the soldiers take Nisay into custody. Fatima was furious with her husband, blaming him for allowing the soldiers to take their son away. She believed that the Lions could have easily overpowered the soldiers in a matter of seconds.
Arsalan, on the other hand, decided to spend the night outdoors, gazing at the stars and contemplating the situation. He remained confident in his plan, believing that Nisay would not be harmed, and soon drifted off to sleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]On the other side of Turba, Nisay found himself confined to a cell, battered and bruised from a beating he had received. As he woke up in pain that night, he realized that unless his family and friends came to his rescue, his life would likely come to an end within the next few days.
King Hosni was among the most trusted allies of the empire, having been instrumental in helping him overthrow the previous legitimate king and maintaining power for over a decade.
Nisay tried to hold on to hope, expecting his father to find a way to spare his life. However, he knew that his father could muster only a few hundred men from their village, and they would stand little chance against King Hosni's formidable force of eight thousand soldiers if they attempted a rescue.
Amidst the darkness and despair, Nisay found solace in reminiscing about the brief but cherished moments he had spent with Nora. Although their time together had been short, the depth of his feelings for her was immeasurable, requiring countless pages of poetry to capture.
The following day, five soldiers came to his cell, shackled him, and escorted him to King Hosni's presence. Nisay, battered and restrained, was brought before the king and his five generals in the council room of Turba.
One of the generals bellowed, "Kneel before the king!"
Despite his bloodied and bruised state, Nisay couldn't help but laugh. "You call this portly man a king?"
The general's anger flared, and he shouted, "How dare you!"
Nisay continued to smile, taunting, "Am I mistaken? Have you ever seen a king with a receding hairline and a paunch? He can't even articulate properly."
"Enough!" roared Hosni, his patience wearing thin. Nisay, feigning fear, placed both hands on his face.
"This is a council, and whether you respect it or not, I can have your head severed without the need for a trial," threatened the general.
"I'm a dead man regardless. Do you think I care whether you do it now or tomorrow?" retorted Nisay.
"Under our laws, you are indeed a condemned man. You aided the escape of the most wanted individuals and caused the deaths of many Union soldiers," the general declared solemnly.
Nisay winced in response. "That's none of your business. I did it to strike at our common enemy!"
Hosni's voice grew more forceful. "The emperor is our ally, and anything that poses a threat to him becomes my concern." Then, in a more measured tone, he added, "I can easily spare your life and even offer you a substantial sum of gold to start anew."
Nisay, aware that King Hosni wouldn't make such an offer without ulterior motives, remained curious about his intentions. He pondered why the king would propose such an arrangement.
"I am a reasonable man," King Hosni continued. "If I were to send your head to the empire, I would receive a few thousand gold coins from the emperor, and that would be the end of it. However, if I were to deliver Ali, Ila, or whatever his name is, the reward would be substantially higher."
Nisay grasped the king's underlying motive but chose to feign ignorance.
King Hosni, unwilling to engage in any further subterfuge, got straight to the point. "You have two days to think it over. Either you provide us with the rebels' whereabouts, or you will meet your demise."
Without awaiting Nisay's response, Hosni instructed his soldiers to escort Nisay back to his cell.

      [image: image-placeholder]Arsalan awoke to the sensation of Nora's boot nudging his foot. "Good morning, Nora," he mumbled, his voice heavy with sleep, as he struggled to open his eyes in the dim light of the dawn.
Without offering a greeting, Nora's voice cut through the morning air like a sharp blade. "Tell me you have a plan!" she demanded, her voice tinged with urgency and a flicker of anger dancing in her eyes.
Arsalan sat up, brushing a lock of hair from his face, his mind already racing with the intricacies of their dire situation. "It's fine, Nora! Sai crafted for us enchanted stamps, capable of replicating the seal of each kingdom, including the empire's," he explained, his tone steady and reassuring.
Nora's frustration only seemed to mount. "And how is that going to help Nisay?" she snapped, her voice echoing slightly in the confines of the tent.
"Calm down, Nora. We'll pen a letter, adorned with Ceres' seal. We'll command them to release Nisay into our custody as a prisoner of the Union. Nisay will be as free as a bird," Arsalan explained, a faint smile touching his lips as he envisioned his plan unfolding.
Nora's impatience was palpable. "And where did you put the stamps? I've searched high and low; they're nowhere to be found!" she exclaimed, her hands balling into fists.
Arsalan responded with a calm that belied the gravity of their situation. "They are safe, in Nisay’s tent," he said, unaware of the impending twist of fate.
Nora's eyes widened in disbelief, her hands flying to her mouth. "Please tell me that’s not true!" she gasped, her voice laced with panic.
"Yes, it is! I saw Nisay place them in a red wooden box, engraved with ancient runes," Arsalan affirmed, unaware of the looming disaster.
Nora's expression darkened, her eyes flashing with a mix of anger and fear. "You'd better think of another plan, Arsalan," she barked, her voice rising. "The soldiers... they ransacked Nisay's tent. Everything's gone!"






  
  Chapter 17


Each time Roulan passed by a Union barracks, her thoughts invariably turned to her husband, Sai, and his ingenious mind. He had come up with an idea that had initially been met with skepticism from the other rebels, as no one believed it could be done. However, when he demonstrated his invention – a stamp identical to the ones used by Ceres and his generals to sign their letters – Leah and Sofia were astonished. 
He had crafted stamps for each of the kingdoms, enabling the rebels to create convincing forgeries of official documents. Roulan held her tournament participation certificate, which had successfully fooled the guards at three separate barracks along her journey to the Union's castle.
The Union's castle loomed in the distance, a foreboding symbol of the oppressive empire she despised. Her heart brimmed with hatred for the entire empire, but her animosity was most intense for Prime Advisor Ramessess. It was he who had ordered the execution of her uncle, the king, and his entire family, including her young cousin Li, who had died a gruesome death. Roulan was only fourteen at the time, but she had sworn to make Ramessess pay for Li's murder.
Crossing the bridge toward the castle on her horse, Roulan paid little attention to its grandeur or the guards patrolling its walls. Her sole focus was on winning the tournament, for it would bring her one step closer to avenging her family.
Two guards stood at the gate, and one of them addressed her, demanding to know her identity and purpose. Without uttering a word, Roulan handed over her tournament certificate. The guard inspected it with a contemptuous grin, and his laughter echoed mockingly. Curious, his companion inquired about the cause of his amusement. The parchment was then passed to the second guard, who also cast a derisive glance at Roulan before joining in the mockery.
Roulan's anger flared, but she managed to maintain her composure. She questioned them sharply, "Did you find something amusing in the certificate?"
The first guard sneered, "Oh, it's funnier than any joke I've heard."
His companion chimed in, "A young lady participating in the tournament? That's a novelty!"
The second guard, attempting to sound helpful, advised her, "Young lady, I understand it's a long journey from Turang, but I'd suggest turning back."
"Last time I checked, the law doesn't forbid a woman from entering the tournament. If you doubt my skills, you both are welcome to try. I'm sure the princess would be delighted to see your heads on spikes!" Roulan retorted, her voice dripping with confidence.
The other soldier responded angrily, "How dare you, whore!"
Roulan swiftly drew a dagger and hurled it with precision. The blade didn't touch the guards, but it pierced the wooden gate, along with the tournament certificate that one of the guards had been holding. Their expressions shifted from anger to shock.
"The next time you call me that, I will aim for your neck. Open the damn gate!" Roulan demanded, her eyes locked on the guards.
"We are civilized people, and we respect our laws. Otherwise, I would have dealt with you right here!" the guard declared, his tone sharp.
She turned away with a smile and added, "Feel free to challenge me if you dare! Although, I'd be wasting my time with an entry-level soldier like you!" With that, she continued her way into the castle.
Having been briefed by Nisay about the Empire and its customs, especially the deceitful hostels, Roulan tied her horse near the hostel Nisay had mentioned. Spotting a soldier sweeping the area, she called him over.
"How much for the horse?" she inquired.
The soldier replied, "Two silver coins, my lady."
Roulan remembered that Nisay had been charged only one silver coin during his last visit. She felt a surge of annoyance but concealed it well. Instead, she stated, "I shall give you three. But this horse is quite particular. It has a knack for untying itself. So, I want you to keep a vigilant eye on it. If it manages to run away, you'll pay the price, either in silver or with your head!"
The man's smile disappeared, and he replied, "I can't guarantee that. I have other horses to keep an eye on."
Roulan's patience wore thin, and she responded firmly, "Then you're useless to me! I'll keep my horse here; it's not your property. I'm a very strong woman, hoping to win the tournament against beasts and giant gladiators. I once cut a man in half for trying to fool me."
The man said nothing and left, clearly unimpressed.
Roulan remained cautious at the hostel to avoid any extra charges, paying only one silver coin in advance. Fatigue from her journey made her sleep soundly, and she woke up the next morning to the crowing of a rooster. After dressing in her suit and enjoying a pear for breakfast, she found her horse unharmed and ready to go.
she made her way to the fabled Training Field. This was no ordinary piece of land; it was a sacred ground, steeped in legend and whispered tales. As she stepped onto the field, the air seemed to hum with the echoes of battles long past and warriors of old. The ground was scattered with various training equipment - each piece telling its own story of glory and valor.
At the center stood a towering tree trunk, its surface scarred with the marks of countless swords and axes, a testament to the generations of warriors who had honed their skills against its enduring strength. Nearby, large chains forged from the mythical metal of the Undermountain lay coiled like slumbering serpents, used for training in the arts of strength and endurance.
An assortment of weapons, each more unique and deadly than the last, was displayed with reverence. There were swords that glowed with an inner light, axes that seemed to hum with a thirst for battle, and spears that whispered secrets of ancient magic. These were not mere tools of war; they were relics imbued with the power and wisdom of the ages.
At the far end of the field, almost blending into the scenery, sat an old man on a chair that seemed as ancient as himself. Behind a desk cluttered with stacks of parchment, the old man was engrossed in his work, his eyes scanning the ancient texts, his hands occasionally reaching out to adjust the position of a dagger that gleamed with an ominous light.
Although the old man wasn't writing at the moment, he appeared engrossed in conversation with a blond girl. Roulan recognized her as Princess Helena from her striking eyes, reminiscent of Leah's. Standing beside Helena were four muscular men who seemed to be attempting to amuse the princess. However, their chatter came to an abrupt halt when they noticed the tall Turangy girl approaching.
Roulan wore a leather suit with no sleeves, and two daggers were sheathed on either side of her waist, with a long sword hanging from her left side. The pommel of the sword was red with a hammer symbol, representing the Turang kingdom.
"I'm here to register for the tournament," Roulan announced, handing her certificate to the old man. The four gladiators burst into laughter, mirroring the reactions of the guards she had encountered earlier. However, Helena did not join in the laughter.
One of the gladiators, attempting to taunt her, remarked, "Aren't you too much of a girl to be in the tournament?"
Roulan shot back with defiance, "If I were you, I'd watch my tongue! Your princess is a girl too."
The old man interjected, "You knew she was the princess, yet you didn't kneel."
Expectations were high that the new participant would correct her behavior, but she remained defiant, refusing to bow. Instead, she locked eyes with Helena and declared, "Princess Helena, I will kneel before you when I win the tournament."
Outraged by her audacity, the old man admonished her, "How dare you speak to Her Grace with such insolence!"
Roulan, undeterred, responded, "I apologize, Princess, but I'm a Turangy, and our customs are clear across the seven kingdoms and the empire. We kneel only before those who rule us."
In a swift and unexpected move, Helena drew her dagger and attempted to slash it at Roulan's neck, but the Turangy woman's reflexes were lightning fast. She evaded the attack and drew her own blade to block Helena's dagger, her hand poised on her sword, ready for Helena's next move.
Helena, rather than showing anger, seemed intrigued by Roulan's boldness. She inquired, "I like this girl. What is your name?"
Roulan replied simply, "Li."
Helena turned to the old man and decided, "She's in."
The old man, with a soft protest, said, "Your Grace, we already have our sixteen participants!"
Helena, determined to give Roulan a chance, issued her command, "One of them will fight her now—either defeating her and claiming a hundred gold coins, or..."
Before she could finish her sentence, they all bowed and pleaded with Helena to grant them the opportunity. After considering their pleas, Helena chose the weakest among the gladiators, a boastful Solumy warrior named Mario.
The old man rose and announced, "Her Grace has decided to allow the Turangy girl to participate in the tournament. She will face Mario. If she loses, Mario will retain his place in the tournament and be rewarded with a hundred gold coins."
Mario stood taller than Alighieri, and his sword was nearly as tall as Nora. He proudly discarded his top, attempting to impress Princess Helena with his formidable physique, and then he flung aside his shield while issuing a menacing threat, "I'll cut you in half!"
Roulan, armed with a dagger in her left hand and a sword in her right.
Mario charged towards her with his sword raised, intent on striking her down. With remarkable agility, Roulan evaded his assault, stepping back and assuming a kneeling position. Mario swiftly turned, bringing his sword toward Roulan's neck. Onlookers expected her to use her sword to parry his blow, but she defied expectations. Instead, she skillfully sidestepped his attack and, in a swift motion, severed his hand.
Before Mario could even scream, Roulan silenced him by slitting his throat with her dagger. Shock and astonishment spread across the faces of the spectators, except for Princess Helena, who broke into a smile and began applauding the Turangy fighter. "I love this girl!" she exclaimed. Turning to Roulan, she inquired, "Tell me, why do you aspire to become the Queen of the Arena?"
Roulan replied with simmering anger, "Vengeance, Princess Helena!"
Helena appeared surprised and asked, "Against whom?"
"Rebels! Outlaws who know nothing of politics and disregard the consequences. They influenced my two younger brothers, who were killed by soldiers. We share a common enemy, Your Grace, and I will do everything in my power to help bring them down."
Approaching Roulan, Helena whispered in her ear, "Mario was a skilled fighter, but not the best. I'm confident the odds will be in your favor. Don't disappoint me, fierce girl!" Roulan remained silent, and Helena added, "Guards! Provide her with one of our finest guest rooms, along with access to all our weapons and a selection of armor from our stores!" Roulan welcomed the prospect of a comfortable room, but she felt her existing weapons would suffice to help her claim the title of Queen of the Arena.
Afterward, Helena proceeded to the council meeting, where she arrived late. Her father, the king, had already commenced the session. Upon noticing his daughter's tardiness, he inquired about the reason.
"I was with the new Queen of the Arena!" Helena proudly declared.
The council members exchanged perplexed glances, prompting her to elucidate, "We have a female contender. She's highly skilled, and her fervent hatred for the rebels surpasses anything else."
Ceres smiled, although his enthusiasm seemed somewhat subdued. He nodded to the military chief, indicating that he should continue. "As I mentioned, Your Highness, the rebels are no longer a significant threat."
"I believe they've grown stronger. Don't forget they have Nisay and Leah on their side," Helena interjected.
The military chief responded, "Your Grace, they lost thousands of soldiers. They are in a state of devastation, and I doubt they possess the motivation to start over."
"Perhaps you underestimate them, my Lord. They are like wild beasts, relentless and unstoppable unless they are defeated decisively on our own grounds," Helena countered.
Her father exchanged a glance with Ramessess, who smiled in agreement. Ceres couldn't have been prouder of his daughter's intellect. He spoke up, saying, "We cannot afford to allow them to repeat their past actions. We have the resources in terms of soldiers and wealth. What we need is a brilliant strategist to craft an infallible plan."
Seeing an opportunity, Helena made a proposal. "Your Highness, both you and Lord Ramessess have taught me that to defeat one's enemy, one must think like them. From what I've learned, their leader is resolute and possesses a sharp mind similar to yours." Silence hung in the room as they all listened to her. Helena continued, "If I were Ali, I would seek refuge in another kingdom, just as he did last time with Grondy."
"Your Grace, the other six kingdoms are bound to us by loyalty. They won't welcome the rebels," the military chief replied.
Helena remained steadfast. "That may not be enough, my Lord. Remember, the tribes of Grondy were also our allies, and they betrayed us."
Ceres discerned his daughter's intention but refrained from jumping to any conclusions. Instead, he inquired, "What do you propose, Princess Helena?"
"The Grondies must be held accountable for their betrayal to set an example for the other six kingdoms," Helena declared.
The prime advisor found favor in this approach. "And how do you suggest punishing them, Your Grace?"
Helena's response was resolute. "They should face the consequences they deserve – obliteration. We should start with the Grondies as the five Gods disagreed with the Creator for creating humans with skin that wasn't white. Let us make an example of the black-skinned ones."
She continued, "Your Highness, my Lords, grant me your blessing and a thousand soldiers, and I promise to eradicate the Grondies from the face of the planet."






  
  Chapter 18


As anticipated, the guards arrived to escort Ali. Four of them carried crossbows, while one entered his cell to chain him and lead him to the Solumy council. Upon entering, Ali observed the queen, who bore no resemblance to Nora. She sat upon her throne with an air of quiet authority that commanded attention. She appeared regal and imposing, even while seated. Her stature was tall and dignified. 
Her skin was fair, reminiscent of the alabaster used in the statues of the gods, glowing softly in the light filtering through the stained-glass windows. Her eyes, deep brown like the rich earth of the enchanted forests. They sparkled with an inner fire, a testament to her unwavering resolve and the depth of her spirit.
Her hair, a cascade of thick, curly dark brown locks, flowed down just below her shoulders like a waterfall at midnight. 
She occupied her throne, a masterpiece of craftsmanship adorned with symbols of her kingdom's history and magic, with an air of neutrality. Her expression was neither a smile nor a frown but a serene mask that spoke of her ability to remain balanced in the face of turmoil. 
An attempt was made by one of the guards to force Ali to kneel, but Ali resisted, appearing as unyielding as a mountain. The guard attempted to yank him down by his hair, but Ali seized the man's hand, rendering him immobile. He then shifted his gaze to Aznek, locking eyes with her before calmly speaking "Your Grace, I've heard admirable things about you, which make you the only queen I'd be willing to serve. However, I do not kneel before anyone." With a swift motion, he pushed the guard to the ground.
The fallen guard sprang up, drawing his sword, but the queen halted him with a commanding voice, "You may depart now."
The Prime Advisor stepped forward, deciding to intervene. He declared, "Her Majesty has no use for the services of disreputable outlaws like you."
Responding with a rhetorical question, Ali challenged, "And how would you know? You're merely one of the emperor's sycophants."
Ali's provocation angered the prime advisor, who threatened to kill him. The queen directed an angry gaze at her general and then addressed Ali, stating, "The next time someone presumes to speak on my behalf, he will be expelled from the council." She then turned her attention back to Ali. "As for you, you are a prisoner. Disrespecting the council will only hasten your execution."
Ali was poised to reply, but Aznek raised her hand and said, “Don’t.” Then, she continued, “Guards, you may be dismissed.”
Alessandro, her personal guard and one of her most trusted advisors, began to depart with the soldiers before Aznek stopped him with a firm command, “Not you, Alessandro. This man is exceedingly dangerous, and we need a stalwart knight in case he makes a move.” Ali was already impressed by the queen's unwavering determination and strength.
“Ali, or whatever your name is. You deceived everyone with this fabricated letter and surrendered without resistance. I must admit, you have captured my attention,” the queen paused, “Clearly, you're not foolish, so I'm curious why you've come to my kingdom despite my unfavorable opinion of you?”
“We share a common enemy, Your Grace, and you know how the old saying goes…” Ali began.
“The enemy of my enemy is my friend!” the queen interjected.
“That's correct, Your Grace. There's no one I despise more than Ceres.”
The Prime Advisor couldn't contain himself and exclaimed, “How dare you speak ill of our most valued ally?”
“Are you the queen?” Ali countered.
Aznek concealed a smile as she addressed Ali, “He's my prime advisor, and he does have a point.”
Ali sensed that the queen was not particularly fond of Ceres, but he also understood that she was surrounded by traitors. Despite this, he spoke his mind, “Your Grace, what kind of ally imposes heavy taxes on commoners and attempts to erase their identity and traditions?”
The queen realized that Ali had come well-prepared. She decided to get to the heart of the matter. “Why have you come here?”
Ali took two steps forward, and Alessandro mirrored him, a silent warning not to take a third. Ali obeyed and spoke, “I've heard that you're the only righteous queen left in this world. I could have sent you a message with my proposal, but I chose to come in person to ascertain if you are worthy of being our ally.”
Aznek smiled wryly, “Am I?” she asked with sarcasm. Ali nodded, and the queen inquired, “Why should I form an alliance with a group of outlaws? Remember that if I do, I will make five kingdoms and an empire my enemies.”
“Your Grace, we are not mere thieves lusting for gold and blood. Each of us had respectable lives. I was nominated as a leader in the Union at the tender age of twenty-six. Had I remained, I would have risen to become a military chief. Furthermore, among our ranks, we harbor the sole legitimate heir left to rule in this world.”
Aznek was intrigued by the last sentence and responded, “All the kings and their heirs have perished.”
“Not in Token, Your Grace!”
Aznek had been born in Token, and her upbringing there always stirred a sense of nostalgia within her. Hearing that word made her feel homesick, but she concealed her emotions and inquired, “What do you mean?”
“Nora, the daughter of Rajab, who also happens to be your little cousin, is one of us.”
“Guards!” Aznek shouted, summoning them to her presence. Once they arrived, she ordered them to return Ali to his cell. She then dismissed her generals and left the council room, unable to conceal her emotions any longer.
Ali made no resistance as the guards secured him back in his cell and left him in the darkness. The rebels’ leader couldn't determine if the queen believed him or not. He held even greater admiration for her; she was a woman of remarkable strength. However, he couldn't decipher her emotions, except for the discomfort he had sensed when he mentioned her cousin. Nonetheless, he couldn't discern whether the expression on her face reflected contempt and hatred or love and affection.
One thing was certain to Ali: if she agreed to forge an alliance with them, their faction would become more powerful than ever before. At the same time, Ali wasn't foolish and realized that only a fool would instigate a war with the empire.
As for the queen, she instructed her servants not to admit anyone into her residence, not even Giulia. She lay on her bed, attempting to will herself to sleep, but it eluded her. Ever since the prisoner had mentioned her cousin Nora, a flood of memories had rushed back to her. Some of them were even joyful, bringing a smile to her face.
Her life had not started auspiciously. Despite possessing royal blood, she couldn't live the life of a privileged highborn girl. Her father, who was the king’s brother and the prime advisor, had felt ashamed of her from the moment she was born because she was a bastard. If it weren't for the king, Aznek would likely have been consigned to a life of slavery.
Never once had Aznek's father cradled her or bestowed a kiss upon her cheek. Instead, he consigned her to a nanny who proved to be far from kind. While royal children typically commenced their lessons in reading and writing at a tender age, Aznek's upbringing differed. She joined the ranks of the servants, learning the art of serving the king's family.
On a particular evening, as the royal family gathered for dinner, the king sought to set a jovial tone by engaging in a game with his kin.
"Imagine you're in a room, seated with your child, your life partner, and your sibling," he began. "A man with a sword threatens to take the lives of all of you unless you willingly surrender two members and save one. What would you do?"
The queen responded first, saying, "As a mother, I would sacrifice my own life for the sake of my child. I would offer him you and my sister."
"I find myself relieved," the king retorted sarcastically.
Aznek's stepmother intervened, aiming to correct the situation. "Your Grace, the queen speaks the truth. A mother would give up the entire world for her child."
The king turned to his brother. "It looks like we’re in the same boat brother!"
Laughter filled the room, and the king inquired about his brother's response. "If I must lose a child or a wife, I can always find another. But a brother is irreplaceable. I would need to resurrect our parents from their graves to obtain another one."
The king raised his glass and declared, "You are a man I can always rely on!"
The princes concurred, expressing their agreement with their uncle. Then, the king directed his attention to Nora, who was just eight years old at the time, and gently posed the same question to her. Her response elicited laughter from everyone, "My doll."
Aznek stepped into the room, attired in a servant's dress and apron. The king observed his brother's demeanor towards his daughter and held him in lower esteem. Driven by his disapproval, he chose to involve her in the game, directing the same question toward her as he had to his other guests.
Aznek turned her gaze toward her father, anticipating his approval, but he remained silent, his expression filled with disdain. The king, however, noticed the tension and spoke, “This is your king's command, girl. Give us your answer!”
Aznek composed herself and replied, “I won't sacrifice anyone.”
Her father's face twisted with anger. “How? Dumb girl!”
"I would find a way to confront a man who would ask me to sacrifice a family member, because it's wrong to be a coward and abandon your own kin," Aznek declared.
Her father was on the brink of responding when the king intervened, deeply impressed by his niece's strength and attitude. He proclaimed, “Niece! Remove your apron and join us at the table. From this moment forth, you are a full-fledged member of this family, on par with Nora and her brothers!”
“Brother! She's a bastard!” Aznek's father shouted.
“I am your brother and your king. This is a decree. I am conferring my name upon her, and if my three children should pass away before her, she shall ascend to the throne of Token. Every citizen in the kingdom shall address her as ‘Your Grace,’” the king asserted.
That day marked the rebirth of Aznek. She finally experienced the fatherly love of her uncle, the king. She acquired the skills of reading, writing, and combat. While she didn't spend much time with Nora, she cherished her as a sister.
These memories evoked a tumult of emotions within her, and her pillow became dampened with tears. Instead of attempting to sleep, she decided to visit Ali, who was slumbering in his cell. She tossed two stones at him to rouse him from his slumber.
Ali quickly rose from his slumber and gazed at her in disbelief, "Am I dreaming, or is the queen truly here?"
"You're not dreaming, and yes, I am," she replied with a smile.
He smiled in return, "Is there anything I can assist you with, Your Grace?"
Aznek returned the smile, but her tone turned serious, "Actually, it's you who needs assistance."
Before Ali could respond, she continued, "You strike me as a clever man, so you must understand how audacious your proposal is. Why did you risk your life to come here?"
Ali approached the cell's door, and Aznek stood her ground. "Rumors suggest that you're a competent queen, but rumors can be deceiving. Some believe them out of naivety, while others dismiss them as foolishness. Nevertheless, I have chosen to place my hope in you."
"What if, instead, I were to execute you?" Aznek inquired.
"That would be a grave mistake," Ali retorted. "If you wish to secure your kingdom for your son, we are your only chance."
Without uttering a word, the queen departed.
The following day, Ali was summoned to the council. The same individuals occupied their seats as the previous day.
"Ali, do you have anything further to say before I pronounce my final judgment?" inquired the queen.
Ali turned his head, making eye contact with the seven generals and Alessandro, then began to speak, “Your Grace, it is imperative that you consider our proposal. Your kingdom's stability is in jeopardy with five traitors among your council!”
A faint smile played on the queen's lips as her eyes locked onto Ali's. "Those are grave allegations. Do you possess any evidence to substantiate your claim?" she inquired.
“A friend of mine taught me how to read people. Sometimes, even the nuances of one's eyebrows can reveal what we conceal in our hearts.”
“We're being accused of treachery because of our eyebrows?” the prime advisor retorted sarcastically.
Laughter filled the room, coming to a halt only when the queen raised her hand. “Sir Alessandro, dispatch the prisoner!” she commanded.
Alessandro was an intimidating figure, tall and well-built. He drew his sword with fervor and moved to strike Ali, but the Turban swiftly evaded the attack. He seized Alessandro's right wrist, using his chained hand to wrest the sword away and striking him on the head with the pommel. The queen's personal guard crumpled to the ground, unconscious.
“What are you waiting for? Kill him!” Aznek shouted at her generals.
Five of them brandished their swords, but not one could even touch Ali. He managed to incapacitate them all with his sword, leaving the room splattered with blood. However, the queen refused to yield and cried out, “Guards!”
Twenty soldiers entered the chamber, their spears at the ready. Aznek addressed Ali with the loudest voice she had ever used, “Drop your weapon!”
Ali complied, falling to his knees with his hands placed behind his head.
Relieved, the queen ordered, “Return the prisoner to his cell!”






  
  Chapter 19


Nisay was seated in his cell, counting down the final minutes of his life. King Hosni had presented him with an escape route, but Nisay would never betray his leader, Ali. 
He couldn't recall the first time he had heard Ali's name, but he had grown up listening to tales of Ali's exploits. From the age of twelve, Nisay had aspired to become like Ali, dedicating his life to the sword. His village was renowned for producing the finest fighters in Turba, if not the entire world.
When Ali had departed from the empire and started hunting down its soldiers, Nisay had felt disillusioned with his idol. He couldn't comprehend why Ali had forsaken the glory of his former life to hide in the woods, living in caves and consorting with outlaws.
After several months of soul-searching, Nisay had made up his mind to broach a subject he knew his parents would vehemently oppose. 
A few months later, Nisay realized that everything he had grown up hearing about the Empire was true. He heeded his father's counsel and fled from the empire, ultimately becoming one of the most wanted men.
Nisay heard approaching footsteps while he was lost in his memories, realizing that his time had come. His sole wish was to catch a final glimpse of Nora.
Surprisingly, the soldiers didn't escort him to the execution yard; instead, they led him to the council room. Nisay could hardly believe his eyes as he entered. Arsalan stood there before King Hosni.
The Turban rebel remained silent as King Hosni rose and began to speak. "You're a fortunate man, and I recommend naming your first son Siraj, after this man," the king gestured towards Arsalan.
Nisay was overcome with shock. Even though his life had been spared, he sensed that something far more perilous was unfolding. The king confirmed his suspicions. "This man has pledged to deliver your leader, Ali, in exchange for your freedom."
Nisay quickly grasped Arsalan's scheme, but he dared not speak out, for doing so would spell certain execution for both him and Arsalan. However, he couldn't allow Arsalan to carry out his plan unopposed.
"I don't know this man; he's nothing but an impostor."
"He has offered his life if we fail to apprehend Ali," the king responded.
"You'll be forfeiting a rebel for a deceiver!" Nisay retorted.
The king chuckled. "It's a risk I'm willing to take, and it's certainly worthwhile. Besides, one way or another, you will return here soon."
Nisay realized that the moment he left the castle, Arsalan would reveal himself, and he felt as though his options were rapidly dwindling.
Upon his return, the exuberant screams and cheers of his friends failed to lift Nisay's spirits, even when he saw Nora's face and his parents. Fatima, overjoyed to have her son back, couldn't contain her happiness, and his father embraced him warmly. However, Nora's lack of emotion stood out, and she remarked, "You don't seem happy for a man whose life has just been spared."
Nisay met her gaze and replied softly, "Arsalan traded himself for me."
A sense of shock swept over everyone, including Nora, who burst into anger, stepping forward and exclaimed, "Why did you leave him behind?!"
Nisay remained silent, prompting his father to turn to Nora with unwavering determination. "My son is no coward. If he left his friend behind, it must mean Arsalan had no chance. And mark my words, I will do everything within my power to rescue him."
Seeing the disappointment in his son's face, he gently pulled Nisay from his arms, his voice resolute. "Arsalan is not dead yet. Gather your strength and rally a hundred men. Visit every village, and recruit as many allies as you can find."
Nisay felt overwhelmed by the situation and expressed his doubts, "I can't request that of them, Father. They'll never agree."
"I'm not asking you to request it; I'm commanding you to exert pressure until they agree. Our five hundred men will locate and persuade any resistant tribes to join us."
Meanwhile, Nora left the tent and ventured into the forest, finding solace against a tree as she pondered ways to rescue her friend. She couldn't shake the feeling that her own actions had led Arsalan to make the sacrifice for Nisay.
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Arsalan was roughly brought forward by the guards and thrown in front of the Turban king.
"Ali in the flesh. Believe me when I say, nothing would please me more than chopping your head off."
"You wouldn't do that unless your owner says so," Arsalan retorted. "Did I offend you? I challenge you to kill me before receiving the empire's letter."
"Your grace, kill this rebel and hang his head on our wall," one of the generals suggested.
"I'm telling you, he can't," Arsalan said with a smile.
The king finally responded, "The emperor is my ally, and he happens to be a very wealthy man. I prefer gold!" He continued, "Besides, I don't want to kill a Turban."
"Why did you summon me?" Arsalan asked firmly.
Hosni laughed and said, "You thought I would negotiate with you? Forgive me for giving you the wrong impression. I just want to entertain myself by seeing you chained. I will keep you in my prison until I hear back from his highness."
"Guards!" the king screamed, ordering them to take Arsalan back to his cell.
Three days later, a bird arrived with a letter sealed with the Union's stamp. King Hosni wasted no time in opening it and reading its contents.
"From the emperor Ceres to King Hosni,
Your news cheered my heart and all of my council members. You have always been a loyal ally. But now that you've done what no one has been able to do before, all the world's gold won't be enough to reward you.
Cut off the outlaw's head, and bring it to me yourself.
Emperor Ceres."
King Hosni couldn't wait any longer and immediately ordered his soldiers to prepare for the execution. Within hours, the yard was filled with commoners eager to witness the execution of the most dangerous man on earth. Among the crowd was Nora, who had sneaked her way into the castle the night before, accompanied by thirty women from Okorom, all of them skilled fighters.
Nora's plan was to create a distraction and take a shot at the crucial moment. She was well aware that the odds of success were low, but she was determined to try. She and her companions wore brown robes with hoods and waited for Nora's signal to retrieve their bows and start shooting.
However, King Hosni had anticipated the rebels' potential intervention and bolstered the castle's security. Five hundred soldiers surrounded the execution yard, and fifty archers occupied positions on top of the walls. Additional soldiers patrolled the alleys.
Nora couldn't help but remember Ali's advice: ‘never be suicidal’. Whatever she did, she knew that she and her thirty companions would be killed, and Arsalan would still face execution.
Nora refrained from giving any command to the thirty women; instead, she kept her gaze fixed on Arsalan, who was shackled and forced to kneel.
Outside the castle, Nisay and his father arrived with two thousand men, planning to launch an attack on the Turban castle. One of the tribe's leaders stood beside Nisay's father and expressed his concerns, saying, "My lord, this isn't a war we can win. Their archers will slaughter us before we even reach the walls."
Nisay's father turned toward him with determination. "He was my guest, and he traded himself for my son. I won't sit idly by like a coward while he dies." He then pivoted his horse to address his army, his voice resolute. "If any of you want to return to your wives, you have my permission. But know this, you'll carry the shame of abandoning a man who sacrificed himself for us until the end of your days!"
Another tribe leader voiced his concerns, "My lord, you're not asking us to fight for you; you're asking us to die!"
Walid turned to him, his gaze unwavering. " We are Lions, and if we must meet our end, at least we'll provide a reason for others to avenge us."
Although Walid's words didn't seem to sway the men, they felt compelled to follow their resolute leader. He was about to give the order to attack when a horn sounded. When he looked towards the horizon, he saw over five thousand soldiers riding towards them.
One of the leaders couldn't help but smile bitterly and remarked, "It seems we have no choice. King Hosni anticipated our attack and has sent an army to engage us outside his castle."
Inside the castle, King Hosni delivered his speech, vilifying the rebel with the harshest words. Nora couldn't bear the thought of abandoning Arsalan while he was still alive. Suddenly, an idea struck her as the executioner prepared to behead Arsalan.
She swiftly retrieved her bow and decided to shoot the king in a desperate attempt to create chaos and buy herself more time to formulate a better plan. The king was positioned some five hundred feet away in a challenging spot to target, but for Nora, when it came to shooting, nothing was impossible. She nocked an arrow, prepared to release it, when a horn's blare resonated through the area.
Setting her bow aside, she waited to see what was unfolding. One of the guards rushed toward King Hosni and whispered something in his ear. After a brief exchange, the king ordered, "Let him in," and instructed the executioner to halt.
A knight entered the castle, dismounting and surrendering his weapons. He walked confidently toward the king, whom he had never met before. The knight had a tall stature, blond hair, a clean-shaven face, and short hair.
He presented the king with a rolled parchment, its seal emblazoned with the distinguished stamp of Solum.
King Hosni, his features etched with the burdens of rule, carefully unrolled the parchment. His eyes scanned the message, each word a potential harbinger of conflict:
“From Queen Aznek to King Hosni,
The man you’re about to execute is not Ali, but a Topraki imposter. He holds no value for you, yet he is essential to me. Defy my request, and prepare for war.
The Queen”
With a flick of his wrist, King Hosni cast the parchment aside in disdain, his gaze piercing the blond soldier standing before him. "Do you think I'm a fool? To be duped by forged seals and deceptive ploys? You shall be bound in chains and delivered to Queen Aznek herself!” he thundered.
At his command, “Seize him!" the atmosphere in the hall thickened with tension.
Before the soldier could reach the blond knight, he spoke defiantly, "I am Sir Alessandro, the newly appointed military chief of Solum. I have six thousand men positioned outside your castle, armed with catapults. If you do not release the prisoner immediately, we will reduce your castle to rubble!"
King Hosni glanced at the leader of the guards, who gave an approving nod.
"I need three days to contemplate this matter," the king reluctantly declared.
Alessandro, the Solum military chief, responded firmly, "King Hosni, please do not insult my intelligence. We will not wait for the emperor to dispatch reinforcements. I suspect that your generals have already sent word by pigeon."
Taken aback and realizing the gravity of the situation, King Hosni saw no other option but to release his prisoner. He found some solace in knowing that Queen Aznek and her kingdom would face severe consequences for their audacity.
"Very well," the king conceded, his tone laced with resentment. "You may take the prisoner and convey to your queen that she has opened five doors leading only to hell."
Alessandro took Arsalan and departed from the castle, while Nora and her team left as well, savoring their hard-won victory.

      [image: image-placeholder]Three days earlier, Ali had been confined to his cell, mentally preparing himself for the imminent end of his life. During that time, he found some solace in the fact that he had successfully eliminated five of the queen's treacherous generals, thus assisting Queen Aznek in purging her council of disloyalty.
However, an unexpected turn of events occurred when Queen Aznek herself arrived at Ali's cell in the dead of night, unaccompanied.
"Are you prepared to meet your end?" the queen initiated the conversation.
Ali responded calmly, "We're all destined to meet our end. The real question is how we face it."
Recognizing Ali's adeptness at the art of conversation from their previous encounters, Queen Aznek decided to cut straight to the point. "You killed five members of my council and spared two. Why?"
"They were traitors, your grace," Ali explained. He continued, "As I mentioned before, I have a friend who taught me how to decipher people's thoughts. Whenever they heard of the empire or Ceres, they couldn't conceal their joy, except for the two I spared, whose faces betrayed disgust."
The queen's smile grew wider as she inquired about Alessandro.
"I couldn't ascertain his loyalty to you, but I am certain he harbors deep affection for you," Ali replied with a sly grin.
Queen Aznek was momentarily taken aback. "Do you think I am a fool?"
Ali chuckled and clarified, "I jest, your grace. Someone I trusted informed me about your council."
Requesting a moment alone with the prisoner, the queen had one of the guards open the cell door. She entered without awaiting Ali's consent.
"May I enter?" she asked, although not pausing to receive his response.
"I always knew you were a decent person, but it wasn't enough. I needed to witness the extent of your courage," Queen Aznek explained.
"You were willing to risk the lives of your loyal council members to test me?" Ali asked, astonishment evident in his voice.
The queen began pacing within the cell as she clarified, "I too possess the ability to read minds. I was confident you would not harm innocent people. However, I did not anticipate that you would eliminate the five traitors."
Without waiting for Ali's expressions of gratitude, Queen Aznek handed him a letter to read. It was from Nora, the Token heir to Queen Aznek, pleading for her assistance in saving her friend Arsalan from imminent execution.
Ali's countenance shifted to one of sadness as he read Nora's desperate plea for help. He raised his head, preparing to voice his doubts about the feasibility of such a rescue mission, but the queen spoke first.
"I will assist you in rescuing your friend," Queen Aznek declared.
Moved by her commitment, Ali replied, "I would kneel, your grace, but it's considered a sin in my belief." He then lowered his head and pledged, "Your grace, mark my words—my life and my sword are yours."
A warm smile graced the queen's face as she responded, "I have no doubt, Sir Ali. I shall have my guards escort you to your guest chamber. Rest well, for you have a challenging journey ahead of you."






  
  Chapter 20


Leah wanted to utilize her authority to expedite the process of gathering her thousand men and departing from Dharatee. However, with Sai's arrest, the situation had grown more complex. Throughout the night, she pondered potential strategies for rescuing Sai and making her escape. The only idea she could conceive of was not particularly convincing: using her status as Ceres' daughter to fabricate another falsehood about Sai in order to secure his release and leave. 
Alighieri approached her with the same idea she had been contemplating, yet Leah remained hesitant. "We have no alternative, and time is running out," she conveyed.
"If we get caught, they will send me to a castle, where I'll be surrounded by servants and living a wealthy life. But you and Sai will be executed," Leah continued.
"That's precisely what will happen if you remain passive, Leah. It's better to act swiftly and attempt this," Alighieri advised.
Leah made her way to the grand council chamber, where King Anand convened his daily gatherings with his trusted generals. Two guards flanked the massive doors, yet Leah chose not to seek their approval. Instead, with determination, she thrust the council room's entrance wide open. A hushed stillness descended as all eyes in the chamber swiveled to focus on her. Anand, seated at the head of the long table, remained patient, waiting for her to regain her composure, though she displayed no immediate signs of doing so. As her voice rang out, she declared with heightened intensity, "You've apprehended a rebel, and yet, I received no word of it!
Anand remained composed and responded, "Clearly, you're the female version of Ceres. Your grace, please calm down, and we can discuss this like civilized individuals."
"There's nothing to discuss here. Give me the men I requested and the rebel you've just captured," Leah demanded.
Anand maintained his composure and responded, "I won't comply with that request."
"So, you choose to defy his highness!" Leah retorted with a threatening tone.
Anand smiled and remarked, "On the contrary, I have collaborated with his highness for many years. He has never sent messages with just two individuals; his messengers are typically accompanied by at least a hundred soldiers." Leah prepared a response, but Anand didn't give her the chance to speak. "Given the rumors circulating in the seven kingdoms about your sister, not to mention the sudden disappearance of most of our pigeons on the same day you arrived, I have substantial grounds for suspicion," Anand continued. "And let's not forget the appearance of one of the rebels in my kingdom."
"These are serious allegations. If you don't apologize right now, I'll make sure you suffer the consequences!" threatened Leah.
"Forgive me, your grace, but I'm willing to take that risk. His highness is a clever man and would understand. In the meantime, you're welcome to stay in our royal residence as long as it pleases you!" Anand responded.
Leah felt cornered and out of options. "Alright then, let's wait for your messenger. In the meantime, I wish to speak with the rebel."
Anand showed no disagreement, and Leah left for the yard, where Alighieri was waiting for her. Together, they headed to the cell where Sai was held captive. Leah ordered the guards to leave.
"Sai, what happened?" Alighieri asked when the guards were out of sight.
"Don't worry, my friends. This is my home, and I used to be one of the best thieves here," replied Sai with a smile.
Leah approached the cell and spoke in a worried tone, "You're no longer a thief, but rather a rebel, one of the most wanted men on earth."
"Do you have a plan to get me out of here?" asked Sai. Leah exchanged a sad look with Alighieri, and Sai spared them the trouble of replying, "Leave the castle. They will soon find out who you are!"
"I'd rather die than leave you here alone," Alighieri said firmly.
"I'm disappointed in you, Alighieri. I used to think of you as a clever man," replied Sai.
Leah agreed with Alighieri, but Sai didn't relent and asked, "Do you trust me?" They both nodded, and Sai continued, "I swear on Roulan's life, I will succeed in breaking out of this prison and join you."
Leah and Alighieri continued to disagree with Sai, but he convinced them to leave and trust his word. 
They both realized he was right. If they remained another day in Dharatee, Alighieri would be killed, and Leah would spend the rest of her life imprisoned in one of the royal residence's rooms.
That night, Alighieri and Leah sneaked out of the castle. They expected their task to be difficult, but there were only two guards to get through. Leah got rid of them easily, hitting them on the head and tying them next to the gate.
They rode twenty miles to the south, to an abandoned cabin in the woods. Ali agreed with them to send his pigeons there, but on their arrival, they found nothing. Their journey had been very tiring, and that night, they slept like babies.
Leah anticipated the morning's arrival to greet her with the warm embrace of sunshine and the symphony of birdsong, but instead, she awoke to find a gleaming sword poised at her throat. She blinked away the remnants of sleep, and a smile graced her lips, as her beloved stood before her in the flesh, a loving smile mirrored in his eyes.
“You’re late." she said with a smile on her face.
"I was busy trying not to be executed," replied Ali as he sheathed his sword.
With an affectionate hug for Alighieri, Ali gestured for his two companions to take their seats. He proceeded to relay a comprehensive account of his tumultuous encounter with Queen Aznek. While he had hoped to witness elation in their expressions, it instead served as a stark reminder of their recent misfortunes.
Leah recounted the recent events to Ali, and to their astonishment, he commended their actions. Leah voiced her concerns, saying, "Yet, we arrived without reinforcements, and Sai remains imprisoned, his true identity exposed."
Ali reached into his bag, producing a pigeon. "First, I shall dispatch this bird to Nisay. He shall rally a hundred resolute fighters to our side within the next day."
Alighieri appeared puzzled and inquired, "How can a mere hundred fighters stand against an entire kingdom?"
"At some point," Ali responded, "they will need to transport Sai to the empire."
Understanding dawned on both of them, but Alighieri raised another apprehension. "What if Ceres orders Sai's execution within the castle, as he did with Arsalan in Turba?"
Leah's smile was sly. "My father's true adversary is Ali. Sai would be more valuable to him alive than dead. He will employ Sai as bait to lure Ali into a trap."
Alighieri seemed reassured. "If anyone possesses the wit to escape captivity, it is Sai," Ali added with confidence.
Leah turned to her companions and proposed searching for sustenance. They dedicated the entire day to exploring the woods, feasting and exchanging tales, their anticipation growing for the imminent arrival of Nisay and his hundred fighters.
The next morning, Leah woke once more to a blade pressed against her throat. She initially assumed it was part of another one of Ali's playful antics, but her optimism shattered as she realized it was no game; a spear loomed perilously near. To her left, her two companions faced the same dire predicament.
Though she yearned to make a sudden move, the presence of over thirty Dharatian soldiers surrounding them quelled any impulse. "Rise slowly, or my soldiers will unleash a hail of arrows upon you," a commanding voice bellowed.
Complying with the demand, the three of them stood. "I am Ceres' daughter. Lower your weapon!" Leah demanded.
"In the eyes of our King Anand, you are naught but a harlot!" the soldier retorted, drawing an angered glare from Ali. "I swear, those were his grace's words," the soldier added.
"What is your purpose here?" Ali inquired.
The soldier responded, "His grace has decreed your demise. We anticipated two rebels, yet the gods have granted us an unexpected bonus."
Ali repeated his question more forcefully, and the soldier responded in kind, "How shall you meet your end? A spear through the heart or an arrow to the throat?"
Ali contemplated a desperate maneuver, considering seizing his swords. Yet, he comprehended that thirty soldiers could not be subdued by force alone. His sole recourse was to unveil his true identity, a gambit that might buy them precious moments. As he parted his lips to speak, a sudden spear pierced through one of the Dharatian soldiers, followed by others that flew in from the depths of the woods.
"Nisay couldn't possibly have arrived so swiftly," Ali mused under his breath. As he sought to unravel the identity of their unexpected savior, he witnessed figures emerging from the depths of the forest. They were Dharatians, their numbers reaching into the hundreds, their voices raised in battle cries as they turned upon their own comrades. Among them, another familiar face appeared—Sai, prompting smiles of relief to spread across Ali and his companions.
In the aftermath of the conflict, the lifeless bodies of the soldiers lay scattered, leaving the rebels awash in a euphoria of victory. Leah's eyes shimmered with tears, her heart brimming with joy as she beheld Sai among her rescuers. "You've proven true to your word," she expressed to Sai. "You've spared me a severe confrontation with Roulan."
Alighieri approached Sai, his embrace tinged with curiosity. "How did you manage to escape that grim cell?"
Sai gestured toward one of his comrades. "This man is the key to our success."
Ali's anger flared, and his hand instinctively reached for his sword. "Advik?" He turned to Sai, seeking confirmation. "Isn't he the one who betrayed you to the empire?"
Advik knelt before Ali and declared earnestly, "I would rather face death ten times over than betray the man who saved my family."
Sai stepped in to provide context. "It was a deception perpetrated by one of the Speakers. The emperor used Advik as a pawn to safeguard the Speaker's reputation."
Though skepticism lingered in Ali's gaze, Advik remained prostrate. "My lord, my family continues to eke out a meager existence in a cave, while I beg in the alleys of Dharatee to feed them. If I were a traitor, I would lead a life of comfort. But if my words still fail to convince you, you may take my life."
Relaxing his grip on the sword hilt, Ali conceded, "I believe you, Advik, even though I wish your words were false." He turned to address the assembled group, leaving them all in a state of bewilderment. "If corruption has infiltrated the ranks of the Speakers, it marks the beginning of the end."






  
  Chapter 21


It was the third fight Roulan had taken in the Arena. The air was thick with the scent of anticipation, and the crowds buzzed with excitement, eager to witness the prowess of the fabled warrior. 
Her first opponent had been a Grondy gladiator, a towering figure of deceptive fragility. His slender frame belied the robust strength that lay beneath. Roulan, facing an unfamiliar combat style, had adopted a stance of wary defense, her eyes keenly observing his every move. As he launched his sluggish attacks, she danced around him with the grace of a wind sprite, quickly discerning his fatal flaw – a lack of speed. When he lunged with a predictable ferocity, Roulan, swift as a shadow, knelt and delivered a lethal strike, her blade carving a fatal arc across his belly.
The second adversary was a stark contrast, a formidable foe whose prowess matched her own. The battle was a tempest of steel and sweat, each movement a testament to their skill. In a moment of sheer intensity, he managed to land a blow on her arm, but Roulan, undeterred, countered with a whirlwind of strikes, ultimately bringing him down in a display of superior technique and strength.
As she prepared for the next battle, Roulan harbored a secret hope for a less relentless opponent. But fate, ever capricious, had other plans. Stepping into the Arena, she found herself facing a nightmare made flesh. A white tiger, colossal in size, stood before her. Its presence was like a storm cloud descending upon the field, its growl a deep, resonant cough akin to an elderly man, yet thunderous in its volume.
The beast's fangs, as lethal and sharp as the famed Turban daggers, glistened with a deadly promise, each one a symbol of the savage power nature wielded. The tiger’s eyes, cold and calculating, held a primal intelligence, sizing up Roulan as not just a prey, but as a worthy adversary.
The crowd fell into a stunned silence, the atmosphere charged with a mix of awe and fear. Roulan, facing this colossal creature, felt a rush of adrenaline coursing through her veins. She knew that this was no ordinary fight; it was a battle against a force of nature, a test of her skill, courage, and will to survive.
The crowd, a sea of faces under the sun-drenched sky, held their breath in anticipation. Roulan, a warrior of renown, stood poised with a lengthy spear in hand, her expression a mixture of determination and underlying fear.
The tiger, a magnificent and terrifying beast, remained caged, its growls thunderous and echoing through the stone amphitheater. The ferocity in its eyes and the hunger evident in its gaping maw spoke of days without sustenance, an added cruelty to make it more unpredictable, more dangerous.
As the cage door swung open, a hush fell over the crowd. The tiger, embodying the wild and untamed spirit of nature, did not leap forth immediately. Instead, it cast wary glances around, assessing its surroundings, the scent of fear and excitement heavy in the air. With a calculated grace, it stepped out of its confinement, its every muscle tensed and ready.
Roulan, standing firm, her grip on the spear unyielding, tried to quell the tremor in her hands. She was acutely aware of the clamor of the crowd, their cheers and cries merging into a tumultuous wave of sound, but her focus remained solely on the beast before her.
In a flash of movement, the tiger lunged. Roulan's training and instincts kicked in as she searched desperately for an opening to strike. She moved with a dancer's grace, sidestepping the beast's powerful pounce at the last moment, her heart pounding in her chest.
As she scrambled to regain her footing, the tiger was upon her again, its paw raised in a deadly arc. With a swift lean backward, she evaded its swipe, feeling the rush of air as its claws narrowly missed her.
Seizing her chance, Roulan thrust with her spear, aiming for a vulnerable spot. But the tiger, a creature of incredible agility and raw power, was quicker. In a display of almost surreal prowess, it caught the weapon in its jaws and flung it aside with a terrifying ease.
The Arena was now a tableau of predator and prey, warrior and beast, locked in a dance of survival. Roulan, disarmed but not defeated, faced the tiger, her resolve steeling her for the next move in this deadly game. The crowd watched in awe, knowing they were witnessing a battle that would be sung of for generations – the warrior and the white tiger, a clash of flesh and fury under the sun.
Recalling the sage advice of Nisay, knew brute force was not her ally in this battle. "When facing beasts, they surpass any human in strength and speed. Relying solely on your might will lead to your downfall. But remember, they lack cunning. Exploit that, and you may triumph."
As the tiger charged once more, a blur of white fury, Roulan gathered the remnants of her strength, her resolve as firm as the ancient stones beneath her feet. She stood her ground, a solitary figure against the looming shadow of death. The crowd, a maelstrom of voices moments before, fell into a hushed silence, their collective breath caught in the drama unfolding before them.
Roulan, poised with a dagger in her right hand, became a statue, her eyes locked on the approaching beast. Ten feet... the distance between life and a gruesome end. The tiger, unaware of the trap being set, focused solely on its prey.
In that heartbeat before the inevitable collision, Roulan summoned every ounce of her skill, her training, her will to survive. With a warrior's cry, she hurled the dagger with unerring precision, the blade spinning through the air like a deadly comet.
Time seemed to stand still as the dagger found its mark, burying itself deep into the tiger's forehead. The beast, mid-leap, came to a sudden, jarring halt and crashed to the ground, lifeless.
The Arena, once shrouded in tense silence, erupted into a cacophony of cheers and roars. The crowd, awed by the spectacle of sheer courage and cunning, stood in ovation, their voices thundering in tribute to the warrior who had defied the odds and emerged victorious.
Helena stood alongside Ramessess, both wearing smiles and applauding the blood-soaked spectacle. While they celebrated, Roulan stood in a state of terror, her body trembling, struggling to come to terms with the harrowing ordeal she had just survived. A muttered thought escaped her lips, "What the hell am I doing here? I should have stayed with my husband and friends."
That evening, after soothing her wounds in a bath and savoring a meal, Roulan's recklessness began to dawn on her. She reflected on her inexplicable decision to undertake this perilous challenge. Two more daunting fights loomed ahead, promising greater difficulty than the ones that had come before.
The following day, Helena summoned her. To Roulan's surprise, standing alongside Helena was the man she despised the most, Ramessess. Memories of him sentencing her uncle, the king, to his doom in the execution yard flooded her thoughts. She was convinced he had orchestrated the murder of her cousin, Li. The Turangy warrior burned with a desire to avenge her family, but the image of her beloved Sai's inconsolable grief held her back.
Four other men entered the room, and Roulan recognized them instantly—the remaining gladiators in the championship.
"Do you know why you're here?" Helena inquired with a deceptive smile.
Recognizing it as a rhetorical question, Roulan chose to remain silent. However, one of the gladiators spoke up, "To fight here, your grace!"
"Guards!" Helena's voice rang out, and five soldiers entered the room. "Take this man away and kill him!" The gladiator turned to confront his assailants, but a stealthy dagger struck him from behind. Helena smiled and whispered in his ear, "I have no use for the foolish."
As the guards departed, Helena turned to Ramessess and commented, "You were right, your grace. He was ill-suited for the mission."
Ramessess gazed at Roulan with a chilling grin before addressing the four remaining gladiators, "Each of you has proven your mettle in the Arena. We have observed your performance closely and decided to designate you all as kings of the Arena." He then turned to Roulan and added, "And the queen, of course."
One of the gladiators, a Topraki, knelt and spoke humbly, "Your grace, we hoped to entertain you further, but we are deeply grateful for your favor."
Helena motioned for the Topraki to rise from his kneeling positions. "It would be unfortunate to lose three of you," she remarked. "This may be a game to the commoners, but to us, it's an opportunity to recruit exceptional soldiers."
Ramessess added, "The rewards won't be divided amongst you; instead, each of you will receive the whole reward." He then dismissed the gladiators, who left with joyful expressions on their faces, eagerly anticipating their individual rewards.
However, when Ramessess said, "Not you, girl," Roulan halted in her tracks. Fear coursed through her veins, concerned that he might recognize her. She vividly remembered his frequent visits to her kingdom, and she had shared the same table with him countless times during her teenage years.
In a soft voice, Roulan replied, "Your grace."
"Do I know you?" Ramessess inquired, his curiosity piqued.
Roulan kept her head lowered and responded with feigned humility, "I'm afraid not, your grace. How could a man of your stature be acquainted with a humble girl like me?"
"But you look familiar," Ramessess mused.
Roulan maintained her composed tone and requested permission to speak openly, to which Ramessess consented. "Our ancestors used to engage in a game called the King of Runners," she began. "A group of individuals would race twenty-two miles, and the first to finish claimed the prize."
A smile graced Helena's lips as she interjected, "I've read about it. The winner has always been a Turangy."
"Exactly, your grace," Roulan affirmed. "But do you know why?"
Ramessess, growing impatient, responded, "Because they were faster!"
"No, your grace, because we were cheaters," Roulan admitted with a wry smile. "Every two miles, a Turangy would be hidden, ready to take the place of his comrade in the race. We deceived everyone thanks to our striking resemblance."
Ramessess burst into hearty laughter, conceding that Turangy individuals did indeed bear a strong resemblance to one another.
He rose from his seat and remarked, "I've just realized why Helena admires you. You may go."
Despite the comfortable life she now led—a spacious house with servants, abundant food, and all the amenities a woman could desire—Roulan found herself growing increasingly bored. She had little to occupy her time, confined mostly to her bedroom. She couldn't bring herself to trust her servants enough for meaningful conversation.
On the third day, Helena summoned her and informed her of her impending absence. In her stead, Helena instructed Roulan to meet with the Speakers daily to acquire a comprehensive understanding of the empire.
On the subsequent day, Roulan journeyed to a location known as 'The Knowledge-Space,' a gathering point where speakers imparted their wisdom and knowledge to the common folk.
Roulan harbored no astonishment at their falsehoods, for these speakers exploited every opportunity to mold history and manipulate the dominant religion within the seven kingdoms. The initial segment of their teachings paralleled those of the other kingdoms, emphasizing the belief that an eternal entity, known as the Creator, had crafted all living beings from nothingness. This included the creation of humanity, initially comprising only one man and one woman. Angels had bestowed upon them the essentials of existence, spanning from language acquisition to the arts of tent construction and agriculture.
As the narrative unfolded, humans began to develop and enhance their lives. Roulan found herself engrossed in the Speakers' discourse, recalling similar lessons from her Turangy upbringing. However, what followed left her perplexed: the Speaker elucidated that the Creator had grown weary of merely watching humanity from his celestial throne and had succumbed to the temptation of descending to Earth in human form, dwelling among mortals. He relished the experience, selecting a woman every night with whom to share his bed. In time, five boys with extraordinary powers, such as breathing fire and surviving underwater, emerged.
Ultimately, the Creator realized these were his sons, half-divine beings who posed a threat to his dominion. He made attempts to eliminate them, but they turned the tables, slaying him instead. The five Gods went on to rule for millennia, eventually choosing five men to bestow their powers upon, endowing them with exceptional intelligence to govern the world effectively. These men went on to establish noble families in the Union, and Ceres' lineage was among them.
One of the attendees raised his hand to pose a question, "I heard that anyone can become part of these families. How is that possible?"
"As I explained," the Speaker responded, "the five Gods shared some of their power with these families, including the ability to share their blood with others."
Roulan endured these lectures for days, her mind often wandering to what she was still doing in the empire. The thousand gold coins she had won could be immensely helpful to her and her companions. She yearned for her husband and her comrades and contemplated leaving, but a resolute determination held her back. Her sole purpose was to exact vengeance upon Ramessess, and she would not depart until that mission was accomplished. Not only would she savor the satisfaction of her revenge, but she also sought to weaken the empire.
Roulan, like many others, believed that the prime advisor was the linchpin of the empire. His downfall could herald significant changes. Before she could begin plotting her revenge, she faced a disturbing complication—a mysterious man shadowed her every move.
Initially, she dismissed it as a coincidence, but soon it became apparent that wherever she went, he followed. His hooded visage prevented her from discerning his features clearly. As her last encounter with the prime advisor lingered in her thoughts, she began to suspect his involvement in this espionage.
One morning, Roulan hatched a plan. She donned a green dress and decided to stroll through the Union's alleys, convinced that someone was tailing her. As she walked, attempting to find an opportune spot to corner her pursuer, he made it easy and materialized right before her.
Roulan subtly scanned the surroundings to ensure no one else was nearby, and it was indeed just her and the hooded man. Seizing this chance, she advanced towards him, prompting him to lower his hood. Before her stood a young man with long black hair, a slight beard, and brown eyes. He was white, but his appearance did not align with the typical Solumy or Token; rather, he resembled someone from Topraki or Turban descent.
"Why are you following me?" Roulan inquired, refraining from drawing any weapons.
"I know who you are, rebel girl," responded the young man.
This was enough to confirm Roulan's suspicions. She believed that Ramessess was behind this. With determination, she unsheathed her dagger and declared, "It seems you'll be richly rewarded, but you'll have to kill me first."
"Why would I do that?" questioned the man.
"Because that's what you and your master do!" retorted Roulan.
"Lower your dagger, Roulan. I am a friend," he implored. However, Roulan remained vigilant, keeping her weapon at the ready as he continued, "My name is David. I first saw you during the northern war, while I served in Vlad's army."
Interrupting him, Roulan remarked, "Too bad we didn't cross paths; otherwise, you wouldn't be standing here."
David offered a wry smile and shared, "I killed thirty-five Unionists—quietly."
"Why are you still here, then?" Roulan inquired skeptically.
"For the same reason as you," David replied. "Ceres married my sister, showering our family with wealth and land. But when she gave birth to your friend Leah, he killed her and sought to eliminate us. Fortunately, my father and his people managed to escape to a desolate island in the east."
Roulan detected a degree of sincerity in his words, yet trust remained elusive. She pressed on, asking, "What do you want from me?"
"I grew up listening to my family's revenge plots, but after twenty years, they had done nothing," David explained. "That changed when we elected a new leader—Lady Umali. She tasked me with coming here as a spy. I enlisted in the army, attempting to undermine the Union from within, but my efforts were in vain."
Roulan stated, "I prefer working independently."
David responded, "Well, here's the thing, Roulan. I've spent ten years within the Union. I know every secret within the royal residence. Should you ever need my assistance, I can show you a location where you can leave your letters." He offered a reassuring smile and concluded, "Remember, I'm here to aid you and your friends."






  
   Chapter 22


Ali and his companions reached the village of Okorom, where the cacophony of Zaghroutas filled the air. Nora's excitement brimmed as she spotted her friends, particularly Leah, who couldn't wait to slip into a tent alone with her Token friend and hear every intricate detail about the wedding and its aftermath.  
Nisay's father orchestrated a grand banquet in honor of his esteemed guests. Seated around a massive round table adorned with an array of vegetables, rice, fruits, and a delectable meat that bore a tantalizingly unfamiliar flavor for the rebels, save for Nisay. The meat retained its alluring pink hue on the inside, its surface kissed by the flames of a barbecue that bestowed upon it a savory, golden-brown crust. When Alighieri indulged in a mouthful, it dissolved on his palate like freshly baked bread, leaving him eager to uncover the source of this extraordinary culinary delight.
"That’s Fawn!" Nisay said, accompanied by an amusing remark. "The disappointing meat."
Leah was about to take another bite but halted upon hearing Nisay's description. She found it peculiar and couldn't resist inquiring further.
"It's disappointing because once you taste it, you won't want any other meat," Nisay explained, and no one dared to disagree.
After sating their hunger, Nora eagerly inquired, "What's our next move?"
"You're welcome to stay with us," Nisay's father, Walid, suggested.
Ali expressed gratitude with a smile but remained cautious. "No one is safe here, even you, Lord Walid."
"You can call me Walid; I'm no Lord. And don't worry about us. We've always defended ourselves from these traitors," Walid assured them.
"I have no doubt about that," Ali responded before redirecting his attention to the rest of the group. "The Queen has shown great courage in saving Arsalan. It is now our duty to reciprocate by safeguarding her, even at the cost of our lives."
"Whatever assistance you require, Ali, consider it yours," Walid pledged.
Ali smiled warmly and added, "We would greatly appreciate it if Nisay could accompany us; your assistance would be invaluable."
Nisay turned to his father, who nodded approvingly. "Don't worry about Okorom."
The next day, the plan unfolded as agreed upon. Ali and his companions embarked on the journey to the Solumy kingdom, riding for two days until they arrived in the afternoon. As the gates swung open, their faces lit up with smiles upon seeing the man they had almost lost, Arsalan. After heartfelt greetings, hugs, and exchanged compliments, Arsalan led them to the Queen's council.
She wore a circular crown crafted from gleaming gold adorned with sparkling blue diamonds. Her suede dress featured a deep blue hue with three white trees. Eager to meet Ali's friends, she wondered if they were as intelligent as he had claimed.
Aznek had planned to maintain a stoic demeanor when meeting her visitors initially, a customary approach with those she didn't know. It allowed her to assess whether they deserved her attention and trust.
As the door swung open, emotions overcame Aznek for the first time since her ascension to the throne. The sight of her blood relatives made her momentarily forget the lessons she had learned as a ruler.
Nora, somewhat shorter than her cousin had expected, still possessed the same beautiful smile. Aznek stood and walked towards her, and Alessandro, who had never seen his queen cry before, observed the tears welling up in her eyes. After a long embrace, the queen welcomed the rest of Nora's friends.
Ali proceeded to introduce them one by one. 
"You're all most welcome in my kingdom," Aznek greeted them with a warm smile, inviting them to take a seat.
However, Ali didn't sit. Instead, he stepped forward, lowering his head respectfully. "Your grace, I am deeply grateful for your help and for agreeing to an alliance with us."
Aznek appeared surprised by his words and replied, "There is no alliance between us, Lord Ali. I am not sure how you got that impression."
Ali smiled knowingly. "By moving your army against another kingdom to spare our friend's life."
The queen pushed back with a hint of challenge, stating, "Perhaps I simply want to claim the empire's reward for myself." Before Arsalan could interject, she added, "Don't worry, I won't hand you over to the empire. They are my enemies too, but that doesn't make you my allies."
Leah, growing increasingly impatient with the queen's attitude, decided to intervene. "Then why did you open your gates to us?"
Sensing Leah's dislike, Aznek responded, "I did so because I owed it to Ali. He eliminated five traitors in my kingdom." Pausing briefly, she continued, "If someone had asked me about the rebels a week ago, I would have considered you more dangerous than Ceres. However, I have changed my mind after witnessing decency and bravery in your leader."
Leah, now irritated by the queen's demeanor, chose a more direct approach. "Your grace, with all due respect, there is a mutual interest between us. If you disagree, let us go. We have no time for games."
The queen retorted with a touch of sarcasm, "Your father is a calm person. It's a shame you didn't inherit that one good trait from him."
Sensing the tension escalating, Ali intervened, saying, "Your grace, we have been hiding in the woods for months, going in circles. We are in dire need of a queen like you with an army to help us defeat our common enemy, and you, in turn, need loyal allies like us."
Aznek's smile vanished as she rose to her feet, her tone resolute. "How do I know you're as loyal as you claim? What if you're like everyone else, seeking to claim a throne?"
Ali, understanding the queen's need for assurance, was not offended. He replied calmly, "What are your demands?"
The queen's gaze lingered on Leah for a moment before she spoke again. "Now I feel like I'm talking to a true ally! I will form an alliance under one condition," she declared, her eyes fixed on Leah once more. Then, she turned to Ali and dropped her bombshell, "You and I get married."
Silence fell over everyone, shock evident on their faces, even Alessandro's. No one uttered a word for a while. Ali exchanged a meaningful look with Leah, who forced a smile and nodded, as if giving him the green light to agree.
Ali neither accepted nor declined. Instead, he met the queen's gaze directly and responded, "Your grace, I have no royal bloodline, and people in the seven Kingdoms consider me an outlaw. I don't believe it's in your best interest to marry someone like me."
Aznek sensed Ali was stalling to avoid outright refusal, so she turned her attention to Leah, who was breathing deeply. "Lord Ali, why do you assume that my proposal was solely motivated by my kingdom's interest?"
"Your grace, people typically marry either for political gain or because they are in love," Ali replied.
Aznek's smile returned as she asked, "And why do you assume that I'm not in love with you?"
Ali glanced at Leah once more, then back to the queen. "Your grace, how can one develop feelings for someone they hardly know?"
"Many women fall for men without even seeing them," the queen countered. "I have always admired courageous and strong men with great minds, and you are one of the best."
Ali cast a solemn gaze upon each of his devoted companions, his mind heavy with thoughts of those who had sacrificed their lives for his cause—Nadufa, Eliot, John, Jibril. With his heart heavy, he approached the queen and made a difficult declaration, "In that case, I will have to decline your proposal."
"Ali!" Alighieri exclaimed in shock.
Ali shot him an angry look before turning to his friends, who all bore expressions of disappointment. The queen remained composed in her place, inquiring about his decision.
"Because I'm in love with someone else," Ali explained.
The queen's expression soured, and she ordered everyone else to leave, addressing the leader of the guards, "Alessandro! No one leaves the castle!"
Ali's rejection of the queen's proposal left everyone furious. It could have been a substantial boon to their cause, and despite their understanding of his love for Leah, they couldn't help but feel he had been selfish, prioritizing his personal desires over their mission. While they refrained from openly criticizing him, Leah couldn't contain her frustration and impulsively visited his chamber.
Without seeking permission, she swung open the door and confronted him, her tone harsh, "Are you an idiot or out of your mind?"
"Is that how you thank someone who chose you over a queen?" Ali retorted.
Leah lowered her voice, her disappointment palpable. "That's heroic, romantic, and everything beautiful in the universe, but you should have made the sacrifice. Don't get me wrong, I would have been devastated if you said yes, but think about yourself; you're sick, and she could probably find a healer for you. Besides, your cause and ours are more important than anything."
Tears welled up in Leah's eyes, and despite Ali's pleas for her to stop crying, they continued to fall. "I'm not sick, Leah," he finally admitted.
She ceased her tears but remained unable to utter a word.
"I owe you an explanation," Ali stated.
Leah found her voice and shouted, "If you're not dying, why did you refuse to marry me?!" She didn't allow him to respond before continuing, "How selfish are you?! I gave up everything for you, and you refused to marry me?! Then the queen offered herself and her kingdom to you, and instead of saying yes and helping all the people who follow you, you rejected her as well!"
Ali attempted to hold Leah's trembling hands, but she resisted his touch.
"I'm in love with you, and I won't be with anyone else," Ali confessed softly.
Leah's perplexity deepened as she repeated her question, "Then, what's wrong with you?"
Ali chose to be candid with her. "I was chosen by the Thinkers," he admitted. Leah said nothing and continued to fix her gaze on him. "The highest Thinker suggested that I join them when the war is over, and there's nothing I want more than guiding people, even after my death."
Leah recalled her friend Leo's tales about the Thinkers, individuals with the purest souls who, upon their deaths, had their spirits resurrected to guide people. It was the ultimate aspiration of every Speaker. The revelation was overwhelming, leaving her speechless as she eventually departed.
Meanwhile, Aznek was deep in thought on the other side of the residence, attempting to make sense of the recent events. Her emotions were a tangled web, and at one point, she couldn't help but burst into laughter. A young, beautiful queen had just been rejected by an outlaw. She yearned for her sister-in-law's presence to discuss the matter.
The next day, the rebels received a summons from the queen. As they arrived at the room's entrance, they noticed an unusually high number of guards. Alighieri leaned in to whisper an apology to Ali, "I'm sorry for losing my temper yesterday."
Ali responded with a smile and whispered back, "You're apologizing to the man who might have us all executed today?"
Inside the council room, Aznek permitted only Alessandro from her staff. She asked Ali and his friends to take their seats and remained silent for a moment, casting her gaze upon each of them. Frustration was evident on every face, except for Ali's, who sat beside Leah, steadfastly staring at the queen without blinking.
"I'd be honored to form an alliance with you, Ali," the queen finally declared.
Silence filled the room, broken only by Leah, who couldn't contain her curiosity. "What about the proposal, your grace?"
"I have never stolen even a penny in my entire life, and I don't intend to take from you the most valuable thing in existence—love!" Aznek responded. Leah froze in her place, and her friends remained silent. The queen further elaborated on her decision, "I keep hearing about your heroic stories, Lord Ali. Sometimes I believe them, and other times I force myself not to. However, declining my proposal yesterday showed me that I need you more than you need me." She paused for a moment, then added, "In my council, of course," while glancing at Leah.
Nora felt relieved but also irked by her cousin's dramatic behavior. She couldn't help but ask politely, "Why the proposal in the first place?"
"I needed a loyal ally, and if Ali had said yes to my proposal, I would have banished him from my castle," the queen explained. Sensing the need to clarify her point, she continued, "What good could come from a man who is not even loyal to the woman he loves!"
Nora smiled and chimed in, "We were all upset with him for saying no!"
Leah added, "Especially me!"
Aznek looked at both girls and remarked, "That's why he's Ali!" The atmosphere turned joyful, and they spent another hour discussing their next steps.
The following day, Ali dressed up and prepared to depart. When he opened the door, he was surprised to find Leah standing there, wearing a blue dress and sporting a radiant smile, a stark contrast to her demeanor the day before.
Ali greeted Leah with a smile and a touch of humor. "If you're here to hit me for what I did, please do not hit me in the face."
Leah smiled in return and requested to speak inside. She held his gaze for a moment before expressing her feelings, "I have admired your courage and decency since the day I met you, and I have loved you since the beginning. But now, knowing that even the Thinkers, who speak on the Creator's behalf, find you an honorable man worthy of eternal life, I don't think I can stand another day without being your wife."
Ali's heart warmed at her heartfelt words, but he was hesitant to let things progress further. He began, "Leah, we can't..."
Leah cut him off, asserting, "If I marry you today and you die tomorrow, it will be worth it." She took his hand and continued, "I don't care about spending the rest of my life as a widow, as long as I have beautiful memories with you and perhaps children with your blood."
Ali couldn't easily accept that idea and questioned, "How can I accept my child growing up without a father?"
Leah countered, "You grew up without a father, and according to the Creator, you're the best human on earth. Ali, you want this as much as I do. The only thing stopping you is me. You think that I'd be better off with a man who can grow old with me, but guess what? Whether you accept it or not, there's only one man in my life, and that's you!"
Ali realized that he wanted this just as much as Leah did, and he acknowledged her point with a smile. "I was supposed to make a speech and beg you to marry me. I feel awful."
Leah squeezed his hands in excitement and asked, "Is that a yes?"
Ali replied with a smile, "We can get married now if you want."
Leah, however, had other plans. "We must make our way to meet with the queen."
Aznek was in her room, diligently preparing her speech. She felt a sense of concern about how her people would react to the news of forming an alliance with outlaws and potentially upsetting the most powerful figure in the world. Nonetheless, she didn't dwell on it too much. She had always heeded her uncle's advice, "If one day you rule, you will see things that others won't. Sometimes your role isn't to do what they want, but rather what's good for them."
Aznek was convinced that if she continued to obey the emperor, there wouldn't be a Solumy Kingdom left for her son to inherit. So, she gathered all the family leaders in the Solumy Kingdom—men and women with considerable influence in her realm. Aznek understood that by gaining their support, her son's throne would be secure. Standing on the balcony of her castle, she looked out at the five hundred Solumy individuals with hopeful expressions who had gathered to hear her speech.
"People of Solum, I remember the day when my husband passed away. I was very frightened for myself and my boy," she began. "The Solumy prime advisor ordered me to take my child, the true heir, and leave the kingdom. But you stood, as you stand today, united as one, demanding the rightful succession. You entrusted me to safeguard your kingdom, even though my blood isn't Solumy. I couldn't be more grateful." Aznek paused to survey the crowd, savoring the delight reflected in their faces. "Let's be honest, raise your hand if you despise the empire!"
Their smiles faded, and not a single hand was raised. The queen decided to lead by example, raising her own hand and exclaiming, "I hate the empire!"
Suddenly, five hundred and thirty-three hands shot up, and a resounding cry rang out, "Queen Aznek!"
The queen raised her voice even further, her words laced with righteous indignation, "And why shouldn't you? They have slain our people!"
"Aye!" the crowd thundered in agreement.
"They have enslaved our young men and women! They have abducted our Speakers, attempting to quell our pursuit of knowledge!"
With each crime the queen enumerated, the fervor of her people swelled, and they responded with enthusiastic shouts of "Aye."
The queen nodded to Alessandro, who promptly departed to summon Alighieri. Aznek continued, her words resonating with conviction, "This man is one of our own. Alighieri is his name, and his father was among our most skilled blacksmiths. When the emperor laid waste to his family, Alighieri did not wallow in despair. Instead, he embarked on a solitary journey, bereft of an army or companions, to undertake what he believed to be just."
She paused, observing her people, who appeared bewildered, before she pressed on, "And do you know what happened? Thanks to him and a handful of allies, they emerged victorious against an empire's force of twenty thousand soldiers. Rather than lauding them as heroes, we branded them as rebels. Therefore, today, as your queen and guardian of this realm, I have resolved to forge an alliance with them!"
Yet, upon gauging the expressions on her people's faces, Aznek persisted, her voice unwavering, "In the interim, we shall pay no tribute to the Union. Whether Solumy women are widowed or not, they shall not surrender their children. The right to acquire knowledge shall be extended to all. If you believe me to be a fool and yearn for peace with the empire, you may choose to dwell within its confines and side with the losing cause. Alternatively, remain in your homes and fight for what is just!"
"Queen Aznek!" echoed the fervent chorus of five hundred and thirty-three men and women.






  
  Chapter 23


Keita finally decided to entrust his new apprentice, Aiyla, with a real sword after two weeks of training. In the beginning, she could hardly hold a knife, and most other trainers might have discouraged her, but Aiyla's determination to become a skilled fighter impressed Keita. She had no desire to be a ruler sitting on a throne and giving orders; instead, her newfound role as a rebel suited her perfectly, and her aspiration was to be as proficient as Princess Leah. 
Keita proved to be a patient instructor, and Aiyla's unwavering commitment convinced him of her potential. She never took a break or displayed any signs of exhaustion. Within a week, she had made significant progress, and Keita provided her with a training sword to hone her skills.
Sofia, on the other hand, had a different background, having grown up in the royal residence as the daughter of the military chief. Learning to fight was a necessity for her, even though she had never liked it. She had once aspired to be like her mother, a lady who wore elegant dresses and hosted parties for the aristocracy. Sofia held the belief that swords were meant for boys and often criticized her best friend, Leah, for dedicating all her time to training. Now that Sofia had joined the rebels, she regretted not heeding her father's and Leah's advice.
Keita was pleasantly surprised by Sofia's strength and quick reflexes. He assured her, "I will train you thoroughly so that you can become as skilled as Leah or even surpass her." Keita found satisfaction in watching Aiyla and Sofia spar. He couldn't have been prouder of the progress he had helped the Topraki girl achieve. She had become faster and delivered powerful attacks.
Suddenly, a pigeon landed next to Keita, and although he thought it might be from Ali, he hesitated to retrieve the message. Aiyla, however, swiftly threw her sword and retrieved the letter from the pigeon's leg. Both Keita and Sofia stared at her with eager anticipation. Aiyla smiled and announced, "It's from Ali; all of our friends are fine, and the Solumy queen has agreed to host us in her castle."
Keita jumped to his feet and erupted with joy, while Sofia embraced Aiyla in excitement.
Keita urgently called on his two companions to help gather their belongings, but as he was in the midst of dismantling their tent, the thundering sound of approaching horses' gallops seized his attention. Without hesitation, he shouted, "Girls, drop everything and grab your weapons!"
The relentless pounding of hooves grew louder, and Sofia wasted no time, quickly snatching a sword and her shield. She then turned to summon Aiyla, who was a short distance away, rushing toward her with a bow in hand.
"Let's head for the woods! We'll have a better chance of hiding there!" Keita yelled, but it was too late. An arrow protruded from Aiyla's chest, oozing with blood. Sofia's heart raced, causing her sword and shield to slip from her trembling hands. Aiyla collapsed to the ground, her life force draining away. Sofia rushed to her friend's side and clasped her hand tightly.
"Keita will protect us, and we'll get you to a healer," Sofia assured Aiyla, who struggled to speak, blood trickling from her mouth. After a few agonizing moments, Aiyla's movements ceased, and Sofia screamed her name in despair.
Keita hurried to them, gripping Sofia's arm firmly. "Run to the woods where our horses are tethered and make your way to Solum. I'll handle them alone!"
Sofia clung to her friend's lifeless body, her tears flowing freely. Keita had to raise his voice several times before she finally heeded his words. When she lifted her head, she spotted about thirty Unionist soldiers approaching on horseback.
"Sofia, take one of the horses and flee, please!" Keita pleaded for the third time. Yet, Sofia remained defiant, retrieving her sword. "If you stay here, both of us will die. Please, run!" Keita implored.
Tears continued to stream down Sofia's cheeks as she responded resolutely, "I'd be honored to die avenging my friend."
Keita couldn't say more because the Unionist soldiers were drawing nearer. He asked one final question, "Do you know who is leading them?"
"Yes, she's Leah's sister. She's insane!" Keita and Sofia stood their ground, swords raised, determined to take as many lives as they could before their inevitable fate.
Helena abruptly halted and screamed, "Kill the dirty-blooded one, and bring me that whore alive!"
Five soldiers advanced toward them, but to Helena's astonishment, Keita was holding his own, fending them off one by one, even without Sofia's assistance. She signaled to one of her soldiers, who understood her unspoken command. While ten additional soldiers made their way towards Keita, Helena herself lunged at Sofia with her sword.
Sofia, fueled by anger, swung her sword with all her might, but the princess displayed remarkable agility, evading the blade and delivering a forceful punch to Sofia's face. As Sofia struggled to regain her footing, two soldiers positioned their swords at her throat. Helena, meanwhile, seized a spear from another soldier.
Sofia watched in growing horror as she realized Helena's intentions. "Helena! He's a rebel; he's more valuable alive than dead!"
Helena gazed at Sofia for a moment, savoring the desperation in her eyes. With a sinister smile, she responded and then hurled the spear. The ensuing events caused Sofia to cease her screaming. The spear pierced Keita's back, and the rebel froze in place, sinking to his knees. Sofia's subsequent scream was even more piercing, as if she were enduring torture.
Keita tried to maintain his grip on his sword with his right hand, struggling to stay resolute, but his strength waned. His body grew cold, and his hands weakened. He dropped his sword and collapsed onto his side.
Helena retrieved her spear, and Sofia's cries fell silent, her hope pinned on Keita's survival. Helena approached him, stating, "I will hunt down your friends one by one, and I promise their deaths will be more agonizing than yours."
"Helena, he would be more valuable to you alive!" pleaded Sofia.
Helena regarded her with a sinister smile and retorted, "Watch the fate of traitors."
She cast her spear aside and unsheathed her dagger, driving it into Keita's abdomen. Sofia watched in utter horror as Helena sliced open his belly vertically. Sofia had fallen silent, fervently hoping that Keita was already dead and spared from this excruciating agony.
Thankfully, he was silent and not moving, but Helena continued her gruesome act. She inserted both her hands into his opened abdomen and retrieved his liver. Then, she turned to Sofia and remarked, "Watch me eat his liver," her words a horrifying reality. She bit into it and chewed, crimson blood flowing down her chin. "His blood isn't that tainted after all!" Helena taunted.
Sofia was utterly shocked, her grief too overwhelming for words. Keita's suffering had consumed her, causing her to forget about Aiyla and the impending doom that awaited her. She was confined to a cage and transported to the empire by soldiers. Her parents had perished, and Leah was nowhere to be found.
"If Helena could do this to a man she didn't even know, what would she do to me, the one who betrayed the empire?" Sofia wondered. She had never been one to pray, uncertain where to place her faith – in the Creator or the five Gods. But at that moment, she beseeched all six of them, "Spare my life long enough for me to accomplish one thing, and then you can take it. End this malevolent soul."
The following morning, Helena approached Sofia's cage, attempting to provoke her. "Where is your princess?" she inquired. Sofia chose to ignore her. "My father has named me his successor. Can you fathom my first act as the future emperor?" Helena asked rhetorically.
Sofia continued her silence, prompting Helena to answer her own question, "To flay you alive!"
Sofia could no longer contain herself and retorted, "You're a tormented soul, just like your father. You will never ascend to the throne, for there will be no one left to put you there."
"We'll see about that! I may keep you alive until then," replied Helena. She then turned to one of her soldiers and ordered, "Take this rat to the castle and lock her in a cell. No one is to speak to her except the Turangy girl, Li." With that, she handed the soldier a letter.
Sofia's hopes were once again raised. She knew Helena was referring to her friend Roulan. She was locked in a cage and left in the custody of ten soldiers. She was eager to reach her cell and reunite with Roulan. However, their journey was abruptly interrupted by an attack, resulting in the death of all the soldiers. Sofia assumed it was Ali or one of the other rebels who had come to her rescue. But when she was released from the cage, she did not recognize any of her rescuers.
"You're safe with us!" the leader of the group assured her.
Sofia's emotions overwhelmed her, and tears streamed down her face. Her rescuer held both her hands and introduced herself, saying, "My name is Giulia, and I'm from Solum. Are you friends with Ali?"
Sofia stopped crying but remained cautious, afraid this might be another ploy by Helena to capture her friends. Instead, she inquired, "What brings you to the Grond Kingdom?"
Giulia glanced at her companions and requested that they give her some privacy with Sofia. She then explained, "I'm here to search for one of your friends' bodies. He went by the name Alighieri."
Sofia stood and gasped, "Alighieri is dead too?"
Giulia was taken aback and suspected that Sofia might not trust her. She held both of Sofia's hands and reassured her, "Ali informed me that he was killed by a traitor named Hamman."
Sofia let out a sigh of relief, recalling the ruse Ali had concocted to deceive the empire. She mustered a smile and decided to trust her savior. "That was just a rumor we spread to deceive the empire. Alighieri is still alive."
Giulia released Sofia's hands, her emotions getting the best of her. "Are you sure?"
"Yes, we received a letter from Ali. He is in your kingdom, along with the rest of us," Sofia replied. Then she remembered Nora mentioning Alighieri's story. "Are you the girl..."
Giulia continued through her tears, "Yes, the one who broke his heart. But he's alive now, and that's all that matters! I came here to find his body, to give him a proper burial."
Sofia looked into Giulia's eyes and recognized the fervor of love. "The best thing you can give a decent person when they pass away is a proper burial," Sofia stated. She then implored Giulia to accompany her back to the location where her friends had been slain and help her give them a proper burial. Despite the risks involved, Giulia agreed to fulfill her request.
Sofia wished she could transport her friends' bodies to Solum for a burial alongside the martyrs, but their journey would take three days.






  
  Chapter 24


Aznek couldn't sleep that night, her mind consumed by the weight of her decision. On one hand, she was filled with fear, considering how the emperor and his generals would react. In the past three decades, nobody had dared to defy their commands and survived. Yet, deep down, she knew it was the right path. She had always harbored a profound hatred for the empire, and she would rather face death than continue being their puppet. 
When the queen met with Ali and heard his perspective on his loathing for the empire, she couldn't help but envy him and his friends for their courage in standing against Ceres, despite their humble resources.
The following day, the rebels joined the queen in the council room. She invited them to sit and asked, "How do you think the emperor will react when he finds out?"
All eyes turned to Leah, as she possessed the most intimate knowledge of her father. However, Leah's expression was far from content. She replied, "He'll react by removing you and your son from the throne, but the method is uncertain. It could be an invading army that tears down this kingdom, or a covert assassin sent to eliminate you. The bottom line is that he's an unpredictable man."
Ali waited for another voice to chime in, but none of them did. So, he ventured forth with a suggestion, "While we may not be able to anticipate his exact next move, he is equally incapable of predicting ours. We must craft a strategy that defies all expectations."
Aznek fixed her gaze on Ali with a smile and inquired, "What do you propose?"
"First and foremost, we must ensure your safety, your grace," Ali replied, rising from his seat. "Your trust in Alessandro and your sister-in-law is commendable, but it may not be sufficient. For your own well-being, you need to be protected at all times."
Alessandro's countenance darkened, appearing offended by Ali's remark. He fired back, "Defending her is my responsibility, Lord Ali, and I am fully capable of fulfilling it."
Ali persisted, pressing the issue, "And what about when she's within her chambers, within the confines of her bedroom?" Alessandro found himself at a loss for words.
Ali turned his attention back to the queen and made his suggestion, "Your grace, I recommend keeping Nora by your side for the next few days."
Nora, visibly upset, looked at Ali and exclaimed, "Ali, this is the queen you're talking about!"
“Yes I am, Nora, but I'm also your cousin. I’d be delighted to share my residence with you,” Aznek replied.
Their discussion was abruptly interrupted by a guard who had a distressed countenance. Typically, such interruptions indicated urgent matters. Judging by the guard's expression, the queen suspected it might be a coup d’état or something equally dire. She didn't waste any time and demanded, "Speak, soldier!"
The guard didn't go through the usual formalities and reported, "Giulia has just arrived with a guest who is waiting outside. She said it's urgent."
Ali and his companions initially thought it was a family matter, but their surprise was palpable when the guest entered the room. She bore visible signs of abuse, with blue bruises covering her face, and her hair disheveled.
Leah, recognizing the guest, exclaimed, "Sofia!" She hurried over to the young woman, taking her hand, and asked with concern, "What happened to you?"
Arsalan joined Leah and inquired, "Where are Aiyla and Keita?"
Sofia, overwhelmed, fell to the floor and began sobbing uncontrollably. Nora knelt beside her, offering comfort and support.
The queen quickly fetched a mug of water and presented it to Sofia, reassuring her, "Drink, and do not fear. You are safe here."
Sofia ceased crying but did not drink. Instead, she stood and made eye contact with Arsalan, then Ali, confessing, "I'm sorry, I couldn't protect them."
Leah placed a hand on Sofia's shoulder and urged her firmly, "Tell us what happened." Sofia lowered her head once more and broke into tears, causing Leah to raise her voice in frustration, "Come on, girl, speak!"
Sofia raised her head and, in a soft voice, revealed the grim truth, "They were both murdered."
Leah, overcome by grief, released Sofia's hand and took a couple of steps back, tears streaming down her face. While she appeared silent on the outside, inside, she seethed with anger, a volcano about to erupt. Arsalan, on the other hand, didn't shed any tears. He stood in front of Sofia, mumbling to himself, attempting to comprehend the horrifying news. He muttered, "They can't kill them. They must have taken them prisoner to use as bait against us."
Sofia understood that Arsalan was in a state of shock, like everyone else. However, she didn't want him to cling to false hope. She confessed, "Aiyla died in my arms. I'm sorry, Arsalan, I couldn't save her. There were over thirty soldiers." Arsalan's shock turned to anger, and he let out an anguished scream. He then inquired about Keita, and Sofia disclosed the gruesome fate that had befallen him, saying, "Helena cut his stomach open and ate his liver in front of me."
The devastating news left Alighieri and the others emotionally shattered. Alighieri, unable to support his own weight, sat on the floor, cradling his head and sobbing uncontrollably. Aznek, despite never having met Keita, couldn't suppress her tears. She approached Ali, who sat on a chair like a lifeless statue.
Aznek expressed her condolences, though she understood that words couldn't possibly ease the pain of Ali and his friends. To provide them with space to grieve their fallen comrades, she ordered all the guards to vacate the council room and remained there with her new allies throughout the night as they mourned their losses.
The following morning, Alighieri awoke to the harsh reality, and the moment he remembered the loss of his friend Keita, his tears flowed uncontrollably. The memories of his Grondy friend, his jokes, and the way he fought remained etched in his mind. The last time he had felt such profound sadness was when his fiancée had left him for another person.
A knock on the door interrupted Alighieri's thoughts. When he opened the door, he couldn't believe his eyes; standing before him was Giulia, the girl he had loved deeply and the one who had broken his heart. He was left utterly speechless.
"I'm sorry for your loss. I wish I could have arrived earlier to save them," Giulia lamented.
Alighieri, still taken aback by her unexpected presence, replied harshly, "What are you doing here?"
"I'm not here to apologize for what I did to you. There are no words that can heal the wounds I've caused you," Giulia replied earnestly.
Alighieri continued to stare at her for a moment and then spoke with bitterness, "You know what? When Ali sent for me to join him here, I considered leaving the cause despite the oath I took. When I arrived and didn't see you, I was relieved."
"Alighieri..."
"You have no idea what you did to me! Please stay away! The last thing I want is to break the oath I swore to our queen and to Ali."
Giulia couldn't find the words to respond and silently left the room.
Leah and Nora refrained from allowing themselves to grieve, while Sofia was devastated, grappling with guilt as the sole survivor of Helena's attack. Nora, having experienced a similar tragedy in the past, understood that time was the first step in the healing process. The only support they could offer was their presence beside her. For the first few days, Sofia remained silent.
On the third day, Sofia finally spoke up and addressed Nora, "Nora, can I ask you a favor?"
Nora, relieved to hear Sofia's voice, responded eagerly, "I'm all ears, sister."
"Can you call Ali and everyone else here?"
Though the request was unusual, Nora did not object and promptly left the chamber to summon Ali and the others.
In the meantime, Leah expressed, "You could've asked me!" She believed that Sofia held her responsible for Aiyla and Keita's deaths, considering it was Helena's doing.
To Sofia's surprise, she smiled and held Leah's hand, saying, "You're my princess, I couldn't ask you to serve me."
Unable to hold back her tears, Leah burst into crying and said, "I'm sorry for what Helena did. I'm ashamed of her."
"Aiyla was like a sister to you, and Keita was your friend. You should give yourself time to grieve," Sofia consoled Leah. Leah nodded, using her sleeves to wipe away her tears. Sofia added firmly, "She's mine. I'm going to kill her myself!"
Leah didn't object to Sofia's determination. Though Helena was her sister, she had taken two lives and deserved to face justice. Leah understood that Sofia couldn't defeat Helena in a combat, and it would require someone as skilled as Ali or Nisay. She chose not to argue and continued discussing Aiyla and Keita, awaiting Nora's arrival with some of their friends.
Sofia inquired about Arsalan's whereabouts, to which Ali explained, "He's in the woods. Arsalan needs space and time to cope with tragedies. There was something between him and Aiyla, and he was very close to Keita."
Sofia rose to her feet and spoke emotionally, "Aiyla's face when the arrow pierced her back hasn't left my memory, and neither has Keita's screaming when Helena gutted him. When I lost both of my parents, time was able to heal my sorrows. But this time, the only thing that can help me overcome my sadness is justice."
"We promise to avenge them," Alighieri pledged.
Sofia insisted, "Not you, Alighieri, or anyone else. I'm the one who watched them being butchered and murdered. It's an oath I took. She is mine."
Nisay interjected this time, "I've seen her fighting. Even a fierce knight like Nora could lose against her."
Turning to Nisay, Sofia asked firmly, "What are your chances against her?"
"I've spent my entire life fighting, and I won the tournament against wild beasts and giant gladiators. Still, I'd rather fight Arsalan or Alighieri than her," Nisay replied.
Sofia then turned to Leah, silently questioning her. Leah understood the unspoken request and declared, "The last time we fought, I beat her. And I'm ready to kill her for you."
The debate continued until Ali decided to intervene, stating, "If that's what Sofia wants, then so be it." Sofia turned to Ali to express her gratitude, but he added a condition, "Sofia will need to beat Leah in combat. Otherwise, I won't allow it."
Sai directed his question to Ali, "Why just Leah?"
"Because she's the only one we know who beat Helena," Ali explained.
Everyone seemed to agree with this decision, and Sofia was prepared to begin her training. However, before that, she decided to pay a visit to Arsalan in the woods.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Topraki was lying down next to a tree, his eyes closed, lost in thoughts of the past. He ruminated on Aiyla, the Topraki girl who had rekindled hope in his heart for experiencing love again. His solitude was disrupted by the arrival of Sofia, the last person to see Aiyla and Keita alive. Arsalan avoided making eye contact, hoping her presence was coincidental. However, it was not. She settled down next to him and sat silently for a while before speaking.
"Aiyla finally was able to place an arrow properly," Sofia began.
Arsalan managed a smile despite his grief and asked, "Did she shoot it?"
"At Keita," Sofia replied, forcing a smile of her own. "She was very determined and clever, and she was deeply in love with you. You were lucky to have captured her heart."
Arsalan smiled silently, and Sofia continued, "I'm truly sorry. I wish I could have saved them, but I was powerless."
"No one could have saved them from thirty soldiers," Arsalan replied, his voice heavy with sorrow.
"Keita and Aiyla knew they might lose their lives, but they still stayed and fought for the cause. So should we," Sofia declared, bringing Arsalan back from the depths of his grief.
Two weeks later, the queen summoned everyone to her council room, an unusual occurrence at such an early hour. Ali felt a sense of unease, knowing that the queen wouldn't convene them unless the matter was urgent. Sofia, who had been training, was the last to arrive, still sweating from her exertion.
The queen inquired, "How is your training going, Lady Sofia?"
"I still fight like a dwarf!" Sofia replied with a hint of frustration.
"She's being humble, Your Grace. Yesterday, she nearly had me," Nora chimed in.
Sofia shot Nora an irritated look and muttered, "Nearly."
"That's excellent progress. Facing off against my cousin isn't an easy feat," the queen complimented Sofia, attempting to be encouraging.
Sofia acknowledged the compliment with a nod and took her seat. Queen Aznek then raised a piece of parchment and continued, "My informants in the Union have sent this to me. The emperor has devised a new plan."
"Will he attack Solum?" Ali inquired, his concern evident.
"Fortunately, no, at least not for the time being. His current focus is on the Grondies," the queen revealed.
Confusion swept across everyone's faces as Alighieri voiced their shared concern, "But they've already been destroyed!"
"He wants to cleanse them. In the Union, people believe that every man or woman who is not white was an error from the Creator," the queen explained. Most of those present were familiar with this belief, and none of the seven kingdoms subscribed to it. However, Ceres had been spreading this doctrine throughout the kingdoms.
"I called you here to seek your counsel. Alessandro believes we can't do anything for the Grondies and that we should prepare our defenses for any potential attacks," the queen continued.
The majority of those present were in agreement with this decision, except for Arsalan and Sofia, who both rose from their seats. Sofia was the first to speak, saying, "What about Keita? The man who sacrificed his life for everyone."
"Our primary goal should be winning our war against the empire, not seeking vengeance for our friends," argued Alessandro.
Arsalan directed an angry glare at Alessandro, but Ali stepped in to defuse the tension, saying, "Lord Alessandro, while you're not entirely wrong, we cannot simply stand idly by."
Alessandro's voice rose as he retorted, "I hope you're not suggesting that we send our soldiers to fight the Unionists in unfamiliar territory."
Aznek stood and rebuked Alessandro, saying firmly, "Alessandro, you may disagree with our allies, but you must show them respect." She then turned to Ali and said, "The best I can offer is a thousand of my men and my blessing for your departure from Solum."
"Your grace, that's very generous of you, but I neither require your men nor your blessing," Ali replied.
Alessandro, unable to contain his frustration with Ali's attitude, interjected, "Show some respect for the queen! You've sworn allegiance to her!"
Aznek remained silent as Ali stood before her, saying, "I would never break an oath, regardless of the cost. But if Ceres' plan succeeds, there won't be any kingdom or empire left. Humanity will cease to exist."
Surprise registered on every face, even among Ali's friends. He continued, "Consider the human body. Remove the heart, liver, lungs, or any other vital organ, and life will leave it. The same principle applies to life on Earth. If one of the seven ethnicities is eradicated, it will spell the end of the world."
Aznek was a woman of faith, believing in the Creator and spiritual matters. Nevertheless, what Ali presented went beyond her understanding. Yet, she recognized Ali as neither a fool nor a fanatic. Before Alessandro could intervene again, she asked, "If you don't require my blessing or my army, why are you telling me this?"
"I seek your word that if we succeed in rescuing some of our Grondy friends, you will offer them refuge," Ali replied.
Aznek glanced at Alessandro, whose eyes showed a frown of disapproval, and stated, "You and your friends are always welcome in my kingdom, Lord Ali."






  
  Chapter 25


A month had passed since Roulan had departed from her group and arrived in the empire. The longing for her husband and the camaraderie of her friends weighed heavily on her heart. 
Within the confines of the city, she found herself overwhelmed by boredom, unable to place her trust in anyone, not even David, the man who had offered his assistance.
Her sole purpose for being in the empire was to exact vengeance upon Ramessess, the man who had torn her family asunder and orchestrated the death of her cousin. However, infiltrating his chamber or office proved to be as daunting as navigating a labyrinth.
Initially, her plan had been to ingratiate herself with Helena and win her trust. This approach would have allowed her access to the royal residence, either as a friend or perhaps even as a servant. Yet, with Helena currently absent, waging war against the kingdom of Grond, Roulan contemplated the wisdom of reuniting with her friends and contributing to their cause.
The following day, she awoke to an unusual uproar, akin to the revelry of a grand feast or a momentous event. She swiftly donned her attire and set off towards the castle square, guided by the clamor that filled the air. Upon arrival, she beheld a scene of jubilation, where hundreds of people engaged in animated conversations, generating an atmosphere of celebration and excitement.
A hand suddenly grasped Roulan's left shoulder, and when she turned, she found herself face to face with a girl she had never encountered before.
"Lady Li, the princess wishes to speak with you," the girl announced.
Roulan nodded her acknowledgment and followed the girl to the Training Field, where Helena stood surrounded by her soldiers. Helena was sipping from a large white mug and laughing heartily as she engaged with her charming prince.
"Li, how I've missed you, my dear! Come, join us," Helena invited.
Curiosity gnawed at Roulan, but she hesitated to inquire. Instead, she mustered a smile and replied, "Your grace, your return has been eagerly anticipated by all in the empire. I am overjoyed to witness your happiness."
"Indeed, I am delighted," Helena remarked, her tone turning sly. "After all, it's not every day that I have the pleasure of executing a rebel."
Roulan froze in place, her throat constricting, and her body felt as though it had been submerged in scalding water. She struggled to regain her composure and forced a smile.
"A rebel! What wonderful news, your grace. I wish I could have been by your side to witness it," Roulan said, her words laced with feigned enthusiasm.
Helena didn't respond immediately. Instead, she set her mug down on a nearby table and opened her mouth, mimicking the actions of someone choking.
"That's precisely how the enormous black rebel reacted when I sliced open his belly," Helena recounted with a hearty laugh.
Roulan had anticipated a sense of relief upon learning that Helena wasn't talking about her husband. However, when she realized that it was actually Keita, her friend, a person widely regarded for his extraordinary talent and bravery, she found it difficult to keep her emotions in check. Keita was the kind of individual who consistently brought happiness and fun to everyone he encountered, and his boundless generosity was well-known and appreciated by those who knew him.
Helena, however, showed no signs of stopping, delving into gruesome details about how she had taken pleasure in killing Keita and Aiyla. Roulan longed to be with her friends, to share her grief and let her emotions flow freely, but she felt she had no right to mourn her two friends, not even to shed a single tear. She had endured the agony of listening to the horrific account of their attack on the Grondies the entire evening.
That night, Roulan wrestled with confusion, pondering her next course of action. She couldn't simply leave the Union without seeking retribution, yet staying put meant risking not only her own life but also the lives of her friends.
The following day, as she made her way to the Training Field where Helena awaited her, a young girl approached her, handed her a piece of paper, and swiftly dashed away. Roulan unfolded the paper and read its contents.
"I will sneak into your room this evening. Please don't kill me."
Roulan couldn't help but let out a sarcastic smile and muttered aloud, "Just what I needed, a secret lover," before continuing on her way.
When she arrived at the Training Field, Helena was seated in a chair with her three new fighters. Helena rose and took hold of Roulan's hand.
"My dear Li, I was concerned about you. You seemed rather unwell yesterday."
"Your grace, it was merely fatigue," Roulan replied.
Helena's smile faded, and she asked with firmness, "Show me what the little girl gave you."
Without hesitation, Roulan handed the piece of paper to her. As Helena read the contents, her laughter rang out, "Li has a lover!" The others joined in with their laughter.
Helena's doubts were dispelled as she continued reading the letter.
"I have some significant news to share," Helena announced loudly to capture the attention of all present. "Li will be joining us on our next attack on Grond."
Roulan hesitated for a moment, then forced a smile and replied, "It would be an honor, your grace."

      [image: image-placeholder]The news Helena delivered to her father failed to lift his spirits. In the past, he might have celebrated for days over the death of one of the rebels and the girl who had threatened his son's life. But the situation in the Kingdom of Solum cast a shadow over any sense of victory. Aznek, the woman he had imposed as queen over the Solumies, had turned out to be far more audacious than he had anticipated. She refused to pay taxes, eliminated all his loyal generals in Solum, and successfully rallied her people against the empire.
Ceres recognized that Aznek, in her defiance, was the boldest of all the rulers he had dealt with. He had many means at his disposal to crush her and her kingdom, yet he chose to convene a council of his generals to discuss the matter of the rebel queen.
The newly appointed military chief, Olaf, was the first to voice his thoughts, his anger palpable. "Your grace, this so-called queen is foolish enough to believe her twelve thousand soldiers can protect her. Give me your blessing to lead an army, and I promise to breach their defenses, bring her to you in submission, and deliver the heads of the rebels."
Ramessess inquired, "How many soldiers would you require, Lord Olaf?"
Olaf's enthusiasm seemed to overshadow his judgment as he replied, "Twenty thousand well-trained soldiers, and I guarantee you both victory and the capture of Ali."
Ceres and his chief advisor recognized that Olaf was perhaps too eager to forget the nature of the opponent they faced. The advisor spoke, "Lord Olaf, we dispatched a force of similar size to the north, led by Lord Vlad, and Ali managed to defeat them with only three thousand men and women. Most of them were not trained soldiers but commoners who had never held a weapon."
Olaf's discontent with the response was evident as he retorted, "But I'm not Lord Vlad..."
Before he could continue, Ceres intervened with a raised voice, his patience wearing thin. "Damn it! You're not Lord Vlad, indeed. You're foolish to underestimate your adversary. Behave like a general, or I will have you removed from this council!"
Realizing his mistake, Olaf quickly knelt and offered a heartfelt apology.
Ceres shifted his attention to the financial chief and inquired, "How does our treasury fare?"
The financial chief hesitated for a moment before replying cautiously, "Your grace, it's in a better state than ever."
"Can we allocate resources for a hundred thousand soldiers?" inquired Ceres.
The financial chief, feeling the pressure, stammered, "Of course, your highness. We have the means."
"Your highness, there's no need to be concerned about the financial aspect. If we emerge victorious, we stand to gain control over everything, which would easily yield at least ten times the cost of maintaining these soldiers."
Olaf, unable to contain his incredulity, interjected, "Did you say 'if we win'? With a hundred thousand soldiers?"
Ramesses was visibly displeased by the comment.
"Lord Olaf, we've been chasing these rebels for over a year. They've killed thousands of our soldiers, infiltrated the royal residence, and even managed to murder one of our generals. All this, while they were just seven outlaws hiding in the woods. Now, they have forged an alliance with a formidable kingdom, and among them, there's a mastermind capable of constructing impenetrable defenses. I can't offer any assurance of victory against them, even with a force as large as a hundred thousand soldiers."
Silence fell in the room as no one dared to disagree, except for Olaf, who maintained his resolve. "That's precisely why we must annihilate them."
Ramessess turned to Ceres, voicing his concerns about Olaf's leadership. "With a commander like Olaf, even if we were to double the number you mentioned, we'd still face severe challenges against the rebels."
Ceres, frustrated, dismissed Olaf and turned to Ramessess. "I hope you're not suggesting that we sit idly by and do nothing."
Ramessess smiled and assured him, "No, your highness. If we do nothing, we risk losing control over the Kingdom of Token as well. Nora's lineage makes her a strong contender for the throne there. Aznek will easily place her as queen. My proposal is to manipulate the five kingdoms into turning against Solum. They will be the ones to do the dirty work on our behalf."
Ceres, somewhat surprised that Ramessess had similar thoughts, inquired further. "But what if the queen emerges victorious in the battle?"
Ramessess, displaying his characteristic arrogance, responded confidently, "Regardless of the outcome, it will serve our interests. If Aznek and the rebels emerge victorious, they'll expedite the process of annihilating the five kingdoms for us. If not, we'll eliminate the queen and the rebels ourselves."






  
  Chapter 26


Leah's wedding plans had been put on hold due to the tragic deaths of her friends, making it impossible to celebrate under such dire circumstances. As she readied her horse for her journey to Grond with her friends, Ali approached her with a hesitant announcement. 
"You're not coming with us, Leah," Ali spoke softly.
She let go of the reins and turned to face him, her tone demanding, "Say that again!"
"I'm sorry," Ali repeated.
Leah flushed with anger and responded firmly, "If you think I'm going to let you go without me, you're a fool!"
Ali managed a smile as he explained his reasoning, "I may be a fool, but your role here is more critical than in Grond."
Perplexed, Leah questioned, "How so?"
"You will protect Queen Aznek," Ali replied. "Remember, she made a bold decision for our cause. There may be spies and traitors who wish to harm her."
Leah's voice grew louder with frustration, "You could have asked Nora. She's her cousin, and she can protect her just as well!"
Ali sighed, "Helena is your little sister. You can't stand by and watch her die."
Tears welled up in Leah's eyes as she retorted, "She killed Aiyla and Keita, and she'll kill Roulan and the rest of us if we don't put an end to her!"
"I understand," Ali said, his tone softening, "but we don't know what awaits us there. You might find yourself facing her and having to make the hardest decision of your life—to kill your own sister. Trust me, if that happens, you'll never forgive yourself. Consider it a favor I'm asking of you, and I will owe you one."
Leah wiped away her tears and voiced her concern for Sofia, "What about Sofia? She's not ready, and I couldn't possibly convince her to stay here."
With determination, Ali assured her, "The queen and I tried to persuade her to abandon her plan. She's as stubborn as a horse. But don't worry, we will keep a close watch over her."
Leah had reluctantly agreed to stay behind and protect Queen Aznek, bidding farewell to her friends before their departure. She hugged Sofia tightly and grasped her shoulders, emphasizing, "You're my true sister. Whatever may come out there, your top priority is to stay alive—not just for me, but for all of us!"
Sofia nodded, her smile radiating warmth, and Leah handed her a dagger, remarking, "It's the same blade I used to defeat Vlad; it might come in handy for you
Ali interrupted their farewell, reminding everyone of their imminent departure. He then turned to Aznek and said, "Your grace." With that, the rebels embarked on their journey, leaving Aznek's castle in their wake. Alessandro couldn't help but criticize the queen for her deep concern for Ali and his friends, but Aznek understood that not everyone could perceive the true worth of Ali and his companions.
As for Aznek, she had her own concerns within her castle. Despite the support she received from her people, she knew that the loyalty of commoners could change. She had also planted her whisperers within the Union, fully aware that Ramessess had his own spies in her kingdom, relentlessly pursuing her assassination.
Aznek decided to break away from her role as queen for a while and reminisce about her teenage years, when she dreamt of a handsome prince willing to defy the world for her. She turned to Leah and inquired, "Lady Leah, what is it like to be in love?"
Leah was taken aback and countered with a question of her own, "Weren't you in love with your husband?"
A knowing look passed between Aznek and Giulia before they both burst into uncontrollable laughter. After regaining their composure, Aznek replied, "There was no love in my marriage. Moreover, he was an incredibly unattractive man, with a protruding belly and peculiar behavior," hinting that she preferred not to discuss her marriage any further.
Curiosity still burning, Leah pressed on, "Then why did you marry him?"
Aznek forced a smile and answered, "Well, I was practically sold to him. My father wasn't proud to have a bastard daughter, so he compelled me to wed the repulsive king."
Leah couldn't help but inquire further, "What was your father's motive for marrying you off to a king from another kingdom?"
Aznek laughed heartily, "The usual motive, he hoped to gain control over Solum one day. But, guess what? Nora executed him just three days after my wedding."
Leah's face lit up with a smile, her curiosity piqued. "Nora did that?" she inquired. The queen nodded in response, and Leah's excitement grew. "And how was life in Solum back then?"
Aznek took a sip from her mug, her expression turning grim. "Terrible, especially in the beginning. I had never cared about politics. All I wanted was to live a wealthy life and raise my own family. I didn't have a problem living with him and bedding a man I didn't even like. But every time I heard about soldiers taking children from their mothers or taking taxes from the poor to give to your father, my heart tore apart."
Leah leaned in, engrossed in the story. "So what did you do?" she asked.
Aznek sighed, her gaze distant. "Nothing, except talk to these poor women, whose lives were more tragic than mine."
Leah turned to Giulia and gently held her hand. "You didn't love your husband either?" she inquired.
Giulia smiled, but her smile concealed a deep sorrow. "I only love one man: Alighieri. Sadly, the king obliged me to marry his brother."
Leah's tone took on a more accusing note. "You could have fought for Alighieri."
Giulia remained silent, unable to provide an answer. Aznek stepped in, addressing Leah, "Why did you ask Ali to accept my proposal to marry him?" Before Leah could respond, the queen intervened, "They threatened to kill Alighieri. Giulia sacrificed her life to save him."
Leah lowered her head and apologized to both of them. They both smiled at her, and Leah, feeling remorseful, remarked, "You're lucky they both died."
Aznek and Giulia burst into laughter once more, and Leah sensed there was more to the story. She stood up suddenly and exclaimed, "No, you did not!"
Giulia nodded with a mischievous glint in her eye. "Yes, we did," she confirmed.
The queen chimed in, "We slit their throats the same night."
Leah was taken aback and couldn't contain her curiosity, blurting out, "Why?"
Giulia decided to explain, "As the queen mentioned, their behavior, especially when it came to desires, was peculiar. We, like most women, adapted to it. But then, do you know what they asked us to do?"
"I sense it has something to do with Ramessess," Leah speculated.
Giulia exchanged a surprised glance with her queen and inquired how Leah had guessed.
"He's well-known for having unusual preferences," Leah responded.
"A damned pervert," the queen grimaced, "My husband and his brother wanted us to bed him."
Leah was thoroughly disgusted and couldn't bear to hear more. However, Aznek reminded her, "You haven't answered my question, Leah. How does it feel to be in love?"
A smile briefly appeared on Leah's lips as she replied, "Happy."
They had expected a more elaborate response, so Leah's brevity disappointed them. Nonetheless, they couldn't fault her, as after all, ultimate happiness was the primary aspiration in life. They continued their discussion for hours before retiring to sleep.
Before dawn, Leah was awakened by a noise emanating from the queen's bedroom. She hastily seized a dagger and entered to find Aznek standing there, with a pale countenance and disheveled hair. Aznek, too, was armed with a dagger.
"Your grace, it's me, Leah," she reassured.
Fear still lingered on the queen's face as she rushed to the next room, where her child slept beside his nanny. She didn't wake them but returned to her chamber where Leah was waiting.
"Someone was here, Leah, I felt it!" Aznek whispered, her expression filled with anxiety.
Leah couldn't help but think that the queen might be feeling overly anxious, which was understandable given the immense pressure she was under. However, she chose not to voice that sentiment and reassured Aznek, saying, "Your grace, the guards are stationed outside, and I'm inside. Anyone who dares to enter will face dire consequences."
Reluctantly, the queen asked Leah to return to her own chamber. But just moments after Leah had drifted back to sleep, she was jolted awake by a piercing scream. Without hesitation, she rushed into the queen's room. This time, Aznek wasn't alone. Five Solumy soldiers surrounded her, and a sixth had a blade pressed against her neck.
In the dim candlelight, Leah struggled to identify the man responsible, but when he spoke, she was taken aback. It was the closest person to Aznek – Alessandro.
"Lower your weapon, or I will slit her throat!" Alessandro threatened.
"You don't want to do this, Alessandro. She's your queen!" Leah implored.
"No, she's not. What kind of queen jeopardizes her kingdom and makes deals with outlaws?" Alessandro retorted.
"I know who's behind this, and believe me, you won't gain anything from him except death. He's my father, and I understand him better than anyone," Leah tried to reason.
"You know nothing, whore," Alessandro sneered, turning to his five soldiers and ordering, "Kill her!"
"No!" the queen screamed.
Leah had only one dagger, but with a swift and skilled move, she incapacitated all five soldiers within seconds. The queen was relieved, but Alessandro grew increasingly desperate. He pressed his dagger harder against Aznek's neck, causing her more pain.
"Alessandro, I've always trusted you and treated you like family!" Aznek pleaded.
Alessandro's voice wavered as he confessed, "But you never returned my love."
Leah contemplated hurling her dagger at Alessandro, but the risk to the queen's life was too great. Instead, she decided to negotiate, saying, "Let her live, and I promise no harm will come to you." Then, she turned to the queen and asked, "Your grace, do you promise not to harm him?"
Alessandro didn't allow the queen to respond and lamented, "You think I care about living without her love? I'll end her life and then my own!"
Leah sensed the sincerity in his words and knew he wasn't bluffing. She gripped her dagger by the blade, preparing to throw it, but it was a difficult shot to make. Missing or accidentally hitting the queen was a real possibility.
Suddenly, a figure emerged from behind the queen and thrust a dagger into Alessandro's neck, causing him to collapse lifeless to the ground. The queen followed suit, falling to her knees. As she turned her head to see her savior, she recognized Giulia, her trusted friend and sister-in-law.
Leah hurried over to the queen, inspecting the wound on her neck, and reassured her, "It's not deep, Queen Aznek. You're safe."
Exhausted but relieved, the queen asked, "Thanks to you, Leah. How on earth did you learn to fight like that?"
"I promise to tell you tomorrow evening over dinner, but for now, we need to get you to a healer," Leah replied.
The following morning, Queen Aznek displayed the heads of Alessandro and his comrades on spikes, positioned next to her on her balcony. She summoned the leaders of the various houses and addressed them solemnly, "I placed my trust in Alessandro as if he were my own kin, and yesterday he could have taken my life if not for the intervention of Giulia and Leah. Traitors will always lurk among us, and they may be present even now. But let this be known: I shall never cease to protect this kingdom, even if it demands my own life and that of my son. Those who dared to betray us and sell us to our enemies will meet the same fate as these traitors!"
The queen's message was clear, and her subjects knelt before her. Though she remained cautious, she perceived loyalty and a yearning to restore their former way of life in their eyes. Yet, the queen's lesson held no sway over some, as two other traitors attempted to strike in her chamber later that day, only to be thwarted by Leah's blade.
Aznek had grown weary and understood that this cycle of treachery would persist unless she could identify the source of the traitors. However, this proved to be a far more challenging task than she had initially anticipated. She began to question whether her bold actions against the empire were the right course of action.
The next day, the resounding tolling of the great bell echoed throughout the city, summoning people to the palace. A sense of foreboding permeated the crowd, and they realized that whatever was happening could not bode well. Neither Queen Aznek nor Giulia appeared on the balcony. Worried expressions were etched on most faces, and some began to cry out, "Queen Aznek!"
However, no one emerged on the balcony. Then, a man in the crowd cried out, "The queen is dead, the queen is dead!"
The news brought relief to some among the commoners, but most were filled with grief and despair. They understood the dire consequences that would follow her demise. First, her dynasty would crumble, and her son would soon follow. Given their support for her in her struggle against the empire, they were fully aware of the brutal reprisals that awaited them – oppression, execution, and the forcible separation of children from their mothers.
One commoner took swift action. He raced to the palace tower, ascended the stairs in haste, attached a letter to a pigeon, and released it into the sky. His momentary relief was short-lived, as before he could descend the stairs, he felt the cold edge of a blade against his throat. He contemplated turning around but was deterred by a female voice that cautioned, "Not a good idea!"
He raised his hands and said, "I was just following orders." The girl retrieved her sword and kicked him in the back, causing him to fall. As he turned around, he recognized Leah and pleaded, "Lady Leah, I serve only Queen Aznek."
Leah grabbed him by the neck and declared, "We're going to uncover the truth soon." She then gave him another kick and yelled, "Move!"
The soldier complied, and as they reached the entrance of the tower, he noticed a man holding a pigeon with an arrow in its chest. The man handed the pigeon to Leah, who took the letter and read it aloud, "From Sergio to Lord Ramessess: the queen is dead."
Leah issued orders to the soldiers to restrain him and escort him to the royal residence. The cries from the crowd persisted until Giulia made her appearance on the balcony. Her arrival swiftly quelled the commotion, bringing about a hushed anticipation.
"People of Solum," Giulia began, her voice carrying over the assembled masses, "I once heard that great kings rule over virtuous commoners, and sometimes, it works the other way around. If her grace was a remarkable queen, it's because you were deserving of her. Even upon hearing news of her death, you remained united and unwavering in your loyalty to her!" Giulia paused for emphasis before exclaiming, "The queen is very much alive!"
Aznek joined Giulia on the balcony, donning her crown and wearing a smile that radiated confidence. The cheers erupted once more, and she raised her hand to quiet them.
"The peace, prosperity, and abundance that your mothers spoke of will never return to Solum as long as some among us continue to compromise our integrity for the empire," Aznek proclaimed, her words resonating with conviction. "It is the solemn duty of each and every one of you to expose these traitors and ensure they receive the punishment they so rightly deserve. Today, we disseminated rumors of my demise to root out these traitors, and we have already uncovered one!"
Soldiers stepped forward, gripping a man by his arms. He was of short stature, in his fifties, and his hair and beard had turned completely gray. They traversed through the crowd and halted beneath the balcony, where Queen Aznek met his gaze with an impassive countenance. Sergio, however, spat on the ground and shouted, "Wake up, people! She's not even a Solumy. How could we allow a Token woman to rule us?"
The queen recognized the potential danger in such a statement, one that might sway the more vulnerable among the crowd to rise against her. Hence, she decided to respond calmly, "He speaks the truth. I was not born in Solum, and my father is Token."
"Your grace!" Giulia interjected with an accusatory tone.
Aznek chose to disregard her and raised her voice, addressing the crowd, "I am not your legitimate queen. Rather, I act as one to safeguard your throne until the Solumy prince comes of age. Tell me, have you ever witnessed a mother forsake her child?"
A resounding chorus of "No!" echoed from the crowd.
"And if I were to tell you that a mother sacrificed her life to save her child, would you believe me?" the queen inquired.
"Aye!" came the unanimous response.
"And that's precisely what Solum represents to me," Queen Aznek declared with unwavering determination. "It is my cherished child, and I would willingly sacrifice my life a hundred times over to see it rise as the most splendid kingdom on this earth." The queen concluded her impassioned plea, "Aid me in purging our realm of these traitors, for it is the sole path to resurrecting the glory of our forebears. I pledge that whoever unveils these traitors shall be rewarded with a hundred gold coins."
As one, the people raised their voices in unison, proclaiming, "All hail Queen Aznek! All hail Queen Aznek!"






  
  Chapter 27


Sofia found herself face to face with Nisay, one of the Arena's renowned kings, a formidable fighter known for his victories against fearsome beasts. Leah had been blunt with her friend, making it abundantly clear that she was not prepared to face Helena. But Sofia refused to heed her friend’s counsel and insisted on challenging Nisay, who stood before her, sword in hand, awaiting her attack. 
With determination in her eyes, Sofia gripped her sword with both hands and swung it with all her strength. Nisay raised his sword, blocking her strike and pushing against her to force her to drop her weapon. However, Sofia, displaying agility and skill, pivoted and managed to retain her grip on her sword.
Applause and encouragement rang out from Sai, who shouted, "Nice move, Sofia!"
Undeterred, Sofia launched another assault, the clash of their swords resounding. Nisay had initially assumed a defensive stance, but he suddenly increased the power behind his strikes. After a series of exchanges, Sofia found herself unable to block his relentless attacks, and her sword finally failed her. Nisay sheathed his sword and acknowledged her efforts, saying, "You've made a lot of progress."
Sofia, however, was determined to push further. "But not enough," she replied resolutely as she retrieved her weapon.
Nora stood and approached Sofia, locking eyes with her as she spoke words of wisdom. "We can never truly be ready to win," she said, "but we can be ready to give our best, and sometimes, luck smiles upon us."
Sofia remained unconvinced, asserting, "There's no such thing as luck. There's only strength and weakness, and I still feel weak."
Ali interjected, his voice carrying a measured tone. "Perhaps 'luck' isn't the precise term, but I can guarantee that victory in combat is not solely a product of physical strength," he declared, intent on capturing Sofia's attention. "It's the determination to succeed, a compelling reason to emerge triumphant, and in your case, it's the pursuit of justice for our comrades."
The following day, they ventured into Grondy territory, or what remained of it. Tragically, the ground was littered with the lifeless bodies of children, women, and elders, all drenched in their own blood. For two days, they painstakingly combed through each tribe's remains, searching for any survivors to rescue, but their efforts proved futile.
As night fell, they gathered around a campfire to share a somber meal. The disappointment weighed heavily on their faces. Sai, the first to speak, expressed the depth of his sorrow, saying, "This is the worst outcome I could have ever imagined. My wife is not beside me, John and Nadufa were caught off guard, and Keita and Aiyla were mercilessly slaughtered."
"Life will end soon, with the last Grondy's death," Alighieri added somberly.
Ali surveyed his friends, and all he saw were faces marked by defeat and disappointment. Sofia seemed devoid of life, consumed by thoughts of revenge. Alighieri, typically resolute, appeared defeated like never before. Arsalan remained silent, not uttering a word since they left Solum, and Sai's patience had reached its limit.
Ali rose to his feet, addressing his friends with a determined tone. "My friends, there are no words that can erase our sorrow, for I feel it as deeply as you do. The loss of our companions has etched an indelible scar on my heart, from Isaac to Keita. And now, as Helena's plan unfolds, it appears that life itself hangs in the balance." Ali paused, locking eyes with his friends, who mirrored his sentiments with a knowing look. "It may not seem fair, but it falls upon people like us to set things right, to forge a better world for both those who are still with us and those who have yet to arrive."
Ali's voice resonated with fervor. "What I mean to convey is that life gains purpose when individuals like us, who seek justice and goodness, persist. In one way or another, evil will inevitably fall."
Ali pressed on, "Tomorrow, we shall ride east, carrying hope for humanity and honoring our dear friend, Keita." The spirits of his friends began to lift, and they raised their weapons in a show of solidarity.
The following day, they set out to the east, their hearts filled with hope of finding at least one surviving Grondy. Along their journey, they encountered the first tribe, a scene no different from the ones before. Yet, Sai's keen eyes caught sight of something unusual.
"Folks, come and look at this!" he called out.
They gathered around him and found a woman lying on her back, a wound on her chest. She had passed away, and Sai's reason for calling them remained a mystery. The Dharatian pointed at his finger, which was stained with fresh blood.
"It hasn't dried yet, which means..." he began.
"Let's split up, each group heading in a different direction!" Arsalan interrupted, suggesting they fan out to cover more ground.
Ali hesitated, aware of the risks given their limited numbers. But Arsalan had a point; choosing the wrong direction could lead to the failure of their mission to save other tribes. Just as an argument was about to break out, a coughing sound reached their ears nearby.
Nora pinpointed the source and sprinted toward it, her friends following closely behind. There, before them, lay a young man clutching a sword in his right hand, a dagger embedded in his chest. Nora quickly retrieved her water bottle and assisted him in drinking from it.
"Sai, did you bring any medicine with you?" Nora inquired.
Sai hurried to his horse to retrieve the medicine, but the young man stopped him, mustering the strength to speak. "Don't waste your time on me. Go and save the others from these cowards. We've already worn them down and killed most of them."
Alighieri gripped the young man's hand, acknowledging his bravery. "You are a courageous soul. Which direction did they go in?"
With his last breath, the young man replied, "There's only one tribe left, to the south."
Without hesitation, the rebels mounted their horses and galloped southward, their hopes hanging by a thread. As they approached, they could see the village in the distance, a dark plume of smoke rising above it.
Upon their arrival, the village lay in ruins, consumed by flames and devastation. The air was rent with anguished cries, leaving Ali with no doubt that the Empire's soldiers still lingered. Without hesitation, he and his comrades surged into the village, their arrows streaking through the air like vengeful spirits, blades unsheathed to find their mark in the Unionist ranks. Their relentless onslaught persisted until every last soldier of the Union had been vanquished.
With the area secured, the five rebels turned their attention to the scorched tents, their hopes resting on the possibility of discovering any surviving Grondy. Sadly, for those who had managed to elude the Unionists' blades, the relentless flames had offered no escape. The weight of the devastation pressed upon them, and Arsalan turned to Ali, his voice heavy with uncertainty. "What is our course of action now?"
Ali responded with unwavering determination, "As long as we draw breath, we cannot afford to relinquish hope."
Sofia spoke with determination, "My only hope is to stay alive long enough to kill Helena!"
Sofia's wish was answered as they left the village. In the woods, fifteen Unionist soldiers surrounded them, led by Helena herself. She reached for an arrow in her quiver, but to her dismay, it was empty.
Frustrated, Helena shouted, "Shoot them!" Yet, her soldiers were also out of arrows.
Nisay, with a grin, broke the silence. "Princess Helena, it's been quite some time since our last encounter!"
Helena struggled to contain her seething rage, fully aware that Nisay alone could easily overpower five of her best champions. One of her fighters stepped forward and addressed Ali's companions, offering a challenge. "Lord Ali, I challenge you or one of your men. The loser must surrender."
Nora smiled and turned to Ali, saying, "Allow me to take care of this."
Ali, however, had a different plan in mind. He smiled and replied, "Only one of us can face this fighter." Turning to Sai, he said, "It's all yours."
Sai grinned and unsheathed his sword. Helena's fighter did the same, dismounting from her horse. Helena anticipated victory and looked forward to seeing another rebel fall. However, instead of clashing swords, Sai and the Unionist fighter surprised everyone by embracing. Helena's fighter removed her helmet and revealed her identity. "Princess Helena, this is my husband, Sai."
Helena seethed with anger and found herself running out of options. Frustrated, she yelled, "Kill them all and bring me that traitor alive!"
The thirteen soldiers obeyed her orders and charged toward the rebels, while Helena herself fled the scene, abandoning her fighters to face the rebels' swords. Nora engaged one of the soldiers, a formidable opponent with powerful strikes. However, Nora relied on her intelligence rather than brute force. Instead of trying to block his attacks, she skillfully evaded his blows, exploiting his slow movements.
When the soldier raised his sword with both hands, aiming for Nora's head, she quickly dropped to her knees and thrust her sword into his belly, delivering a lethal strike. By the time she had dispatched her opponent, her friends had already vanquished the remaining soldiers.
"Where is Sofia?!" shouted Arsalan, his concern mounting.
Ali's face darkened with worry as he realized the truth. "Damn it, she followed Helena." He mounted his horse and spurred it into motion, with his friends hot on his heels. He knew that Sofia stood little chance against the princess.
Helena's horse was quick, but Sofia refused to relent. She urged her steed to go faster, striking it while desperately shouting, "Helena!"
Helena heard Sofia's pursuit but chose not to halt her escape. She knew she could easily overpower her, but she didn't want to risk her life, especially knowing that her friends were not far behind. Her focus remained on the path ahead, confident in her ability to evade capture. However, Sofia's determination caught her off guard, as an arrow from Sofia's bow found its mark, piercing Helena's right shoulder.
Though injured, Helena did not fall. Instead, she forcefully pulled on the reins of her horse, coming to a stop. Her smile had vanished, replaced by an angry and determined expression. "You crave a piece of me? Come and get it!"
Both women raised their swords, their gazes locked in a fierce standoff. Their weapons clashed with resounding force, yet neither yielded. They expertly maneuvered their horses, engaging in another round of attacks. This time, Sofia took a daring move, bending low and slashing at the horse's neck, causing it to tumble to the ground. In a swift and graceful motion, Helena jumped off the falling horse and landed gracefully on her feet.
Sofia dismounted as well, her voice filled with vengeance. "I'm going to kill you and send your head to your father!"
Helena grabbed a second sword, her tone equally chilling. "You will soon join your mother and father!"
Sofia remained silent this time, launching an all-out assault with both hands, swinging her sword with unwavering strength. Helena skillfully used her dual blades to parry Sofia's strikes and countered with a powerful kick to her opponent's abdomen, sending her tumbling to the ground. The princess poised her right hand for a finishing strike, but Sofia swiftly rolled to her left and regained her footing.
Sofia had thought the earlier arrow wound would weaken Helena, but it seemed ineffective. Helena's attacks rivaled those of Nisay, providing Sofia with no clear opening. Her combat style proved unpredictable. Drawing a dagger from behind her, the princess quickly slashed Sofia's hip and thigh before delivering a punishing kick to her belly.
Sofia crumpled to the ground, unable to rise with Helena's foot pressing down on her chest. Despite the agony, she refused to give in and reached for her sword lying beside her. However, Helena had predicted her move and viciously kicked her in the hip, intensifying Sofia's pain. She lay on the ground, her movements feeble.
Helena leaned down, her voice dripping with cruelty. "Your death will be long and agonizing, worse than your mother's. I'll cut open your chest while you're still alive, carve out your heart, and share it with my hyenas!"
Fortunately, the sound of approaching hoofbeats reached them from a distance. Sofia lifted her head and saw Ali and his friends galloping toward her, though they were still some distance away. Realizing her escape was now impossible, Helena seized Sofia's horse and rode off. Sofia, wounded and weakened, struggled to her knees, attempting to follow. She screamed at her friends, "Go and get her!"
As Helena vanished into the distance, the rebels' priority shifted to tending to Sofia's injuries. Nora took charge, holding Sofia by the shoulder and urgently calling for Sai's assistance. Sai promptly came forward to assess Sofia's wounds.
Nora raised her head and explained, "The injuries are primarily to her thigh and hip, but the cuts are quite deep. To prevent infection and stop the bleeding, we need to cauterize the wound."
With Nora and Sai's dedicated care, Sofia managed to survive Helena's vicious assault. That night, Sofia chose to remain silent, and the exhaustion took its toll as she and her friends retired to sleep. Hours passed, and the next morning, they had breakfast and began their preparations to return to their new home, Solum.
"Eat, my friend, you're our hero today! Keita and Aiyla would have been proud of you," Nora praised Sofia.
Sofia smiled and turned to Nisay, reflecting, "I wasn't ready."
Nisay responded with a smile of his own, saying, "But you're getting closer."
The conversation continued, but their common goal remained rescuing the Grondies' race. However, the following morning, Roulan surprised everyone, including Sai, with the news that she would not be joining them.
Sai voiced his concern first, saying, "If you return to the empire, you're putting your life in grave danger!"
Sofia acknowledged the risk but clarified her intentions. "I'm not going back there. I'm going to search for the Grondies."
Nora chimed in, asserting their shared plan. "That's what we intend to do!"
Sofia countered with a warning. "I wouldn't recommend it. The emperor is preparing to attack Solum. You all should be by our new queen's side!"
Ali glanced at Sai, who admitted, "You all know her – too stubborn to listen."
Sai then held Roulan's hand, and the two shared a quiet exchange. A smile graced Sai's lips, and they embraced, leaving their friends curious about their unspoken agreement






  
  Chapter 28


The five kings arrived at the empire to a grand welcome befitting their status. They were graciously accommodated in opulent chambers within the royal residence and treated to a banquet that catered to their every desire. 
As the sun rose, they were led to the council chamber, where Ceres and Ramessess awaited with warm smiles. Ceres rose from his seat and gestured for the kings to take theirs.
"Thank you for heeding our summons on such short notice. Your unwavering support has always been a pillar of strength for our alliance," she began.
Hosni, the King of Turba, was the first to respond, his voice resonating with gratitude. "Your highness, we are honored to stand by your side. Your leadership is a beacon of hope."
"Indeed," chimed in King Kemal of Toprak. "We have every confidence in your wisdom and guidance."
Ramessess, perceptive of the inevitable compliments, decided to steer the conversation. "You may have noticed the absence of the Queen of Solum."
Anand, the King of Dharatee, couldn't contain his disdain. "She's no queen, not even a true Solumy!"
Maintaining his composure, Ramessess responded, "Her son is, which, by extension, makes her the queen mother—a position of great influence in Solum. However, her actions are of concern. She has eliminated five of her council members and formed an alliance with rebel factions."
King Hosni of Turba interjected with a wry smile, "This is what happens when a woman rules."
Ceres wasted no time in laying out their request. "This is precisely why we need your assistance to depose her and install a trustworthy new king."
Ezzat, the recently anointed King of Token, raised an eyebrow. "You're proposing we launch an attack on her kingdom?" He regarded Ceres skeptically. "Why should we undertake such a risky endeavor on your behalf?"
Ramessess directed his gaze at the emperor before responding firmly, "King Ezzat, that is the essence of alliances—mutual support and cooperation."
Ezzat hesitated before continuing, "I possess fewer than ten thousand trained soldiers in my realm. Such an undertaking entails great peril. What, then, would be our reward?"
Ceres smiled diplomatically and inquired, "What do you have in mind?"
Ezzat leaned forward, a glint of determination in his eyes. "A fifth of the spoils seems equitable, does it not?"
The atmosphere in the council chamber grew tense as the fate of Solum hung in the balance, and the negotiations began in earnest.
Ceres turned his gaze towards the other four kings, their silence revealing their contemplation of Ezzat's tempting offer. With a measured tone, he addressed them, "King Ezzat, I am presenting you with something more precious than silver and gold."
Ezzat retorted with a hint of sarcasm, "Perhaps your castle, then?"
Ceres responded without hesitation, his voice carrying a dangerous edge, "No, King Ezzat. Your life."
Ezzat, however, remained undaunted and defiantly declared, "You cannot intimidate me!"
Ceres wasted no time in summoning the palace guards with a resounding cry, "Guards!" When they entered, Ramessess, the prime advisor, issued a chilling command, "Silence this traitor's tongue with a blade."
King Ezzat stood in shocked disbelief, but before he could utter another word, a guard approached him from behind and carried out the gruesome sentence.
Ceres then retrieved a piece of parchment and composed a message. He sealed it and instructed a guard, "Deliver this letter to the prime advisor in Token immediately."
Silence hung heavily in the room as Ezzat's lifeless body was removed, and Ceres finally stood up, his gaze locking onto the remaining kings. He addressed them firmly, "None of you were kings before I bestowed that title upon you, and as I have demonstrated, I can just as easily strip you of it, as I did with Ezzat. Aznek will face the same consequences."
Hosni, the King of Turba, quickly pledged his loyalty, stating, "Your highness, I never had any fondness for that woman. My army stands at your disposal."
The other three kings, recognizing the gravity of the situation, voiced their agreement, unable to object. Shortly thereafter, Ceres dismissed them, and he remained in the chamber with his prime advisor to discuss the empire's affairs. Their conversation was interrupted by a knock on the door.
"Come in," Ceres called out.
A trembling soldier entered, struggling to kneel properly before his sovereign. Ceres inquired, "What ails you, soldier?"
The soldier struggled to raise his head as he stammered, "Your highness, your grace, Princess Helena has returned, wounded."
Ceres swiftly rose to his feet and demanded, "Where is she now?"
The soldier replied with trepidation, "She is with the healers, your highness."
Without uttering another word, Ceres hurriedly made his way to his daughter, with Ramessess following closely behind. Upon their arrival, they were relieved to find Helena seemingly unharmed, enjoying a bowl of soup.
"Helena!" Ceres exclaimed, his voice filled with both relief and concern, and Helena's smile widened as she set her bowl aside.
Ceres gently held his daughter's hands, concern etched across his face. "I was told you were wounded."
Helena reassured her father with a smile, "It's not a big deal, father. I'm fine."
Ramessess, equally worried, inquired, "What happened?"
Helena recounted the grim events, "They caught us off guard and killed all the soldiers."
Ceres' immediate response was one of paternal concern, "To hell with the soldiers! What matters is you, darling!"
Helena attempted to ease their worries with a touch of optimism, "But the good news is that we've obliterated all the tribes in Grond."
Ceres and Ramessess remained at her side for another hour, providing her with a detailed briefing on their plans. Helena endorsed the strategy but had an additional request – she yearned to actively participate in the imminent conflict. Although initially hesitant, both Ceres and Ramessess eventually yielded after hearing her proposal. She suggested infiltrating the enemy's castle during the war between Solum and the five kingdoms to ensure a definitive resolution regarding Aznek and her son. Ceres, despite his concerns for his daughter's safety, acknowledged her unwavering determination and consented. He planted a gentle kiss on Helena's cheek before retiring for the night, and Ramessess did the same, or at least that's what he conveyed to his emperor.
Later that night, Ramessess received a special gift from a longtime acquaintance, a Topraki merchant named Casper. 
Casper was known for his ability to satisfy the deepest desires of powerful and wealthy men. Ramessess had been a loyal client for years, and he never regretted the gold he spent. After a refreshing shower, he adorned himself in a luxurious silk robe and entered a room bathed in the soft glow of red candles. The central table was adorned with an array of tantalizing foods, fruits, and jars of juice.
Seated at the table, Ramessess clapped his hands, summoning a servant. He issued his instructions, "Bring in the guest, and inform all the guards they are dismissed."
The servant bowed respectfully and replied, "At once, your grace."
Moments later, a veiled woman entered the room, draped in a crimson robe that concealed most of her features.
Ramessess, his voice dripping with intrigue, complimented her presence, "You exude an aura that seems heavenly. May I know your name, my dear?"
“Whatever you wish to call me, your grace,” the girl replied, her voice soft as a whisper.
Ramessess, a smile curling at the corner of his lips, responded, “Clever girl. And what age graces you, Leah?”
“Fourteen years, my love!”
Ramessess reached for a jar of juice, tipping it back to drain half its contents, and let out a hearty burp. “Fortunate you are, my dear. I've not shared company with a girl beyond twelve summers for some time. However, Casper did persuade me otherwise. He insisted that taller girls possess a unique allure. How did you come to be so tall, my dear?”
The girl remained silent, her hands trembling with an underlying unease. Ramessess, his voice tinged with anticipation, inquired, “Are you scared?”
With a trembling nod, the girl conveyed her apprehension. Ramessess rose from his seat and approached her, halting in front of her, his intent to unveil her concealed identity. Swift as a striking serpent, the girl's hands shot up, deftly securing a belt within Ramessess' gaping mouth, compelling him to take a seat. He struggled to resist, but her strength rivaled that of a seasoned gladiator. At that moment, he even pondered if she might be a man in disguise.
He struggled to utter a word but found himself silenced.
The girl's voice, soft as a whispering breeze, broke the tension. “You sought something new, so hush now!”
Ramessess slowly grasped that the girl intended to introduce him to an entirely unfamiliar experience, one he seemed strangely receptive to. Complying with her unspoken command, he fell silent, only to be met with a sudden punch to his face. Startled, he muttered to himself, “I didn't see that coming.”
Returning to face him, the girl, still cloaked in mystery, questioned him in a gentle tone, her fingers deftly removing the belt from his mouth. “Did you find that pleasing?”
Ramessess, though bewildered, appeared excited, eagerly awaiting what was to come. The girl removed her hood, and a shocked expression overcame Ramessess as he recognized her - the girl who had deceived the entire empire, posing as a gladiator; the rebel responsible for the deaths of their finest soldiers in Grond and the near-fatal attack on Helena. It was none other than Roulan, the Turangy rebel, who had harbored years of vengeance against her greatest adversary. Ramessess began to scream, but there was no one around to hear.
Roulan responded to his cries by delivering two more punches to his face before securing the belt over his mouth once more. She then began to speak, her voice unwavering, “For decades, you've employed that vile tongue of yours to issue orders that led to countless deaths. Today, you shall remain mute and listen, for this is your trial, your grace.”
Ramessess mumbled behind the belt, his words unintelligible. Cupping her ear mockingly, Roulan taunted, “I'm sorry, but I can't quite comprehend what you're saying!”
With no sign of relenting, Ramessess continued his indistinct protests. In response, Roulan delivered another punishing blow to his nose, causing it to bleed. She declared with steely resolve, “You stripped away every beautiful aspect of my life - my identity, my kingdom, my dearest friend and cousin, Li, and even my own son. Today, your day of reckoning has arrived. But before that, allow me to regale you with the tale of how I deceived you once more, right within your own castle.”
Ramessess ceased his mumbled protests and fixed his gaze upon her, his eyes filled with a mixture of anger and curiosity. “I unraveled your feeble secret, courtesy of Helena. Can you fathom that?” Roulan responded with a wry smile and continued her tale. “All thanks to a friend of mine, who goes by the name of David, and who happens to be among his highness' guards. David possesses intimate knowledge of the inner workings of this castle, including Casper's clandestine affairs. Thus, we traced Casper, and through him, we laid claim to his daughter.” Roulan paused momentarily, then reached for one of the nearby jars, taking a sip only to promptly spit it out in distaste. “Pomegranate juice! How old are you, eight?”
Ramessess continued to fixate on her, his eyes now welled up with tears, as though he sought to plead with her. Roulan, with a rhetorical question, added, “I suppose you're not interested in learning how we coerced Casper into betraying you.” She pressed on with her narrative. “Regardless, we opted for your preferred method. We proposed an alliance with him, offering to return his daughter in exchange for his aid in infiltrating your stronghold. Unsurprisingly, he acquiesced. The rest, as you're well aware, played out as it did.”
Ramessess, unable to bear her taunts, yearned to scream, but Roulan, resolved to conclude their encounter, retrieved her dagger and slit his throat. With that, one of the world's most dangerous men lay crumpled on the ground, life ebbing away as he drowned in his own blood.






  
  Chapter 29


Nisay spent two days in solitude, seeking isolation in the woods outside the castle. His father, Walid, had instilled in him the practice of secluding himself whenever he faced an important decision. 
Ever since his eyes had met Nora's, his mind had been ensnared, as if by magic. Prior to meeting Nora, Nisay had harbored grand ambitions. He aspired to revolutionize the way his people, the Lions, lived, and to restore their lost glory. His journey had commenced when he decided to depart from his tribe and join the Union's army, despite the objections from his father and all those he had trusted regarding the empire. He chose to disregard their warnings, believing that in the realm of politics, there existed no clear right or wrong, only winners and losers. However, Nora's entrance into his life had altered everything. In mere seconds, he had forsaken the ambitions he had nurtured for years, becoming one of the most sought-after individuals in the world. Nisay never regretted his choice, but he couldn't find happiness in it either, for his heart had deceived him, leading him to fall for a princess who was clearly beyond his reach.
He tried to suppress his feelings, though he knew it was an impossible task. Instead, he resolved to impress her further, not with the expectation of reciprocity, but simply because it brought him some semblance of joy. One morning, he decided to pay a visit to Sai. While they weren't exceptionally close, Nisay trusted him and sought to learn some of his magical expertise. Sai's door opened, and Nisay let himself in. The mastermind was so absorbed in his meticulous task of delicately cutting a small piece of leaf with a needle that he didn't even notice his visitor."
Nisay paused at the entrance and cleared his throat twice to capture Sai's attention.
“Nisay, I didn't hear you. Please, have a seat,” Sai invited him.
Nisay smiled as he approached Sai, saying, “I know you're busy preparing some surprises for the enemy.”
“And I know you wouldn't come to me unless it's urgent,” Sai confirmed with a smile. “How can I assist you?” Sai inquired.
“I do need your help, but no questions asked,” Nisay replied firmly.
Sai nodded with a smile and replied, “You've got it, my friend.”
“I need to learn how to unlock a lock without a key.”
Sai set down the needle, his tone becoming surprised as he asked, “What do you have in mind?”
“I said no questions asked, and you agreed to it,” Nisay responded, noticing the smile fading from Sai's face. He attempted to justify himself, saying, “It's not that I don't trust you. I mean, you're one of the most honorable men I know…”
Sai interrupted, “But?”
“I've devised a plan that will benefit us all, and its effectiveness hinges on its secrecy. I've only shared it with Ali and the queen because I owe them unwavering loyalty.”
Sai was about to rise when Nisay handed him two nails. “I assumed we might need these.”
Sai offered a smile and said, “Learning the nail technique would take you months. Besides, I wouldn't deserve the title of a mastermind if I suggested such a complex method to you.” He stood and retrieved a jar from the second shelf, then removed the lid and dipped his finger inside. “This, my friend, is a very special powder. It's made from glass and sulfur.”
Nisay looked surprised and asked, “Are you suggesting I blow up the lock?”
“I wouldn't call it that,” said Sai. “All you need to do is pour a small amount of powder inside the lock and ignite it. However, you should be far from the lock when the fire is lit; otherwise, you might spend the rest of your life blind.”
“How will that open a lock?” inquired Nisay.
Sai picked up a small stick from the ground and explained, “Use this instead of a key. Light it and give it time until the fire reaches the powder inside the lock,” Nisay continued to stare at him, and Sai added, “The lock will open by itself. And no, it's not magic!”
Sai ceased his explanation and opted for a demonstration. He sprinkled a handful of glass powder onto the tip of a leaf and then placed a padlock on the table.
“Could you examine this padlock?” he requested.
Nisay picked up the padlock and attempted to pull the shackle out, but it remained firmly in place. Sai inserted the leaf apex into the keyhole and delicately poured the powder inside. Nisay watched closely as Sai employed a small wooden stick, maneuvering it within the keyhole as if it were an actual key.
“All that's left to do now is to ignite it and await the spectacle,” Sai declared with pride.
When the fire reached the powder within the lock, a burst of flames erupted from it and quickly extinguished as they doused it with water. “What's next?” inquired Nisay.
Sai handed him a glove and instructed him to inspect the lock. Nisay was astounded when he pulled the shackle and it effortlessly disengaged from the lock. Nisay felt a sense of satisfaction in swiftly acquiring this skill, and he was now more prepared than ever to embark on his new adventure."
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Her father had long considered her a burden. Were it not for her uncle's intervention, she might have ended up as a servant or faced an even grimmer fate. When Nora's father had given her his name and acknowledged her as one of his own, she had hoped her hardships were over. Unfortunately, the emperor had interfered in Token, resulting in the death of the king and his family, leaving her alone with her avaricious father who sought to exploit her bloodline and beauty by marrying her off to the king of Solum.
Years of turmoil in Solum had tested her resilience, but she had finally decided to seize control of her life by eliminating her own husband and claiming her son's title. Queen Aznek had since learned that her greatest adversary was not Ceres or Ramessess but rather fear, and she had conquered it.
Giulia was the first to arrive and noted the queen's radiant mood. "You appear quite elated, your grace. For a woman who can conceal her emotions, I must admit my curiosity is piqued."
"I have always regarded you as a perceptive judge of character, but now I find myself questioning that," the queen replied.
Once everyone had assembled, Queen Aznek invited them to raise the mugs set beside their chairs. She raised her own and proclaimed, "To Sofia, the newest knight in our kingdom!"
Her council members echoed her words and raised their mugs in unison. Before commencing the council meeting, Nora stood and inquired, "Your grace, should we not wait for Nisay to join us?"
"He will not be joining us," the queen responded. "He has more pressing matters to attend to."
Nora turned to Ali, who nodded with a smile.
"Please, take your seats," Queen Aznek instructed. "Have any of you considered Ceres' next move?"
Leah was the first to respond, saying, "As I previously mentioned, your grace, he is an enigmatic man, difficult to predict."
“Nevertheless, we must ascertain this to prepare our defenses,” Giulia replied.
Aznek stood to command everyone's attention. “Both of you are correct, ladies. However, we need not speculate.” She raised her hand, revealing a letter. “My informants sent this to me three days ago.”
Arsalan felt a twinge of distrust. “You waited three days to share this with us?”
Ali shot him an admonishing look. The queen, noticing the tension, interjected, “I hope that one day, Lord Arsalan, you will govern Toprak. Then you'll understand that there are things one cannot disclose, even to his most trusted confidants.”
Arsalan lowered his head and apologized, “Forgive me, your grace. We only wish to reciprocate your trust and safeguard your kingdom.”
“Ceres has no intention of attacking us,” the queen stated.
A hushed silence descended upon the council. Leah exchanged a knowing glance with Giulia, as if to say, "I told you so!"
Ali couldn't contain his curiosity and inquired, “If he doesn't plan to attack us, then what is his strategy?”
“He has ordered the five kingdoms to attack us,” Queen Aznek revealed.
Alighieri chuckled, “And none of them could have refused his command!”
“We'll be facing an army of forty thousand soldiers,” Giulia added.
“How much time do we have?” Ali asked.
Aznek turned to Arsalan and inquired, “What is your assessment, Arsalan?”
Arsalan stood and replied, “To gather and prepare five armies, they will need at least a month.”
The queen gazed at everyone and noticed their surprise. She smiled and shared, “Arsalan was a commander in Toprak and one of Ali's trusted associates. Arsalan and Alighieri will assume command of my army.”
"What about Ali, your grace?" inquired Alighieri.
The queen's countenance brightened, and she replied with confidence, "He serves as my chief advisor."
The discussion was abruptly interrupted by the arrival of a guard who knelt before the queen. Giulia demanded, her voice resolute, "Speak, soldier!"
With urgency in his voice, the guard reported, "There is a woman outside, your grace, who claims to be one of Ali’s friends."
Sai's face lit up with recognition, and he exclaimed with a warm smile, "Roulan!"
Giulia acknowledged the guard with a nod, and he promptly moved to open the door for the unexpected visitor. As the door swung open, Roulan entered, her right hand stained with dried blood. Sai hurried toward her, and Nora quickly followed suit.
Standing tall, the queen addressed Roulan, her tone gracious and welcoming, "Roulan, it is indeed a pleasure to make your acquaintance."
In a playful manner, Arsalan decided to tease her, jesting, "I would have extended a handshake, my friend, but I've never been fond of blood."
Roulan retorted with a hint of mystery, "If you knew whose blood it was, you might do more than shake my hand!"
A collective gasp of shock swept through the room, the suspense palpable. Without further ado, Roulan revealed, "It's Ramessess' blood!"
Aznek stood, her eyes wide with astonishment, and inquired, her voice tinged with disbelief, "You mean he's dead?"
Roulan's response carried a note of pride as she declared, "Yes, your grace, by my own hand."
A surge of joy and elation washed over those in attendance, and Aznek walked toward Roulan, taking both her hands in a gesture of gratitude. "If, by some fate, we one day succeed in toppling the empire, a significant portion of our victory shall be credited to you, Roulan."
Roulan humbly lowered her head in acknowledgment before glancing at Ali, who responded with a smile and a knowing wink. The satisfaction that Aznek experienced at that moment was akin to the overwhelming joy she had felt when her child was born. She understood the gravity of this pivotal moment in their quest to dismantle the empire, but she was well aware of the wrath they would undoubtedly face from Ceres.
Ali, always attentive to the broader picture, inquired, "And what of the Grondies, Roulan?"
With a reassuring tone, Roulan replied, "Fear not for them. I have located over two hundred of them, safely sheltered within a tribe led by a woman named Umali."






  
  Chapter 30


Nisay embarked on his journey, riding for days through lands fraught with danger. Despite the perils that lay ahead, he couldn't help but feel a surge of excitement, particularly knowing he had the blessing of Ali and the newly crowned queen. As the sun dipped below the horizon, he found a suitable spot to make camp in a forest not far from Token. After satisfying his hunger with a hearty meal of barbecued rabbit, he settled down under the open sky. His gaze was drawn to the heavens above, where the full moon and countless stars adorned the celestial canvas. The crackling of the firewood beside him and the haunting calls of owls in the night created a tranquil symphony that enveloped him. 
Morning arrived, and Nisay awoke to an unfamiliar sound. His instincts kicked in, and he quickly rose to his feet, gripping a sword tightly in his right hand, poised to confront whatever threat awaited. His vigilance proved well-founded as soldiers emerged from the surrounding trees, arrows aimed in his direction. Nisay understood the futility of resistance against such overwhelming odds. He made no attempt to defy them, relinquishing his weapon and raising his hands in surrender.
"I seek no harm," Nisay declared, his voice steady as he knelt before them.
The soldiers at the forefront of the group wore distinctive uniforms, featuring black stripes with a bold yellow accent. Among them, their leader shifted his focus to Nisay and issued a stern command, "Place your hands behind your back!"
Nisay complied without question, allowing the soldiers to tightly bind his hands together. The leader, a man of Token, advanced toward the rebel with a measure of disdain evident in his tone. "What business does a Turban rat have within our borders?"
A Lion, such as Nisay, would typically never tolerate such an insult. However, he swallowed his pride and replied, "I believed Turban and Token to be allies!"
The leader posed a more formal query, "Do you possess any documents that can substantiate your presence here?"
Nisay's incredulous response was swift, "Documents?"
The soldier, evidently no longer willing to engage in conversation, ordered his men to take Nisay into custody. They placed him atop a horse, binding his hands and feet securely. There was little room for escape, and Nisay didn't even entertain the thought, given the formidable number of soldiers surrounding him. Even if he had possessed wings to soar away, survival would have remained an insurmountable challenge against their spears and arrows.
Several miles of relentless riding brought Nisay to Token. Despite the ominous circumstances that had led him here, a peculiar sense of significance lingered in the air. Two soldiers grasped his arms and ushered him towards the prison. Over the course of his life, Nisay had been subjected to numerous arrests, both in Turba. The prisons he had known were invariably grim, characterized by cramped cells, dingy beds, infestations of rats and insects, and the pervasive stench of urine and excrement. However, Token's prison diverged from this norm. Here, inmates were not confined to solitary cells but were instead relegated to a colossal chamber teeming with hundreds of fellow prisoners.
As Nisay was led inside, the door was sealed behind him. The guards seemingly assumed they would return in a matter of days to retrieve his lifeless body. Given Nisay's striking visage and relatively slight build, they anticipated he would not endure for long. Nisay navigated through the throngs of prisoners, seeking an unoccupied space where he could sit in solitude. Glancing at the faces surrounding him, he noted that they were all Token natives. This did not bode well, but Nisay's immediate concern was securing a moment to rest against a wall and consume the piece of bread he had stashed in his pocket.
Eventually, he located a corner that appeared vacant. As soon as he settled down, six men began to approach him. Nisay recognized them as the type who relished stirring up trouble. Opting to disregard them, he retrieved the morsel of bread that had tempted him since his arrest.
Just as he was about to take his first bite, one of the inmates kicked his hand, causing the food to tumble to the ground. Nisay decided to direct his attention towards this intruder—a tall, fair-skinned man with shoulder-length red hair and a clean-shaven face. Two scars adorned his countenance, one of which marred his left green eye.
Nisay managed a smile and remarked, "That was my meal, and you've spoiled it. But since I'm your guest here, I'll pick it up, eat it, and pretend nothing happened."
Before he could reclaim his bread, another inmate deliberately trod upon it, crushing it underfoot. Determined to address his new companions, Nisay stood and approached one of them, his gaze piercing. Annoyance laced his words as he inquired, "Why did you do that?"
The place erupted in raucous laughter, and the inmate responsible for squashing Nisay's bread turned to his comrades, speaking with a mocking tone, "Look at his pretty face. He reminds me of the little girl I enjoyed in front of her weeping father."
Nisay maintained his disingenuous smile and retorted, "That's not something to be proud of. It's time for you to face the consequences." He then turned to the red-haired inmate. "And what about you? Have you committed similar acts?"
The redhead produced a dagger and responded with chilling nonchalance, "I've lost count of the number of little girls and boys I've enjoyed, and you will be one of them." Nisay offered no response, prompting the inmate to continue, "Strip off your pants!"
The rebel had reached his limit. Quickly, he struck the inmate in the neck, causing him to choke. The other assailant brandished his dagger at Nisay's chest, but Nisay deftly evaded the attack and seized the man's wrist. In a fluid motion, he bent his adversary's hand, the one holding the blade, drove it into his chest, and then retrieved the dagger to dispatch the inmate who had been choking him. The brutal display left everyone else in the room in stunned silence, but no one dared to confront Nisay after witnessing his ferocity. It was as though this violent spectacle had earned him an unspoken admission into their ranks. The onlookers returned to their previous positions, as did Nisay.
When the guards eventually entered to remove the lifeless bodies, none of the inmates revealed Nisay's involvement. In the following days, everyone sought to befriend him, offering their food and sharing jokes. Nisay welcomed their overtures, aiming to win their trust. Each night, he regaled them with tales of his adventures, all the while concealing his true identity. The inmates were captivated, especially when he recounted his battle against the colossal snake.
A slender young Token, who appeared quite frail, inquired, "How is it that you possess such strength and intelligence, yet you find yourself amongst the likes of us?"
This presented an opportunity for Nisay to gauge their sentiments regarding the empire. He replied, "I've slain some soldiers from the Union."
"Union soldiers? Why on Earth would you do that?" asked the slight man.
"They sought to harm the woman I love," Nisay replied before posing a question of his own, "Wouldn't you do the same for the woman you love?"
"If I possessed your strength, I'd slaughter them all, even without reason!" declared the young Token.
Nisay deduced that discussing the Union wasn't regarded as taboo in Token, unlike Turba and the other kingdoms. The resentment harbored by every prisoner toward the empire paralleled that of Arsalan's.
"You're courageous to hold such opinions about the Empire. In Turba, most have surrendered their souls to Ceres," Nisay remarked.
Suddenly, a voice intervened from behind—a man with graying hair, seemingly in his sixties, if not seventies. He approached the gathering around Nisay and requested space to sit beside the Turban prisoner. Offering a smile to Nisay, he remarked, "You can't fault your people for succumbing to Ceres' tyranny. I was your age when the empire’s poison began to infiltrate our kingdom and neighboring realms."
Nisay offered a warm smile to the elderly man and inquired, "But why aren't you afraid of Ceres?"
The old man took a deep breath before responding, "The Kingdom of Token was unlike any other realm. King Rajab transformed it into a paradise—no taxes, no poverty, and no warfare. Eradicating those memories and facts would take Ceres and his descendants centuries."
Nisay had heard much about King Rajab, Nora's father, and his renowned reign. He couldn't help but express his frustration, saying, "Instead of striving to reclaim your former glory, you're here reminiscing about it, as if it were a fairy tale!"
Surprisingly, the old man wasn't offended and replied, "if it brings you any solace, not a day has passed in the last ten years that I haven't regretted not rising against this new regime."
Nisay turned to three young men nearby and inquired, "And what about you? What are you waiting for?"
One of them lowered his head and admitted, "We are cowards. We couldn't endure the torture."
Another chimed in, warning Nisay, "Never discuss politics here. You seem like a decent fellow, and if you do, and they catch wind of it, they'll throw you into a small cell and leave you there for years."
Their conversation continued for hours, affording Nisay the opportunity to learn about Nora's kingdom. The following morning, he was roused by the shouts of the guards, calling the false name he had provided, "Toka."
Nisay quickly rose and hastened toward them. One of the guards informed him, "You've been summoned by the prime advisor."
The situation felt peculiar, and Nisay suspected that one of the inmates had betrayed him. He offered no resistance as the soldiers led him to the council room, where six well-dressed men were seated along the sides, and a seventh occupied the front. Nisay assumed this seventh figure was the prime advisor, given that King Ezzet had recently been slain by Ceres. With a hint of sarcasm, he remarked, "Your grace, I would have bowed, but I assume you're well-acquainted with Turban beliefs and customs!"
The prime advisor couldn't hide his disdain as he questioned, "Since you cherish your traditions, what on earth were you doing in our territory?"
Nisay replied calmly, "I wished to present a special gift to the woman I love. I rode my horse and ventured until I found myself in your beautiful lands. I must admit, my lord, I hunted four rabbits from your forest. I promise to make amends."
Laughter erupted among the council members at Nisay's response. One of them probed further, asking, "What are your thoughts on the empire?"
Aware that they were trying to gauge his stance, Nisay provided a response that most commoners would give, "It is indeed a prosperous place. I only wish I could aspire to live there one day."
The prime advisor chuckled once more and instructed the guards, "Take him back to the prison, and he shall depart tomorrow. We have bigger fish to fry."
Nisay understood that by ‘bigger fish’, the prime advisor meant Queen Aznek. His fellow inmates were overjoyed to see him return to their midst rather than being confined to a cell reserved for high-profile criminals.
Nisay chose not to disclose his plan to any of the prisoners and engaged in lengthy conversations with them. When he finally retired to rest, the elderly man followed him. Nisay, weary and in no mood for conversation, gently requested, "I'm exhausted and in need of sleep."
The man glanced behind him, checking to ensure they were alone, and then whispered, "You're in danger!"
Nisay was taken aback and asked, "What are you talking about?"
The man's friendly expression shifted to a serious one as he responded firmly, "They told you that you're going to be released tomorrow, right?"
"Yes," Nisay confirmed.
The old man continued, "You will be released, but in a coffin. You're smart, but not as clever as I expected."
Nisay was at a loss for words, so he continued to feign ignorance about the man's accusations. "They're aware that you intentionally got yourself arrested, and they know you're here to stir up trouble," the old man asserted.
Nisay asked, "How do they know?"
"Because I know it too, and I'm willing to bet you're one of Ali's men!"
Nisay had the urge to rise, but his companion firmly pulled him back down by his hand, gritting his teeth. "Stay put. I'm on your side!"
Nisay forcefully removed the old man's hand and stated, "Stay away from me."
"I will, for now," the old man conceded, "but not for long. I'm your only ally, and I'll help you accomplish your mission here!"






  
  Chapter 31


Sofia was thoroughly fatigued after sparring with four of the most formidable fighters: Alighieri, Nora, Leah, and Roulan. While she couldn't best any of them, they all acknowledged her considerable progress, a sentiment she shared. Following her training session and a refreshing glass of water, she located a rock to sit on, seeking a moment of solitude. However, her peaceful interlude was disrupted by Roulan. 
"May I intrude on your solitude?" Roulan inquired.
Sofia offered a warm smile and nodded. "I thought you would be with your husband."
Roulan took a deep breath and admitted, "He's a busy man. The queen granted me just one day to see him, and then he had to return to his duties."
Sofia smiled understandingly, "You can't blame her. Without Sai, the castle would fall apart."
Roulan, however, hadn't come to discuss her husband, and Sofia sensed that. She suspected that Leah might have sent Roulan to persuade her to reconsider her pursuit of vengeance. Despite her suspicions, Sofia remained polite and engaged in conversation with Roulan. As expected, her friend eventually broached the topic of Helena, the person Sofia desired to kill the most.
Sofia couldn't contain herself and inquired, "Did Leah send you?"
Roulan smiled and replied, "No one sent me, my friend. But she did talk to me about you and your strong desire for vengeance. In fact, she's worried about you, as are the rest of us."
Sofia didn't appreciate the direction of the conversation and stated firmly, "The image of the arrow coming out of Aiyla's chest haunts my every moment, and Keita's screams are etched into my memory. I failed to protect them, and I won't rest until I've delivered the justice they both deserve."
Roulan rose and placed both of her hands on Sofia's shoulders as she began to speak. "Sofia, allow me to share a true story with you. I was born in a castle. My uncle was the king, and my parents raised me to be a highborn lady. My life was heading in the direction every girl dreams of. I spent my days with my best friend and cousin, Princess Li. Then, suddenly, everything was taken away from me, and who was responsible for that? Ramessess. It took me years to recover, and Sai helped me immensely. When I finally managed to piece my life together, that same man ordered his soldiers to kill my little boy. My thirst for vengeance lingered for years, and I became so obsessed with him that I inadvertently hurt the man I love most in the world, Sai, by recklessly risking my life."
Roulan paused briefly and continued, "Last week, I succeeded in cutting off his head and hanging it in his room, and to my surprise, I felt nothing like what I had expected."
Sofia looked at her friend and inquired, "So, do you regret killing that beast?"
Roulan smiled and replied with a hint of astonishment, "Are you kidding me?" Sofia smiled in return, and Roulan clarified, "My point is, Helena deserves to die, not just because we owe it to our friends, but also because many other lives are still at risk as long as she lives. But it doesn't matter who accomplishes it."
"Why not me, then?" Sofia asked.
Roulan gently held her hand and explained, "Because, in a fight, there is always the possibility of losing against your opponent, no matter how skilled we are. And that, my friend, is something we cannot afford for you. You have many people who care deeply about you, and I'm one of them."
Sofia stood up and declared, "I think it's time for our council meeting."
Roulan understood that her friend was attempting to change the subject, but she added one last thing that elicited a smile and a nod from Sofia, "Promise me that you will not get killed!"
As they entered the council chamber, Leah exchanged a knowing look with Roulan, who nodded and smiled. Sofia was aware of the unspoken message, but she chose to feign ignorance. As the meeting progressed, all the chairs were occupied except for Nisay's. Nora felt a pang of internal distress, wondering why he had left without saying goodbye. 
Queen Aznek initiated the council with a brief address and then turned her attention to Sai, "Mastermind, how are things progressing?"
"We've strengthened the walls, your grace, and we're making excellent progress on all the tasks you assigned," Sai replied.
The queen offered him a warm smile and posed another question, "Have you begun documenting these developments on parchments?"
"Not yet, your grace, but I assure you it will be completed before the war," Sai assured her.
Aznek continued to address each member individually, inquiring about their respective responsibilities. Nora and Roulan were overseeing the training of the female soldiers, aiming to enhance their skills. While the Solumy women were already formidable soldiers, Aznek desired to make them even stronger and more accurate with their archery. She believed that her cousin, known for defeating nine commanders single-handedly, and the Turangy girl, who had slain a tiger on her own and beheaded Ramessess, were the ideal instructors.
Arsalan and Alighieri were entrusted with managing their respective armies, each responsible for half of Solumy's forces, from entry-level soldiers to commanders. The role was relatively straightforward for Alighieri, as he was one of them, but Arsalan faced initial challenges. As he had anticipated, some soldiers were too proud to be led by a Topraki.
Arsalan approached a group of six commanders, who initially harbored reservations about him. However, the Topraki showcased his remarkable skill of mind reading, swiftly transforming them into some of the most devoted soldiers within a few days. He entrusted these commanders with the responsibility of managing the soldiers under his supervision. Although both Leah and Ali offered to assist Arsalan and Alighieri, the queen declined their request, stating that she required their guidance as advisors more than as soldiers.
On their first day as advisors, Leah and Ali entered the council chamber, only to find Queen Aznek and Giulia, engaged in casual conversation, seemingly unaffected by the impending war. The queen warmly invited her two new advisors to take a seat, prompting Leah to comment, "I wish I could possess your level of self-confidence, your grace. Even amidst all that is transpiring, you can still smile."
"It comes with time, my dear Leah, and I assure you that you will acquire it as well," the queen replied with a reassuring smile.
Leah smiled in response, and Aznek invited Ali to provide an update. He explained, "Your grace, we have divided the army into two groups, each consisting of six commanders and ten leaders, organized into a pyramidal hierarchy. One of these armies will remain within the castle to defend the walls, while the other will be stationed outside with orders to launch an attack if the kingdom's defenses are breached."
Giulia, intrigued by the discussion, stood up and inquired, "And what is my role in all of this?"
Leah responded, "Lady Giulia, Walid, the leader of Okorom, has agreed to provide us with his eleven best fighters, who will serve under your command."
Giulia, who had expected a more prominent role akin to Arsalan or Alighieri, was on the verge of voicing her discontent. However, Queen Aznek intervened and addressed Ali, "Giulia has a significant military background. She is a formidable warrior with a keen intellect, and I believe she will be more valuable in Arsalan's army."
Ali, sensing Giulia's disappointment, replied, "We did discuss this decision, your grace, and we thought it best for Giulia to be by your side."
Giulia struggled to contain her frustration and spoke with a slightly raised voice, "You want me to stand by and do nothing."
The queen regarded Giulia, who promptly lowered her tone and expressed her apologies, "I did not intend to show disrespect. I am eager to contribute to this war effort, and I believe I can do so effectively."
Leah chimed in, "Giulia, your primary duty is to protect the queen!"
Aznek, responding to Leah's statement, remarked, "I do not require protection within my own residence. I am fully capable of defending myself."
Leah exchanged glances with Ali, who silently gave his approval. She then rose from her seat and requested permission to approach the queen. Aznek consented with a nod, and Leah began to speak as she walked closer to the queen.
"Please consider this, your grace," Leah began, her words measured and earnest. "Without you, we are merely a group of rebels, and even if we were to emerge victorious in this battle, the empire would undoubtedly find a way to dismantle us, just as they did before. However, with you at the helm, we transform into a legitimate state, a formidable kingdom led by a ruler who had the courage to defy the empire."
Giulia remained silent, her thoughts carefully concealed. Leah pressed on, her tone unwavering. "And if it pleases you, your grace, Sofia will be at your side."
Aznek contemplated Leah's words, weighing the implications carefully.

      [image: image-placeholder]Four speakers stood solemnly around Ramessess' lifeless body, delivering eulogies that recounted his accomplishments and the great contributions he had made to his nation and the world. Despite leaving behind no child or spouse to mourn him, the grief of hundreds of Unionists in attendance filled the air, with some openly weeping and others overcome by sorrow.
Among the mourners, Helena stood dressed in somber black attire. Her eyes remained dry, but her heart was heavy with sadness for the loss of the prime advisor. Deep inside, a burning rage smoldered, reserved for the day she would exact her vengeance upon Roulan. The woman who had outsmarted her twice, with the first encounter nearly costing Helena her life, and the second taking away one of the most cherished individuals in her world—Ramessess.
As for how to avenge the prime advisor, Helena had not yet decided. For now, her sole focus was on her father, who stood stoically beside her. Ceres, though attempting to conceal his emotions, could not hide his grief from his daughter. She knew how profoundly Ramessess had mattered to him—an intimate friend, a trusted advisor, and family all in one.
In the days that followed, Ceres said little and remained isolated in his grief. Helena was determined not to abandon her father in his time of need. She visited him daily, personally attending to his needs, sharing meals, and speaking to him about his dear friend.
On the fourth day, she took it upon herself to prepare his meal and carry it to his chamber. Without bothering to knock, she entered, fully aware of his silence since Ramessess' burial. To her astonishment, she found him standing by the window, adorned in a golden robe and a blue turban. Their eyes locked, and a smile graced his face, a sight that brought tears to her eyes. She placed his breakfast on the table and rushed forward to embrace him tightly, her tears flowing as if they had been apart for an eternity.
Helena released her father but kept both of his hands firmly in her grasp, her eyes filled with relief and affection. "Father, you have no idea how happy I am to see you back on your feet," she admitted, her voice filled with genuine joy.
Ceres reciprocated her smile, his eyes reflecting a mix of emotions. "Me too, darling. I felt too many things at once, after losing a dear friend and the most important man in the empire," he replied, his gratitude evident.
With a heartfelt expression, Helena responded, "The most important man in the empire is you, father."
The father-daughter duo continued their conversation and eventually made their way back to the castle. The generals eagerly welcomed their leader's return to good health, and one by one, they presented their newly devised battle plans.
Ceres admired the dedication and creativity behind their strategies but was aware that their primary motive was to vie for his attention and secure the coveted role of prime advisor. Disappointment and surprise filled the room as Ceres announced his decision.
"The plan remains the same: we will aid the five kingdoms in their efforts to dismantle Solum," he declared.
One of the newly appointed military chiefs voiced concern, asking, "What if they fail, your highness?"
Ceres responded with confidence, "They most likely will, but for us, this war is merely a distraction. There's a plan in motion to capitalize on this diversion and eliminate the queen." He offered a smile to his daughter Helena, strengthening their united front.






  
  Chapter 32


Nisay couldn't find sleep that night, his thoughts consumed by his recent encounter with the old man and the warning about the Token generals' conspiracy. The rebel faced a pivotal decision: win over a new ally or risk becoming another victim buried in Token's prison. 
Overwhelmed by uncertainty, Nisay decided to seek clarity by talking to the old man again. He found the old man lying in a corner, seemingly alone. Nisay thought the man was asleep, but before he could lay a hand on his shoulder, the old man spoke, "I knew you would come."
Nisay inquired, "What is your name?"
"My father named me after the prince, Rajab," the man replied.
"You mean the king?" Nisay asked.
Rajab smiled, "He hadn't become a king yet."
As Rajab sat up, he continued, "You're still uncertain if I'm one of the prime advisor's informants, aren't you?" Nisay remained silent, prompting Rajab to question further, "If I were who you suspect me to be, why wouldn't I simply kill you instead of wasting my time? I wouldn't care if you were innocent or not, but I'd certainly eliminate a potential threat."
This time, Nisay smiled and offered a hypothesis, "If I am who you think I am, the prime advisor would need me alive because he can use me to capture the most wanted man on earth, Ali."
Rajab recognized Nisay's skill in verbal games and decided to drop the act. "We could be of use in your war against the five kingdoms."
Nisay was surprised that such information had spread to a prison so quickly. "Do you think you're the only clever man who got himself arrested?"
Rajab continued, "My father was a council member in this kingdom; he was executed alongside King Rajab and his family. Instead of staying in my father's house and following him to death, I lived on the streets, searching for ways to avenge him. But I couldn't, and instead of starving, I got myself arrested for stealing from a soldier. I've been living here for fifteen years. At first, I considered it a refuge, but later I realized it was my best chance at seeking revenge for my father and my king."
Tears welled up in Rajab's eyes as he spoke. While Nisay felt that Rajab was speaking the truth, he remained cautious. He questioned, "You're relying on outlaws to take down an empire and six kingdoms?"
Rajab corrected, "Just five kingdoms. In a corrupted system, most of the decent men are thrown into prison, while the majority of traitors are pampered in castles."
Nisay contemplated the situation and asked, "What are you expecting from me?"
Rajab, responded, "Take us with you to fight alongside Ali and Queen Aznek."
Nisay questioned, "You want to leave your kingdom and serve another one?"
"Queen Aznek is Token, and I would do anything to name her the ruler of our kingdom as well," Rajab replied with determination.
Although Nisay couldn't be certain, he trusted his instincts. He made his decision, saying, "I can unlock this cell and kill all the guards. I have five hundred men; they're fierce and fight like lions. In fact, Lord King Tamim was the one to give us that name: Lions."
It felt like a gamble for Nisay, with either his plan going smoothly or Rajab alerting the guards to have him arrested.
Rajab said nothing and disappeared from Nisay's sight, leaving him in doubt about whether he had made the right call. However, he knew he had no other option but to wait for Rajab's help as he had hoped or face the threat of execution.
After a while, Rajab returned to Nisay's cell with nine men in tow. Among them was Muris, the young man who had expressed his hatred for the empire. He was the first to ask with excitement, "What do we do now, Lion?"
Nisay stood and replied with determination, "Follow me and kill whoever gets in your way!"
Another man inquired, looking surprised, "Without a weapon?"
Nisay responded firmly, "For the moment, you only have your hands." He turned to Rajab and asked, "What about those who didn't come with you? Won't they be against us?"
The old man smiled and reassured Nisay, "They are cowards, not traitors!"
Nisay noticed that Rajab's explanation had left him somewhat perplexed. Rajab clarified, "They hate the empire and how their lives have turned out, but they don't want to get involved in any kind of revolution."
As dawn broke, Nisay approached the cell door, applying the techniques he had learned from Sai to open the lock swiftly. In no time, he subdued two guards who had come to investigate the commotion, leaving his ten companions in awe. One of them had mixed emotions, relieved to have his chain unlocked yet fearful of what lay ahead.
Concerned, one of the prisoners asked, "Are you planning to face the eight thousand soldiers on your own?"
Rajab interjected, "Just one thousand; the rest marched to Solum yesterday."
Sarcastically, the apprehensive man remarked, "Ten against a thousand seems easy."
Nisay turned to him and firmly held his wrist, saying, "There's no time for fear. If you want to reclaim your kingdom, you must pay the price, and that means taking this risk. Now, either join us or return to your seat and wait to be questioned by the soldiers later."
"I'm with you, Lord," the young man declared.
Nisay gestured for him to retrieve a bow from one of the guards and then addressed everyone, instructing them, "Wait here for me. Your only task is to fire an arrow outside the castle walls the moment Rajab and I enter the council room."
Muris, the thin boy, eagerly volunteered, and Nisay asked Rajab to accompany him.
Nisay held Rajab's hand and inquired, "Can we trust anyone in the council?"
Rajab replied with confidence, "Yes, the financial chief, Lord Arber."
The old man watched in astonishment as the rebel expertly dispatched the soldiers one by one. Before they reached the council's door, four men advanced with their spears. Nisay knelt to avoid the first attack, then, when the soldier turned, the rebel seized the opportunity, wrapping his forearm around the soldier's neck and using him as a shield against the other soldiers. They hesitated, seeing their comrade's bloodied belly.
Nisay pushed the lifeless soldier aside, seized a spear, and drove it into the second guard's neck. With remarkable speed, he turned to the remaining two and dispatched them with swift stabs. Rajab kicked open the council's door.
"How dare you!" bellowed the military chief. Nisay reacted quickly, hurling a dagger into the chief's chest.
"Kill them!" shouted the prime advisor.
Rajab mumbled to himself, "You can try," and made no move to assist as Nisay incapacitated everyone, leaving only the prime advisor and the financial chief alive.
Nisay turned his attention to the king's deputy, saying, "Queen Aznek sends her regards and requests that you join forces with her."
The sound of loud bells ringing filled the room, and a look of relief washed over the prime advisor's face as he threatened, "You're a dead man!"
Rajab recognized that their situation was dire. Even eliminating the last two council members wouldn't change their fate; they would face certain death the moment they left the council chamber. Rajab had an idea that might at least save their lives.
"Nisay, we can take this traitor as a hostage until we're out of the castle. It's the only way we'll survive the soldiers' spears and arrows."
The financial chief, Arber, stepped forward, urging Nisay, "Listen to the old man, son, and I promise to assist you!"
"Are you mad?" the prime advisor screamed.
"I am mad if I allow a puppet like you to rule our great kingdom," Arber retorted.
The prime advisor gritted his teeth, accusing Arber, "You traitor, I've always known you were no good!"
In response, the prime advisor watched helplessly as a dagger flew toward him, piercing his forehead, and he fell immediately. The ensuing silence was broken by Arber's words, "What have you done, son?!"
"Follow me," Nisay commanded, and his two new allies reluctantly complied. As they exited the council room, they were met with the sight of hundreds of soldiers forming ranks, brandishing spears. A commanding figure stepped forward and addressed Nisay with a booming voice, "Whoever you are, drop your weapon and do not harm Lord Arber! I promise to show mercy!"
The leader anticipated that the intruder might put his sword to Arber's neck, intending to use him as a hostage. To his surprise, Nisay advanced without any such threat. The leader raised his hand to signal the frontline of soldiers to prepare their arrows and shouted, "Shoot on my command!"
"Please do," Nisay challenged, but before the leader could give the order, an arrow whizzed past and struck his hat. Nisay continued, "Those are my friends. We signaled them earlier, and they scaled the walls, taking out all your archers. So, I'm in charge now."
"On my command, they will open the gate and admit five hundred soldiers," Nisay added, "And believe me, they are the last men you want to face. You've surely heard of them—the Lions!" The reputation of Walid's men as ruthless fighters was well-known throughout the seven kingdoms. A single one of them could easily take down ten soldiers.
The soldiers' leader displayed quick thinking and ordered his troops to stand down. He then asked Nisay, "What is it that you want?"
Nisay surveyed his surroundings and was heartened to see not only the Token soldiers but also commoners peering from alleys and houses. "People of Token," he called out, "I am not a criminal here to steal what remains of your great kingdom. I was sent by Queen Aznek, the ruler of Solum. You are welcome to join your soldiers in the yard. I give you my word that no harm will befall anyone."
The commoners began to draw closer, their curiosity piqued by the stranger who had arrived in their kingdom. As the courtyard filled with onlookers, Nisay raised his hand and continued, "Some of you may remember King Rajab, the honorable ruler who governed Token like no other. Even those who have never met him have undoubtedly heard of the glorious days he brought to our kingdom. Say 'aye' if you hold love for this man!"
Cheers erupted from the crowd, soldiers and commoners alike. Nisay pressed on, "Say 'aye' if you yearn for those days to return, if you miss the prosperity he brought to us!"
"Aye!"
Nisay's voice grew even louder, "Say 'aye' if you long for a legitimate ruler, one with royal blood who is worthy of Token!"
The enthusiastic responses from the crowd continued. Then, suddenly, Nisay ceased speaking and raised his hand, displaying a golden ring. As the clamor subsided, he declared, "This is Rajab's ring, entrusted to me by someone I hold dear."
Many assumed he referred to Aznek, knowing she was Rajab's niece. However, Nisay corrected their assumption, saying, "I do not speak of Queen Aznek. I am speaking of Nora, Rajab's daughter, the sole legitimate heir capable of ruling the Kingdom of Token. She is very much alive and possesses a strength greater than any king. Nora is one of the seven rebels who have shaken the empire in the past year, and she will not rest until Token's glorious days are restored."
A hush fell over the crowd as they absorbed this revelation. Arber, the financial chief, decided to speak up, "I have never met this man before in my life. He spared my life when he could have taken it. In the council, I was the lone voice opposing the empire. I choose to believe in him and wait for the only queen I will ever serve!"
Arber's words had an immediate impact on the people of Token, and their cheering resumed with even greater fervor.






  
  Chapter 33


Arsalan's forces departed from the castle, journeying a mile westward. They halted, resolute, awaiting a signal from Alighieri's troops. Nora and Roulan assumed roles akin to their previous encounter with Vlad, leading a contingent of five hundred skilled marksmen. Ali stood not far from them, positioned atop the wall beside the mastermind, Sai. The fate of Solum hinged on this man, who reassured Ali that the fortifications were far sturdier than those constructed in Grond. Sai harbored hopes of unifying the two armies, yet Ali insisted on his proximity, knowing that reality often diverged from aspiration. 
Ali descended to meet with Alighieri and his commanders, ensuring their readiness to confront the five opposing armies. He discerned apprehension in the soldiers' eyes, a sentiment he comprehended. A decade had elapsed since their last battle, and now they faced an adversary four times their size. Moreover, they were aware that Ceres would not remain passive, given the provocations by the rebels and the queen. They were acutely aware of his potential for menace.
Ali locked eyes with Alighieri, who nodded, inviting him to deliver his address. Unexpectedly, an unannounced presence stirred the assembly. The queen approached them, clad in war attire, holding a helmet in her hand. Giulia trailed behind, her concern evident. Ali approached Aznek and implored, "Your grace, this is no place for a queen. Please retire to safety within the castle and protect your son! Your loyal soldiers have secured your stronghold, and I pledge to defend it with my every breath."
The queen retorted with determination, "Do you know why they tried to keep women from ruling? It's because they've always assumed our weakness. In times like these, they believed we would hide away, waiting for our men to rescue us. But these people have entrusted me with their kingdom, even though I am not one of them. Shame on me if I sit idly by while they face death!"
Ali responded, "Your people love you, your grace, and they cherish their ancestors' legacy above all else. Without you, Solum and all its hopes would dissipate like the wind."
Aznek turned away and strode toward the assembled army, stating, "I've heard it said that only good people are governed by good rulers. That's the only reason I have to consider myself a worthy queen. I'm truly honored to have courageous individuals like you by my side. I defied the mightiest man on Earth, Ceres, commanding over a hundred thousand soldiers armed with the finest weaponry imaginable. And what did you do? You rallied behind my decision, standing united and ready to lay down your lives for your ancestors' legacy. So, give yourselves the credit you deserve as the finest people on this Earth."
The queen paused, her gaze sweeping over her troops, and continued, "I can see fear in your eyes, and you're not wrong to feel it, for that's what makes you truly brave. Brave individuals aren't without fear; they confront it head-on. The enemy may possess more soldiers and superior weapons, but we have Walid and the neighboring armies who will fight beside us. A single one of them can easily best ten good soldiers. We have a mastermind who has rendered our walls impregnable. But none of this can hold a candle to your courageous hearts and your unwavering resolve to restore your grandfathers' legacies. Now, I implore you, not as your queen, but as someone who cares deeply for you, to fight not for me or my son, but for your loved ones and for the kingdom you hold dear."
A roar of affirmation erupted from the courtyard, and Leah smiled and winked at the queen. However, the cacophony was abruptly hushed by the blaring of a horn followed by a voice from atop the wall, declaring, "The enemy is upon us!"
Ali rushed to the wall and peered outside, where an overwhelming number of enemy soldiers stood, too numerous to count. Fortunately, Sai stood beside him and was able to estimate their numbers. While they were less numerous than expected, they still outnumbered the Solumy army threefold. Thirty thousand enemy soldiers loomed just a few hundred feet from the Solum castle.
Nora's voice rang out as she yelled, "Archers, take cover! Pay no heed to the catapults; the wall will shield us!" However, there was no sign of a catapult. Instead, a smaller contingent of the enemy forces began advancing toward the castle.
In response, Nora and Roulan directed their teams to join the wall and issued the same command in unison, "Archers, to the front!"
Two hundred Solumy soldiers readied their grape arrows, awaiting a signal from one of their leaders, which Roulan promptly provided. Simultaneously, two hundred arrows were unleashed, aimed at the enemy and anticipated to explode upon contact. However, to their bewilderment, there was no explosion. Upon striking the enemy's shields, the arrows simply fell impotent, leaving everyone perplexed.
Roulan turned to her husband, who shared her shock, while Ali and the others watched in astonishment. Nora, her voice tinged with urgency, cried out, "Sai, what's happening?"
Sai didn't respond to her directly but instead whispered to Ali, "I suspect their shields are constructed from some sort of special metal."
Ali, undeterred by this revelation, declared, "It doesn't matter! Roulan, cease the firing and take cover, all of you!"
Roulan wasted no time questioning the order and complied immediately. Ali turned to Sai, seeking information, "How many do you estimate?"
Sai replied, "Approximately two thousand."
Ali swiftly made his way to Walid's army and urgently requested, "I need your men!"
Walid wasted no time in granting Ali's request, stating firmly, "They're at your disposal."
Ali then approached Alighieri, whispered something to him, and followed it with a commanding shout, "Open the gate!"
The rebel leader had to repeat his request twice, as it puzzled those around him. Eventually, the gate was opened, and the five hundred Lions from Walid's forces joined another five hundred Solumy soldiers. Together, they advanced toward the enemy, who had drawn perilously close to the castle.
In a matter of minutes, Ali and his small army engaged and overwhelmed the first batch of the enemy forces. As they returned to the castle, the Solumy army erupted in applause and cheers.
Ali, however, was not as elated as the others. He approached the leaders and voiced his concerns, "They were aware of our wall's strength, yet they sent two thousand feeble soldiers."
Leah, the only one who seemed to grasp the bigger picture, issued a warning, "It's just a distraction!"
Nora inquired of Leah, "For what purpose?"
Leah responded, "They brought no catapult, which means if they're here, I suspect they have a method to breach the castle. Those two thousand soldiers were merely a diversion."
Ali turned to Sai, seeking answers, "Is there a way to breach the wall?" When Sai remained silent, Ali rephrased his question, "If you were in the enemy's position, what strategy would you employ?"
Sai mumbled, "It's nearly impossible to breach the walls with their current strength."
The queen approached Sai, her tone resolute, "Evidently, they have a means to do so, and they can't be more ingenious than you. Focus, Sai!"
Sai lowered his head, struggling with the pressure, before finally admitting, "The only way to get past the wall is by going underneath it."
Ali turned to the commanders and shouted, "Is there a tunnel within this castle?" One of them affirmed the existence of a tunnel on the west side.
"Come with me, Sai," Ali commanded, addressing Alighieri next. "Alighieri, assemble all your men upon my signal, and dispatch a messenger to Arsalan with the same directive."
Ali then turned to the queen, advising her, "Your grace, retreat to your residence with your companions and await my signal."
Sai followed Ali as they sprinted toward the west, a half-mile away. Suddenly, Sai cried out, "Ali, wait!"
Ali halted and turned to Sai, his patience waning. Sai explained urgently, "I've never seen this many rats and spiders in Solum!"
Ali knew Sai wouldn't make unfounded claims, so he pressed for clarification, "What does that mean?"
Sai replied, "This number of rats and the smell of fish oil can only mean one thing. I believe they're digging and planting explosives."
Without a moment's hesitation, Ali turned back and sprinted toward his comrades, shouting, "Abandon the castle! Abandon the castle!"
Alighieri finally heard Ali's urgent plea and ordered the guard to open the gate, shouting his commands. Ali reached the gate and remained inside, repeating the same message, "Save your lives and evacuate!" He then turned to one of his friends and instructed, "Alighieri, lead your soldiers to Arsalan's. I'll go fetch the queen."
Before he could finish his sentence, the ground trembled beneath their feet, and a fiery explosion erupted from below, accompanied by a deafening blast. Hundreds of soldiers were engulfed in flames, their agonized screams filling the air. Ali stood there, horrified and helpless, unable to do anything but watch in despair.
Panicking, he turned to Alighieri and demanded, "Where is the queen?"
Alighieri responded urgently, "She went to the royal residence. You need to come with us. The enemy is advancing toward us!"
Although it was the right course of action, Ali couldn't help but worry about Roulan and Nora. Fortunately, they soon appeared, physically unharmed but bearing the weight of the loss they had just suffered. Ali looked into Nora's eyes and then turned to Roulan, offering words of appreciation, "Both of you performed admirably. Now, we need you and your teams to come with us."
Nora inquired anxiously, "What about the queen?"
Ali reassured her, saying, "She was far from the explosion, and Leah and Sofia are with her."
However, Ali's words were only partially accurate. Queen Aznek was indeed safe from the fire, guarded by eleven Lions and her companions, except for one glaring absence. Leah had gone to investigate the situation and had unknowingly walked into the area of the second explosion.
Sofia's anguished screams filled the royal residence. Aznek embraced her, trying to provide comfort, but Leah's friend broke free and rushed to the door, desperate to save her friend, Leah. To her dismay, the door was locked, and she yelled at the guards, "Let me out! Let me out!" But there was no response from them; they seemed oblivious to her pleas.
Sofia turned back to Aznek, her voice filled with desperation, "Please, let me go look for her!"
Aznek's heart softened at Sofia's plea, but she gathered her resolve and instructed Giulia to go comfort her distraught friend. The queen's foremost concern lay with the living, fully aware that their fate hinged on the actions of Ali and his two allies' armies, who had finally united. They had suffered the loss of approximately a thousand brave men and women, but there was no time for grieving, for half of the enemy's forces were now advancing towards them.
Ali raised his sword and addressed the gathered troops, his voice resonating with determination, "If we don't halt these men, our mothers and wives may be enslaved. We defend our nation and fight for our loved ones. Show no mercy to the enemy!"
"Let's move!" bellowed Alighieri, and the Solumy army surged forward to confront an enemy force twice their size.
Horses thundered from both sides as they charged toward each other, the soldiers in the vanguard brandishing their spears, ready to engage. The clash was fierce, and cries of battle filled the air. Ali rode on horseback, charging in a straight line and dispatching anyone who crossed his path.
Nora remained toward the rear with the remnants of their team, steadily releasing arrows into the enemy ranks. Arsalan dismounted, keenly targeting the soldiers in blue attire, the commanders. He methodically eliminated them one by one, joined by Alighieri, who shared his concern about the numerical disadvantage. Alighieri recognized that the gap in numbers might ultimately make a difference, but he was undeterred, focused on leveling the playing field by taking out high-ranking enemy officers.
Suddenly, a horn sounded, drawing Alighieri's attention to the other half of the enemy army that had yet to advance. He then turned eastward and saw the presence of yet another army. Alighieri exchanged a glance with Arsalan, whose face was streaked with blood, and voiced his apprehension, "There's a third army. What should we do?"
Arsalan, finishing off one last enemy commander with his ax, turned to his comrade and replied with grim determination, "I don't believe we have any other option but to fight and, if need be, die."
Alighieri acknowledged the truth in his friend's words, and a smile graced his face as he declared, "But not before we've taken down a great many of them!"
The third army chose not to engage in the battle but instead merged with the other half that had been stationed a few hundred feet away. Ali's army halted its advance when the enemy forces began retreating and galloping back toward the two armies. Arsalan and Alighieri directed their soldiers to form ranks, and Ali joined them, perplexed by the unexpected turn of events.
Arsalan inquired, "What's happening?"
"We don't know yet, but get your men ready," Ali replied, assuming that the three armies might attack together. However, that wasn't the case. Only five soldiers from the opposing side advanced and stopped in the midst of the two groups.
Arsalan turned to Ali, questioning, "Do they genuinely seek negotiations, or is this some sort of ruse?"
"There's only one way to find out," Ali replied, determination in his voice. "Alighieri, Arsalan, choose a commander each and come with me."
Ali and his two friends approached, their surprise evident when they saw Nisay standing among the leaders of their enemies. Without letting assumptions form, Nisay began speaking, "Ali, let me introduce Arber, the financial chief of Token, and these men are two of their finest commanders, along with King Hosni."
Ali and his friends stood in disbelief as Arber explained, "We are on your side, Lord Ali. We've come to join your forces, and then we considered negotiating terms with the four kings. They all agreed to cease this battle. Do you concur?"
Ali turned to Alighieri and Arsalan, both of whom were stunned but also filled with immediate relief, realizing that the war was over.
Hosni, the King of Turba, shouted, "Do you agree? Or do you desire more bloodshed?"
Ali smiled and replied, "Pursuing peace is what brought us to this point. Take your soldiers and depart!"
Ali then asked Alighieri to inform the queen, his heart swelling with happiness, knowing that once their opponents left Solum, the threat would be extinguished.
However, Ali was mistaken. Unbeknownst to him during their negotiations, a small Union army had stealthily infiltrated the castle. Though they numbered only a hundred, they were a formidable group of ruthless mercenaries led by Princess Helena. Their sole mission: to assassinate the queen and present her head as a gruesome trophy to the empire.
The eleven Lions formed a protective barrier in front of the royal residence, where Aznek and her companions sought refuge. Helena, the princess with a ruthless determination, ordered her hundred soldiers, "Kill them all, and show no mercy!" Her forces charged toward the queen's defenders.
Helena initially reveled in the ease with which her mission seemed to be progressing. Her spies had accurately pinpointed the queen's hiding place, and she eagerly anticipated getting her hands on her prey. To her surprise, however, her soldiers began falling one by one. The eleven Lions fought with an almost supernatural ferocity, systematically eliminating her men. Yet, their exhaustion began to take its toll, and Helena's remaining forces gained the upper hand.
Queen Aznek watched helplessly from her window as her valiant protectors succumbed one after another. Her two armies were too distant to come to their aid. The last Lion fell, fatally wounded with a spear in his back. The queen couldn't fault them; they had fought fiercely and cost Helena nearly all her men. The princess now had only three mercenaries left. Inside the royal residence, Aznek stood with Giulia, Sofia, and a few trembling servants who were terrified.
"Have no fear! The door is sturdy; it will withstand them until help arrives," Aznek reassured them.
She gazed out the window, praying to see Ali or any strong ally capable of defeating Helena and her remaining troops. To her astonishment, she spotted someone heading toward them. Aznek could hardly believe her eyes—it was Sofia, who had been with her just moments before but had managed to pilfer the key and exit the house.
"Helena!" Sofia shouted, her voice filled with defiance. "You and I have unfinished business!"
Helena eagerly accepted the challenge, dismounting her horse.
"A feeble woman like you could never kill me! Come and fight, you wretch!" Helena taunted as she approached Sofia.
Sofia charged toward Helena with her sword, but the princess proved to be quicker, skillfully evading Sofia's attack and delivering a powerful kick to her side. Sofia tumbled to the ground, her head striking a rock, rendering her motionless as blood began to flow from her head. Giulia screamed in terror and tried to flee the house, but Aznek firmly restrained her.
"Aznek warned Giulia, You can't take her and her three men alone. Stay here with me, we'll wait for backup.'"
Giulia was on the verge of responding when Aznek's prayers were miraculously answered. One of the legendary swordsmen, Alighieri himself, materialized on the scene, sword in hand.
"Princess Helena, is this how you wage your war? By sneaking in like rats!" Alighieri shouted with disdain.
Giulia couldn't contain her joy, and Aznek held her hand tightly, whispering, "Our patience has been rewarded."
"Kill the rebel," Helena ordered her three remaining mercenaries.
They charged toward Alighieri simultaneously. Alighieri, however, bided his time until they drew near. Then, with precision and swiftness, he executed a series of calculated moves. First, he dropped to one knee and slashed the feet of one attacker. As he rose, he brandished a dagger in his left hand, deftly slicing the belly of the second assailant. The third attacker attempted to strike Alighieri from behind, but the skilled Solumy warrior responded with quick and decisive action. He used his blade to parry the opponent's sword and drove his other blade into the man's chest.
Giulia had never been prouder of Alighieri, grateful that he had arrived in the nick of time to save her and her queen. Her smile, however, was short-lived. She noticed Alighieri heading toward the house to deliver the news of their victory to the queen, having momentarily forgotten about Helena, assuming she had fled and showing no interest in pursuing her. But Ceres' daughter had different plans. She approached Alighieri from behind and stabbed him, withdrawing her dagger and driving it into his side once more before kicking him to the ground.
Giulia's anguished scream echoed throughout the house, her cries filled with love and anguish for the man she held dear. Aznek embraced her tightly, attempting to provide solace, but Giulia's grief ignited a furious rage within her. With unwavering determination, Giulia left the royal residence and set her sights on Helena.
Aznek understood that her best friend was headed for certain death, and the only course of action that seemed right was to confront Helena herself and stand by Giulia's side. She entrusted the key to one of the women inside the house and issued a stern command, "Do not open this door unless it's one of us."
Giulia hurled a dagger at Helena in a desperate attempt to wound her, but the princess effortlessly evaded the attack, wearing a mocking smile.
"That's not how you throw!" Helena taunted as she hurled a knife back at Giulia. Despite Giulia's efforts to evade it, the blade pierced her left side, causing her to collapse to the ground.
As Aznek advanced toward Helena, her own combat skills were far from impressive, yet she stood her ground just like Roulan and Nora. Her eyes emanated a menacing resolve that momentarily gave Helena pause, despite Aznek's lack of combat prowess.
"I will flay you alive and make you a warning to any king who dares challenge the empire!" Helena threatened.
Aznek stood firm, clutching a dagger and speaking with unwavering determination, "Your doomed empire will crumble soon!"
Helena let out a piercing scream, poised to take her first step forward, when a voice erupted from behind her.
"Helena!"
The princess spun around to behold the last person she wished to encounter and the very individual she desired to eliminate most: her sister, Leah.
A sudden expression of relief and joy crossed Aznek's face. She had believed Leah had perished in the fire, but fortunately, Leah survived, albeit covered in ashes and soot, yet miraculously unharmed.
"Today, you will pay for all your crimes," Leah seethed through gritted teeth.
Helena retrieved another sword from the ground and assumed a combat stance, preparing for the showdown she had long dreaded.
"Drop your weapon, you stand no chance!" Leah ordered firmly.
Helena smiled defiantly and retorted, "We'll see about that." With sudden speed, she sprinted toward her sister. Leah skillfully used one of her blades to block Helena's sword and the pommel of her second blade to strike Helena in the head. Despite the hit, Helena remained on her feet and launched another attack. This time, Leah met her blow for blow. After just three swings, Leah disarmed her younger sister and delivered a punch to her face, causing Helena to topple to the ground.
Tears filled Leah's eyes as she faced Helena, who, though beaten, didn't lose her cunning. "Please, don't kill me, sister," Helena implored, her voice quivering with fear. "Our father manipulated us both. Remember, you too were his pawn when you killed Isaac. He's the one who drove me to this!"
Leah's heart softened momentarily, but she steeled herself and replied, "I killed Isaac, but I never took pleasure in it."
Helena continued to weep, uttering, "I don't want to die at my sister's hand. You were like a mother to me!"
Watching the scene unfold, Aznek felt a deep sense of distrust toward Helena. She couldn't help but interject, "Leah! She's deceiving you! She doesn't deserve to be your sister. She killed your friends!"
Leah found herself torn between her loyalty to her sister and her duty to her queen. She moved toward Aznek, attempting to negotiate on Helena's behalf.
Aznek's suspicions were validated, for Helena was merely feigning remorse. The moment Leah turned her back to her, Helena seized a dagger and charged toward her sister with the intent to stab her. In a daring leap, she aimed for Leah's back. Unaware of the imminent danger, Leah stood frozen, and Aznek watched in dread, knowing that no warning could reach Leah in time.
Yet, from out of nowhere, someone intervened. A figure stabbed Helena in the back, causing her to fall forward. As she turned to see her assailant, Helena's shock was palpable. To her astonishment, it was Sofia, her sister's friend, her face smeared with blood.
Sofia knelt beside Helena, her voice cold and unforgiving as she whispered, "I promised you I would kill you. Now, listen closely before you die. The empire will crumble, and your father with it. It's a pity you won't live to witness it." Without giving Helena a chance to respond, Sofia dispatched her, ending her life like a sacrificial goat.
"Not too far from Sofia, Giulia struggled for breath. Summoning all her strength, she began to crawl towards Alighieri, disregarding her own wounds. Her sole concern was reaching him, lying just a few feet away. She pressed onward, ignoring her injuries, until she reached his side. Gently, she clasped his right hand and tears streamed down her face.
Tears streaming down her face, she whispered, "Forgive me, my love. Walking away from you was the greatest mistake of my life. Loving you, that was the most beautiful thing I've ever experienced."
She held onto his hand tightly, her tears falling freely. In her heart, she wished for a quick end, but then she heard Alighieri cough.
"Alighieri, Alighieri, are you still with me?" she asked, her voice trembling.
Alighieri struggled to open his eyes and gazed at the woman he had loved so deeply. A faint smile crossed his lips as he spoke in a soft voice, "Fate didn't grant us a reunion under the same roof, but I'm grateful that you're the last person I'll see."
Giulia fought back her tears. "Do you forgive me?" she asked, her voice choked with emotion.
"I never stopped loving you," Alighieri replied, squeezing her hand weakly. "For that, I will always be grateful."
With one last exchanged smile, they departed from the realm of the living, together.






  
  Chapter 34


The rebels had achieved the improbable once more, winning a war they had never dared to imagine winning. Four armies had marched upon their newfound sanctuary, intent on breaching the walls of Solumy and annihilating them all. Fortunately, their newfound ally, Queen Aznek, had provided the crucial support they needed against thirty thousand soldiers and emerged victorious. 
Yet, the taste of victory was bitter. The loss of over a thousand brave men and women weighed heavily on the hearts of the people of Solum, overshadowing the epic triumph. Tears flowed freely as they mourned their fallen loved ones, drowning in sorrow. Queen Aznek, too, grieved deeply for the loss of a cherished friend who was more than a sister to her – Giulia, the woman who had stood by her side and helped secure her son's throne, the woman who had given her life defending her queen.
For the first time in her life, Aznek wished she weren't a queen so she could properly mourn her friend. But as a ruler, she couldn't afford herself that luxury. Since Ceres had ascended to the throne, Solum had never been stronger, but the queen was wise enough to know that victory could turn against her if she didn't remain vigilant.
Following the somber burial of the martyrs, Queen Aznek decided to personally visit her newfound allies, the rebels. She expected that the loss of Alighieri would devastate them, and indeed, it had. Nora had secluded herself in her room, avoiding contact with others, just like Roulan and Sai. Arsalan had left the castle and retreated to the solitude of the woods, feeling lonelier than ever. His heart, once on the path to healing from the losses of Keita and Aiyla, now bore a deeper scar.
Ali, however, did not grant himself the luxury of grieving, for he understood what lay ahead. When the queen knocked on his door, he was dressed in his formal attire. His eyes were alert, and he greeted the queen with a warm smile, saying, "I considered paying you a visit, Your Grace, but I wanted to give you the time to mourn for your people first."
The queen managed a smile, though her eyes betrayed the facade with a subtle frown.
"People like us often grieve in silence," the queen remarked. "How do you manage it? You've suffered profound losses, yet here you stand, resolute as ever."
Ali gestured for Aznek to take a seat, but she suggested they move to the council meeting room. He acquiesced, saying, "After you, Your Grace."
As they began walking, Ali inquired, "How are you feeling?"
A sly smile graced the queen's lips as she retorted, "I believe I asked you a question, didn't I?"
"Forgive me, Your Grace," Ali replied. "Grief doesn't honor those we've lost, nor does it serve us well. It weakens us and leaves us more vulnerable. What I owe to Alighieri and Giulia isn't tears, but rather the commitment to carry on their cause."
The more Aznek got to know Ali, the more she admired him. He was willing to sacrifice everything for Keita and Alighieri, but now that they were gone, he honored their memory by ensuring they received a proper burial and a prayer. Then, he turned his focus to protecting the living, making it his priority to safeguard every innocent man and woman.
"Why don't you go and ask Leah to join us in the meeting while I fetch my cousin, Nora?" proposed the queen.
Ali hadn't seen Leah since the war's end. Her face bore the marks of ashes, and her eyes were red from mourning her sister, Helena. Ali was relieved that Sofia had dealt with Helena's fate, as Leah's involvement would have left her even more devastated. The leader of the rebels had chosen to give Leah the time and space to grieve, but now the queen had given him a directive he couldn't ignore. Moreover, he was eager to see her once again.
"Come in," a voice beckoned from within when Ali knocked on the door. He entered to find her seated in a chair, just as beautiful as he remembered. His heart skipped a beat as she greeted him with a smile.
"How are you?" Ali inquired.
"Better than you. I can't put on a façade like you can," she replied.
Ali nodded, but instead of immediately conveying the queen's message, he broached a subject he hadn't planned on discussing.
"May I ask you something?" he began.
His tone conveyed the gravity of the question, prompting her to rise from her seat and nod in response.
"You still want to be with me, despite what I told you about my fate with the Thinkers. Why?" Ali asked.
"I thought I'd already given you my answer," Leah replied, leaving Ali momentarily speechless. She took a couple of steps closer, her blue eyes shimmering with tears. "You're the only man I'm meant to be with. Whether I have a year or a hundred years with you, it wouldn't change a thing."
"I don't know if I deserve all of this," Ali admitted.
Leah smiled warmly and said, "Every man who can steal a woman's heart deserves exactly that."
Ali gently took her right hand and suggested, "We have a meeting to attend!"
A smile graced Leah's lips as she followed Ali to see the queen, who sat on her throne, still grappling with her sorrows. Fortunately, the news brought by Ali and Leah managed to lift some of her sadness.
Queen Aznek rose from her seat, her voice brimming with excitement. "The kingdom needs a grand wedding to help us heal from the losses we've all endured."
The jubilant atmosphere in the council room was abruptly disrupted when Nora entered, her face impassive, but her red eyes revealing her inner turmoil.
"Your Grace, how could you form an alliance with the king who usurped my father, a man who was like a father to you?" Nora inquired, her tone polite but filled with anger.
Aznek sensed the underlying fury in Nora's words and chose not to reprimand her. Instead, she responded, "I formed an alliance with Token, not the king."
Nora was about to retort when Aznek interrupted her, summoning a guard. The guard approached and stood before the queen, who leaned in to whisper something in his ear. Ali and Leah exchanged concerned glances, fearing that the queen might be contemplating Nora's arrest for her disrespect towards the council and the queen.
Nora herself entertained the same thought but remained silent, as did the others in attendance. Moments later, the guard returned with two men. Nora recognized one of them as Nisay, but the other was introduced as Arber, the financial chief of Token.
"I presume you're Rajab's daughter, Nora?" Arber remarked. "You have his eyes, though he was rarely angry."
Nora clenched her teeth. "That's why you took his kingdom."
Arber turned to Nisay, offering a wry smile. "Exactly as you described her," he commented before turning his attention back to Nora. "The execution of your father tore my heart apart."
Nora maintained her stern demeanor. "And you found solace in serving a usurper."
"I'm not proud of it," Arber responded firmly. "It was either that or die and let others assist the usurper in wiping out your dynasties. Remember, I am Token too."
Nora remained silent, unable to find words to respond. Seeing her reaction, Arber decided to proceed with delivering his news.
"Your Grace," Arber began, pausing to gauge Nora's reaction. She did nothing except stare at him and then glanced at Aznek, who was smiling.
Arber approached Nora and knelt before her, then rose to one knee. "Your Grace, may I hold your hand?" he asked.
Nora turned to the queen, who maintained her smile and nodded. Arber retrieved a ring from his pocket and delicately placed it on Nora's finger.
"As of today," Arber declared, "I, the financial chief and a council member, hereby name you Queen of Token on behalf of the Tokens. Will you accept to serve your kingdom until your last breath?"
Nora's eyes welled up with tears as she remembered this speech, which she had learned by heart at the tender age of eight. The only thing that stood between her and her throne now was a single word, "Aye," and she spoke it with unwavering determination.
She turned to Ali, who grinned and remarked, "I told you. You're a queen, meant to be served."
Nisay observed the scene, taking in Nora's tears of happiness. Queen Aznek whispered something to her cousin, and to everyone's astonishment, Nora ordered all council members to leave except for Nisay. None questioned her first command as queen.
Now face to face with the new queen, Nisay felt a sense of pride he had never experienced before. However, the smile disappeared from Nora's face, and she addressed him with a serious tone.
"How can I repay you?" she inquired.
A look of surprise crossed Nisay's face. "I didn't do it to be repaid. I did it because it was your birthright."
"Then why didn't the queen and Ali think of doing it? Are you braver than Ali or more powerful than Aznek?" Nora pressed.
"Your Grace..." Nisay began.
"Don't call me 'Your Grace.' I'm not your queen," Nora interrupted. "So why did you do it? And don't try to deceive me; I would know if you did."
Nisay sighed. "I don't possess Ali's wisdom, and I lack the queen's power. I was simply foolish."
Nora continued to gaze at him intently as Nisay poured out his heart, confessing his feelings.
"From the moment I saw you in that cell," he confessed, "I fell in love with you. At that time, I wished you were just a commoner, so I could ask you to spend the rest of your life with me. But you weren't. You were a princess destined to sit on a throne, becoming one of the most powerful people on earth. I thought that by returning your throne to you, you might return my love. But when you regained it, I realized how foolish that idea was. Your destiny is to rule a part of the world, while my place is within a tribe. The best I could wish for is to become a commander in a decent kingdom."
A smile graced Nora's lips, and Nisay pressed on, "Forgive me for my audacity."
"You're quite foolish," Nora replied, "for underestimating me."
"Sorry once again, Your Grace," Nisay apologized, "but, in my defense, you made me say that."
This time, Nora burst into laughter. "I accompanied you to Okorom. I spent days with your family and the girls of your tribe. I didn't care much for your history, despite its greatness, or your way of life. My interest was focused solely on one soul—yours! Do you know what that means when a girl does that? No, you don't. It's because I have feelings for you too."
"But you're a queen," Nisay protested, only to be interrupted by the queen herself.
"And I'm a human who needs a man by her side," Nora declared, her voice filled with emotion, "someone who loves her like no other and is willing to do anything for her. And do you know what you did? You ventured alone to confront an entire kingdom. You outsmarted everyone there and restored my throne. You're not only the man I want to spend the rest of my life with, but also the king who can rule beside me!"

      [image: image-placeholder]After one week, the pervasive sadness began to dissipate, and joy began to radiate throughout Solum. The fallen martyrs became cherished memories, their names etched not only into the soil of their graves but also eternally engraved within the hearts of the Solumies.
Before Nora embarked on her journey to rule her newfound kingdom, Aznek convened Ali's companions along with three esteemed commanders. Ali had a strong inkling about the purpose of this assembly, and his intuition was not amiss. Despite their recent victory over Turba, Turangy, Dharatee, and Topraki, Aznek recognized that it was just one battle among many that loomed on the horizon with Ceres. She lacked a council to provide guidance, and a well-considered strategy to counter the empire's looming threat.
All assembled punctually. Arsalan and Sai had visibly improved since the initial days following the war, though smiles were still a rare sight. Roulan, spurred by the appointment of her friend Nora as Queen of Token and Leah's impending wedding, had momentarily cast aside the burdens of the past. Similarly, Sofia was preoccupied with supporting the bride-to-be.
Queen Aznek began, "I extend my gratitude to each of you for joining me in this council. We have weathered a fierce assault from four kingdoms. While the cost was heavy, it's essential to acknowledge your unwavering commitment. None among you hesitated to lay down their life for this triumph. Therefore, we must not grieve for Alighieri, Giulia, and all our departed comrades. Instead, we should admire them, for they sacrificed themselves for a belief in a better future. This, my friends, is the pride and honor we should uphold in our lives, and if necessary, in our deaths!"
Roulan raised her sword and proclaimed, "To Alighieri and Giulia!" The others echoed their names thrice.
The queen continued, "To honor their memory, we must safeguard our hard-won victory."
"And we must act quickly!" chimed in one of the commanders.
Aznek cast a contemplative gaze upon him. "Perhaps not quickly," she responded. "Ceres has lost both his advisor and his daughter. He is a shrewd man. He understands that hasty reactions may only invite further losses."
Sai inquired, "So, what is our course of action? Should we wait?"
"I do not possess all the answers," replied the queen. "But I am certain of one thing – we cannot afford to be complacent."
"We can consolidate our forces and launch a strike against the four kingdoms while they're still reeling from their losses," Nora proposed.
Among the assembled, Ali was the sole dissenter, his lack of enthusiasm for Nora's idea evident. The others readily gave their blessings without hesitation. Queen Aznek observed Ali's reticence and wasted no time in asking him to explain his reservations.
Arsalan turned his attention first to Ali and then to the queen. "Your grace, he hasn't expressly rejected the idea."
The queen responded, "His lips may be silent, but his eyes betray him. If you doubt me, ask his future wife." Leah smiled, tacitly affirming the queen's insight.
"You're absolutely right, your grace," Ali admitted before rising from his seat and moving among them. "Let's assume we conquer the four kingdoms as you all desire. We still lack the legitimacy to rule them, and if we resort to force, you can well imagine the outcome. We'll be no better than the Union."
"So you propose keeping them as our enemies instead," one of the commanders scoffed.
"No, I propose giving them a reason to become our allies," Ali replied firmly.
The commander remained skeptical. "As if we possess more wealth than the empire!"
To steer clear of the debate, the queen quickly interjected, "What is your suggestion, Ali?"
"It may sound unconventional, so I recommend you hear it from someone else: The Thinkers."
Queen Aznek sought to gauge the reactions of every attendee before issuing a command. "Guard!" she called, and a guard promptly entered. "Prepare horses for all council members," she ordered. Turning to the assembly, she declared, "Get ready, for we embark on a long journey ahead. We're heading to the Blessing Tree!"
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