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The dawn light broke over Kingsland’s shattered skyline, spilling pale gold across crumbling rooftops and blasted towers. Smoke still coiled from smoldering fires in the distance, carrying the acrid stench of gunpowder and charred stone. Shattered glass and spent bullet casings glittered along the boulevard leading toward the Presidential Palace, catching the light like false jewels. The once-grand capital lay open and ruined-walls pocked by shellfire, statues of long-dead kings toppled and graffitied with revolutionary slogans. In the uneasy hush of morning, only distant gunfire and the crackle of a loudspeaker disturbed the air.
Commander Janko stood in the ghostly half-light, heart pounding as he surveyed the broken road ahead. He was a stocky figure silhouetted against the ashen sky, wrapped in a threadbare military coat, the insurgents’ red armband knotted tightly at his sleeve. Dust and soot smeared his face. In his gloved hands, he clenched his rifle so hard his knuckles showed pale beneath the grime.
This is it, he thought. All the years of blood and sacrifice had narrowed to this hour, this strip of road, this failing light.
He exhaled slowly into the cold air, trying to steady the storm inside him. Fear throbbed in his chest-raw and insistent-but resolve pressed down harder. He tasted adrenaline, sharp and metallic, as he swallowed and fixed his gaze on the palace dome ahead. Dawn, he knew, was a fragile thing. It did not last on its own.

Behind him, his ragged force of dissenting soldiers waited in tense silence, sheltering behind the shattered remains of an arcade. Many were young-boys and girls with haunted eyes that held exhaustion and fierce, trembling hope in equal measure. Each carried a private weight that had driven them here, and Janko felt the burden of their expectation settle heavily across his shoulders. He turned to face them, flexing his fingers against the rifle stock.

“Comrades,” he said, his voice low and steady, betraying none of the unease threading through him. “This is our moment.” His breath clouded as he spoke. “The palace is two hundred meters down that road.”

He gestured toward the wide avenue stretching ahead, toward the marble steps glinting faintly at the far end. Even in ruin, the Presidential Palace loomed-its dome cracked, its banners hanging in tatters.

“Tomasi is barricaded inside,” Janko continued. “We end this today-or we die trying.”
A murmur rippled through the group. Some tightened their grips on their weapons. Others nodded, jaws set. Janko watched their faces closely and felt something shift inside him: not pride, exactly, but an awareness of how easily certainty spread when spoken aloud. Plans were thin things. Words, spoken at the right moment, could do more.
In the silence that followed, the loudspeaker crackled to life. Static hissed, then a tinny, authoritative voice rolled across the empty boulevard-imperious, but fraying at the edges.
“Citizens of Kingsland, remain in your homes. The traitors will be dealt with shortly. Your President is still in control.”
President Marco Tomasi’s voice echoed thinly between broken buildings. Janko felt anger coil in his gut-hot, familiar, tightening his chest. Control, the man still claimed. Control over rubble and ghosts.

Janko raised his fist. At his signal, the rebels broke from cover and surged onto the open boulevard. A machine gun barked from a palace parapet almost immediately, tracer rounds slicing through the pale dawn and chewing into concrete. Janko dove behind the burned-out shell of a truck as screams cut through the air-a fighter went down clutching his leg, blood already darkening the dust.
Janko clenched his teeth. “Now!” he shouted.
A grenade arced upward, spun once, and detonated in a bloom of orange flame. The gun nest vanished in smoke and debris. The fire stuttered and died. Janko was already moving, pushing forward through acrid smoke and splintered iron gates, boots skidding on shattered stone.
Two palace guards staggered in the courtyard, disoriented by smoke and shock. Janko shot one cleanly. The second-no more than a boy-threw down his rifle and fell to his knees, hands raised, terror naked in his eyes.
“Don’t shoot! I surrender!” the boy pleaded.

For a heartbeat, Janko kept his rifle trained on him. Rage surged-faces of lost friends flashed through his mind, all of them killed by men in uniforms like this one. His finger tightened.
Then he lowered the weapon.
“Go home,” he said.  The boy stared, uncomprehending.

“Run.”
The soldier needed no encouragement. He scrambled to his feet and vanished into the smoke, fleeing like a wisp of fog chased by sunlight.
Janko stood still for a moment longer than necessary, watching the place where the boy had disappeared. Mercy, he knew, was easy when victory felt certain. Harder when belief wavered.
He pushed forward.
Inside the palace gates, the courtyard lay strewn with debris-shell casings, shattered stone, a toppled fountain long since drained dry. The main doors hung crooked on blasted hinges, leading into darkness broken only by the flicker of oil lamps. Tomasi had prepared for a siege, but preparation without loyalty was little more than theater.
Shouted orders echoed from within-sharp, panicked, unraveling. Janko motioned his fighters forward.

The grand foyer opened before them in ruined splendor: soot-stained carpets, shattered chandeliers, gilded columns scarred by bullets. A massive portrait of Tomasi hung askew on the wall, a bullet hole punched neatly through one painted eye. Janko felt a brief, grim satisfaction-and something colder beneath it. Symbols fell easily. Replacing them was harder.

A final cluster of palace guards made their stand on the mezzanine above. Muzzle flashes lit the gloom as marble and glass exploded around the rebels. Janko dove for cover, firing in controlled bursts, his voice cutting through the chaos.

“Surrender!”
The word echoed off the vaulted ceiling. Slowly, the return fire faltered. Rifles clattered to the floor. Hands rose, trembling. The last defenders descended the staircase under guard, eyes fixed on the ground.
The way to Tomasi was open. They reached the oak double doors of the presidential office. One stood ajar, revealing velvet drapes, towering shelves, and a desk polished to an indecent shine. At its far end stood President Marco Tomasi, pistol shaking in his hand.

Janko stepped inside and leveled his rifle.

Tomasi was a thickset man in his sixties, his once-impeccable suit rumpled and stained with sweat. Silver hair clung uncertainly to his scalp. Panic glazed his eyes as the rebels spread through the room.

“Don’t come any closer!” Tomasi barked, his command cracking into a plea.

“It’s over,” Janko said quietly. “Your guards are finished. The city is ours. Drop the gun.”

Tomasi’s face twisted. “You think you can govern?” he snarled weakly. “You destroy everything and call it freedom. Kingsland will choke on you.”

Behind Janko, Major Makeke spoke, voice raw with hatred. “Kingsland already has.”

Tomasi laughed, a dry, broken sound. “Look at the city,” he said, gesturing wildly toward the shattered windows. “Ashes and corpses. Is that your justice?”

Beyond the glass, distant cheers drifted upward-tentative, then swelling. Tomasi’s eyes flicked toward the heavy curtains.

“Tomasi,” Janko said sharply.

The President turned back. The pistol flared. Pain burned across Janko’s arm as the bullet grazed him. He fired in the same instant. The rifle cracked. Tomasi staggered, disbelief freezing his features as red bloomed across his shirt. He collapsed face-first onto the marble floor, the sound final and dull.

Silence flooded the room.

Janko lowered his weapon slowly, breath shaking. Triumph, sorrow, and something heavier tangled inside him. We’re free now, he told himself-and wondered, for the briefest moment, what freedom would demand in return.

The cheering outside grew louder.

“Commander,” Makeke said softly. “They’re waiting.” Janko nodded and turned toward the balcony.
When he stepped into the light, the plaza erupted. His name rose in a thousand voices, chanted again and again. Janko gripped the stone railing, unease tightening beneath his ribs. He raised his hand, and the crowd stilled.
“Fellow citizens,” he called. “The old regime is finished.”

The cheer that followed shook the square.

“Kingsland is no more,” he continued, letting the words hang. “From this day forward, we begin anew.”

The chant returned, louder than before.

Janko closed his eyes briefly. He felt the weight of it settle-not the victory, but the sound itself, the hunger beneath it.

The dawn had come. And already, it was asking to be taught how to last.
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The palace did not sleep. Even in victory, the building breathed uneasily-stone cooling after fire, corridors sighing with the memory of boots that had marched, run, fallen. Somewhere in the distance a window rattled in the early wind, tapping softly, as if the walls themselves were uncertain the war was truly over.
Commander Janko stood alone in the former presidential map room.

The lights were dim. Only two lamps burned, casting long, unsettled shadows across the walls. Maps still clung there-creases torn, corners curling-showing borders that had already died. Pins lay scattered across the floor where the table had been struck during the assault. Red, blue, yellow heads rolled together like beads spilled from a broken necklace.

Janko had not sat down since the shooting stopped. His coat lay folded on a chair, careful, deliberate. His rifle leaned against the wall, barrel down, finally at rest. A bandage wrapped his grazed arm, stiff with drying blood. He had refused morphine. He needed the ache. He needed to feel what victory cost. Outside, the people were still awake. Their voices rose and fell in waves from the plaza-singing, chanting, laughing too loudly, as if silence itself had become dangerous. Victory had loosened something volatile. Hope, he thought. Or hunger wearing celebration like borrowed clothes.

He rubbed his face with both hands and exhaled. So this is what comes after, he thought. Not quiet. Not relief. Weight. Footsteps approached the doorway. Janko stiffened instinctively, then relaxed as Major Makeke appeared, helmet tucked under one arm, soot still clinging to his uniform.

“They’re calling for you again,” Makeke said. “They won’t leave the square.”

Janko nodded but did not turn.

Makeke lingered. “The compound is secure. Communications too. But there’s a problem.”
Janko waited.
“No food stores,” Makeke said finally. “What Tomasi didn’t sell, he burned. Fuel is low. The ministries-what’s left of them-are empty shells. We have enthusiasm. We don’t have paper. Or staff. Or systems.”

Silence settled between them.Janko stepped closer to the wall and touched one of the maps. The paper flaked beneath his fingers, dry and fragile.

“How long?” he asked.

Makeke swallowed. “Before things turn?” He chose the word carefully. “Days. Maybe a week.”
A shout rose outside-Janko’s name again. Louder this time. Hungrier. Janko closed his eyes.
“All revolutions stall here,” he said quietly. “At the moment when belief outruns preparation.”
Makeke frowned. “We can slow them. Curfews. Rations.”
“And admit uncertainty?” Janko turned then, eyes sharp despite the exhaustion pulling at them. “You saw them out there. They didn’t win a war to be told to wait.”

Makeke said nothing.

Janko walked to the desk that had once belonged to Tomasi. He did not sit. Sitting would feel like claiming it. Instead, he leaned forward, palms pressed flat against the polished wood.

“They need movement,” Janko said. “Direction. Meaning.”

“Meaning doesn’t fill stomachs,” Makeke replied.

“No,” Janko agreed softly. “But it keeps people standing long enough
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