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For those who stayed obedient
even after they understood.
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I welcome all of you... to a world drenched in the clash of steel, where heads tumble and blood stains the earth. Each death does not simply end a life — it bends the flow of time, stirring hidden desires and awakening the monsters that lurk in the hearts of men.

Here, death is not silent. It is tempting. It seduces. It simmers beneath your skin, coaxing the darkness within to rise, relentless and hungry.
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Night pressed down on the city of Ossus, heavy with music and smoke.

Vera did not hear the festival anymore.

Her breath counted itself without her permission.
Four in.
Six out.
Blood clung to her gloves, warm enough to be distracting. She flexed her fingers once, just enough to make sure they still obeyed. The last body lay at her feet, throat opened cleanly, eyes already losing their argument with the world.

Too many.

She had stopped counting somewhere after ten.

The festival light ended a few steps behind her. Beyond it, the street dipped into shadow — a place the crowd would not notice, even if they tried. Even now, laughter drifted close enough to feel like mockery.

Then the air changed.

It was subtle. Not a sound. A pressure, like the moment before a storm admits itself.

She turned.

He was already there.

Soren stood among the bodies as if they had arranged themselves for his arrival. His coat hung perfectly, untouched by the blood at his feet. Moonlight traced the sharp line of his face and slipped away, unwilling to stay.

He did not look at her.

That unsettled her more than if he had.

He moved with care. Not urgency. Not hesitation. Each motion had a beginning and an end, nothing wasted. Heads were removed with surgical calm — a turn, a pull, a release. Blood lifted briefly into the air, then fell, obedient.

Vera’s grip tightened.

This was not rage.
This was not revenge.
A construct unfolded beside him — black metal threaded with cold blue light, rotating slowly, reverently. It hummed at a frequency she felt behind her eyes.

He rose.

The city dropped away beneath him. Lanterns blurred. The festival became sound without shape. From below, no one could have seen him — only the promise of something about to happen.

The heads were launched upward.

They spread evenly, too precise to be accidental, too distant to be recognized. At that height, they were nothing but silhouettes against the dark.

Vera felt her stomach tighten.

Below, the crowd leaned back.

She heard a child laugh.

Points of light appeared around Soren’s hands — thin, pale, restrained. Not fire. Not heat. Something compressed. Intent made visible. They drifted into alignment, each one settling beneath a falling shape above.

Her chest hurt.

He struck upward.

The lights surged, cutting through the night like rising stars. Impact blossomed into color — red bleeding into violet, violet dissolving into gold. The heads ceased to exist. What remained scattered as brilliance.

The sky bloomed.

The crowd gasped.

Applause followed. Words floated upward, light and careless.

“Beautiful.”
“So romantic.”
Ash drifted down, faint enough to vanish before touching skin.

Vera’s blade lowered.

Not by choice.

Something in her chest folded inward — not horror, not anger. Recognition, sharp and unwanted. The light above did not feel false.

That frightened her.

Soren descended through the fading glow. As he passed her rooftop, his gaze shifted.

It found her.

For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to that look — not challenge, not triumph. Awareness. As if he were acknowledging a truth she had spent her life avoiding.

Then he turned away.

The final firework burst on cue. The crowd erupted. Music reclaimed the night.

Vera stood alone in the shadow, breathing wrong.

And the festival continued.
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The chamber smelled of ink, cold stone, and old metal.

Vera stood at the center of it, boots aligned with the faint groove carved into the floor — a mark worn smooth by generations of obedience. The ceiling arched high above, ribs of dark marble disappearing into shadow. Every sound lingered too long here. Breath echoed. Fabric whispered.

She kept her hands still.

Blood had been scrubbed from them hours ago. Hot water. Abrasive salt. The smell still clung — iron ghosting beneath the soap, lodged somewhere memory refused to rinse away. When she flexed her fingers, the skin pulled tight, raw from discipline masquerading as cleanliness.

Across the table, the magistrate did not look at her.

“State your report,” he said, voice dry as parchment.

Vera inhaled.

Four counts in.
Six out.
“The assassins were neutralized,” she said. Her voice sounded correct. Measured. “They bore Kingdom markings beneath their cloaks. Forged or stolen.”

The quill scratched.

She stared at the black vein in the marble between her boots, a hairline fracture running forward like a path. Her chest felt wrong — tight, shallow, as if her lungs were performing the act of breathing rather than truly doing it.

“How many?” the magistrate asked.

A pause — barely there.

“Approximately fifteen.”

Not a lie.
Not the truth.
The quill paused, then resumed. Ink pooled slightly, too dark, too thick. Vera’s gaze fixed on it, watching the way it spread before settling. She felt a pulse behind her eyes — not pain, not yet — just pressure.

“And the disturbance above the festival?” another voice asked. Younger. Eager. Afraid of being wrong.

Disturbance.

Her jaw tightened.

“A hostile entity intervened,” she said. “Engaged the remaining threats.”

The word remaining tasted bitter. She swallowed anyway.

“What kind of entity?” the magistrate asked.

Vera hesitated.

In her mind, the sky bloomed.

Color erupted behind her eyes — red breaking into violet, violet dissolving into gold. She smelled smoke that wasn’t there, felt heat that had never touched her skin. Somewhere deep, applause thundered again, distant and delighted.

Beautiful.

Her fingers curled before she could stop them.

“A highly skilled combatant,” she said. “Airborne. Arcane augmentation suspected.”

The chamber was silent except for the quill.

No one asked how the fireworks had aligned so perfectly.
No one asked why ash had fallen without fire.
A servant passed behind her carrying a brazier. The faint hiss of coals stirred the air, and for a heartbeat Vera’s pulse spiked — her body remembering light where there should not have been any. She forced her shoulders down.

“You are certain the crowd was unharmed?” the younger voice asked.

Vera exhaled.

“Yes.”

The word settled heavily in the room.

Her mind supplied the image without permission — faces tilted upward, eyes bright, mouths open in wonder. A child’s laugh. A woman’s hand tightening around her lover’s. None of them looked close enough to see what they were celebrating.

Her throat tightened.

“Good,” the magistrate said. “The Kingdom cannot afford unrest. You acted decisively.”

Praise landed where it always did — somewhere she had trained herself not to feel.

She nodded once.

“The entity,” the magistrate continued, “has been designated a priority threat. A monster. You will not pursue without authorization.”

Monster.

The word slid into place too easily.

“Yes, sir.”

The quill stopped.

Silence stretched. Vera became aware of her own body again — the faint ache in her calves, the stiffness in her shoulders, the way her breath refused to deepen. She felt as though she were standing just outside herself, watching a performance she knew too well.

“You are dismissed,” the magistrate said.

She turned crisply and walked away.

The corridor outside was cooler, the stone damp beneath her palm as she brushed it passing. Somewhere deeper in the keep, bells rang — not alarms, not warnings. Celebration. The festival had not truly ended. It had simply changed shape.

As she descended the steps, the sound followed her.

Applause.

Soft at first. Then louder, carried by memory rather than distance. Her pace faltered — just a fraction — before discipline reclaimed her legs.

She told herself it would fade.

That the image would be dull.
That color would become darkness again.
But as she stepped into the morning air, ash clung briefly to her cloak — pale, insubstantial, gone when she reached for it.

Vera did not look up.
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