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The body twitches once. That’s all.

Then the blood fans out across the stone, black in the torchlight, steaming faintly in the cold. She doesn’t look away. Doesn’t blink. Doesn’t flinch.

This is justice.

The man’s head rolls a half-turn, mouth still open like it might scream, but he’s already gone. His name was Alric Thorn. Rebel commander. Accused of orchestrating the deaths of two dozen soldiers and five royal advisors. She made sure he lived long enough to hear the sentence read aloud, even as he spat on her boots.

“You’re no blade,” he said before she ended him. “You’re a collar.”

The words linger longer than his pulse.

Kaleira wipes the edge of her sword clean against his coat, then sheaths it in one fluid motion. The metal sings as it slides home. Around her, the execution square stays silent. Guards watch from their posts. Civilians from the capital press close to the barricades, eyes wide, mouths shut. They came to see death. She gave it to them.

One clean strike. One broken symbol.

She steps back, eyes scanning the crowd. No one cheers. They never do. Not for her. Not for the king’s blade.

A boy near the front flinches when her gaze meets his. Not older than ten. Dirt on his face. A fist clenched around his mother’s skirt. She can see the terror in him. Pure, blistering, unfiltered. That should mean something.

It doesn’t.

She turns.

“Burn the body,” she says to the captain.

“Yes, Lady Kaleira.”

He doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t look her in the eye. They rarely do.

She walks from the square with her back straight, heels striking stone like a war drum. She doesn’t look back as the pyre is lit. She doesn’t watch the smoke rise.



The king’s halls smell like oil and incense.

Kaleira moves through them without a sound, flanked by guards, her presence cutting through the silence like her blade through bone. She doesn’t remove her armor. Doesn’t loosen her braid. She’ll clean the blood later. The king likes her as she is: sharp, lethal, loyal.

When she steps into the throne room, she bows, but not deeply.

King Varyn watches her from his seat of black marble, chin resting on one jeweled fist. There’s no crown on his head. He never wears one. He says power should be felt, not flaunted.

“You executed Thorn?” he asks, voice calm and cold.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Cleanly?”

“Of course.”

A faint smile flickers at the edge of his mouth. It never reaches his eyes.

“You’re flawless, Kaleira,” he says. “That’s what makes you feared.”

She says nothing. Praise is a test. He likes obedience, not pride.

“I have another name for you,” he says, waving a page forward.

Another? Already?

She tenses, but not visibly. Her hands stay loose at her sides. The list is always growing. Traitors, dissenters, rebels who speak too loudly or breathe too freely. Most of them she doesn’t remember after they fall. Thorn only lingered because of the way he looked at her. Like she’d already lost.

The page hands her a scroll. She takes it, breaks the seal, and reads.

One name. No title. No noble house. No rank.

Sarre Veylin.

Unknown. Probably nothing. Probably nobody.

“Suspected agitator,” the king says. “New, but clever. She’s moving something behind the scenes. I want her found. I want her silenced.”

Kaleira nods. “Consider it done.”

“Don’t kill her yet,” he adds. “I want to know who’s whispering in her ear.”

She nods again, slower this time.

A seed of irritation flickers in her chest, small but present. Not at the order. At the ambiguity.

She prefers names with weight. Enemies worth remembering.



Back in her chamber, she unstraps her gauntlets and washes the blood from her hands.

It takes longer than usual.

The water runs red, then pink, then clear. She watches it drain away and wonders if Thorn was right. If she’s a collar. If she even remembers what freedom tastes like.

She shakes the thought loose.

She is the Blade of the King. Unquestioned. Unrelenting. Unbroken.

Sarre Veylin will learn that soon enough.

The smoke hasn't cleared, but the heat still clings to the stones.

Sarre crouches on the rooftop, one hand pressed to the warm tile, the other gripping the hilt of her short blade. Below, the execution square empties slowly. A few stragglers linger. Some whisper. Others don't speak at all. The fire's been put out, but the scent of burning flesh hangs in the air like a curse.

Alric's body is gone.

What's left of him was dumped into the pit behind the palace walls. No grave. No marker. Just ash.

Sarre stares at the place where he died. She had watched the whole thing. Close enough to see the swing of the sword. Clean. Merciless. Close enough to see the woman's face. Pale skin, black armor, eyes like winter steel.

The Blade of the King.

She'd expected a monster. Instead, she'd seen something worse. Precision. Discipline. No joy in the kill, no hesitation either. Not a killer for the thrill, but a believer.

That chilled Sarre more than the fire ever could.

A whisper behind her. Barely audible.

She doesn’t turn.

“Don’t sneak up on me,” she says quietly.

“I wasn’t sneaking.” A soft voice, female, familiar. “You said to come when it was over.”

Sarre stands, finally facing her contact. Lira. Young, sharp-eyed, fast with locks and lies. Her fingers twitch at her sides like she wants to be anywhere else.

“It’s done,” Sarre says. “He’s dead.”

Lira nods. “They burned him in front of everyone.”

“I saw.”

A beat of silence. Then...

“Are we still doing it? The breach tonight?”

Sarre doesn't answer right away. Her jaw tightens. Rage burns slow in her blood. Not the kind that shouts. The kind that calcifies.

“Yes,” she says. “We’re still doing it.”

Lira frowns. “But you said if Alric fell-”

“I know what I said.” Her tone is flat. Sharp enough to cut.

She breathes in through her nose. Control. Precision. The same traits she saw in the king’s blade, twisted into something she hates.

“We do it because he fell. Because they think they’ve won.”

Lira nods, but it's uneasy. She’s brave, but not fearless. Fearless people die fast.

Sarre steps down from the rooftop. Her boots hit the alley stone with a thud. She pulls her hood up. Every muscle in her body feels wired. Coiled. Waiting.

She’s nobody, officially. A smuggler, maybe. A runner. A woman who keeps her head down. That’s how she’s survived this long.

But tonight, she becomes something else.



The warehouse near the river is empty except for crates, shadows, and two trusted allies.

One hands her a map. The other gives her a wrapped cloth with a rune-bomb inside. Enough to blast a hole through a wall, if placed right.

Sarre kneels, spreads the map across a crate, and starts marking.

“Target’s here,” she says. “Supply ledger. The king’s shipments. If we expose what he’s been taking from the outer provinces, we stir the flames.”

“What if they don’t believe us?” the older one asks.

“Then we make them believe. We don’t need everyone. We just need enough.”

Her voice is calm. Steady. But beneath it runs a pulse of grief she hasn’t processed yet. Alric raised her when the world didn’t want her. He taught her to fight, taught her to survive. He never asked her to lead, only to learn.

But now there’s no one left to lead. Just her.

She finishes the plan. The room quiets.

Someone coughs. Another paces.

Sarre tightens the straps on her chestplate and checks the edge of her knife. Sharp. Clean.

Her thoughts wander, uninvited, back to the execution square. To the woman’s face. Pale. Controlled. Lethal.

She hates her. Hates her with a clarity that feels too much like awe.

That’s dangerous.

She shuts the thought down.

Tonight, she becomes more than a shadow.

And if she ever meets the blade again, she’ll cut her open and see if there's anything human left inside.
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​Chapter Two
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Kaleira runs drills before dawn.

Not because she needs to. Her form is perfect. Her strikes land clean. Her body remembers each motion as if carved from habit and bone. But she trains anyway, because stillness breeds softness and softness breeds failure.
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