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    Dedication:

To those who walk the thin line between light and darkness,whose decisions shape the world,and to those who bear the weight of judgment with grace.

May you find balance in all that you do.

      

    



  	
        
            
            In the balance of life and death, 

I am the final word.

 My judgment shapes destiny, 

for I wield the power to decide 

who lives and who falls.
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How much is life worth?

​Introduction

​In a realm where existence hangs by the slender thread of fate, Carthernal Gkoel Dras stands as an arbiter of life's ultimate question: How much is life worth? Born into a lineage where the sacred duty of judgment intertwines with the sharp edge of a blade, Carthernal inherited both the art and burden of wielding life and death. As a Warrior Executor, she is no mere soldier or assassin—she is a force of balance, a mortal instrument of justice that weighs the essence of an individual’s life upon the fulcrum of her gleaming sword.
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Her blade is no ordinary weapon; it is a conduit for truth, forged to reflect the purity—or corruption—of the soul it judges. In Carthernal’s hands, it becomes a scale of cosmic equilibrium. When she raises it high, poised for the decisive moment, the air grows thick with anticipation. If the blade tips and falls, it carries out the irreversible decree: the severing of a life deemed irredeemable. If it hovers steady, balanced by unseen forces, the person’s life is spared, signaling a chance for redemption.

Carthernal's upbringing shaped her into this unparalleled executor. Her father, Terlvar Dras, was a ruthless executor whose blade rarely hesitated to fall, and her mother, Lira Gkoel Dras, was a serene Equilibrant, a woman with an uncanny ability to perceive the nuances of human virtue and vice. Together, they represented two sides of a profound duality: the harsh finality of judgment and the compassionate hope of balance. From her father, Carthernal learned precision, strength, and the unflinching resolve required to carry out her duty. From her mother, she absorbed the delicate art of discernment, the intuition to read the flickering shadows of morality in another’s eyes. Their teachings were harsh and unyielding, a crucible that burned away weakness and forged her into a master of both force and fairness.

But the art of subjugation within her family was no mere profession; it was a sacred tradition, passed down through generations. The Dras name was both a legacy and a curse. From her earliest years, Carthernal was trained to harness the dual forces within her—blade and balance. Days bled into nights as she sparred with her father under cold, starless skies, each clash of steel against steel echoing the inevitability of death. In the mornings, she meditated with her mother in sun-dappled groves, where she was taught to listen to the whispers of life itself, to sense the fragile potential within each being.

As Carthernal grew, she began to question the weight of her lineage. Was she truly the arbiter of fate, or merely a pawn of forces beyond her understanding? Her sword felt heavier with every life she judged, each decision carving new scars into her soul. The line between justice and cruelty blurred as she encountered lives steeped in tragedy, pain, and desperation. Could a single moment determine the worth of a life? Could her blade truly know the difference between redemption and damnation?
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​Chapter I: The Birth of the Balancer
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Beneath the blood-red glow of an eclipsed moon, Carthernal Gkoel Dras came into the world. Her first cries echoed through the stone halls of the Dras family manor, a place as cold and unyielding as the legacy she was destined to inherit. Outside, the wind howled through ancient oak trees, carrying whispers of fate that seemed to foretell the life of the newborn within. Her parents, Terlvar and Lira Gkoel Dras, exchanged a solemn glance. This was no ordinary child; she was born into the lineage of judgment, the ancient guardians of life's balance.

Terlvar Dras, the stern and unrelenting executor, held his daughter with hands calloused by years of wielding the blade. His eyes, dark as an abyss, scanned her fragile form with a rare mixture of pride and apprehension. "She is strong," he said, his voice a low rumble that carried the weight of certainty.

Lira, the Equilibrant, cradled Carthernal against her chest, her soft gaze contrasting her husband’s intensity. "Strength will guide her hand, but wisdom must guide her heart," she whispered, her words laced with an almost prophetic quality. Lira’s gift was intuition, a nearly supernatural ability to discern the threads of life that bound each soul. It was a gift she knew her daughter would one day inherit—and struggle to master.

From her earliest years, Carthernal’s life was steeped in duality. By day, her father trained her in the unforgiving art of execution. His lessons were brutal, each strike of his sword a test of her endurance, precision, and resolve. "Hesitation is death," he would bark as she parried his relentless blows, her small hands trembling under the weight of the training blade. "A single faltering moment can unmake everything."

By night, her mother would undo the hardness of those lessons, teaching her the delicate balance of compassion and perception. Together, they would sit in the quiet gardens of the manor, Lira’s voice soft and soothing as she guided Carthernal through the intricacies of human nature. "A blade is not just an instrument of death, my child," Lira would say, holding her daughter’s tiny hands. "It is a mirror. Through it, you will see the truth of others—and of yourself."

As Carthernal grew, she came to understand the gravity of her family's role. Her father was the executor, a figure feared by all who knew of him, his blade falling without mercy upon those deemed beyond redemption. Her mother was the balancer, the unseen force that tempered the harshness of judgment with the possibility of forgiveness. Together, they maintained an equilibrium that held the fragile threads of their society intact.

Carthernal’s childhood was anything but ordinary. While other children played and dreamed, she sparred and meditated. Her father taught her to kill with precision; her mother taught her to read the truth in a trembling voice or averted gaze. Each lesson was a piece of the larger puzzle, preparing her for the day when she would wield both sword and balance.

Yet, even as she absorbed these teachings, questions began to take root in her young mind. Was it truly possible to measure the worth of a life? Could a single decision, made in a fleeting moment, ever be just? These thoughts weighed heavily on her, but she dared not voice them. Her parents were unwavering in their belief that their work was sacred, that their judgments were an extension of the divine order. To question that would be to question the very foundation of her existence.

On her seventh birthday, Carthernal faced her first trial. Her father presented her with a training sword, its blade dulled but still heavy and imposing. "Today, you begin to carry the weight of our name," he said, his voice devoid of the tenderness one might expect from a father on such an occasion. "You will learn not just to wield the blade, but to wield the responsibility that comes with it."

Her mother, standing silently nearby, placed a hand on Carthernal’s shoulder. "Remember," she said gently, "the sword is only as strong as the soul that guides it. Balance is not found in the blade—it is found in the heart."

That day, Carthernal sparred with her father until her arms ached and her vision blurred. Each misstep was met with a harsh reprimand, each success with a silent nod of approval. As the sun dipped below the horizon, her mother took her into the garden, where they sat beneath the pale light of the rising moon. There, Lira handed her a small, polished stone. "This is your balance stone," she said. "Hold it whenever you feel the weight of the blade becoming too much. It will remind you of your center."

Carthernal clutched the stone tightly, its smooth surface cool against her skin. She didn’t yet understand the full significance of her mother’s words, but she felt the first stirrings of the profound duality that would define her life.

The years passed, and Carthernal grew into a young woman, her skills honed to near-perfection. Yet, with each lesson, each trial, the questions in her heart grew louder. Her father’s teachings demanded that she see the world in absolutes—guilt or innocence, life or death. Her mother’s lessons, however, hinted at the complexity that lay between those extremes. It was a paradox she would wrestle with for the rest of her life.

By the time she reached her coming-of-age ceremony, Carthernal was ready—or so she thought. Clad in the traditional robes of her family, she stood before the gathered elders, her sword gleaming in the flickering torchlight. Her parents watched from the shadows, their faces unreadable. As the elders intoned the ancient words that marked her ascent to the role of executor and balancer, Carthernal felt the weight of her destiny settle upon her shoulders.

This was the moment she had been prepared for since birth. Yet, as she raised her blade for the first time to judge another’s life, she could not shake the feeling that the true test had only just begun.
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​Chapter II: The Art of the Sword
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The clang of steel reverberated through the cold morning air, a sound that had become as familiar to Carthernal as her own heartbeat. She stood in the courtyard of the Dras manor, her small hands gripping a training sword that felt too heavy for her yet far too light to match her father's own imposing blade. The frost-laden grass crunched beneath her boots as she steadied her stance, her muscles taut with anticipation. Across from her loomed Terlvar Dras, a figure as formidable as a storm cloud, his dark eyes appraising her with an intensity that made her feel both proud and uneasy.

"Balance your weight," Terlvar barked, his voice sharp and unyielding. "A blade in the hands of the unbalanced is as good as a stick in the hands of a child."

Carthernal tightened her grip, adjusting her footing as her father advanced. His strikes were deliberate, calculated—not to harm her, but to test her endurance. Each clash of their blades sent shocks up her arms, her muscles straining to hold her ground.

"Again!" Terlvar demanded, his voice cutting through the frigid morning.

For hours, they practiced without respite. Terlvar's teachings were brutal, each lesson delivered with the precision of a blade slicing through air. He had no patience for weakness, no tolerance for hesitation. To him, swordsmanship was more than skill—it was discipline, clarity, and above all, purpose.

"A sword is not just a weapon," he told her during one of their brief pauses. His voice carried an edge that was equal parts pride and warning. "It is an extension of your will. When you raise it, you do so not to harm, but to judge. You must be prepared to shoulder the weight of every life it touches, for that burden is eternal."

Though his words were solemn, Carthernal couldn't help but feel a spark of awe. Her father’s blade was more than metal—it was legend, a symbol of the Dras family’s feared and revered role as executors. She watched him closely, studying the fluidity of his movements, the unshakable resolve in his stance. In her eyes, he was invincible.

Yet, beneath the surface, Terlvar’s lessons carried a deeper purpose. He was not merely teaching her how to fight; he was preparing her to bear the moral weight of judgment. He would force her to spar until her arms felt like lead, only to stop and demand that she recite the tenets of the executor’s creed.

"Speak it!" he ordered one day, his sword held at the ready.

Carthernal, drenched in sweat and gasping for air, straightened her posture and met his gaze. "The blade does not waver. The blade does not falter. The blade delivers truth, unclouded by mercy or malice."

"Good," Terlvar said with a curt nod. Then he lunged at her again.

Despite the grueling nature of her training, Carthernal grew stronger with each passing day. Her strikes became sharper, her reflexes quicker, her balance steadier. But what truly set her apart was her growing ability to read her opponent—a skill she had unconsciously begun to hone during her mother’s lessons.

One afternoon, Terlvar threw her a challenge that would test not just her physical strength but her developing intuition. He handed her a training sword and gestured toward three dummies arranged in the courtyard.

"Three lives," he said, his tone grim. "One guilty, one innocent, one beyond saving. Show me their fates."

Carthernal hesitated, her young mind racing. The dummies were identical, yet her father’s command suggested they were more than wooden figures. Taking a deep breath, she approached the first one. She closed her eyes briefly, imagining it as a living being—a person with hopes, fears, and flaws. She raised her blade, but instead of striking, she stopped.

"This one is guilty," she said, driving her sword into the dummy’s chest.

The second dummy came next. Carthernal circled it, her gaze steady. Something about it felt different—less imposing, less corrupted. She lowered her blade, letting it rest lightly against the figure.

"This one lives," she murmured, stepping away.

Finally, she faced the third dummy. A strange stillness surrounded it, as though it existed in a void. Its presence unnerved her, and though she couldn’t articulate why, she felt a pull—a sense of inevitability. She brought her sword down in a swift, decisive arc, splintering the wood.

Her father stood silent for a long moment, his expression inscrutable. Then, to her surprise, he smiled faintly—a rare and fleeting gesture.

"You have the instincts," he said. "But instincts must be sharpened like any blade. Never forget that hesitation is a luxury you cannot afford."

The moment marked a turning point in Carthernal’s training. From then on, her father pushed her harder, demanding not only precision but also decisiveness. Every movement, every strike was scrutinized. If she faltered, he would force her to repeat the exercise until perfection became second nature.

But amidst the grueling regimen, there were moments of quiet revelation. Late one evening, after an especially arduous session, Terlvar sat beside her in the dimly lit courtyard. For the first time, he spoke not as her instructor but as her father.

"The sword is a heavy thing, Carthernal," he said, his voice softer than she had ever heard it. "Not because of its weight, but because of what it represents. There will come a day when you must choose—when your blade will decide the fate of someone who does not deserve it. When that day comes, remember this: the blade delivers judgment, but it is the heart that carries it."

His words lingered in her mind long after he left, sinking into the depths of her consciousness like a stone dropped into a still pond.

Though she was too young to fully grasp their meaning, Carthernal knew one thing for certain: her father’s lessons were preparing her for a life unlike any other—a life where every decision would be a matter of life and death. And while the art of the sword would teach her how to wield the blade, it would be her soul that determined whether she was truly worthy of it.
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​Chapter III: Lessons of Balance
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The soft rustle of wind chimes echoed through the Dras family’s meditation chamber, their melodic tones weaving a sense of calm through the air. The space was a stark contrast to the courtyard where Carthernal had sparred with her father. Here, under the gentle light of flickering candles, the harshness of steel gave way to the subtlety of thought and emotion. Her mother, Sylenne Gkoel Dras, sat cross-legged on a woven mat, her posture poised yet unyielding.

“Sit, Carthernal,” Sylenne said, her voice like the surface of a still lake—calm but capable of depth.

Carthernal obeyed, folding her legs beneath her and mirroring her mother’s position. She had grown used to her father’s relentless intensity, but her mother’s lessons were a different kind of challenge. Sylenne demanded not strength but introspection, not swiftness but stillness.

“Close your eyes,” her mother instructed. “Feel the world around you, but do not let it consume you.”

Carthernal shut her eyes, her breathing slow and deliberate. At first, all she could sense was the warmth of the candles and the faint scent of lavender that lingered in the room. But as she concentrated, she began to notice subtler details: the rhythm of her own heartbeat, the distant creak of the manor’s wooden beams, and, most importantly, the steady presence of her mother.

“Balance is not something you find; it is something you create,” Sylenne began, her tone measured and deliberate. “When you wield the blade, you must understand that every life you touch exists on a scale. Justice and mercy are not opposites; they are partners in equilibrium.”

Carthernal frowned slightly, opening her eyes. “But what if the scale tips too far? What if I make the wrong choice?”

Sylenne’s lips curved into a small, enigmatic smile. “The scale will always tip, my child. The question is not whether you can stop it but whether you can guide it.”

Over the weeks that followed, Sylenne’s teachings unfolded like the petals of a flower, revealing layers of wisdom that would shape Carthernal’s soul. Each lesson was a test of perception, empathy, and restraint. While her father taught her the mechanics of judgment, her mother taught her its soul.

One evening, Sylenne placed two objects before her daughter: a stone and a feather.

“Tell me, Carthernal,” she said, “which of these is more powerful?”

Carthernal hesitated, studying the objects. The stone was solid, heavy, capable of breaking or crushing. The feather was delicate, almost weightless, a thing of beauty rather than strength.

“The stone,” Carthernal answered finally.

Sylenne raised an eyebrow, her expression unreadable. “Pick them up.”

Carthernal obeyed, first lifting the stone. It was as heavy as it looked, its rough surface cold against her palm. Then she picked up the feather, its softness almost imperceptible.

“Now,” Sylenne said, “drop them.”

Carthernal let both objects fall. The stone landed with a resounding thud, while the feather drifted to the ground, silent and graceful.

“Do you see?” Sylenne asked.

Carthernal shook her head, her brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

“The stone’s power lies in its weight,” Sylenne explained, her voice patient. “It demands attention through force. The feather, however, moves with the air, its power subtle but enduring. Balance is not about choosing between strength and delicacy; it is about knowing when to wield each.”

The lesson stayed with Carthernal as she progressed in her training. Her mother’s teachings were often abstract, forcing her to think deeply and feel profoundly. Through exercises in meditation, observation, and empathy, Carthernal began to grasp the essence of balance.

One particularly pivotal moment came during a quiet walk through the family’s ancestral gardens. The path was lined with ancient trees, their gnarled roots intertwined with the earth. Sylenne guided Carthernal to a small pond, its surface shimmering in the late afternoon light.

“Look at the water,” Sylenne said, pointing to the reflection of the sky above. “It is calm now, but what happens when you disturb it?”

Carthernal picked up a small pebble and dropped it into the pond. Ripples spread outward, distorting the reflection.

“Chaos,” she said.

“Not chaos,” Sylenne corrected. “Change. The water adapts, and the ripples eventually settle. This is balance. It is not about maintaining perfect stillness but about finding harmony even in disruption.”

Her mother’s words planted seeds of understanding in Carthernal’s mind, but it wasn’t until she witnessed Sylenne in action that she fully comprehended their meaning.

One day, a villager came to their manor, desperate and trembling. He had committed a theft, not out of greed but out of hunger, stealing bread to feed his starving children. Carthernal watched as her mother listened to the man’s story, her expression calm and unreadable.

When the man finished, Sylenne took a moment of silence before speaking. “You have broken the law, and for that, there must be accountability. Yet, your intentions were not born of malice. You will work to repay the baker, not with coin but with labor, until the debt is cleared.”

The man fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face. “Thank you,” he whispered.

Sylenne turned to Carthernal, who had been watching from the shadows. “Did you see what I did?”

“You showed mercy,” Carthernal said hesitantly.

“No,” Sylenne corrected. “I restored balance. Mercy without accountability is indulgence. Justice without compassion is tyranny. True balance lies in understanding the weight of both.”

From that day forward, Carthernal began to see the world not in black and white but in shades of gray. Her mother’s lessons became the foundation of her worldview, teaching her that every decision, no matter how small, carried the weight of balance.

Though her father’s blade would train her hand, it was her mother’s wisdom that would guide her heart. Together, these lessons forged the core of Carthernal’s destiny as the warrior who held life and death on the edge of her sword.
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​Chapter IV: The First Test
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The sky above the Dras estate was an unsettling mix of dark clouds and pale sunlight, casting long shadows across the courtyard. Carthernal stood at the center, her small hands gripping the hilt of a sword that felt far heavier than it had during practice. At twelve years old, she was about to undertake her first execution—a trial that would mark the beginning of her journey as a balancer of life and death.

Around her, a somber audience of villagers and retainers gathered, their faces a mixture of reverence and unease. Her father, Malric Dras, stood tall and imposing at her side, his expression a mask of stern pride. Her mother, Sylenne, was seated nearby, her calm demeanor as unshakable as the mountains on the horizon.

Before her knelt a man, bound and trembling. He was accused of betrayal—selling vital information to the family’s enemies for personal gain. His actions had resulted in bloodshed and loss, but his motivations were more complex than mere greed. He claimed to have acted out of desperation, driven by the fear of losing his ailing wife, who needed expensive medicine.
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