
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Dark Legion: Rise of the Abyss - Book Two

The Cranial Stalkers

by ARKH

THE CRANIAL STALKER

Book 2 Freiya's Adventure Story in Solvanna Verdant.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, names, or characters living or dead is entirely coincidental.
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A violent explosion had shattered the towering spires of Sage Tower, its shockwave ripping through the lower levels and gouging a massive crater into the snowy hillside. Stone and ruin cascaded down in an avalanche of white fury, dislodging layers of ancient ice and sending Freiya tumbling with the rush of the glacier’s descent.

Unconscious, she was swept away like a doll among the growing masses of ice, as the collapsing glacier merged with the roaring river beneath Sage Tower. The impact sent ripples through the water like a leviathan stirring in its sleep, sweeping everything in its path down the Arkhon’s throat—through valley, through stone, until the river vanished—subsumed into the deep earth in the form of an underground current.

Tossed and turned in the freezing water like driftwood, Freiya’s limp form was battered against the rocks of the subterranean river. The passage was steep, its flow relentless, filled with serrated stones and obsidian shards. The journey seemed endless—dark, unyielding, destructive.

A sudden gasp escaped her lips—the cold awakened her. Dim light flickered ahead—glowing crystals embedded in cavern walls cast a pale, ghostly radiance over her broken body.

Gradually, the current slowed. From somewhere within the cave, she heard voices—faint, echoing through the web of tunnels:

“There’s someone in the river...”

“Be wary. It could be a trap.”

“Bring her in. If she’s alive, let Kaedon decide.”

Her arms were numb. She struggled to lift her head and saw the ruin of her limbs—bones shattered and protruding in five places from wrist to elbow, bleeding freely into the icy stream. Her left side was crushed. A glance downward revealed a jagged rib bone piercing through her abdomen, blood mingling with water in sickening swirls.

Each breath was agony.

Yet, she clung to consciousness, adrift between rocks and swirling eddies, as the river funneled her deeper into a yawning cavern—its opening like the gaping maw of some slumbering god. Midnight-blue crystals flickered dimly across the walls, casting a strange, almost sacred light.

Freiya awoke to blurred vision and the damp, stifling air of a cave. Her body screamed with pain at the slightest movement. She lay on a stone slab in a shadowed chamber, lit only by ghostly green lanterns suspended midair by arcane force.

Footsteps approached.

A whisper brushed against Freiya’s ear, barely louder than the rustle of ash drifting in the air.

“She is not dead, Vyrth-Ka.”

A pause—then the soft clink of armor shifting beside her.

“I’ll handle this. Hold the perimeter.”

A man stood at the foot of her bed—his face half-hidden by a mask of dark metal. His eyes were cold, yet behind their sharpness was a weariness—a soldier’s burden. He possessed broad shoulders and an imposing stature, suggesting strength and authority.

Kaedon Vyrth, his voice deep and commanding:

“Awake. You're not dead... though you’ve certainly flirted with the threshold.”

As she slowly regained her senses, Freiya’s eyes—wide and piercing—caught the light like burnished steel—not merely seeing, but searching, as if each glance unraveled secrets clutched too tightly. Their storm-grey depths didn’t waver, holding a stillness that could silence liars and strip away masks. There was weight in that gaze, the quiet command of someone born to lead, and the haunted clarity of one who had seen too much to be fooled.

Freiya's voice, barely a whisper:

“Who... are you? Where... am I?”

Kaedon folded his arms, stepping closer:

“You are in the heart of The Cranial Stalkers. I am Kaedon Vyrth—their leader. And you... are an uninvited guest.”

She tried to sit, but pain wracked her body. Her slender nose traced a flawless line down the center of her face, elegant in its precision. It narrowed just slightly at the tip, a subtle curve that softened the strength in her bone structure without stealing from its dignity. Her lips, unpainted and pale as rose quartz at dawn, held their own symmetry—full, shaped by silence rather than vanity. The upper bow dipped gently in the center, and there, in the tension of her lower lip, rested the promise of resolve unbroken. She did not need to speak for her mouth to say: I do not yield.

Golden hair—cropped at the shoulder like a warrior’s, yet untouched by carelessness—framed her face in waves that caught the sun like thread spun from starlight. A few strands brushed against her cheekbones, not out of place, but placed by some natural design, lending her the poise of one who had walked through fire and come out glowing.

Freiya, eyes dim, murmured:

“I... Freiya... Sage Tower... Fehrem...”

Kaedon leaned in, intrigued:

“You speak the name Fehrem Fehret. An assassin... a weapon forged by Varatia. What is your connection to him?”

Freiya tried to rise, but her body would not respond:

“Am I... paralyzed?”

Kaedon chuckled—a low, rasping sound laced with cynicism:

“Your body is barely intact. If you wish to survive—if you want justice—you’ll need us.”

Freiya exhaled, her voice fading:

“Thank you...”

The world around her faded, as though submerged in water. Only pain kept her tethered to waking. Kaedon’s voice lingered as he turned to leave:

“A small miracle... and you’re tied to Fehrem. Perhaps fate has its own design.”

Kaedon rose in silence, the weight of purpose settling on his shoulders. He stood like a monument carved from war itself, the weight of centuries resting in his eyes. Beneath the thick cascade of midnight-black hair—tied loosely to keep it from his face—his brow was a battleground of old fury and steady purpose. The firelight caught the edges of his jaw, sharp and squared like a blacksmith’s anvil, shadowed by a beard coarse as steel wool yet meticulously kept. It framed his mouth in grim silence, as if every word he uttered had once been a command obeyed or a curse fulfilled. Without a word, he stepped forward, his silhouette cutting through the mist. Ahead, another cavern yawned open—vast, dark, and waiting. He entered first.

Freiya was soon moved to a mechanized sanctuary nestled deep within the cavern’s heart. The place breathed with contradiction: part sanctum, part war-forge, all alive in chaotic harmony. Pale teal smoke rose from rusted pipes coiling along cavern walls. Bioluminescent lanterns bathed the surroundings in eerie half-light, revealing relics of forgotten technology strewn like ancient idols.

Fiber-optic cables—veined and flexible—dangled from stalactites above, some tethered to a pulsing quantum generator humming like a distant heartbeat in the corner. Others sparked erratically, their insulation frayed and exposed, crackling with azure arcs of rogue current. The wiring sprawled like roots of an ancient tree—seemingly chaotic, but undeniably alive.

Kaedon's skin bore the bronze sheen of someone forged, not born. Years of sun, blade, and blood had hardened it into armor of its own. His nose—broad and slightly flattened from the memory of a dozen brawls—gave his face a warrior's balance: imperfect, weathered, real. But it was his eyes that held dominion. Dark, unyielding, and so still they seemed carved in obsidian, yet within them burned a low, eternal heat. They did not ask questions. They weighed you. Measured you. Passed judgment without a word. You could face him with sword in hand and still feel naked beneath that gaze.

Every plate of his armor coiled around him like ancient script etched in iron. The sigils spiraling across his pauldrons and breastplate glowed faintly, not from enchantment—but from the fury of memory.

Power surged from miniaturized fusion cores, each one cloaked in crystalline housings that glowed softly with that same greenish-blue flame. They dotted the cavern like stars fallen from a forgotten sky, feeding crude control panels embedded haphazardly along the jagged stone walls.

And across the chamber, a biomech-printer whispered its song, layering muscle tissue with the patience of gods, while water from the stalactites fell into a basin below, looping through a molecular purification system.

The uneven stone floor was partially lined with anti-microbial plating, though much of the natural cavern still showed—damp, reflective, ancient.

In the center stood a single stone operating table, carved with ancient runes, surrounded by mechanical arms that glowed with a heartbeat of orange light—as if the machine itself was alive.

Freiya stirred weakly, her gaze darting, trying to grasp her surroundings. But every movement sent pain lancing through her neck. Her body, still not her own, responded with sluggish agony.

She was half-alive... but not finished.

She was moved onto the operating platform.

They laid her atop the table—a long oval platform forged from Hexalith, a grey-blue alloy veined with shimmering gold. It didn’t float by magic, but by an electromagnetic levitation field—silent, seamless—suspending the massive construct thirty inches above the floor.

At its core, a contoured depression waited, lined with a pale, iridescent gel—biomimetic, self-molding, absorbing the shape of her spine and limbs. It cushioned her, yes—but more than that, it monitored her: every breath, every nerve spark, every tremor of pain broadcasted into a silent web of data. 

Every metric was mapped in real-time and relayed to the command core.

Above her head, a dome of synthetic sapphire enclosed the upper section of the table. Normally transparent, it shifted in opacity when active, becoming a sterile containment field. Swarms of nanobots skimmed across its surface in wave-like patterns, scrubbing it down at a microscopic scale.

Golden rings of light floated just beyond the platform’s edges—holographic controls. With a simple flick of the hand, a surgeon could summon specific instruments or activate auxiliary systems. Surgical tools docked in neat symmetrical slots along the rim, each glowing a distinct color to signify their function.

Three barely-visible pylons connected the platform to the cavern floor—thin, radiant columns crafted from Bradenith composite: stronger than steel, yet a third of the weight. Hidden by optical camouflage, they completed the illusion that the table levitated freely in midair.

Kaedon Vyrth stood at the edge, silent as a shadow. In his hand, he held Freiya’s broken spear—its tip fractured, the crimson energy core within flickering dimly.

He lifted the weapon, eyes gleaming with quiet curiosity.

"Interesting... I never thought I’d see this again."

From the table, Freiya stirred, her voice thin and ragged from pain.

"That... is my weapon. Why... are you looking at it like that...?"

Kaedon approached, the fractured edge catching the lanternlight.

"This isn’t just a weapon. It’s been modified by Felgo Rucci—the Arcanistrate himself. This crystal... is a Crimson Core. A relic from an age when magic was not yet understood."

He rotated the spear, revealing the embedded shard pulsing with a dull red light.

Freiya blinked, breath catching.

“Crimson... Core? But this is just... my spear...”

A sharp smile crossed Kaedon’s lips.

"Then you clearly have no idea what you’ve been carrying all this time. Crimson Cores are forged from pure arcane essence—beyond mortal crafting. You're holding something that defies classification, warrior."

He set the broken weapon on a nearby side table. Its ruddy glow spilled across Freiya’s pallid face like blood on snow. His tone shifted, heavier.

"This weapon is unique... like you. If you want to live—truly live—you'll need a body that can keep pace with what this spear demands."

At his gesture, two technicians stepped into the light. They wore dark, layered armor—leather reinforced with steel and rune-etched bone. Their faces were mostly hidden behind mechanized masks. In their hands were tools that looked like a cross between surgical instruments and relics from a forgotten rite.

Kaedon’s gaze hardened.

"What we’re about to do isn’t just about saving your life, Freiya. We're giving you power. The kind only something born of the Crimson Core could wield."

Freiya glanced at her mangled limbs, trembling but unyielding. Her voice, no longer broken—was resolute.

"Do it. If this is the only way... I’ll take it."

Kaedon inclined his head—cold, but not unkind.

"Don’t die on this table, girl. You’re no longer just a warrior. You’re becoming something more. Half-human... half-machine... a force enemies will whisper of in dread."

Thunder rolled through the stone veins of the cavern.

Freiya lay motionless in a chamber lit by pale blue crystal light. Restraints bound her limbs, and a fresh surgical line marked her cheek—stitched with neural fibers, both functional and grim.

The operating table hummed to life. Six advanced surgical arms extended, crafted from shimmering alloys and powered by responsive fluids that allowed them to move with eerie precision. Their design blurred the line between machine and living tissue.

Each arm bore specialized tools: a high-resolution scanner, monomolecular blades, and adaptive instruments. The knives glowed faintly, wrapped in a field that froze cells on contact for clean, bloodless incisions.

The system was rooted to a base that pulsed with energy and expelled mist in quiet bursts. Patterns of light flowed along the limbs—signals of status, glowing gold, blue, or red depending on their function.

It was a fusion of magic and machine—precise, alive, and utterly inhuman.

Three figures circled the platform. Veinforgers—combat surgeons trained in synthetic-organic reconstruction. Clad in dense, membranous coats, their hands moved with calculated haste.

The fusion of sorcery and science pulsed like a living heart at the center of the chamber. Surgical arms, sheathed in neovium-zanthite and laced with whispering runes, moved with terrifying grace above the stone table. Freiya lay still beneath them, the pale blue glow of crystal sconces etching her sweat-slick skin in cold fire. Veinforgers circled her body like silent priests before a sacred rite.

Lhagal, the chief among them, tapped a spectral node: 

"Right arm: full skeletal replacement. Six-point fractures. Three ribs—shattered. Spinal fissures along thoracic vertebrae."

Without waiting, he activated the Serpeclast saw. It didn't buzz; it sang, a sound like whale-song filtered through steel. Two mechanical arms descended, releasing cold jets of Thyrosaline-X9. The neon-blue coolant hit her skin and numbed sensation instantly. A glowing incision opened across her arm, bloodless, as if parted by light itself. Flesh curled back like charred silk.

Kaedon leaned toward the flickering holographic anatomy projection, eyes narrowing.

"You hit hard. Riverbed. Debris’s in muscle layer three."

Freiya grimaced faintly, her voice cracked. "I heard it. Like something caving in... my chest."

Shira, without lifting her gaze, muttered, 

"Not heard. Felt. And it wasn't cracked. It was pulverized."

With a hiss, she released Virexon Pureline—a ruby-red serum that fizzed as it touched muscle. The wound fizzled with vapor as bits of stone, grit, even twisted roots, dissolved into nothingness.

A third surgical limb activated. Its end shimmered, forming a blade of ethershard—light shaped into matter. 

Shira guided it toward Freiya's shattered fingers. Reflections danced across the walls like lightning caught underwater.

“We begin,” she whispered. “Neural mesh first.”

Kaedon expanded a neural schematic. 

"Seventh-gen. Two hundred percent cognition boost. You’re getting the good stuff."

Freiya’s breath hitched as the blade neared her neck. 

"Shouldn’t I be unconscious for this?"

Lhagal replied flatly:

"You’re not supposed to be awake, but the anesthesia doesn’t hold on you. Neural feedback’s irregular. You’re semi-lucid."

"That’s not better."

Shira offered, her tone almost playful, "Neither is dying," 

The blade never touched skin. Instead, it parted the air above her throat, leaving a shimmering ripple. Her nerves responded—sharp, then dull, then eerily quiet. Kaedon monitored the effect.

“Regeneration’s already responding. Chronoton output’s peaking.”

“Chrono... what?” Freiya rasped.

Kaedon explained:

““Time-bound particles–The ethershard doesn’t heal. It rewinds—just enough to stop cells from dying.”

“Carotid branch,” Lhagal warned. “Hold. Margin’s two microns.”

Shira said gently. "We’re not cutting you, Freiya. We’re reminding your body what wholeness feels like."

The Mire-Scalpel clicked as it dissected damaged tissue from her arm. It sifted bone from splintered Nyxirath wood embedded in muscle. 

Veinforger Sira moved in with a vial of thick violet fluid:

“Behronox,” she said. One drop, and the bleeding stopped. Vessels froze under a thin shell of biological glass.

Another arm hissed. Lumenseal engaged—a beam of cold light, guided by ardris particles. It danced along muscle seams, closing them without heat, sealing silkwire sutures—synthetic threads that would melt into real flesh by morning.

Jollin, the third Veinforger, arrived with a glimmering gel of Rethline. He spread it delicately across frayed nerve ends. Neurothite—a liquid silver matrix—bridged the gap. It pulsed in tandem with her heartbeat, syncing to her neural rhythm.

Lhagal snapped:

“Seventh left rib,”

Sira replied.

“Vornix. Scale eight. Insertion ready,” 

A series of cracking pops echoed as Freiya’s right arm was deconstructed—scapula, radius, ulna. One by one, her bones were drawn from her body like rotten wood from soft earth.

“Replacing with hexalith-karminoid,” Lhagal said, “Ninety-four percent flex.”

Shira glanced at the readings:

“Reinforced. Five gravs of impact. You’ll survive worse than this. Again.”

“Don’t give them ideas,” Freiya muttered weakly.

Kaedon didn’t look up:

“Osteo-anchors will itch. Three days.”

Transparent Vornix bones slid into place, locking with soft clicks. Each matched her pre-mapped structure perfectly, molded from scans taken when her armor was first removed.

The hours stretched long. Sparks flared, spells whispered, circuits bled light. The air grew dense with exhaustion. When it was done, the three Veinforgers slumped away—shadows of their former precision.

The implants shimmered faintly beneath closed skin. Her old bones lay in a bin—useless, broken. In their place: carminoid alloy, humming with latent strength. Her muscles reborn from sirthaal, grown in folds by the muscle-printer—elastofiber spun from resin and lab-grown tissue.

Shira’s voice drifted above the low thrum:

“These fibers don’t just mimic your body,” she said. “They surpass it.” 

Her fingers danced over the control node. 

“Half of you, Freiya... is becoming something better.”

But Freiya had already lost consciousness.

Three days passed.

Sira frowned at the readings:

“All systems online. Heart rate’s steady. But she’s still unconscious.”

Lhagal scowled at the charts:

“Exactly what I feared. Her spinal nerves. Unless we replace them, she’ll never rise again.”

Kaedon stared at them in silence. Then, quietly:

“Open her back.”

“What—” one of the doctors started to protest, but Kaedon’s gaze cut through the words like a blade.

Kaedon climbed onto the adjacent table.

Both were opened.

From Kaedon’s spine, the Veinforgers extracted a crystal cylinder—no thicker than a finger joint—glowing faintly: a Neurophage Core, pre-synchronized and grown synthetically.

“This will do it,” someone whispered.

The core was lowered into Freiya’s open spine. Filaments uncoiled, connecting with her new bone marrow casing. A flash of light, then a steady pulse. The Lumenseal bathed the implant in icy blue, sealing it like frost forming over water. Her silver neural conduits flared once—and her body shivered. Kaedon staggered off the bed, knees buckling. His breath came in short bursts.

“I’ll need time. Slower... not paralyzed,” he muttered, swatting away the hands that tried to catch him.

Twelve hours later, the Veinforgers collapsed onto the floor. Sira wept quietly. Jollin sat in silence.

Kaedon... just stared.

Then, finally—Her eyes opened.

After the augmentations were complete, the chamber lights dimmed. Freiya woke beneath flickering crystal sconces, her body unfamiliar—but powerful. Her new arm moved—fluid, perfect. Every joint obeyed with inhuman accuracy. She looked around once. Then rose—and walked out of the cavern.

Freiya’s steps whispered across the slick stone floor as she left the great underground chamber of the Veinforger Lab. Behind her, turquoise pools shimmered faintly, mirroring the flicker of hanging lanterns suspended from brittle roots and hollowed stone veins. The cavern had the hush of a womb—damp, warm, sculpted not by chisels, but by the deliberate artistry of time. Moss crawled up its walls in soft carpets, while hanging tendrils of underground vines swayed gently like dark green curtains. The air was rich with minerals and cold water, laced with the bitter tang of root sap and the ghost of healing resin.

Beyond the main arch, the air shifted. Cooler. Thinner. She entered a narrow stone passageway lit by embedded light-crystals—pale, pulsing slowly like the breathing of a sleeping giant. Water whispered beneath the stone, threading its path through unseen streams. Each echoing footfall summoned a ripple from below. And somewhere in that hush, she remembered—just days ago, this place had nearly shattered her. The pressure, the cold, the weight of ancient stone against flesh and bone.

The first bridge awaited her—a suspension of old wood, darkened and smoothed by countless years, bound with blacksteel brackets and taut ropes. Below, a silent river snaked through the depths, its surface broken by soft glimmers of crystal light. The illusion of motion played upon wet stones, and the towering walls around her stood like silent sentinels, watching, imprisoning.

Each bridge led to another hollowed heart of the earth: the weapons vault, the Stalker barracks, the logistics hold. The vault breathed shadows. Weapons hung from stone racks, their blades catching flickers of crystal-blue with a sheen that whispered death. The air choked with the tang of oil and cold-forged iron, the scent of charcoal lingering like anticipation. In the barracks, bunk beds of darkwood and woven straw lined the curved walls. Low-burning crystal torches pulsed faintly, casting tired light on the sleeping quarters—dim, ever-watching, like eyes that never truly closed.

As she pressed deeper, the caverns turned cathedral. Tall corridors stretched skyward, stalactites dripping rhythmically from ceilings so high they disappeared into dark mist. The sound of the water’s drip became a slow clock ticking against stone—measured, eternal. The walls turned darker, stained like obsidian soaked in rain, etched by time, by loss, by something older than memory.

Then, the path opened.

Before her stood a colossal stone gate, cracked ajar. It was not merely tall—it loomed, scarred with primitive carvings. Not decorative. Declarative. Each gouge, each chipped symbol spoke in silence—of conquest, betrayal, rebirth. Golden sunlight leaked through the gap, spilling into the tunnel like warm blood, washing the cold gloom in the glow of an autumn dusk.

She stepped into the wind. It caught her hair and tugged at her cloak, bringing with it the scent of freedom—dry earth, sunbaked grass, the wild breath of untamed plains.

Beyond the threshold, Vast, sunstruck. Fields of gold and green spilled across the horizon. Limestone cliffs caught the sun’s kiss, glowing like old ivory. Distant silhouettes moved through the tall grass, too small to name—workers, scouts, perhaps the first defenders of whatever was rising.

Darven Hollow Savanna.

And there, on the line between darkness and daylight, between the damp womb of the underground and the open blaze of the world above, Freiya stood.

The Cranial Pit had not rejected her. It had absorbed her. Every drop that fell on stone, every echo swallowed by the bridgeways, every breath she took in that shadowed empire—it had shaped her, thread by thread. Now, she wasn’t merely passing through the arteries of rebellion.

She was one.​
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Freiya's first step onto the stone floor felt like a dream that shamelessly disturbed reality. Her feet—half flesh, half laced with Neurix nerve-metal—touched the ancient tiles of the Cranial Stalker's headquarters cave. The echo of her step rang out like a war bell, yet only she could understand its true meaning, a resurrection from the abyss of death.

The cavern was vast—larger than she’d ever imagined. This underground stronghold lay buried deep beneath the ruins of an abandoned mine, lost within the bedrock of time. It could only be reached through a narrow passage marked by three forgotten runes: thorn, eye, and wave.

Soft light from crystal torches washed the walls, where a horned skull sigil—the emblem of the Cranial Stalker—had been etched with blood and metal.

To the left of the cavern stretched a training yard. Dozens of ragged men and women practiced with rusted bows and splintered spears.

They were not soldiers—not yet.  But their eyes burned with something rare: the newfound purpose of resistance.

Kaedon stood before them, his voice booming across the cavern.

“Training ends now!  If you're still breathing by dawn, you’ll learn how to bring down tyrants with nothing but a piece of rusted steel!”

A roar of defiant cheers rose.

Kaedon turned—and his grin cracked wide as he saw Freiya standing at the top of the stone stairs, her hair draped to one side, veiling the scar carved across her cheek like a demon’s blade stitch.

Kaedon called to her:

“Freiya. You should still be in recovery.”

Freiya replied flatly:

“I can stand. That means I must move.”

Kaedon's voice lowered—deep and firm:

“You exceed every prediction I made. What kind of monster lives in your body... to survive wounds like that?”

Freiya sat on a stone block nearby. The red glow from a weapon’s haft reflected across her face—now set with cold resolve.  She answered calmly:

“Of course it’s my vengeance.  Against Fehrem.”

Kaedon asked:

“So now you can finish it. Do you know where Fehrem is?”

Freiya held his gaze for a long moment.

“That’s for later.  I’m here now. How do I strike back?”

Kaedon’s tone hardened:

“Do you have the skills?  Your presence in the Cranial Stalker will accelerate everything we’re about to unleash.”

Freiya smirked faintly.

“You some kind of delivery man?  What are you bringing?”

Kaedon burst into laughter—loud, unrestrained.

“You...  The monster’s footprint, half-human and rising.”

Freiya pointed with her arm—now entirely replaced by a sleek-metal-alloy. Her gaze locked onto Kaedon.

“You call this a rebellion? All I see are starved bodies lined up to die.”

Kaedon didn’t answer. But his eyes spoke what words would only weaken—and Freiya understood.  This was the foundation.  This was the root she had to water: hunger, and hatred.

Then, a single step changed everything. Freiya walked to the weapons rack, grabbed a dull training axe—and hurled it to the ground.

“Starting tomorrow, I train them myself. And anyone not ready to die, can crawl back into the mine shaft they came from.”

All eyes turned.

To those fledgling warriors gathered in the dim chamber, she wasn’t the woman Kaedon had dragged out of the river. She was something else entirely—something returned from death.

Kaedon stepped forward, his voice cutting through the tension like steel across stone.

"Stalkers... this is Freiya. The monster I fished out from the riverbed yesterday. After the operation, she walks today—ready to pierce those mindless muscles of yours."

He handed her a weapon—Nyxirath, half-restored. The spear was still fractured, but the Crimson Core within pulsed, reacting subtly to the presence of its wielder, as if recognizing something awakened.

Whispers stirred in the ranks. Then one rose.

Kaedon turned.

“Jaggan?”

He was built like a hammer crafted for war—pure muscle honed by bloodshed. Arms like tree trunks, shoulders broad and imposing. His face, angular and sharp, bore the scars of a hundred battles. His hair was dark, shaved at the sides, pushed back with little care. His eyes, burning gold, locked onto Freiya with the curiosity of a predator sizing up something strange.

He tilted his head, voice rough and blunt as iron.

“Yeah, Vyrth-Ka. She looks... desperate to me."

Kaedon didn’t flinch:

“If you have something worth saying, Jaggan, say it.”

Jaggan jutted his chin toward Freiya, a sneer curling on his lips.

“What’s she gonna do? Bleed on us with her patched-up metal arm and that bent stick she calls a spear?” .  He laughed—short, sharp, and cold. Dust swirled at his boots.

Kaedon’s tone flattened:

“That patchwork, as you put it, is the finest work of my medics. Every bone in her body had been crushed—turned to chalk.”

He paused, letting silence stretch like a blade before the strike.

“She recovered... in twenty-four hours.”

The laughter died in Jaggan’s throat. His massive shoulders twitched—almost imperceptibly. His mind reeled. Crushed? Healed in a day? That wasn’t human. That was something else. But his pride—his need not to show fear—forced him to smirk:

“Then I want to see what kind of monster she is.”

Kaedon glanced at Freiya beside him. She stood unmoved, calm amid the storm that Jaggan’s ego stirred:

“Freiya. My right hand wishes to test you in a duel. Your response?”

Freiya finally turned from the line of recruits. She stepped forward, each footfall quiet but resolute. Her gaze raked Jaggan from boots to brow. No fear. Just analysis.

Then, a slight twitch of her lips—not a smile, but something between amusement and disdain.

“Why should I entertain a weak human?”

The impact was immediate. Jaggan’s stance stiffened. A low growl built in his throat. Laughter erupted—this time louder, harsher, desperate to cover his rising anger.

“Afraid, girl?”

Freiya’s eyes did not waver:

“No. I was simply asking.”

She shifted slightly, her presence growing—not through force, but through sheer, effortless gravity.

“But if you're that eager... go ahead.”

Kaedon turned to the gathered stalkers, arms wide.

“Evening entertainment: Freiya vs Jaggan!”

Freiya turned to Kaedon, voice low:

“Why am I fighting him again?”

“This is a military unit, Freiya. Like it or not, they need morale.”

She sighed and shrugged.

“Fine. But tell your medics to prep another bone reconstruction.”

Kaedon grinned and walked off—already circulating, whispering among the crowd, hands clasped, taking bets.

Freiya muttered, almost to herself:

“Damn you, Kaedon...”

The arena floor in the underground stronghold of the Cranial Stalkers filled with booted feet and held breaths.

Freiya stood with arms crossed, unarmed. Her combat attire was simple, unassuming. Jaggan approached, dual curved blades in hand, eyes focused.

“You want to train my soldiers?” he growled.

Freiya didn’t flinch:

“They're not your soldiers. They’re fledglings you teach how to fall without crying. I just want them to die slower in the real war.”

Jaggan circled, blades shifting:

“And who’ll ensure you don’t die here?”

Snickers erupted from behind him.

Freiya scoffed:

“If you think those kitchen knives can touch me, try.”

Jaggan didn’t wait.

He lunged—blades spinning, one slashing for her throat, the other for her ribs. He moved with the speed of someone who had killed fast and often.

But Freiya—

She shifted.

Not a dodge. Not a jump. A whisper of movement, enough to let steel cut air instead of flesh.

She danced with his violence, weaving between strikes with the grace of a shadow in wind. Her body seemed lazy, but every motion was precise. Deliberate.

Jaggan roared. He didn’t hold back. His next strike came with enough force to shatter bone. He spun, slashed low—aiming to sweep her legs.

Freiya hovered. A blink of motion. The blade missed entirely. Jaggan snarled and launched into a brutal combo—slashes, thrusts, a barrage meant to overwhelm. Any normal opponent would have been gutted.

But not her. She wasn’t there. Or she was, just before, or just after.

Then—

Smack.

Her hand connected with his face. One blow.

Jaggan’s body jerked back like a door kicked off its hinges. His feet left the ground. He crashed into the dirt, weapons scattering like leaves in the wind.

Dust flew. Stalkers gasped.

Another series of slashes came. She didn’t even step away—she merely wasn’t hit.

“You must have loyal students,” she murmured.

Then—crack—her knee met his right arm.

The sword dropped.

Jaggan grimaced, retreating a step—but he hadn’t given up. He raised his left sword and spun, swinging a low strike.

Freiya bent her knees, then leapt and twisted mid-air. Her foot slammed into Jaggan’s shoulder from the side. The man was thrown back, his body rolling twice before he came to a halt.

Silence.

All eyes turned to Jaggan, who struggled to rise, then to Freiya, who slowly walked toward him.

Jaggan staggered to his feet.

“You're a monster.”

Freiya replied,

“Yeah, Kaedon said that three times already. Didn’t you hear him?”

Jaggan stared at her, then lowered his gaze.

“And... a bastard who’s way too calm...”

No one saw her move—suddenly Freiya was beside Jaggan, slamming her elbow into the back of his neck.

“And I make sure stalkers don’t curse anymore!”

The suffocating silence after Jaggan's second fall was broken by the clinking of coins.

Kaedon Vyrth ignored his gasping Right-Hand General sprawled on the ground. With cold efficiency, he moved among the stunned ring of Stalkers. His mask remained expressionless, but his hands moved quickly, collecting bets with a detached air. Some Stalkers reluctantly handed over silver or copper coins, while others nodded in brief acknowledgment, their eyes flicking between Kaedon and Freiya.

Kaedon’s voice rang out clearly in the hush.

“Five silvers from Hanid, received.”

“Four coppers from Lyra... Three from Bortus... Yes, yes, I said she’d win. Quick duel. Didn’t say that quick. Luck favors data-backed predictions.”

He moved like this was routine—not a moment that had just shaken the power hierarchy, toppled by a recently repaired woman.

As Kaedon dealt with the finances, Jaggan struggled to rise.

He pressed both hands to the dusty ground, muscles straining, his unmasked face twisted with a mix of physical pain and deeper humiliation. His large legs trembled slightly as he forced himself upright, swaying like a felled tree trying to root itself again. His wild eyes found Freiya, still standing a few meters away, holding her broken spear like it was nothing.

Freiya turned to the Stalkers:

“Training starts at five tomorrow morning. Tell them to eat double for dinner. Tomorrow, no time for hunger.”

Kaedon stepped forward, motioning to Freiya.

They entered a vast cavern deeper inside the Darven Hollow complex—a meeting chamber, far from the bustle of the training grounds. This was no rough natural tunnel, but a colossal hall that had clearly been expanded. The high, curved walls met at a central point illuminated by clusters of glowing crystals that cast a soft white light, bright enough to erase even the most menacing shadows.

At the center lay a long table made of polished dark stone, its surface mirror-smooth, surrounded by roughly carved but sturdy chairs. Along parts of the walls, metal panels glowed faintly or projected holographic displays—maps and ever-shifting diagrams. The air here was cooler, quieter—but heavy with authority and grim purpose.

As Freiya entered behind Kaedon, several figures were already seated or standing around the table. Jaggan was there, his limp pronounced. His rugged face was tense with rage, his jaw clenched, and one cheek still bruised from Freiya’s slap. His eyes burned with silent fury as they locked onto her, but he said nothing and sat.

Kaedon took his place at the head of the table. With his war mask removed, his strong face—with a square jaw, dark skin, well-groomed beard, and thick mane of black hair—was visible. His eyes, exuding quiet command, swept the room. He gestured for Freiya to stand beside him, slightly behind.

He looked around the table, meeting the eyes of his officers—his trusted generals, the brains and brawn of the Cranial Stalkers.

Three other figures turned toward Freiya, each in their own way, reflecting their roles and personalities.

Kaedon spoke to Freiya:

“There’s much for you to see. Including... the world we intend to build.”

Thess looked Freiya up and down, casually pointing with her pen.

“Who is she?”

Kaedon:

“Freiya. A monster.”

Thess sneered, then added:

“Everything you bring here and patch back up isn’t a monster, Vyrth-ka. We’re avengers.”

Kaedon:

“Keep that definition if you like. Freiya’s joining the command staff, in charge of combat training.”

Then, one by one, Kaedon introduced them.

Thess Run, Field Analyst, sat to Kaedon’s left. A woman with piercing eyes and short black hair framing sharp features. Intelligent and analytical, she wore practical clothing, her slender fingers always near a stylus or datapad. Her gaze swept over Freiya like she was analyzing unknown terrain.

Rhessa Varn, Logistics Commander, sat across. She had a solid build and broad shoulders, her dreadlocked hair adorned with trinkets. Her face bore scars—and maybe a few missing teeth—suggesting a tough, pragmatic, and slightly feral aura. Her structured uniform radiated ruthless efficiency. She glanced at Freiya like sizing up an unusual piece of supply.

Next to Rhessa sat Darnin Kohr, Infiltration Strategist. Lean and slightly hunched, his sharp features, slicked-back blond hair, and subtly pointed ears hinted at elven blood or something like it. His sharp eyes constantly scanned the room. Dressed in dark, functional clothes for blending into shadows, his glance at Freiya was near-imperceptible—yet clearly calculating.

Finally, at Kaedon’s right sat Kayth Dravien, the Destroyer. Larger than anyone except Jaggan, pale-skinned with a mane of silvery-white hair. Though wiry, his visible arm muscles suggested terrifying strength. His large hands were usually crossed over his chest. His cold, almost otherworldly eyes locked onto Freiya with intense curiosity, like he was seeing a new war machine.

Kaedon didn’t raise his voice, nor did he expect an answer.

“How’s our outpost, Thess?”

Thess leaned over the map, fingers tapping three faint symbols marked in red.

“Here—Darven Hollow. Three active trade routes to the south. Not clear. Patrols every four hours.”

Freiya gave a slow nod. Bandits had been hitting cross-territory caravans lately. That meant royal patrols always lurked near the borders. Borders that no one had ever clearly defined.

Between the wild edge of Ivelrien Nathariel and the forgotten flanks of Kaarneth Valhaan, in a stretch of Solvanna Verdant where kingdoms turned their backs, the Gholn and Nymurath lines blurred into silence.

And somewhere in that silence stood Darven Hollow.

A no-man’s-land, all dust and thorny hills. Sun-scorched ground. Karst caves riddled beneath, whispering of dead cities long buried and forgotten.

It was no place to settle.  But perfect for the unwanted.

The caves bred names whispered in fear—Cranial Stalker, Darven Thief, Crawl Nomad. Even rich merchants paid for protection, feeding the black market that thrived in the dark.

And yet, none of them claimed to “plunder” or “raid.”  They merely “watched over.”

Freiya studied the map again, her tone precise.

“How many patrol stations?”

Thess traced a line between dots.

“Five kilometers between posts. Twenty-five guards at each. They're guarding the crystal transports... and the Veykraan.”

Freiya's brow lifted:

“Veykraan?”

Thess didn’t flinch:

“Unpaid labor. Prisoners without trials. People who’ve forgotten what freedom feels like.”

That night, Freiya didn’t sleep.

She stood in the mouth of the cave, Nyxirath’s broken shard twirling between her fingers. The spear that once led battles now hung in silence, its edge jagged, its weight heavy with memory. Shadows danced on stone.

Her eyes searched the dark tunnels, and her thoughts drifted toward the inevitable.

“If this is the beginning... then tomorrow we spark the fire. A small war, maybe. But it will burn into something greater.”

​* * *

[image: ]


Late afternoon on the Darven Hollow savannah, outside the cavern-fortress of the Cranial Stalkers. Dust rose with the stomping feet of the troop—briefly. Then came the sounds of coughing, soft yelps, and spears clattering to the ground. Another day of training was done.

Freiya stood before dozens who, just a week ago, had been digging trenches, hauling water, or selling potato soup. Now they wore scraps of leather for armor, gripping spears made of unvarnished wood.

A wiry man with burn scars crawling up his neck tried to spin his spear toward an imaginary enemy. His grip reversed. The spear jabbed the dirt, slipped, and cracked against the temple of the man beside him. The stabbed one yelped and rolled, more shocked than hurt.

Freiya sighed and walked slowly toward them. She pointed at the skinny man.

“Right hand on the shaft. Pointy end toward the enemy. Not your friend. Even baby mice know that much.” 

Her eyes flicked to a middle-aged man with a gut like a melon:

“Going to swing that sword?”

He nodded, eager.

“Be my guest.”

He lunged. She raised one finger. A single tap on his chest—and he crumpled backward, unconscious.

The wind swept the plain. The tall grass rolled like golden-brown waves under an unseen tide. Trees, twisted and sparsely-leaved, dotted the expanse like ancient sentinels offering no shelter.

Across that harsh sea of grass moved the young Stalkers. Raw recruits. Lean bodies. Unpracticed motion. They ran drills—long-distance sprints, tight maneuvers, stealth crawls through razorgrass. Instructors barked, their voices harsh, uncaring.

Then came the scent—iron-rich soil and the dry rot of brittle grass. And a moment later, the first drop. Heavy. Cold. Unmistakable against fever-hot skin.

Within seconds, rain struck like a hammer. Not vertical, not kind—slanting sheets driven by wind like thrown daggers. It pelted light armor like hail, pierced into every fold of cloth, stung flesh as it fell.

The world changed. Wind roared. Rain hissed. Armor clattered. Wood moaned. Trees groaned. Instructors shouted, barely audible now, drowned beneath the voice of the storm.

Visibility collapsed. The savannah narrowed, curtain of water cloaking everything in haze. The gold-tinged grasses turned sodden and dark. Trees vanished into silhouettes.

The earth, once firm, turned to sucking mud beneath relentless feet. Stalkers slipped, rolled, fought for grip. Their clothes soaked through, armor no longer light. Cold wormed in through every seam. Every movement cost more.

The trees offered little. A few ducked under branches, but those twisted limbs caught little of the storm. Soaked and shivering, they continued.

And still Freiya’s voice rose through the downpour. Hoarse but commanding.

They ran. Crawled. Stumbled. This was the lesson. Survive discomfort. Obey through pain. Function through chaos.

High above, Kaedon watched from weathered stone steps. Two Veinforgers beside him muttered about torn tendons and cracked ribs.

Freiya approached, soaked to the bone.

“I’ll break their fear, Kaedon.”

His brow arched.

“Plan?”

She drew breath, eyes sharp as cut glass.

“We need weapons. Relics. Anything to make them look less like bakers with butter knives.”

Kaedon turned.

“Zaaraki?”

Freiya gave a crooked grin.

“The scaled merchants who’ll slit your throat if you bargain wrong? Perfect. You’ll see—training isn't the only thing we need. It’s time for a serious shopping trip.”

Kaedon folded his arms.

“Then I’ll come.”

“Of course,” Freiya said, already walking.

“You’re paying.”

Kaedon narrowed his eyes.

“I have money. Doesn’t mean I plan to hand it over.”

Freiya shot him a side-glance.

“You not listening? I said buy, not steal.”

“I said negotiate, not donate,” he replied.

She stared at him a moment, then smiled.

“A security man, eh? I like that. Free retribution.”

Kaedon’s voice was calm, but carried weight.

“Fill Kar-Zeth with Stalkers. Let the Zaaraki roam free on the surface.”

Moss-slick stone echoed under the boots of marching soldiers. 

Ahead, the tunnel to Kar-Zeth yawned wide—like the gaping jaws of some ancient beast. Heat curled from the opening, thick with the scent of metal and mold. The vast underground chasm swallowed sound, its ceiling lost in the dark above. Only faint glimmers from bioluminescent moss and distant crystal veins lit the abyss. A few plasma torches flickered along the cavern walls, casting a greenish hue that danced like ghostlight.

Kaedon Vyrth, Freiya, and five Stalkers stepped into the depths. Two pushed a cart behind them.

Kar-Zeth awaited.

The hidden market beneath southern Kaarneth Valhaan.

It breathed with shadow and life. A place of rare artifacts, war-unique weapons, and cloaked figures whispering blood contracts in the dark.

But the true horror was architectural—market stalls grew out of the cliff walls, hanging like fungus or tumors. Rope bridges swayed over death drops. Walkways were etched into the stone, just wide enough for one careful foot. Suspended platforms rocked, anchored by chains.

Pipes slithered along every tunnel—rusted, ancient, leaking who-knew-what. Light bled from oil lanterns and arcane gems, casting fractured glows on endless cave walls. Below: a cacophony. Metal clanged. Voices murmured. A hundred languages and threats, and the stench of forbidden goods rose like steam.

They crossed a rope bridge. Stalls leaned outward, threatening to swallow wanderers in darkness and trickery. The air was thick with the scent of wet mineral and strange spices—the stench of illegal trade.

From the shadows, slitted eyes watched.

Zaaraki.

Copper-scaled. Seven feet tall. Vertical pupils. Voices like knives dragged on glass. They lived not in cities, but oases and sand-wrapped ruins. No homes, only markets that appeared when contracts were ripe.

“Price changes with attitude,” hissed one—slim, shining scales, voice flat, as if offer and warning were one.

They stood in a hollowed chamber. Ruins littered the floor—cracked crystals, bent armor, rust-eaten artifacts that might explode with a wrong touch. Their trade tables weren’t wood, but sandstone inlaid with frozen metal.

Zaaraki cared nothing for wars or kings. Only numbers. Only value.

Freiya and Kaedon approached the main stall. Two broad-shouldered Zaaraki guards stood watch, copper scales catching the faint light.

Freiya gestured.

“How much for all of it?”

The Zaaraki didn’t blink.

“Three hundred krona.”

Freiya barked to her crew, “Load it.”

They moved, swift. The cart filled. Freiya turned without another word.

The Zaaraki exchanged glances. Then a low hiss:

“Hey... You...”

Kaedon stepped forward, calm.

“Relax, Zaaraki. I handle payment.”

The merchant’s tongue flicked:

“First time humans take goods without coin.”

Kaedon didn’t flinch:

“I command the Cranial Stalkers. We pay in silence—silence we keep across this land.”

“No such contract,” the merchant snapped. 

“And we do not need new protectors. We have protection.”

Kaedon’s gaze hardened:

“There’s always a contract. I’m here to make one. Take me to him.”

Tension rippled. The merchant hissed, long and low, and blew a whistle carved from bone. Minutes passed. Then came the clink of metal. Heavy steps.

Zaari’Khul.

Winged. Towering. Twin tongues slithered from his beaked maw. Two crystal-armored guards flanked him. His presence chilled the chamber.

“What is this?”

The merchant pointed at Kaedon.

“New price for spilled blood.”

Zaari’Khul’s hiss echoed like stone cracking:

“Humans... seek contract? I see skin that tears, blood that leaks easy.”

He bared his fangs. His claws glinted. His tail—a massive length of armored steel—dragged the stone with a hiss:

“You think Kar-Zeth will fall for coin?”

Kaedon said nothing. Freiya stepped forward:

“We offer blood. And blood buys old steel.”

Kaedon stepped back. Its their moment.

Zaari’Khul grinned.

“Then let us trade... value for value. Price for price.”

He snapped his fingers. Suddenly—two guards lunged. Swords cracked. Spears flew.

Freiya twisted, dodging one strike. A hand slammed into a guard’s chest—he flew like a puppet cut loose.

Kaedon rolled, caught a spear with his shoulder, drove an elbow into a scaled jaw.

Chaos erupted.

Vendors scattered. Four more Zaaraki surged, red-black scales flashing. The market’s bones echoed with the sound of battle.

Zaari’Khul froze.

“You know what I do to unjust contracts?” Freiya asked coldly, leaping forward with her Nyxirath, aiming at the Warlord’s chest. Black blood splattered. Zaari’Khul collapsed, gasping for air.

“Who would ever kneel to you?”

Freiya raised her spear high.

“Whoever wishes to live.”

Around her, the Zaaraki traders froze. Eyes flicked between each other, then slowly—wordlessly—they bowed their heads. No one opposed.

Kaedon stepped forward. He approached Zaari’Khul without hesitation. With a click on his shoulder plate, his puldrons whirred to life.

Two mechanical arms unfolded from his back.

Without a word, he went to work. One arm swept over Zaari’Khul’s torn chest, cleaning the wound with swift, precise motion. The other arm hummed to life, casting a healing beam across the gash.

In five seconds, the wound sealed shut.

Zaari’Khul’s eyes widened. Around them, the traders murmured in disbelief.

Kaedon turned slowly, letting silence weigh the moment.

“There are dozens of us who can do this,” 

“If you still think our skill ranks below your slow-footed dancers...”

He gestured to six battered guards leaning on their spears.

“...then you have no place in trade.”

Zaari’Khul stood tall, as though no spear had ever touched him.

“You are free. Kar-Zeth is yours, human. But I want your post gone from here.”

Freiya snorted.

“Good. I never liked this stinking pit. I’ll decide where we go next.”

A Zaaraki stepped forward, voice raised.

“Will we be safe where we’re going?”

Freiya glanced at Kaedon. He nodded, letting her speak.

“If trouble finds you,” she said, “I’ll handle it. You’ll trade to the ends of the world.”

Zaari’Khul narrowed his eyes.

“What do you want in return?”

Kaedon’s grin said everything. The deal was struck. He pointed to a cluster of crates—overflowing with relics and scorched weapons.

“All of it. For the next three months.”

Freiya stepped forward, voice ringing through the cavern:

“Zaaraki. I am Freiya. Cranial Stalker guarantees you a public depot—Middle Route. Just three hours from Luythran!”

The market rippled with whispers. Kar-Zeth had never bowed to humans. Not until now. But in the flickering light, the hunger in their eyes spoke louder than their silence. Plans began to form.

Back in Darven Hollow.

With new armor and Zaaraki escorts, the stalkers surged. Once aimless recruits now trained with urgency, aware they stood on the edge of something far greater.

The savanna wind rolled in from the south, hot and dry, sweeping across crimson stones and rattling the metal roofs of Outpost One. Inside the rough-walled stronghold—its seams sealed with dark crystal spikes—armed silhouettes moved with discipline, each footfall rippling through the sand like a heartbeat.

Freiya stood atop the command tower, hair tied high, eyes scanning the lattice of outposts stretching west.

Twenty-five posts, each manned by thirty soldiers. Five kilometers between them—forming a serpent’s spine from the heart of Darven Hollow to the edge of Anhar Vald.

She didn’t speak. She marked her map, broke the wax seal, and traced her finger along the escort route. Stalkers were no ordinary force. Each wore black armor, a sleek fusion of silanox fibers and biosteel plates—capable of dampening crystal bullets and diffusing magic heat.

On their thighs: rare weapons—Plasmarrow Throwers, compact thermo-magic launchers, and Veykar Blades—short knives that adjusted to the molecular makeup of whatever they struck.

Each stalker bore a single sensory symbiont, leech-like and small, clinging to the side of their helmet. It could detect movement, vibration, even heartbeats—within a thirty-meter radius.

That day, from the logistics barracks, six copper-scaled Zaaraki caravans rolled out. Long crates stacked atop wagons.

One merchant, wrapped in a black scarf, nodded to Freiya as they passed.

She raised a hand. The red flag dropped from the tower.  Outpost One—active.

At Post Two, a young stalker—Lyren—slid the optical shield across the gate, focusing on the open land ahead. Dust billowed. In the distance, the golden-green glow of a Zaaraki lantern shimmered. He signaled. Five stalkers fell into circular formation, weapons raised.

As the caravan passed, they stepped in, pressing down the Route Seal—a field sigil that masked wheel tracks across the plains.

One Zaaraki merchant hissed in approval, lifting his tail to offer a shard of blue crystal.

Lyren nodded. Nothing more.

And the relay continued. Outpost to outpost.

By Post Five, Anhar Vald rose on the horizon like a black steel thorn buried in the sand. Nestled in a crescent of low cliffs, it stood as a logistical fortress and rotation hub.

Freiya arrived first with two elite stalkers. She passed through the barracks, inspecting supply lines. On one wall: rune-lined weapons, perfectly aligned.

One stalker cleaned the barrel of a Nyetheris Arc-Rifle. Another checked the power cells of a Graviton Kinetic Armor, only used for steep terrain operations. On the far wall, a massive map hung pinned with plasma nails.

The Zaaraki routes glowed with yellow crosses. The stalker patrol paths curved beside them like arteries pumping blood.

Freiya stared for a long moment. Then turned to the signal officer.

“Rotate every three hours. They’re starting to track our timing. And send code to Post Six. I’ll ride north tonight.”

She threw on her mantle—its inside lined with a layer of thin, flexible alloy. And the sky... shifted. 

She moved along the trade route and the camp like a wraith keeping watch over a blood oath still unpaid.
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​​Invasion Flag
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Three months later. Darven Hollow.

Exactly five kilometers from Luythran District, in the autonomous region of the Anhar Vald Confederation—now a hub for merchant passage—a crimson banner whipped in the dry wind above the Cranial Stalker barracks.

The structure stretched like a fortress from the desert floor, a massive complex of hardened sand and wood alloy, covering over 20,000 square meters. Fourteen-meter-high walls encircled it, sheltering twenty vast halls—housing soldiers, storing logistics.

A fine sandstorm began to rise, sifting in the scent of metal and dry earth.

From beneath the dust veil, two cloaked figures crested a nearby hill. Copper scales glinted faintly in the firelight of the gate torches.

On the top floor of the command barracks, Freiya sat in a chair sculpted from compacted sand, speaking with Kaedon and two young stalkers when the Zaaraki envoys entered.

There were no names spoken. No formal greetings.

“Our movement is halted. The artifacts sit buried. No buyers,” said the first envoy, his voice low and steady.

Freiya’s stare was cold.

“Where? And who?” she asked, but let them speak their piece.

The Zaaraki answered plainly.

“Before your eyes. Luythran District has changed hands. Now ruled by the iron grip of Reil Elgar.”

The second envoy scraped a silver plate at his hip with a sharp claw.

“He doesn’t pay. Doesn’t let us enter.”

Kaedon snorted.

“Luythran? That place is a walking tomb. Wait three days—you’ll be trading again.”

The Zaaraki bowed slightly and left.

Freiya turned immediately.

“Thess predicted this. It’s happening now. I’m moving in, Kaedon.”

Kaedon looked startled. His voice rose in protest.

“You’re not wasting time, Freiya? The assault division’s still dividing artifacts. They’re not ready!”

Freiya laughed.

“This isn’t an assault. It’s infiltration. Cut the supply lines. Shake the people's faith. Leave him with no one to lead.”

Kaedon went silent. His hand clenched. Then, a slow nod.

“One crack is all we need. But if we fail... every trade eye closes. Zaaraki aren’t the only relic vendors out there.”

Freiya answered without hesitation.

“Then we won’t fail.”

She nodded. The two young stalkers bowed and exited. Not long after, six Vaurnak riders—low-bodied, long-limbed reptiloid beasts, somewhere between serpent, lizard, and wolf—left the barracks, bound for Luythran.

That night, the strategy tent was raised. General Kaedon Vyrth stood with his four commanders: Freiya, Jaggan, Lyrren, and Rakho Vyorr.

A sand map was unfurled across a stone table. Luythran—marked in dark etching—was a small industrial city: surrounded by factories, mining routes, and labor depots.

All controlled by one man—Reil Elgar, a former gladiator who’d built his rule on fear and blood pacts.

Kaedon pointed with his dagger.

“Water supply here. Weapons depot here. Communications station—here.”

Freiya nodded.

“Cut all three, and the people stop moving. No banners, no war cries. We arrive as saviors.”

Jaggan growled.

“He’s no fool. He’ll see us coming.”

Freiya didn’t flinch.

“Then we send a message.”

Three days later, the Luythran armory erupted in flames.

Freiya stood atop a stone ridge, watching the blaze below like an artist admiring her own sunset.

Below, chaos spilled through the streets. Citizens looted food reserves. D’Grak’s soldiers, overwhelmed and disoriented, scrambled without orders.

The water supply had dried overnight—Zaaraki liquid minerals had poisoned the dam, corroding pipes into dust.

With three surrounding towns losing their lifeblood, workers turned on their masters. The Zaaraki—once barred—now stood tall in the markets again. With artifacts. With contracts. At prices twice what they were before.

And elsewhere...

Reil Elgar stood in his fortress tower, watching the flames consume his district. His eyes narrowed. Veins pulsed across his neck. Behind him, a trembling messenger whispered.

Reil Elgar  spoke through clenched teeth.

"What are their names?" .

“Cranial Stalkers.”

​* * *
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Freiya stood atop a jagged hill, gazing down at the industrial valley of Luythran, cloaked in soot and silence.

“Don’t touch the palace. The palace is just skin. We burn the marrow—the thing that keeps the bones upright.”

Her words struck the air like an oath. Around her stood Jaggan, Lyrren Thadea, and five platoon leaders—eyes locked, no one questioning the command.

That first night, three food depots vanished in flame. No magic. No relics. Just hex-oil canisters and calloused hands. The fires were staged to look like local sabotage.

By morning, Luythran was panicked. Wheat prices tripled in a single day.

And then... salvation came.

Cranial Stalkers disguised as aid workers from beyond the district. They brought oil, dried fruit, and barter supplies from the Zaaraki. Everything wrapped in grey cloth—the mark of the “fire from ash.”

“You’re not military?” one coal-darkened Veykraan miner asked.

Freiya smiled.

“We carry flame. It’s up to you whether you burn... or rise.”

The next step: infiltration of medical and light arms routes. Wound salves. Breathers for the mines. Strength serums. All distributed in silence from hidden outposts.

Knives disguised as tools. Steel hoes with reinforced shafts. Gloves laced with fingerplates. Not weapons—until wielded by the right hands.

“These are just tools,” Freiya told them. 

“But tonight, you are the tool that chooses what to carve.”

In the center of the district, Freiya’s unit constructed a stone shed, barely fortified, masked by a grey tarp.

“This isn’t a fortress,” she said, planting her hand on the wall. 

“It’s where the dead learn to stand again.”

Kaedon grinned.

“Ash Shelter. Where ash is shaped into fire.”

Every night, young workers snuck in. Trained not as soldiers, but as protectors—of their homes, their families, their future. Lyrren and Jaggan oversaw the lessons.

One night, Freiya sent three Cranial Stalkers—Jurnak, Felra, and Kelhim—to deliver rations and hope to the miners in Luythran’s east.

Their mission was simple: distribute aid. Spread word of Ash Shelter. But on their way back, a scout—paid by Reil Elgar—spotted them.

“Three strangers,” the scout reported. “Carrying food, tools. Speaking of training.”

Reil Elgar didn’t flinch.

“Track them. Capture them.”

It didn’t take long. The three were distributing medicine to children—bandages, pain powders—when they were seized. No resistance. No weapons drawn.

Reil Elgar ordered them paraded, not hidden.

Stripped, bound, branded—each body marked with the seared insignia of the Cranial Stalker. They were tied to three wooden poles in the town square. Elgar’s voice thundered from the fortress balcony:

“When the sun stands overhead, I’ll burn them. Let their fate be a lesson: this is the end of betrayal.”

When Kaedon heard, his face tightened.

“Perhaps it’s time we stepped out of the shadows.”

Freiya stood at Ash Shelter’s gate.

“Then let me be the shadow that slips in first.”

At dawn, the square was ready. Three wooden poles. Ropes stretched taut. Dry oil-soaked fabric clung to the bodies of the youngest Cranial Stalkers—barely weeks in service. One couldn’t even read.

Freiya moved like smoke—black-clad, face masked in glowing red runes. She slipped past the guards of Reil Elgar’s fortress like a curse whispered too quietly to stop.

The first guard fell to a strangling wire. The second, to a sliced tendon and silenced scream. The third never saw the kitchen knife flying through the air. On the fortress balcony, Elgar raised his torch, his massive frame draped in silver-etched robes.

“You all know my law. Traitors don’t die quiet. They become a warning.”

Crowds watched.

But not all cheered.

Some—miners, Veykraan—stood frozen. Their eyes shifted not toward the square... but toward the grey tarp on the horizon.

Freiya waited above the stage—motionless, breath held. And as Elgar raised his torch—

A voice shattered the silence.

“The ones you burn... will become our flame.”

Heads turned.

“The ones you crush... will rise to break you.”

A lone figure stood above. Masked. Still.

Elgar raised his hand to order arrows. But before a word left his mouth—

From the crowd, a mining spike was driven into his side.

“You thought we were deaf, Reil Elgar? We heard everything. We just waited for someone to make us believe.”

A second spike struck.  Then a steel hoe crashed into his ribs.

The crowd erupted—but not by command. They moved because the fire was already there.

As Elgar fell from the stage, Freiya descended. Calmly. With a knife, she cut the bonds of the three.

“You’re not soldiers,” she whispered. “You’re proof that even ash... can ignite.”

That night, Ash Shelter ceased to be a training camp. It became command.

Luythran flew the grey banner.

A week after Reil Elgar’s fall, the ashes in the square still clung to the wind. But change clung to the air even stronger.

Freiya stood atop Ash Shelter’s tower. Her eyes traced the bleak horizon. A single shard of light cracked the desert sky.

Behind her, Kaedon stood with folded arms. Around them: advisors, officers, messengers—waiting for the general, known for patience and cold resolve.

“There are two kinds of attacks,” Kaedon said, holding out a handful of letters.

“Those made by sword. And those made by pen.”

The letters were grim.

Cranial Stalker accused of unauthorized military action.  Anhar-Vald demands reparations for lost warehouses and supply lines. Anhar Vald requests clarification on interference with its primary supply chain.

The room stiffened.

“What if we say no?” Jaggan asked.

Kaedon’s tone flattened.

“Then Anhar-Vald will send troops. Demand payment. And they’ve already threatened force.”

He exhaled.

“I thought we’d have a week of peace after Elgar. But this... diplomacy moves faster than any storm.”

Freiya cut in.

“Then diplomacy is your field, Kaedon. Stall them. I need room. My troops need time.”

Kaedon nodded:

“They don’t care about Elgar. They care about the flow of gold. Of labor.”

Freiya’s voice lowered.

“My scouts say the next district is busier than Luythran. More workers. Less military.”

Kaedon frowned:

“Then they’re overconfident... or hiding reserves.”

“Both,” Freiya said. 

“Because they have money.”

Kaedon smiled faintly.

“Then let’s make that gold flow... like a river.”

But the mood shifted when the courier returned.

“Six battalions. Not royal. Their armor moves like liquid. Reflects like cursed glass. They call themselves: the Steelborn.”

Freiya took a lump of charcoal and sketched a rough outline of Luythran Valley on the stone wall of Ash Shelter. Fort positions. Enemy paths. Arrows.

“They’ll be here in two days.”

She stared into that imagined distance.

“Let them tire themselves.”

Kaedon crossed his arms.

“I’ve seen our defenses. Can we exhaust them?”

Freiya studied the map.

“No. But we hold the land. Narrow canyons. Mountain gaps.”

She tapped the red mark labeled Outpost 1.

“Don’t intercept. Let them come to our gates. Let them crash against the mountain.”

“Then,” she said, voice hardening, 

“Outposts 2 through 14 move. We clamp like jaws. I strike first—draw them in. Let them think we vanish.”

Kaedon added:

“And Jaggan’s force pulls them to the fort, bleeding what strength they have left.”

The courier nodded, vanishing into the dark.

Freiya imagined the Steelborn marching—fluid steel and paid blood. An elite syndicate of mercenaries—loyal only to coin—about to face warriors forged not by wealth, but by purpose.

It would be the Stalkers’ first real test.

To hold power.

To keep what had been won.

From behind the stone wall, hidden in a fold of the canyon, Freiya stood motionless. Her cloak clung to her frame, damp with night dew. Nyxirath—still broken—trembled softly against her back.

Around her, 320 Stalkers lay in wait.

From Post 4 to Post 20, each had sent twenty of their finest. These weren’t soldiers who marched. They were hunters. Infiltrators. Executioners in the silence of night.

“Don’t give the signal,” Freiya whispered—less a command, more a prayer.

“Let the first blood fall without a sound.”

And when the last platoon of Steelborn stepped between the canyon walls, the Stalkers moved.

And blood was spilled.

The first fire didn’t come from an arrow. It came from a supply cart—one that suddenly erupted in a roar of flame. Screams tore through the night. Horses reared, some in panic, others trampled beneath iron-shod hooves.

From atop rocks, beneath brambles, and along the jagged canyon walls, the shadows came alive.

The Stalkers struck.

Blades slipped through the gaps in armor at the neck. Silent arrows flew at point-blank range.

No orders. No war cries.

Only death answered the darkness. They danced across the battlefield—slashing, throwing, vanishing. Precise. Ghostly. Fatal.

From Post 8, Shira was already setting fire to the third logistics tent, severing the retreat line.

A Steelborn commander—draped in the pelt of a direwolf—screamed for the defensive line to hold. But the only reply was a spear—piercing the smoke, slamming through his chest and pinning him to a twisted scrub tree behind.

Some soldiers broke west, trying to scale the cliff. But boulders rained down from above. They were buried. Crushed.

The front line began to understand. This wasn’t a skirmish. It was a massacre.

The ground they had marched across—confident and armored—was now a graveyard of their own men. Cut down from the stone’s edge. Slit open by unseen hands. Their formation disintegrated into blood and dust.

Panic surged like a river through the canyon—rushing backward toward their supply convoy.

But there was no safety waiting for them there.

They found only flaming wagons, broken bodies, and spears jutting from the cliff walls like warnings.

Captain Ghalreth, leader of the forward battalion, raised a dirt-smeared hand streaked with blood.

“Bow formation! Infantry to the center! Protect the alchemists!”

But his voice was already lost—swallowed by fire, shadow, and steel.

And the Stalkers... kept coming.

A long whistle sliced through the night.

The second wave had begun.

From narrow fissures in the canyon walls, the shadows stirred—not many, but enough. Thirty pairs of eyes glowed beneath Stalker masks, weapons gleaming with silent menace: thin spears layered in cursed crystal, crescent blades, runic rifles firing black-needle projectiles.

Their movements pulsed like the earth’s own heartbeat—swift, precise, without warning.

Freiya stood atop a narrow ledge of stone, Nyxirath—broken, yet burning—resting in her palm. The Crimson Core at its tip flickered a deep red glow, as if hungry.

“Don’t let them leave the gorge,” she said—not shouted, but spoke with force. Her voice echoed like a spell.

Then came the clash.

One of the alchemists tried to douse the ledge in liquid fire—but Freiya moved like lightning, dropping down from above. One spin. One thrust. The alchemist’s helm flew, blood boiling against the cliff wall.

Two Steelborn cavaliers charged the lower flank. But razor-thin wire stretched across the slope caught them mid-gallop. One horse crashed. The other was met by a rune-hammer, shattering ribs—its rider thrown like a rag doll into the rocks.

Captain Ghalreth, leading a hundred survivors east, turned too late. The exit was sealed—stone barricades laid the night before by Post 11.

They were caged.

From shadow, runic arrows soared—threading gaps between steel plates with surgical precision.

Steelborn fell by the dozens. Hundreds collapsed beneath the blades of the silent Stalkers, the blasts of crystal traps beneath the sand, and the ambushes that came from above, below, within.

One young Stalker, chest soaked in enemy blood, stood trembling in the narrow path choked with bodies.

“Is this... victory?” he murmured.

Freiya stepped forward, her boots crunching over steaming earth.

“No,” she replied, her voice cold as the steel in her grip.

“This is just the beginning.”

At Ash Shelter, the front line of the Steelborn Syndicate—nearly a thousand strong—had arrived.

Kaedon stood over the tactical map, watching the eastward path into the valley. Arms folded. Silent.

Beside him, Jaggan—commander of Goremarch, the primary defense force of the Cranial Stalkers—adjusted his helmet beneath his chin.

“They’re not here to play,” he muttered.

Kaedon nodded:

“Hold the line. Don’t strike until Freiya disappears. Keep them guessing. And... keep her path open.”

Jaggan gave a crooked smile:

“We’re not made of steel, Kaedon. But we know how to burn fields as we fall back.”

Back in the canyon, the stench of blood hung thick. Steelborn corpses piled on shattered stone, the coppery air thick with iron and flame. But no cheers echoed.

Freiya stood at the cliff’s edge, Nyxirath’s broken shaft still weeping blood. Below, the Stalkers retreated swiftly, soundless as a vanishing storm.

“We don’t need to hold this ground,” she said, low and sharp.

“This isn’t a war of attrition.”

One hand signal from her sent the silent order.

Across the canyon, the Stalkers disappeared—one by one—into slits in the rock, vanishing through climbing ropes and hidden tunnels known only to them. There were no words. Just motion. Just breath fogging in runed masks, and shadows slipping back into stone.

Within minutes, the killing field was quiet.

Only the wind—and the dying—remained.

Then... a horn.

The frontline of the Steelborn had returned. Led by three armored commanders, accompanied by shock troops and heavy cavalry, they stormed into the gorge—too late to save anyone. What they found was ruin.

Wrecked wagons. Dead alchemists. Slaughtered infantry. Spears protruding from cliff walls.

A black trail snaked toward the north, signs of retreat—swift, efficient, deliberate.

“An ambush... and I didn’t see it,” hissed Commander Marghen, his helm scored and shoulder bleeding from magical shrapnel.

A soldier pointed, fury in his voice.

“That’s Luythran! On the southern ridge!”

Another commander unsheathed his dagger, thrusting it toward the distant silhouette of the old city, veiled in morning mist.

“If we can’t strike shadows, we’ll strike what shelters them. Burn it. Level Luythran. Pay blood back in fire.” 

The order went out. Nearly a thousand Steelborn soldiers began to march—toward the city. Their boots thundered across the stone path, infantry pouring through canyon gaps and ridgelines, cavalry forming a wide arc on the right flank. Their voices rose in savage unity, weapons ringing like an orchestra of vengeance.

The skies above Ash Shelter dimmed, cloaked in high mist and the remains of unmelted snow. But the ground was no frozen plain. It was thin, sunbaked dust—beneath which hid open mouths of death.

The Steelborn came like a tide. Silent, merciless, glinting with the reflection of a cursed moon. They emerged from the east, crawling over the ridges and switchbacks toward the shelter.

Jaggan’s Goremarch stalkers were already waiting in the rocks. From the right flank, five scouts moved silently, spreading Harkline Powder—a dust-thin reagent that made armor slip against stone.

Two Steelborn staggered. One fell hard. The other shattered his shoulder against the canyon’s edge before ever drawing his blade.

But that... was just the opening.

Jaggan stood atop a narrow bluff, sword drawn. At his side were two others:

Jevor, master of underground traps, his breath sharp with adrenaline. Rellin, desert infiltration specialist and water-pressure tactician.

“We’re at the detonation point,” Jevor said, voice tight.

“The sand’s dry enough,” Rellin added. “They’re heavy. It’ll hold—for a while.”

Jaggan nodded.

“We just need them to step forward. The rest... the earth will handle.”

Ahead, five massive Cranial Stalkers appeared—the Lures. Towering bodies. Gleaming armor. They hurled bombs, taunting the enemy.

The Steelborn advanced undeterred. Their armor was too strong for such tricks.

The Lures retreated—toward the old Zaaraki trade tunnels, long abandoned:

“Cowards,” spat a Steelborn officer. He raised his hand.

“Pursue.”

Twenty Steelborn followed, unaware.

The path beneath them—packed dust—was not natural. It was catch-sand, woven with hollow veins and breathing chambers.

The weight of their armor was too much. In under two minutes...  

A soundless rift cracked open beneath their feet, widening like black veins across a red canvas. Dry-packed terrain crumbled into a whirlpool of sand, mud, and rock.

And then— The earth disappeared.

GRRRRRKKK—

The ground beneath the Steelborn melted—not with heat, but with failure.

Liquefaction.

Soil that seemed solid lost all cohesion. Bound particles turned traitor. Pressure from heavy steps forced air and water to the surface, and in an instant, the canyon floor became a swamp of thick, churning mud.

What moments before was dust-packed stone turned into a boiling mire.

Steelborn screamed—but only once. Their armor, once their greatest strength, became their coffin.

One by one, they sank.

Slow. Inevitable.

Their mirrored plating pulled them down like anchors, sucked into the rising muck. Hands reached for the cliff walls, for comrades, for anything—but the earth refused to let go.

A hundred of them vanished before they could finish cursing. Some tried to leap free. They never reached the air.

Jevor’s traps triggered—spires of enchanted iron burst from the ground. They skewered knees, pierced bellies. What had once been ground was now a grave, spiked and howling.

Screams tore through the canyon. From above, Jaggan watched. Not a word passed his lips. He stepped forward. The wind pulled his cloak as he raised his sword overhead—his silhouette cutting through the red fog of dusk like a blade drawn across heaven.

Below, the Steelborn were drowning in earth and blood.

And the mountain held its breath, waiting for the war to scream again.

The ground they marched on liquefied in an instant—liquefaction.

Solid earth, robbed of cohesion, turned to sludge. What once held firm under armor and boots became a ravenous mire. Pressure built, and water surged upward from the depths. The terrain softened beneath their feet, becoming a boiling marsh that devoured anything atop it.

A hundred Steelborn had no time to scream.

Their armor—once their pride—now cursed them. It dragged them under. Slowly. Inexorably. The muck pulled them down like ancient hands.

Some leapt in desperation. But Jevor’s traps activated—metal spikes infused with sorcery sprang from the soil. They struck knees, punctured stomachs. The air filled with screams—of pain, of confusion, of disbelief.

Jaggan watched from above. He said nothing. He stepped forward, sword raised. His silhouette split the crimson dusk. 

Rellin twisted the valve shut.

Water ceased its flow. The earth began to harden, sealing what remained below. It didn’t look like a battlefield anymore—just smooth, unbroken soil. A mass grave veiled by silence.

Jaggan sheathed his blade.

“One hundred down... Nine hundred still waiting.”

But the effects of the collapse didn’t stop.

The pressure fractured deeper layers. The earth cracked wider. Two front ranks of Steelborn plummeted into sinkholes. Narrow tunnels opened beneath them, filled with traps too old to remember their builders.

At the western gate, Rellin raised his hand:

“Open the floodgates!”

Massive wooden doors groaned. A torrent of water, sand, mud, and suffocation gel surged forward, a flood engineered to drown men in armor. The tunnels filled instantly. Steelborn caught inside screamed as circuits shorted, helmets flooded, and their bodies were pressed against cave walls.

Then the roar came.

Like the sky gasping for breath.

GROOOAAARRKK!

The earth collapsed.

Beneath Ash Varan, karst chambers long forgotten cracked open. Ancient limestone caves filled with hollow veins now devoured the army above.

They never saw it coming.

The frontmost troops—laughing seconds earlier—felt the ground tighten, then vanish. They weren’t slipping. They were being swallowed whole.

Armor became a curse again. The surge of mud and water slammed them down tight tunnels. They were pummeled, thrown into stalactites, ground against stone walls.

No light. No air. No direction.

They didn’t drown from lack of breath. They were crushed before they could inhale.

The walls of water hit with such force it shattered soft stone. Bones cracked on first contact. There was no escape. They weren’t fighting—they were sinking wreckage in a flood.

Below Ash Shelter, where ancient geologic maps warned only of “unstable cavities,” now echoed with the sound of dying steel.

Stalker traps claimed them one by one. Some stuck between karst jaws. Others vanished in the endless spin of currents.

Jevor whispered:

“Too slow to swim. Too heavy to leap,” 

Steelborn didn’t scream in fear.  They screamed because their logic broke. There was no countermeasure. No counterattack. They weren’t trained for failure.

Jevor threw his final capsule—Karvasil Gas. It reacted to liquid metal, creating a corrosive bloom of rust that devoured kinetic energy and erupted armor from within.

“Farewell,” he muttered, unable to watch.

One by one, Steelborn suits bubbled, hissed, then popped—small internal explosions, like flesh bursting under pressure.

Jaggan stepped down onto the sand. No enemy stood. Only fragments of armor, stuck in the dirt. Only wreckage floating deeper into tunnels no one would dare enter.

He planted the black banner of the Cranial Stalker in the graveyard of iron.

No cheers. Just sky.

“This is a warning,” he said.

“We never play games.”

Elsewhere, the sky darkened over Anhar-Vald.  A storm wasn’t just coming—it was marching.

Freiya and fifty elite soldiers from Ash Shelter moved like shadows through the night, slipping through an old canal long forgotten since the last war. The water was black, tinged with a metallic stench, but the passage carved a straight path toward the industrial heart of Anhar-Vald—where artifacts, distribution lines, and the Veykraan markets converged like arteries to a single heart.

At the main warehouse, two guards fell without a sound.

Five infiltrators breached the control panels of the artifact systems, disabling the security locks.

Soon after, they severed distribution channels with spiked barricades, and a steel bridge erupted behind them—shattered in a blast that sent tremors through the stone beneath their feet.

From the top of a ruined watchtower, Freiya watched the trade routes wind through the earth like scars. In her hands was a logistical map—taken days ago from the head office during the first strike. Red lines bled across the parchment, all feeding into one point: Gholn.

The dust of a distant caravan still hung beyond the fog.

Beside her stood Tharz, scout and shadow, worn cloak rolled at his arm. He’d lived embedded in Anhar-Vald for a month.

“They’re moving people like grain,” he said. 

“Three routes—two by land, one underground. All feeding into Gholn’s distribution complex.”

Freiya’s voice came low.

“Who’s in charge of distribution here?”

“Halven Droth,” Tharz replied, without hesitation. 

“Honored by Gholn. Three times.”

Freiya nodded once.

“Find him. No interrogation. No trial. He’s part of the machine.”

By nightfall, Halven Droth was dragged from a hidden chamber beneath a fake artifact vault—disguised as an exile ward.

He died by a short Veykraan blade once sold at his own auction.

No witnesses. No decree.

Only silence.

But silence broke the next morning when Kaedon arrived—flanked by the full force of the Cranial Stalkers.

Five battalions marched into Anhar-Vald like an avalanche.

Kaedon declared the city under his command.

Soldiers of Anhar-Vald were given one chance: join the Stalkers and live—or leave, stripped of rank and arms.  Those loyal to Gholn were exiled.

At dawn, Freiya walked through the heavy stone doors of Halven Droth’s residence—a fortress of austerity, practical and bare, a reflection of its former master. Sunlight pierced through a narrow window, illuminating the swirling dust. She still wore her Stalker armor. Her eyes fell on the desk where Halven once ruled, feeling the weight of a vanished empire.

As she combed through the documents he left behind, the door creaked open.

A woman entered without permission.  Middle-aged, or perhaps ancient—time had been careful with her.  Her cheekbones jutted like carved stone beneath alabaster skin.  Her silver-gray eyes, faded yet sharp, moved like arrows.  Hair the color of frost slicked back from her crown, falling in long, icy strands.  She wore a long ivory coat embroidered with thin copper thread that twisted like vines. Her fingers—long, pale, trembling—shook not from age, but from too many years spent holding power in shadow.

She walked as though the room were hers.

Her voice, rough with wisdom, filled the stillness.

Nalian Tarill:

“Your speed... is impressive, Miss Freiya. Anhar-Vald has waited long for change. But change that comes too quickly... shatters delicate balance.”

Freiya didn’t blink:

“Balance? Halven Droth was part of the machine that ground people to dust. There’s no balance in oppression... madam...?”

Nalian nodded slowly, eyes unrepentant:

“I am Nalian Tarill. I kept that machine running, Miss Freiya. I ensured it fed this city. And kept Gholn at bay. That was my work.”

Freiya’s gaze hardened. She had seen people like this before—roots tangled deep in the bones of every city.  Unseen. Undying.

Freiya:

“The matter is resolved. Anhar-Vald is now under Stalker protection. No more ‘grain’ for Gholn.”

Nalian gave a quiet snort, barely audible. She dragged a heavy wooden chair from the corner and sat without asking. A subtle power play.

Nalian Tarill:

“Protection?” Her voice rasped like dry parchment.

“You killed Halven Droth, Miss Freiya. And now you expect us to simply accept your claim of rule?”

Freiya:

“We’re not offering. You’re not accepting. We are taking. And if you think to oppose us... You’ll regret it.”

A single eyebrow arched above Nalian’s sharp eye.

Nalian Tarill:

“For decades, I’ve ensured Anhar-Vald and its four quarters remained a Free Trade District. Not under any crown.  It was I who struck that deal—with King Gholn himself.”

Freiya:

“I don’t care about your deals, Madam Tarill.  I don’t care about your influence.  Or your threats.  I came to Anhar-Vald to free the oppressed.  And I will.  With or without your consent.”

Nalian’s eyes narrowed, but her tone stayed calm.

“And I see... your army is not much, Miss Freiya. You’ll need shelter here. Food. Access.  You’re nothing more than proud beggars in stolen boots.”

She let the words hang like a knife balanced on a fingertip.  A warning. An offer.

A reminder: power may shift hands, but it never leaves the room.

Freiya:

“And you, Madam Tarill, are a relic—expired and brittle. We’re not offended by your words, because you speak the truth.  We are Stalkers—bastards, old woman.  We came to plunder.

And we will take what we want.”

Nalian Tarill:

“These agreements are my power, Miss Freiya. My shield. The reason Gholn hasn’t dared to touch Anhar-Vald as long as I’ve drawn breath.  Stability here—

I’ve fought decades to maintain it!”

Freiya rose from her chair. She circled the desk slowly, the rhythm of her boots echoing on stone, until she stood within arm’s reach of the elder.

Freiya:

“Stability, Madam Tarill, is built on justice— Not on rotten deals hidden behind old thrones. I see no bridges here. Only spiderwebs. And spiderwebs, Madam Tarill... must be swept away.”

Nalian Tarill:

“You’ve shown your strength, Miss Freiya. You’ve made it clear you don’t hesitate to use force. But strength... is not power. True power lies in knowledge— In influence—

In the art of bending others to your will!”

Freiya turned, stepped back in front of the desk, eyes never leaving the woman.  When she spoke, it was with icy certainty.

“You walked into this room to prove you still hold power— and I am to treat that as my responsibility to preserve?”

Nalian Tarill:

“If you wish to rule Anhar-Vald, you’ll need me.  You’ll need to honor my agreements. Respect my reach.

And if you don’t...You’ll face consequences beyond imagining.”

Freiya:

“Then let me make my position clear:  You are a free citizen of Anhar-Vald.  You can choose to help us rebuild trust— to use your influence not for profit or control, but for helping people.”

Nalian Tarill:

“But I am bound, Miss Freiya. Bound by pact.”

Freiya’s grin was cold, sharp as drawn steel:

“Then choose, Madam Tarill. Be the bridge to a free Anhar-Vald— one where Stalkers guard, not govern.

Or be another thread in the old web we’ll burn to ash.”

Nalian Tarill’s lips twitched, not quite a smile. Her gaze sharpened like a needle drawn across glass.

Nalian Tarill:

“And how do you know this web doesn’t house a greater spider?  I may sit still. But others— they are not so patient. There is one... more aggressive than I.  One that doesn’t care who stands in its path.  And perhaps... it’s already wrapped its silk around you.”

Freiya scoffed, defiant fire flashing in her eyes.

Freiya:

“Then let it come.  I welcome the fight.”

Nalian’s eyes narrowed to slits, a glint like flint behind them.

“And When it comes for you... you’ll finally understand who protects whom.”

That night, Kaedon stood before his war council.

He held a scroll—one found in Droth’s hidden vault.

“WEEKLY DISTRIBUTION REPORT – Gholn Directorate of Logistics

Target Quota: 1,000 units/week

Olythea: 130/week

Rakhtor Dominion: 230/week (+50 during Frost Month)

Velhara Confederacy: 90/week (children 8–12)

Zernakk Clan: 150 (mixed blood priority)

Unnamed Buyers (Red Code): 400/week”

Kaedon lowered the scroll:

“This is why I created the Cranial Stalkers. To butcher systems that breed quotas in blood.”

Thess crossed his arms:

“We can make this swift, or slow... your choice, Vyrth-Ka.”

Kaedon:

“Use your scouts. Let them tremble before they retaliate.”

Thess: 

“We can’t rescue everyone and bring them here. But we can strike their supply lines. Disrupt Logistics.”
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