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​Chapter 1: Ashes of Ambition
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The sky over Aridia was less a ceiling than an afterthought—a bruised, sun-choked smear sagging above the broken wastes. Kaelon stood on the edge of a knifed-outcrop, one boot planted on a spall of rebar-studded concrete, the other braced for a wind that had long since stopped trying to knock him over. He wore the wind’s abuse on his face: a crosshatch of scars that never quite faded, and eyes so pale they looked peeled. The left one, rimmed in broken vessels, never blinked at the horizon’s threats. A constellation of distant dust plumes rose over the southern flats, the morning light making them pulse like fever signals.

Kaelon spat into the grit and scanned the perimeter of his kingdom: a bastard sprawl of scrapyard huts, concrete, and wind-ripped canvas. The Ashen clan settlement was maybe a quarter mile across if you were generous or lying, ringed by walls that could’ve been built by a drunk, so slapdash was the weldwork and so arbitrary the sheet metal’s paint jobs. On the east, a pair of watchtowers—one mostly cinderblock, one a welded nightmare—tilted toward each other like old men waiting to be toppled by the next hard gust. Both flew Ashen banners, grey and white, or at least the scraps that hadn’t been torn to nothing by the scouring wind.

Down in the practice yard, half a dozen clan kids tried to murder each other with the kind of glee only the soon-to-be-dead possessed. Blades sparked where salvaged metal met the jury-rigged plates of their shields, each swing driven by more malice than skill. Two of the kids already bled from above the eyebrow, blood bright on the rust-brown ground. Another kid—Myris, scrawny as a bone saw—ditched the shield and barreled straight into the biggest opponent, teeth bared, knife up. The bigger one planted a boot in Myris’ chest and sent her ass-first into the sand, but she popped up wild-eyed and hungry. Above the yard, an old loudspeaker attached to the watchtower spat out orders, half the words lost to static. A training master—gray beard, zero patience—paced the fence and whacked the inattentive with a pole.

At the western edge, beyond the rows of stacked, dented storage drums, another crew practiced with firearms. The guns weren’t really guns so much as angry intentions—welded steel pipes with triggers scavenged from forgotten centuries. Every shot was a gamble: sometimes they spat, sometimes they coughed, once in a while they just exploded. Kaelon watched as a girl, arms more scar than skin, aimed at a scrap target fifty meters out. The rifle’s stock looked older than she did. The round barked out, blew the top off the target, and showered the onlookers with shrapnel. The instructor—who had no fingers on her left hand and was proud of it—nodded once, tight and approving.

Some mornings Kaelon wished he had a whole army instead of this. Most days he preferred it this way.

His armor was patched, blackened leather, reinforced with scavenged plating that covered the kill spots: heart, lungs, femoral. The set had been tailored for someone a hand-width broader in the chest, which just meant it hung less like a uniform and more like a dare. Kaelon kept his weapons where everyone could see them—two short swords at the hips, a jury-rigged firearm slung low, and a knife strapped upside-down across the chest for the kind of emergencies that happened in close quarters. Nobody missed the half-inch of tungsten wired into the knuckle gloves. The effect was obvious and intentional: a man in command who had no patience for second opinions.

He shifted on the outcrop and ignored the creak in his left knee. Instead, he stared north, where the horizon boiled with new plumes of dust. That wasn’t clan patrols—too many vehicles, too tight a pattern. Raiders. Maybe Scorpions, maybe those dumb fucks from Bleach Gulch, maybe just another pack of starving exiles hoping the Ashen were as soft as everyone said.

Kaelon grinned, all teeth, and bared it to the horizon like a challenge. Let them come.

He heard the bootfalls before the voice: “You want the morning report or are you busy sucking down all the air in Aridia?”

Kaelon didn’t turn. “If I needed more air I’d go down there and steal it from the kids.”

Behind him, the voice belonged to Torvan—second-in-command, rumor magnet, and possessor of a personality best described as ‘dog with a vendetta.’ Torvan had a face like a chewed-up heel and a beard that never quite took, which only made his constant scowl look more earnest. He wore the same armor as Kaelon, but on him it looked resigned rather than defiant.

“Woundmaster says we lost two last night, both posted north wall. Caught by something with claws, maybe a sandwarg or just an asshole with a knife. No witnesses,” Torvan reported, scratching a jag of scar above his collarbone. “Supplies: outpost three is low on fuel, main kitchen’s almost out of protein. Again. Training’s got one broken arm, five lacerations, and that kid Myris? She bit someone. Tore the cartilage. Didn’t even spit it out.”

Kaelon grunted. “You get a look at the bodies?”

“Only what was left. Bite radius says animal. Claw marks too. But you know—” Torvan flexed his hands, making air quotes. “—‘Aridia’s predators are always hungry.’ Maybe it’s that new pack they saw south of the dry gulch.”

“They’ll learn, or they’ll die,” Kaelon said. “Probably both. The ones that learn first get to bury the rest.”

He started down the outcrop, boots grinding against the uneven concrete, and Torvan fell in beside him. From below, the view of the settlement was even less impressive: huts stacked together in defensive huddles, alleys that doubled as latrines, the low constant hum of desperation. A cluster of elders—three women, one man—stood outside the main barracks, smoking and arguing. One of the women locked eyes with Kaelon as he passed. She didn’t bother to hide the hate in her glare. He gave it right back, no blink.

On their left, the fire crew prepped for morning watch. Every man and woman on that line carried burn scars, some still raw. They wore those scars like clan marks, prideful. The fire crew was the closest thing the settlement had to police; they kept order in the alleys and kept the peace by any means necessary. Most were volunteers, the kind who preferred breaking skulls to debating rules.

A shout broke from the practice yard as the training master spotted Kaelon. “You see this?!” he roared, voice echoing. “Future of Aridia, our shining little warriors! I give them two days before they stab each other to death or start fucking behind the latrines!”

“Put your money on stabbing,” Torvan muttered.

Kaelon smirked, then whistled once—shrill, sharp, all authority. The entire yard froze; the kids in the middle held their stance, neither wanting to lose face by breaking first. The training master scowled at them, but Kaelon held up a hand. “You. Myris. You want to kill someone, do it when the enemy comes. Not before.”

Myris grinned, tooth chipped and bloody. “Depends who gets here first, Chief.”

One of the other trainees snickered, and the training master cuffed him hard enough to echo off the sheet metal. Kaelon left it at that, continuing past the barracks toward the north wall.

The outer wall looked even worse up close. Plate steel, car doors, even some scavenged solar panels (nonfunctional, of course)—all tack-welded into place and covered in a slurry of mud and chemical bonders. The air beyond it stank of hot metal, petroleum, and something else: the coppery tang of blood. At the watchpost, a pair of guards watched the horizon, rifles propped and ready. One—young, missing two fingers—offered Kaelon a canteen.

“See anything worth shooting yet?” Kaelon asked.

The guard shook his head. “Just sand and bones, sir. Heard something last night, but it never got close.”

“Keep your aim low,” Kaelon advised. “Last time a warg got through, it went for the soft parts first.”

Torvan, arms crossed, stared at the distant dust plumes. “That’s not animals. That’s clan shit.”

“Scorpions?” Kaelon asked.

Torvan shrugged. “Or Bleachers. I hear they have a new leader. The kind that wants to make a name out of killing us.”

Kaelon looked at the sky, then at the walls, then at the cluster of armed kids still smearing blood into the training yard dirt. “Let them try. First wave will get halfway to the wall before they realize we’re not running. Second wave will be the desperate ones. Third wave, if they have the balls, will be worth fighting.”

Torvan grunted, uncertain if that was optimism or the opposite.

A blast of dry wind rattled the tower, sending a flag of Kaelon’s own banner whipping out: a field of gunmetal, with the silhouette of a gauntlet strangling a serpent. The sigil wasn’t traditional, but tradition was for the dead and Kaelon had outlived most of his teachers. He stared at it, saw how the wind threatened to tear it free, and nodded once to himself.

“Everything is ready,” Torvan said. Not a question, just the facts. “When you give the order.”

Kaelon flexed his fingers, rolling the knuckles till they popped, and traced the line of dust plumes crawling closer. He thought of his own father—dead before Kaelon’s first kill—who taught him that Aridia didn’t want kings, only predators willing to gnaw on bone. He figured that still held true.

He turned from the wall and surveyed the yard one last time. Kids brawling, elders plotting, the watch crew digging in. None of them pretty. All of them his.

Kaelon smiled. “Let them come.”

And if the rest of Aridia wanted a fight, they’d have it—one broken tooth at a time.

The morning was stillborn and ugly when the scout staggered in from the north, a ragdoll of blood, dust, and shredded clothes. He collapsed just inside the gates, rolled onto his back, and coughed a handful of blood into the dirt before finding the breath to scream.

"Scorpions! Hit the Keffra village—two miles out! They're burning everything—fuckers got kids!"

The training yard stilled mid-brawl. Kaelon locked eyes with Torvan, who needed zero invitation to move. In three seconds flat, the alarm bell howled from the main watchtower, and every Ashen within earshot sprinted for their stations.

Kaelon snatched the battered scout up by the harness, ignored the bone poking through his forearm, and got the straight details in a rasped shout: "How many? What are they riding?"

"Three trucks, six on bikes. Saw two war wagons—they got an old launcher, too. Scorpions, maybe thirty. Maybe more—they had a kid on lookout—"

Kaelon let him go. "If you can breathe, you can patch yourself. If you can't, get out of the way."

He didn’t wait for a reply. Already Torvan was shouting at the fire crew, sending three runners to the armory and two up the nearest wall with rifles. Kaelon yanked the radio off his belt and clicked over to the clanwide band. The set hissed, whined, then relented.

"Scorpions hit Keffra," Kaelon barked, voice wired tight. "All ready hands to north gate. No armor, no guns, no exceptions. Fifteen count."

The line erupted in acknowledgments, cursing, frantic motion. Torvan met him at the top of the barracks stairs.

"Fast response team is yours," he said, not a question. "Munitions?"

"Everything that'll roll. Fire teams one and two, double up on flank."

Torvan grinned, and in that moment his face looked almost alive. "About time someone kicked the Scorpions in their balls."

"Careful," Kaelon said, already jogging toward the armory, "they fuck back."

Inside, the armory stank of solvent, oil, and the cold anxiety of not enough ammo. A trio of Ashen teens were already suiting up, loading guns, strapping knives to their thighs. The oldest—a man whose left cheek was a map of melted skin—hauled open the main weapons rack.

"We got nothing for anti-vehic," he muttered. "Couple pipe bombs, maybe one real grenade left."

Kaelon took a battered repeater and checked the sights. "How's the old quadcannon?"

"Barely cycles, jams every fourth—"

"Good. Mount it on the flatbed." Kaelon shoved a bandolier over his chest, took two extra magazines, and kicked the door open. He was already shouting as he moved:

"Everyone not pissing blood, mount up! We ride in two!"

The yard convulsed into motion. Horses snorted and thudded the ground, skins slick with dust and tension. Mechanical transports—a Frankenstein fleet of sand-buggies, a repurposed mining flatbed, and two motorcycles older than sin—coughed and sputtered to life. Warriors clambered into the backs, weapons at the ready, faces set for war.

Torvan’s crew rolled up in the fire truck, ex-utility vehicle with a clawed-up plow bolted to the front and room for twelve in the cab. Three gunners, faces blackened, clung to the running boards and racked shells into shotguns.

Kaelon swung onto the lead horse, a scarred old roan with only one good ear. He didn't bother with a saddle; he'd ridden it enough to trust it wouldn't pitch him. Torvan took the second line, riding shotgun in the mining flatbed, the quadcannon lashed to a pipe stand and manned by a woman who'd never met a machine she didn't want to fuck or break.

The north gate opened with a scream of tortured hinges. Kaelon led the charge into the broken plain, wind already knifing into his face, dust stinging the back of his throat.

They moved fast—no time for flanking, no time for second thoughts. The Keffra village was built in a shallow wash, a cluster of mudbrick houses and tarp-roofed market stalls strung out along a single gravel road. Smoke boiled up from three points already, and the screaming started before Kaelon was within fifty yards.

He did a mental count. Maybe a hundred villagers, most not even worth the bullet to shoot. Scorpions in patched armor, black and orange, already swarming over the goods. Two trucks blocked the main road, their crews hauling crates and sacks out of burning homes. Bikes ran perimeter, shooting at anything that moved. The war wagons—welded plate beasts with spikes and roll bars—were idling just outside, the crews taking bets and swigging whatever passed for booze in Scorpion territory.

Kaelon saw the biggest threat instantly. On the roof of the old storehouse, two Scorpions had set up an ancient missile tube, probably one shot, maybe functional. If they got off a round at the Ashen convoy, it would turn the sand buggy and everyone in it into paste.

He made a snap decision, sliced the formation in half with a hand signal.

"Torvan, take the fire truck right, hit the bikes. Flatbed on me—guns up, straight down the gut! Gunners, eyes high for the missile crew."

A wild whoop, then the fire truck peeled off, slammed through a wooden fence, and broadsided the first Scorpion bike before its rider could react. The impact sent the bike and rider tumbling, sparks and bone everywhere. Two more bikes tried to swerve, but a shotgun volley shredded them, riders flailing in midair before hitting the dirt.

Kaelon dug in heels and the roan burst forward. He drew his repeater, fired three shots into the chest of a Scorpion hauling a kid by the ankle. The rounds punched straight through, red mist, kid screaming as she was released. Kaelon grabbed her by the arm, swung her up onto the horse in front of him, and barreled straight at the next raider.

The flatbed kept pace, gunning its whine to max. The quadcannon stitched a line of fire across the road, blowing chunks off a Scorpion truck, perforating anything unlucky enough to be in the way. On the other side, the fire truck kept mowing down the perimeter, Torvan riding shotgun—literally, window down, firing at every moving target.

The villagers broke from their hiding holes, some fleeing, others trying to drag wounded relatives to cover. The smart ones stayed down. The desperate ones tried to fight, swinging farm tools or hurling rocks at the Scorpions.

Kaelon saw the missile crew trying to zero in on the mining flatbed. He veered right, drew the short sword, and, with a single vicious cut, severed the arm of a Scorpion blocking the stairwell to the roof. He left the horse to its own devices—it knew better than to stay in a kill zone—and charged up the crumbling steps three at a time, the girl he’d rescued now screaming and clutching his belt.

The first missile crewman turned, saw Kaelon, and reached for a sidearm. Kaelon threw the short sword, catching the man in the gut; he folded over and tumbled off the roof, taking the missile tube with him. The second man lunged with a knife. Kaelon blocked with the tungsten knuckles, felt bone give, and kneed the man in the balls for good measure. He threw him over the side, then yanked the wounded kid off his waist and pointed at the inside stairwell.

"Down. Hide."

She didn’t argue.

From the roof, Kaelon had a perfect view of the battle: the quadcannon stuttered and stalled, but every time it cycled, another Scorpion dropped. The fire truck had rammed both war wagons; one was on its side, burning, the other’s crew tangled up with the fire team in a full-on brawl. Torvan’s voice cut through the din on the radio, ragged with adrenaline:

"Second wave incoming! Scorpion reinforcements from the west!"

Kaelon thumbed his earpiece. "Copy. Hold the north, punch through. All units—anyone not fighting, cover the villagers!"

He dropped down the inside stairs, hit the ground running. The Scorpions were regrouping, now aware the Ashen weren’t just a handful of villagers with rusty pitchforks. Three came at him from the left, blades out, war cries pure savagery. Kaelon dropped one with a headshot, batted away the second’s spear and broke his leg with a kick, then took the last one hand-to-hand. She was big, brutal, and had a death wish; they tumbled together into the street, rolling in the blood-slick dust until Kaelon headbutted her so hard she went limp.

He came up drenched, vision swimming. All around, the battle was a horror show: gunfire, bladework, the ground packed with bodies and burning vehicles. Scorpions were on the run now, but a handful fought to the bitter end, dying with every curse and insult they could scream.

Kaelon saw the war wagon crew finally extract themselves, swinging a spiked club and an old, barely functional chainsaw. He waded into the melee, followed by three of his own, and the fight was over in seconds—efficient, ugly, no hesitation.

Then, as sudden as it began, the shooting tapered off. The surviving Scorpions tried to run, but the Ashen had the approaches locked down; anyone who broke cover was ventilated by the flatbed gunners, or trampled by the horses. Two Scorpions surrendered, dropping their weapons and falling to their knees.

Torvan limped up, face split and bleeding but still intact. "That's it," he said, panting. "No more. You want to do the honors?"

Kaelon nodded, wiped blood from his eye, and strode to the two kneeling raiders. He grabbed the bigger one by the chin and stared him dead in the eye.

"You ever come back here," Kaelon said, voice cold as Aridia’s night, "I’ll feed you to the fire crew a piece at a time."

The man spat at Kaelon’s boot, so Kaelon pistol-whipped him with the tungsten glove, then left them for Torvan’s crew.

The fire crew rounded up survivors and wounded, dragged the Scorpions’ bodies into a pile, and began collecting anything worth salvaging. The villagers emerged, most stunned, a few already looting the corpses. Kaelon didn’t blame them—he’d do the same.

He took a minute to catch his breath. Then, over the dying roar of engines and the crackle of burning fuel, he called his people to him.

"All Ashen—regroup on me. Check your mags, check your wounds, check your brothers and sisters. If you can’t walk, crawl. If you can’t crawl, fucking ask for help."

Torvan shuffled over, breathing hard. "That was close," he said.

Kaelon snorted. "Only counts in horseshoes and plasma grenades."

He looked out over the battlefield: the dead, the dying, the ashes of another day in Aridia. He was glad for the victory, but he knew what came next—there was always another fight, always someone hungrier than you.

For now, though, he let the adrenaline fade, allowed the pain and exhaustion to set in. He cracked a smile.

"Clean up," Kaelon said, gesturing to the carnage. "And then someone get me a drink."

No one argued.

If you wanted to know how the day was going, you only had to watch Kaelon work.

He was always at the front—never in the rear, never with a committee. When the next wave of Scorpions crashed into the barricade of broken wagons and dead, Kaelon was first into the breach. Two came at him together: one with a bone-carved axe, the other swinging a chain with a spiked engine piston at the end. Kaelon parried the axe with his sword, caught the chain in his off-hand, and yanked the raider off balance. The shoulder dislocated with a wet pop. Kaelon kneed the man in the gut, then snapped his neck with a twist so ugly it sounded like tearing cloth.

He ducked as the axe came down again, let it clatter off his shoulder plate, then grabbed the raider's wrist and slammed it into the hood of a nearby sand buggy. The axe clattered away. Kaelon headbutted the raider, then buried his own blade up to the hilt in the man’s throat. The arterial spray was more like a confession than a death rattle.

All around, Ashen and Scorpions carved each other to pieces. The air was thick with gunfire, oil smoke, the metallic perfume of ruptured bodies. Kaelon barked orders between kills, shoving his own warriors into gaps, pointing out weaknesses in the Scorpion lines.

"Bella, left side! They’re pushing through the old well!"

"Topher, hit the roof—watch for snipers!"

He never shouted longer than a breath; every second not killing was a second wasted.

There was a lull, a weird silence that lasted half a heartbeat. Out of that pause strode a Scorpion in battered ceremonial armor, black with gold chevrons painted down the arms, swinging a two-handed war hammer like it was made of air. The man was seven feet if you counted the mohawk and the welded steel face mask. His eyes were bright and wild, and when he roared, it sounded like the start of a religion.

"KAELON!" the lieutenant howled, charging with the hammer arcing over his head.

Kaelon stepped into the open and met the monster without flinching.

The first swing was meant to pulp his chest, but Kaelon dropped under it, rolled through, and slashed at the man's left knee. The armor took some of the bite, but he still left a deep groove and a gush of blood. The lieutenant turned, hammer swinging wild, but Kaelon was already on the inside, punching at the gap in the torso plate with the tungsten knuckle glove. You could feel the ribs crack. The lieutenant staggered, lashed out with the hammer in a horizontal sweep that took out a chunk of the wall behind Kaelon. Kaelon backed off, breathing hard, watched as the lieutenant lumbered forward—slow now, off balance.

"You done yelling?" Kaelon spat.

The man didn’t answer. Just bared his teeth and brought the hammer down again, slower this time. Kaelon sidestepped, caught the man's arm, and in one smooth motion drove the short sword up under the armpit. The blade caught ribs and lung, and the lieutenant dropped the hammer, sagging to his knees.

Kaelon didn’t bother with words. He cupped the back of the man's neck, twisted hard, and let the head loll at an unnatural angle.

He yanked his blade free, wiping it on the dead man's cloak. Around him, the fight had turned ugly but predictable. The Scorpions were losing—too many dead, too many wounded. A handful tried to run, but Ashen had already circled around the outskirts, firing from rooftops and alleys, picking off escapees like rats. Kaelon’s radio hissed alive:

"All runners down. North line is clear. Got three surrendering. What’s the play, boss?"

Kaelon looked up, saw one of the Scorpion captains on his knees, hands behind his head. His face was a mess of old scars and new bruises. He locked eyes with Kaelon, sneering through split lips.

"We surrender," the man hissed. "Rules of war—"

Kaelon drew his sidearm and shot him in the face.

He didn’t even slow down, just turned to the next Ashen warrior and barked, "Clear the houses! Check for survivors, check for bombs. Double-tap every Scorpion that twitches."

Torvan limped over, blood slick on his right hand. "You always this forgiving?"

"Just don’t want them getting up again," Kaelon said.

He looked around at his warriors. Some were bleeding, most were caked in dust, and all of them were staring at him like he was the only real thing in the world. The bodies of the Scorpions lay in uneven heaps, some clutching their wounds, most not moving at all.

Kaelon spat into the blood-soaked dirt and grinned.

"Let the vultures sort it out," he said, then strode down the ruined street, already thinking about the next fight.

The battlefield cooled fast once the bodies stopped twitching. Kaelon stood with both boots planted in the blood-wet dust, his pulse still thrumming in his ears, the last few spatters of gore still dripping off his blade. He looked like he’d been dipped in carnage up to the waist—armor gashed open at the ribs, a chunk of scalp missing, left eye already swelling shut. Every breath tasted like iron, and every heartbeat felt like an accusation.

He didn’t clean the blade. No point. He just jammed it back into the sheath and scanned the wreckage: Scorpion dead everywhere, Ashen wounded limping or crawling to what passed for triage, villagers clustered in silent shock behind the burned-out husks of their homes. A kid—maybe seven, no shirt, pants held up by a twist of string—stared at Kaelon like he was the start and end of every story he’d ever been told. The kid clung to an old woman’s sleeve and didn’t blink, even when the wind whipped another sheet of dust through the main street.

Torvan staggered over, both arms painted with blood that was maybe half his own. His right hand was split open to the tendon, and he had to hold it above his head to keep it from leaking more.

"You good?" Torvan managed, voice raw from smoke and yelling.

Kaelon sniffed, checked his own arms for anything spurting. "Better than the last asshole you punched."

Torvan grinned, teeth rimmed in red. "Broke three of his. And maybe a couple of mine."

Kaelon pointed with his chin to the fire crew, who had already lined the surviving Scorpions against a wall and were methodically stripping them of armor, weapons, boots, dignity. The bodies were dumped in a pile, destined for the pyre. Someone had already started dragging fuel drums and scavenged wood into a heap, ready to light it up.

He watched as the triage crew—a battered midwife, two kids barely older than the wounds they were stitching—hauled wounded Ashen to a makeshift tent. The worst cases they left on the ground, giving them whiskey and a bullet to bite if they still had teeth.

A few villagers crept forward, hesitant, eyes down. Kaelon caught one by the arm, made her look at him.

"Any more in hiding?"

She shook her head, face streaked with ash and tears. "They killed everyone they found. They said it was a message to you."

Kaelon let her go. "They’re not much for subtlety," he said.

Torvan grunted. "They’ll be back. You think today was the whole pack?"

"I think it was their best shot," Kaelon said. "And now they’re fucking dead."

He turned to his own: thirty Ashen, maybe half of them walking wounded. Most were bandaged with strips torn from enemy flags or the shirts of the dead. They clustered around Kaelon, waiting for him to tell them what to do next.

He thought about just telling them to drink and sleep. But he looked at the faces—some terrified, some wired with adrenaline, all of them hungry for something besides pain—and decided they deserved more.

He climbed onto the hood of a dead Scorpion truck, boots slick with blood, and raised his voice so they could all hear:

"You want to know why you’re alive?" he called. "You want to know why I dragged your asses out of bed, why you bled for a village not your own? I’ll tell you."

The crowd was quiet, every eye on him.

"Aridia is a carcass. Every pack, every clan, every one of us is circling and waiting for the other to die first. The king is dead, and the old order is rotten. But I don’t see a kingdom of scavengers when I look at you—I see a kingdom of killers. Fighters. Survivors. You kept these people alive because that’s what we do: we outlast every bastard who tries to wipe us out."

He scanned the battered faces, saw some nod, some grit their teeth.

"The vultures want to pick us clean," he shouted, gesturing to the burning horizon. "Let them come. Let them try! Because we are the fire. We are the steel. The next fucker that comes for us gets turned to dust and stories."

He let it hang for a breath, then drove it home: "This is our kingdom now. Not theirs. Not anybody else’s. Ours. And if you follow me, you will own every sunrise in this shit-washed hellhole until nothing is left but our bootprints and our bones."

Torvan whooped, the fire crew pounded weapons against shields, the wounded lifted their fists or what was left of them. Even the villagers cheered, thin and ragged but real.

Kaelon dropped from the hood, wincing as his knee threatened mutiny. He stalked to the pyre, grabbed the nearest fuel drum, and doused the pile himself. Someone handed him a match. He didn’t wait for ceremony—just lit it and let the fire roar.

The smoke ripped upward, carrying the stink of burning Scorpion all the way to the horizon.

As the sun slid down behind the gutted houses, Kaelon watched the flames dance, casting long shadows of his people. He could see the fear still etched on their faces, but beneath it, something better: hope, maybe, or the sick, beautiful joy of not dying today.

He looked past them to the horizon. Out there, more clans. More scavengers. More war. And maybe, just maybe, a future.

Kaelon grinned through the blood and the pain and the impossible urge to keep going.

"Tomorrow," he said, almost to himself. "Tomorrow, we start over."

And he let the fire have the rest of the night.
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​Chapter 2: The Tyrant's Legacy
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Kaelon ducked through the slit in the heavy tent flaps and found the council already mid-snarl. The tent reeked of sweat, boiled leather, and the ghost of old blood. Floor was patched with rugs skinned from horses or worse; the walls sagged under wind and years of smoke-stained grit. Light was low—oil lamps flickering against warped hide—and every shadow looked like it wanted to knife you.

The war table was just a plank door laid across two barrels, but the three elders sitting around it treated it like a throne room. The battered tabletop was cluttered with relics of dead eras: a knuckle-duster studded with teeth, a mess of melted chain from some ancient neck bomb, a jar of fossilized sandworms (pickled for luck or warning, depending who you asked). Kaelon’s arrival drew all three pairs of elder eyes, and none of them blinked. He didn’t bother with greetings; he just took his place at the head of the table, the one chair with the least stain on the seat.

Elder Varna was first to talk. She had no teeth left, and her lower jaw had a permanent forward jut, like a dog angling for a fight. Her voice was more a bark than words. “He’s done it again, this bastard. Burned the Green Wastes, started a cull on every clan north of the Marrow. You can’t even breathe out there unless you want to choke on dead children.”

She jabbed the air with her war-sword, the old blade so nicked it looked serrated. “Wasn’t enough to kill the old king. Now he wants the whole continent dry. This isn’t rule. This is a fucking slaughter.”

Marren grunted beside her. His shoulders were slabbed with muscle gone slack from age but still, in moments, you could see the hammer he used to be. He spoke in clipped stabs, never more than necessary. “He doesn’t want subjects. He wants fertilizer.”

Varna gave a wet cackle. “If he wants fertilizer, let him come eat our bones.”

Third was Inos. He wore an eye patch, but the good eye was always wet and glassy, like a fish struggling to breathe. Inos never sat still, always tapping at the table or peeling the skin from his fingers. “He can’t get us if he doesn’t know who’s left. We got lucky this week, but the Scorpions are just a finger. The real fist is still in the city, waiting for us to fuck up.”

Kaelon let them squabble, counting heartbeats and trying to ignore the sting where a Scorpion had opened up his ribs hours ago. He waited for the air to burn out of the room, then spoke. “The king is an idiot. But he knows exactly how to run a war. Every time he pushes, he’s counting on us to trip over our own dicks. So maybe this time, we don’t.”

Varna squinted at him. “You want a real alliance? Us and the Bleachers and the Ashen? That’s—”

“Not just Ashen,” Kaelon interrupted. “There are other clans in the cracks. Some won’t join unless you promise them a piece. Some will join just to backstab. We can use both.”

Inos snorted. “Use a knife on yourself and see what happens.”

Marren shot Inos a look and rolled his knuckles on the tabletop. “He’s right. They only talk to us because we have blood on the board. Bleachers hate everyone. Black-Towers are two funerals from extinction. And the Iron Lords—” He nodded at the hunk of metal on the table. It was a tooth, but not from anything that had ever lived: razor-edged, a trophy pulled from the jaw of an Iron Lord’s mechanical beast. “They’ll gut us if we show weakness. They already tried once.”

Kaelon took the tooth, felt its weight. “Then don’t show weakness.”

Varna grinned, gums raw. “Never have, never will. But we lost three outposts last moon. And if the next attack comes, it’ll be straight for the lungs.”

“Unless we cut their supply lines first.” Kaelon’s voice was calm, flat, calculated. “No water, no war.”

Inos’s good eye flicked around, then locked on Kaelon. “You got a plan?”

“Always.”

It went quiet for a second. The wind rattled the tent walls, and the lamplight caught on the line of a scar at Varna’s throat. The council waited, as if daring him to blink.

“Right now, everyone’s scared to move,” Kaelon said. “The king’s purges make it easy to keep heads down. But if we bleed him from inside—if his own guard starts to wonder who’s next—he’ll have to shift his focus. Gives us time to rebuild.”

Varna traced the war-sword’s tip along the line of a crack in the table. “That means spies. That means traitors.”

“Means desperation,” Marren said. “You want to bet the next generation on the hope that the city will eat itself before it eats us?”

Kaelon shrugged. “Better than waiting for the boot.”

He turned the Iron Lord’s tooth in his hand, watching the edge catch the lamp glow. “Besides, the king doesn’t have a next generation. His only heir’s been dust for years.”

At that, Inos stopped tapping and just stared, mouth open.

Marren looked sideways. “That was never confirmed. There are rumors—”

“I’ve heard the rumors,” Kaelon snapped, a flicker of actual heat behind the dead calm. “If the boy’s alive, he’s in a pit somewhere, not leading armies. If he isn’t, the only ones who care are the old royalists, and they don’t get out of bed unless someone pays them in whiskey or bullets.”

Varna nodded. “So what’s your next move, Boss?”

Kaelon didn’t answer right away. Instead, he leaned forward, elbows on the sticky old wood, and fixed each elder in turn with a stare. His left eye—milky, never blinking—made even Varna shift in her seat.

“My move,” he said, “is to take what’s left of this clan, and smash every weak link in Aridia until nothing is left but the strong. The king wants a wasteland? Fine. But it’s not his wasteland. It’s ours.”

He tossed the Iron Lord tooth on the table. It skittered and fell off the edge, clattering to the floor. None of the elders made a move to pick it up.

Marren grinned, lips thin and white. “What about the Crimson Traders? They got a new envoy, heard she’s got teeth.”

Inos, never one to stay off-topic, fished into his vest and pulled out a battered coin, silvered but scarred. “Got this from a source in the Low Market. It’s real, minted by the king’s hand. Word is, Traders are buying up every old loyalty they can find. If we don’t move soon, the next price is our heads.”

Kaelon took the coin, flipped it between his fingers, felt the gouges and stains. He set it down, and for a second his gaze softened.

“Never thought I’d miss money,” he said.

Varna barked a laugh.

“I’ll send runners to Bleach Gulch and Black-Tower,” Marren said, scribbling on a ragged square of synth-paper. “But I want a hand-picked crew for the city. No junkies, no kin of dead men.”

Kaelon nodded. “Take what you need. But keep it quiet. If anyone in the city suspects, they’ll hang us by sunrise.”

He stood. The wounds under his armor pulled, and he grimaced, but only slightly. He looked at the table one last time—the war-sword, the coin, the relics of a dozen failed generations—and felt a tightness behind his ribs, something he refused to name.

“I’ll be in the armory,” he said. “Anyone tries to follow, shoot them in the knee.”

He didn’t wait for an answer.

Outside, the wind had picked up. It carried the smell of burning, which was either the village or the pyres or both. Kaelon pulled his coat tight, checked the sky for signs of movement, then stalked toward the heart of the camp. He didn’t look back. He never did.

The armory was set into the belly of the camp, dug deep and hidden under layers of tarps, scrap, and paranoia. The door was a sheet of tank armor, welded to a frame that looked like it’d been hammered together by lunatics. Two Ashen kids—couldn’t have been more than sixteen—watched the approach, each holding a sidearm almost as big as their arms. One sized Kaelon up, eyes darting to the still-seeping blood at his ribs. The other just spat at the dirt and thumbed the safety off.

Kaelon nodded once. They stepped aside, wordless, and he shouldered the slab of a door open. The hinges shrieked, echoing down a corridor lined with pale blue electric lamps and rows of skulls hammered flat as badges.
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