KEEPER 381

Chapter 381: KUN OF THE WEST

Kun Nakia kept her soldiers ringed around the basin without ordering the first strike. Well, even the
beast wrapped around her neck and hands and the one at her feet radiated fear of the bigger one of
their species.

No hunting snake would dare move against Zaira. She was the queen of her kind.

’She wants information before blood,” N’varu thought, watching her officers hold their shields low, ‘that
gives us more time anyway’

"My beasts don’t smell the abomination. Well, not enough of him. So where is he?"

"Do you wish to kill him, or do you perhaps think you can?" N’varu said slowly after a moment

Kun Nakia answered, chin lifting, "My orders concern the man who illegally crossed three territories."
She said, watching N’varu’s hands instead of his face, "If he reaches the West, the decision becomes
mine, understand?"

"You are worried he will cross your border without permission," N’varu said, jaw loose, "or you are
worried he will kill you for voting for his death when he was weaker."

Something shifted behind Kun Nakia’s eyes, and N’varu understood the second worry had already
reached her before the first one did.

She asked, eyes narrowing, "What does he want beyond my border? He is not the type to seek revenge
over a vote."

"A man tied to the fall of N’folu," N’varu answered, "and | doubt you want that man moving through
your territory either. Because he must die by Sagiri’s hand. You protect him, and you will die too"



"l only wish to protect my people from a rampaging southerner, and you being here with his beast tells
me you are buying time. For what exactly, | will find out soon."

’She is good,” N’varu thought.

An officer near the ridge called down a range estimate, and Kun Nakia answered without turning,
trusting her people to hold their line while she finished reading the ground.

"You are telling me the South and North are ready to fight over a man who is not even here," she said.

"I am telling you that punishing the wrong people will not stop him," N’varu replied, jaw tight. "It will
only cost you soldiers you need for something else."

Kun Nakia raised two fingers, and her line shifted along the ridge without advancing, tightening the circle
by narrowing the distance between shields.

N’varu recognized the gesture as a test meant to provoke Zaira into revealing her temper, so he pressed
one hand against the beast’s foreleg before the western line could bait her.

"Not yet," N'varu said quietly, hand steady on her leg, "We drag the fight as much as possible. Sagri
should be almost where he wants to be."

Zaira’s eyes stayed fixed on Kun Nakia, though her bottom scales withdrew from the soil and left the first
challenge unanswered.

The restraint unsettled the western soldiers, since their formation had been built to answer force rather
than a creature choosing patience.

'They trained for a monster,” N’varu thought, watching two officers exchange an uneasy glance, ‘'nobody
trained them for a calm beast.’

Kun Nakia ordered three fighters down the slope, splitting them wide to reach Zaira’s undefended side
while the rest of the line held its ground.



The three soldiers reached the edge of the camp, closing the gap with one deliberate stride.

She did not roar or lunge, instead pressing one massive paw into the earth and forcing the soil upward
until their boots lost their footing.

Kun Nakia called her soldiers back to the ridge, then sent a rider toward the eastern slope before N'varu
could ask who deserved the message.

N’varu asked, eyes tracking the rider’s path, "Who are you calling?"

"I hear the eastern and central chiefs already reached the southern line," Kun Nakia said, "you’ll be
sharing this route with them once the South stops waiting."

N’varu weighed the threat against everything he had already spent to hold this ground, since the West
could not leave the basin while Zaira and the Sandshades remained, yet another front could still make
the decoy worthless.

"Three chiefs closing on Sagiri at once,” N’varu thought, throat tight, 'Sagiri was tired from the archive
and relics and whatever weighed on him constantly that he could not share."

"If your chiefs reach the South before Sagiri does, you’ll have three wars instead of one missing man,"
N’varu said.

Kun Nakia’s mouth curved without warmth as she answered, "If Sagiri reaches the West, I'll have one
war inside my own borders."

N’varu looked past her toward the empty road behind the western line and said, "Then keep us here,
since that’s exactly what you’re already doing."

Her eyes narrowed, since he had named the choice she seemed to be hiding from her own officers.



She said nothing for a long breath, and N’varu let the silence stretch. A woman deciding against her own
instincts rarely wanted company in the decision.

"Tighten the ring until nightfall," Kun Nakia ordered, turning her shoulder toward the ridge, "no one
attacks unless | say."

A southern rider crested the ridge before the order had finished traveling down the line, carrying a
sealed strip stamped with Zifara’s crest against the failing light.

The rider’s horse stumbled on the loose scree, and two western guards caught the reins before the
animal could carry the message any farther off course.

Kun Nakia read it once, jaw tightening, then looked toward N’varu before saying, "The South gave the
eastern and central chiefs until nightfall to bring Sagiri back alive, whatever that’s worth to you."

"It is worth nothing to me, but Kun of the west, | advise you to pick your fights carefully this time."

Kun Nakia folded the strip between two fingers without answering right away, studying the seal while
her officers waited beside the ridge for a decision she had not yet made.

’She wants to leave and cannot,” N’varu thought, reading the pause the way Seyika had taught him to
read every hesitation, ‘that stall is working.’

"You speak as though you are winning," Kun Nakia said, "your people are surrounded, your beast is
waiting on your word, and your missing chief may not even know what you’re buying him."

"Winning is not important to me, but | am not sure | will lose if you fight me," N’varu answered, one
hand still resting on Zaira’s leg, "Unless you wish his beast to feast on yours."

Zaira shifted behind him, shaking her massive head, forcing the nearest officers to raise their shields
without waiting for an order.

Kun Nakia’s mouth tightened, though she did not order the attack.



The southern deadline kept closing in, that was a fact she could not ignore

She folded the message once more, looked toward the darkening horizon, and N’varu understood that
every hour now depended on the decision the chiefs at the front would make and Zifara’s decision.

And that decision will require the Kun of the west to make a choice.

Chapter 382: THE ULTIMATUM

The wind rolling across the eastern border plains carried the dry scent of flint and iron, stirring the dust
between two silent armies.

For leagues along the boundary dividing the central steppes from the southern sands, twenty thousand
spears stood upright beneath the pale morning sky.

The Southern Host had erected no timber palisades or defensive trenches, arraying their battle ranks in
broad nonagons five hundred paces deep beneath the amber banners of N’Faya.

General Zafaru sat motionless atop his armored war mount at the vanguard, his weathered posture
matching the sheer stone cliffs of Thazir.

Across his broad shoulders rested his great recurve horn-bow, while his dark eyes watched two foreign
rulers riding forward across the neutral border gravel.

Opposite the southern lines, the combined host of the Eastern Council and the Central Plains formed an
immense crescent of polished plate and fluttering silk banners.

Grand Zorath Linga Maaka of the Eastern Cilsi tribes reined in his warhorse first, his ceremonial robes
stiff with gold embroidery over fine mail.



Beside him rode Chief Tendai Mbeki of Molakwa, his heavy engineering cuirass etched with interlocking
gear motifs, followed by twelve senior captains resting hands upon their broadswords.

The warhorses of the northern coalition shifted uneasily on the hardpan earth, catching the distant scent
of desert ozone drifting from the southern ranks.

Linga Maaka cleared his throat, letting his voice carry across the open steppe with practiced diplomatic
authority.

"General Zafaru, the High Council of Tagayia requires an immediate explanation for this hostile
mobilization along our sovereign frontier."

The eastern chief gestured sharply toward the southern nonagons, his fingers tightening on his velvet
reins.

"Sagiri, the Chief of the South, broke northern military jurisdiction, struck down Grand Chief Zaka
Asakana, and left Galka in political chaos."

"We demand the Chief of the South be surrendered immediately to face the judgment of the
Convergence Hall in Alika City."

The Kai of the South did not blink, his face showing neither anger nor surprise as the desert wind
whipped his dark mantle.

Zafaru leaned forward in his saddle, his voice carrying the deep, resonant gravity of grinding bedrock.

"A request does not arrive with twenty thousand spears drawn to my boundary markers, Grand Zorath."
The southern general pointed his gauntleted finger across the border stones, his tone hardening with
cold certainty.

"Authority ends at my border, and your outriders crossed it before sunrise."



"Order your men back five leagues before you dare speak of peace on southern soil."

Chief Tendai Mbeki urged his mount forward half a pace, raising a placating hand to prevent the
confrontation from escalating further.

"General, you are a seasoned commander and know continental treaties," Mbeki spoke with calm
reason.

"Even the Chief of the South cannot overturn an entire northern hierarchy without answering to the Ten
High Councils."

Zafaru cut him off with an icy stare that made the veteran forge-master freeze mid-sentence.

"Sagiri is no ordinary claimant under northern charters," Zafaru declared, his words echoing across the
plains.

"He is the Supreme Chief of the South."

The Kai raised his left hand high into the air, signaling the southern vanguard behind him.

Twenty thousand southern warriors shifted their weight in flawless unison, slamming iron-shod spear
butts against the earth with a thunderous thud.

Front-rank archers drew composite sand-bows, nocking broadhead arrows dipped in viper venom while
holding their bowstrings to their cheekbones in absolute stillness.

Linga Maaka’s warhorse reared in panic, forcing the eastern guard captains to draw their shields and
form an emergency ring around their chief.

Zafaru lowered his arm, delivering the final decree of the Southern Sovereign Council.



"The South has issued a sacred decree, giving you until nightfall to return Supreme Chief Sagiri alive,
untouched, and unhindered."

The Kai turned his war mount back toward his command pavilion, leaving his words hanging heavy in the
freezing morning air.

"If the sun touches the western ridge without our Supreme Chief, the South will march across every
northern fortress to the gates of Galka."

Four hundred leagues to the northwest, within the jagged limestone basin bordering the wild lands of
Tsanka, the tension hung equally sharp.

Along the jagged perimeter cliffs, three thousand western ridge-hunters held the high ground with
notched hunting bows and weighted grappling chains.

Beside them crouched elite Kafika beast-tamers, restraining snarling war-panthers and razor-hyaenas on
spiked iron chains.

At the highest apex of the western ridge stood Kun Nakia of Tsanka, her predator-hide cloak whipping in
the freezing mountain gale.

Her calculating amber eyes studied the dry wash of the basin below, searching for any sign of weakness
in the enemy’s formation.

Nestled in the center of the limestone canyon sat the southern camp, completely undisturbed by
defensive ditches or timber barricades.

At the heart of the clearing coiled the colossal form of Zaira, her obsidian scales reflecting deep bronze
undertones beneath the mountain sun.

The rhythmic breathing of the mountain titan serpent echoed against the canyon walls like the slow,
deep heartbeat of the earth itself.



Surrounding the titan stood the ten Sandshades of the Shaa’meri clan, their gray cloaks blending into the
limestone gravel in an unbroken diamond perimeter.

Kun Nakia stepped to the edge of the limestone precipice, her clear voice ringing down the canyon like a
hunting horn.

"Show me the Chief of the South, or | will treat this southern detachment as an invading host and order
my archers to blanket the canyon!"

From the massive shadow of Zaira’s coiled flank, N’varu stepped forward into the open sunlight.

He walked fifty paces out onto the white gravel, stopping with calm grace as hundreds of western
bowstrings drew taut along the cliffs.

N’varu folded his hands into his linen sleeves, looking up at the Western Kun without a trace of fear.

"You have enough warriors along those ridges to fill this canyon with iron, Kun Nakia, yet you hold your
fire while tracking our tracks."

The Sandshade leader raised his chin toward the northern mountain passes, his voice cutting through
the whistling wind.

"The Chief of the South is hunting the phantom who destroyed N’folu sixteen years ago, and stopping his
allies will not halt his blade."

"You are watching a shadow while the continent prepares to burn beneath your feet."

Kun Nakia tightened her grip on the leather hilts of her twin curved blades, her amber gaze shifting
toward the western horizon.

The sun had already begun its steady descent toward the rugged mountain crests, counting down the
final hours to dusk.



Across both borders, the countdown to continental war had begun, and only nightfall would decide the
fate of the realm.

Chapter 383: UNTIL NIGHTFALL

The sun bled into a dull copper disc over the western crest when galloping hooves broke along the high
ridge line.

The rhythmic sound of churning shale echoed down the limestone walls as a lone outrider rode furiously
toward Kun Nakia’s command circle.

The rider dropped to one knee on the cold stone, holding aloft a cylindrical bronze scroll-case bearing
the crimson wax seal of the Southern Sovereign Council.

Nakia cracked the hardened seal with her thumbnail, unraveling the coarse parchment to inspect the
sharp desert calligraphy within.

The message contained no diplomatic pleas, no apologies, and no room for negotiation.

It delivered only a strict timetable, declaring that the iron fortress gates of N’Faya would swing open if
Supreme Chief Sagiri remained unreturned by dusk.

The scroll warned that twenty thousand southern spears stood arrayed along the eastern boundary,
ready to march across every border fort to Galka.

Nakia rolled the parchment back into its casing, tucking the bronze cylinder beneath the leather strap of
her gauntlet.

She walked to the edge of the limestone ledge, looking down into the darkening wash where the
southern detachment stood in absolute silence.



The ten Sandshades remained unmoved in the center of the clearing, their gray cloaks blending into the
massive shadow cast by the titan serpent.

Beside them, Zaira lay coiled like an obsidian fortress, her golden eyes watching the changing light with
ancient, unblinking patience.

Nakia turned toward her senior beast-tamer, her voice low and calculating beneath the howling
mountain gale.

"The South stands on the eastern road with twenty thousand spears, giving the continent until dusk
before their legions march."

"Test their perimeter before the light vanishes," Nakia ordered, "and see if their discipline matches their
reputation.”

Three elite Tsanka scouts separated from the cliffline, gliding down the steep scree slope with seasoned
mountain agility.

They used the natural cracks in the limestone to descend fifty paces in seconds, landing silently in the
dry wash thirty paces from the southern line.

The scouts fanned out in a low triangular formation, unspooling weighted hemp nets and notched
hunting daggers from their belts.

They moved with predatory stealth, testing the reaction speed of the desert warriors while closing the
distance to the perimeter.

They dropped their centers of gravity into the authentic predator stance of the Sawaka wilderness,
advancing with soundless, rhythmic strides across the stones.

Zaira did not roar, nor did she lash her massive tail in fury.



The mountain serpent simply shifted her colossal armored body two paces left, placing her thick scales
between the scouts and the Sandshades.

She lifted one massive armored claw and drove it directly into the limestone bedrock with measured
force.

A localized, pressurized shockwave ripped across the gravel, tossing a wave of compacted dirt and stone
into the air.

The kinetic displacement caught all three scouts at once, lifting them off their feet and sending them
tumbling backward through the dust.

The shock jarred their hunting daggers from their fingers, scattering their weighted nets across the dry
riverbed.

Before the scouts could regain their footing, N’varu crossed thirty paces in the blink of an eye using fluid
sand-gliding footwork.

He moved past their disordered guard like a shadow, striking the radial nerve clusters in their forearms
with the flat of his crescent dagger.

The three western scouts fell to their knees, their arms temporarily numbed and their remaining
weapons disarmed without a drop of blood spilled.

N’varu stepped back three paces, folding his arms loosely within his sleeves as he looked up toward the
command ledge.

"The beast halted your hunters without crushing a bone, and my warriors leave them whole," N’varu’s
voice carried clearly to the ridge.

"The South offers you a choice between wisdom and pride, Kun Nakia."



Nakia stared down at her three elite scouts slowly rising from the dirt, rubbing their paralyzed wrists in
stunned silence.

"I see that the beast obeys discipline, Sandshade," Nakia called down from the height.

"Yet discipline does not alter geography when the sun disappears behind the mountains."

The final sliver of copper sunlight slipped beneath the western peaks, plunging the deep canyon into
freezing twilight.

A shrill signal whistle pierced the cold air along the limestone rim, echoing from ridge to ridge like the
shriek of a hunting hawk.

Three thousand Western warriors rose simultaneously from the darkened heights, their silhouettes
lining the entire circumference of the basin.

The Western Army unleashed the authentic predatory hunting arts of the Sawaka wilderness across the
rocky slopes.

Down the steep scree slopes poured Tsanka shock troops and Kafika skirmishers, moving in low,
guadpedal beast-crawls to maintain balance.

They descended in coordinated hunting packs, launching clouds of barbed grappling chains and
neurovenom darts from leather slings.

The iron-tipped projectiles hissed through the twilight air, aimed at the lower joints and weapon arms of
the southern guards.

N’varu unsheathed his twin crescent blades with a sharp metallic hiss that cut through the roar of
descending boots.

"Diamond seal!" N’varu commanded his brothers, "Hold the center and redirect their momentum
through the sand currents!"



The ten Sandshades moved as an unbroken living mechanism, their gray cloaks billowing as they glided
across the uneven stone.

They used phantom mirage steps to slip beneath the descending chain barrages, catching iron links
along the curved guards of their hilts.

A veteran Tsanka spearman lunged forward with a twin-headed poison spear, aiming for N’'varu’s throat
with lethal speed.

The Sandshade leader dipped beneath the thrust with razor-thin clearance, pivoting on the heel of his
boot to drive his elbow into the spearman’s ribs.

The impact sent the heavy warrior crashing into his oncoming shield-bearers, breaking the momentum
of the western vanguard’s first wave.

Beside N’varu, two Sandshades executed synchronized low sweeps, slicing through taut grappling lines
and redirecting charging warriors into the dirt.

Every strike was calibrated with ancient southern precision, disarming weapons and turning kinetic force
back toward the scree slopes.

Yet for every western hunter tossed to the gravel, five more vaulted over the boulders with broad
hunting blades bared.

The Western Army pressed closer from every angle, their hunting perimeter closing like a vice around
the southern diamond.

Behind the charging lines, Kafika beast-tamers brought forward packs of snarling war-panthers, their
claws scraping against the limestone.

High above on the middle terraces, the timber frames of cliffside ballistae began to creak in the darkness
as iron winches wound tight.



The heavy siege engines were locked into firing position, their iron-tipped bolts aimed directly at the
center of the southern line.

The countdown to nightfall had expired, and the battle for the western basin erupted into full, merciless
combat beneath the stars.

Chapter 384: THE TITAN UNLEASHED

The clash of forged iron erupted across the limestone basin as night closed over the western canyon,
swallowing the last embers of twilight in a single breath.

Down from the dark ridge lines poured hundreds of Tsanka shock troops and Kafika skirmishers, kicking
up thick clouds of white gravel as they converged on the southern perimeter.

They advanced in the authentic hunting formations of the Sawaka wilderness, dropping into low
guadpedal beast-crawls to present minimal targets against the dim starlight.

Dense clouds of weighted hemp nets and barbed grappling chains whistled through the freezing air,
hurled from leather slings to tangle the crescent blades of the ten Sandshades.

The southern warriors held their ground in an unbroken diamond formation, their gray cloaks billowing
as they sand-glided across the bedrock to slice through taut ropes before the iron hooks could bite.

Every deflection was executed with ancient desert economy, turning the kinetic momentum of the
charging western vanguard back toward the rocky slopes.

N’varu parried two rapid venom-tipped spears with a single fluid stroke, stepping inside the thrust to
drive his palm into the lead warrior’s sternum.

The impact sent the Tsanka veteran skidding backward through the shale, but four more skirmishers
instantly vaulted over their fallen comrade with hunting daggers drawn.

Their low strikes were designed to hamstring the southern guards, attempting to hem the small desert
detachment against the sheer rock wall behind them.



The sheer numerical weight of the Western assault tightened like a closing noose across the basin floor,
pressing the Sandshades into an increasingly narrow perimeter.

Above them on the middle terraces, heavy timber frames groaned under winch tension as Tsanka
engineers sighted their battery of cliff-mounted ballistae directly into the fray.

Heavy iron-tipped bolts, each as thick as a man’s arm and banded in cold steel, whistled down from the
heights in a coordinated descending volley.

The iron projectiles ripped through the night with a shrill scream, intended to impale the southern
pocket beneath an inescapable hail of siege iron before the warriors could scatter.

The massive bolts struck Zaira’s armored flank with the deafening violence of smithy hammers, ringing
off her thick obsidian scales in showers of white-hot sparks.

The iron tips crumpled against the ancient hide, shearing away in bent splinters that left nothing behind
except faint gray scuffs across the dark bronze sheen of her armor.

The mountain serpent turned her triangular head toward the ridge line, her burning crimson eyes
narrowing into lethal vertical slits as a low vibration rolled through her coiled spine.

Zaira had held her discipline while the sun stood in the sky, answering Sagiri’s silent command of
restraint through every minute of the tense daylight standoff.

Now that the Western Army had unleashed lethal siege iron upon her master’s sworn guards, the
primordial instinct of the apex desert titan shattered the final boundary of patience.

She shifted her massive coils, displacing tons of gravel as her dorsal crest flared with predatory intent.

The colossal serpent rose to her full towering height, her massive silhouette blotting out the stars and
casting an oppressive shadow over the entire lower canyon.



Her obsidian hide caught the faint moonlight in deep chestnut and amber undertones, while the
armored ridges along her spine locked into place with an audible metallic grind.

The air within the basin grew dense and suffocating with static pressure, forcing the nearest western
skirmishers to stumble backward as the bedrock trembled beneath their boots.

Zaira parted her jaws and unleashed a primordial sonic roar that tore through the mountain cut with the
concussive force of an exploding fortress gate.

The acoustic shockwave struck the advancing western lines like a solid battering ram, ripping ironwood
shields from the hands of the front-rank warriors and tossing armored men across the slopes.

The sheer atmospheric displacement ruptured eardrums, shattered wooden spear shafts into kindling,
and vibrated so violently that loose shale cascaded from the highest peaks.

The sonic wave reverberated off the sheer limestone walls, fracturing crystalline overhangs and raining
jagged stone upon the middle terraces.

War-panthers held in reserve snapped their heavy leather leads in blind panic, clawing frantically up the
slopes as their primal instincts overpowered the whips and commands of their handlers.

The coordinated hunting discipline of the Sawaka wilderness collapsed in an instant, drowned out by the
deafening acoustic fury of the titan.

High on the command ledge, Kun Nakia drove the point of her curved blade into a fissure in the rock to
brace herself against the violent acoustic gale.

She shouted orders across the terrace to reload the cliff batteries, but her voice was swallowed whole by
the roaring echoes bouncing between the canyon walls.

Around her, seasoned Tsanka veterans clutched their bleeding ears in agony, unable to hear drum beats
or horn signals through the ringing pressure.



Before the western engineers could thread fresh cables onto the winches, Zaira drove her armored chest
forward into the dry riverbed.

Her massive muscular tail, lined with thick serrated ridges, whipped across the basin floor in a low,
sweeping horizontal arc.

The kinetic momentum plowed through two feet of compacted bedrock, carving a miniature trench
through the dirt and launching a tidal wave of pulverized rock against the western infantry.

The impact obliterated the natural earthworks where forty Tsanka archers had taken shelter, lifting
whole squads into the air and burying their weapon racks under mounds of crushed limestone.

Armored bodies were hurled twenty paces into the dry gully, their heavy breastplates crumpled by the
flying debris as the defensive line dissolved.

The sweeping tail did not stop at the riverbed, slamming directly into the base of the western cliff with
the concussive force of an avalanche.

Spiderweb fractures ripped upward through thirty paces of solid stone, tearing away entire sections of
the terrace in thunderous, cascading rockslides.

Two heavy ballista carriages tore free from their iron moorings, tumbling end over end down the face of
the cliff before smashing to kindling on the boulders below.

The western archers scrambled desperately for higher ground, their boots sliding in loose shale as the
ground beneath them gave way into the churning dust.

Suffocating white dust billowed thirty feet into the dark sky, obscuring the stars and coating the canyon
floor in a thick veil of powdered limestone.

Through the swirling haze, N'varu signaled with two sharp clicks of his steel hilts, leading the ten
Sandshades forward across the pulverized earth with soundless footsteps.



The southern warriors moved like ghosts through the confusion, sliding along the dust currents to sever
the winch cords of the remaining siege engines.

Whenever dazed Tsanka spearmen attempted to rise from the rubble, a Sandshade slipped past their
guard to strike the pressure points behind their collars, disarming them before they could re-form.

Within moments, the Sandshades had secured the perimeter around the fallen machines, neutralizing
the vanguard’s offensive capacity without taking a single southern life.

They cleared a wide, unobstructed corridor straight through the heart of the shattered western
blockade.

Zaira glided forward through the center of the valley, her colossal scales grinding loose boulders to
powder beneath her rhythmic, undulating gait.

She lowered her triangular head toward the shattered lower terraces, letting out a low, warning
resonance that rattled the loose gravel around the boots of the surviving Western guards.

The burning crimson light in her eyes fixed upon the command platform above, daring any warrior to
step between her coils and the open mountain pass.

Kun Nakia stood alone on the edge of the surviving lower ledge, her cloak torn by flying stone and her
gauntleted hands resting upon the leather-wrapped hilts of her twin curved blades.

She looked down at her broken vanguard, the overturned siege engines, and the mountain titan staring
back at her through the settling haze.

She felt the undeniable weight of the South’s ultimatum pressing into the night, realizing that no
western formation could halt the creature before them.

The time for testing shadows had ended, and the path into the basin lay wide open beneath the titan’s
gaze.



Chapter 385: DECIMATION OF THE WESTERN FORCE

The shattered limestone floor of the basin became a raging maelstrom of white dust and splintered
timber as Zaira pressed her relentless counter-offensive through the heart of the Western Army.

Every undulating surge of the titan serpent carried the kinetic weight of a shifting mountain, breaking
through spear phalanxes before the western ranks could plant their shields.

Beside her massive coils, the ten Sandshades moved with flawless, lethal coordination, utilizing the
blinding dust clouds to strike with terrifying efficiency.

They glided across the pulverized rock like desert ghosts, their gray cloaks blending into the haze as their
crescent blades carved through weapon straps and shield grips.

N’varu slipped between two charging Tsanka captains, ducking beneath their synchronized spear thrusts
with a single low pivot across the shale.

He struck the radial nerves in their weapon wrists with the flat of his dagger, disarming both veterans in
the same fluid motion before sending them skidding into the dirt.

Across the lower terraces, secondary Tsanka battalions attempted to establish a locked shield wall,
bracing heavy timber barriers reinforced with cold-rolled iron.

Their line bristled with three rows of barbed hunting pikes, designed to halt the charge of colossal wild
beasts in the rough terrain of the western frontier.

Zaira did not slow her forward momentum, driving her armored chest directly into the center of the
reinforced formation with the force of an avalanche.

The impact shattered the ironwood timber into thousands of jagged splinters, obliterating the defensive
line in an explosive shockwave of splintered wood and flying stone.

Dozens of armored warriors were launched thirty paces through the air, thrown backward into the dry
riverbed like scattered leaves before a desert hurricane.



On the northern slope, a squadron of elite Kafika beast-tamers attempted to flank the southern
advance, shouting harsh commands through the settling dust.

They dragged twenty massive war-hyaenas forward by their spiked iron collars, cracking weighted
leather whips to drive the savage predators into a killing frenzy.

The beasts snarled with bared fangs, their muscular frames armored in boiled leather as they prepared
to leap down onto the exposed flanks of the Sandshades.

Zaira turned her massive triangular head toward the slope, her burning crimson eyes locking onto the
approaching pack with ancient predator authority.

Her throat swelled as she released a low, localized harmonic resonance that bypassed the air entirely,
vibrating directly through the limestone bedrock.

The subterranean frequency struck the war-beasts like an invisible hammer, rattling their bones and
overwhelming their minds with pure, ancestral terror.

The war-hyaenas ceased their charge instantly, whimpering in agony as they clawed frantically at the
dirt to escape the terrifying presence of the apex titan.

Their primal survival instinct completely shattered years of military conditioning, turning the beasts
around to bolt in blind panic through their own handlers.

Heavy leather leads snapped under the strain as the panicking pack trampled the Kafika ranks, knocking
beast-tamers off balance and rolling them down the scree slopes.

Behind them, reserve squadrons of razor-panthers broke from their iron cages, tearing through supply
tents and scattering archers in their desperate bid to reach the high ridges.

With the beast vanguard eradicated and turning against its masters, the remaining Tsanka infantry
found themselves completely exposed on the open canyon floor.



The southern warriors exploited the opening without hesitation, executing diamond-weave maneuvers
that isolated western squads before they could reorganize.

A Sandshade leaped over a shattered supply wagon, spinning in mid-air to sever the bowstrings of six
archers before sliding effortlessly back into the dust.

Two more desert guards moved in tandem along the western flank, disarming heavy spearmen with
swift nerve strikes that left them paralyzed upon the shale.

Not a single lethal stroke was dealt by the southern blades, yet every western unit that entered the
perimeter was systematically dismantled and neutralized.

The disciplined battlefield doctrine of the South was on full display—a demonstration of overwhelming
power wielded with absolute, terrifying restraint.

Zaira advanced through the center of the valley, her massive tail sweeping side to side to clear
barricades and crush abandoned weapon carts to kindling.

The seismic shockwaves of her movement destabilized the middle terraces, causing loose boulders to
roll down into the western supply trenches.

Nearly half of the Western Army lay incapacitated, disarmed, or fleeing toward the rear mountain passes
as the southern offensive tore through their ranks.

High on the eastern ridge, western captains desperately sounded the bronze retreat horns, trying to
salvage the remnants of their shattered vanguard.

The narrow exit paths through the gorge quickly became choked with fleeing infantry, overturned
carriages, and riderless mounts scrambling over the rocks.

The coordinated assault that had surrounded the basin at nightfall had completely dissolved into
disordered chaos in less than fifteen minutes of combat.



N’varu stepped to the center of the cleared riverbed, his crescent blade resting loosely at his side as the
settling dust coated his gray cloak.

Around him, hundreds of disarmed Tsanka veterans sat against the limestone boulders, clutching
bruised limbs and staring in disbelief at the southern warriors.

None of them dared to reach for the weapons scattered across the shale, knowing that the colossal
serpent above them could wipe them out with a single strike.

Zaira coiled her massive body into a towering crescent around the disarmed force, forming an
impassable living wall of dark obsidian scales.

Her deep breathing sounded like the slow rush of ocean waves against a rocky shore, stirring clouds of
white dust along the canyon floor.

The burning crimson light in her eyes remained fixed on the high command ledge where the last
standing leader of the West looked down upon the ruin.

Kun Nakia stood on the precipice of the surviving rock shelf, her dark cloak whipping violently against
the mountain wind as she surveyed the battlefield.

Her three-thousand-strong host had been utterly decimated, its front lines shattered and its elite beast
divisions routed without landing a single lasting blow on the titan.

She could see N’varu standing unmoved in the center of the basin, his posture calm and unyielding
beside the mountain-sized serpent.

She understood now why the South had sent only ten guards and a single beast to deliver their nightfall
ultimatum.

They had not come to plead or negotiate from weakness; they had come to demonstrate that borders
could not hold the wrath of the Living Memory.



Nakia reached across her chest, checking the leather straps of her predator-hide cuirass as she steadied
her breathing against the cold air.

The small red-headed viper coiled tightly around her collar hissed into her ear, its slit pupils reflecting
the terrifying glow of the serpent below.

Nakia knew that retreating now would save her life, but it would shatter the sovereign honor of the
Tsanka tribe and leave the West disgraced before the world.

As Kun of the West, she could not turn her back while her warriors sat disarmed in the dirt beneath the
gaze of southern blades.

She drew her twin curved predator blades from their scabbards, the dark steel catching the moonlight
with an icy, lethal gleam.

The balance of the blades felt familiar and true in her gauntleted hands, honed through decades of
hunting the fiercest apex monsters of the Sawaka wilderness.

She adjusted her stance on the edge of the limestone ledge, channeling the entire martial legacy of the
Western hunting clans into her limbs.

If the Western Army could not halt the titan with iron and numbers, then the Kun of Tsanka would test
the serpent with her own life on the line.

Nakia bent her knees, fixing her eyes on the armored neck of the beast below as she prepared to make
her solitary, lethal descent into the canyon.

Chapter 386: The Kun Duel with Zaira

Kun Nakia launched herself from the high limestone ledge, dropping through thirty paces of empty night
air without a sound.

She dragged the flat of her curved blade along a vertical rock fissure, throwing bright orange sparks into
the dark as she arrested her descent.



Kicking off a narrow stone outcrop, she vaulted over the shattered remains of a ballista carriage and
landed soundlessly in the pulverized shale.

The white dust swallowed her landing without an echo, her low center of gravity absorbing the kinetic
shock like an apex hunting cat of Sawaka.

Around the basin, the surviving Tsanka spearmen held their breath, their bruised hands gripping the dirt
as their supreme matriarch entered the killing zone alone.

The small red-headed viper around her neck hissed against the cold mountain wind, flattening its scaled
head against her leather collar as it sensed the looming shadow.

Across the dry riverbed, Zaira lowered her massive triangular head, her burning crimson eyes locking
onto the solitary figure advancing through the haze.

The titan did not strike immediately, recognizing the predatory cadence of an elite hunter who carried
neither fear nor hesitation in her stride.

N’varu raised a hand, signaling the ten Sandshades to maintain their wide crescent formation and keep
the surrounding perimeter secure.

"She won't yield to a demonstration," N’varu said quietly under his breath, "the Tsanka must bleed
against the wall before they accept a master."

Nakia drew a slow breath through her teeth, feeling the icy desert air fill her lungs as she dropped into
the ancient quad-pedal hunting stance of the West.

Her gauntleted fingers tightened along the leather hilts of her twin predator blades, aligning the dark
steel with the subtle air currents of the canyon.

For two decades, she had hunted the apex beasts of the western wilderness, learning that every colossal
monster had a rhythm, a seam, and a throat.



’A titan is still flesh,” Nakia thought, measuring the distance across the rubble, ‘sever the spinal cord
behind the crest, and even a mountain falls.’

She exploded forward across the shale, her boots barely grazing the limestone rubble as she wove
through the terrain in blinding zig-zag vectors.

Her speed exploited the lingering dust clouds, erasing her silhouette from the titan’s central vision
before the serpent could track her path.

Zaira shifted her forward coils, the massive obsidian plates along her neck grinding together with the
deep roar of shifting bedrock.

The serpent lunged downward in a swift snapping strike, her massive jaws parted to crush the dry earth
where Nakia had stood a heartbeat prior.

Tons of compacted stone exploded into white powder as the titan’s snout cratered the riverbed, sending
shockwaves through the shale terraces.

Nakia had anticipated the strike, sliding beneath the descending jawline with an agile drop across the
shale that carried her inside the beast’s reach.

Rising from the slide in a fluid upward arc, she drove her right blade toward the softer connective tissue
beneath the titan’s lower jaw.

The dark steel struck true, finding the narrow seam between two overlapping scales and biting half an
inch into the ancient hide.

Potent neuro-venom hissed against the steel, sizzling with caustic energy as the dark toxin attempted to
penetrate the titan’s bloodstream.

The primordial constitution of the mountain serpent proved impenetrable to mortal poisons,
neutralizing the venom before it could spread past the outer hide.



Zaira felt the sting of the steel, her throat vibrating with a guttural growl that rattled loose shale from
the cliffs above.

The serpent snapped her massive head sideways, the sheer rotational force generating a compressed
wall of air that knocked Nakia off her feet.

Nakia twisted mid-air with feline grace, planting her boots against a boulder to redirect her momentum
before she could hit the ground.

She vaulted twenty feet into the air, spinning above the sweeping curve of Zaira’s neck with her twin
blades crossed before her chest.

"You are flesh and bone, beast!" Nakia shouted into the gale, her voice carrying the fierce pride of the
Tsanka line.

She brought both blades down in the signature execution art of the Western Council. The twin predator
cross-sever.

The twin curves of hardened steel struck the dorsal tendon behind Zaira’s third row of scales with the
concussive force of a battering ram.

A shower of white sparks lit the dark basin as the blades bit deep, gouging through the fibrous ridge and
drawing a spray of glowing amber blood.

The wound was shallow compared to the colossal bulk of the titan, but the sheer disrespect of the strike
shattered Zaira’s lingering restraint.

The mountain serpent reared backward, rising sixty feet into the night sky until her massive silhouette
blotted out the full moon above.

Her dorsal crest flared outward in incandescent crimson, crackling with raw, unbridled kinetic
resonance.



The air within the canyon turned freezing cold, sucked inward toward the serpent’s widening throat like
a vortex before an explosive eruption.

Nakia landed on the shale below, her eyes widening as she recognized the lethal gathering of primal
power within the beast’s chest.

She dropped into a defensive crouch, crossing her twin blades before her sternum while channeling
every drop of her martial energy into her armor.

Zaira unleashed the full concentrated fury of the titan’s roar directly downward into the center of the
limestone basin.

The sonic shockwave struck Nakia with the force of a collapsing mountain, stripping the air from her
lungs and cracking the reinforced steel of her blades.

Her predator-hide cuirass tore along its seams, the concussive pressure rupturing blood vessels and
driving her knees into the dirt.

Before the stunned Kun could recover her footing or draw breath, Zaira’s massive tail surged from the
swirling dust behind her.

The armored tail whipped through the air with terrifying acceleration, displacing tons of shale as it
carved a brutal horizontal path across the floor.

Nakia raised the cracked remnants of her blades in a desperate attempt to parry, but mortal steel had
no answer for shifting bedrock.

The colossal tail struck her square across the torso, obliterating her guard and shattering her twin
weapons into iron shards.

The kinetic impact fractured three of her ribs with an audible snap, crushing her breastplate inward and
launching her body into the air.



Nakia flew fifty paces across the canyon like a broken arrow, hurtling past the dazed lines of her
disarmed warriors without touching the earth.

She slammed violently into the sheer limestone wall of the eastern ridge, carving a deep spiderweb
crater into the ancient bedrock.

The impact dislodged a cascade of jagged stones and white dust, burying the foot of the cliff in a shower
of pulverized debris.

Nakia slumped from the stone wall, tumbling into the loose scree at the base of the canyon with a
heavy, hollow thud.

Her twin blades lay scattered across the riverbed in broken fragments, their dark steel dulled and bent
beyond repair.

The red-headed viper slithered from the torn collar of her armor, trembling violently as it fled into a
narrow crack between the rocks.

Nakia rolled onto her side, coughing violently as bright crimson blood splattered across the white
limestone dust beneath her chin.

Every ragged breath sent sharp daggers of agony shooting through her cracked ribs and bruised lungs,
threatening to drag her into darkness.

She dug her bloodied fingers into the gravel, trying desperately to push her torso upright to face the
approaching footsteps.

But her limbs refused her commands, paralyzed by the overwhelming kinetic trauma that had broken
the foundation of her physical strength.

Through her blurred vision, she saw the massive obsidian bulk of the serpent gliding forward across the
cleared floor.



Zaira moved with slow, deliberate majesty, her colossal scales grinding the loose stones to powder
beneath her rhythmic weight.

The titan halted five paces from the collapsed ruler, looming over her like an ancient judgment carved
from living night.

Zaira lowered her massive triangular head until her burning crimson eyes were level with the wounded
woman, only inches above the dust.

The hot, ozone-scented breath of the apex predator washed over Nakia’s face, carrying the primordial
heat of the deep southern sands.

Zaira did not strike to kill, holding her lethal fangs inches away in a silent, terrifying display of absolute
dominance.

N’varu stepped through the settling haze, his crescent blade sheathed as he stood beside the towering
shoulder of the beast.

He looked down at the broken Kun of the West, his dark eyes steady and devoid of mockery.

"You have fought your duel, Kun Nakia," N’varu spoke, his voice cutting through the ringing silence of
the canyon.

"Your army is broken, your weapons are shattered, and the Living Memory still marches toward the
North."

Nakia spat a mouthful of dark blood into the dirt, clutching her fractured ribs as she looked up into the
blazing crimson gaze of the titan.

For the first time in her life as ruler of the Tsanka, she understood the terrifying truth of the South.

There was no army in the West that could stand against the storm that had awakened in the desert.



Chapter 387: THE KUN’S SURRENDER

The silence that descended over the shattered limestone basin was heavier than the white dust hanging
in the freezing mountain air.

Around the broken perimeter, hundreds of disarmed Tsanka veterans and dazed Kafika beast-tamers
stood frozen in the shale, not daring to reach for their scattered weapons.

Every eye remained fixed on the base of the eastern ridge, where the supreme matriarch of the Western
Council lay crumpled in the loose rock.

Zaira held her massive triangular head motionless five paces from the collapsed ruler, her burning
crimson eyes glowing like molten iron in the dark.

The titan’s hot, ozone-scented breath stirred the pulverized dust around Nakia’s bloodied face, a stark
reminder that a single snap of those jaws would end her reign forever.

Nakia pressed her trembling palms into the sharp gravel, fighting through the searing agony in her
cracked ribs as she forced her torso upright against the stone wall.

Fresh blood welled between her lips and dripped down her chin, staining the torn leather collar where
her red-headed viper had once coiled in haughty defiance.

Her twin predator curved blades lay shattered across the shale in dozens of twisted iron fragments, their
dark steel dulled and ruined beyond repair.

She had faced the fiercest apex beasts of the Sawaka wilderness for three decades, but nothing in the
Western crags possessed the terrifying, ancient weight of the titan before her.

"He didn’t send an assassin into the West,” Nakia thought, her breathing shallow and ragged against her
bruised chest, 'he sent a living empire.’

N’varu stepped forward through the settling haze, the hem of his gray desert cloak brushing the
limestone rubble as he came to a halt beside Zaira’s towering shoulder.



His crescent blade remained sheathed at his hip, his weathered face showing neither triumphal
arrogance nor the bloodthirsty malice of a conqueror.

"The nightfall ultimatum has passed, Kun Nakia," N’varu said, his deep voice carrying across the quiet
riverbed with absolute calm.

"Your vanguard is broken, your siege line is crushed, and yet not one of your warriors has been executed
in cold blood."

Nakia lifted her chin with painful defiance, her golden eyes narrowing as she studied the disciplined
posture of the ten Sandshades standing in the dust.

"You held back your killing strokes," Nakia whispered, coughing weakly as she wiped a smear of dark
blood from her jaw, "why?"

"Because Sagiri does not wage war against soldiers who are merely following orders from a frightened
council," N’varu answered without hesitation.

"He is hunting the shadow that orchestrated the slaughter of N’folu, the phantom who threatens every
sovereign realm from the southern sands to the northern glaciers."

"If we slaughtered your host tonight, who would defend the western border when that dark rot finally
spreads to your doorstep?"

The words struck Nakia hard, cutting through the fierce, stubborn pride that defined the matriarchs of
the Tsanka line.

She remembered the heated debates in the Convergence Hall of Alika City, where Felunka and the War
Council had screamed for the southerner’s immediate execution.

She had voted for Sagiri’s death then, believing he was an uncontrollable abomination who would tear
the continent apart with unchecked southern savagery.



Yet here in the basin, surrounded by broken iron and shattered timber barricades, it was the southern
forces who displayed supreme restraint while her own army had unleashed lethal siege bolts.

"We judged him by our own fear,” Nakia realized, feeling the bitter sting of humility settling in her throat,
"and we nearly burned our own shield.’

She raised her right hand, signaling her surviving captains on the upper terraces with the distinct
threefinger command of the Western Council.

"Sound the stand-down horns," Nakia commanded, her voice raspy from broken ribs but carrying
absolute authority across the canyon.

"Lower the banners and clear the passes."

High on the surviving ridge shelves, two Tsanka officers lowered their hunting bows and sounded three
long, low notes on the bronze horn of peace.

Across the canyon floor, western spearmen let out collective exhalations of relief, dropping their
remaining shields and stepping back from the southern perimeter.

Two senior Kafika healers rushed down the scree slope, kneeling beside Nakia with linen wraps, herbal
pastes, and splints to bind her fractured chest.

Nakia waved off their immediate fussing until she could look N’varu in the eye one last time.

"The northwestern pass through the Iron Gorge is open," Nakia said, wincing as the healers tightened
the compression wrap around her torso.

"It leads directly into the cold mountain”

"Tell your Supreme Chief the West does not wish tobe his enemy."



"The Tsanka do not forget a debt of mercy," she added, her voice hardening with royal steel, "nor do we
stand beside cowards who plot in the dark."

N’varu placed his right fist over his heart, bowing his head in the formal salute of the Southern Host.

"Your words will reach the Chief of the South, Kun Nakia," N’varu replied with solemn respect, "may
your bones mend swiftly for the battles ahead."

N’varu turned toward the colossal serpent, resting a firm hand against the thick obsidian scales of her
lower flank.

"Our work here is finished, Zaira," N’varu spoke softly, "Sagiri needs your strength in the northwest."
Zaira raised her massive triangular head toward the stars, her crimson dorsal crest pulsing with a warm,
steady glow that replaced her combat fury.

She released a low, resonant hum that vibrated through the limestone bedrock, an ancient song of
victory and departure that echoed off the high canyon walls.

The serpent turned her colossal body with surprising grace, her massive coils gliding over the pulverized
rubble without crushing a single wounded western soldier.

She accelerated into the cleared northwestern gorge, her massive bulk moving like a dark river of living
stone through the narrow mountain cut.

Every undulating stride of the titan serpent displaced tons of mountain air, kicking up a trailing veil of
white dust that caught the moonlight behind her.

The ground shook with rhythmic, measured tremors as Zaira surged toward the rugged ridges, eager to
reunite with the master whose soul called to her across the wilderness.

Behind her, the ten Sandshades adjusted their gray cloaks, stepping into the dust currents with
soundless, gliding strides.



They moved as shadows in the wake of the beast, vanishing into the rocky gorge within seconds as if
they had never existed at all.

Nakia watched the retreating dust cloud until the last tremor faded into the distance, leaving only the
cold mountain wind whistling through the basin.

She looked down at the broken fragments of her curved blades scattered in the dirt, feeling the heavy
shift in continental power taking root within her chest.

The northern and central councils had believed they could corner the Supreme Chief of the South with
border blockades and twenty thousand spears.

They did not understand that the desert had not sent a fugitive into the mountains; it had unleashed a
reckoning that would reshape the world.

Nakia leaned against the limestone cliff as her healers supported her weight, her eyes fixed on the dark
northern horizon.

"Prepare the messenger hawks," Nakia instructed her captain quietly, "send word to our elders in Kafika
and Tsanka."

"Tell them the West takes no part in the blockade against the South."

"And warn them that when Sagiri reaches the capital, the Ten High Councils will either kneel or be swept
away like dust."

Chapter 388: THE COLD TRAIL OF THE SHADOW FORGE

The freezing mountain wind howled through the razor crags of the Iron Range, biting into Sagiri’s
exposed skin as he moved across the high northwestern ridges.

He leaped across a wide chasm between two jagged peaks, his boots finding secure purchase on the
slick, frost-coated shale without slipping down the sheer precipice.



The weight of the Living Memory pulsed steadily in his blood, radiating a deep, rhythmic warmth that
kept his limbs agile against the bitter sub-zero gale.

Across his back, Nokai rested silently beneath its weathered gray cloth wraps, its dark steel humming
faintly with quiet, predatory anticipation.

He had been running for hours through the rugged northwestern passes, putting leagues of frozen
wilderness between himself and the roaring battle in the Western Basin.

Far to the southeast, the subterranean vibrations in the bedrock had finally settled into a rhythmic hum,
signaling that Zaira had broken the western line.

’N’varu held them,’ Sagiri thought as his crimson eyes scanned the frosted ridges ahead, 'buying every
minute of the head start | needed to hunt alone.’

Now he was entirely on his own, moving through the neutral mountain cuts where northern jurisdictions
dissolved into desolate, unmapped wilderness.

He dropped into a swift, low sprint along a narrow goat trail, his breath rising in thin white plumes
against the dark starlit sky.

Every sense honed through his years of brutal conditioning remained drawn taut, tracking a strange,
persistent pull that pulsed deep within his core.

It was a faint resonance in his blood, tethered to the distant, agonizing presence of his aunt.

Intertwined with that bloodline pull was a cold, oily stench that made the skin along the back of his neck
tighten with instinctual revulsion.

It smelled of artificial chemicals, stale biological fluids, and the rotting corruption of an unnatural
presence that did not belong in the clean mountain air.



He recognized that suffocating aura immediately, remembering the terrifying masked figure who had
come for him in the testing chambers during the academy exams.

He could never forget that sickening presence, steeped in a foul, sadistic malice that had tried to drag
him into darkness years ago.

The man who had tested him in the dark was somewhere ahead in these mountains, and the trail of
stolen blood was leading straight toward him.

Sagiri halted on a frozen stone ledge overlooking the northern valley, crouching low while pressing his
bare fingers into a patch of snow dusted across the dark rock.

The snow had melted slightly from an artificial heat source, leaving behind a faint purple crystallization
that reeked of harsh, unnatural preserving fluid.

Beside the patch lay two deep boot prints, driven firmly into the loose shale from carrying the heavy,
limp weight of an unconscious body.

’Rika,” Sagiri thought, his jaw tightening as the crimson glow in his eyes flared against the shadows of the
cliff.

Whoever was hauling her through the crags was keeping her sedated in stasis, preserving her life only to
harvest whatever value her bloodline possessed.

Sagiri closed his eyes for a quiet moment, extending the sensory reach of the Living Memory outward
into the frozen expanse.

The psychic perception of the Archive rippled across the mountain ridges like an expanding ring,
sweeping across barren peaks and snowy cuts for leagues in every direction.

He tuned his hearing to the subtle frequencies of the wilderness, listening past the groaning ice for the
rhythm of marching boots or hunting patrols.



Not a single living aura answered his call across the vast expanse of the frozen northern heights.

He couldn’t sense a single heartbeat or detect any footsteps trailing behind him, leaving only the hollow
silence of the high crags and the whistling gale.

There were no northern outriders combing the ridges, no imperial trackers on his trail, and no friendly
shadows following in his wake.

He was entirely on his own in this desolate waste, carrying the full weight of his clan’s debt without
endangering another soul in the process.

’Good,’ Sagiri thought, rising to his feet from the icy ledge, ‘'no one else needs to bleed for this.’

He vaulted over a steep ice shelf, descending swiftly into a jagged, desolate canyon known among local
outriders as the Bleeding Gorge.

Here the natural bedrock gave way to strange, unnatural scars, where heavy iron tools and massive drills
had carved wide gouges directly through the stone.

Thick conduits wrapped in heavy rubber and insulated against the frost lay half-buried beneath the loose
shale along the canyon floor.

They hummed with high-frequency energy, siphoning heat through the rock and running deeper into the
desolate canyon ahead.

Deep ruts cut by reinforced iron wagon wheels scarred the frozen mud beside the conduits, showing
where heavy transports had traveled through the mountain passes.

Sagiri followed the buried cables along the western canyon wall, keeping himself cloaked beneath the
deep shadows of the jagged rock overhangs.

Fifty paces ahead, hidden beneath a natural rock arch, he discovered the shattered iron casing of a
discarded heavy fuel container.



The metal was thick and foreign, stamped with unfamiliar serial markings that proved massive wealth
and resources had been poured into this barren gorge.

Whoever was operating out here had been transporting prisoners and raw materials into the mountains
for months without the surface world ever knowing.

Sagiri crouched low over the frozen scree, pressing his bare palm flat against the jagged surface of the
bedrock.

Beneath the solid granite, his heightened senses caught a faint, rhythmic vibration pulsing steadily
through the deep stone beneath him.

It was the low, subterranean rumble of massive machinery operating hundreds of paces beneath the
canyon floor.

A foul draft of chemical fluids and stale air seeped upward through hairline fractures in the bedrock,
carried on rising subterranean heat.

The pullin his blood and the evil stench both pointed straight downward, sinking into the solid rock
beneath his boots.

Whatever lair the masked man occupied was buried deep underground beneath millions of tons of
stone, completely invisible from the surface cliffs.

He did not know what the place looked like, how vast its subterranean chambers reached, or where its
hidden entrance lay sealed in the rock.

The surrounding canyon offered only towering walls of black basalt, sheer frozen precipices, and
crumbling shale paths lost in the freezing mountain mist.

Sagiri reached behind his shoulder, tightening his grip on the worn linen wraps around Nokai to ensure
the ancient hilt was ready for an instant draw.



The dark blade resonated with his steady pulse, warming his hand through his combat wrap as the silver
script along the fuller flared with faint cosmic light.

"He is down there,” Sagiri thought, his crimson eyes fixing on the deep cracks in the gorge floor where
the foul scent rose.

He rose to his feet, letting his gaze sweep across the narrowing rock cuts where the subterranean draft
grew stronger with every passing pace.

The freezing wind whistled sharply against the jagged peaks above, but the bitter cold could not
penetrate the quiet fire hardening in his chest.

He stepped forward into the stony labyrinth of the gorge, moving with silent, lethal purpose toward the
unseen horrors buried in the deep earth below.

He would track the pull through the rock until he found the entrance, and he would make the butcher
answer for every drop of blood.

Chapter 389: SEYIKA’S TACTICAL GEOMETRY

The inner strategy hall of the Galka War Headquarters smelled of stale tallow lamp oil, dry charcoal dust,
and cold granite.

Outside the thick reinforced walls, the entire northern garrison was on edge, with heavy iron gates
barred and patrols marching through the courtyards every quarter hour.

It had taken Seyika Faraku less than ten minutes to bypass the outer checkpoints and smuggle the seven
core members of Squad 25 into the restricted sector.

With the High Council placing the district under martial emergency following the political chaos in Alika,
no cadet was permitted within three leagues of the war room.



Any ordinary soldier caught moving unauthorized through the headquarters would have been disarmed,
bound in iron chains, and thrown into the holding cells.

Salka had known from the second Sagiri broke away into the western wilderness that his squad would
act like hot-headed fools and sprint blindly into the mountains after him.

Now, the core of Squad 25 stood gathered around the massive slate table at the center of the vaulted
hall, their dark field cloaks pulled tight over heavy leather armor.

Kiuga, Kaka, Maita, Bukata, Zolinka, Ulekai, and Zazarie had their combat rigs strapped, their weapons
checked, and their iron field rations packed in silence.

Banga had joined the millitary innovation department and now that a war had broken out he could not
be able to join them.

A junior scribe on Seyika’s team, sorting through battle dispatches arriving from the northern frontier,
glanced up at Kaka’s massive, imposing frame.

The young aide stopped rolling his parchment, his gaze lingering on the crest of the Asakana clan
embossed in cold-rolled steel across Kaka’s heavy tower shield.

"I still don’t understand you, Kaka," the subordinate muttered under his breath, "your father was the
undefeated Grand Zorath of the North."

"Sagiri brought Chief Zaka to his knees in theor fight and left the whole northern command hierarchy in
pieces, yet you're strapping on armor to go help him."

The air around the table turned freezing cold as Maita and Bukata stepped forward together, their
fingers dropping instinctively toward their weapon hilts.

Kiuga raised an arm, signaling them to hold their positions before anyone could draw steel inside the
command room.



Kaka’s heavy jaw tightened with an audible click, a sharp hiss escaping between his clenched teeth as his
knuckles whitened around the leather grip of his shield strap.

The silence deepened across the strategy hall, heavy and suffocating, but Kaka did not turn his head or
say a single word in anger.

He simply kept his eyes fixed straight down on the slate map, letting the aide’s words die on the cold
stone floor without giving them another breath.

"Sort the supply records, Toka, or go count arrow shafts in the armory," Seyika said, his deep voice
cutting through the tension without him looking up from the slate.

The young aide swallowed hard, gathered his satchel of scrolls, and quickly retreated into the shadows
of the back archive corridor.

Seyika stood with his dark linen blindfold resting around his neck, his cold obsidian eyes scanning the
carved mountain contours with frightening speed.

His photographic memory processed every elevation curve, hidden drainage crevice, and abandoned
mining path across the northern territories in complete, unyielding detail.

"The western reports are verified," Seyika said, tapping the edge of the limestone basin with a piece of
sharpened white chalk.

"The titan serpent broke Kun Nakia’s blockade, the West stood down and yielded the pass, and the
southern host is holding the eastern frontier against the coalition."

"And Sagiri didn’t stay with the southern army," Kiuga said, leaning over the brass railing, "he crossed
the border into the Iron Range on foot."

"He is hunting someone," Maita said, adjusting his short-sword straps with a frustrated scowl, "whoever
was behind the fall of his clan in the South."



"We don’t know who it is, and he didn’t tell us a name," Bukata muttered, testing the tension on his
bowstring, "he never tells us when he thinks it's dangerous."

"Because he thinks he has to carry every debt on his own shoulders," Kiuga said, "and right now the
entire North has search parties combing the ridges for him."

Seyika drew a single continuous red chalk line from the basin into the high northwest crags, cutting
across the unmapped contours of the Iron Range.

"He is moving along the low-altitude wind cuts where heavy scents settle," Seyika spoke with flat,
mathematical certainty.

"He is tracking a trail that leads directly into the Bleeding Gorge."

Seyika tapped the chalk against a narrow, jagged canyon nestled between two barren basalt ridges,
circled by steep overhangs.

"Over the past six months, thirty unmarked heavy freight wagons have moved through that gorge under
armed night escorts."

"The cargo was listed as Molakwa forge iron, but the wheel ruts were too deep for raw ore, and the
wagons were sealed with airtight lead plates."

"Whoever Sagiri is tracking across the mountains, that is where their trail ends."

"An unmapped facility buried in the rocks while thousands of northern troops are searching the roads
behind him," Kaka rumbled, his voice low and heavy.

"He walks into that canyon alone, and he gets trapped between whatever is buried in the mountain and
the search parties closing from behind," Kiuga said.

"He showed up for every single one of us," Maita said. "We are not leaving him out there."



"Nobody is leaving him," Kiuga said firmly, looking up at Seyika. "Show us the route that avoids the
council’s search parties."

Seyika drew a secondary blue chalk line across the slate, tracking through a narrow subterranean
channel beneath the mountain base.

"The surface passes are covered by General Senraki’s outriders, but the old drainage flume under the
third garrison drops directly into the lower gorge."

"If you take the flume and maintain a fast march, you will intersect Sagiri’s trail at the mountain drainage
cut known as the Viper’s Throat."

"You will reach him where the canyon narrows into the rock cuts, before the trail sinks completely
underground."

"The flume is locked from the military side," a rough voice came from the darkened doorway behind the
map room.

Salka stepped into the lantern light, leaning against the heavy wooden doorframe with his arms crossed
over his chest, looking at them like he always did when they were about to get in trouble.

He didn’t give a speech, and he didn’t ask if they were sure about their choice.

He just pulled a heavy iron key from his coat pocket and tossed it onto the slate map between Kiuga and
Kaka.

"That unlocks the iron grate at the bottom of the old water channel," Salka said in a flat, tired voice.

"Northern patrols have orders to arrest any armed squad outside the perimeter on sight, so don’t get
spotted like rookies on the way out."



Kiuga picked up the heavy key and slipped it into his leather chest pouch, nodding once toward the
instructor.

"Understood, Instructor."

Kaka reached behind his shoulder, tightening the iron latch that locked his tower shield against his back
harness with a sharp metallic click.

"Squad 25 moves out," Kaka said, turning toward the tunnel entrance behind the archives.

Maita, Bukata, Zolinka, Ulekai, and Zazarie pulled their dark cloth respirators up over their noses, falling
into single-file marching order without another word.

Seyika pulled his linen blindfold back over his eyes, leaning his palms against the edge of the slate table
as the sound of their boots faded into the stone passageway.

"Do not lose the timing in the flume, Kiuga," Seyika said into the quiet room.

"We won't," Kiuga’s voice echoed back from the dark corridor.

The heavy iron door closed behind them, shutting out the lanterns of the headquarters as Squad 25
plunged into the subterranean cold.

Chapter 390: THE INTERCEPTION

The frozen canyon floor of the Viper’s Throat was barely three paces wide, squeezed tight between two
sheer walls of black basalt that rose sixty paces into the night sky.

Icy mountain run-off had frozen across the bedrock in jagged sheets of black ice, making every step
treacherous beneath the howling sub-zero wind.

Sagiri moved with silent, fluid grace along the eastern wall, his boots finding traction on the narrow
gravel seams where the frost had not yet set.



The weight of the Living Memory burned in his chest, radiating a dull, steady warmth that kept the bitter
cold from numbing his extremities.

Across his back, Nokai rested beneath its gray linen wraps, vibrating faintly in response to the necrotic
trail hanging in the gorge.

The scent was stronger now. A thick, oily stench of chemical preservatives and stale biological fluids
drifted up through the deep stone fissures ahead.

He was navigating the final natural bottleneck of the Viper’s Throat where the canyon opened toward
the Bleeding Gorge, sensing from the rising stench and low ground vibrations that he was drawing close
to the buried facility, even though the subterranean entrance remained completely hidden beneath the
rock.

Suddenly, his ears twitched beneath his dark hood, catching a faint rhythm that did not belong to the
groaning ice or the mountain gale.

It was the muffled sound of iron-shod soles striking wet stone, echoing through an abandoned drainage
conduit forty paces up the cliff face.

Seven distinct heartbeats, pacing their breath in the strict three-count rhythm of Galka endurance
runners, moving at a sustained sprint through the rock.

Sagiri’s eyes narrowed into sharp crimson slits as he pressed his back flat against a frozen crevice,
slipping entirely into the deep shadows.

"Northern hunters,” he thought, his right hand closing silently around the hilt of Nokai beneath his cloak.

The High Council had evidently deployed their elite trackers faster than anticipated, attempting to cut
off his approach before he reached the lower canyon.



He slowed his breathing to a bare whisper, drawing upon the stealth techniques taught in the academy’s
obstacle arenas to erase his physical presence.

Above him, an old iron grating at the mouth of an overflow flume gave way with a soft, controlled creak.

Two figures dropped through the opening into the gorge, landing on the gravel in low quad-pedal rolls
that absorbed their falling momentum without a sound.

Two more followed immediately behind them, fanning out across the high ledges to secure the elevated
firing positions.

Sagiri prepared to strike, channeling soul energy into the fuller of his blade to execute a non-lethal
disarming sweep before they could box him in.

He sprang from the shadow of the crevice like a coiled viper, stepping into the center of the path with
Nokai raised to strike.

A massive wall of cold-rolled iron slammed into the gravel directly in front of him with a deafening,
familiar thud.

The heavy tower shield was stamped with the double-headed bear crest of the Asakana clan, its
reinforced edges biting two inches into the frozen shale.

Behind the iron barrier stood a giant of a young man, his broad shoulders rising like a mountain against
the starlight, his breath rising in thick white plumes.

Sagiri froze mid-stride, his blade halting an inch from the steel rim.

"You're late, Sagiri," Kaka rumbled from behind the shield, his voice as flat and heavy as the granite cliffs
around them.



Above on the western ledge, Bukata lowered a composite recurve bow, an un-nocked hunting arrow
held loosely between his fingers.

Beside him, Zolinka was already looping thin steel tripwires around two jagged boulders to seal the rear
approach against potential pursuers.

From the eastern shadows stepped Maita, twirling a pair of short-swords before sheathing them with a
sharp, irritated click of his tongue.

Ulekai and Zazarie dropped down from the flume ledge, taking up guard positions at the southern
bottleneck with heavy halberds drawn.

And stepping directly past Kaka’s shield was Kiuga, pulling down his dark wool face wrap to reveal a face
covered in charcoal and sweat.

Sagiri stared at the seven warriors standing in the frozen ditch, his breath catching in his throat as the
reality of what he was seeing struck him.

"What are you doing here?" Sagiri asked, his voice rough and laced with genuine shock.

"What does it look like we’re doing?" Maita scoffed, kicking a chunk of ice into the ravine, "We’ve been
running through a foul-smelling sewer flume for four hours."

"You weren’t supposed to follow me," Sagiri said, his tone hardening as he stepped back toward the
wall. "The North is on lockdown."

"If the High Council catches any of you outside the war college perimeter with combat gear, they will
strip your sashes and execute you for treason."

"Let them try," Kaka grunted, not budging an inch from his planted stance.

"Seyika gave us your exact vector," Kiuga said, stepping forward until he was standing two paces from



Sagiri. "he calculated your pace down to the minute."

Sagiri looked across their faces. Every single one of them was smeared with soot, their armor battered,
their cloaks torn by sharp flume grates.

They had committed high treason against the Northern High Council, defied imperial martial law, and
sprinted through subterranean tunnels just to stand in this frozen cut.

"You don’t know what is down in that gorge," Sagiri said quietly, his eyes dark with the heavy burden he
carried. "This is not an academy field exam."

"I am hunting the shadow that orchestrated the destruction of my clan in the South."

"Whoever is inside that mountain has an army, and whoever goes down there might not come back up."

Kiuga did not flinch, his sharp tactical gaze locking directly into Sagiri’s glowing crimson eyes.

"We know you’re hunting someone for your clan, Sagiri," Kiuga spoke with quiet, unshakeable steel.

"We don’t need a name, and we don’t care how many soldiers they have buried down in that rock."

"You saved us in Boni Valley, we are merely returning the favour," Maita said, stepping up beside Kiuga.

"You showed up for every single one of us every time blood hit the floor," Kaka rumbled, his massive
hand resting firmly on the rim of his tower shield.

"And now the entire northern army is combing the passes behind you, trying to put your head on a spike
in Alika."

"Did you really think Squad 25 was going to sit in the barracks and eat warm porridge while you walked
into a slaughterhouse alone?"



Sagiri’s fingers tightened on Nokai, a deep, overwhelming knot forming in his chest as he looked at his
brothers-in-arms.

He had spent his whole life trying to keep the curse of the Living Memory from touching the people he
loved.

He had run northwest through the snow so the flames of his vengeance would consume only him and
the monsters who had butchered N’folu.

Yet here they were, standing knee-deep in the frozen mud of the Viper’s Throat, daring the world to tear
them apart.

"You are all completely insane," Sagiri muttered, his voice thick with unvoiced emotion as he looked
down at the snow.

"We learned from the best," Kiuga said, a faint, dangerous smirk touching his lips as he tightened the
straps on his combat vest.

"Just don’t stand in my way," Sagiri said, looking away from the squad. They were like an itch he could
not get rid of.

Sigh



