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iants have inhabited the mountains and remote

wilderness of the Seven Kingdoms since long before
some of the peoples who now dwell there raised their
first fortresses. Their origins remain uncertain, and few
written accounts of their history survive, for giants have
never developed a literary tradition of their own.

Unlike humans, dwarves,
or elves, giants have
never established

great kingdoms or
permanent cities. They
live in small family
groups, often separated
by vast stretches of
territory, leading
simple lives shaped

by their immense size,
enormous appetites,
and limited ability to
manufacture tools.

Although their
intelligence is often
underestimated

by other races,
giants

possess excellent memories, understand kinship and
loyalty, and are capable of maintaining agreements over
many years. Their temperaments, however, tend to be
impulsive, and their culture places extraordinary value on
physical strength.

Among giants, disputes over territory, food, or
leadership are commonly settled through direct
confrontation. A particularly powerful giant may become
the leader of a community, although his position
depends as much on his ability to provide food and
protection as on his capacity to defeat rivals.

Their enormous bodies allow them to perform feats
impossible for smaller creatures. They can uproot trees,
lift stones weighing several tons, and bring down walls
with their bare hands. Yet the same physical proportions
impose considerable limitations. Their fingers are
too large and clumsy to handle delicate instruments,
leaving them unable to produce many of the objects
they require.



This limitation has shaped much of their relationship
with neighboring peoples, particularly their ancient
association with the dwarves.

THE PACT OF STONE AND IRON

The earliest agreements between giants and dwarves
probably arose from simple necessity.

The dwarven clans inhabiting the great mountain
ranges discovered that these enormous creatures could
accomplish in a few hours work that would otherwise
demand weeks of labor. Giants moved immense blocks
of stone, cleared obstructed mountain roads, and
transported materials to places inaccessible to carts or
beasts of burden.

In return, dwarven craftsmen provided them with tools,
containers, ornaments, and weapons made specifically
for their enormous proportions.

A giant could tear a boulder from a mountainside,
but needed dwarven hands to turn it into a useful
implement. He could bring down a tree with a single
blow, yet would struggle to build a wagon or fashion a
door from its timber.

The skill of dwarven artisans inspired particular
admiration among many giants. Objects considered
ordinary by other races appeared to them as marvels of
craftsmanship that they could never hope to reproduce.

A well-made tool might remain with its owner
throughout his life, while certain weapons passed from
parents to their children, repaired and reinforced by
successive generations of smiths.

Over time, these arrangements developed beyond the
simple exchange of labor for goods.

Certain families of giants established lasting ties with
dwarven clans. Their descendants continued to assist
in fortress construction, quarrying, and the defense of
mountain passes. In return, the dwarves undertook to
supply food, maintain their equipment, and provide
other necessities the giants could not easily obtain for
themselves.

These agreements were passed down through
generations. Although the two races understood
obligations in very different ways, both placed
considerable importance on keeping one’s word.

The dwarves recorded their agreements in their
archives. The giants simply remembered them.

Not all giants accepted this way of life. Many preferred
to wander freely through the mountains, while
others left their ancestral territories to serve as
mercenaries in foreign armies. Their strength made
them particularly valuable during sieges, where
they could serve as living engines of war.Among
those who most frequently sought their services
were the barbarian tribes of Mayhem. For
many giants, the promise of plentiful
food, plunder, and opportunities for
battle was difficult

to resist. The admiration these warriors showed for
physical strength also drew giants into their ranks.

Few understood how dangerous that attraction could
become.

SKALD, SON OF THE MOUNTAINS

Skald was born into a family of giants that had
maintained ties with a dwarven clan for generations.

During his youth, he worked alongside the builders
who expanded the clan’s fortresses, carrying great blocks
of stone and opening roads through the mountain crags.

Even among his own kind, Skald was exceptionally
strong. He could lift loads that other giants could
barely move, and his violent temperament drove him
to demonstrate that superiority at every opportunity.
Disputes with his own kind were frequent, and more
than a few ended with his opponents badly injured.

The dwarves valued his labor, but they also knew his
character. Skald was proud, impatient, and particularly
sensitive to anything he perceived as disrespect. An
order delivered too sharply could provoke an argument,
and his fits of temper sometimes ended with tools or
materials destroyed, leaving the craftsmen to repair the
damage. Nevertheless, for many years he honored his
obligations.

He had grown up among those artisans and knew
their customs. He admired their buildings,
enjoyed watching the work of their forges, and was
particularly fascinated by the objects they made for
him. Among all the dwarves of the clan, he shared
a particularly close bond with an elderly master
stonemason. The craftsman had known

Skald’s father and worked alongside

him for many years. When the

young giant reached



adulthood, he decided to create a weapon worthy of
his extraordinary strength. He selected an enormous
block of stone from the clan’s quarries and spent weeks
shaping it. He carved it into the head of a massive axe,
reinforcing the stone with runes that would protect it
from blows and prevent it from fracturing in battle.

Its haft was fashioned from a carefully selected tree
trunk, worked and reinforced to withstand the weapon’s
tremendous weight. The result was something no giant
could ever have made for himself. Skald was delighted.

From that day onward, he was rarely seen without the
axe. He carried it during his travels, wielded it in fights
against other giants, and proudly displayed it to anyone
willing to admire it. It was the most precious possession
he had ever received.

For many years, Skald continued working with the
dwarves. His quarrels and outbursts never entirely
disappeared, but the old stonemason knew how to deal
with him, and the giant deeply respected the small
craftsman’s abilities.

Everything changed when a great barbarian horde
appeared in the mountains.

THE COMING OF MAYHEM

The first reports spoke of plundered villages and
destroyed border outposts. A confederation of barbarian
tribes was advancing from the north, accompanied

by monstrous creatures and warriors devoted to the
dark gods of Mayhem. Their objective was the wealthy
dwarven settlements deep within the mountain

range, whose fortresses guarded mines, workshops,

and storehouses filled with goods accumulated over
generations.

The defenders began preparing the mountain passes.
Garrisons were reinforced, and the clans summoned
their allies.

Skald answered the call, alongside other giants bound
by agreements with the dwarves. He was entrusted

with defending a narrow gorge that formed one of the -

principal entrances to the clan’s territory. The giant

accepted his duty and swore that no invader would pass.

During the first engagements, he fought with
extraordinary ferocity. The barbarian warriors advanced
behind great shields, but Skald shattered them with his
stone axe. His blows struck down several enemies at
once, forcing the survivors to scatter among the rocks.

After a day of fighting, the gorge was strewn with
bodies, and the invaders withdrew. The dwarves
celebrated their victory. Skald, however, paid little
attention to their praise. He had enjoyed the fighting
more than he cared to admit. The resistance of those
warriors, their shouting, and their determination to

stand against him had stirred an excitement he had
never known.

Unlike the dwarven workers, who valued his strength
for what it could accomplish in their construction
projects, the barbarians seemed to admire it for its own
sake.

The following day, a small delegation approached the
gorge beneath a flag of truce. It was led by the warlord
himself. He had come to speak with Skald.

THE WARLORD'S PROMISES

The barbarian chieftain was a tall man, covered in scars
and adorned with trophies from countless campaigns.
Although Skald towered several times his height, he
approached without showing fear The giant received
him with his enormous axe in hand. He expected

an offer of food, gold, or weapons in exchange for
abandoning the dwarves. Other lords had tried to
purchase his services in much the same way. But the
warlord had something different in mind. He began
by speaking of the previous day’s battle. He described
how the bravest warriors in his army had been unable

¥ 7



~ to withstand Skald’s blows. Some
: had died attempting to reach his legs.
Others had abandoned their shields at the sight of
his advance.

He spoke of the admiration Skald’s strength had

~ inspired among the tribes. Then he mentioned the

gods. He claimed that the dark powers worshipped by
the warriors of Mayhem had witnessed the battle. That
their eyes had fallen upon Skald. Such extraordinary
strength, he explained, could not be a matter of chance.
It was a sign that the giant had been born for a destiny
far greater than that of the others of his kind. Skald
listened with growing interest. He had never imagined
that the gods might concern themselves with him. He
knew something of the religions of the smaller races,
but understood little of their ceremonies and had never
shown any interest in their priests.

Yet this man assured him that beings of immeasurable
power knew of his existence. The warlord then pointed
towards the dwarven fortresses. He asked why a warrior
capable of destroying walls devoted his life to building
them for others. Why he accepted orders from creatures
that barely reached his knees. Why he spent his
strength enriching craftsmen who could never hope to
match him in battle.

Skald replied that the dwarves were his allies.

His family had maintained agreements with them

for generations, and those small creatures could
manufacture things that no giant could make. The
barbarian did not deny their skill. On the contrary,

he admired the enormous axe Skald carried and
acknowledged the craftsmanship required to create such
a weapon. But he asked whether that skill justified a

lifetime of obedience. The dwarves

could build fortresses, he explained,

but Skald possessed the power to destroy them.

They could forge weapons, but needed warriors like
him to wield them. They gathered wealth behind

their walls because they feared those strong enough

to take it from them. And Skald, despite being more
powerful than any of them, was content to receive tools
and food in payment for his labor.

The giant said nothing. He had never considered his
relationship with the dwarves in such terms. Then
the warlord revealed the true purpose of his visit. The
gods of Mayhem had chosen him. If Skald abandoned
his life of servitude and devoted his strength to their
cause, he would receive rewards that no dwarven king
could ever offer. Glory, riches, and command over
entire armies. But that would only be the beginning.
The barbarian assured him that, should he prove his
worth through great conquests, the gods might raise
him above every champion of the horde. Even above the
warlord himself. When that day came, he declared, he
would kneel before Skald without hesitation, for such
was the will of the gods.

That promise impressed the giant more than anything
else he had heard. Skald had known respect and fear,
but no one had ever offered him such a position. For
the first time, he imagined a world in which other
creatures would no longer expect him to work for
them, but would instead come before him to offer their
obedience.

The warlord did not demand an immediate answer.
Before departing, he warned Skald that the favor of the
gods was not something to be taken lightly. They had




witnessed his strength and now awaited his decision.
But they would not wait forever.

THE BROKEN OATH

During the following days, Skald paid little
attention to his duties. The barbarian’s words
returned to him constantly. He began
looking upon the dwarven fortresses with
growing resentment. The very walls he

had so often helped to raise now seemed
reminders of a wasted life. The foremen’s
instructions became unbearable. The
craftsmen’s gratitude, which he had once
accepted with satisfaction, began to seem

an unworthy reward for his strength. He
convinced himself that the dwarves had taken
advantage of his ignorance. They had never
offered him a throne, riches, or authority
over other warriors. Only work, food, and
objects from their workshops. The warlord,
on the other hand, had spoken of a destiny
ordained by the gods themselves.

When the barbarian returned to the gorge,

Skald had already made his decision. He agreed

to join the horde. The warlord welcomed him

and promised him a place of honor among

his warriors. But before Skald could march

beside them, he would have to prove that he had
abandoned his former obligations. The mountain pass
had to be opened. Skald knew the dwarven defenses,
the positions of the towers, and the paths that allowed
travelers to bypass certain watchposts. He also knew
that the defenders trusted him. He had sworn to keep
that entrance closed for as long as the invasion lasted.
But he now regarded his promise as insignificant beside
the designs of the gods.

That night, he abandoned his post and tore down the
barriers guarding the entrance to the gorge. The first
barbarian warriors passed through before dawn. By
the time the dwarves realized what had happened, the
horde was already inside the mountains.

The garrisons began withdrawing towards their
fortresses, while the clans sent messengers to warn
their settlements. Skald watched the invaders advance
without intervening. He had broken his oath, but he
had not yet decided to raise his weapon against those
who had been his allies.

The warlord had promised him glory and power. In
Skald’s imagination, the dwarves would abandon their

fortresses, the barbarians would seize their treasures,
and he would march on towards new conquests.

He had given little thought to what would happen to

the craftsmen who remained in the army’s path. He
still possessed his axe. And he still remembered
the old master who had carved it with affection.

THE RUNES OF
DESTRUCTION

News of Skald’s betrayal reached the
dwarven fortresses before the first invaders.
Among those who received it was the
elderly master stonemason. At first, he
refused to believe it. He had known the
giant since childhood. He had worked with
his father, witnessed his earliest quarrels,
and spent countless hours teaching him the
value of tools and the proper care of objects
made by dwarven hands. But the reports left
no room for doubt. Skald had abandoned the
gorge and allowed the horde to pass.

The old craftsman then understood that the
weapon he had created might now be used
against his own people. When he had carved the

axe many years before, he had inscribed numerous
runes upon the stone to protect it from blows.

Among them, he had also included the traditional
runes of severance, employed on certain weapons
bestowed under oath. Those runes remained dormant
for as long as the pact was honored, but could be
awakened by the craftsman who had inscribed them.

Their purpose was simple: to prevent a weapon made
to protect a clan from being turned against it. The old
stonemason gathered the rune-keepers and went to the
chamber where he preserved the records of his work.
There he found Skald’s name and the description of
the weapon he had made for him. For a long while, he
stared at the inscription. Then he spoke the words of
severance.

Several leagues away, Skald was standing among the
barbarian warriors when he felt a tremor run through
the haft of his axe. At first, he thought the ground was
shaking. Then he heard a crack. A fracture appeared
across the stone head. Skald raised the weapon to
examine it, bewildered. The runes began to glow, and
fresh cracks spread across the surface. The stone, which
had endured countless battles, suddenly split apart with
a deafening report.



A great fragment of the axe head broke free and fell to
the ground. The giant stood motionless, staring at the
ruined weapon. He recognized those runes. He knew
who had carved them. And he understood that the old
master stonemason had destroyed his most treasured
possession.

Surprise gave way to disbelief. Then came anger. Skald
roared and struck the ground with the haft of his
broken axe, driving back the warriors gathered around
him. They had destroyed his weapon. The same dwarves
he had served for years had used their secrets to punish
him.

Hearing his cries, the warlord came to see what had
happened. He examined the fractured stone and quickly
understood. He made no attempt to calm the giant.
Instead, he reminded Skald that the dwarves had
concealed those runes within the weapon without telling
him. Even while pretending to admire him, they had
retained the power to take away what he valued most
whenever they pleased. This, the warlord declared, was
proof that they had never considered Skald their equal.
He had been nothing more than a useful tool, valued
only while he obeyed their commands.

The giant listened, gripping the broken haft of his axe.
The barbarian then pointed towards the fortresses rising
on the far side of the valley. There stood those who

had humiliated him. There was the craftsman who had
destroyed his weapon. And there Skald would have the
opportunity to show the gods that no creature, however
skilled its hands, had the right to defy the warrior they
had chosen.

This time, the warlord needed to promise him nothing.
Skald took his broken axe and marched towards the
v{dyvz';rven fortresses.

THE FALL OF THE FORTRESS

The defenders had managed to close the outer gates
before the horde arrived. The walls were thick, and the
approaches were guarded by towers from which dwarven
crossbowmen could cover the mountain roads. Under
ordinary circumstances, the fortress might have endured
a lengthy siege. But its builders had never expected to
defend it against Skald.

The giant knew the arrangement of the walls intimately.
He had carried many of their stones and helped
construct the pillars supporting the gates. He knew
where the defenses were most vulnerable. And now he
advanced towards them, wielding the remains of his
axe.

The crossbowmen opened fire as he approached the first
entrance. Skald barely slowed. He reached the gate and
delivered a terrible blow. The timber splintered, and the
iron bars reinforcing it began to buckle. A second strike
tore part of it from its hinges. The third broke through.

The barbarian warriors poured in behind him. Skald
advanced through courtyards he had crossed countless
times before, striking down every defender who tried
to stop him. Shields shattered beneath his weapon,
and dwarven formations collapsed before they could
establish an effective defense. He brought down a
wall he had helped to build. He tore the doors from

a storehouse where he had so often received his food.
Then he turned towards the workshops.

His fury had overwhelmed every thought of the past.
Craftsmen attempting to flee were caught by the
warriors of the horde. Those who remained to defend
the forges died beside their tools.



Skald continued destroying everything in his path. In
his mind, every blow was an answer to the humiliation
he had suffered. Every fallen wall proved that a giant’s
strength surpassed the works of those small artisans.

The warlord watched with satisfaction. Skald’s fury had
turned a fortress that might have resisted for months
into an easy prize.

When the giant reached the great hall of the
stonemasons, he found the old master who had
made his axe. The dwarf stood beside one of the
workbenches. He made no attempt to flee. Skald
stopped before him, breathing heavily, the fractured
weapon still in his hands.

For several moments, they stared at one another in
silence. The giant raised the axe, showing him the
broken stone. The old craftsman recognized his work.
He did not apologize. Nor did he deny having spoken
the words of severance. He reminded Skald that the
weapon had been given to defend the clan, not destroy
it. The giant accused him of concealing the runes and
betraying his trust. The dwarf reminded him who had
opened the mountain pass. Skald had no answer.

For a brief moment, his anger seemed to fade. But the
sounds of fighting still echoed from the courtyards.
The barbarian warriors were shouting his name and
celebrating the destruction of the fortress. The old
stonemason did not step back. Skald raised his weapon
once more. And struck.

When he left the workshop, the master was dead, and

the hall lay in ruins. The slaughter continued for hours.

Only at nightfall, when the last pockets of resistance
had been eliminated and the horde began dividing the
spoils, did Skald finally cease fighting.

THE PRICE OF GLORY

The giant wandered through the streets of the ruined
fortress. For the first time since the assault had begun,
the silence allowed him to see what remained around
him. He recognized the courtyards where he had

worked in his youth. The cranes and scaffolds he hg_&

often helped to raise lay shattered. The storehouses had ”é’

been broken open, and the workshops plundered. In
places, the remains of buildings were still burning.

Skald stopped before the ruins of the stonemaééri_s’ |
hall. He remembered the old master working on the

enormous block of stone that would eventually become =

his axe. He remembered the weeks he had waited
impatiently while the dwarf shaped the rock and carved
the runes upon its surface. He also remembered the
pride with which he had received the finished weapon. =
Then he looked at the fractured stone still in his grasp.

He had betrayed the dwarves because he wanted a

life of glory and power. He had destroyed the fortress
because he could not endure the humiliation of seeing
his weapon broken. And now the master who had made
it was dead.

Skald understood that he would never again see the
old dwarf working in his workshop. For a long time,
he remained motionless. He did not weep or ask
forgiveness. Perhaps his pride prevented him. Perhaps
he was still trying to convince himself that the dwarves
had deserved their fate. But the satisfaction he had felt
during the battle was gone.

When the barbarian warlord came looking for him, he
found the giant sitting among the ruins, staring at his
axe. The chieftain congratulated him on his victory. He
assured Skald that the gods would be pleased and that
the slaughter would be remembered as the first of his
great deeds. Skald barely answered.

The barbarian continued speaking of future conquests,
cities to be subdued, and the rewards awaiting the most
powerful servants of Mayhem. The giant listened in
silence. He had nowhere else to return. He had broken
his family’s pact, destroyed the fortress he had protected
for so many years, and killed those who had known him
since his youth. The possibility of leaving the horde
had not entirely vanished, but Skald could no longer
imagine what life might await him beyond it. And
somewhere beneath his pride, the hope remained that
the warlord had spoken the truth. That the gods had
chosen him. That all this destruction would one day
lead to the greatness he had been promised.

But the dark gods had already received their first
reward. Skald’s betrayal, his pride, and the blood shed
in the dwarven forges had formed an offering far more
valuable than any ceremony. In surrendering to his
fury, the giant had given his soul to the powers of
Mayhem. And such powers were not known to return
what they had been given.

SKALD, GARGANT OF MAYHEM

Since the fall of that fortress, Skald has fought in
countless campaigns alongside the hordes of Mayhem.
His extraordinary strength has made him one of the
most feared warriors in their armies. Wherever enemy
defenses hold firm, the giant is sent to break them. His
blows smash gates, bring down walls, and scatter entire
formations. His name'is celebrated among the barbarians,
who regard him as living proof of the gods’ favor.
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T "’s*éaﬂ,,ﬂn&éstructlon of the workshops, and t'he
A ,deaths of tiaelr inhabitants. They also contain records
of the ancient alliances that bound families of giants

to the mountain clans for generations. Among those
documents remains an entry concerning the weapon

made for Skald. The name of the master who carved it

is still recorded beside that of the giant for whom it was
created. The axe still exists.

Its owner continues to wield it against the fortresses of

other peoples, awaiting a reward from gods who may

never have intended to grant it. Skald had abandoned

A ‘ the dwarves because he no longer wished to serve
yone to'repalr it. Somé warriors believe he creatures smaller than himself. Now he served powers

bquen weapon as a trophy of his first great far greater. And his servitude had no end.

Others claim its ruined appearance represents

1513.«'«591' the dwarves. Skald has never explained

SKALD, GARGANT OF MAYHEM

From the savage lands of the Realms of Mayhem comes Skald, a colossal

giant whose sheer size and brutal strength make him a terrifying

presence on the battlefield. Towering above lesser warriors, he smashes

through enemy lines with raw force, leaving little more than shattered shields and
broken ranks in his wake.
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War leaves behind more than ruined

cities and fields covered with the dead.

It also leaves soldiers. Veterans whose lords have
fallen, regiments that no longer exist, and men
who have spent so many years fighting that they
know no other way to earn a living.

From these survivors emerged many of the
mercenary companies that now serve the
Neverdusk Empire.

Among them is the company of Othmar Rell, a
former imperial infantry officer who left the army
after his unit was abandoned during a disastrous
retreat. Only a handful of his men survived, and
those who returned with him chose to follow
him into mercenary service. Over time, they were
joined by veterans from other armies. Some had
once fought on opposing sides, but all

shared the experience

of war and the

need to find a

new employer.

e, S

During their early years, they accepted
contracts escorting caravans, protecting
trade routes and defending small fortresses.
Rell earned a reputation for strict discipline and
meticulous attention to agreements. He refused any
contract that did not provide compensation for the
wounded and the families of those killed in service.

Their fortunes changed when a noble of Neverdusk
hired the company to reinforce his troops during a
frontier campaign.

The mercenaries soon proved their worth. They
were experienced soldiers, capable of operating
independently and accustomed to the hardships
of prolonged campaigns. Their employer, in turn,
proved remarkably reliable. He paid promptly and
honoured every clause of their agreements.

During a particularly
difficult

withdrawal,

Rell agreed to ?ﬁl -
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: rti ed ﬁ;c.iss while the imperial regiments
abandoned their positions. He lost nearly a third
of his men, but managed to keep the route open
until the last wounded soldiers and supply wagons
~ had reached safety.

In recognition of their service, the noble granted
the company the right to wear the imperial fleur-
de-lis upon their green uniforms.

That was several decades ago.

Since then, the company has renewed its contracts
with Neverdusk on numerous occasions. Many of
its original soldiers have died or retired. Others
have been replaced by their sons, who now serve
beneath the same banner.

NEVERDUSK EMPIRE
MERCENARY COMPANIES

- T

Rell remains in command. Age has diminished his =~
strength, but neither his authority nor his ability
to lead his men. :

During his most recent audience with the noble =~
who first employed them, he found the same face

he remembered from his youth. His patron had

not aged a single day and could barely recall that

first campaign.

To the lord of Neverdusk, the company was merely
one among many that had served his armies over
the years.

To Rell, that first contract had marked the
beginning of a service that had occupied nearly his
entire life.

Yet his loyalty has never meant surrendering the
independence of his men. The company retains its
own officers, its own rules and the right to refuse
new contracts. Its soldiers are mercenaries, not
regular troops of the Empire.

And as long as Neverdusk continues to honour
its agreements, they are likely to keep fighting
beneath its banners.

Not every soldier who marches beneath the Neverdusk banner

fights for duty or honor. The Mercenary Companies bring

experienced warriors from distant

lands into imperial service, selling

their blades to the highest bidder and
adding versatility, character, and hardened
battlefield

experience

to the army.
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efore becoming Grand Captain of the Free

Companies, Othmar Rell served as an infantry
officer in the Neverdusk Empire. For years, he
carried out his duties with discipline and loyalty,
earning the trust of his superiors and the respect
of the men under his command.

His imperial career
came to an end
during a disastrous
campaign on the
frontier.

After a series

of defeats, the
Neverdusk army
was forced to retreat
towards a bridge
that offered its
only route to safety.
Enemy forces were
advancing rapidly,
and if they reached
the crossing before
the retreat was
complete, much of
the army would be
trapped.

Rell was ordered
to hold the
position with his
company while the
remaining troops
withdrew.

His men fought for
hours, repelling
successive attacks
as the wounded,
the supply wagons and the last regiments crossed
the river. But when the withdrawal was nearly
| complete, the nobles commanding the army made
- a terrible decision: the bridge was to be destroyed
to prevent the enemy from continuing its pursuit.

- ~ Rell’s company was still fighting on the far side.

The bridge was demolished. There would be no
ﬁ readforcements and no way back.
".;‘
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Rell understood that his men had been
sacrificed to save the rest of the army. Yet he
refused to order a final, pointless stand. Gathering
those who remained, he took advantage of the
enemy’s confusion and managed to break through
towards the hills.

For several days,
the survivors
moved through
hostile territory,
avoiding patrols
and searching for
a place to cross the
river. When they
finally reached
the imperial lines,
only a handful
remained alive.

Their return
caused considerable
astonishment.

Many of the
soldiers who had
escaped thanks to
their resistance
came to welcome
them. Some
embraced the
survivors; others
personally thanked
Rell for what his
company had done.
Among them were
men he had known
for years, comrades
who would have
died had his troops
abandoned their position.

This only made what had happened harder to
accept.

Rell harboured deep resentment towards the
nobles who had chosen to abandon them. Yet he
also knew that their decision had saved hundreds
of lives. As an officer, he understood the military



- In the end, he requested his discharge and left the
1mper1al army.

. G! é‘@nmdered his duty to Neverdusk more than
S Ifilled. Never again would he allow others to
J 4 dec1de when and where his soldiers should be

‘sacrificed.

The survivors of his company followed him.
Together, they began offering their services as
mercenaries, gradually taking in veterans from
other armies.

Rell never stopped fighting for Neverdusk, but
from then on, he did so on his own terms. His
contracts clearly established the obligations of

both parties, compensation for the wounded, and
provisions for the families of those killed in service.

His reputation grew over the fo]lbfl \g car
Other mercenary captains began trust‘iﬁ'g 1
to negotiate joint contracts and commana
drawn from several companies. Eventually,
fellow soldiers recognised him as **Grax
of the Free Companies**. 2

e
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It was not a rank bestowed by the Empire, but an

authority granted by men who had freely chosen Lo- ; nlt
follow him. gy LN Y

ot
Rell continued to serve Neverdusk for many years. -H
There was, however, one fundamental difference Tk
between his new life and his former career as an ~
imperial officer.

From now on, he would decide for himself which
battles were worth fighting.
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“Cause?”

“Two hits to the chest. Conventional rounds. Close range.”

Venn examined the weapon.

“He never fired.”
That bothered me.
A soldier can die without firing a shot. Happens every day. But

this man had his safety engaged, a full magazine, and his weapon
carefully placed across his legs. Someone had arranged him like

that. We found two more soldiers about a hundred metres farther on.

They were lying beside a stream, partially covered with a camouflage
sheet. All three had been shot at close range. None appeared to have
put up a fight.

Kessler checked his receiver.

“Sergeant, the signal’s still active.”

“From here?”

“No. From the facility. About two kilometres away.”

“Identification?”

”

“The beacon belongs to the team we're looking for.

| looked back at the bodies.

“Well, someone’s taken it for a walk.”

Venn crouched beside one of the dead men.
“Think it was the insurgents?”

“Don’t know.”

“Could’ve ambushed them.”

“Could have. But insurgents usually take the weapons.”

| pointed at the three rifles.

“And they rarely bother making their victims comfortable.”

| ordered Mora to search the bodies and collect their identification
tags. Then we transmitted a brief report. Command took almost ten
minutes to respond: “Continue mission. Absolute priority: recovery
of records.”

Not a single question about the dead. No instructions to recover
the hodies. Just the records. | was beginning to suspect we were
looking for something more important than anyone had told us.

The facility appeared hetween the trees an hour later. It was an
industrial complex built beside a waterfall, probably to exploit the
river's flow. Several concrete structures rose out of the vegetation,
connected by metal walkways and large pipelines. The jungle had
reclaimed much of the place. Roots pushed through the walls, and some
buildings had almost completely disappeared heneath the foliage. But it
wasn't abandoned. Two vehicles were parked beside the main building.
A communications antenna had been installed on an elevated platform,
and we spotted three armed men patrolling the perimeter.

Venn studied the complex through his binoculars.
“Pretty busy for a bunch of ruins.”

“Maybe they're expecting tourists.”

“Doesn’t look very welcoming, Sergeant.”

“That’s why it's cheap.”

Kessler crawled over to us.
“The beacon'’s inside the central building. Very strong signal.”
“Anything else?”

“Several transmissions. Encrypted. Military equipment, but | don't
recognise the codes.”

That more or less ruled out ordinary scavengers. | ordered Rusk and
Venn to cover the entrances while Kessler tried to identify whoever
was using those frequencies. It took him less than five minutes.

“Sergeant, | think you should see this.”







“Orders, Sergeant?”

“Venn, if there’s one thing worse than a mission in the jungle, it’s
having to fight a green enemy in it.”

“Because of the camouflage, sir?”

“No, Venn. Because those bastards actually seem to enjoy the
weather.”

An explosion shook the building. Kessler looked up from the terminal.
“Sergeant, I've got the files.”
“Good. We're leaving.”

“l haven't managed to shut down the beacon yet.”

| looked at the transmitter, then at the window. The
Kraghn had come straight to the facility without
needing to search the surrounding area.

“Leave it,” | said. “] think it’s attracted enough
attention already.”

We left through the maintenance duct,

but the enemy had advanced much faster

than | expected. Two Kraghn emerged from

the trees when we had barely covered fifty
metres. Rusk fired first. The nearest one dropped
to his knees, and the second took cover behind a
collapsed pipeline.

Venn and | fired at his position while Mora covered
our flank. The engagement lasted less than twenty
seconds. Far too much noise for twenty seconds.

“Move!” | ordered.

We ran towards the stream we'd crossed on our approach.

The jungle, which had made our advance so difficult a few hours
earlier, became our best protection. The vegetation prevented
the Kraghn from exploiting their numerical advantage, and the
narrow passages hetween the roots made it difficult for them to
surround us. But they weren’t stupid. Soon they began moving
along hoth sides of the stream, forcing us to change positions
constantly.

Halfway back, we lost Rusk. He didn't die. He sank into a patch of
deep mud when an explosion tore away part of the riverbank. Venn
managed to grab his harness before he disappeared beneath the
water, but both men were left exposed.

Mora and | had to stop and cover them. A burst of gunfire caught me
in the shoulder.The impact spun me around and sent me crashing
against a tree trunk. For a few seconds, | couldn’t feel my left arm.
Mora knelt beside me.

“Can you move it?”

| tried. It hurt.
“l can move it.”
“Then it’s not broken.”

“Excellent diagnosis. Remind me to recommend you for a medal.”

He helped me to my feet. Venn and Rusk had managed to get clear of
the mud.

“Can you keep going, Sergeant?” Venn asked.

“Of course. I'm just trying to enjoy the scenery.”

We managed to contact our shuttle when we were approximately
two kilometres from the extraction point. Kessler transmitted our
coordinates and requested immediate pickup. The response came
almost at once.

“Extraction authorised. Confirm recovery of records.”

“Confirmed,” | replied.

There was a pause.

“New orders. Destroy recovered records before extraction.”

| looked at Kessler. He looked at me.
“Repeat that order,” | said.

“Destroy all recovered devices. The information has
been declared compromised.”

“Negative. It contains evidence relating to the
deaths of TSF personnel.”

“Sergeant, you are receiving a direct order”

| stared at the transmitter for a few
seconds.

“Understood.”

| cut the connection. Venn raised an eyebrow.
“Are we going to destroy it?”
“Na'"

“Thought not.”

Kessler placed the device in a waterproof hag.
“What if they ask?”
“We’ll tell them we lost it.”
“You think they'll believe that?”

“Kessler, we're in a jungle, being chased by Kraghn, with one
wounded man and water up to our arses. If we can’t manage to lose
something under these circumstances, we ought to start worrying
about our reputation.”

The last five hundred metres were the worst. The Kraghn had
managed to regroup several of their fighters and were advancing
towards us from the north. The shuttle descended onto a small
clearing surrounded by trees. Its defensive weapons opened fire

on the enemy positions as we crossed the last stretch of open
ground. Venn boarded first and helped Rusk inside. Kessler and
Mora followed. | stayed beside the ramp, firing at the figures moving
between the trees. A projectile struck the hull less than a metre
from my head.

“Sergeant!” Venn shouted.
“Coming!”
| climbed aboard as the shuttle began to rise. The ramp closed

behind me. | collapsed into one of the seats, exhausted. Mora
started examining my shoulder.

“You're going to need treatment.”

“And are you going to stop talking to me while you do it?”
“No.”

“Then I'll keep the wound.”

Through the small window, | watched the jungle disappear beneath
the clouds. We had walked twelve kilometres. Six to get in. Six to



TSF SPECIAL FORCES

Trained for stealth, infiltration, and sabotage, the Special
Forces operate where conventional troops cannot. These
highly skilled soldiers specialize in disrupting enemy
operations, eliminating priority targets, and carrying out
dangerous missions deep behind hostile lines.
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