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 HELLO ALL!  
 
    "The Legends of the Nameless World cycle" includes the stories of key characters of the "Dragon Heart" saga. "Ash" is the first of the prequels to the "Dragon Heart" series. It can be read as a stand-alone book. 
 
    The adventure LitRPG wuxia saga “Dragon Heart” is spanning on 18 books now. 10 books of are translated into English and released.  
 
    To read from the beginning click the link:
Dragon Heart: Stone Will  
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 Prologue 
 
   A  red comet traced the sky, attracting the attention of those who were not resting in their beds that night. 
 
    Old Gwei was one of them. 
 
    Putting her hand to her wrinkled, parchment-colored forehead, she leaned more heavily on her staff and tried to quicken the pace of her feeble feet. 
 
    At the moment when the fiery messenger of the Gods cast its shadow on the beautiful Myristal, Gwel knew what was coming. Events that would follow would shake the Abyss in which the Demons dwelled, the Kingdom of Feira, the home of the humans, and even the Seventh Heaven, forcing the Jasper Emperor to recall his duties. 
 
    The Red Comet was a message from Fate herself, who stands above all the Gods, immortals and mortals. She had made her move, sliding the first pawn across the board with a firm, unwavering hand. This was enough for the world to burn down according to the predictions. 
 
    Gwel walked down the street, watching the crimson fade into the inky blackness of the night. 
 
    “I hear you, my Queen,” she whispered through her chapped lips and grinned, revealing her crooked teeth. “I hear you.” 
 
    The comet disappeared and Mirystal, as if mocking it, lit up the meadow with a silver glow again. It tried to get rid of the crimson glow that, like blood, left a coppery taste on the tongue. 
 
    That night marked the beginning of a chain of events that would forever change the world. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    292. A.D. Age of the Drunken Monk, Middle Kingdom 
 
      
 
   G wel let out a sigh of relief when she saw a column of thick, black smoke rise from the woods behind the hill. Her eyes were barely working, but her sense of smell was sharper than ever. The wind carried the smell of burnt bodies and wood, as well as the song of well-fed steel, drunk on warm blood. 
 
    A normal person would feel his blood run cold and run back from whence they came, but not Gwel. With confidence in her step, she followed the comet’s trail, wondering what fate had in store for her. Her Queen had made it clear that she had chosen her, her priestess, for a very special task. As it usually was with these kinds of stories, she didn’t know the details. Fate, unlike the Gods, was silent in her omniscience. 
 
    Bare feet covered with scabs kept sinking into mud, but Gwel pushed on. As long as she had her trusty staff, carved from the Enchanted Tree, she could go on. The staff was nothing special in its appearance and price, but any Ternite would turn green with envy if they knew how powerful it was. 
 
    The grass rustled under her feet, speaking to Gwel in a language she had learned so long ago that she’d sometimes confuse it with that of the humans. The clouds moved across the sky with such grace that they’d put any aristocrat to shame. They spoke to her about Fate, and she listened. 
 
    At night, when the messenger visited their lands under the inky cover of the heavens, a heated battle took place. A caravan of dozen of travelers stumbled upon the Order of the Clawed Wing, the members of which were mostly necromancers and evil spellcasters. 
 
    They were beardless youths, enjoying their own strength and a sense of omnipotence, and those who wanted to sell their tender, young bodies to the demons. It’s because of such scum that the people of the Thirteen Kingdoms hated all those who had anything to do with magic, the so-called Ternites. 
 
    Gwel followed the path that divided the forest into two and stopped at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    Clouds always liked to embellish their stories ― they were too high up so couldn’t see the details. What they described as a battle, was a massacre. Torn bodies of the caravan guards lay scattered across the forest floor, now the color of wet vitriol. All of the young men who had picked up the sword, hoping, no, longing for fame and adventure, never thinking of their mothers who cried by the windows, wondering when their sons would come home. 
 
    Gwel spat. 
 
    More than nobles and kings, she hated those who thought they were strong enough to struggle outside the city’s walls. 
 
    Stepping over the body of a guard whose swollen tongue could be seen through his ripped throat, the old priestess approached the scorched stagecoach. It was there, in the bowels of a once beautiful wagon that the pulse of terna was felt. 
 
    “Move over, corpse,” Gwel said and pushed away a tall, handsome man that was blocking the entrance. 
 
    A rain of dozen arrows tore through his leather armor and sent him flying few feet to the side. The first rule of the inhabitants of an unnamed planet was that one should never stand on the way of an old woman dressed in rags as you never knew just what kind of magic they wielded or who they talked to in their enchanted groves. 
 
    Gwel sighed when she realized that trying to climb into the wagon would make her old bones crack and ache. 
 
    Peeking in she saw that the attackers didn’t shy away from vandalizing everything that was on their way. And while the stagecoach still resembled a stagecoach from the outside, its interior was that of an oven ― char, and nothing but. Judging by the number of arrows that had lodged themselves into the coach, the attackers must’ve attacked from all sides. It was a tasteless and dishonorable tactic but an efficient one. 
 
    “I’m too old for this, my Queen,” Gwel whispered, observing the looted and destroyed chests and boxes. 
 
    Straightening her back, she hit the ground with her staff and moved her lips in silent prayer. She spoke in a language that only a few could understand and only if they had tamed the wildest of magics. 
 
    A moment later, the fallen beams inside the coach began to shake, the sooth from them crumbled and the broken wheels repaired themselves. Tatters rose from the ground and reunited in the air, forming beautiful tapestries and cloths. Shreds of glass rattled as they merged back into vials and a couple of vases. 
 
    “And who do we have here...?” 
 
    Gwel climbed up the creaky stairs and pushed aside the curtain that hid the now restored interior of the coach. It was well-equipped and quite cozy, suggesting that the owners of the caravan were planning on being away from home for quite a while. During their travels from one continent to another, they had managed to acquire enough goods to attract the attention of the heretics. 
 
    On the floor, in a pool of dried blood, lay a once beautiful woman, the one that the Fiery Fae had been guarding. At least now it was clear from where all that fire had come from. 
 
    Locks of raven hair were still smoldering. Pale, thin limbs were bent in unnatural angles, and her cheap, but beautiful dress was eaten away by the flames and reduced to ugly tatters. 
 
    “My dear, dear girl,” Gwel said, sitting down on a stool that rushed over to her from the other corner of the room. “Didn’t your mother tell you that you’d never come back home if you go with the Fae?” 
 
    Using the end of her staff, she removed the rags from the woman’s abdomen and groin. Closing her eyes and shaking her head, Gwel sighed. 
 
    “Couldn’t have left the woman to die with dignity, you vile beasts... To violate a pregnant woman... Oh my dear, dear child... What have they done to you?” 
 
    With her third eye, she saw a faint glow emanating from the woman’s womb. And although she had been dead for several hours now, the child... The child had miraculously survived. No, not by miracle, God’s didn’t like bestowing anyone with those. It had survived to spite them, and to avenge those who had murdered its mother. 
 
    Gwel pulled a curved dagger from the folds of her robe and kneeled by the woman. “You just might live a better life than your predecessor, little one... They were born dead.” 
 
    The blade slid across the swollen stomach, easily slicing through the bruised skin. Blood trickled onto the floor, filling the cracks between the planks and dripping onto the already red soil. Without even flinching, Gwel reached into the slit and pulled the baby out and into the light. The boy looked disgusting covered in slime and blood, but it was a life worth saving nonetheless. 
 
    After cutting the cord, Gwel removed the scarf from her head and wrapped it around the child. Her thick, silver hair fell over her shoulder, revealing a burn on her forehead ― the mark of a slave. 
 
    The child didn’t cry. 
 
    “Hm, seems to be dead...” 
 
    Gwel was about to abandon him and leave when she noticed a thin, clean trail on his cheeks. The boy wept and breathed, but he did not scream. 
 
    “Isn’t it funny, if not frightening, that the first emotion the newborn feels is pain?” Gwel asked no one in particular and got out of the wagon. Her staff, as if it had come to life, leaped after her as she cradled the child in her arms. “The world immediately warns it that it’s a cruel and dangerous place, but children never listen...” 
 
    Once again, she stopped by the young warrior in torn chainmail. The steel rings were biting into his chest and the crows that had gathered on the branches were looking greedily at his exposed ribs. They’d soon fly down and feast, but for the time being, they’d observe the priestess and listen to the sound of the approaching hooves. 
 
    Someone seemed to have noticed the smoke rising above the treetops and called the guards to go and investigate. 
 
    “What do you need, you blob of flesh?” Gwel asked, noticing that the child was trying to reach its hands toward her. 
 
    As it turned out, she had stopped right next to the body of a Fae. Its inhuman, black eyes were glassy and body drenched in scarlet. Most people still didn’t believe that they existed. Then again, people didn’t believe in a lot of things, but that didn’t prevent them from bowing to idols and touching the marble floors of the temples with their foreheads. 
 
    “A sign?” 
 
    She looked down at the child and saw in its eyes not only its fate but that of the whole world. Its barely opened eyes were of different colors ― one brown, almost black, and the other bright blue. 
 
    “Half-breed,” she hissed and nearly dropped the child in disgust. “Thank you, little princess... You’ve awarded me in my old age...” 
 
    The child continued reaching upward, making the priestess grimace and wave her cloak. The staff, frozen behind her, flew over to its mistress and the trio disappeared into a black haze, dispersed by the wind. 
 
    When a party of horsemen led by a knight arrived at the scene of the massacre, all they found was a caravan destroyed by an angered Fae. 
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 Chapter 2 
 
    299 A.D. Age of the Drunken Monk, Somewhere on the border of the Middle Kingdom 
 
      
 
   “A sh, you stupid little dumbass!” 
 
    The boy was sitting in the hallway of a house so small that it looked more like an oversized shed. The woman called out for him again, but he didn’t hear her, being too busy watching the sky and feeling the wind caress his hair gathered in a tight tail tied with a leather strap. Stroking the air with his fingers, he observed the clouds, as if trying to reach them. He felt as if they were talking to him, but he knew that that was nonsense as clouds couldn’t talk. 
 
    “Ash, you spawn of demonic lust, I’ll tear you apart!” 
 
    Gwel, on the other hand, could talk. Too much and too often. Sometimes he wished that she’d shut up for a little while. No, not wished. He would’ve preferred it if she’d shut up forever. Perhaps one of the kitchen knives ran across her throat would make her quiet down? 
 
    Ash got up and went into the room that smelled of herbs and old age. Gwel was sitting in her chair and staring at the cauldron hanging over the fireplace. Over the years, she had grown so old and ill that she could no longer move or see on her own, so Ash had to drag everything over to her or her to wherever she needed to go. As there was only one bed in the small “house,” he preferred to sleep outside. 
 
    “You little cretin,” she hissed, “I should’ve left you in your whore mother’s womb who thought it wise to lay with the beasts.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” Ash nodded although he didn’t understand what she was trying to convey with her insults. Then again, he didn’t understand what anger was. He didn’t understand concepts like “contentment,” “envy,” “sadness,” “joy,” “hate,” “desire,” or any other “emotion” many others seemed to be experiencing. Gwel had said that that was because he looked at the world through the eyes of the Fae and not those of a human. But Ash didn’t understand this for he seemed to himself very much human. However, he’d often feel like his soul was split in half. And until the two halves found harmony, he’d walk this earth as an animated doll, devoid of emotion. 
 
    Long story short, the old woman was senile and spewing gibberish. 
 
    “Throw the grass into the cauldron,” Gwel grunted. 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    The boy went over to the table, stood on tiptoe, and tore a bunch of grass from one of the bundles. Separating the blades, he threw them into the seething brew the color of sick. 
 
    “Your mother should’ve taken this potion.” The old woman smelled worse than the concoction that was being brewed, but Ash endured. “One sip... One sip and I wouldn’t be having to deal with you now...” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    “What?” Gwell coughed. Ash immediately brought her a pitcher of water. She always had one nearby in case her throat started feeling itchy. “Thank you, you little bastard.” 
 
    A wrinkled, warm hand ruffled his hair. If Ash had known the difference between “good” and “bad,” he would’ve considered Gwel good but foul-mouthed. She often threatened to whip, strangle, starve, drown, or burn him, but she never acted upon those words. And during the long, hard winters when food was scarce, she always made sure that he had enough to eat. 
 
    “What did you see in the woods today, boy?” 
 
    Every day she’d ask him what did he see or hear in the woods as if she thought that the trees would come to life and share their stories to him, or that one of the animals would suddenly speak a language he could understand. 
 
    “Trees, grass, flowers, animals and clouds...” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Ash pondered and then it dawned on him. 
 
    “I saw a squirrel.” 
 
    Gwel blinked a couple of times and burst into raspy laughter that resembled the croaking of a dying crow. The laughing continued until she started coughing again. 
 
    “A squirrel he says,” she grunted, taking a sip of water. “Eyes of a Fae, but blind as a bat.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    “How can I teach you to talk if you can’t listen?” the old woman continued. “It’s been so long and you still can’t talk.” 
 
    “I can,” Ash said, stirring the concoction with a long wooden spoon. 
 
    Tomorrow at dawn, a girl from the village should come for a vial of the potion. Gwel told him that it got rid of bloating in women, but Ash wasn’t stupid, he knew that the potion killed the fetus inside the womb. 
 
    “You can growl and hiss like a beast, but you can’t talk.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    If there was one thing that Ash had learned it was that there was no point in trying to argue with Gwel. She was very old and for every argument Ash had, she had a dozen more. 
 
    “By the Queen, if you say ‘yes, mistress’ one more time, I’ll drown you in the cesspool!” 
 
    “Yes, m―” Ash swallowed when his eyes met her half-blind glare. 
 
    “Atta boy,” she said, stroking her staff. “And why are you having such a difficult time learning words? You have enough terna for several people, so you’re right.” 
 
    “Terna?” Ash asked. “And I know words! I’m talking to you, aren’t I?” 
 
    “I’ve told you about Ternites and terna and why our world is nameless, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Is it really nameless?” 
 
    Gwel swore so hard that the potion’s stench got even viler. 
 
    “By the Queen, I’ve been waiting for you to listen, but you seem to not know what you’re listening to.” 
 
    Ash would’ve been offended if he could, but all he did was wait for Gwel to continue her speech. Which she did after more cursing and another sip of water. 
 
    “No one knows where the power came from, but a couple of eons ago, people became equal to nonhumans. Not all, of course, but only those who could wield it. They called it terna. Since then, the Ternites, those who could wield this power, were taught how to use this gift. No ordinary warrior is stronger than a Ternit Warrior, no alchemist wiser than a Ternit Alchemist, and no mage more skilled than a Ternit Mage. So, it was for many thousands of years until the Ternites exiled the ordinary people... And there was no more division.” 
 
    Gwel coughed again and Ash, not waiting for her to tell him to bring him water, ran outside to the barrel in which they collected rainwater. Expecting a long conversation, he filled the pitched to the brim, brought it back inside, and filled Gwel’s cup. She eagerly drank the cold water and, wiping her lips with a wrinkled hand, continued her story. 
 
    “In general, the Ternites replaced the Ernites ― ordinary people. The maximum that an Earnite can hope to achieve is to be given chainmail and die in a war as a soldier, or cannon fodder, as they’re more frequently called. The rest of the ‘jobs’ were taken over by the Ternites. Assassins, witches, magicians, paladins, necromancers, sorcerers, wizards, hermits, heretics, hunters, and so on and so forth... Like locust, they swarmed the Thirteen Kingdoms.” 
 
    Despite listening carefully, Ash had little idea what she was on about. 
 
    “At one point, there were so many Ternites that the cities became so small for their giant egos. And then the Kings, even those of ordinary men, decided that Ternites should serve only for the benefit of the mankind. So, thank you, I guess, you little maggot, for not yet doing them a disservice. Anyway... The Ternites now roam the world, carrying out various tasks. Those who refuse this sacred task are considered heretics and hunted like wild beasts. Such is life.” 
 
    “But what does that have to do with words?” Ash asked, stirring the brew. 
 
    “It has to do all with everything!” the old woman barked and coughed again. “With you, Ash, the terna is water and you’re a fish, it’s all around you.” 
 
    Ash shrugged. “I don’t feel it.” 
 
    “Because you can’t feel it! You don’t know how... But more about that later... Let me teach you about words. All, even the poorest people, have their language. Take a stone, for example, there are a thousand words with which to describe and call it, but they’re all false. You have one name, Ash. It’s not the best, but not the worst one either,” she said. Ash wanted to tell her that it was her that had given him that name, but he kept silent. “And just like you, this stone as its own name.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Gwel’s lips moved but he heard nothing. 
 
    “You don’t hear,” she said, “and you won’t be able to hear until you learn how to listen. Just like you and the stone, everything in this world has its name. Its true name, let’s say. Those names make up the language spoken by the Gods who created our world. And knowledge of this language, knowledge of the name, gives power. That’s why no one knows the name of our world, for the Gods are afraid of the power that it holds. This is the language you must learn how to speak if you want to understand the essence of magic.” 
 
    “Why does it have to be magic?” Ash asked. 
 
    “Look at yourself... You’re small and scrawny, you ain’t worth for anything else other than carrying a staff and an entire library in your head.” 
 
    The boy shrugged again. He didn’t care. 
 
    “Hold on,” she said, genuinely angry, “you haven’t seen me do magic?” 
 
    “You do magic?” 
 
    Gwel froze, then laughed, and then spent some time praising and cursing her Queen that had played such a cruel trick on her. 
 
    “Looks like the timing is right,” Gwel said suddenly. “Observe, little maggot.” 
 
    The old woman ran her fingers over her staff and whispered something. A moment later, the kitchen came alive. Knives jumped out of their boxes and began cutting herbs. The spoon with which he had been steering the potion leaped out of his hand and continued stirring on its own. The tablecloth suddenly rose into the air and move to the window to shake off crumbs off itself. The fire in the hearth danced vigorously and the chair in which Gwel was sitting swayed a little bit slower. 
 
    “Ah, I still got it,” Gwel whispered contentedly and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Are these words?” 
 
    “The best kind... Now, go outside. I want you to learn at least one word by tonight.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Two Days Later 
 
   A sh spent all his free time, of which he had many, outside but he never learned a single word. Gwel never got tired of teasing him about it, sometimes giving him particularly vile names. Ash was feeling what could best be described as “annoyance.” He felt like absolutely everything was trying to talk to him. The wind rustling to the treetops chuckled at him, the grass swayed, eager to tell him its story, the branches creaked, wanting to share wisdom, and clouds, sailing silently across the vast blue, wanted to tell him about distant lands. 
 
    Ash, lost in these sounds, almost reached the essence of the words a couple of times, but the moment he tried to focus on it, everything stopped. The wind was wind again, creaking just creaking, and clouds just giant tufts of white. 
 
    “Hey! Devil incarnate!” 
 
    Ash dusted his pants and returned inside where Gwel, as always, was rocking back and forth in her chair, gaze fixated on the fireplace. Perhaps she didn’t see what Ash saw in the flames. He was certain that he heard something in the crackling of the logs as for the first time in his life he felt something that could only be described as desire. 
 
    “Yes, mistress?” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you that I’d drown you in the cesspool if you call me that again?” 
 
    “You said that two days ago.” 
 
    “Two days ago...” Gwel repeated. “She never came for the potion...” 
 
    Her milky gaze became blurrier. She was almost completely blind. 
 
    “Take it,” she said and pointed at her staff, “it’ll serve you well as long as it can. Now, get ready.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “The Queen has made her first move. The game has begun.” Gwel chuckled and picked up the knife. “Don’t be angry with me for having treated you like this. I can’t do much else.” 
 
    “I’m not angry.” 
 
    “I know,” Gwel said. “That isn’t good... How can you feel joy without resentment? Little boy,” she said hoarsely as if she was trying not to swear. “You’ll soon know, too.” She hoped that she had done well and raised a wizard and not a monster. 
 
    Ash felt something. He smelled iron and tested copper. He then heard the distant croak of a hungry crow. 
 
    None of this was happening in reality, but the feeling remained. 
 
    “Did you feel it?” Gwel asked. “I see that you did. Good, I didn’t waste my time for nothing. Goodbye now, you demonic fiend. Get yourself a succubus or a tramp, so that your manhood withers and inhuman heart rots.” 
 
    Green teeth flashed in what looked like a smile and the young man in his late twenties burst into the house. His gray eyes were burning with rage and hard-working hands gripping the worn-out shaft of his trusty pitchfork. 
 
    “Witch!” he shouted, spitting saliva. “You wanted to kill my child!” 
 
    “You idiot, it was your wife who wanted it dead!” Gwel laughed. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” 
 
    Ash said nothing, just stood there and watched as Gwel made the knives come to life and fly into the air. But before she could do anything else, the villager ran over to her and sunk the pitchfork into her chest, piercing the hardened heart that didn’t have the time to soften over the eight years spent living in the forest. 
 
    Silver locks fell over the old woman’s shoulders, free of the black scarf that had been keeping them in place, revealing the slave’s mark on Gwel’s forehead that glimmered in the firelight. 
 
    There was no mistress more adamant and merciless to her servants than Fate, the queen of the Gods themselves. 
 
    “Freak,” the villager spat, pulling out the pitchfork. Knives fell on the floor with a loud latter. Ash stood frozen, staring at the corpse sprawled before him. He was certain that he should feel something... A sharp pain in his chest or a lump in his throat, but he simply didn’t care. He didn’t know the difference between life and death. 
 
    “And you must be her homunculus,” the villager said and pointed his pitchfork at Ash. “I’ll be given a lot of coin for the head of a bastard like you.” 
 
    Flames danced in the reflection of the dirty steel of the pitchfork. Staring at it, Ash felt a cold hand on his throat. 
 
    Death was ready to claim him. 
 
    Ash raised the staff that Gwel had given him, ready to defend himself. He still didn’t understand the difference between life and death, but he wasn’t quite ready to go meet the Gods. He hadn’t learned a single word yet, which meant that he’d be unable to listen and follow their others, something he couldn’t allow himself to do as that had been all that he had ever done. That was the only thing he understood. 
 
    “Different colored eyes,” the farmer said, laughing at Ash’s pathetic attempt to defend himself. “Damn freak.” 
 
    Coming from the farmer, being called a freak sounded like an insult. There was a difference when one spoke without malice and when one spoke with the intent to kill. 
 
    Ash stared at the flames reflected in the steel and felt heat fill his limbs. Just like the brew boiled stronger, heated by the fire, so did his heart pound faster, fueled by anger. And just as he thought he’d burn from the inside, he heard the word. 
 
    It was like nothing else in the world. Not a single audible sound, not any language spoken by either mortals or immortals sounded like it. Because this word was contained the pure essence of fire. Its flames both devoured endless forests and warmed lone travelers in the cold nights. 
 
    Ash welcomed the fire and allowed it to fill him to the brim. Its flames licked its skin, and whispered the word to him. Closing his eyes, he listened and then repeated. 
 
    Bloodcurdling screams filled the air, scaring off the birds that had nestled on the trees outside the house. They spoke amongst themselves about a young wizard who had learned the fire’s name. 
 
    And anyone who knew how to listen to the birds became aware that the winds of change were about to sweep over their nameless world.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    322 A.D. Age of the Drunken Monk, Middle Kingdom 
 
      
 
   I rmaril shone brightly that night, illuminating the unnamed planet, and providing gentle and affectionate (sometimes fierce and merciless) light to the billions of its inhabitants. Some of them dwelled in cities surrounded by high walls, others in villages, while some preferred the dusty roads and cheap taverns over a comfy bed free of bedbugs and a roof over their head. There were also those who lived in caves, huts by the lake, in the lakes themselves, in the sky, in the fiery embrace of the volcano, at the bottom of the ocean, in the forests, on top of pine needles, in the buds of flowers, and even in the wind itself. 
 
    But more about them later. 
 
    The wind of change had brought the young Ash to the Middle Kingdom, a great land ruled by the wise Garangan and his wife Alessia. Everything from the Rose Sea to the Forests of Armund, which included four cities, half a hundred villages, and countless farms, belonged to them. 
 
    And in the north, at the foot of the Mazurman mountains, was a field dotted with flowers. Lakes of buttercups, hills of roses, and rivers of tulips... Birds flying over this colorful ocean would sometimes stop in awe, risking colliding with the rocky hills because of their carelessness. 
 
    In the center of this field, not far from the lake in which various fish splashed merrily, was a small house. So small it was that it could barely be called a house. It looked like a cabin. Inside, save for a kitchen, was one small room in which the owner of this house lay. He was young, about twenty-three, with a lovely face and a body shaped by years of hard work. Opening his eyes, the young man sat up and gazed over at a little box with colored lenses on the table next to the bed. One was brown, the other blue. Having given it a thought, the young man chose the blue one. Today he wanted to look the world with eyes the color of the azure sea, and not those the color of fertilizer. 
 
    Stretching, he got up, scratched his head, and sniffed. Rolling out of bed, he gathered his clothes and got dressed: patched-up and well-worn trousers, a canvas shirt with ribbons on the chest, and a pair of sandals made of hemp and wood. The look was completed by a wooden staff that stood leaning against the wall. It looked like the most ordinary staff; so plain and mundane… 
 
    “Breakfast,” the man yawned and hit the floor with the staff. 
 
    The air rippled, walls shook, dishes rattled and windows covered by boards rather than glass quivered. The logs in the stove caught fire on their own and cracked cheerfully; drawers opened and utensils flew into the air. A knife twitched and started cutting the lettuce that had flown onto the chopping block from the wicker basket by the door. The kitchen, which was a couple of feet from the bedroom, seemed to come to life. 
 
    The water boiled in the kettle that had once been a soldier’s helmet. Leaves of tea flew from their box into the mug. Slices of fragrant bread landed into the breadbasket and were quickly covered with lovely, golden butter without any knife. 
 
    The young man was a wizard, you see, and not the kind you meet at the carnivals that coax you into spending your hard-earned coin to see their cheap tricks. Sure, he didn’t know how to turn stone into gold nor did he know the secret of eternal youth, but he was still a wizard. Sitting down on a stool that ran up to him, the young man rubbed his hands and began his meal. A black scarf flew over to him from one of the drawers and wrapped itself around his ashen hair. 
 
    As he chewed his bread with pleasure and ate his fried eggs, wagging his finger at the confused pan, it had gotten it wrong again), the young man thought about what he’d do today. It was about time to go to the market and sell herbs, as he needed coin to buy more food. He couldn’t live on roots and berries forever. 
 
    Having finished his breakfast, he got up and hit the floor with the staff once more. The dishes spun and leaped into a barrel full of water. The kitchen towel wiped them clean, and they settled to dry. 
 
    The door opened on their own, creaking with its hinges as if it to say “Good day!” to the young man. The moment he stepped foot on the green grass, the seemingly solid house wavered as if it were made of fog and disappeared. There was only a small grassy meadow. 
 
    The illusion left much to be desired, but who in their right mind would come all the way here looking for something? Here in the mountains, there were no dwarves with their eternal fairs and cheap metals or monsters to hunt or the gloomy drows, with their protruding fangs and skin the color of wet stone. 
 
    Who then was this young wizard that so carefully gathered herbs and plants into his satchel? No one knew the answer to this complicated question. Everyone thought he was just a Ternite, but he knew for sure that he wasn’t human Worst of all, he knew he wasn’t a Fae either. The only thing he did know was his name. 
 
    “Ash!” squeaked something near his sandals. 
 
    The boy looked down and saw Maverie, a flower fairy, so tiny that she could fit comfortably in a teaspoon. Though, she insisted that she was just fine living in a tulip. Just like many other flower fairies. 
 
    Smiling, Ash squatted and held out his little finger. Maverie fluttered over to him, flapping her tiny little wings. Landing on his finger, she dusted her dress sewn out of blades of grass and petals so thin and delicate that a harder wind could tear them, and so valuable that any alchemist would gladly give a gold coin for a single petal. But Ash didn’t seem to care that he was holding a fortune in his hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did I wake you up?” 
 
    “You woke everyone up stomping around like that!” she said, voice sounding more normal now as Ash had brought her closer to his ear. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, I forgot that you sleep till noon.” 
 
    Maverie snorted and puffed her cheeks. Fairies, which many thought were a figment of the imagination of Ternites and those that had had one too many mugs of mead to drink, woke up only when the flower buds opened, which was usually at noon. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To the village. I’m going to sell some herbs and flowers in the market.” 
 
    “Take me with you!” 
 
    Ash smiled. A couple of times of a week, Maverie would ask him to bring her with him, but he always refused. It wasn’t because she was a flower princess, the daughter of the fairy queen, but because his adventures were always dangerous and he’d hate it if something happened to his friend. 
 
    “And what does a pretty little girl like you have to do in a village?” 
 
    “I’m not a little girl!” she exclaimed and stomped her foot, poking his finger. “I’m an adult! I can travel!” 
 
    Ash nodded. “Of course, of course... And get lost in the vast spaces of a leather bag.” 
 
    Maverie instantly fell silent and flushed, remembering the incident when all the fairies were looking for her in Ash’s bag. 
 
    “I’ll collect the best flowers for you!” she said. “All the girls will want to buy your bouquets!” 
 
    Ash didn’t want to tell her that girls lined up in front of his stall regardless of what herbs he brought. 
 
    “As lovely as your offer is, dear Maverie, someone will ask me who had helped me make those lovely bouquets, and when word spreads of your talent and beauty some handsome prince will come looking for you. And when he learns that you’re a little fairy, he’ll do all he can to turn you into a human, or himself into a fairy, so that you two can live happily ever after.” 
 
    Maverie’s blush grew more and more prominent the longer his story went on. Her gaze became dreamy and her wings fluttered so quickly that she flew up. 
 
    “And when your mother learns of all this, she’ll turn me into a sheep and feed me to the wolves.” 
 
    The fairy flopped back down on his finger, realizing that he was joking. 
 
    “Then don’t accept my help!” she said and stuck her tongue out. Acting like a child rather than a princess, she, pouting, kicked a nearby bud in protest. The tulip opened, revealing a small bag made of fabric that shimmered faintly on the sun. “Oberon asked to give this to you, just in case.” 
 
    “Tell him I said t―” 
 
    Maverie faded away in the ocean of flowers before he could finish. Sighing, Ash shook his head and moved the staff away. In his opinion, the queen should teach her daughter some manners. He wouldn’t have to keep inventing stories and jokes just to keep Maverie from following him around. 
 
    Picking up the little bag, Ash looked into it. Whistling, he clutched it to his chest and looked around as if he was afraid that someone might be spying on him. Pollen! And not the cheap kind that was sold by the pound on the markets, but the priced fairy pollen from which he could learn powerful magic. 
 
    There were all kinds of ways for one to induce the meditative state needed to unlock one’s magic potential: by using a potion or a crystal, by receiving a prayer (if a priest was close at hand), ingesting a concoction or a mushroom, or even meat of a magical beast. But out of all the options, fairy pollen was the best one. They said that just one grain of it could restore the Strength of an experienced magician. 
 
    Hiding the bag with seven grains of fairy pollen, Ash continued gathering flowers in a basket that he had brought with him. It was so big that he was afraid that he wouldn’t be able to carry it back alone. 
 
    Luckily, he knew how to make this task easier for himself. By simply saying the right Word, the basket, at his request, became lighter. Even the novice magicians knew this simple trick. 
 
    On his belt was a rather small satchel, but those who knew what he was capable of were ready to give their hand for the right to peek into it and their soul for the right to get it. All of them, for some reason, believed that Ash (though they knew him by a different name) kept unspeakable treasures in the little satchel. 
 
    Having collected enough flowers to earn a couple of silver coins, Ash rose to his feet and, putting his thumb and forefinger to his mouth, whistled. The house emerged again in the center of the meadow, from the open door of which flew out a gray cloak and settled on the young man’s shoulders. 
 
    “Almost forgot you... Again,” Ash muttered in displeasure. He was of the kind that kept forgetting this or that all the time. 
 
    With his trusty patched-up cloak on his shoulders and basket in his hand, Ash headed toward the road. It’d take him five days to get to it and then if he doesn’t find a mount, half a day from it to the village. He lived in the middle of nowhere, after all. It wasn’t that he was afraid of the army that might come knocking on his door and demanding his head, it’s just that he didn’t want the flowers to be trampled on! The queen and the rest of the fairies would be very upset. 
 
    But little did he know that he wouldn’t be returning home anytime soon because on that very day, somewhere out there a mysterious tavern named D.H. opened. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    A fortnight later, the Two Snares village, Middle Kingdom 
 
      
 
   T he market square was surprisingly crowded that day. Among the peasants and farmers that had come from the neighboring villages to buy their daily necessities and passing-by Ternites that needed some items for the road, was a big crowd of mixed-age girls. There were little girls who wished to make flower crowns, women who had recently been wed, looking for flowers to decorate their new home with and elderly ladies looking for a simple centerpiece of their tables. 
 
    In the center of this crowd of lovely human girls (those of other races, unfortunately, haven’t been seen for about twenty years now) was a young man. 
 
    “Come here and, get your flowers! One for four, three for five, and a bouquet for just a copper! I don’t haggle, I don’t lie, nor do I kiss and marry!” 
 
    On the counter in front of the young man were the most beautiful flowers that could be found under the light of Irmaril. Although plucked days ago, they looked as fresh as the day they had bloomed. However, there were no fairies dwelling in them. 
 
    The old potter, Durbava, who was working on the stall next to the young man, didn’t believe in such nonsense like demons and fairies. Only kids and Ternites checked the flowers for the little folk. But not her, no. She didn’t believe in dwarves or elves or mermaids or spirits or any other boogeyman that had been said to live under the light of Irmaril. 
 
    What then did this grumpy old woman believe in? In swindlers, that’s what. In swindlers and thieves like the little succubus’s son (and whose else’s son could he have been) next to her, who charmed his way into getting an extra quarter of a copper from the poor women. For Heaven’s sake, they stood in line for hours to gaze at “flowers” and talk to the man about “flowers.” 
 
    Luckily, the little demon rarely ever came here. A couple of times a year, no more. But after he left, the girls spent days talking about him. Even the married ones! 
 
    “Whores!” The old woman spat, sitting alone at her stall with her head propped on her hand. “The Gods will punish you.” 
 
    Suddenly, screams were heard on the street. They slowly turned into moans, but not those of the pleasant kind. Durbava knew well how those sounded; she had heard many of them in her life. No, there was no passion or young laughter in them, only fear and horror. 
 
    Grave silence ensued, followed by panic. People scattered, tripping over things and one another. Shouts mixed with the ringing of the temple’s bell that quickly and suddenly died down as if someone had pulled the bell ringer away from the rope. 
 
    Only two people remained where they were ― the young man counting his hard-earned coin, and the old potter. Durbava was frozen with fear. She had heard those bells ring many times before and their sudden ringing would always stun her. She had also heard such screams before, and a muffled clanging that grew closer and louder with each heartbeat. 
 
    As if embodying the worst fears from her life, a group of seven people appeared on the square. Two with staffs and robes, one with a huge shield and a sword, one with a dagger, another with a saber, one with a bow, and the other with a musket. 
 
    “Don’t move!” shouted the one with the daggers. Something round and red was impaled on the blood-smeared blade. Having looked closer, Durbava almost fainted ― it was an eyeball. 
 
    “Oh, how scary, Eric,” the tall mage grunted. A belt made of skulls and bones adorned his waist. “I’m so spooked.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the marksman nodded, “I managed to intimidate these poor cowards.” The bandits laughed at their own jokes. 
 
    “We’re the Night Cats gang,” Eric said. “Whoever refuses to hand over their coin and valuables will end up like her!” 
 
    The dagger-wielder suddenly spun on his heels. There was a flash of silver, and a moment later, a young girl fell to the ground. A long metal needle was peering from her left eye. It had pierced through her skull and plunged into the wooden wall of the tanner’s shop. Blood, crimson, and smelling of metal, covered her once pretty face. 
 
    Somewhere, a child cried. 
 
    Two shots reverberated through the marketplace. 
 
    A woman screamed. A little boy’s head exploded like a ripe watermelon. 
 
    “Spirit of Silence!” The mage ran his fingers over the skulls on his belt. The child’s mother, who was running toward the murders, fell to her knees. Eyes bulging and fighting for air, she clawed at her throat on which two handprints appeared. But there were no hands. It was as if the air itself was strangling the poor woman. A ghost, favorite pets of Necromancers, beckoned her to join it in the afterlife. 
 
    A frightened whisper flew across the square. The sunny sky seemed to be covered with mist. Everyone was trembling with fear, save for the young man who was calmly counting his coin. 
 
    “I never liked kids.” The musketeer grimaced and poured some black pellets into his musket. 
 
    “Nice going, Dvach,” said the one with the shield, “now they’ll raise the bounty for a couple of silver coins.” 
 
    “Ah, we’re going to Kavelholm tomorrow anyway,” said the other mage. He looked bored. “The guards there love coin as much as we do.” 
 
    This was true. Everyone knew that Kavelholm’s guards would sell their wives to someone else for a decent price. 
 
    “As you’ve seen,” Eric continued, shaking the blood off his dagger and sitting on the corpse of the murdered woman, “we ain’t joking. So shut your traps and hand over your goods.” 
 
    From the crowd emerged two mages carrying big, heavy sacks. Those versed in the magic arts knew how to make the heavy load lighter, but judging by their faces, they had neither enough power nor words. 
 
    The people, like obedient dogs, threw everything of value into the bags, filling them with copper quarters, whole quarters, and cheap jewelry. Not pleased with the loot, the gang members started to rip rings off the fingers of the recent brides and kick and punch whoever stood in their way. Some of the villagers screamed in horror when the necromancer summoned his ghosts, which made the bandits laugh. The shield-bearer came to the brilliant idea to make zombies out of the headless boy and his mother and give them the bags. The necromancer praised his friend for being resourceful. 
 
    When the zombies approached the young man, he ignored them, busy packing his coin and flowers into his basket. 
 
    “Hey, you!” the shield-bearer barked. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you! Do you need a special invitation? You think you’re special?” 
 
    The young man froze and stared at him. The old potter sighed. She had seen this before, soon, fear will seize his heart and paralyze him, and he’ll hope that this is all a bad dream. 
 
    The young man smiled and gave the warrior a bouquet of daffodils, daisies, and heather. “Here, just two quarters for a bouquet.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
   T he bandits froze and then burst out laughing. The shield-bearer flushed red with anger and swung at the outstretched hand. The gauntlet should’ve broken the young man’s wrist, but nothing happened. The flower-seller divided the bouquet and started packing the flowers. 
 
    The shield-bearer looked from his fist to the empty space in front of him in surprise. 
 
    “You can keep your grass, you freak,” Eric said, still laughing. “But be sure to donate your coin!” 
 
    The young man scratched the top of his head as if he was thinking and then smiled. 
 
    “I’m afraid that I can’t do that, I won’t have anything to eat then.” 
 
    “Are you an idiot?” Dvach said, “Gobi, take his coin purse.” 
 
    Gobi nodded, creaking with his leather cowl, and held out his hand, beckoning with his fingers to be given the purse. The young man, contrary to logic and common sense, continued packing. 
 
    Having waited for a little, Gobi became furious. He stepped forward with the intention to grab the fool, but the said fool wasn’t there anymore. What was strange was that the distance between the two, despite the young man’s disappearing act, remained the same. Gobi stared at his hand in confusion. 
 
    “Oho!” the necromancer exclaimed. The bandits immediately drew their weapons and looked around. “One of the traders is a Ternite!” 
 
    The bandits exchanged glances and smirked. The young man was still packing his flowers and stall. Gobi raised his heavy sword, which suddenly shone with a golden glow, and brought it down, aiming at the Ternite’s neck. 
 
    But the neck wasn’t there, only the bag, which took the hit for its owner. The wind blew and picked up the petals that danced and swirled as they got scattered across the village. A sight so beautiful would be welcomed any other day except today. 
 
    “The flowers,” the young man said, distressed. He was sitting on a fence a couple of feet from where they had tried to decapitate him. Shaking his head and muttering under his breath, he started counting something on his fingers. When he finished, he nodded and smiled again. “You owe me a whole piece of silver.” 
 
    Gobi, red in the face from rage, spread his arms to the sides and screamed so loudly that he’d make an ordinary man’s ears bleed, striking fear into the hearts of anyone who heard him and paralyzing them. The Ernites were at the mercy of forces that they could not comprehend. 
 
    Silver lightning colored the sky. The young man, waving his arms comically, fell off the fence. Rubbing his bruised forehead, he got up and spat. With a clang, a steel needle fell to the cobblestone. No one could believe their eyes ― the young man had caught it with his teeth. 
 
    “You’re evil,” he said. 
 
    Two shots were fired. Smoke rose from the musket. 
 
    The young man fell on his back, arms sprawled to the sides. 
 
    “What a fool,” the necromancer muttered. He reached for his belt, intent on making another zombie but was suddenly interrupted. 
 
    With a grunt, the young man flew into the air and landed onto his feet. Untied, the black scarf fell from his head; a waterfall of silver, tainted crimson at the temples, fell over his shoulders. Ruby drops trickled down his face, dying the emerald grass and soaking the ground. 
 
    “Firearms,” the young man said thoughtfully. “Gentlemen, you’re heretics...” 
 
    “Who are you?!” Eric exclaimed. 
 
    “Me?” the young man asked in wonder. “I’m just a simple flower merchant. Nice to meet you!” 
 
    At that moment, a blue glimmer fell from the young man’s face, revealing that one of his eyes was truly blue, and the other, brown. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Gobi shouted. 
 
    Leaving a cloud of dust behind him, he ran over to the young man and lunged at him. But his opponent didn’t move. What’s more, he looked at them all with pity. 
 
    An arch of blood was drawn in the sky. A moan broke the silence, and a body fell to the ground with a loud thud. No one could believe their eyes ― under the young man’s feet lay the shield-bearer. A long cut adorned his neck, made but his own sword. The young man hadn’t so much as blinked. 
 
    “Gobi!” Dvach shouted, but he was too late. His friend was no longer with them. 
 
    In this world, there was one thing everyone knew to be true no matter how much they wished it wasn’t ― Death took, but it never gave back. 
 
    “Ashen hair,” the other mage mumbled, taking a step back. 
 
    “Different colored eyes,” Dvach grunted. His musket fell with a rattle. 
 
    The bandits suddenly froze. The young man, still smiling, waved his hand. 
 
    “The A-Ashen One!” Erich shouted in panic. 
 
    “Oh, I do not like being called that,” the young man said. 
 
    Panic and fear gave way to apathy and silence. When the angel of death descends before you, you know that there’s nowhere to run. All you can do is accept your fate. There was no one under the light of Irmaril who didn’t know about the “Ashen One.” 
 
    “Demon in human form,” “cannibal who feeds on the flesh of children and blood of the elderly,” “destroyer of cities,” “fire spirit,” “the shadow behind you,” these were how children’s horror stories called this harbinger of horror and death, the most wanted criminal in all the kingdoms of the continent, the murderer of thousands, the destroyer of four cities, the man who wiped almost a hundred villages from the face of the earth. 
 
    This was the man who occupied the first place on all the bounty list. The man for whom, dead or alive (preferably dead), the bounty hunter would be given a reward of forty-seven thousand gold, which was enough to buy a duchy with a castle, five thousand servants, almost fifty villages and have enough to live comfortably for the rest of your life. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
   “H ere you go!” The leader of the gang tore a purse from his belt and threw it at the young man’s feet. His friends followed his example. With a clink, the coins rolled out of the purses, but the young man, whose face had lost all its child-like naivety and joy, didn’t so much as look at the glittering silver and gold. “Take it all! If you want, you can take our ammunition, potions, scrolls... Whatever you want!” 
 
    Falling to their knees, the bandits emptied their pockets, satchels, bags, threw off their armor, handed over vials and vials, and dropped their weapons. They didn’t dare look up. 
 
    “Oh, but I want fun...” The young man smirked. “First Form: Incarnation.” 
 
    Before anyone could react, Eric turned into a pile of gore with glassy eyes. In his chest was a gaping hole, four inches in diameter. The stench of burning flesh hung in the air. 
 
    The young man towered over the corpse. At the end of his staff was a solid ball of fire, so bright that it was almost impossible to look at. 
 
    The necromancer was first to come to his senses. Running his fingers over the bone necklace around his neck, he yelled: “Spirit of Death!” 
 
    The air trembled with a burst of hellish laughter, and a group of ghosts emerged from the ground around Eric. They looked different from the ones the necromancer had summoned before: these looked real, except that they were made out of the dense fog, and that their appearance was very unsettling. Their faces were rotten skulls, hands cracked yellow bones, and eyes flickers of green flame. Having spent all of his strength on summoning his most powerful attack, the necromancer collapsed. 
 
    But his sacrifice was not in vain. The archer, pulling the bowstring, whispered something. The tip of the arrow turned red. The bowstring sang. The wooden bow creaked. The projectile, capable of breaking through the skin of a Havel bison (although even a cannonball couldn’t penetrate this creature’s skin), passed through the specter. 
 
    “I’m bored,” Ash muttered and spun his staff around, hitting the ground with the ball of fire. 
 
    There was an explosion. Orange waves spread from the epicenter, covering everything in flames. Cloth burned. Ghosts turned into dust. The red arrow disappeared. The air itself turned into a weapon, burning the lungs of those who inhaled it. Dying screams joined the crackling of fire that merrily licked the wood of the burning homes and turned the temple’s bell into a chunk of molten metal. 
 
    When the firestorm subsided, only ashes remained. People were crawling from under the piles of ash and debris, frightened and slightly wounded, but otherwise alive and well. For some reason, the fire didn’t touch them. The houses and other wooden structures, unfortunately, suffered the same fate as the robbers did. Only the temple remained standing, albeit it, too, had a couple of cracks in the stone. 
 
    The young man’s face was once again filled with childlike joy. Smiling shyly, he scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “I overdid it again, my bad,” he muttered apologetically. 
 
    The scarf, miraculously untouched by the fire, flew back to him and neatly tied the ashen hair. The boy, whose eyes were once again blue, looked at his staff and wagged his finger at it as if he was scolding it. Then he bent down and held out his hand to help the old potter up. 
 
    “Aaah! A demon! A demon!” she screamed and backed away. “Go away!” she yelled. “Help! A demon!” 
 
    For a moment, the young man’s eyes were filled with sadness. But then he smiled again. 
 
    “Sorry about the village,” he said, straightened up and walked toward the gate. 
 
    Well, to what had once been a gate. 
 
    He needed to get as far away from this place as possible. The square will soon be filled with the imperial guards, adventurers, bounty hunters, and members of various guilds, united under the same banner ― to find and kill the Ternite. 
 
    Forty-seven thousand gold was a hefty sum to be placed on anyone’s head, be they an Ernite or a Ternite. The most powerful and experienced of bounty hunters didn’t seem to mind that the young man’s score was now up for seven lives and one more village... 
 
    But who was counting, anyway? 
 
      
 
    Three days later, Mystria Road 
 
    Vane the Stinker gave another order and put the old telescope to his eyes. The lenses had long cracked, turning the image into a kaleidoscope, but Vane didn’t have the heart to sell or exchange it, let alone throw it away. He had stolen it from Reiki, the most famous pirate on the planet, on one of the many raids on the Seven Seas. 
 
    No longer a pirate, Vane spent his days leading a local band. Today they were observing a caravan moving along the main road of the Middle Kingdom. No one in their right mind would dare attack the road, as even the neighboring kingdoms knew how well it was guarded. It was precise because of those rumors that Vane had decided to get involved in this adventure. 
 
    There were many currencies in this world, ranging from magical trinkets to gold, but the most valuable currency of all was one’s name. Many doors would become open for those whose name was known throughout the kingdoms... 
 
    “Chief,” Bloodhound whispered in his ear, one of the newcomers good for being cannon fodder and not much else. “Everything’s ready. We start at five.” 
 
    Vane nodded and raised his hand. The archers immediately dipped the tips of their enchanted arrows into jars of poison and the marksmen began loading their muskets. Vane, being an experienced killer, preferred doing business the old-fashioned way ― with a pair of daggers and several poisoned darts, which were much better than the newly-invented single-shot pistols. 
 
    However, such conservative beliefs didn’t prevent him from carrying several firearms on his belt and a couple of bombs in his bag. At least gnomes were capable of something, unlike their dwarven cousins. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, the caravan turned the corner ― four stagecoaches covered with white linen, a dozen travelers on foot and mounts, and the guards. There were no more than a dozen of them, but they had good armor, a couple of marksmen, and a magician at the forefront. 
 
    “Chief,” Bloodhound whispered again, “they have no clerics, we checked. But they have a warlock and a druid.” 
 
    “That ain’t good,” Vane thought. 
 
    Dressed in green and walking in front of the group was the druid. Their kind was easy to handle if there were no forests nearby. Once, in the Marda Forest, Vane had fought a druid. Luck must’ve been on his side then as he and his group of seven managed to take the druid down. Unfortunately, they were now some thirty feet away from a forest so he doubted that they’d have the upper hand. 
 
    As for the warlock, Vane wasn’t that worried about him. During his rather longish life, he had met and fought many warlocks. All they could do was spread their fingers. Powerful as they were, they were no match for him and his rusty, but trusty, rapier. Vane doubted that he’d ever run into powerful warlocks, like Urg the Toothless from the famous minstrel’s ballads, the slayer of the Demon Fehem, on an old dusty road. No, roads were full of Ternites fresh out of school. 
 
    “Tell the shooters to aim at the druid, I’ll take on the warlock.” He didn’t want to take any chances. If the warlock turned out to be more powerful than he looked, only he could take care of him. 
 
    “On my signal...” 
 
    The scout disappeared into the foliage. Vane spat; he never liked those who were too scared to take up arms. However, he had to admit that scouts had no equals in terms of speed and stealth and that their espionage work was top-notch. However, even a farmer or a carpenter could defeat them in combat. 
 
    Vane took out his weapon of choice. With four needles held tightly between his fingers, he resembled a feline ready to jump. Whoever, his “claws” were more deadly as they were soaked with poison that paralyzed the lungs. 
 
    Suffocating to death was one of the most unpleasant ways to go. 
 
    “Move out!” 
 
    Squatting, he whistled a melody similar to the call of a nightingale. There was a crack, then a rumble that shook the earth. The caravan’s path became blocked by trees that shot out from the ground, raising clouds of dust and debris. The druid had managed to block the attack from the front, but those on the rear weren’t as lucky. Two arches on horseback were crushed to death; the men shouted and the horses whined as their bones and muscles got minced and reduced to a pile of gore. 
 
    Vane ran forth. His step was light and his movements swift. The warlock, an inexperienced Ternite, saw the grass sway and then fell over. His spear fell from his hands with a rattle. Eyes bulging and mouth-frothing, he seemed to be tearing his own throat. A sickle soon chopped his head off, putting him out of his misery. 
 
    Vane didn’t have to turn around to know who had come to his aid. The mad laughter that broke out was very familiar to him. The owner of the sickles was a mad sadist, but he was well versed in the art of killing and pillaging and was thus a valuable asset. 
 
    Seven more needles were released, hitting flesh unprotected by armor and the hardwood of the stagecoaches. People screamed, someone tried to draw their sword but it was quickly claimed by either an arrow or a blade. The bandits were having little trouble taking care of the guards, but the druid still remained a pain in their rear. Whispering a spell, he started untwisting his staff. 
 
    Bullets dug into the thorny thickets rising from the ground. At that moment, long spikes sprouted from the enchanted plants. 
 
    “The air!” Vane cried. 
 
    Fifty shields were simultaneously lifted upward ― a hail of thorns released at an unbelievable speed covered the sky for a moment, turning day into night. As the bodies fell, one could hear both cheers and joyful chuckles. The first was made by those lucky enough to have avoided getting an extra hole in their body, and the second by the onlookers. There never was solidarity among thieves or bandits; one man’s suffering was another man’s cause for fun. 
 
    Vane knew from experience that the druid would need a couple of seconds to recover after such a powerful spell. This is why he wasn’t surprised when he heard a lone shot come from the forest. One of his marksmen had waited for his time to shine. 
 
    The bullet went through the thorns. The druid didn’t have the time to cry out when the projectile burst into hundreds of smaller ones. The riddled body fell on the ground ― the staff rolled downhill with a dull rattle. 
 
    “Ho!” Vane shouted. 
 
    “Ho!” the gang responded cheerfully. 
 
    The fight began. The guards didn’t stand a chance. They fell dead the moment they unsheathed their swords. Not one of them could fight alone against three or four bandits. There were bloodcurdling screams and shouts, desperate cries for help, clanging of metal and smell of blood, but Vane didn’t allow himself to get distracted. He needed to find the warlock, the only one that was capable of stopping them singlehandedly. 
 
    “Warlock!” he shouted, plunging a dagger into the visor of someone’s helmet. “Where are you?!” 
 
    A tall man emerged from between the stagecoaches when the last guard fell. He stood with his arms crossed over his chest, wrapped in a tattered cloak, and with his head covered by a hood that hid his face. His powerful arms were wrapped in leather straps. On his back, he carried a longsword. 
 
    “Tell me your name, vermin,” he said calmly, “so I know who to add to my list.” 
 
    “Vane the Stinker.” Smiling, he gestured his gang to halt. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
   T he bandits surrounded them in a semicircle, like an audience around a stage. But instead of a curtain, they had the tattered covers of the stagecoaches, and instead of an orchestra, they had the moans and pleas of the dying. Some of the bandits were even relieving those who had already passed of their boots and valuables. 
 
    “I’ve heard of you,” the warlock said. He reached for his sword and unsheathed it slowly. The blade glittered silver in the sun. “You’re a pirate from the Seven Seas. What brings you so far away from water?” 
 
    “The wind of change,” Vane sneered. 
 
    “Well, I fear your ship has sunk to the bottom of the ocean. Sign of the Boar!” 
 
    There was a resounding pop and the warlock appeared behind Vane. He moved with such speed that it looked like he had teleported. 
 
    “You’re strong.” 
 
    The warlock suddenly knelt down. Gasping, he collapsed into the muck and blood. A hilt of a dagger could be seen sticking out from his throat. 
 
    “Pft, another poser,” Vane spat. 
 
    “Chief,” Bloodhound said, appearing seemingly out of nowhere. “What shall we do with the captives?” 
 
    Vane turned around and saw several tied-up Ernites and Ternites, however, they seemed impossible to distinguish. 
 
    “Kill them.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    But the bandits didn’t know mercy. 
 
    In a couple of minutes, everyone had been eliminated. After such a massacre, Vane was sure that a hefty bounty would be placed on his head. There was no greater honor for a vagabond than a large sum promised for their capture ― a bounty was like a recognition, an unofficial sign of respect. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” someone asked. 
 
    At that moment, several poisoned needles were thrown toward the source of the voice. Turning around, Vane couldn’t believe his eyes ― a young man with a black bandana deflected all of his needles with an ordinary wooden staff. 
 
    One could say that he simply hadn’t thrown them hard enough or that he had missed, but Vane was confident in his skills. One of his men unsheathed his sword, but Vane stopped him with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked the stranger. 
 
    “Me?” the young man replied, struggling to pull the needles out of his staff. “I’m a florist. Nice to meet you!” 
 
    A minute passed in silence, broken only but the howling of the wind and the young man’s groans as he continued to pull the needles out of the wood. The bandits suddenly burst into laughter. Many even dropped their weapons and doubled over, leaning onto their neighbors and holding their stomachs. Only Vane remained calm. 
 
    “A florist without flowers,” he said, putting his hand on the hilt of his remaining dagger. Even with only one blade, he could take anyone down. 
 
    The young man looked around, spread his arms, and shrugged. 
 
    “They were stolen.” 
 
    “What were you doing in the caravan then?” 
 
    “I was on my way to Mystria. Can I go? I’m just a poor florist, your friends will laugh at you if you beat an unarmed man. You’ll become the butt of every joke.” 
 
    Vane pondered in silence, nervously stroking the hilt of his dagger. 
 
    “What an idiot!” his men laughed, slapping each other on the shoulders and backs. 
 
    “Where did you say you were from?” 
 
    The young man shrugged again. “I’ve no home.” 
 
    “Chief,” Bloodhound said. “We’ve collected the loot and killed the witnesses. Your coat of arms has been left on the boxes and the stagecoaches. We must leave before the knights arrive... The druid had definitely sent a signal.” 
 
    “We should retreat,” said the owner of the sickles, the blades of which glittered in the sun like rubies. 
 
    But Vane was in no hurry to leave. No one dared to rush him as such a thing would be considered an act of mocking his authority, and Vane didn’t like those who thought him incompetent. He had found that a dagger to the eye worked wonders with such impudent bastards. 
 
    The childish naivety and joyful smile faded away from the florist’s face. Vane reflexively took a defensive stance and grabbed the hilt of his dagger. 
 
    “So, will you let me go?” the young man asked. 
 
    Vane, a seasoned pirate, and bandit who had walked from many an ambush and trap unscathed, knew when it was the time to retreat. Looking at the imp with the face of an angel standing in front of him, he felt his fingers tremble as he reached for his pistol. Every cell in his body was shouting that he shouldn’t fight the florist. 
 
    “Get out of here,” he growled. 
 
    The bandits froze and stared in bewilderment at their leader, surprised to see him show mercy. Vane ignored their stares: he’d survive a mutiny, but he wasn’t sure if he’d survive a fight with the stranger. 
 
    “We’ll meet again,” he said, watching the florist leave. Without looking back, the young man jumped over the collapsed tree and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Among the shocked and disapproving whispers, Vane heard a wheeze. The owner of the two sickles, throat slit open, fell to the ground, twitching and jerking like a dying insect as he desperately tried to stop the blood gushing from his wound. 
 
    “Anyone have any complaints?!” Vane growled. “Get moving or else I’ll rip your spine out through your asshole and beat you with it!” 
 
    Falling silent, the bandits rushed to their positions, not wishing to anger their leader any further. Taking a deep breath, Vane tried to calm his trembling hands. He felt like a wounded beast that had just barely managed to escape the clutches of death. 
 
    “An ordinary florist, huh?” he said to himself, wondering what kind of a monster he had just met on the usually quiet and calm road. “Perhaps the winds of change truly are blowing...” 
 
      
 
    322.A.D. Age of the Drunken Monk, 26th day of Tamir, Middle Kingdom, Mystria 
 
    A Week Later 
 
    The wonderful city of Mystria, the capital of the Middle Kingdom, a paradise on Earth for both the Ernites and the Ternites. The smell that hung in the air wasn’t that of horse dung or trash as was the case in other capitals, but of perfumes, spiced coffee or tea, brought from the far East. 
 
    As for the buildings... Oh, the buildings! A wonder to be seen! Each decorated with carvings and glass windows, housing the kind and hospitable people of Mystria. 
 
    One could always hear music echoing through the streets. There was always some festivity. There was always dance, the smell of tart wine and shouts of unbridled joy that often mixed with the ringing of the temple bells. The temples, majestic and grandiose, with towers so high that you couldn’t see their golden domes even if you leaned your head back as far as your body allowed you to. 
 
    As for the fine arts, Mystria was the home of the most famous Mystria Theather, upon the stage of which many famous actors had performed, and in the seats of which the highest of nobility sat! The king and the queen included! 
 
    And speaking of the ruling couple, it would be disrespectful not to say a couple of words about them. The king, in whose beard had only recently appeared a couple of gray hairs, was a wise ruler. Strict, but also fair, he watched over his kingdom with the love of a farmer tending to his crops. He didn’t like wars; in his fifteen years of rule, he had only once engaged in war with his eastern neighbor. After that, no one dared to raise their sword in the Middle Kingdom. 
 
    His wife, Queen Elassia, the daughter of King Edmund of the United Kingdom of Dabin, was a woman of unprecedented beauty. No artist, no matter how skilled they were, could ever catch her beauty on canvas. No poet could ever find the words to describe her. The gracious queen, even though she had long past thirty years of age, retained much of her youthful blush, forcing the ambassadors to prostrate themselves at her knees and kiss her hand in admiration. 
 
     However, despite the fact that this city was incredibly beautiful, we won’t talk about it. 
 
    Near the edge of the city was a tavern, a famous gathering place of many adventurers and mercenaries and other morally questionable members of the society. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
   T hat evening, under the light of the brightest star in the sky, the Rusty Cleaver was noisier than usual. There were toasts, drunken giggles, joyful shouts, laughter, and merry conversations. The festive mood was, luckily, uninterrupted by the tavern’s guard, the famous fist-fighter called Cleaver. 
 
    But in the midst of all the fun and joy, at one of the tables on the first floor, the cheapest of the three that served as a dining area (the top two were reserved for lodging), was a strange group. One of them was a very young man of either seventeen or eighteen years. Such young patrons weren’t an uncommon sight as the terna was usually discovered in a person at the age of twelve. 
 
    One of the members of the group, a tall and broad-shouldered man, hung his heavy musket and longbow on his chair. The bow was so big that it’d take three strong men to pull its string. 
 
    His friend next to him was of the same height, but his narrow shoulders made him look shorter and slimmer. This, however, didn’t prevent him from carrying two swords, which was a rather rare sight. 
 
    The last man was stocky and short, but so wide that he almost looked like a square. He held a heavy shield and a mace, but he had packed his armor into the big bag next to his chair. 
 
    As for the ladies of the group, they were a sight to behold. The older of the two had hung her sheathed saber on the back of her chair. Her wavy hair was gathered in a tight bun, and her arms and shoulders were adorned with scars. Her dark eyes, although smiling, looked tenaciously at anyone who came too close to their table. 
 
    In comparison to all of them, the other girl looked like a gentle flower hidden in a thorn bush. She kept her gaze on the table, awkwardly tugging at her lush, chestnut curls. Thin fingers gripped the handle of her staff, which looked so small and dainty that one could easily mistake it for a wand. 
 
    The company was barely noticeable in the dimly lit and packed corner of the tavern. Had anyone said that they were a famous group of adventurers about whom more than one song had been written, no one would’ve believed them. Known as the Wandering Stumps, the group was known for having completed several particularly dangerous missions issued by the king himself. This was a great honor and an even greater responsibility. 
 
    “Agh!” The swordsman snarled and slammed his mug down on the table. “We’ve been campin’ here for a month now! The others have probably reached the forest, hell, perhaps even the marshes! And we’re just sittin’ here and pickin’ our noses.” 
 
    “Calm down,” said the stocky man. “Mary knows what she’s doing. Don’t you, Mary?” 
 
    “And what if I don’t?” Mary smiled, eyes glimmering. 
 
    “Well, then we’re f―” 
 
    The archer stuffed his friend’s face with a bun of bread, shutting him up. He had moved with such speed that it looked like the bun had flown into the swordsman’s mouth on its own. 
 
    “Not in front of the children,” he said, glancing at the young girl. “She shouldn’t know about those things.” 
 
    Several unwritten laws existed in Mystria, one of them being that you never talked about life before the discovery of the terna. It was like admitting that you were once an Ernite. 
 
    “I’m talking about the School of the Arts.” 
 
    “Well, well,” Mary sneered. “You remember school?” 
 
    All the Ternites, by the order of the king, had to go to the School of the Arts, where they were taught their skills and made to choose a profession, from that of an assassin to that of a paladin. The training didn’t last long as the students were taught only the basics, but many still found it too difficult. Of course, not everyone went to school. Some joined artisan or merchant guilds, some became traveling merchants, others entered the sovereign’s service, worked on farms, or simply lived in cities and traveled throughout the word like hermits. The latter was the rarest kind of Ternite, as fledglings didn’t know how to defend themselves even against a sick fox. Because of this, schools soon gained popularity. 
 
    The swordsman spat out the bun and waved his hand. “Let’s not... Look, another one.” 
 
    The group simultaneously turned toward the mage that had approached them. Their kind was easy to spot as they all had a staff and a robe. But figuring out which type of a mage one was, for example, a priest or a druid, was a bit trickier. For that, one needed to be familiar with their distinctive features. The man in front of them, for example, had nothing but the robe and the staff, as basic mages needed nothing other than those. Besides, in the note that they had hung on the bulletin board, it said that they were looking for a mage. 
 
    “Are you the Wandering Stumps?” he asked, coming closer. 
 
    Mary snorted and almost choked on her ale. The others desperately tried to hide their giggles by coughing and clearing their throats. Even the little Alice was smiling to herself. 
 
    “We are.” Mary nodded. As the leader of the group, it was her duty to deal with the new members. “And you are...?” 
 
    “Hvurd Thunderous,” the mage said and blushed in both anger and embarrassment when the giggling started again. 
 
    “How did you get that name?” Mary asked, poking fun. 
 
    “I... chose it myself,” Hvord replied. 
 
    The swordsman, pretending to have dropped a coin, crawled under the table to calm down and muffle his giggling, but ended up only laughing louder. Oh, the newborn Ternites who were in a hurry to choose a powerful sounding nickname for themselves. Little did they know that such a name held no power. The best names were given by people who spread rumors about you and your deeds. Only that these sorts of names were very harsh and unflattering. 
 
    “A schoolboy?” 
 
    “No, I’m a graduate. By the way, here’s my recommendation from a Mr. Fetch,” Hvord said and handed a rolled-up piece of parchment sealed with wax. 
 
    Mary handed the scroll to the swordsman, who was still laughing into his thick, black beard. “So, Mr. Hvurd, you’re saying that you can make it through the Fiery Mountains?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying, miss...?” 
 
    “Birch,” Mary said. “Don’t ever ask me how I got that name... The last person who dared joke about it was turned to minced meat. Now,” she said, narrowing her eyes, “how many Words do you know?” 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    “That means no more than seven...” Mary, who was famous for single-handedly defeating a group of demons, chuckled to herself. 
 
    “And your specialization is...?” she asked despite it being obvious. 
 
    “Lightning.” 
 
    Mary nodded. Lightning was a powerful weapon in the hands of a skilled mage, and getting such a weapon is very tricky. This element was difficult to tame, and it more often than not resulted in the death of those who tried to acquire it. 
 
    “Then let’s do a couple of tests.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    Mary smiled. “Sorry, you failed.” 
 
    “How―?” 
 
    Mary glanced behind Hvord’s shoulder. The mage turned and saw the swordsman holding a fork to his neck. Hvord couldn’t believe his eyes. Just a moment ago, the man was sitting under the table and laughing at him! 
 
    “That’s the speed with which the toads in the swamps of Lurk move,” Mary continued in a mentoring tone. “A slow mage is a dead mage. I’m sorry, but you’re not what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Hvord turned red and spat. 
 
    “To hell with you then! Let me see you find a mage who’ll want to go with you who knows seven Words and can tame lightning!” 
 
    “Ah, you said you know twelve,” Mary smirked. 
 
    The group burst out laughing again. Pulling up his hood, as if he were a vampire count from the old ballads, Hvord turned on his heels and marched out, mumbling curses under his breath. Mary and the others continued laughing and even Alice joined in, causing the others to smile gently. They had always thought of her as their little sister. 
 
    Calming down, Mary shook her head. She ought to submit a complaint to the Magic Guild to let them know that Mr. Fetch should no longer issue any recommendations. The old mage seemed to have decided to earn some extra coin by selling documents that he had no right selling. She admired his business acumen but thought that he could’ve been more careful. 
 
    “Which one was he?” asked the swordsman, calming down. 
 
    “Sixteenth this month,” Mary said and reached for her mug. 
 
    “Sixteen...” 
 
    “And we can’t go without a mage?” the archer asked. 
 
    Mary shook her head. “Too dangerous. I talked with Moro, he looked through the scrolls... All in all, going there without a mage is suicidal... We might lose someone along the way.” 
 
    “Maybe we could take a couple of Ernites with us? You know, use ‘em as bait?” the swordsman asked and immediately rose his hands in a defensive manner. His proposal was equal to standing in the middle of the square and shouting obscenities. It wasn’t a crime, but it was also not something anyone sane should be doing. But the group tolerated his vile outbursts as no one was more effective than Lari Krivolap when it came to beating someone to a pulp. 
 
    “I wish we had Zack the Dumb,” Lari said. “He participated in a campaign against a dragon in the city...” 
 
    “Or Millet the Smug... That guy knows more than a hundred words... He’s not like these kids... They learn ten words in two weeks and immediately think that they’re worthy of the archmage’s hat!” 
 
    “Or Ash,” Alice added quietly, making everyone fall silent and clutch their weapons. There was a rumor that claimed that the “demon” would come for you if you say his name aloud. No one believed it, of course, but... better safe than sorry. 
 
    Alice shrugged. “What? You said we need words. According to rumors, he knows thousands of Words. They say that there’s no one who can tame elements as well as he can.” 
 
    “Is there ale in that mug of yours? You drunk, Alice?” Mary asked, examining the girl’s mug. “I think you’ve had enough for one night.” 
 
    “And he’s also rumored to have developed a sixth form of elemental control... They also say that he is very handsome...” 
 
    The guys rolled their eyes and sighed heavily. Mary facepalmed. 
 
    “That’s all nice and dandy... But you forgot one little detail... He’s a fucking maniac!” she shouted. 
 
    “And no one has seen him for almost six months,” Lari added. “We can only hope that he’s lying dead in some ditch somewhere...” 
 
    Mary cleared her throat. “When I went to Meron, I took a look at the bulletin board and, well... How do I put this...?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He burned a village not far from here about two weeks ago.” 
 
    Lari jammed another bun into the archer’s mouth as he saw him getting ready to comment. 
 
    “Also, a week ago Vane robbed a caravan that was on its way here...” 
 
    The archer took the bun out of his mouth and frowned. “An ex-pirate with a bounty of one hundred and fifty-three gold on his head is nothing compared to a maniac with a bounty of forty-five thousand coins!” 
 
    “Bah!” Lari waved his hand. “Boss is right, first Ash and now Vane... Something’s going on...” 
 
    “That’s why we need to complete the king’s assignment as soon as possible,” Alice said, making them fall silent again. “What?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “A bit louder so that the rest of the tavern can hear you, you silly girl,” Mary hissed. 
 
    Alice stared at her for a moment, then put her hands to her lips. “Sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    The guys shook their heads and sighed tiredly. Alice was new to the business so they were willing to look through her fingers. Also, she was quite powerful despite her naïve appearance. 
 
    “I’ll probably have to hire a mercenary,” Mary grunted. 
 
    Mercenaries were the worst scum one could think of. These lovers of riches and danger usually ran away the moment things took a turn for the worst. They preferred not to cover their employers’ backs as their own skin was more expensive. There were, of course, reliable ones, but the group’s budget was never meant for such luxuries. 
 
    “You won’t have to.” 
 
    At first, Mary thought that it was one of her own that spoke, but then she realized that the voice had come from behind her. A little shocked that someone had managed to get behind her, she turned around and saw a guy of about twenty-three. He was a little above average height, but very handsome. His simple clothes and cheap staff looked homemade, as did the black scarf that hid his hair. 
 
    But to have some mage, even an experienced one, sneak up behind her? She must’ve had too much ale... 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    The guy smiled and moved his lips, but no one could make a word of what he was saying. But he spoke not in their language, but in that of magic. Everyone looked at Alice, but she just shook her head. She didn’t know the word the man was using. 
 
    Someone suddenly shouted in surprise. The group turned their heads and saw one of the patrons of the tavern flop on his ass. Confused, the man looked around in search of his stool, but it was already hidden under the robe of the newcomer. 
 
    Without a pardon, the young man took the mug that Mary had snatched from Alice and poured himself some ale. The group stared at him in bewilderment as he helped himself to one of the buns. 
 
    “Who are you?” Mary repeated. 
 
    The young man swallowed noisily and coughed. Raising his finger as if to tell them to give him a minute, he drank his ale in one go, tapped his chest, and belched loudly. 
 
    “I apologize,” he said and cleared his throat. “I heard you’re heading to the Fire Mountains.” 
 
    “We are... We need a mage,” Mary said, staring at him. 
 
    “Well, this is your lucky day then, miss Birch!” The young man’s face lit up with childish glee. “I just so happen to be a mage! A real one! I’d show you a trick, but those are for charlatans.” 
 
    “How many Words do you know?” 
 
    Chewing another bun, the guy pondered. “Around fifty, give or take a few...” 
 
    Mary nodded. Fifty Words was a good amount. However, nothing about the guy showed that he was a good mage. They usually dressed better as enchanted clothes helped them increase their skill. This guy’s clothes only said that he wanted them to take pity upon him and take him into their ranks. 
 
    “Element?” 
 
    “Fire... Two types: Incarnation and Cover.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Mary nodded. “Very good. It’s far from what we’re looking for, but you’re the best candidate so far... However, we have a test which will help us see just how good you are.” 
 
    Ash saw Lari grab the butter knife and throw it. For most, his movements would’ve been so fast that they’d appear as nothing more than a blur, but the mage saw them as if Lari was moving in slow motion. 
 
    The mage knew that he could evade if he wanted to, deflect the knife with the wave of his staff and send it back toward the swordsman. If he wanted to, he could’ve made the swordsman stab himself with the knife in his thigh. He could’ve burned him along with the tavern and everyone in it. He could’ve done anything he wanted. 
 
    But what he did was blunt the knife with a Word and let it hit him. 
 
    Mary watched as the mage fell off the stool. Lying on the floor, he rubbed his pained chest where a dark bruise was already spreading. Lari grunted in respect, noticing that the blade had been dulled. 
 
    “You’re not fast enough,” Mary said. “A good mage would’ve deflected the knife with their staff. However, you’re better than anyone we’ve seen so far and speed is something that can be fixed. Congratulations welcome to the squad! Tomorrow you’ll get the official emblem of the Stray Stumps clan. But since you know my name, I’m sure you know who we are.” 
 
    The young man grimaced, looking displeased. Alice rose and touched his chest with her wand, healing the bruise and removing the pain. Although she was young, Alice was a great healer. 
 
    “I think we should get some rest. We’ll set off at ten in the morning. Any questions?” 
 
    “No!” the rest of the squad said, pleased that they’d finally be leaving this place. However, they’ll have to try their best to be the first to complete the mission, since the king had sent several other squads to deal with the problem. 
 
    The mage, still sitting on the floor, laughed to himself. “What else will I have to go through in order to get to you, lieutenant?” 
 
    But in order to understand the present, you need to look into the past... 
 
      
 
    310. A.D. Age of the Drunken Monk, 26th day of Tamir, somewhere on the border of the Middle Kingdom 
 
    A group of seven horsemen raced through the forest. One of them was seriously injured ― the expensive black doublet was stained scarlet, and his coat clung to his thigh, sticky with a thick coat of blood that dripped onto the emerald grass. The others, equally well-dressed, were as pale as the first snow. They were clearly terrified of falling into the clutches of their pursuer. 
 
    “Will he live?” asked the man with a colorful plume on his hat. 
 
    “I doubt it.” His neighbor shook his head. “The wound is too deep. The nearest temple is only a dozen miles away... I fear for his life...” 
 
    At that moment, the horses neighed in fear. Some came to a halt, while the others started to back away. The riders tried to calm down their frightened mounts, but all their attempts were in vain. They were scared of something... or someone. But the Monsky Forest was calm, free of any predators more dangerous than bears or wolves. Even the Ternites rarely went there, sure that there was nothing of use to them in the forest. 
 
    “Who are you?” a calm voice asked. 
 
    To the riders, it seemed as if the voice belonged to the grass swaying under the hooves of their horses. Or from the creaking trees and their luscious crowns. Or perhaps it was the wind itself that was whispering into their ears? Whatever it was, it made the horses neigh even louder and the riders to draw their blades. 
 
    “Show yourself!” the one with the plume shouted. 
 
    “Hold on, sir!” His neighbor grabbed him by the hand. “I heard that a spirit appeared in the forest and that it is willing to aid those in need. Let me talk to it.” 
 
    The man with the plume glanced at his friend and nodded. 
 
    “Sir... Erm... Spirit!” 
 
    A faint laugh echoed through the forest. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Um, sir Spirit... I, Baron Halsham, humbly ask you to help us. Our friend is seriously injured and dying. I fear that we won’t be able to reach the temple in time.” 
 
    For some time, there was nothing but silence, occasionally interrupted by the wounded man’s groans. 
 
    “And why should I help you?” 
 
    “Because―” the man with the plume started, but didn’t finish. 
 
    “Can you really stand to watch an innocent man suffer?” Halsham asked. 
 
    “I don’t care about other people’s suffering!” the spirit snapped. The trees creaked threateningly and the wind picked up, tossing small stones and dirt into the air. The horses whinnied in alarm. The riders prepared for battle, but nothing happened. 
 
    “However,” the spirit said, calming down, “if you give me something, I might heal your wounded friend.” 
 
    “What would you like?” 
 
    “The flower that’s sticking out of your bag. I’ve never seen one like it... Give it to me and I’ll help you.” 
 
    Halsham looked in confusion at the ordinary buttercup peeking out of his leather bag, wondering if the spirit was trying to joke with them. However, he had no other option. 
 
    Taking the flower, Halsham dismounted, took a few steps, and then carefully lowered the flower to the ground. He then went back to his group and waited. 
 
    After some time, something unusual happened. The air in front of the riders began to shimmer and a small house appeared among the trees, so small that it’d be better described as a shed than a house. The buttercup lay on the doorstep of the house. 
 
    The doors creaked open and a head popped out. A young man with multicolored eyes and ashen hair stared at the tiny yellow flower. By his youthful looks, he couldn’t have been older than eighteen. 
 
    “Carry him inside,” he said to the riders and picked up the flower. 
 
    The men looked at each other, but no one dared speak a word. Nobody dared argue with the hermit. There were too many legends and tails about such people, and just because the man in front of them was still a youth it didn’t mean that he wasn’t a powerful mage. 
 
    The riders carefully lowered their friend onto a makeshift stretcher made out of their cloaks and carried him into the house where they put him on the kitchen table. As much as they all wanted to stay and help, there wasn’t enough room in the house for all of them, so a few of the riders had to wait outside. 
 
    The mage took a couple of jars from the cupboards. He’d sniff their contents and throw away the ones he didn’t need. While he searched for the necessary ingredients, the knives, controlled by magic, sharpened themselves. 
 
    “This will hurt,” he said and walked over. With a quick move, he tore the bandages off the patient, revealing the wound. 
 
    The man with the plume, unable to stand this kind of barbaric behavior, put his blade to the mage’s throat. “You little―” 
 
    “He’ll die if I don’t apply pressure to the wound,” the man replied calmly, ignoring the cold steel pressed against his skin. 
 
    Clenching his teeth, the man sheathed his sword. The young man nodded and immediately covered the wound with a rag. He began uncorking the jars when the man intervened again. 
 
    “What’s in those jars?” he asked sharply. 
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    “Don’t worry,” the young man smiled. “It’s for me, not him. You see, I’m no healer, so my Words won’t have enough power. I need special herbs to fix that.” 
 
    The man nodded and observed the mage eat several bunches of dried berries and crushed roots and wash the whole thing with water. He then removed the rag, letting the blood flow again, and started whispering inaudibly. As his lips moved, the wound began to close and the blood seemed to flow back into the body. The man’s skin gained some color and his breathing stabilized. After a couple of moments, all that was left from the rider’s near-death experience was a barely visible scar. 
 
    Pale in the face and bleeding from his nose, the young man staggered and almost fell, but the man with the plume caught him. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “You’ve no idea how much you helped us.” 
 
    “I think I do,” the young man replied as he was carefully placed on the floor. “I saved your friend from certain death and all... I’ve done the impossible.” 
 
    “You’ve done more than that,” whispered the wounded man. “I’m King Gazrangan, and I owe my life to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
   A sh, yawning, and stretching, carefully got out of the sleeping lady’s embrace that was lying next to him. He didn’t remember her name or where they had met, but, judging by the fact that she remained sleeping while he was jumping and cursing as he struggled to put on his pants, she was probably very drunk yesterday. 
 
    He got dressed quickly, took his staff and cloak, and went into the hallway. 
 
    Now, Ash was a pretty unlucky guy, but today clearly wasn’t his day. Opening the door, he was smacked right in the forehead. Mary, who came to pick him up, ended up knocking on his head instead of the wood. 
 
    “Sounds empty,” Lari grunted as he passed by them. “Mary, are you sure that we got the right guy?” 
 
    “Keep walking, big boy,” Mary snorted, trying to hide her laughter. 
 
    “That hurts,” Ash grumbled, rubbing his forehead. It was going to bruise, he was sure of it. “Why were you going to bang so hard on the poor door?” 
 
    “She hit your forehead,” Alice giggled and moved to that Mervyn could pass. 
 
    Mervyn Blackbeard, the shield-bearer of the squad, got his nickname because of his thick, black beard that he took great care of and often combed with a brush. The man was also famous for singlehandedly taking care of eighteen robbers in an alley with nothing more than his shield and coming out of the skirmish unscathed. 
 
    “That’s right!” Ash exclaimed and held up his index finger. He pushed Mary aside so that he could get out and closed the door of his room. Before he went out, he didn’t forget to part with his sleeping companion by giving her one last kiss. “She could’ve hurt the door, so I saved it with my forehead! I’m a hero!” The door would have hurt if I hadn’t put my forehead in front of it. 
 
    “You’re a hero,” Tul exclaimed, slapping Ash on his shoulder. 
 
    The tall, broad-shouldered archer, on whose handsome face one could see traces of his Nordic heritage, bore the proud nickname “Bullseye.” Not everyone could boast that their nickname fit them that well. Tul, as his friends called him, was one of the lucky few. 
 
    Once, as a bet, he shot six leaves falling from a tree with only one arrow, using one of the most beloved techniques of the Ternite archers: Scatter Shot. By using this technique, archers could make their arrow split into three or more, depending on their skill. Any other archer would use this skill to hit as many targets in their vicinity as possible, but not Tul. He used it to increase his accuracy even more. 
 
    “That’s the kind of people you’ll be working with,” Mary said with a smile as she rummaged through her bag in search of something. 
 
    Finally finding what she had been looking for, she tossed a small locket to Ash. Engraved in steel was a stump that had legs instead of roots. 
 
    “Don’t lose it,” she warned sternly. “That emblem is no joke.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it, don’t worry,” Ash said, clasping the chain around his neck. 
 
    Mary looked at him and nodded. Ever since he joined them, she couldn’t shake off the feeling that the guy was hiding his true face from them all. For a second, which was enough to send shivers down her spine, she could’ve sworn that there was malice in the young man’s eyes, akin to that of a wild, cornered animal. But the moment she blinked, it was gone. She convinced herself that it was nothing more than a play of light and shadows. After all, there were but two sconces in the hallway, the lights of which were paling with each moment. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. “We’ve been itching for an adventure for quite some time now.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, you haven’t told me what we’ll be doing,” Ash said. 
 
    “And how was I to tell you when you started partying the moment we turned our backs to you? You spent the entire night hanging out with shady people, drinking more than you weigh, and dancing on tables! And then you grabbed the nearest wench and dragged her to your room!” 
 
    Ash frowned and scratched his chin. All he remembered was the taste of rum. Normally, his vice was tobacco, not strong spirits, but there was just something about rum that was irresistible to him. His eyes would fog up and he’d lose all sense of self the moment he smelled its sweet notes in the air. 
 
    “I hope this won’t happen again,” Mary warned strictly. The tone of her voice implied that she wouldn’t hesitate to teach him a lesson if he fucked up like this one more time. 
 
    “No, no, I’ll behave myself while we’re on the road.” Ash nodded immediately, casting an embarrassed glance at the far end of the hallway. “I can’t say the same for when we make a stop in some tavern or inn...” 
 
    “We’ll not be stopping.” There was malice in her tone now. Her chestnut eyes flashed dangerously. “We’re an independent combat unit. We have food, tents, horses, and all the necessary supplies to live on the road for quite some time. As for you... You’ll have to rent a horse. We’ll subtract the cost from your share.” 
 
    Ash nodded, still scratching his chin. He had always wanted a beard, but he had never been able to successfully grow one. From his previous, and quite unsuccessful attempts, he had learned that facial hair of any sort looked ugly on his handsome face, so he preferred to always be clean-shaven. It did make for a good disguise, however. 
 
    Mounts, in his opinion, were an unnecessary luxury. Especially quality horses; not the kind farmers used to aid them in the fields, but horses that were bred and trained for long travels and speed. Such mounts cost anywhere from seven to eight silver coins on the black market. That was a considerable amount, taking into account that one gold coin equaled thirteen silver ones. 
 
    “No need,” Ash said and shook his head. 
 
    “Say what now?” Mary looked at him in surprise. She doubted that he could afford a mount on his own. Judging by his clothes, he probably had no coin on him and had to beg for food on the road. 
 
    “No need,” Ash repeated. 
 
    They both approached the stairs at the same time. Ash moved to the side to let Mary pass. She shot him a glare, thinking that he was pretending to be courteous so that he could stare at her ass. Smiling to herself, she decided to pay him back during training. 
 
    Ash, however, had no such intentions. With a careless smile on his face and hand in his traveling bag, he thought about other, more important things. Absentmindedly, he twirled another locket between his fingers. It differed from the one just given to him in that it was golden and had an emblem on the back, and not on the front. Etched into the cold steel was a mask depicting a laughing demon devouring a screaming child. Underneath it was an inscription: “We do not pardon, we do not punish, we kill. Ashes to ashes and dust to dust. As it should be.” 
 
    This was the banner under which the Foul Legion had fought, the commander of which was once Ash himself. As to why he kept this rusty trinket... Well, it was good to know one’s root; to know who you once were and what you had become. 
 
    “Men!” Blackbeard waved his hand, attracting both Mary and Ash’s attention. 
 
    Pushing her way through the crowd of early birds, she joined him at the table and took a good sniff of the steaming porridge that had been placed in front of her. She was about to reach for the jug of water when she remembered that she ought to let Ash know which route they’d take. He ought to know what was in store for them. 
 
    She was just about to fill him in when she noticed that he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Where...?” 
 
    Tul sighed and pointed somewhere behind his back. She followed his finger and wished that she had minded her own business. Ash was sitting at the table with a group of merchants, cracking jokes, and hitting on the baron’s girlfriend. The title bought with quite a large sum of money no doubt, had no other use other than to make its bearer seem more important than they actually were. 
 
    “I’ll kill him,” Mary hissed. 
 
    Having had enough of Ash’s arrogance, she got up and marched through the crowd, parting it as easily as a hot knife would butter. The mage seemed oblivious of the presence behind him, as he continued cracking jokes. 
 
    “...and then I realized that I put salt instead of sugar into that nobleman’s tea! I thought I was done for, but, fortunately, there was this guy who spoke the Eastern dialect. I gave him two coppers and asked to tell the nobleman that kings overseas drink salted tea as it’s considered a delicacy worthy only of the highest nobility. Luck must’ve been on my side that day as the man drank the tea and even thanked me for teaching him something new!” 
 
    The merchants burst out laughing. Ash smiled smugly as he took a bite of a piece of pie and a sip of wine from someone’s mug. Sitting next to him was a girl of modest appearance. From where Mary was standing she could see that the wench was stroking his knee under the table. Ash pretended not to notice, but he’d occasionally put his hand on hers. 
 
    Mary cleared her throat rather loudly. 
 
    Ash, swallowing a whole bite of a pie that he hadn’t properly chewed, turned around and was met with a menacing glare. Messy hair, tied in a loose bun, only added to Mary’s demonic appearance. 
 
    “I was... Tasting local delicacies... The pies here are delicious! Do you want a bite?” Ash asked with a dumb smile, having realized that there was no way out of this situation. 
 
    The next moment, Ash was waving goodbye to the merchants as Mary, cursing, and mumbling, dragged him by the ear. Having seated Ash at their table, she vowed to herself that she’d beat the living daylights out of him the moment their mission was over. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
   “O h, how lovely!” Ash exclaimed. 
 
    Mary was about to slap him, thinking that the compliment was aimed at one of the ladies, but she put her hand down when she saw that Ash was admiring a red flower that Alice had put in her hair. 
 
    Smiling, he pulled a white magnolia from his bag and placed it next to the red flower. 
 
    “Now it’s perfect!” 
 
    Alice immediately pulled a small mirror from her bag and took a look. Blushing a deep red, she stuttered a “thank you” to the mage. In Mary’s opinion, he seemed to be enjoying the situation a bit too much. The rest of the group seemed to be having fun watching her struggle to control her temper. 
 
    “Ash!” she finally snapped. “What the hell were you doing there?!” 
 
    “What do you mean? I was hungry.” 
 
    “Are you blind or did you not see that we also have food on our table?!” 
 
    “I saw,” he said and smiled. “However,” he pointed his finger upward as if he were a teacher lecturing a student, “the food here costs coin, the food over there is free.” 
 
    “Neither of them cost your coin!” Mary protested. “It’s part of the campaign budget!” 
 
    Ash stroked his chin and pondered. “I didn’t think of that...” 
 
    “Do you think at all? Ever?” she snapped, absolutely appalled by his behavior. 
 
    “Of course, I do!” he said and put his finger to his temple as if he was contemplating something very deep and important. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alice giggled. 
 
    “I’m showing you how I think,” he said, turning red from strain. 
 
    The group burst out laughing. Blackbeard patted him on the shoulder, making Ash grin even wider and make faces that drove Alice to tears. A child in an adult’s body, that’s what he was sometimes. 
 
    “Good mage or not, at least he makes for a decent jester,” Mary pondered as she continued to hide her smile. “At least we won’t be bored on the road… 
 
    After they had eaten, the group went outside. A wagon, parked in a special spot, was waiting for them. When asked where his things were, Ash just pointed at the small bag tossed over his shoulder. He never did like carrying too many things with him as each item had a story to tell and they never stopped bugging you with it, constantly trying to attract your attention with this or that. One of the few disadvantages of knowing a lot of Words was that if you knew how to talk to something, chances were that it would talk back to you. 
 
    The rest of the group, of course, had no idea about this, so the lack of personal belongings made Ash seem even stranger in their eyes. 
 
    “Where’s your horse?” Tul asked as he climbed onto the back of the wagon. Inside were packed tents, coils of twine and hemp rope, sacks of food, skins of water, quivers full of arrows and boxes of ammunition, as well as wooden tubes filled with scrolls. There were also a lot of boxes full of small bottles and vials, a leather briefcase for maps of all sorts, an astrolabe, and many other items a group of Ternites could need on an adventure. 
 
    “In the woods.” 
 
    Ash, hands clasped behind his head, was sitting on the edge of the wagon, waving his legs and enjoying the weather and the fact that he’d get to eat for free. In his opinion, free food was second to free housing. Ash was about to ponder more about this when Mary interrupted him. 
 
    “In which woods?” she asked, riding alongside the cart. Her horse, who didn’t like Ash from the moment they met, was trying to get the mage’s sandals off his feet. Ash just yawned and moved out of the horse’s reach, not wishing to lose his only pair of footwear. Free footwear wasn’t on the list of things he could get, unlike free food. 
 
    He recalled Maverie telling him about a “Bootland,” where everyone could get a perfect pair of shoes for themselves. He, of course, didn’t believe in such nonsense, but this didn’t prevent him from asking travelers if they had ever been to this magical land. 
 
    Ash shrugged, basking in the sunlight and pushing the horse’s mouth away from his feet. “He’s a woodland creature. Besides, there’s more prey in the woods than in the city.” 
 
    The group exchanged a look. Tul, as if expressing everyone’s opinion, twirled his finger near his temple. Crazy as Ash seemed, he was still a better pick than some pompous schoolboy who never had to use his skills outside the school and never fought with a fiery toad. 
 
    The group had to stop at the gates as a huge line had formed in front of it. There were about a dozen other carts at the checkpoint, which was a little more than fifty people. It was the basilisk hunting season and every adventurer in the vicinity hurried to get their share. These beasts were very dangerous, which is why materials gathered by skinning and flaying them sold for quite a hefty sum at the market. 
 
    “After the basilisks, too, are ya?” asked the guard as he looked over the documents that Mary had given him. Written on the parchment with black ink was a list of cities they had passed through, outposts they had stayed in, the amount of coin they had spent and earned, and so on. If they managed to earn three gold before noon, then they had the right to enter or leave the city without paying a toll. 
 
    “That’s right,” Mary said. “Hopefully, we’ll manage to get some poison glands... Perhaps even some skin and some fangs.” 
 
    Mary firmly believed that the fewer people knew about the true purpose of their journey, the better. There was less risk of them being ambushed somewhere on the road, as bandits had the habit of hunting down adventurers, hiding in the forests like wolves stalking their prey, and jumping out at the most opportunistic moment to kill everyone. Many people had fallen victim to these “Opportunists,” as they called themselves. 
 
    The guard raised his gaze from the papers and looked at Ash. “A new guy?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mary replied quietly as if just being connected to Ash was akin to committing a mortal sin. 
 
    “He’s weird,” the guard murmured, lifting his plumed hat to wipe the sweat off his forehead. 
 
    “Is everything all right with the papers?” Mary said and shot him a glance. 
 
    “Khm, yes, yes...” He stamped the papers and then returned them to her. “May Irmar...” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Mary replied, not caring about hearing the traditional parting phrase. “And all the best to you.” 
 
    Fixing her saber that was attached to her saddle, Mary waved her hand and the group carried on. 
 
    As the cart passed by him, the guard caught the newcomer’s gaze and froze, sure that he was looking in the eyes of a demon. But the moment he blinked, all he saw was a smiling young man waving goodbye to him. 
 
    Ash watched as the poor guard nearly ran to the messengers, the travelers delivering messages to any known place in the world. Some considered them to be the most notorious of Ternites, because of no one faced as many dangers on the road as they did due to oftentimes carrying bags full of valuable items and documents to far off lands. Ash could only imagine how expensive their services could be. 
 
    “No wonder.”He chuckled to himself. “One must always take care of their skin first.” 
 
    The group soon reached the Mystra Road, which was lined with knights. The king, having learned of what Vane had done, decided to secure the roads. Ash looked away, unable to directly stare at the shine of the brilliant steel. He never liked it. 
 
    Going along the wide road, the travelers would often meet their friends and engage in conversation. Some boasted of a lucrative business, others how they managed to swindle someone for the coin, and some shared their future plans. Sometimes, you could see lonely riders with satchels and sacks of all sizes and content strapped to their saddles, as well as detachments of soldiers. If you’re lucky, you can even run into a Guild, a unit so huge that it could easily hold within itself around two hundred Ternites. 
 
    At any other time of the year, these people would be going to various lands on their business, but right now, they were all heading to the same place — the Blacksnake Hollow. It was here that these monsters, a cross between a chicken, snake, and a toad, had made their home. 
 
    “Mary!” someone called from behind her. 
 
    Ash almost fell off the cart in surprise. From around the corner came a whole cavalry, on the head of which was its gloomy-looking commander in heavy armor adorned with gold. To his right was his lieutenant, and to the left his adjutant, carrying a banner depicting a golden roaring lion devouring a star. There was hardly anyone who never saw this coat of arms, as it belonged to the strongest Guild on this side of the Continent — the Mad Lions. Or just Mad, for short. 
 
    “Eric!” Mary smiled at her old friend. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
   D espite his nickname, Eric the Arrogant was all but arrogant, so many wondered why he even had got that name. But what everyone did know was that Eric participated in the Zek’nir Necropolis campaign in which, despite suffering major losses, he defeated the Great Litch. As these creatures were equal to power to the higher demons, it was no wonder that Eric’s name soon found its place in ballads, and became an inspiration to many young paladins. 
 
    Having reached the group, Eric shook hands with Mary and smiled. 
 
    “Tul!” He nodded to the archer. “Blackbeard, Lari, and, of course, lovely Alice.” 
 
    Blushing a deep red, the girl lowered her gaze and continued fiddling with her wand. 
 
    “And...?” 
 
    “Ash!” the young man exclaimed joyfully. “Nice to meet you!” 
 
    Eric nodded and, raising an eyebrow, turned his gaze to Mary, who just rolled her eyes and waved her hand as if trying to say that he shouldn’t bother asking. 
 
    “Where are you headed this time?” Eric asked, flashing a pearly-white smile.“Ah, a secret, isn’t it?” he asked, seeing Mary’s smile. The girl didn’t utter a word. 
 
    “As for us, we are heading to explore the Valley,” Eric added. 
 
    “You have no intention of leaving anything to the loners this year either, do you?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Who knows? For the right price, everything is possible...” 
 
    “By the way, have you read my letter?” 
 
    “Of course I did.” If by “reading,” one meant “tossing the unopened envelope into the fire.” 
 
    “So? What did you decide?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Eric. You’re on your own. We never joined guilds,” she replied regretfully. 
 
    After a moment of silence, Eric put on his helmet. 
 
    “A storm’s coming, Mary. You’ll regret not accepting shelter.” 
 
    With those words, he spurred his horse and rushed off, rising a cloud of dust. The rest of his companions hurried to follow him. 
 
    When they disappeared from sight, Mary spat and shuddered as if she had seen something disgusting in front of her. 
 
    “Bastard,” she hissed. 
 
    “I’ll challenge him to a duel one day, mark my words,” Lari said. 
 
    “Tired of living, are you, Lari? You do know that he has probably honed his skills to perfection by now. Who knows, perhaps he has reached the rank of a Master... Maybe one of the Dozens will be summoned soon...” 
 
    “He’s a big wig, that’s for sure, but he can’t do shit without his mutts.” 
 
    “You underestimate him,” Tul intervened. “An underestimated enemy is the most dangerous one.” 
 
    “Dangerous or not, his letters are annoying me.” Mary grimaced. 
 
     “And yet you keep driving him away,” Alice squeaked. “Go on a date with him once, no one’s asking you to sign a contract or anything.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what they’re asking,” Mary retorted. “If I go on a date with him, rumors will begin to spread. That’s the last thing we want.” 
 
    The group fell silent, which greatly bothered Ash. He had never been a fan of silence and did his best to avoid it. 
 
    “I’ll fight with him if you want!” he exclaimed. “I’ll be the wiener, you’ll see... Wait... Wiener? No... Winner! That’s the one!” 
 
    The rest of the group members burst out laughing. Alice’s laugh sounded the sweetest, akin to the chime of bells on the wind. Ash liked her laugh so much that he was ready to make a fool out of himself on a regular basis just to hear it again. He was also glad that he had managed to make Mary smile, even though she had turned around to hide it. 
 
    “I’m afraid,” she coughed, “that you can’t defeat him.” 
 
    “Really?” Ash sighed and lowered his gaze. “And here I thought that I was the most powerful mage on this side of the Continent.” 
 
    A new wave of laughter filled the air, making the passersby stare at them in confusion. However, this helped relax the tense atmosphere and the group continued on the journey, chatting merrily about this and that. 
 
    The journey to the Fiery Mountains would take them about three months, unless, of course, something or someone doesn’t spoil their plans. Nobody knew what was in store for them. 
 
    Once they had gotten off the main road and stepped hoof and wheel onto the beaten country roads, they found themselves surrounded by the lush vegetation of tall, green grass and wildflowers. Looking around, one had a feeling as if they had stepped into the canvas of some artist. 
 
    Somewhere to the west were mountains; so far away and pale blue that it was difficult to see their outline that had almost merged with the clear skies. From this distance, they didn’t seem as fiery as their name suggested. 
 
    Mary glanced toward the woodland area to the northwest and ordered the squad to halt. Dismounting from her trusty horse, she walked over to Ash, who didn’t seem to have any intention of getting off. 
 
    “This is your last chance to give up,” she told him. 
 
    “Nah.” He grinned, tapping his staff against the wood. “I’m with you.” 
 
    Mary shook her head and motioned him to get down. Ash, making a comically distressed face, jumped off the cart reluctantly. 
 
    “Listen, we’re not going there for a vacation. We’re going there per Garangan’s orders.” 
 
    “The king? Fun guy had tea with him once...” 
 
    “Stop fooling around! This is a serious matter. What I’m about to tell you is a closely guarded secret that only a few know... The king’s daughter, Princess Elanor, fell ill with the Fiery Fever.” 
 
    “The cure for which is made from the Star Flower that grows only on the slopes of the Fiery Mountains,” Ash said thoughtfully, surprising everyone with the sudden change of tone. “So, we need a flower to save the princess... Of course, I’ll help you!” 
 
    “It’s going to be very dangerous, deadly even...” 
 
    The mage waved his hand. “It wouldn’t be interesting otherwise. Now, for the most important issue — when are we gonna eat?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “What?” Mary blurted out. 
 
    “I mean,” Ash scratched the back of his head, “isn’t that why we stopped?” 
 
    Marry slapped her forehead; the squad snickered. Blackbeard almost dropped the brush with which he was grooming his beard. Ash, on the other hand, looked at them with a puzzled expression as he patted his rumbling stomach. 
 
    “Here.” Lari rummaged through his bag and threw him a pie. 
 
    Ash, like a puppy, jumped up and caught the treat with his mouth. He flashed Alice a content smile as he chewed. Chuckling, Alice patted his head as if he were a little poodle rather than a grown man. 
 
    “Stop that!” Mary barked. “Lari, if you touch our stash once more time, I will chop your hand off.” 
 
    “As the Queen orders,” he replied jokingly and bowed, taking off his imaginary hat. 
 
    Given the way he was holding the map in front of his face, Tul was trying to hide his grin rather than chart their way forward. The map was drawn on an old piece of parchment because quality paper, which was more durable, cost more coins than they could afford. As did an enchanted bag. As one might’ve assumed, it was a bag in which one could fit just about anything, even an elephant if they were so pleased. But since they cost a hefty sum, only the richest of Guilds could afford such bags. 
 
    “Ash!” 
 
    The young man winked at Alice and turned to Mary. In his opinion, she was taking all of this a little bit too seriously. Well, he had three months to teach her and her friends how to relax and have fun. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Since you’re still without a mount, you ought to pick someone to ride with. The cart is for luggage only!” 
 
    Ash looked down, feeling as if he had forgotten something again, though he was sure that it had something to do with this mount. While he pondered, the rest of the group started discussing who will be the unlucky one to have to share their saddle. 
 
    Not paying attention to them, Ash closed his eyes, grabbed his staff, and raised it slightly above the ground. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
   T he wind blew, playing with the hem of his tattered cloak. The sun shone a bit brighter, making the armor peeking out of the crates on the cart glitter like diamonds. The group continued arguing, finding the most ridiculous and absurd reasons for why they shouldn’t be the ones to share their saddle. And Ash... Ash stood still, face devoid of any trace of his usual childishness. 
 
    Finally, he slammed his staff into the ground. There was a clink, like hitting a crystal glass with a spoon to announce a toast. The group fell silent, watching as tiny circles detached themselves from the mage’s staff. Unlike circles made by pebbles tossed into a lake, these didn’t fade away over time. When they reached the forest, they shook the trees, scaring away birds and small animals. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tul asked, a little concerned. 
 
    None of them had ever seen or heard of a Word that could ripple the grass and trees as if they were water. They moved their bewildered gazes back to Ash who was grinning and licking breadcrumbs from the corners of his mouth 
 
    “So,” Mary said calmly, bringing them back to the original topic. “Ash, you will ride with—” 
 
    “Guido!” he interrupted, waving his hand in greeting. 
 
    From the direction of the forest emerged a powerful horse, similar to those often represented on paintings of the most epic battles. It rushed toward them, black mane glistening on the sun like an inky waterfall, contrasting sharply with the pale gray of its hair. On its forehead was a black spot resembling in its shape a wolf’s head. It ran so fast that one could barely track the movement of its legs, but you could still see the muscles rippling under its skin, and chest heaving with every movement. 
 
    Ignoring the neighs of its frightened cousins and stunned gasps of the rest of the group, it halted beside its old friend. It nudged the young man with its snout and then laid its head on his shoulder. Smiling, Ash sank his hands into the majestic mane and scratched Guido’s head. 
 
    “So? What do you think?” he asked the stunned Lari. “This is Guido. My horse.” 
 
    “You call that a horse?!” Mary exclaimed. “Why does it have fangs?!” 
 
    Ash turned to look at Guido, whose fangs were so big and strong that it could tear out a bear’s throat. On the horse’s menu were not only bears but also lynxes, foxes, rabbits, badgers, wolverines, and other inhabitants of the forest. 
 
    “Wolves raised him,” Ash replied, jumping onto Guido’s back. 
 
    “That’s dumb,” Blackbeard snorted. “They don’t raise horses, they eat them.” 
 
    “And yet, there are stories of wolves raising human children,” Ash replied. “What’s to stop them from raising a horse?” 
 
    “...nothing, I suppose,” Alice whispered barely audibly. She was shy around new people, no matter if they were human or not. 
 
    “Right? I saved Guido when he was a foal and asked a pack of wolves to raise him as their own.” 
 
    “You can talk to animals?” Mary asked in surprise. 
 
    “I can,” Ash mumbled and lowered his gaze, realizing that he had said a bit too much. “I know a couple of Words, but that’s it.” 
 
    “It may come in handy,” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    According to legends, mages could talk to just about everything that existed in this universe if, of course, they knew the right Word. However, in reality, rare were those who went beyond learning how to communicate with a couple of objects. Mages mostly talked with weapons. After all, there was no better companion on the road than a trusty blade. 
 
    If Ash was a druid, him knowing some beast Words wouldn’t be all that surprising, but he was a mage. However, this fact somehow slipped Mary’s mind. 
 
    “Wait,” she suddenly said, “will he attack our horses?” 
 
    “Of course not! He’s well-mannered! Aren’t you, Guido?” 
 
    Guido let out a low growl of affirmation, scaring its relatives who started to anxiously bite on their reins. 
 
    “If he does anything, you’ll be the one to blame!” Mary snapped. “All right, boys and girls, we’ll be riding without stopping until nightfall. We’ve given the rest of the groups a big head start, so we have a lot of catching up to do!” 
 
    “Aye!” the group responded in unison and spurred their horses. 
 
    “No racing today,” Ash whispered to Guido who snorted in frustration and stomped the ground with his right hoof. “I’m sorry, my friend. However, there are dangers and adventures ahead, so look forward to those...” 
 
    Guido neighed with joy and menace — for both Ash and him, one of the best pleasures in life was a good fight. 
 
    With another neigh, Guido took off. In a matter of seconds, he caught up with the rest of the group. Unfortunately for the Wandering Stumps, they had no idea just what they had gotten themselves into when they decided to accept Ash into their ranks. 
 
    Two days later 
 
    Lari took a stick and poked Ash in the thigh. The mage staggered, then collapsed, causing everyone present to burst out laughing. 
 
    “All right, break time,” he said, offering Ash his hand so that he could get up. 
 
    “Meanie,” the mage muttered. 
 
    Waving the offered hand away, he lay down on the grass. Covered in sweat and panting, he stared at the sky, arms outstretched, and head full of cotton. The azure seemed so far away that even the birds seemed unable to reach the white clouds driven by the playful winds. 
 
    “You’re still too focused on tracking where the weapon is going,” Lari said, plopping next to him. “You need to be more aware of your arms and shoulders...” 
 
    Ash closed his eyes and nodded. Under normal circumstances, he would’ve killed Lari in a heartbeat, but he had to restrain himself and upkeep his image of a foolish, naïve mage. This surprisingly turned out to be more difficult than any sort of training. 
 
    “I know, I know...” He sighed. 
 
    “We’ll continue in half an hour.” 
 
    Muttering something in a very offended tone, Ash opened his eyes and rolled them. Mary, who was watching them train, smirked and crossed her arms. It wasn’t that she was enjoying Ash’s pain, just that she believed that it was good for both the body and the soul to train as hard as one could. She also believed that there was no time for fooling around when the life of a princess was at stake. 
 
    The rest of the squad, however, was less uptight than her and even found Ash’s cheerfulness refreshing. Alice cast a glance in the mage’s direction, imagining him as the hero of the romance novel she had been immersed into. Had he not been so lazy and childish, he would’ve made for a good prince. Tul and Blackbeard were playing chess and discussing politics, trying to guess which state would go to war first and with whom. Such conversations had long become commonplace so no one really paid attention to the two as they could go on about it until the cows came home. 
 
    “Look! Herald!” Alice exclaimed, sitting in the shade of the cart. 
 
    The rest of the group immediately turned their gaze in the direction in which Alice was pointing and saw a small dot approaching the clearing. It gradually grew in size, becoming more and more visible until it turned into a pigeon with a folded newspaper attached to it. 
 
    If you told someone that a pigeon could carry such a weight, they’d probably laugh at you, but the answer was simple — magic and gnomish engineering. The pigeon wasn’t a living, breathing being, but that made of metal and cogs. Its iron feathers sparkled in the sun, and its glassy stare oftentimes frightened the receivers of its messages. 
 
    The pigeon landed on Mary’s shoulder; a slit appeared in its chest, into which Mary put three copper coins that she took from her pocket. Satisfied, the bird let out a mechanical whistle and took off, squeaking with its metallic wings. 
 
    Mary looked down at the latest issue of the Herald. She’d always order the newspaper when they were on a long journey in order to keep up with the events going on in the country. Information was, after all, vital in her line of business. The subscription fee wasn’t all that high, so it wouldn’t leave a dent in their budget 
 
    “What’s the news?” Lari asked. 
 
    Mary gave him a reproachful glance. She knew that Lari was more interested in rumors than news. Particularly rumors about Ternites who had gotten themselves into some serious trouble. As she flipped through the pages she noticed someone named “Krivolap” be mentioned quite often. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she snorted. 
 
    Continuing to flip through the pages, she soon found what she had been looking for — reports on recent duels and fights. These reports, written by that moron Perot, were something that interested almost everyone. 
 
    “Guys!” she exclaimed, attracting their attention. “The Order got a new Master.” 
 
    “Urg?” Blackbeard asked. “Don’t give me that look, it’s no secret that he’s ready to do just about anything to get a spot there.” 
 
    “Smartass,” Mary snorted. “Yes, Toothless defeated Drunken Lee, the warrior monk, and took his place in the Order. He’s the eleventh one.” 
 
     “Shoddy luck.”Lari spat. He had dreamed that one day he’d join the Order of the Dozen, but getting into it wasn’t so simple as the Order was an informal organization. One could say that it didn’t exist at all, because, unlike the Guilds, it didn’t have a coat of arms issued by the king. 
 
    It always had twelve members, consisting of the most powerful Masters of the Mormanon Continent. It was said that each of them was equal in strength to a small Guild and that their rank in the Order corresponded to their power. No one knew how the most powerful member of the Order looked for no one had ever seen the Master. 
 
    Little did the Wandering Stumps know that amongst them was the twelfth member of the Order. However, truth be told, Ash got this position by accident. It was because of this misunderstanding that those who wanted to become members of the Order would challenge the eleventh Master to battle. No one wanted to fight against the “demon in human clothing” after all. 
 
    “It says here,” Mary continued, “that the duel took place on Bourbon Hill, which cartographers have renamed to Toothless Hollow.” 
 
    “At least they didn’t decide to duke it out in the city,” Blackbeard muttered. “I remember when Ash and Gawain Ironhead had their duel... They leveled an entire city with the ground.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe that such monsters really exist,” Alice whispered, a little scared, and covered her legs with her robe as she was feeling chilly. 
 
    “Those rumors are exaggerated,” Ash exclaimed, eyes still closed. “They didn’t destroy a city, just blew up a powder mill.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” Lari asked, chewing a blade of grass. 
 
    “Well, I’m E’sh, after all.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
   T here was silence and then everyone burst out laughing. Lari’s roaring was the loudest, enhanced by him hitting the ground with his fist. Ash smiled as well, pleased that he had once again managed to make them laugh. 
 
    “You don’t look like him!” Alice giggled. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They say,” Tul winked at Alice, “that his staff is made of Aramia wood, also known as Firewood. According to legends, it was struck by the first lightning to ever split the skies of this world. That’s how the fire got to the surface from the earth’s bowels. They also say that the staff increases one’s firepower several times. All you have is a stick.” 
 
    “Also,” Mary intervened, “to get the staff, E’sh had to defeat the God of Wisdom, Lao Fen, in chess. And we know that you don’t know how to play that game.” 
 
    Ash twisted his “stick” in his hands and then rose to his feet. 
 
    “Fire!” he shouted, pointing at the forest. 
 
    At first, nothing happened, but then the staff uttered a small spark. The group laughed once again. Ash smiled shyly and scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “And let us not forget,” Mary continued, “that he has a cloak that allows him to soar the skies, made of Wind’s Memories. Yours looks like a tattered rag.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Ash argued. “It’s just that the wind forgot a lot so I had to patch up the holes.” 
 
    “You can’t fly!” she laughed. 
 
    “Yes, I can!” he protested. “Look!” 
 
    Ash drove the staff into the ground and grabbed the edges of his cloak. Bending over, he began to vigorously wave his arms up and down, mimicking a bird in flight. His attempts of soaring, however, ended up with him tumbling over the clearing, much to the group’s joy. 
 
    Busy laughing, no one noticed how the grass where the staff had been placed started withering and turning black as if it was burning up from the inside. 
 
    “All right, all right.” Mary breathed out, wiping away tears. “Back to training. One more round and we continue.” 
 
    Sighing tiredly, Ash pulled the staff from the ground and took his fighting stance, grabbing the weapon with both hands and putting it in front of him. For him, this wasn’t a fight, but a performance. 
 
    As he watched Lari rush at him, he remembered his first fight and how it changed the flow of his fate forever. 
 
      
 
    27th day of the month of Nust, 310 AD, Middle Kingdom, Royal Palace 
 
    Garangan sat on the throne, lost in his thoughts. No one could tell what the young man, who had recently married the beauty of the Three Kingdoms, was thinking about, but they assumed it had something to do with the empire’s state of affairs. 
 
    “My Lord.” The majordomo peered into the modest throne room. “The First Archmage has arrived.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Garangan nodded. He had always considered that being polite to his servants was a sign of good rule. “Please, let him in.” 
 
    “A moment, my Lord.” 
 
    The majordomo, clicking the heels of his shiny shoes, disappeared behind the doors. A moment later, a weird man with a red cap, purple robe with frills on its sleeves, and a staff made of white wood walked in. 
 
    “My Lord.” He bowed. 
 
    “Welcome, Arthur,” Garangan said, getting up to greet his old friend. “How’s your back?” 
 
    Arthur walked over to the throne and sat next to his friend, who used to entertain him with different tricks in his childhood. A few had the privilege to sit aside the royal couple, but for these few, special chairs were prepared. They were made of black timber, which was the most expensive wood in the Nameless World. 
 
    “Aching, as is to be expected at my age.” Arthur smiled, stroking his long, silver beard. 
 
    “Have you considered a vacation?” Garangan winked, that was a bit weird, taking into account his high rank. 
 
    “And risk having charlatans come to you while I’m away? Over my dead body!” 
 
    “Thought you’d say that.” Garangan sighed. “You never did like street performers.” 
 
    “Oh, but you adore them.” 
 
    “Both me and the wife, luckily. She really likes the circus,” he said and then switched to his business tone. “However, I didn’t call you to chit-chat this time.” 
 
    “Whatever His Majesty needs.” 
 
    “Six months ago, I asked you to take a young man under your wing.” 
 
    The Archmage winced, and his lower lip quivered. In all his life, he had never gotten a task as difficult as this one had been. 
 
    “That you did, my Lord.” 
 
    “I’d like to know how he’s doing.” 
 
    “His skills are, without a doubt, outstanding, my Lord. I’ve never seen someone absorb knowledge as quickly and efficiently as he does. In the past year, he had managed to master two forms of Fire magic and learn as many as seventy Words. All this before the first snow, may I add. Even I wasn’t that talented at his age. My Lord, you’ve brought a genius to the palace.” 
 
    Garangan nodded. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. But what do you think of him as a person?” 
 
    “He’s a monster!” Arthur grimaced and gripped his staff tighter. “A devil incarnate! I watched him train with the guards, I watched him ride with the best of horsemen, watched the majordomo teach him manners and letters, librarians share their knowledge with him... I watched them all fill his head with this or that, but I never saw so much as a shadow of emotion on his face! He shows neither joy nor sadness. He doesn’t care if a living being is killed before his eyes! He doesn’t know fear or lust or envy... Nothing! He looks like a sculpture that has been given the ability to move and think. An empty shell, endowed with a sharp mind. My Lord, remove this demon from the palace before it’s too late!” 
 
    “Is what you say true?” 
 
    “I swear! May the Heavens strike me dead if I’m lying.” Arthur’s eyes glowed with fierce flame. “Hell! I’ll eat my hat if I’m wrong!” 
 
    Garangan did his best to not burst out laughing and hid his smile behind his hand. He knew that Arthur loved his hat more than anything. 
 
    “As you say, Arthur,” he finally said and tugged on a rope that hung next to him. 
 
    A moment later, the majordomo walked in and greeted the two with a bow. “You summoned me, my Lord?” 
 
    “Call Baronet Nameless, please.” 
 
    “Right away, my Lord.” With another click of his heels, the majordomo disappeared, hurrying to obey his lord’s order. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
   A sh was sitting on the balcony and watching the garden. His chambers, in his opinion, were far too luxurious for his taste. His eyes hurt from the white marble, and his bed, which stood at the east wall, was the size of a smaller room. 
 
    Sighing, he returned his gaze to the book of legends he had been reading. He liked them more than the tragic history lessons and boring rules of etiquette. However, he had no choice but to study those. Not even he could go against the king’s orders. 
 
    When Garangan suggested that he moved to the palace, Ash immediately agreed as he was tired of hiding from strange people and events in his shed of a home in the middle of nowhere. His heart had always yearned for adventure and travel, but something seemed to always be holding him back from following it on his own. It wasn’t until Garangan’s arrival that he finally managed to release himself from the shackles of whatever force had been keeping him in place for so long. 
 
    The price he had to pay wasn’t all that big: learn to ride a horse, use cutlery (this took him some time to master, and he even managed to cut his fingers and tongue a couple of times), write, and even learn the basics of the economy. To this day he didn’t know what the whole fuss about money was about. He still couldn’t figure out why a musket cost a gold coin. The gun was so big, and the coin so small, it made no sense. Now, if you were to trade a musket for a good slice of grilled meat, that he’d understand. Meat filled your belly and you could go a day without eating. He couldn’t imagine himself eating gold coins. 
 
    He also didn’t understand why girls looked at him so strangely, why they wore dresses and men wore suits, or why they had to use separate baths. In general, he didn’t understand what the difference in the two sexes was, save for the fact that they had different genitals. 
 
    Because of all these gaps in his knowledge, he was very thankful to Garangan for teaching him a lot for free and for sometimes sitting with him on the roof under the stars, playing cards, and drinking rum. Ash, who so far showed nothing but disgust toward strong spirits, fell in love with rum, and Garangan seemed to share this sentiment. To make sure that they didn’t empty the palace’s cellar too soon, they’d often swap this wonderful drink for tea. 
 
    A knock on the huge, mahogany door snapped Ash out of his reverie. 
 
    “Come in!” 
 
    Clicking with his shoes, the majordomo walked in. 
 
    “Sir Nameless, his Majesty King Garangan IV summons you to the Throne Room,” he announced. 
 
    Remembering the page he was on, Ash closed his book and got up. He had recently been given the title of a baronet, but nothing else that’d go with it, like land or inheritance that he’d one day pass on to his offspring. Not that this bothered him, he just found it slightly annoying since he didn’t like the fuss that came with having such fancy titles. 
 
    Jumping off the railing, he walked into his chamber and took the ornate staff that Garangan had gifted him. Putting on his cloak, he followed the majordomo through the winding hallways. Amid the splendor of gold, velvet, brocade, and stained glass were elaborate bas-reliefs, sculptures, and paintings made by the most famous artists. Ash still couldn’t figure out what was it about their works that was more valuable than a child’s drawing. Or why their sculptures were better than the works of apprentice potters. All these things, dresses, jewelry, books, and pieces of art looked the same to him — without a purpose and soul. To him, a painting worth two hundred gold was equal to a brooch made of wire and glass. 
 
    Turning the corner, they entered a wide, spacious hall and stopped in front of a tall door decorated with gold and ebony plates. One more thing that Ash didn’t understand was why they called the throne room small when it could easily fit about two hundred people. 
 
    “The Lord is waiting,” the majordomo said and bowed. 
 
    Ash nodded to him and opened the doors wide open, greeting both Garangan and Master Arthur. He was clueless to the fact that the latter feared him and wished to get rid of him. Not that it’d matter to him if he did, as he knew nothing of the pain of betrayal or love of another. To him, everyone was the same. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he greeted a bit quieter than the majordomo had taught him. 
 
    “My friend!” Garangan said and, much to Arthur’s displeasure, got up to embrace the young man. “It’s good to see you. I’m sorry that our last game had to be postponed.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it. I see Master Arthur is with you,” he said and greeted the old wizard with a nod. 
 
    Arthur narrowed his eyes. He didn’t like it that the young man had been given one of the rarest privileges a noble could be granted — sitting while the king stood. To Garangan, however, this seemed but a trifle. Had it not been for Ash, he never would’ve gotten the chance to hold his lovely wife in his arms. 
 
    “Come and join us,” he said and sat down with Ash. “We were just talking about you, actually. He had nothing but praise for you.” 
 
    “I thank you for the kind words, Master Arthur,” the young man replied and bowed to the old wizard. Arthur didn’t so much as acknowledge him. “But I fear that you’re exaggerating my successes. I still have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “Modest as always!” Garangan burst out laughing. “Many of my subjects lack that quality. But now’s not the time for modesty, my friend. A storm is coming, and I’d like you to help me fight it.” 
 
    “My—” Arthur began, but Garangan cut him short with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “It’d be an honor.” Ash bowed yet again. “Your orders, my Lord? 
 
    “All in its due time, my friend,” the king said with a hint of youthful cockiness in his tired voice. “First I must check to see if you’re suited for this assignment. Guards! Bring in the convict!” 
 
    The doors opened almost immediately and two guards in light armor dragged in a man in dirty, tattered clothes. His hair was unkempt and his body unwashed, causing the majordomo to put a handkerchief to his nose and grimace with disgust. 
 
    The guards threw the man in front of the king’s feet and drew their swords. Only the royal guards were allowed to draw their weapons in the palace, anyone else who dared present their blade would be killed immediately 
 
    Ash looked down at the man who, curled up, was coughing and groaning. He didn’t care about his pain, he didn’t understand why he should care about a stranger. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Patience, my friend.” Garangan turned to one of the guards. “Give him your sword.” 
 
    The man stood motionless, staring at his king in disbelief. 
 
    “I said give him your sword!” 
 
    “Y-Yes, my Lord!” the guard exclaimed nervously. Throwing his blade to the convict, he dropped to his knee. 
 
    The man didn’t waste a second. Immediately grabbing the weapon, he leaped to his feet and bared his yellowed teeth. Through the scars and locks of dirty hair, shone eyes of a madman. But even he wasn’t that mad as to jump at the king. 
 
    “This, Ash, is a swordsman from the city of Felsham, convicted of violence, robbery, murder, and looting. He was to be hanged tomorrow morning, but I pardoned him. Do you know why?” 
 
    “I do,” Ash lied. 
 
    Truth be told, he didn’t care about what the man had done or what would’ve happened to him. All that the man was in his eyes was a sack of flesh and bone. 
 
    “I’m willing to give him a chance to save his life. If he defeats you in a duel, I’ll give him a horse and three days of advantage. Then I’ll send my men after him. If he escapes them, he’s free to live his life as he pleases.” 
 
    “So, I have to fight him?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Lord.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
   A sh stood up, bowed first to Garangan, then to Arthur, and then turned to his opponent. There was no signal. The duel began when Ash took his staff and assumed a battle stance. 
 
    Uttering a mad cackle full of bloodlust, the convict charged at the young mage. Blade shining with an emerald light, the man shouted as he swung at Ash, who blocked it with his staff and used the momentum to redirect the blow to the side. The man stumbled, took two unskilled steps back, and attacked once more. 
 
    “First Form: Incarnation.” 
 
    Flickers of flame danced around Ash. The convict cackled, licking his cracked lips. He continued laughing even when the flames flew toward him. Spinning wildly, he attacked them with the sword, the blade of which was now shimmering ruby red. Only an experienced swordsman could slash through elemental spells. Ash seemed to have underestimated his opponent. 
 
    The man took a strange stance: bending his legs, he outstretched his right hand, and put his left on the blade, the tip of which he pointed directly at Ash’s heart. The young mage, however, didn’t seem at all worried about the deadly sting threatening him. Arthur was right when he called him a sculpture devoid of a soul. 
 
    “Bloody Dawn!” 
 
    The convict ran his hand over the blade, drawing blood and dying the steel scarlet. There was a whistle followed by a thud. The sword, despite being imbued with a skill that could cut through stone, could not cut the wood shrouded in flame. 
 
    “Second Form: Cover.” 
 
    Spinning his staff, Ash knocked his opponent to the side and hit him in the stomach. There was a sharp cry, followed by the smell of burning flesh and a clatter of steel hitting marble. Ash grabbed the unarmed man by the hair and, turning toward the king, held him up like a hunter presenting their prey. Garangan looked impressed; his eyes were glimmering with anticipation. Arthur, on the other hand, was just waiting to say goodbye to his dinner. 
 
    “I did as you asked, my Lord.” 
 
    “Not quite.” Garangan smiled. “Finish him off.” 
 
    “No!” Arthur yelled, but he was too late. 
 
    Without so much as batting an eye, Ash covered his hand in flames and pierced through the man’s chest. Pulling out his hand, he presented to everyone the man’s still-beating heart. The last thing that convict saw was his heart crumbling into dust. 
 
    Arthur felt a wave of fear overcome him. The spell that the young mage had used wasn’t a part of the curriculum. It wasn’t in any book or ancient scroll that he had ever read. Hell, he had never seen it before. Was it possible that Ash had invented it on his own? 
 
    “What in the world came over him?” he thought, placing a defensive ward over himself. 
 
    “What a show!” Garangan clapped and rose to embrace his friend once again. “You’ve passed the test,” he said, patting Ash on the back. “That’s what I’ve been looking for! Now, I suppose you want to hear the details?” 
 
    “If his Majesty would be so kind.” Ash bowed. 
 
    “You remember how you saved me in the Mons Forest?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It was the Kingdom of Arabist that attacked me. Our eastern neighbors. That was their response to our peaceful embassy. Tomorrow, our kingdom will declare a state of war... I want you to lead one of our legions.” 
 
    It was at that moment that Ash finally realized what the world “surprise” meant. To be a general of a legion was the highest honor any soldier could get. But he  
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    was no soldier, just a simple hermit. He didn’t even own an epaulet, let alone something of a higher rank. 
 
    “Wars are won here,” the king said and tapped the young man’s forehead. “And they are lost here,” he said, touching Ash’s heart. “I want you to make Arabist’s  
 
    heart tremble with terror. I want their wives and children to cry in horror. I want to hear them pray to the Gods for their husbands and sons to return home. I want them to be too scared to even poke their noses out of their homes. I want you to sow as much fear and horror into their hearts as possible.” 
 
    Ash dropped to his knee. Placing the staff next to him, he bowed his head and held his breath. 
 
    “As you wish, my Lord.” 
 
    “As of tomorrow, a new legion will be added to my army — the Seventh Legion. You will be given command over prisoners of the kingdom, everyone from petty thieves to serial killers. You will not be given assistance from the state, no subsidies, coin, rations nor ammunition. The only thing that you will be given will be weapons issued by the Royal Inspectors. Do you realize that you might be marching to your death?” 
 
    “If that is the Lord’s will, so be it. If you wish Arabist burned to the ground, just say the word. If you want me to drown your enemies in blood, all you need is ask, my Lord.” 
 
    Garangan smiled, knowing that Ash would obey his every command as the boy knew no other way to live. He was like a leaf blown off a branch, following the wind wherever it carried it. 
 
    “Rise, Baronet Nameless. You are now the general of the Seventh Legion. From now, you’re the worst nightmare of our enemies.” 
 
    Ash rose and took a step forth so that Garangan could put a medallion around his neck, adorned with the etching of a laughing demon devouring a screaming child— the coat of arms of the new legion. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” said a voice behind the young mage. 
 
    A man in his thirties bowed to the king and his subjects. He was dressed very poorly, but his mannerism betrayed aristocratic upbringing. 
 
    “Ah, Racker, just in time. This is Ash. Ash, this is Baron Racker, your future lieutenant and second in command. He had once been a baron, but his county was removed from the maps due to its involvement in bribes and perjury. I gave him and his people a chance to atone for their sins, and they sent their eldest son to serve you.” 
 
    “When do we start?” Ash asked. 
 
    “Immediately, my friend, immediately! War waits for no man!” 
 
    “As the Lord wishes.” Ash bowed and turned to Racker. 
 
    Their eyes met and the two nodded in unison. In some way, they were very similar to one another. Probably in the fact that neither would so much as blink an eye if they saw someone suffering in front of them. 
 
    Bowing one last time, the two left the room. The guards followed quickly, carrying with them the corpse of the unfortunate swordsman. 
 
    “My Lord,” Arthur said when they were left alone, taking off his hat with a shaky hand. “You woke up the slumbering lion.” 
 
    Garangan replied nothing, just flashed a predatory grin, akin that to a wolf prepared for a good hunt. 
 
    To the last drop of his or the enemy’s blood. 
 
    “You misunderstand, Arthur, it was Arabist who woke him up. And now it’s time for them to pay the price.” 
 
    31st day of Tamir, 322 A.D., somewhere on the eastern border of the Middle Kingdom 
 
    “Ash! Ash! A-a-ash!” 
 
    The young mage finally snapped out of his thoughts and smiled awkwardly at Alice who was anxiously tugging at his sleeve. 
 
    “Look,” she said, “there’s the outpost of the Arabist Kingdom. Our journey begins there. Have you ever been to Arabist?” 
 
    Ash remembered the screams of the dying, the cries of mothers being hacked to pieces as they shielded their children with their bodies, pleading to spare them at least. He remembered Racker’s laughter as he burned down the local temple packed with civilians. He remembered his soldiers, who, covered in blood and gore, looted, murdered, and raped. He felt the wind and heat on his skin. 
 
    Even now he felt his heart beat to the drums of the Foul Legion. 
 
    “No.” He smiled at Alice. “Never been there.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
   L eaving the outpost behind, the Stumps spent a week traveling along a wide and seemingly abandoned road. Sedge was growing along its edge, and patches of weed could be seen popping between the cobblestones. There were almost no people, and the air was filled with an oppressive sense of unease. The sky was different, too, even though they were barely a week of riding away from the border with Bistrita. It seemed low and heavy, and it brought a chill that made Alice wrap her emerald cloak tighter around herself despite it being summer on the Continent. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Tul asked, turning to her. 
 
    She just nodded and gripped her wand tight until her knuckles turned white. 
 
    “You’re a bad liar.” Ash chuckled and ruffled Guido’s mane. “Want a pie? They say that food’s the best cure for depression!” 
 
    “You’re the only one who says that,” Alice muttered but gave him a faint smile. 
 
    “No pie then,” Ash replied with a wide, ear-to-ear grin. 
 
    Mary shot them a glare that said that she’d kill them if they so much as thought about taking the supplies without her permission. 
 
    Turning around, Lari took the map from Blackbeard and turned it upside down, earning himself a grateful nod from his companion who hadn’t noticed that he had been looking at the map the wrong way. 
 
    Swallows soared between the clouds, disappearing and reappearing between the fluffy balls of cotton that hovered above the endless plains of Arabist. Sometimes, they’d fly above the hills covered with flowers, occasionally perching on rocks sticking out from the green. 
 
    What the birds didn’t know was that these weren’t rocks and boulders, but parts of walls, towers, and temples that had burnt down during the war. They didn’t understand that what they were flying over wasn’t a meadow, but a graveyard. 
 
    Ash never liked swallows as they reminded him too much of Arabist, the country, that he didn’t want to return to. He had vowed to never step foot there again. 
 
    “Maaaaaryyyyy,” he whined. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Be patient,” she hissed. Ash was always hungry. You could give him enough food to feed a small village, and he’d be whining after an hour that he’s starving again. At such moments not even the pipe that he’d occasionally take out of his bag would be enough to fend off the hunger. 
 
    “Tuuuuuuul!” he whispered a bit too loudly. “Give me a pie, she won’t know.” 
 
    The archer glanced over at Mary whose left eye twitched in annoyance. Her face seemed to be saying “just touch it and see what happens.” 
 
    “Sorry, mate, you’ve already eaten all the pies.” 
 
    “He did what?!” Lari and Blackbeard shouted in unison and turned to look at Ash with a mix of anger and grief on their faces. They had been looking forward to eating mother Zelda’s famous meat pies! 
 
    “Guido,” Ash whispered nervously. “I think we should run...” 
 
    A strong gust of wind brought with it not only dust and sand but also a leaflet that stuck itself to Ash’s face. He tore off the piece of parchment and read it, and then howled with joy as if he had just won a game of thimbles. 
 
    “Mary! Mary!” he yelled. 
 
    Guido approached her horse in a heartbeat; it snorted warily but didn’t run away. The mounts had gotten sort of used to their fanged relative. 
 
    “Mary, Mary, look!” Ash waved the leaflet like a flag on the dome of the palace of a defeated enemy. “We’ve been invited to a wedding!” 
 
    “What?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “Well, they didn’t invite us by name, but still! Listen!” Ash cleared his throat and started reading. “Old or young, beautiful or horrendous, lady or sir, we hereby invite you to the wedding of Baroness D’Lamena and Marquis of Soya! Feast and a good time guaranteed!” 
 
    “We don’t have time for that.” 
 
    Ash slapped his face with the flyer. “What do you mean we don’t have time for fun?! There’s always time for relaxation!” 
 
    “Mary,” Tul said, examining the supplies. “He’s right. We do need some rest. We’ll go to the wedding and be on our way. The Forest of Shadows is our last stop. There’s no civilization past that point.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Lari agreed. 
 
    Mary snorted. Ash was being a bad influence on the squad, filling their heads with food, jokes, and love for entertainment. Soon enough they’d be known as the Wandering Jesters and end up joining the circus, performing all sorts of tricks for a couple of copper coins. 
 
    “Ah, a wedding,” Alice said dreamily, closing her eyes. 
 
    “Blackbeard.” Mary turned to the, in her opinion, the most reasonable member of their group. “What do you think?” 
 
    “The boy has a point,” he replied after a couple of silent moments and put up the folded map away with the others. “The plan was to stop at Zadastra and get some food... But if we go to the wedding perhaps we’ll manage to get more. Moreover, it’s on our way.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that we steal?” Mary asked, raising her brow. She had never broken a law in her entire life. 
 
    “No, no...” Blackbeard smiled slyly and began to comb his beard. “Food’s free, we’ll just borrow as much as we need...” 
 
    “That’s...” Mary whispered but fell silent, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “That’s brilliant!” Ash exclaimed instead and moved closer to Blackbeard to hug him. “I knew that in the depths of your beard hides a lover of fun!” 
 
    Mary looked skeptically at her squad and then waved her hand. If they wanted to miss the opportunity to get a reward from the king, that was their problem. 
 
    “To hell with you all,” she grumbled. “Don’t come back running to me later...” 
 
    “Yay! We’re going to a wedding!!” Ash cried merrily. 
 
      
 
    That evening 
 
    By the time Mystral started shining on the north side of the night sky, the Stumps had reached the marquis’s castle. It was located on the outskirts, almost five days of riding from the capital. Ash wondered why the castle was here of all places. Had the marquis been exiled by some chance or a poor man, he wouldn’t have owned such a luxury, to begin with. 
 
    The drawbridge was lined with even wood tiles, the gate was a wrought-iron lattice guarding a pair of heavy oak doors ten feet in size. When they passed between the doors, Ash noticed that they were glittering with gold details. An obvious show of marquis’s luxury. 
 
    The courtyard looked like a town square, with high walls and all sorts of outbuildings, ranging from guest houses and servant quarters, as well as outhouses. By a modest estimate, the courtyard could easily accommodate six hundred people. 
 
    To their surprise, there was no one else at the castle, save for the gargoyles and nymphs that observed them from the spires and parapets. Angels stared at them from stained glass windows, as if accusing the marquis from stealing them from their temples. The group admired the garden full of lush trees, shaped into various animals by skilled gardeners. A dragon and hare sat together, silently watching a griffin chase a roe. 
 
    “We seem to be late,” Ash muttered. 
 
    As a former baronet, he knew that if no servant came to greet you, that was a clear sign that the guests and the hosts were already inside. 
 
    “Can we leave now?” Mary asked naively. The rest of the group looked at her as if she had suggested they kill a kitten. 
 
    Mary sighed in frustration, knowing that her vote couldn’t go against that of the majority. They dismounted their horses, took them by the bridles, and led them to the stalls. It took Ash quite some time to talk Guido into stay still, as he refused to be tied and cooped up. He eventually managed to persuade him into listening by bribing him with a cube of sugar soaked in rum. Truth be told, it took Ash a lot of self-control not to eat the treat himself. 
 
    They then left their weapons on a special rack, where the blades of other guests glittered under the moon’s rays and hurried to the main entrance. Ash didn’t see any guards or servants at the gates, which he found a bit disconcerting. His rumbling stomach, however, successfully drowned out the voice of reason. 
 
    “It’s locked,” Blackbeard grunted as he tried to open the heavy doors. There was a loud, prolonged creak, followed by a confused “eh?” as Blackbeard stared at the doorknob that ended up in his hand. Scratching his beard, he threw it behind him, pretending that he had seen nothing. 
 
    “Did you j—” Mary began but was shushed. 
 
    Ash smirked, raised his staff, and slammed it against the doors with such force that it made his hands shake. A moment later, the doors squeaked open, their hinges creaking with the sound of rusty iron. The group tumbled inside and stared in awe at the rich décor. 
 
    Magic torches lined the walls, omitting no smoke as they dyed the hallways a pale golden light. Old tapestries hung from the ceiling and railings. The threads had faded over time, but this only added to their charm and beauty. Stretched across the stone floor was a carpet of deep red, made of material so soft that their feet sunk into it up to their ankles. In the corners, on tables made of red and white wood, glittered silver goblets. In the niches hidden in the shadows, were paintings in golden frames and statues made of milky-white marble. 
 
    “Wait!” a desperate cry rang out. 
 
    The group stopped in their tracks and reflexively reached for their weapons but groped only air. According to the law, only mages and wizards had the right to carry their staffs and wands wherever they went, as they served to let people know that there was magic coursing through their veins. 
 
    A group of three people peered from behind the corner: two girls and a young man. They looked exhausted. Their eyes had no joyful gleam in them, expected to be seen at such a merry occasion as a wedding. 
 
    “No! Oh,” gasped the lady with white hair. 
 
    The hinges creaked again and the door, as if triggered by the lady’s voice, slammed themselves shut. The lady descended the staircase, scratching the railing with her fingernails, and fell to her knees, crying softly. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Mary asked, pale with fright. Unarmed, she felt as vulnerable as a newborn. 
 
    “I think we might have a problem,” Ash suggested. 
 
    He went to the doors, cocked his head, and tried to push them open, but nothing happened. He then tried to hit them with his staff like before, but to no avail. No creaking of wood, no groaning of rusty hinges — just silence. 
 
    “What a strange spell,” he mused, running his hands over the wood. A faint turquoise shimmer could be seen under his fingertips as if hundreds of tiny lightning bolts were following the movements of his fingers. “Interesting... Not even I can open them...” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just great!” Lari grunted, pulling out his scabbard to use it as a weapon if need be. “Some mage you are when you can’t even force a door open.” 
 
    “No need for that tone...” Tul raised his hands. “You’re scaring Alice,” he said, looking at the fragile girl who was peering from behind Blackbeard. “Good folk,” he continued, turning to the trio, “can you tell us what’s going on here and why you look like you’ve been to hell and back?” 
 
    The young man who was soothing the white-haired lady turned to the adventurers. He was trying to utter something, but words seemed to be getting stuck somewhere in his throat. Flushed, he was straining and puffing his cheeks, but his lips wouldn’t move, merging into a thin, white line. 
 
    “I can’t,” he finally breathed out and shook his head. 
 
    “Very interesting,” Ash commented, hovering over the trio that was sitting on the carpet, embracing one another. “A silencing spell... They won’t be able to tell us anything until we become a part of whatever the spell’s referring to.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mary asked with a note of fear in her voice. 
 
    Ash straightened up, smiled, and tapped the floor with the staff. 
 
    “Friends, we’re in a cursed castle,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
   “O h, well, that’s fuc—” Blackbeard began, but was shut up by Lari who stuffed a bun into his mouth. When the rest of the group looked at him in bewilderment, he spread his arms and shrugged. “I always keep a couple on me for cases like these,” he said. Whatever was needed to keep little Alice’s mind clean of filth, he told himself. 
 
    Mary rubbed her temples and decided to take control of the situation before her guys started a fight, which happened more often than she was willing to admit. “Calm down, guys, we’re going to the feast.” 
 
    “We are?!” Lari shouted. He wasn’t a coward, but he didn’t like things he didn’t understand. And this castle and its inhabitants were just that. 
 
    “We are,” Mary confirmed with a nod. “As Ash said, we must become a part of whatever’s going on here.” 
 
    An oppressive and somewhat frightening silence fell on the group. Lari suddenly grabbed a corner table, throwing all the gold and silver off it, and swung it at one of the stained-glass windows. The glass didn’t so much as get scratched, but the table exploded into a shower of splinters. 
 
    Both the Stumps and the trio looked at him in horror. 
 
    “It was worth a try,” he said and shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t break things that aren’t yours!” Mary hissed, calculating just how much the marquis would charge them if he discovered that one of his mahogany tables had been destroyed. “You’ll pay for it out of your coin purse!” 
 
    “All right, all right...” 
 
    The group headed in search of the dining room. The trio, supporting one another, slipped away somewhere upstairs. However, this didn’t worry about the experienced adventurers. Mary, back when she was still green and inexperienced, led her team into the mines once, where they spent an entire week under the endless onslaught of gremlins and kobolds (the damn, vile creatures). Compared to that, this was a picnic! 
 
    Blackbeard and Tul were betting one another who’d eat more food. Lari, shielding Alice, held his scabbard in front of him and kept looking around as if he was expecting one of the decorative armors to come to life and attack them. 
 
    Ash, whistling to himself, was simply looking around, noticing even the smallest of details such as chinks in the masonry and cracks on carefully polished wood. For some reason, he felt like he was missing something, but he just couldn’t put his finger on it. Perhaps it was the curse itself that was messing with his mind, or maybe it was something else. 
 
    Turning the corner, they found themselves in front of large oak doors from behind which the sounds of music, dance, laughter, and the clinking of expensive cutlery could be heard. 
 
    Ash winked at the group, lifted his staff like a lance, and swung. Just as he was about to hit the door, it swung open and the majordomo, dressed in a black doublet with a fashionable puffy collar, walked out to greet them. His eyes met Ash’s. The young mage lowered his staff with an awkward smile and waved a greeting. 
 
    The majordomo arched his right eyebrow and cleared his throat. 
 
    “How do I introduce you, dear guests?” 
 
    “The Stray Stumps,” Mary replied sternly. 
 
    The majordomo gave her an unpleasant, haughty look but didn’t protest despite Mary being a woman. The norm was that the male of the highest rank spoke, but since there was no such man in the Stumps, they let Mary do all the talking. And even if there had been, Ash doubted that Mary would let them speak instead of her out of fear that they’d say something stupid that end up with them being banished to another kingdom. 
 
    Adjusting the collar that covered almost the entire length of his chin, the majordomo turned to the hall. 
 
    “Please welcome our guests— Settle down, people!” he shouted. However, he wasn’t able to overpower the hubbub or the music emanating from the small stage next to the western wall that consisted entirely out of panoramic windows. “The Stray Stumps!” 
 
    Those who heard him clapped, but most of the guests didn’t pay attention to the newcomers, being too busy with gossip and food. Ignoring the lukewarm welcome, the group went inside and just barely managed to contain their gasps of surprise. 
 
    The huge hall was filled with guests. At long tables, laden with various viands, sat, stood, and even lay an insane amount of the most diverse audience. One could see a baron lying face first in a bowl of mash potatoes, his arm around the waist of a laughing maid flirting with a drunken old man adorned with count regalia. In the corner, the bride, her hand under the table, was whispering into the ear of the blushing groom. Fakirs and fire breathers in the center of the hall were performing their acts, surrounded by dancers wielding colorful ribbons. At each table was a jester, lifting the mood with vulgar jokes and simple tricks. 
 
    All around were people celebrating and dancing joyfully to the tunes of the minstrels who were playing as if their lives depended on it. All sorts of melodies could be heard coming from the bagpipes, lutes, flutes, and trumpets, but most common were those of the North. 
 
     The majordomo led the group to one of the long tables and whispered something into Mary’s ear. The girl just nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Amazing,” Lari whispered in astonishment, his wariness vanishing the moment he laid his eyes upon the succulent meat seasoned with an exquisite sauce of porcini mushrooms and sour cream. 
 
    They all stared at these culinary delights with hungry eyes and drooling mouths. Such a feast couldn’t be seen in the most expensive taverns about which, sadly, they knew about only through stories of those who had visited them. Perhaps one day they’d have enough coin to go and see if those stories were true. 
 
    “Cursed castle or not... This is good grub,” Blackbeard grumbled through his mouth full of porridge, baked potatoes with bay leaves, and juicy mutton with pickled mushrooms. He chased it all down with a goblet full of semi-sweet, red wine. 
 
    “Aye!” Lari nodded, enthusiastically chewing a duck in honey sauce, stuffed with apples. 
 
    Tul wasn’t lagging behind the two, stuffing his face with pork and beef at an incredible speed. Not bothering himself with following the etiquette, he held a stake by the bone, spraying fat and juices around. Alice and Mary did their best to behave, cutting their food into manageable pieces, but it was obvious that they would’ve plunged their teeth into the meat had they been given a chance. 
 
    Ash was watching the dancing couples as he ate, observing the ladies dressed in a variety of fancy dresses. From the old-fashioned bell-shaped gowns and corsets to the more modern silhouettes that clung to the skin, with long sleeves, the edges of which oftentimes touched the ground. Men wore traditional coats, so dull and alike that it was hard to tell them apart. 
 
    His gaze stopped at the main table, placed on an elevated platform so that it stood out from all the rest. The people sitting there seemed in their own world, one separate from the reality that was happening around them. 
 
    There was the marquis, a tall, young man with a strong chin and pitch-black hair. Next to him was the baroness, a young woman with thick, wavy hair the color of chestnut, framing her high cheekbones and emphasizing the whiteness of her lovely skin. Under the slightly arched, thin brows were lively brown eyes in the depths of which one could easily get lost. Full lips were smiling lovely, and their beauty was only made more obvious by the dimples on her cheeks. There was no doubt that many poems had been written to honor her beauty, and that her lovely smile stole many a heart. 
 
    Even now, many of the gentlemen from the crowd looked at the happy couple with envy. Their drunken eyes were too focused on the baroness for them to notice the girl sitting to the right of the couple. The marquis’s sister, beautiful in her own right, was laughing along with the other guests, chattering merrily and restlessly, mesmerizing all those who’d listen to her with her velvety voice. 
 
    “Ash, wanna try a chicken leg in cheese sauce?” Blackbeard asked, shoving a plate of meat and vegetables under the mage’s nose. Feeling that it wasn’t becoming any lighter, he tore his gaze off his plate and stared at the empty chair next to him. “This... can’t be good,” he muttered to himself and turned to the others. “Guys, he wandered off again.” 
 
    “There he is!” Alice burst out laughing, pointing toward the crowd of dancers. 
 
    “I’ll kill him, I swear I will,” Mary whined in frustration, hiding her face in her hands. 
 
    Ash was having fun dancing with the crowd, his staff seemingly floating behind his back, as if it was being held there by some sort of an invisible hand. 
 
    To say that Ash was a decent dancer would be an overstatement. Holding a bottle of rum in his hand and absolutely deaf to the melody being played, he flailed his arms and legs like a puppet on very loose strings. Laughing merrily, he shamelessly grabbed a lady who had been unlucky enough to be near him. Her drunken suitors tried to catch up with the ill-mannered mage, but whenever they’d approach him, he’d mysteriously appear on the other side of the hall. Dressed in his torn pants, sandals, and a plain shirt, he looked more like a jester than anything else. 
 
    “To think that we accepted him into our squad,” Mary wailed, hoping that there was no one they knew present in the hall. 
 
    They were already subject of four ballads, each of which would be a source of pride for any group leader, but not for Mary, who preferred to keep a low profile. Ash, the idiot, didn’t bother to keep their coat of arms out of sight as he danced and made a fool out of himself. 
 
    Unfortunately for Mary, her suffering didn’t end there. When the musicians finally took a break, and the dancers started retreating to their tables to catch their breath, a drunken voice shook the hall. 
 
    “A toast!” 
 
    Mary was about to get up and leap at Ash, but Tul and Lari held her back. When the mage, waving the bottle, jumped on a table, she almost fainted from horror. She would remember this, and she would make Ash pay the price for making an ass out of her entire squad. 
 
    “A toast!” the mage exclaimed, raising his bottle. “For the newlyweds!” 
 
    “Toast, toast, toast!” repeated the drunken crowd, banging with their fists and feet. 
 
    Smiling, Ash caught the stern gaze of the marquis’s mother. He couldn’t help wonder where the duke was. Probably in a dark corner, having fun with some lovely lady... 
 
    The duchess smiled tightly and nodded. 
 
    “Tonight,” Ash began, walking with his arms outstretched, casually stepping over dishes and heads laid upon the table. “We’ve gathered here to honor this lovely couple! I’ve no doubt that everyone knows about the courage of the Marquis of Soya!” 
 
    The crowd cheered and clapped, some even mentioned stories about hunts and balls, at which the marquis demonstrated his other “skills.” The young man blushed and looked anxiously at his wife, but she pretended not to hear these remarks. 
 
    “There’s no one, and I mean no one, as beautiful as the baroness... Pardon, the Marquise D’Lamani! No, hold on... The Marchioness of Soya!” 
 
    The crowd roared and clapped louder, while Ash observed as the duchess’s face grew gloomier with every word. Each kingdom had a handful of dukes, and about a dozen marquises. She didn’t like it that her daughter-in-law was getting close to snatching her title. 
 
    “I have visited many countries,” he continued, addressing the crowd. “On the hills of Amarian I found a fairy imprisoned in a tower! Lost in the Crystal Forest, I danced with the elven princess! On the Amadeus Mountains, I shared a bottle of wine with the Lamia of the Air. And let me tell you, none of those fine ladies can compare to any of you! Oh, gentlemen, you don’t know how lucky you are to be sitting next to these wingless angels...” 
 
    The guests burst out laughing loud; some even wiped tears from the corners of their eyes as they held onto their bellies, which, full of laughter and fine food, threatened to burst through their vests and shirts. 
 
    “To beauty!” Ash said, raising his bottle, and turned back to the newlyweds. “So that when our friend the marquis grows old and forgets what tightness in the trousers feels like and the only sound he can produce is a fart,” the tipsy ladies joined in on the laughter, “he doesn’t forget that he had married the most beautiful woman in all the kingdom!” 
 
    Tossing back his ragged cloak, Ash bowed deeply and emptied the contents of his bottle. Following his example, the guests rose from their seats and, bowing to the lovely couple, emptied their goblets and mugs. Music started again, the newlyweds kissed under a thunder of applause, and soon everything returned to how it was before Ash’s interruption. 
 
    Only one person looked like they were attending a funeral and not a wedding. And it wasn’t Mary, who was still hiding her face in her hands, but a figure in the far end of the hall who observed as the mage returned to chasing skirts and drinking rum. 
 
    It wasn’t for nothing that the elves had banished him from the Crystal Forest, forbidding him to return under the threat of immediate execution. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
   O ne restless night later 
 
    Ash, with the skill of a seasoned burglar, removed himself from the arms of a buxom lady with delicate, slender arms that beckoned for him to return into their embrace. Looking closer, Ash realized that he had spent the night with the marquis’s sister. 
 
    “Interesting,” he thought, smelling elusive, but the rather familiar smell coming from the lady’s gentle skin. “Very interesting... And where the hell are my pants?!”  
 
    31st of Gremi, 318 A.D., Somewhere on the eastern border of the Middle Kingdom 
 
    Ash stood on a platform, watching the parade grounds. Today, the last batch of future legionaries was to be brought to this godforsaken dump. Many would oppose calling his men soldiers, but Ash didn’t care that the barracks were filled with ex-prisoners and convicts. To him, they were his men. He kept calling them his Legion. 
 
    The streets were deserted; the sun hadn’t yet risen over the Helma Mountains, so the people were still lost in their valleys of dreams. Some would say that this was bad leadership, as having everyone be asleep meant that no one was guarding the outpost, but they’d be wrong. 
 
    Upon joining the Seventh Legion, new members were given black, spiked collars. If one dared so much as to think about starting a riot or escaping, or, God forbid, attacking the lieutenant, their heads would pop like ripe grapes, leaving behind nothing other than a charred neck. This was the solution proposed by the court Enchanters to make sure that the convicts behaved, which was unanimously accepted. 
 
    Little did they know that this would be the least of their problems. 
 
    When they arrived here, there had been only eight barracks with the capacity of two hundred people each. Now, his Legion counted four thousand men and one didn’t have to be a genius to figure out that something wasn’t right here. The construction began once the most rebellious and zealous of convicts were subdued by activating their collars, thus demonstrating to the rest that the command wasn’t fooling around. Having no time or material to build more barracks, the Legion opted for making simple tents and shelters. In the end, all four thousand men had a roof over their head, be that canopy or wood, it didn’t matter. Anything was better than the damp coldness of a cell. 
 
    And now, a month of training later, they were sending them another batch of prisoners that’d join the Legion. Ash was told that they were being sent from a copper mine that had undergone budget cuts and had to let some people go. 
 
    “Waiting for the newcomers?” Racker asked, stretching as he climbed onto the platform. 
 
    Turning, Ash saw the familiar gleam in his friend’s eyes. Racker, although he was well passed his twenty-seventh winter, was still much like a rebellious boy, ready to fight anyone and everything. Sometimes even without a reason. 
 
    “I am,” he replied. 
 
    Giving Ash a sneer, Racker summoned a chair. Like a wild horse, it burst out of the small shack that served as their headquarters, leaped across the parade grounds, and settled itself under the esteemed rear of the Lieutenant of the Seventh Legion. 
 
    “Want me to teach you?” he snickered, seeing Ash observing the chair. His face looked somehow swollen as if he had been drinking too much booze or had been stung by a bee. And even though Racker had a physique any sculptor would wish to immortalize in a statue, he had problems courting beauties he so much desired. His face caused much distress among the fearer sex, and even the brothels often wouldn’t accept his coin although he was willing to part with quite a large sum of it. 
 
    From the outpost of the Seventh Legion to the nearest town were seven miles, which didn’t take too long to cover on a good steed. So Racker went there every few days to satisfy his needs. Unfortunately, as Ash came to learn later, his lieutenant wasn’t a savage only on the battlefield but in bed, too. Because of this, he had been summoned to Gness several times, a city near the border in order to get Racker out of prison. He had to pay the owner of the brothel, the servicemen, who had beaten Racker black and blue, and the corporal in order to keep this case from never reaching the court. 
 
    The coin Ash had taken from the palace was enough to cover these expenses. In his opinion, Racker was worth it, as he was a powerful mage, a reliable person, and quite a humorous companion. It didn’t matter to the commander that his friend’s humor was blacker than coal, he enjoyed it. 
 
    Ash nodded. “Sure, teach me.” 
 
    Racker had just begun to explain to Ash the Word for “talking” to chairs and stools when several black dots appeared on the horizon, raising clouds of dust. Soon, the “fresh blood” arrived. That was how Racker called all the newcomers. 
 
    About a hundred and twenty armored spearmen arrived with a cargo of cages, each of which held within itself forty to fifty convicts. Ash counted about three hundred newcomers as he approached the corporal, a short man with an unpleasant face that was glistening with sweat. Around his shoulders was a coat of thick fur to keep him warm during these cold, winter nights. The Seventh Legion could only dream of such luxury. They were so poorly equipped that they slept in their gear and covered themselves with rags. 
 
    “Are you in charge here?” the corporal asked. 
 
    Ash opened his mouth to reply, but the corporal suddenly bent over, coughing horribly and spitting blood. 
 
    “You pig!” Racker spat, hitting his staff adorned with engravings of soaring ravens against the ground. “Don’t you dare talk to him in that tone! Do you know who you’re talking to, huh?! You have the honor of being in the presence of my lord, the general of the Seventh Legion!” 
 
    “I-I apologize.” The corporal kept coughing. None of his subordinates dared to move, afraid of angering the two mages. 
 
    Ash nodded to Racker, who, swearing profusely, freed the corporal of his spell. And although it wasn’t visible, Ash knew that his friend had lost a lot of Strength doing this. Heretics had no issues with casting these “Blood Words” but ordinary mages couldn’t perform these spells without ending up with a headache that’d leave them feeling weak for days. 
 
    “Corporal,” Ash said, voice cold as the snow surrounding them, “do what you’ve come here to do and leave. Unless you want to meet the rest of the legion? They just love wardens.” 
 
    Feeling a chill run down his spine, the corporal nodded and ordered his men to release the prisoners. The soldiers rushed to unlock the cages and get out of here as soon as possible. 
 
    Locks clicked and rusted iron creaked. Dressed in smelly rags and barefoot, the convicts huddled together, shivering with cold. 
 
    Ash shook his head and sighed. The last thing they needed was people losing limbs to frostbite and dying from hypothermia. 
 
    “You’re still here?” Racker sneered. “That eager to meet the rest of the squad, huh?” 
 
    The corporal turned both green and white at the same time and spurred his horse. His men hurried after him, not wishing to spend a moment longer in this cursed place, making the convicts and Racker burst out laughing. Ash didn’t get what was so funny in people running away. His teachers at the palace must’ve forgotten to teach him something. 
 
    Sighing, he turned to the new recruits and nodded. “Follow me. Whoever lags behind will feed the dogs.” 
 
    “Come on, get moving!” Racker barked. 
 
    Ash, leaning onto the staff that Garangan had given him, climbed onto the platform, oblivious to what was happening behind him. Racker was jabbing the convicts in the ribs and shouting curses as he directed them toward their new homes. At some point, he approached the platform and rang the bell, hurrying them like a shepherd shooing his herd into its pin. 
 
    Standing on the platform, Ash observed his new soldiers swarm beneath his feet like ants. They were a pitiful sight. Malnourished, sleep-deprived, and tattered, they tore the bundles of clothes from the hands of the other soldiers, eager to put on something warm and clean. Thick pants lined with cotton, a coat made of sheepskin, coupled with woolen socks and decent footwear was the most comfortable attire they had worn in years. Some even in decades. All this gear was obtained through bribes, but neither Ash nor Racker cared. 
 
    “Line up, you sons of bitches!” Racker snarled, hitting the convicts so hard that even the druids wouldn’t be able to help them. Such deeply black bruises could only be removed by a proper healer. “What? Spit a little blood, did you?! Good, it’ll keep you warm! Spit some more! Come on!” His blows were precise, painful, and insanely strong. One “smack” to the chest was enough to topple anyone over. One of the unfortunate victims of his abuse dropped to their knees, making Racker kick them in the ribs with the iron toe of his boot. Seeing this, the other convicts tried their best not to stumble or fall. They didn’t want to end up on a cart on a one-way trip to Gness. Here, they’d never see the bloom of spring again, but in Gness... In Gness they’d be thrown into a ring and forced to fight rabid dogs, naked and helpless as the day they were born. 
 
    It was of little consolation that the dogs almost always won. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, four thousand men were standing lined up on the parade grounds. Today was the last day that they’d stand like that. Tomorrow, the Legion would cross the border and go to Arabist. But they wouldn’t fight. No, they’d pillage, burn, and rape, but not fight. The Seventh Legion was to become Arabist’s worst nightmare; such was the king’s will. Anyone could kill, but not everyone could make someone’s blood run cold with terror. 
 
    As Ash observed the frenzied looks on the faces of his men, he wondered just how many of such people he had killed. “Three? Four dozen? Probably more.” But the convicts didn’t seem afraid of their leader even though he was looking at them with a cold, indifferent stare. 
 
    “They’re not even fazed...” Ash grimaced. 
 
    “Come on!” Racker barked. Another convict fell and stained the snow crimson. Ash saw apprehension in the man’s eyes as he stared at his lieutenant with a mixture of anger and dread. 
 
    “What am I doing wrong?!” 
 
    Ash observed the man with amusement. Blowing their heads off didn’t seem to be as effective anymore. The people were becoming restless. Lack of fear toward their leaders meant that the hour of mutiny was just around the corner. No collars would help them then. He couldn’t help but wonder why they didn’t seem scared of him but did of Racker. 
 
    And then he realized. 
 
    Unlike him, Racker was easy to understand. If you insulted him or did anything to make him angry, he’d beat the living daylights out of you. Or kill you. Either way, one knew what to expect. 
 
    But with Ash… Ash they feared because he was as unpredictable as the fire he wielded. Him, they didn’t understand. Which is why they feared him 
 
    “Men!” Ash shouted at the top of his lungs. His voice, echoing like thunder, attracted everyone’s attention. Even Racker froze. “Get on your knees!” 
 
    The men stared at him in confusion, not moving. 
 
    Jumping off the platform, Ash marched toward them. 
 
    “I! Said! To! Get! On! Your! Knees!” With each shout, he’d tear out the heart of the convict closest to him, turning it into a pile of ash and soot. There were six silent thuds, followed by the sound of almost four thousand men falling to their knees. 
 
    “On all fours now!” he snarled. “On! All! Fours! Now!” 
 
    Four more fell, burying their faces into the white blanket. The snow creaked silently as four thousand more got down on all fours. 
 
    “Now listen to me!” Ash’s voice no longer sounded human. Even Racker, who had done and seen a lot of horrible things, did his best to stay out of Ash’s line of sight. Not a flicker of emotion could be seen on the young man’s face as his hand sank into the chest of another convict. “From now on, you’re no longer humans! Forget your family and your friends! Scum has no family! Scum doesn’t talk unless it’s spoken to! Scum doesn’t move unless allowed! Remember this pose you’re in because it’ll become more comfortable for you than laying down!” 
 
    Passing through the rows of prostrated convicts, he’d occasionally pierce one of them with his staff, sending their soul to join its relatives in Heaven. 
 
    Or, more likely, in Hell. 
 
    Not that he cared much about the difference between the two. 
 
    “You!” he barked. “Stand up!” 
 
    A boy of about sixteen jumped to his feet. There were many children like him in the legion. Ash didn’t know why, but they were oftentimes worse off than the rest. They’d have more bruises on them with each new day, their eyes were always empty, and their gait very odd. It was like all of them had hemorrhoids or something. 
 
    “Why did they put you in jail, scum?” 
 
    “I—“ 
 
    “I told you not to talk unless spoken to!” 
 
    The young man joined others on the stained snow. 
 
    Turning the boy’s heart into a lump of soot, Ash continued his walk. No one dared move their eyes off the snow, as they struggled to keep their hearts from jumping out of their chests. 
 
    “You, get up!” 
 
    A man of about forty got to his feet. He was two heads taller than Ash and half as wide in the shoulders. 
 
    “Why did they put you in jail, scum?” 
 
    The man was silent, staring at his feet. He was like a bear afraid of a fox. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    The man remained silent. It was the first time Ash had hit someone. He put all his strength into the strike. Holding his stomach, the man doubled over and coughed, but remained silent. Racker stared at Ash in surprise. He had not expected such a scrawny young man to pack such a punch. 
 
    “Still silent, huh?” He sneered and rained blow upon blow on the man, making him curl up in a ball. Silence hung in the air; the man didn’t even dare groan in pain. When Ash got tired of waving his hands, he motioned to the man to get up. 
 
    “Stand up.” 
 
    Nodding, the man did as he was told. He staggered as he rose to his feet, face swollen and left arm broken. Several teeth were lying scattered in the snow. It was amazing that the man could still stand after the beating he had received. That is, it was amazing to everyone else, but not to Ash. He felt nothing still. He didn’t know if he was supposed to feel anything. 
 
    “You can speak, beast. What were you convicted for?” 
 
    “I killed a man who tried to steal money from me.” 
 
    “As far as I know, that’s not a crime.” 
 
    “The local judge didn’t like me, you see,” the man responded, flashing a bloody, wry smile. “As a child, I often broke his nose.” 
 
    Ash nodded and kept walking. The man was about to sigh with relief when he cried out in pain. Looking down, he saw Ash’s hand sticking out of his chest, squeezing his still-beating heart. 
 
    Shaking off ash and blood from his hand, the young man carried on. He began to feel the same feeling that the Archmage had felt on the day they met one another: fear. 
 
    “You! Get up!” 
 
    Another convict leaped to his feet. He was a bland-looking man of about twenty-six, with a pointy chin and sharp eyes. 
 
    “You’ve my permission to speak, beast. What were you convicted for?” 
 
    “Sir, I’m innocent—” 
 
    He, too, joined his friends on the snow. Innocent until proven guilty, he heard people say. He wasn’t buying it. 
 
    One by one, convicts got up and told their stories only to fall dead the moment they finished them. It made no difference to Ash whether his victims were young men defending their lady’s honor, hardened murderers, thieves, hunters trying to feed their families after years of famine by hunting on the king’s lands, rapists, or unlucky gamblers. He chose at random. They were all the same in his eyes. 
 
    No one understood the logic or meaning (if there were any at all) behind the general’s actions. Their ignorance turned into fear with each new corpse, and it wasn’t until twenty of them had lost their lives that the rest finally felt horror grip at their chests. 
 
    Ash motioned another convict to get up. Tears in his eyes, the man confessed to burning eight children alive and got ready to repent for his sins by being murdered... but the general left him alive. 
 
    What Ash cared about was making his men’s blood run cold with terror. Their crimes didn’t interest him at all. 
 
    “Listen to me, scum!” he roared while climbing onto the platform. “Tomorrow, we’re going to Arabist! We have no weapons, armor, food, or mounts! Nothing! Do you know what this means?!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You’ve permission to speak, scum! Do you know what this means?!” 
 
    Murmurs and discordant grunts passed through the crowd. 
 
    “Wrong! It means that we must get these things on our own! We’ll burn, plunder and rape! It doesn’t matter who finds themselves on our path! Child, elder, peasant, or merchant, hell, even if God himself descends from the Heavens, we’ll kill him too! That’s your only mission, scum, to kill!” 
 
    Many of the future legionnaires grinned, feeling their hearts beat faster as fear intertwined with animalistic urges, madness, and lust for bloodshed. 
 
    “What are we going to do, scum?!” 
 
    “Kill!” 
 
    “Pillage!” 
 
    “Burn!” 
 
    “I don’t hear you, scum! What are we going to do?!” 
 
    “Kill!” they shouted. 
 
    “Kill!” he shouted back. 
 
    “Kill!” the legion echoed. 
 
    The battle chant continued until Ash gave a new command. 
 
    “And now, drop down and give me twenty!” 
 
    The Legion obeyed at once. 
 
    “Twenty push-ups, you motherfuckers!” he snarled, imitating Racker’s tone. “Those who stumble will be exiled. We have no need for weak members!” 
 
    Laughing joyfully, Racker went up to Ash and watched the convicts do pushups. There was something hilarious about four thousand grown men taking orders from a child with a big stick. Threats, whips, and shouts have become outdated — all they needed was a stare of Ash’s cold, empty eyes. 
 
    “You have my respect,” Racker said, sitting down. 
 
    “So, will you teach me the Word?” Ash asked calmly like he hadn’t just killed about two dozen people and made the most notorious scoundrels of the Middle Kingdom piss their pants in fear. 
 
    Racker shrugged. “Sure, why not?” 
 
    By nightfall, the legion was three hundred members short. Some say that their corpses still lie under the parade grounds, which had long been overgrown with weeds. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    8th of Zund, 322 A.D., Kingdom of Arabist 
 
   A sh, wandering around the castle, finally found the rest of his crew. They were discussing something rather noisily in a spacious room. 
 
    “Crazy,” Mary muttered. “It’s crazy.” 
 
    Judging by the fact that she was talking to the trio that they had met in the foyer; they were still under the effect of the curse. 
 
    “Greetings!” Ash smiled and waved to his companions as he walked into the room. 
 
    “Well, well, look at who the cat dragged in... You missed quite a lot.” Mary sneered. 
 
    Even the quiet Tul seemed gloomier than usual. Alice clung to Lari as if her life depended on it. Blackbeard was the only one who seemed relatively calm and unshaken. Perhaps it was all the sour wine that he had drunk. Rarely who liked its rancid taste. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ash asked and sat down next to them. 
 
    “You were right,” Mary whispered wearily, cracking her numb fingers. “The castle is cursed... To make things worse... There’s a werewolf roaming about and some sort of a spell... I mean temporary spells.” 
 
    “Temporary Spell?” the young mage asked in surprise. 
 
    “Check it out for yourself,” Blackbeard said and threw a scroll. “We’re... in deep sh— Manure.” 
 
    Ash, grabbing the scroll on the fly, immediately unfolded it and started reading. His expression remained the same as his eyes glided over the lines written on parchment with a shaky hand, but there were sparks of interest burning in the eye uncovered by a lens. 
 
    According to the writer of the scroll, the castle had been cursed by a powerful and skilled mage. What sort of a curse had been used was beyond the understanding of even the Fourth Master of the Order. And he, as everyone knew, was the strongest mage on the continent. 
 
    The invitation to the wedding, as it turned out, was a piece of cheese dangling above a very big mousetrap. 
 
    “There were twelve of us. Gods, I’ve never felt more joy in keeping a diary. If it wasn’t for it, we wouldn’t have a chance. Urvi was the first to disappear, dragged away by the beast. Where to? I got no idea... 
 
    We found two corpses. The baron and the lady in waiting... I saw their mauled corpses with my own eyes, so imagine my horror when I saw them at the feast! Sitting and chatting at their table! Nobody remembered what happened the night before, not even me. It seemed to us that all we had done was come to a wedding... Had I not lost Urvi... I never would have opened this diary... 
 
    There are seven of us now. The cycle is only one day long. The castle renews itself at the stroke of midnight. The participants of the feast are revived and their memory wiped clean. We still have no way out... The monster is still on the loose... 
 
    There’s five of us now... The monster is dragging away bodies somewhere. We still don’t know where its lair is. I think the duchess is the bearer of the curse. She doesn’t approve of her son’s choice, saying that his wife is of ‘pig’s blood.’ 
 
    There’s four of us now... There are new corpses every morning. By the evening, they either disappear or are revived with the rest. Nobody saw the beast, but there’s no doubt that it’s something terrible. I’m more and more convicted that the duchess is to blame... There’s something in the way she looks at her son... 
 
    I forget many things when the clock strikes midnight... I can’t concentrate... Fear holds us in its grip. We’ve been to this castle for almost a month now, but it feels like we arrived only yesterday... 
 
    We’ve lost connection with the Guild... The signal doesn’t leave the walls... We’re doomed.” 
 
    “That’s all it says,” Ash drawled thoughtfully. 
 
    “Zach’s been missing for two days now,” the blonde sniffled. “They dragged him off, too.” 
 
    The young mage remained silent, reading the note once more. 
 
    “Werewolves, curses, resurrection...” Mary mumbled, face pale and hair a mess. “What kind of a place is this?” 
 
    “No ordinary mage could’ve done this,” Blackbeard muttered. “Only the Master.” 
 
    “Screw it!” Lari intervened. “Why are we still sitting here? We should go and kill the duchess! If she’s the bearer of the curse, it should all go back to normal once we kill her, right?” 
 
    “Calm down,” Tul scolded him. “We’ve been here for only one day and we’re already on the edge. These poor people have been sitting here for a month, and they still have no solid proof that the duchess is to blame. If we rush into this without thinking, the guards will kill us before the monster does.” 
 
    “Tul’s right.” Mary nodded. “We need evidence.” 
 
    Ash looked at the trembling trio. He used to deal with people in this state. They seemed to be on a verge of a breakdown so it was doubtful that they’d manage to get anything useful from them. All they had was the scroll and the knowledge that they’d forget all of this the moment the clock sounded midnight. 
 
    “We must make notes,” Alice suddenly whispered, drawing attention to herself. “If we’re going to forget everything, we ought to write it all down... Write it with ink or charcoal on your hand if you have to, just write it down somewhere.” 
 
    “Great idea!” Mary exclaimed. “Ash, make us some coal.” 
 
    Yawning, Ash touched a nearby stool with his staff and turned it into coal in a matter of seconds. Having waited for the chunks to cool down, everyone reached for a piece and started writing notes on their hands. Ash followed their example, hiding his hand so that no one could see what he was writing. 
 
    “No!” someone yelled, voice full of horror and despair. 
 
    The Stumps jerked in surprise, and the trio just huddled closer together. If Ash could feel, he’d be feeling pity for them now, knowing that they’d never again have the courage or will to set off on another adventure. 
 
    Getting up, the group approached the door and peered into the hallway. Lari immediately covered Alice’s eyes and pushed her back into the room. He didn’t want to leave the girl alone or let her see things she was not yet ready for. 
 
    Two corpses were lying on the floor. The only thing that could be said about them was that they were that of a male and a female. Their clothes were torn, guts spilled, and faces mauled beyond recognition. A crowd had begun to gather around; some summoned the guards while the others called for the duke. 
 
    Tul, displaying the Stump’s coat of arms, approached the crime scene. Crouching down, he examined the bodies carefully. His sharp, experienced eyes didn’t miss the brown hairs that were scattered here and there in the pool of blood, nor the gashes left by claws, nor the shape of the wounds themselves. Without a hint of disgust on his face, he leaned closer to the corpses, wishing to take an even better look. 
 
    “What do you think, Tul?” Mary asked, squatting down next to him. “A wolf?” 
 
    “No.” The archer shook his head. “The wounds are too deep and too long. Wolves don’t have such claws. They gnaw at the throat or sinews... These aren’t corpses someone had fed on; this is minced meat.” 
 
    “A wolverine then?” Blackbeard suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think so. A bear, I’d say. But do you know how rare they are in these parts of the country?” 
 
    “How big was this beast?” 
 
    “Huge,” Tul muttered, running his fingers along the broken ribs of one of the victims. “See how the wound goes from the bottom up? A bear usually puts its weight on the victim, presses it down, and attacks. The wounds would look different if it was a bear... This beast intended to kill quickly.” 
 
    The clanking of armor and duke’s shouts could be heard from the stairs. Ash hurried to ask some questions of his own before they were interrupted. 
 
    “Mary, do corpses always come in pairs?” 
 
    “According to the notes that those three had written... Yes. Always in pairs.” 
 
    “Oh? They have their own notes?” Ash asked thoughtfully and then smiled carelessly. “I’ll go take a look.” 
 
    Walking into the room, he patted Alice, who was still shaking from fear, on the head. Lari had done his best to calm the little girl. She was accustomed to going through dark caves and forests and fighting with monsters. She was afraid of no beast, but people, dead or alive, made her heart tremble with terror. 
 
    Ash sat down and hit the floor with his staff. Scrolls, books, and pieces of parchment from all over the room immediately flew to him. Having gathered them all on his lap, he started reading. He needed but a few more pieces in order to solve this riddle and figure out how to get rid of the curse. 
 
    More precisely, who he needed to kill in order to return everything to normal. 
 
    To say that he was happy about the fact that they’d have to kill someone would be a lie. However, if they didn’t break the curse and get to the Fiery Mountains, the princess would die from the fever. What was more important? The life of a child or that of a werewolf? He was no God to judge, but Ash was given an order and he had decided to fulfill it. 
 
    Back in the hallway, the duke and the duchess were having a heated argument and trying to calm the people down. The guards carried away the corpses, while the marquis tried to shield his beloved from the horrible sight. Mary was trying to convince them that she and her group would find and take care of the culprit and urged everyone to get somewhere safe and keep a low profile. The crowd shouted, arguing and discussing what to do, unaware that they had been reliving this for almost a month now and that they’d forget everything by evening and return to their endless feast. 
 
    The moment the clock hit midnight and the feast began once again, the castle would take a step back in time, putting these canaries back into their gilded cage. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
   T hat evening 
 
    “Cursed castle or not... This is good grub,” Blackbeard grumbled through a mouth full of porridge, baked potatoes with bay leaves, and juicy mutton with pickled mushrooms. He chased it all down with a goblet full of semi-sweet, red wine. 
 
    “Aye!” Lari nodded, enthusiastically chewing a duck in honey sauce, stuffed with apples. 
 
    Tul wasn’t lagging behind the two, stuffing his face with pork and beef at an incredible speed. Not bothering himself with following the etiquette, he held a stake by the bone, spraying fat and juices around. Alice and Mary did their best to behave, cutting their food into manageable pieces, but it was obvious that they would’ve plunged their teeth into the meat had they been given a chance. 
 
    Music was playing, guests were laughing and dancing... 
 
    “Ash, wanna try a chicken leg in cheese sauce?” Blackbeard asked, shoving a plate of meat and vegetables under the mage’s nose. Feeling that it wasn’t becoming any lighter, he tore his gaze off his plate. Looking at the empty chair next to him, he noticed that something was written on his forearm in charcoal. As soon as he read the note, the tray fell out of his hands and his eyes became the size of plates. 
 
    Swallowing hard, he was about to say something when he was interrupted by a loud shout that overpowered the hubbub of the hall. 
 
    “A toast!” 
 
    Ash, leaping onto one of the tables, was getting ready to hold a speech. The duchess gave him a glare but allowed him to speak nonetheless. She was certain that the guests would protest if she were to shoo him away. 
 
    “Tonight,” Ash began, walking with his arms outstretched, casually stepping over dishes and heads laid upon the table. “We’ve gathered here to honor this lovely couple! I’ve no doubt that everyone knows about the courage of the Marquis of Soya!” 
 
    The crowd cheered and clapped, some even mentioned stories about hunts and balls, at which the marquis demonstrated his other “skills.” The young man blushed and looked anxiously at his wife, but she pretended not to hear these remarks. 
 
    “There’s no one, and I mean no one, as beautiful as the baroness... Pardon, the Marquise D’Lamani! No, wait, wait... The Marchioness of Soya!” 
 
    The crowd roared and clapped louder, while Ash observed as the duchess’s face grew gloomier with every word. 
 
    “I have visited many countries,” he continued, addressing the crowd. “On the hills of Amarian I found a fairy imprisoned in a tower! Lost in the Crystal Forest, I danced with the elven princess! On the Amadeus Mountains, I shared a bottle of wine with the Lamia of the Air. And let me tell you, none of those fine ladies can compare to any of you! Oh, gentlemen, you don’t know how lucky you are to be sitting next to these wingless angels...” 
 
    The men burst out laughing; some even wiped tears from the corners of their eyes as they held onto their bellies, which, full of laughter and fine food, threatened to burst through their vests and shirts. 
 
    “To beauty!” Ash exclaimed, raising his bottle, and turned back to the newlyweds. “Ah, but I’ve blabbed too much! Let’s drink!” 
 
    The guests rose from their seats and, saluting the happy couple, emptied their goblets and mugs. The music and dance resumed. 
 
    Ash looked at one of the dimly lit corners and saw the culprit grimace at the moment the time flew backward again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some time later 
 
    The Stumps had gathered in the guest quarters on the fourth floor. This was the same place where they had gathered before, but no one remembered that. The trio, having explained to them what was going on in the castle and given them the scroll, was sitting huddled in the corner. 
 
    “How did we get into this mess?” Lari asked. 
 
    Everyone turned to Ash, who was sitting in a chair and twirling a leather strap between his fingers. Noticing that they were looking at him, he just grinned as if asking: “How are doing, folks?” 
 
    “It’s no use.” Mary sighed and rolled her eyes. “I’m beginning to think that it’d be easier if only the five of us went.” 
 
    “Now is not the time to get separated,” Blackbeard grunted. “We need to think of a way out of this... situation.” 
 
    “It’s simple!” Lari shouted and then lowered his voice, feeling Alice tremble next to him. “We kill the duchess. She’s a shape-shifting bear.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” Mary asked, narrowing her eyes. “Are you ready to have her blood on your hands and life on your conscience?” 
 
    Lari was about to say something but stopped. Not every mercenary was capable of killing. For scum like Vane, Reika, and Ash there was no difference between a man and a beast — everything and everyone was fair game. But for respectable Ternites, taking a life was something that wasn’t to be taken lightly unless it was in self-defense. 
 
    Apparently, all members of the Stumps simultaneously came to the same idea as they all shouted the same thing in unison. 
 
    “Duck hunting!” 
 
    Ash choked. 
 
    “Friends,” he said, “there’s a duck in the kitchen, no need to go hunting.” 
 
    “You really are dumb,” Mary said. “We need an alive one. For bait.” 
 
    “Ah...” Ash nodded after a moment of thought. “Good idea.” 
 
    “So, we’ll pull straws. Whoever gets the shortest one is the duck.” 
 
    “All right!” the Stumps confirmed. 
 
    “Guys...” 
 
    “What now, Ash?!” Mary barked. 
 
    “Woah, woah...” The mage raised his hands and hid behind the back of the chair. “You’re scary when you’re mad...” 
 
    “Come here...” 
 
    Ash peeked from behind his shelter and took his staff. 
 
    “Listen... There are only two armed people in this room.” 
 
    The group exchanged glances. Ash had a point, only he and Alice had weapons while everyone else had empty scabbards. Hunting down a beast like this one without weapons would be suicidal. 
 
    “No,” Blackbeard protested. 
 
    Ash just smiled and pointed at himself. 
 
    “Alone?!” they shouted. 
 
    Ash pouted, pretending to be offended. Did they really think that he couldn’t handle one overgrown dog on his own? 
 
    “Listen, Alice is wonderful, but healers aren’t good fighters. Us mages, however...” 
 
    “Mages, yes... But no one knows what you’re up to...” 
 
    “Let me guess... Gonna steal some rum?” Lari sneered. 
 
    Ash just smiled, scratching his head. 
 
    “Predictable.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” the mage wailed, clutching at his chest. “I’ve become predictable.” 
 
    Snickering to himself, Ash picked up his staff and walked to the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mary asked. 
 
    “To destroy evil and save the princess!” 
 
    “Ash...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Slamming the door behind him, Ash touched the lock with his staff. Fiery petals emerged from the wood, securing the door firmly. Enchantments weren’t his specialty (nor were they of any other mage to be honest) but there was no one in the castle capable of breaking a seal made by a Master. 
 
    To get that title, a Ternite had to do a number of things. For example, get a nickname, kill several monsters, master five different magical forms, and perform a feat worthy of the respect of the other Masters. Well, shock the world more like it. Ash had managed to single-handedly defeat a dragon, but that was a whole other story. 
 
    The castle was shrouded in silence. The deathly, deafening kind that could be found only in crypts, long forgotten by the living. Ash shifted his staff as he walked, stepping carefully over the stonework, trying to make no sounds. 
 
    Shadows danced on the walls, cast by moonlight seeping through the elaborate stained-glass windows. The silvery light of the full moon would darken the moment it’d pass through the clouds or the glass, making everything look gloomier and eerier than it actually was. 
 
    Ash swallowed. At times like these, he missed not knowing what fear was. When things were much simpler and when hearing battle chants didn’t make the left side of his chest ache. But all must come to an end, and so when Ash learned how to feel joy and sadness, he forgot how to be fearless. Terror settled in his heart and never left. 
 
    A floorboard creaked. Ash turned around, fire dancing on the tip of his staff, but there was no one behind him, only shadows making faces on the ancient tapestries. 
 
    There was a bright flash outside — a storm had begun. Heavy drops fell on the windowsill. Thunder rang out somewhere in the distance. In the pale moonlight, it sometimes seemed to him that the empty armors were turning their heads after him. Tables became animals in waiting, ready to pounce at him, and banners tentacles of some creature just waiting to snatch him into the depths of the castle. 
 
    Ash kept walking. The stained glass quivered from the loud thunder. Wind played with tapestries and curtains. His feet felt cold and there were clouds of steam coming out of his mouth. The cold had to be magical as they were in the middle of the summer season. Sweat trickled down his forehead. He felt like his heart would burst out of his chest. 
 
    A howl came from the darkness, making him crouch and grip his staff tighter. Minutes passed, but nothing emerged from the hallways or from around the corner. It was just the wind whistling through the cracks, wailing like a disturbed soul. 
 
    Sometimes, he’d swear that he’d hear the rattling of chains or even growls, but he kept convincing himself that it was nothing more than the storm raging outside coupled with his wild imagination. 
 
    But then came a laugh. 
 
    “First Form: Incarnation!” 
 
    A fireball lit up the darkened corridor and Ash let out a sigh of relief. It wasn’t a laugh, but the wind playing with the visor of a helmet. Forcing a smile, he continued forward. Nearing a staircase, he swallowed hard. 
 
    His intuition was telling him to go lower, but the wide and spacious halls were the perfect hiding space for a giant monster. Ash had fought many a beast in his life, from dragons to the undead, but there was something about shifters that just made his skin crawl. 
 
    Watching his step, Ash descended the stairs, observing the paintings on the walls that seemed to be whispering to one another. As if alive, they laughed at the foolishness of the man who had decided to measure his strength against that of a devil’s spawn. They didn’t know that they were laughing at a great mage, but Ash did. And he’d never forget it. 
 
    Once downstairs, he looked out into the hall. 
 
    It was empty save for the wind and the darkness that continued their macabre dance of whispers and shadows. Leaning on his staff, Ash walked toward the locked doors. When only a couple of steps separated him from his goal, a flash of lightning filled the room. 
 
    “Come,” uttered a female voice. 
 
    Ash gripped the handle. Turning it with a creak, he longed for the days when he didn’t know what fear was. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    1st of Eral, 318 A.D., Kingdom of Arabist 
 
      
 
   T he general raised his hand clutched in a fist. The soldiers froze, waiting for orders. Each of them had what Racker called “druid’s gear”: armor made of wood and ropes, pitchforks instead of spears, axes instead of swords, and wide planks for shields. 
 
    In general, the Seventh Legion looked more like an angry mob than a military unit. This, however, didn’t bother the general, who contributed to the Legion’s “look.” He was the one who told them to wrap leather straps around their chests on which they’d hang the tongues of their enemies to show how many they had killed so that he could award them for their efforts. He had no idea what he’d reward them with yet, but he knew that this would be good for the morale. 
 
    “At last,” Racker whispered. “I was beginning to think that we would settle down and become farmers.” 
 
    “I’m sure that the villagers would be put off by the sight of your bare ass, but an army needs weapons and armor... No matter the quality,” Ash said. 
 
    Up ahead, situated at the foot of a hill, was a village of about five hundred inhabitants. Out of them, about two hundred were probably capable of combat. Against three and a half thousand scoundrels, they were but a pebble in an ocean. But Ash didn’t care for the villagers, he had no use of them. What he did care about, however, were goods that could be found in a village: food, ammunition, water, and all else that his legion lacked. 
 
    “We’ll take it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Overpower them.” Ash shrugged. “Tear down the gates and kill the guards. Leave the rest to the mob.” 
 
    “We’ll lose a hundred men at least, maybe more.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We have no use of weaklings. Arabist will deprive us of a thousand for sure.” 
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    The two looked at each other and then shouted in unison. “Advance!” 
 
    “Advance!” the Legion shouted back and rushed toward the hill. 
 
    Watching them go, Ash and Racker summoned the flame of the first form and brought down the simple gate, letting the mob of shouting, bloodthirsty men enter the village. 
 
    The two mages raised their staffs high into the air, sending one fireball after another at the wooden houses, fields, and guards who had the misfortune of standing in their way. Ash didn’t really care if they summoned the reinforcements or not, the Seventh Legion could trample the imperial troops in a matter of moments, a squad of peasants was nothing but an inconvenience to them. However, he didn’t want to waste too much time here. 
 
    Although the recent wars had taken their tolls on the villages, where the first houses caught fire the streets were flooded with peasants armed with staves and pitchforks. They were surprised to see that their attackers were even worse equipped than they were. 
 
    Shouts could be heard. The battle had begun. 
 
    Blood colored the grass and cobblestone. Bodies, torn asunder and cut, fell into mud and muck with loud splashes. Shouts and screams filled the air. Those desperate to save their lives attempted to hide in their houses, only to be found seconds later and gutted along with the rest of their families. Wheezing and gurgling followed the desperate please of mothers trying to save their children. All that they were granted was a slow death as they watched their young be killed before their eyes. 
 
    On his way to the town hall, Ash noticed a bench and decided to sit the battle out. He wasn’t interested in killing. He didn’t enjoy spilling blood, torching people, and plunging his staff into flesh. Racker told him that he would, but he just couldn’t seem to figure out how. So, he’d sit there and wait for... something. 
 
    A couple of his men ran past him, simple blades in one hand, and decapitated heads in the other. Bulging, bloodshot eyes stared at Ash in utter horror. A swollen, blue tongue dangled out of the toothless mouth in a mute scream. 
 
    “Seems I’m doing it right,” he thought to himself. 
 
    The king demanded they become the worst nightmare of their enemies. They had to become so notorious that the mere mention of their name would make people pack up their homes and leave to hide somewhere where no one could find them. 
 
    Something warm and smelling of copper splattered his cheek as he calmly walked through the crowd. He didn’t bother wiping the blood off as it made his cheek feel warmer. Aside from the occasional drop sliding down his neck and tickling him, it didn’t bother him. 
 
    Sometimes, the boldest of the villagers would attack him only to immediately fall back dead with a hole in their abdomen. Ash, face an emotionless mask, didn’t miss his target even though he wasn’t looking. He was almost at the bench when a woman blocked his path. Clad in a sundress and an apron, she held a kitchen knife in her trembling hands, shielding a little girl with her body. Six-year-old, maybe seven... He wasn’t sure. 
 
    “May I pass?” he asked calmly. 
 
    His men would kill them anyway, so he saw no point in bothering himself with getting rid of the two. His staff was already covered with soot and he’d hate to have to clean it more than necessary. It was a long and boring process. 
 
    “Die!” the woman screamed. 
 
    Both she and the girl were pierced with the staff before she could even swing the knife. The corpses fell to their knees first, then to their side. There was almost no blood. The temperature of the fire was too high. 
 
    Pulling the staff out of their abdomens, Ash let out a frustrated sigh. He could hear Racker burst out laughing as he burned down the town hall and... and the bench he had been meaning to sit on. Seeing no other place to rest, he sat on the woman’s corpse. He felt tired after a whole day of marching. 
 
    Leaning his head on his hand, Ash watched as the village burned and blood flowed like a river, both that of his men and of the villagers. The latter stood no chance; however, sheers numbers were sometimes more important than skill. 
 
    “Racker!” he barked. 
 
    “Yes, general?!” Racker asked, turning around. He was dragging a woman by her hair. She was screaming and kicking, scratching his hand with her nails but couldn’t break free. Ash still didn’t understand what was it about women that made his men lose themselves. What was so good about them? 
 
    “Wake me up when you’re done,” he said and closed his eyes. 
 
    Screams, groans, the clanging of steel, the crackling of the fire... these sounds had been his lullaby for quite some time now. 
 
    *** 
 
    “General!” someone shouted. 
 
    Startled, Ash opened his eyes and jumped to his feet. Rays of new dawn were breaking through the thick layer of snowflakes. His men had gathered around him, Racker at their head. 
 
    Ash yawned and stretched, looking around. Corpses lay strewn everywhere; blackened ruins of the houses and crimson rivers tarnished the whiteness of the snow. The assault was finally over. They had won. 
 
    A muffled cry came from somewhere behind him. Turning around, Ash froze, perplexed. Surrounded by soldiers was a group of about thirty tied-up women. They were all beaten and bruised, bloodied clothes tattered, and hair ripped out of carefully tied buns and braids. It was an ugly sight. 
 
    “What’s going on there?” he asked, pointing at the group with his staff. 
 
    “Loot.” Racker smiled a predatory grin. “If we get bored with them, we’ll kill them.” 
 
    “We’re running out of food, Racker...” 
 
    “We lost a lot of people, almost three hundred...” 
 
    “You know a lot of Words, how about you learn what ‘economy’ means, hm?” 
 
    “Ah, but general,” Racker replied with a smile and winked. “We thought of you, too, don’t you worry.” 
 
    Racker whistled sharply. The soldiers parted and someone pushed forth a young woman. Her clothes were intact and relatively clean. She seemed all right, save for her bruised lip. No older than fifteen, she radiated youthful beauty. Her pale skin was slightly red from the frost, and her eyes, framed by lush hair, glared at him. 
 
    “We’ve saved the best for you!” someone laughed. Others joined him, nudging each other, and cracking jokes. The girl tried to break free from her bonds but to no avail. Hatred in her glare only grew. 
 
    “Racker,” Ash whispered. 
 
    “What?” he asked, beckoning the solider to bring the girl closer. “If you don’t like her, you can pick any other. But that’d be rude to the boys. They wanted to touch your gift so badly, but they restrained themselves because they respect you.” 
 
    Ash looked at him. 
 
    “Come on! Everyone knows that the prettiest woman goes to the leader.” 
 
    “That’s not the problem!” Ash hissed. “What am I supposed to do? Kill her on my own?” 
 
    Racker choked. If he could’ve rolled his eyes any further back, he was sure that he would’ve been able to see into his own skull. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know what to do? Use her!” 
 
    “Use... her?” 
 
    “Well, yes... Use her,” he whispered, wiggling his eyebrows and shaking his hips. 
 
    Ash looked at him in confusion. He had seen those motions before, but he had no clue what Racker was on about. 
 
    “Rape her,” he whispered at last. 
 
    “...so, kill her?” Ash said, lifting his staff, but Racker stopped him. 
 
    “Were you hit on the head as a child?” 
 
    “Not that I know.” 
 
    Racker was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Have you ever been with a woman?” he finally asked. 
 
    “I’ve talked to them before, yes.” 
 
    “Did you ever sleep with a woman?” 
 
    “Sleep? In the same bed?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why would’ve I done that?” 
 
    Racker stepped back and covered his face with his hands, trying to contain his laughter. Ash scratched the top of his head, not understanding what was being asked of him. 
 
    “Seems to me that they taught you to shit in the palace,” Racker muttered. “Time for a new lesson, general. One about how to become a real man.” 
 
    “Is this really necessary? I’m tired.” Ash didn’t like learning. Never did and never would. 
 
    Racker gave him a stern look. 
 
    “All right, all right... What should I do?” 
 
    The girl hissed, threatening to bite off something if he so much as dared undo his belt buckle. The full threat was, luckily for Ash, drowned in the laughter of the soldiers. 
 
    “You use what only a man has got on her,” Racker said, barely able to contain his laughter. 
 
    “Scum!” Ash shouted, realizing what was going on. “Who has got the most tongues?!” 
 
    Five minutes later, seven men were standing in front of him. Each had five bloodied tongues attached to their straps. Ash wagered that there were about the maximum one could get; there was three and a half thousand of them against a handful of villagers after all. 
 
    “The woman is all yours,” he said. 
 
    The men looked at each other and smiled, licking their lips. 
 
    “But if you’re not back in time for the departure, I won’t hesitate to blow your heads off!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “No! No!” the girl screamed. “Please! Please, don’t!” 
 
    But her pleas fell on deaf ears. 
 
    Grabbing her by the arms, the soldiers dragged her to one of the few houses that remained standing. The silence that fell was soon disturbed by her cries and screams. Ash looked at the sky, wondering just what was it that Racker wanted to teach him. 
 
    But he’d leave that for later. Right now, he had to focus on the next step of his plan. 
 
    “Scum! Our enemies litter the ground! Take their heads and place them on our banners! Let everyone know that we’re a force to be reckoned with!” 
 
    Even the flags of the Legion were made of wood and rags. They truly had nothing other than that what nature had given them. 
 
    Turning his gaze toward the sky, Ash ignored the sounds of bodies being decapitated, Racker cracking jokes, women screaming, and his men laughing. 
 
    Snowflakes danced in the air, whirling around his head and hands. 
 
    Ash had always admired the snowfall. 
 
    The young man liked everything that was beautiful. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter  23 
 
    9th of Zund, 322 A.D., Kingdom of Arabist 
 
      
 
   I t thundered. Ash waved the memory away and yanked the doors open. They didn’t budge. Cursing, he pushed them instead of pulling and entered the dark hall. Somewhere in the back of it was a woman, her face obscured by shadows. Not even the occasional flash of lightning revealed anything more than the helm of her lush dress. 
 
    “You’ve found me.” 
 
    “So, I have.”Ash nodded. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    “Not really. I’ve figured it out.” 
 
    “Really now?” 
 
    Chuckling, she rose from her chair and took a step forward. Heels clicking on the marble floor, she emerged from the darkness. Another flash of lightning revealed the face of the marquis’s younger sister. 
 
    “You realized it when you slept with me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You poor thing...” He smirked. “You don’t know, do you? You, just like everyone else, are nothing but a doll in this little play.” 
 
    The young woman snarled, baring her fangs. Ash’s face immediately lost its childlike innocence and became an emotionless mask. The poor woman didn’t know that before her stood one of the most notorious mages on the entire Continent. Then again, trapped in this cursed place, how could she have known? 
 
    “I asked you a question, boy,” she growled. 
 
    “A moment,” Ash said and took a look at the note he had written on his hand. “Yes.” 
 
    “Bastard!” she screamed; her voice devoid of anything human. “You’re all the same! Men! My brother, the traitor, he was the same! But he... Thank the Gods that he came! He showed me the truth! He gave me strength! He gave me power!” 
 
    Her features changed as she spoke. Her skin cracked, flooding the floor with blood. Her dress burst at the seams, her spine twisted, and her face, stretching and morphing, turned into a snarling snout full of sharp teeth. 
 
    Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance. Lightning flashed, and rain drummed against the windows, beating to some unknown melody. 
 
    A monster stood in front of Ash. Tul was wrong, it looked nothing like a bear, more like a cross between a human and a beast. Eight feet tall, with powerful paws adorned with claws the size of a saber, and foam dripping from its snarling maw. Red eyes shone with madness and bloodlust. 
 
    Howling, the werewolf lunged at the mage, covering the distance of twenty feet in one fell swoop. Ash took the blow with his staff, but the beast didn’t so much as growl when its fur caught flame. Just licked its paws, putting the fire out. There was too much rage in it. Too much sorcery. 
 
    Ash twisted and shoved the beast aside. It fell on all fours, claws glittering with gold. 
 
    “It must be getting ready to use some spell,” Ash thought as he raised his staff. “First Form: Incarnation!” 
 
    Seven fiery petals burst out of the wood and hid underneath the werewolf’s fur. The smell of burnt flesh and hair filled the air, but the beast didn’t seem to feel pain. The spell was too weak to wound it but had Ash used anything stronger he would’ve probably made the castle collapse, burying everyone who was in it. 
 
    The werewolf leaped at him with a howl and scratched his left arm, turning the sleeve red. Whatever skill it had used, it managed to only scratch him as he got away. 
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    Ash realized that if he continued to play cat and mouse, he might get killed. He had no other choice but to kill the werewolf before he became its next meal. 
 
    As if it heard his thoughts, the beast turned to him and leaped once again. However, this time, Ash counter attacked. The strike was so strong that it threw the werewolf away with a broken jaw and a couple of teeth missing. It crashed into the wall, breaking the masonry, and disappeared under the debris. 
 
    Ash stood still with his staff raised. His eyes and skin were red, and veins the color of magma. The Third Form was Unity, one that only skilled mages could use. In this form, fire filled every cell of the cultivator’s body with its power. With it, one could pierce a steel shield with the slightest of hits. 
 
    But Ash, a Master, was capable of far more than that. 
 
    Kicking off and leaving a dent in the floor, Ash jumped so high that he reached the domed ceiling of the hall. 
 
    “First Form: Incarnation!” he yelled as he plummeted down like a stone. 
 
    The beast stuck out its golden claws. It could cut stone like it was paper with them, the mage and his stick stood no chance against its strength. 
 
    Crimson collided with gold. 
 
    “Impossible!” the beast’s eyes said as flames turned its claws into molten ash, burning through the marble beneath. 
 
    The fight was over. 
 
    It was brief and simple, but that was how it should’ve been. A foolish girl using borrowed power couldn’t compete with a talented mage. 
 
    Ash let go of the fire. His eyes were azure again and skin sun-kissed. The fire also faded away, leaving behind the sound of bells ringing somewhere in the distance. The curse had been broken. It, like the stained-glass window in the shards of which the morphing girl lay, shattered into million pieces. Only mages could hear its cries as it was exiled to the depths from which it had come. 
 
    “Two... Forms... Impossible...” The girl coughed as she assumed her human form. “Who... are you?” 
 
    “Your murderer.” 
 
    He sat next to her and, lifting her head, placed it in his lap. Tears rolled down the young girl’s face, staining his pants. With trembling hands, she tried to cover her wound and stop the bleeding despite knowing that her attempts were in vain. “He tricked me,” she sobbed. “I’m going to die... All because of him...” 
 
    “No,” Ash said. “You will die because you were a fool and because there’s evil in your heart. You’ll die because you chose to.” 
 
    Light flashed for the last time in the girl’s eyes. 
 
    “Damn you,” she croaked, breathing her last breath. 
 
    Her hands dropped to her sides. Empty eyes stared into nothingness. Ash put his hand on her face, pulled down her eyelids, and got up. He walked away without looking back, knowing that he did what had to be done. 
 
    “Such is fate,” he thought, placing his hand on the aching left side of his chest. 
 
    Morning of the same day 
 
    “So, it was the sister’s fault,” Blackbeard mused. 
 
    The group was going in the direction of Zadastra, a town bordering the Forest of Shadows, the last hotbed of civilization, beyond which only the most dangerous and vile creatures roamed. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Lari said. “She loved her brother so much... I was sure that the mother was the culprit...” 
 
    “You’re all blind,” Mary said, patting her horse. “Her father didn’t care about her. Her mother ignored her. Her brother was her only family... And then this baroness came and captured everyone’s attention. Jealousy combined with the sweet nothings that the stranger she had mentioned to Ash whispered to her... It’s strange that we hadn’t noticed it sooner.” 
 
    “Though, I don’t get why she kept kidnapping people... And why always in pairs...” 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll remain a mystery it seems...” 
 
    “Oh, oh, I know! I know!” 
 
    No one was surprised to see Ash waving his hand enthusiastically as if he was a student trying to catch his teacher’s attention. Mary gave him a stern look but nodded. 
 
    “Everything has its reasons,” Ash muttered. “People are not born werewolves; they become werewolves on a full moon. Thanks to spells, the castle was under the influence of the full moon every night.” 
 
    “Explain to me then why there were so many corpses in the castle,” Mary said. 
 
    “There were a lot of werewolves in the castle.” Ash winked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The food was mixed with poison that turned every guest at night into a werewolf. People would lose their humanity during the period when they were in the guise of a werewolf. In addition, no one knew that they, too, had turned into a monster. They thought that everyone else was a monster. Having met each other, people in the guise of werewolves began to fight and then killed each other. That’s corpses always came in pairs.” 
 
    “So that’s why the victims had such deep wounds. What happened to the Ternits then?” 
 
    Ash shrugged. “Simple, the young marquise was supposed to kill everyone who wore the coat of arms of the detachment. She carried them to the cellar, where they died. In the same place, she hid for those twelve hours, during which she was in the guise of a werewolf.” 
 
    “When you changed your toast,” Mary muttered. “She shuddered. She remembered everything that had come before.” 
 
    “Bingo!” Ash grinned. 
 
    “A lot of things still don’t make sense,” Lari said. “Why did you sleep with her? How did you even come up with this plan? And how the hell did you defeat a werewolf on your own? Wait... Is that why you didn’t eat with us?! You knew about the potion?!” 
 
    “A mage never reveals his secrets!” he replied with a grin. 
 
    The Stumps rolled their eyes. Mary slapped her forehead so hard that it left a mark. Ash just laughed. He hadn’t done that in quite some time... Not since the night that his entire Legion was killed. 
 
    What the Stumps didn’t know was that somewhere in a castle at the foot of the Fire Mountain, a real monster was trashing about. Was it afraid that its trap didn’t work? Or was something else on its mind? 
 
    Well, that’s a story for another time. 
 
    
  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    14th Day of Zund, 322 A.D., Age of the Drunken Monk, Kingdom of Arabist 
 
   M ary opened her eyes, glad to breathe in the fresh air of Arabist instead of the musty stench of Soles’s slums from which, if the king’s task was completed, she’d finally be able to move out. It was no secret that most Ternites lived off the coin they received from Ernite missions. It was ironic in a way. 
 
    Sitting up, she put her hair into a tight bun and secured it with a hairpin. For a swordsman, there was no worse enemy than long hair and fluttering cloaks, both of which could easily be tugged on or obscure one’s view during a crucial dodge. She could’ve had it cut off, but she liked her locks too much to part with them. 
 
    Despite everything, the morning in Arabist was wonderful. It wasn’t often that they had the chance to sleep in a cozy hayloft instead of leaky tents and bedrolls full of holes. Alice was sleeping curled up in her cloak. Blackbeard and Tul were napping back to back, weapons at the ready—a habit of experienced adventurers. Lari, lying at the entrance, was muttering something to himself in his sleep. However, looking around as she might, Mary couldn’t spot Ash. The last hour and a half were his watch, so he had to be nearby. 
 
    “Mary,” Alice mumbled, “please, get off my hair...” 
 
    “Sorry,” Mary whispered and got off the chestnut bush that would become lush curls once the little one was done combing them. 
 
    Slowly but surely, the rest of the Stray Stumps woke up. Blackbeard cursed out of habit but was immediately drowned out by Tul’s monstrous yawn. 
 
    “Where’s the troublemaker?” Mary frowned. 
 
    The guys looked around but there was no one else there except the still-sleeping Lari. Unless, of course, we don’t take into account the pot-bellied cat perched on the support beams. Enjoying the morning sun, it lazily waved its ginger tail. 
 
    “He’s asleep again,” Tul sighed, shaking his head as he looked at Lari. 
 
    “I’m not,” the archer protested and jumped to his feet. Grimacing, he began to pull straws of hay from places where they should definitely not have been. 
 
    Mary nodded, tightening her belt and adjusting the scabbard. “Guys, where’s Ash? I didn’t see him when I woke up.” 
 
    At that moment, the sound of blows being exchanged sounded from the outside. The Stumps exchanged glances and, grabbing their weapons, flew out of the room, almost knocking the heavy doors off their equally heavy hinges. Mary’s saber flashed red, Alice’s wand glew with golden fire, Blackbeard’s shield flickered with waves of light that covered the squad, Tul drew two guns, and lightning flashed across Lari’s blades. They were ready to rescue the newest member of their squad by cutting and tearing through any monster that might’ve attacked him. 
 
    “You moth―” Blackbeard muttered but was shut up by a bun shoved in his mouth. 
 
    The Stumps lowered their weapons, watching as the ax split wood with rhythmical thuds. As if by magic, the firewood, cut into neat quarters, would then fly to the woodpile. 
 
    Ash, naked to the waist, stopped to wipe the sweat off his forehead. One would think that the ladies would stop to admire the young man’s body but... there was nothing to admire. He was thin for his age, no manlier than any farmer working hard on the fields, but such was the price of magehood. One traded brute force for arcane knowledge. 
 
    Ash, oblivious to the audience, kept chopping wood, dirtying his canvas trousers and hemp sandals even more. He hadn’t gotten a chance to change his wardrobe for years, so he kept patching up the only clothes he had. This, however, didn’t bother him as much as it seemed to bother others. Firewood kept flying into the air and soaring to the wall, forming a long, high row. 
 
    All of this was happening so easily and naturally as if the mage had been doing it all his life. To most Ternites, these kinds of daily chores were useless work. The number one rule of all adventures was: “don’t make what you can buy, don’t buy what you can get, and don’t get that which you already have.” 
 
    “Ash?” 
 
    The guy turned and smiled at the bewildered group. 
 
    “I’d say ‘good morning,’ but one can’t really tell if the morning’s good or not.” 
 
    “It won’t be for you, that’s for sure,” Lari growled. 
 
    Noticing his mood, Ash wiped his neck with a piece of cloth and put on his shirt. In retrospect, he shouldn’t have done it. Lari was in front of him in a heartbeat and holding him firmly by the neckline. 
 
    “You—” 
 
    Ash waving his hand in the direction of the old, sturdy hut shut him up. Turning his head, Lari saw an old woman whose description would fit that of her home. 
 
    “Grandma Gerda!” Ash waved again, his shirt threatening to rip apart in Lari’s grip. “I’m done with the wood!” 
 
    “Thank you, Ash!” the old woman replied, ignoring the fact that the young man was being held a couple of inches above the ground. “I’ll bring you the doughnuts.” 
 
    Smiling, she disappeared into the house. Lari, now even angrier, began to shake the poor Ash who, thinking about doughnuts, was smiling blissfully and drooling. 
 
    “You were given the simplest task!” the swordsman snarled, losing his temper. The two days they had spent in the cursed castle had taken its toll on him. “One task! And you failed it!” 
 
    Huffing in annoyance, he threw the boy away. Landing onto the grass with a yelp, Ash rubbed the sore spot, looking with resent at Mary and Lari. 
 
    “One task,” Mary repeated. “You have a brain in that skull of yours?” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Ash grunted. He didn’t seem to have any intention of getting up. 
 
    “What’s the—? Are you—?” Lari stared at him in shock. “Have you lost your marbles?!” he roared. “You were given one simple task! One! Simple! Task! I kept watch for half of the night and you—” 
 
    Before he could finish, Gerda appeared next to him holding a bundle wrapped in purple cloth. Despite being old, she stood with her back straight. Her gray, but still lush hair gave her a special charm, like some sort of a farm witch. You didn’t know whether you were going to be thrown into a soup or given soup. 
 
    “Here you go,” she said, handing Ash the bundle. 
 
    “Th—” 
 
    “Don’t touch it!” Lari growled, waving his hand. The bundle fell to the ground, violet cloth waving mournfully in the wind. 
 
    “What a pity...” Gerda sighed. “I’ll go get more.” 
 
    “Doughnuts...” Ash sniffled and reached for the food. 
 
    “Screw it!” Lari snapped. He looked like he was about to step on the doughnuts and finish them off, but Ash threw himself at the bundle and shielded it with his body. Clinging with one arm to Lari’s leg, he babbled about how wasteful throwing food was. 
 
    “Let me go!” Lari hissed, shaking his leg. 
 
    “Doughnuts!” Ash yelled in panic, holding the tip of Lari’s boot in a death grip. 
 
    “Get off me!” the swordsman shouted, reaching for the knife. 
 
    Mary, seeing that the situation was getting far too tense, gave both of them a smack on the head. Jerking back in retaliation, Lari kicked Ash, causing the young man to yelp in pain and finally let go. The face he pulled made Alice start giggling into her sleeve and hands. Tul and Blackbeard exchanged glances, struggling to contain their grins. 
 
    Ash, in the meantime, was frantically picking up the fallen doughnuts. By the time Lari had glared at Mary, there wasn’t a single crumb left on the grass. 
 
    “Ash, do you realize what you’ve done wrong?” Mary asked. 
 
    The mage nodded vigorously. Mary was about to breathe out a sigh of relief when the old lady walked out of the house. 
 
    “Thank you!” Ash exclaimed joyfully and sprung to his feet. Grinning from ear to ear, he took the bundle from her hands. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, dear,” she smiled, wiping her hands on her apron. “You’ve saved me from the cold. Bright skies and good roads to you, traveler.” 
 
    “Thank you again!” Ash waved his hand as Gerda walked away back into the house. 
 
    Lari was shaking with anger. He had not forgiven him for putting the entire squad in danger. Most importantly, he’d never forgive him for endangering that which was dearest to him—Alice. He didn’t dare imagine what would happen if she died and he never got to pet her chestnut curls or see her warm smile again. 
 
    “That’s why you left your post?” Mary asked, arching her eyebrows. She couldn’t believe that it was possible for someone to be so irresponsible. “Because of doughnuts?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Ash protested. Mary’s eyes lit up with hope. “Lodging isn’t free, I had to repay old Gerda somehow. So I decided to help her and chop up some firewood.” 
 
    The flicker of hope faded away as soon as it lit up. Mary wanted to go back in time and give herself a good trashing. The only reason they forced themselves to put up with this idiot was because they were desperate. 
 
    “We paid for the night!” 
 
    “Yeah, with coin.” Ash shrugged. “What good is that to an old woman?” 
 
    “That’s not our problem!” Lari butted in. “You risked your squad’s life for the sake of some... some... Ernite!” 
 
    Silence fell on the clearing. Lari, realizing what he had just said, turned pale and began to look around, hoping that no one had heard him. Unfortunately, people did hear and were now looking at him with reproach. Even Alice, the sweet and kind Alice, furrowed her brows and pressed her lips into a thin line. 
 
    “How do you know that you’re not an Ernite?” Ash asked, looking somewhat thoughtful. 
 
    “I... I...” 
 
    “Can you feel? Do you yearn? Dream? Love? Hate? I don’t want to upset you, but the Ernites do the same. As well as all those that have a heart.” 
 
    “I know that I’m a Ternite!” Lari flared up. 
 
    “Perhaps you’ve been lied to. Perhaps everything around you is just an illusion of a skilled heretic. How’re you different from an Ernite then?” 
 
    Lari wanted to say something, but couldn’t. Turning pale, he pulled a knife from his belt and ran the blade across his palm. His blood, like that of any Ternite, flickered slightly. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Alice exclaimed in fright and rushed toward him. 
 
    But just as she was about to use her strongest healing Words, Lari moved away. He didn’t just take a step toward Ash but just about flew over to him and slapped him in the face so hard that the latter fell to the ground again, spitting blood. Lari would’ve hit him again had Tul and Blackbeard not held him back. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?!” Mary yelled, almost breathing fire, as she switched her gaze between Lari and Ash. For the first time since their meeting, the argument became violent. “You’ll both pay a fee from your own coin purses and add it to the squad fund.” Her eyes ablaze, she turned to Lari. “What the hell, man?” 
 
    “I,” Lari mumbled. “I don’t know...” 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes and sighed wearily. How could an experienced swordsman like him allow himself to fall for tricks and taunts of a childish mage? That one was a mystery for the archivists of the Royal Library. 
 
    “Guys,” Tul called. He was standing at the edge of the clearing and waving his hand. Each time he’d try to take a step forward, he’d encounter a thin barrier woven from fiery threads. The flames seemed to be preventing him from leaving the area. “Are we trapped again?” 
 
    Blackbeard cleared his throat. “If I’m not mistaken, this is the Circle of the Elements.” He looked at Ash who was wiping blood off his busted lip. “Can you make Circles?” 
 
    “Huh?” the young wizard asked after a while, having not realized that the shield-bearer was addressing him. “I can... I learned about it... I think I can, yes.” 
 
    Mary’s hand greeted her face with a loud smack for the second time that morning. This man would take her to her grave faster than any monster. 
 
    Circle of the Elements was one of the most complicated spells known to the Archivists. It allowed the Ternites that served the king to protect an area without having to keep watch as no one could enter or leave it for a good couple of hours. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” she asked although she already knew the answer. 
 
    “Um... I forgot...” Ash shrugged. 
 
    Counting to ten and muttering a calming mantra to herself, Mary shot him a glare. 
 
    “You two will shake hands and apologize to one another,” she almost growled. “You’ll also put a part of your reward into the squad fund and we’ll forget that this incident ever happened. Is that clear?” 
 
    Ash sprang to his feet and held out his hand with a careless smile. Lari frowned, switching his gaze between him and Mary. He still looked ready to fight and clearly wasn’t up to forgetting or forgiving anything. 
 
    “Lari,” Mary warned. 
 
    Looking at the rest of the squad, he saw Alice’s frown and felt his heart sink. Sighing, he turned back to Ash and shook his head. The mage, still smiling, returned the handshake. Grimacing, Lari yanked out his hand from his, turned on his heel, and walked away. 
 
    “Saddle the horses,” Mary ordered. Ash shuddered and turned pale. “We’re going to Zadastra.” 
 
    Ash felt all the blood drain from his face. Shuddering, he turned around and went to the stables, her words ringing in his mind. 
 
    “We’re going to Zadastra.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    8th of Amir, 311 A.D., Middle Kingdom, Mystria 
 
   T he sound of thundering drums made the frightened mothers hide their children behind their backs and men grab anything that could serve them as a weapon. Here, in the heart of the Middle Kingdom, one could no longer hear the echoes of war — the soldiers of Arabista had circled the capital, trying to postpone the moment when a white flag would flutter above the royal palace. The war’s end wasn’t far off, and the people of Mystria were relaxed. However, today they were reminded of all the horrors that His Majesty’s legions had done. 
 
    The army that had become the nightmare of the five surrounding states and the terrifying reality of the other seven was approaching the gates. Two thousand mounted knights in scarlet armor could be seen drawing nearer. Their plates weren’t made from a special metal, no, but dyed crimson by the blood of their enemies. 
 
    It took the general and the lieutenant seven days and nights to enchant each armor and piece of weapon with a Word that’d prevent it from rusting. Since they had nothing to clean their gear with, their army had been nicknamed the “Foul Legion” as they carried with them the stench of death and rot. Crows and vultures followed them on their travels, forever circling over the banners decorated with the heads of the legion’s enemies. 
 
    The knights rode up to the gate, raising clouds of dust. Children wept, women screamed in fright when they saw body parts tied to the saddles, and men turned pale as they felt their hearts skip a beat. The legion looked more like an army of demons than of humans. Rumors spread throughout the kingdom that it had never suffered defeat. 
 
    At the head of the army were the two men feared by every mortal in the neighboring states. The so-called “Nameless” baronet, the only one who wore a black cloak instead of a scarlet one, which in the ballads became a piece of cloth cut from the essence of darkness itself. Behind him was his lieutenant, Racker. 
 
    In his hand was a staff, the top of which was fitted with a spear tip glowing with runic script. To his saddle were tied the heads of generals, who had never seen the ambassadors arrive to discuss the terms of the ransom; and he was clad in full Dragon armor (rumors also said it that he was the first to slay these magnificent beasts) that glimmered a deep red. Peeking under the steel helmet adorned with horns was long, black hair tied with red ribbons that matched his red, tattered cloak. 
 
    It wasn’t surprising that Racker was much more feared than Ash. One could negotiate with the latter, but the former was ruthless. He didn’t know reason, only blood and gore, like a proper beast. 
 
    At the gate, a platoon of guards greeted the general according to the custom but without any respect in their eyes. The young mage gave them a slight nod and turned to his men. 
 
    “Ergaben,” he called a muscular, tall man with an ax to step forward. He was so heavy and large that he rode not a horse, but an ox. Only it could stand three hundred pounds of muscle encased in fifty pounds of steel. “You’re in charge.” 
 
    The giant nodded and turned to face the army, barking orders and snarling through his visor shaped like a bear’s muzzle. 
 
    “Will you open it?” Racker smiled maliciously, lifting his visor. “Or should I help?” 
 
    The startled guardsman gave the signal to the lookout on the tower. Four blows of the horn were followed by the rattling of the gates and creaking of unoiled iron. The heavy gates groaned as they opened a way to the Kingdom’s capital. 
 
    Ash spurred his horse into what he could call his hometown. Racker, winking at the trembling guards, followed, casting murderous glances at everyone. He was the only one who could be trusted with having Ash’s back. The two fire mages were the deadliest combination in the entire Kingdom. They didn’t count, but they were certain that they had saved each other’s lives countless times. 
 
    The two were riding down the Central Avenue, observing people as they hurried back home. Tables set by various vendors and taverns had disappeared from the street. Windows were closed, doors barred, and shutters slammed shut. Those who remained on the street rested their trembling hands on the hilts of their weapons. Fear had filled every nook and cranny of the glorious city of Mystral. Even the ever-present scent of coffee and flowers had disappeared from the air, giving way to the stench of blood and rot. 
 
    “I don’t get them,” Racker replied. “They’re afraid, but they’re still watching...” 
 
    Ash chuckled. Not that he needed to, he just felt that it was appropriate to do so in this situation. 
 
    “They can’t help themselves but stare at your glorious armor.” 
 
    “Be jealous in silence, will you?” 
 
    Ash looked at his light armor. It was the most ordinary set one could find. “Hey, first time that they aren’t looking at that ugly snout of yours.” 
 
    The two turned around a corner and entered King’s Lane, the street leading to the palace, which stood, as it befitted any imperial lodging, on top of a hill, proudly towering over the entire city. 
 
    Golden domes cast glittering light on the white marble of the walls and sculptures, giving them a pleasant, ivory color. The majestic gardens, full of exotic flora, seemed to whisper in fright, begging the wind to ward off the trouble being brought in by the two vultures. 
 
    “This ‘ugly snout’ saved your ass several times,” Racker muttered with a grin. “The Dragon Armor just adds to my beauty!” 
 
    “It doesn’t negate the fact that it’s really tacky.” 
 
    “And what are your rags? Hm? The pinnacle of fashion?” 
 
    “Beauty lies in simplicity,” Ash said with a shrug. 
 
    The conversation would’ve continued had they not had to stop at the next gate. Unlike the previous one, this one was much smaller. They were met by a group of mages: a stern-looking warlock with a book in his left hand, and a staff made of bone in his right, a battle-mage with a staff and a long, narrow blade, an enchanter with a dagger and a shimmering, turquoise sphere, as well as a couple of frightened-looking mages. In the distance stood the magus, intently examining something on his ornate mirror. The magi were said to be able not only see the future but also find out everything about whoever’s blood they smudged on its glass. 
 
    There was a summoner, too, holding a demon leashed on a chain. It looked like a dog, except that it was much larger and had two heads that could spit poison. The group was a druid, necromancer, and a healer short of completing the set. Ash figured that they were probably left behind because they weren’t combat units. Besides, an ordinary magus could easily compensate for the three of them with how many illusions he could cast. 
 
    “Welcome,” one of the guards saluted. “I’ve been given the honor of welcoming you to the king’s palace.” 
 
    “We’re still on the streets,” Racker muttered through clenched teeth. “If you don’t hurry up and let us in, you risk making me very annoyed.” 
 
    The mages became alarmed. Some lifted their weapons while others activated their artifacts and spells. Magic danced around them, often taking form of multicolored flames. 
 
    Ash raised his hand, calming them down. He feared neither the mages nor the guards, nor the king himself. He still didn’t know what fear was. “The king himself had summoned me. The entire legion had to be pulled from the front, so let’s get this done with as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” the guard stammered, “o-of course...” He nodded and then shouted with a voice that didn’t sound like it was his own. “Open the gate! The general of the Seventh Legion, Baronet Nameless, has arrived!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26  
 
   “T hank you.” The young man smiled as he rode his horse through the gate and breathed in the scent of the garden with “joy.” He had always “liked” this place. Serene, silent, and beautiful. He had often come here to relax and read about old and often forgotten legends. 
 
    Casting a “longing” look at the gazebo where he used to spend most of his evenings, he dismounted and handed the reins to the groom, who had bowed to greet him. With a nod, Ash hurried up the marble steps, occasionally casting quick glances at the colonnade that supported the majestic roof. 
 
    It was said that among the thirteen human kingdoms, there wasn’t a single palace more beautiful, more magnificent, and more elegant than this one. There was something almost fascinating about its thin walls, narrow columns, golden domes, and tall spires. If the legends were true, the palace had been built by both dwarves and elves. The latter certainly knew a lot about grace and otherworldly beauty. 
 
    Ash and Racker made their way through the winding, often confusing hallways to the hall in front of the throne room. A lot of people had gathered here, from the ordinary nobles to the most important officials of the kingdom. All of them lowered their gazes the moment the two rounded the corner. 
 
    “M-My lord,” stammered the majordomo as he shuffled before Ash. “His Majesty is waiting for you.” 
 
    Without waiting to be introduced, the young nobleman opened the door. Racker stayed behind, preferring to frighten the locals than to talk to the king who never seemed to have liked him. 
 
    Taking off his helmet and placing it under his left arm, Ash dropped to one knee and bowed his head like the majordomo had taught him long ago. Sitting on the throne was Garangan, who leaned to whisper something to his wife the moment the door opened and his old friend walked in. 
 
    Alessia, not as friendly toward Ash as her husband was, summoned her maids with her hand. Having fluttered over to her, they helped the queen off her throne and into the women’s wing of the palace. The queen hated Ash with all her heart, having called him a heartless executioner and a bloody maniac on several occasions. As a future mother (she was eight months pregnant) she didn’t want her child anywhere near such a monster. 
 
    “You’ll pardon my wife. She tries her best to do her duties even though she’s eight months pregnant, but even she needs rest.” Smiling wide, Garangan got to his feet and gave Ash a tight hug, ignoring the bloodied armor. “It’s good to see you alive and well, my friend!” he said, patting the young man on the shoulder. 
 
    Ash chuckled and clicked with his heels. “I left the moment I got the letter.” 
 
    Garangan nodded and gestured him to sit on the low stool next to the throne. Sitting down, Ash watched Alessia leave through a secret door on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    “Women, huh?” The king smiled. “They don’t always understand our decisions... I would’ve had more time to spend with her had my troops in Arabista remained sane and hadn’t entered Mystral.” 
 
    Ash was silent. In these kinds of situations, it was always better to listen. 
 
    “But that’s where I see your merit, my friend! How could I ever thank you? You refused all the gifts that you’ve been sent: coin, treasures, titles, and lands... What could one possibly give the man who had not only saved the king’s life but also won a great victory in his name?” 
 
    Ash pondered. To want... What does it mean? He wanted to go to the bathroom a couple of times a day. Sometimes he wanted to eat, but more often, he wanted to drink. Sometimes he was tired and wanted to rest; sometimes he’d fall asleep on the move and longed for silence. But what the king was referring to was probably something different. Something beyond the basic needs. 
 
    “Serving you, my lord, is my greatest award.” Ash bowed his head, repeating the phrase he had had learned by heart. 
 
    “Ah, if all of my subjects were like you, the Middle Kingdom would be a utopia...” The king sighed. “Since you’re rejecting my offer again, I think we should get down to business.” 
 
    Nodding, Ash set his helmet on the marble floor and concentrated. Garangan had the habit of beating around the bush and then suddenly getting to the main point. Some found this strange, other annoying, but most took it seriously. 
 
    “The war’s coming to an end, my friend,” the king said. “I’ll lead my army to the capital very soon. Within the next month, King Fertus will have the white flag fluttering on the dome of his palace. Before that happens and we sit down at the negotiating table, I want you to run an errand for me.” 
 
    “What does His Majesty need?” Ash asked, genuinely interested. 
 
    “I want you to go to East Arabista, to the walled city of Zadastra.” 
 
    The border town of Zadastra was considered one of the most fortified cities in the four surrounding kingdoms. In its two hundred years of existence, it was captured only once—when its bribed governor willingly gave away the keys of its gates. There were about a dozen guns on the walls and almost seven thousand troops in the barracks. However, rumors had it that they were so good that there might as well have been twenty-five thousand of them. Considering that he had three cannons, one siege mortar, and twenty hundred men under his command, put Ash at a serious disadvantage. In addition to the thick outer wall, there was an equally thick inner one. 
 
    “I’ll understand if you refuse,” the king said, aware of the numbers. 
 
    “Never, my lord.” Ash stood up. “If it’s your will to capture it in sixty days, by the Heavens, I will do it in forty.” 
 
    Garangan couldn’t help but smile. He didn’t doubt the young man for even a moment. He was the one who had defeated an army of thirty thousand in the Smerga Gorge with a handful of cavalry and two carts of ammunition; the one who had leveled a dozen outposts and two fortresses with the ground; and the one who had rushed headlong into the thick of battle without mercy. Such a man would not lie. 
 
    The Foul Legion seemed capable of marching into Hell itself and coming back with the Devil’s head. They were an army of two thousand mad demons, born and bred for battle. There was no wall thick or strong enough to stop them. 
 
    Garangan squeezed the young man’s shoulder and handed him a small scroll, neatly packed in a leather pouch. “Loot to your heart’s content and take whatever you desire. However, there’s one thing in Zadastra’s temple that you cannot take for yourself. Bring it to me and I’ll give you whatever you want.” 
 
    Ash carefully tucked the pouch into his tunic and bowed. 
 
    “Forty days, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “May the Gods protect you.” 
 
    Bowing once more, Ash left the throne room, leaving Garangan alone with his thoughts. 
 
    “Two thousand mad demons,” he mumbled to himself, “soon to be free men...” 
 
    Back in the hall, Ash noticed a familiar face. One he wasn’t very glad to see. Byron of Sermanyel, general of the Third Legion, had managed to make Ash learn what “hate” meant. The tension between the two was almost palpable. 
 
    Ash met the bald man’s gaze. Byron was a head and a half taller than him and almost ten inches wider in the shoulders. He was a proper killing machine, whose blade had cut the necks of the most ferocious and skilled enemies, bringing victory after victory to the Middle Kingdom. But there was a stain on the spotless history of the Third Legion, one that had made the two generals hate each other. 
 
    “Ah,” Byron drawled, eyeing the young mage. “This is a palace, not a kennel, you mutt.” 
 
    “It’s neither a pig stein, but here you are,” Ash replied. 
 
    Lieutenant Mergin, a necromancer, flinched but didn’t dare open his mouth when he saw Byron wave his hand. Only a suicidal person would start a quarrel in the palace, right under the king’s nose. 
 
    “You have a sharp tongue, lad,” Byron hissed. 
 
    “And you quite the mouth,” Racker spat. “I remember seeing the heels of your boots more than the blade of your sword during the battle of Argive. Who were you running from?” He pretended to think for a moment, then snapped his fingers as if remembering. “Ah, yes! Scared shitless by some mages from Arabist... The Seventh Legion has a gift for you.” 
 
    Reaching under his cloak, he threw something to Byron. The bald man caught the gift automatically and immediately wished that he hadn’t — in his hands, he held the head of an old man. His teeth and tongue were pulled out, lips burned, and eyes hanging out of their sockets by their muscles and nerves. 
 
    “Head of the Order of the Mages, in the flesh! Sort of.” Racker grinned, watching as the pale courtiers rushed out of the hall, hurrying to get rid of their lunches in the nearest lavatory. 
 
    Byron looked at the head. He couldn’t drop it and stain the floor of the palace, but he couldn’t bear to look at it any longer either. Seeing his face, Racker burst out laughing. Ash remained silent, wondering why was his friend carrying a head with him. Perhaps it was some kind of a weird hobby of his? 
 
    “General.” 
 
    Ash snapped out of his thoughts and followed Racker out of the hall. Judging by the grin on his friend’s face, he must’ve performed some funny trick he wasn’t aware of. Recalling that particular battle, Ash remembered that Byron had ordered retreat when he saw the Order of the Mages approaching. Not paying attention to the horns and trumpets, Ash ordered his troops to attack, despite being the “youngest” of the generals (seniority was determined by the legion’s number, not by the age of their leaders). He obliterated the opposing army, thereby shaming his colleagues who had been considered cowards ever since. 
 
    “What are our plans?” Racker asked as he climbed into the saddle. 
 
    Ash put on his helmet and ran his fingers along the staff, drawing a few sparks. 
 
    “We’re going to Zadastra.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27  
 
    14th of Zund, 322 A.D., Age of the Drunken Monk, Near Zadastra 
 
   T he Wandering Stumps rode between low, but well-kept huts and past fields littered with tall, round stacks of hay. Somewhere behind them, towered a real giant. Built on an ancient mound left over from the Age of the Dancing Dragon, the city wasn’t striking only because of its splendor, but also of the power it emanated and fear it struck into everyone’s bones. 
 
    The first wall, almost fifty feet high and about ten feet thick, was adorned with cannons and crenellations with currently empty cauldrons attached to them. The heavy gate, made of both stone and wood, covered with wrought iron, wouldn’t have yielded even to the biggest and strongest battering rams. However, the first wall was just one of the city’s many defenses. 
 
    Once upon a time, the city had been divided into eight blocks, each of which had two raised avenues at the edges, separating them from their neighbors and serving as an outpost and a divider at the same time. It was behind the second wall, which was almost as imposing as the first, that the important buildings were located—the temples, the city hall, the Tower of the Magi, the library, as well as various warehouses. 
 
    After the war, when the city was almost completely destroyed, Arabist made a very bold and progressive step. The king declared that the fortress of Zadastra would be a free trading zone, which immediately attracted numerous creatures, both human and that of other races. Drawn in by the almost tax-free trade, freedom of faith and expression, they had forced the mayor to have another wall and new houses built to accommodate everyone. 
 
    The “non-humans” formed their own societies and cliques. Steppe orcs settled in the barracks where soldiers and mercenaries had once lived. These green-skinned and fanged giants were the most ferocious and powerful warriors on the Continent. In the place of the merchants and their flimsy shops, two-storied stone houses had been built by island trolls, the tall, scrawny relatives of the elves if the legends were to be believed. However, unlike their forest loving cousins, trolls had pointier ears, sharp teeth, long arms that reached to below their knees, and blue skin. They weren’t the most pleasant thing to look at, but they could bargain with you till the cows came home and were even told to be the only ones capable of getting coin out of the dwarves. And speaking of which, dwarves, the famous misers, occupied the artisans’ quarter, where they set up their forges, bulky buildings, and warehouses. They lived from trade and craftsmanship, making everything from armor to trinkets. 
 
    Where the artists and performers had once lived, the elves now flaunted with their elegant dwellings. Grown using magic, they’ve made giant trees their homes and furnished them with the most exquisite of furniture. If you needed arrows, ointments, potions, magic scrolls, or maps, you came to the elves. You couldn’t find a better map than that drawn by an experienced elven tracker. Some claimed that the maps were so detailed, that on them were marked even the stumps of chopped up trees. 
 
    As in any society, there were those who did a little bit of this and that, everything from selling bread to selling their bodies. 
 
    The dark elves had found their place here, too. Different from their cousins by their dark skin and red eyes, they were just as intelligent, breath-taking, and talented. And although they were mostly calm and fun-loving, when it came to fighting, they always fought to the bitter end. One could say that they were more bloodthirsty than the orcs were. 
 
    The remaining two blocks were “mixed.” Interracial couples preferred to raise their kids here. Not all races mixed well, however, some not at all. But those that did, oftentimes settled here with their partners to avoid the hateful looks of their more conservative friends and cousins. 
 
    This was how the city was imagined on paper at least. In reality, people lived wherever they wanted. It wasn’t a rare sight to see an orc working and living among the dwarves or a dark elf in a human brothel, or an elf dining in one of the famous troll taverns. 
 
    Having finished observing the city, Ash turned to his companions. They had just reached the main gate. 
 
    Mary took out her bag with documents, pulled out several pieces of parchment, and handed them to the guard. Having consulted the forms, he cast a glance at the squad and allowed them to enter without asking any questions. 
 
    Tul chuckled, seeing the people behind them being searched with great care and diligence. 
 
    “Missing the school days, are you?” Lari asked, making the archer shudder and wince. 
 
    “You sure know how to ruin my fun. Congratulations, you’ve cured me of nostalgia!” 
 
    The two laughed. The morning’s tension could still be felt hanging in the air, but the overall mood had been lifted. Lari even stopped glaring at Ash, who was busy making some weird gestures with his fingers. He seemed to be trying to make a pyramid, despite the risk of dislocating a couple of phalanges. 
 
    The main avenue, which led from the gates to the second wall and branched to each of the quarters, was quite busy. Tul had to make sure that their cart didn’t collide with the carriage of some nobleman, or anyone else’s for that matter. Blackbeard did his usual job, which was to keep an eye out on people with sticky fingers. During their first trip ever, some rascal had managed to steal one of their bags. They were already at the Gerbe Desert when they noticed that some of the cargo was missing, and were forced to turn back as they were low on supplies. Their fifty gold coins worth of supplies had been spent on feeding thieves and street kids. Mary swore that she’d never let that happen again. 
 
    “All right, people,” she said when they found themselves among the three-story houses of the human quarter. “Blackbeard, you take Ash and go shopping, you know what we need,” she instructed and tossed him a heavy leather purse. Blackbeard caught it on the fly and put it in his shirt. Most people wore their purses on their belts, but this was quite risky as pickpockets would simply cut them off without you noticing and run away with your coin. So, it was better to hang it around your neck or hide it in some secret pocket. 
 
    “If you need us, we’ll be at the Bent Horseshoe.” 
 
    “Try not to drink all the ale this time, all right?” Blackbeard was a shrewd and efficient man, but he haggled like a miserly dwarf. 
 
    “We make no promises. But we’ll save you some bread.” 
 
    “Good luck!” Alice waved her hand and the four of them disappeared around the corner, leaving Blackbeard and Ash in the middle of the avenue. The shield bearer looked at the young mage, who was struggling to untangle his fingers. 
 
    “It could’ve been worse... I could’ve been stuck with Lari,” Blackbeard thought and turned to Ash. “Let’s go. It’s time to make the life of Zadastra’s merchants a living hell.” 
 
    “Think they can help me untangle my fingers?” Ash asked, still struggling. He was getting red in the face from all the tugging, but he wasn’t getting anywhere despite his best efforts. 
 
    Blackbeard chuckled and headed to the elven quarter as theirs was the closest. It was also the most expensive, but the coin was worth their quality goods. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
   B y the time they had reached their destination, Ash had managed to fix his little problem. Had his fingers not been red and trembling, one wouldn’t be able to guess that anything had gone wrong. But what worried the young mage more than his pained knuckles was the presence of lovely ladies dressed in even lovelier skirts. He had an urge to take a peek under them, but taking into account that the hems reached the ground and that he was mounted on Guido’s back, such a task seemed impossible. 
 
    “Blackbeard, psst! Blackbeard, psst!” he uttered in what he thought was a whisper but was actually a loud shout. 
 
    “What is it?” the shield bearer turned. “I’m trying to find the shop we need...” 
 
    “Look, look!” Ash insisted and struck the cobblestone with his staff, making several ladies cry out in surprise and horror as they tried to tame their suddenly animated skirts. Despite their efforts, the colorful cloths rose to their hips, revealing slender legs and puffy undergarments. 
 
    Blackbeard, blushing a deep red, noisily swallowed a lump that had gotten stuck in his throat. He wanted to look away, he knew that he should, but he couldn’t. In all the thirteen kingdoms, there was no one who could come close to the charm of the elven ladies. 
 
    “You sure know some useful Words,” he drawled. 
 
    “I can make the tops move, too! Look!” 
 
    Blackbeard, eyes bulging, almost broke his horse’s neck in an attempt to turn it around and stop the mage. Luckily for the lovely ladies of Zadastra’s elven quarter, he managed to reach him in time and stop him from hitting the ground with his staff again. 
 
    “Do you want to get us both killed?!” he whined; wiping sweat off his forehead. “They’ll turn us into frogs!” 
 
    “Really? There are warlocks here then?” Ash whispered, leaning closer to Blackbeard and looking around as if seeking out conspirators. 
 
    Glad that Lari wasn’t here to stick a bread bun into his mouth, Blackbeard cursed so hard that he’d make even the seasoned sailors blush. “No! But the guards just might shoot us where we stand!” 
 
    The young mage cast a glance at the guards walking around the place and nodded, admitting that he was wrong. But by the Heavens, how badly he wanted to take a peek under the skirt of the lady standing by the temple’s door. Her white skin and rosy cheeks were simply driving him mad. 
 
    “A shame,” he sighed, pouting like a child who had his toy taken away. “First they ban me from the Crystal Forest, and now you threaten me with the guards.” 
 
    “Banned from the Crystal Forest, you say?” Blackbeard burst out laughing. “I like a good story, lad, but don’t be so obvious about your lies.” 
 
    “I’m not lying!” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Let’s go, greatest mage that the Continent has ever seen.” 
 
    “Damn right I am!” 
 
    Blackbeard didn’t say anything. He knew that the Crystal Forest, which was hidden deep among the mountain ranges, was a closed-off area. Those who could find their way to it and live to tell the tale would have songs sang about them and festivals held in their honor. Ash, who had no nickname nor any special achievements tied to his name, could never have gone there. 
 
    Behind one of the residential buildings, whose windows were lost in the dense, dark green canopy, was the door of the shop they needed. Grown from a magical oak tree, it attracted the attention of all the passersby. A sign with a scroll and a flask was swaying in the wind, as inviting as that hanging above an inn. 
 
    They dismounted and went inside. The bell above the door chimed merrily, and the red-eyed, albino crow perched in the far corner croaked in greeting. Behind the counter, heaving under the weight of many books, scrolls, vials, and flasks, was a tall, green-haired elf with eyes that spoke of hundreds of years of experience in his trade. 
 
    “Aheo,” Ash greeted, making the man wince. 
 
    “By the Forest, never speak our language again,” he said in a raspy voice. So much about the rumors that all elves spoke with the elegance of the wind. “Such horrid pronunciation is worthy of a comedy act.” 
 
    “Maybe you could teach me how to speak it better?” Ash said, beaming with enthusiasm. 
 
    Blackbeard kicked him in the shin and approached the counter. 
 
    “What’re you up to, Rhea?” he asked. 
 
    “Attending the queen’s royal tea party. Are you blind, Black? I’m running a business!” 
 
    “All right, all right...” Blackbeard raised his hands and smirked. “How’s Ogre?” 
 
    The three of them turned to the raven. The bird croaked and sank its beak into a chunk of bloody meat. 
 
    “And that’s—” 
 
    “—beef,” Rhea snapped. 
 
    “Just beef,” Ash mumbled to himself but still took a couple of steps back. 
 
    “What do you need, you bearded nuisance?” 
 
    “Same as always, you pointy-eared twat.” Taking out a long list, Blackbeard ran his gaze over the crossed-out items and stopped at those that they didn’t dare buy in any human kingdom. “I need... Two ounces of the standard solution, four boxes of twenty vials of Living Water, one and a half-ounce each... Six standards, three-ounce vials of the Traveler’s Potion... And one set of mage potions...” He looked at Ash who was making faces in the mirror. “...make those half an ounce.” 
 
    Rhea was swiftly taking the needed items off the shelves and from the storage, packing them neatly into marked boxes and placing them on the counter. The vials he’d summon from the further corners of the shop would annoy Ogre whenever they passed by him, making him flutter his wings. 
 
    “Anything else?” Rhea asked, writing down the numbers. 
 
    “That’d be all.” 
 
    “Five times more than usual... Going far, are you?” 
 
    Blackbeard waved his hand. 
 
    “You know Mary... Always scheming something...” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah... Anything else?” 
 
    “Eerm... That’s all for potions... I also need... A detailed map of the Lurka Marshes and the Rezaliks mountain chain. And scrolls with spells against poison... I need... Thirty of those.” 
 
    “The little Alice still hasn’t mastered these spells?” 
 
    “Never had the time,” Blackbeard replied. “It’d be best to send her to a temple to learn, but Mary is against it.” 
 
    “Sounds like her,” Rhea responded with a nod. “I’ll sell you the maps at the regular price, but the scrolls will be one silver a piece.” 
 
    “By the Gods! Who says such awful things to their friends? Knock it down twenty coppers and we have a deal.” 
 
    “How about twenty-one?” Rhea asked with a sly grin. 
 
    “Oh, you little weasel, you know that one silver is twenty-one copper. So, no discount?” 
 
    “You have to understand that the roads have eroded and that the supply is limited. Demand is growing, but the supply can’t keep up.” 
 
    “Fine fine... A silver each.” 
 
    Rhea nodded contentedly, moving the beads on the abacus. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Enchanted arrows.” 
 
    “You’re still with that blind man you call an archer? One who wouldn’t be able to hit a target even if it was in front of him?” the elf asked with a note of poison in his voice. “He’ll ruin you!” 
 
    Blackbeard grinned. “What? Do I detect jealousy in your voice? Still haven’t forgiven him from beating you at the tournament?” 
 
    “Ha! He got lucky! Our rangers had too much ale that day!” 
 
    “Ha! Like it’s our problem that you ninnies can’t handle booze! Now, we need fifty adamantium-tipped arrows.” 
 
    The silence that ensued made Ash turn his head to see if the two were alive. The elf’s ears quivered slightly, a sign of surprise among their kin. 
 
    “Are you going after demons? Maybe you could spike their tea, too... Fifty adamantium arrows... I’ll give you a bigger discount than usual since I’m sure that you don’t have enough coin to cover all this...” 
 
    Staring at the elf, Blackbeard tossed the purse that Mary had given him onto the counter. Golden coins spilled from the loosely tied strings. Rhea had never seen that many gold coins on his counter before. Such a sum belonged in a bank! 
 
    “All right... I’ll give you a discount, as I said. Five gold for the arrows. If you pay now then... Let’s see... Another gold for the potions... Thirty gold here... Seven silver there... Twelve copper...” 
 
    “Slow down, you pointy-eared maniac...Do you want to bargain? I’ll show you how to bargain!” 
 
    Mimicking the father of the bride-to-be haggling for her dowry, Blackbeard spent almost half an hour bargaining with Rhea. The elf responded with figures and words that Ash didn’t understand, but none of that frightened his friend. In the end, Blackbeard managed to reduce the price by one and half gold. The two sealed the deal with a handshake. 
 
    With a wave of his staff, Rhea sent the goods flying to the door and out into the street, whishing the two a smooth road. Blackbeard responded with a traditional elven parting phrase that didn’t have a literal translation, making the elf grimace. In his opinion, the way other people pronounced their language sounded worse than the scream of a dying magpie. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
   “H ow are we going to carry all this?” Ash asked, looking at the heavy boxes and long tubes, paying special attention to the iron chest with a big lock in which the arrows were stored. Enchanted arrows with adamantium tips were the dream of any hunter and archer. They could break through heavy armor and demon scales. It was probably the best thing to have on your travel. If you could afford such a luxury, that is. Rare were units, let alone individuals, who could brag about owning such a thing. 
 
    “You’re a mage,” Blackbeard responded and mounted his horse. “Think a little.” 
 
    Ash stroked his imaginary beard, considered the situation, and struck the cobblestone with his staff. The boxes rose into the air and floated to Blackbeard, stopping a foot away from him. 
 
    The shield-bearer, although obviously surprised, said nothing. Even the most experienced mages had issues with such spells and Ash had done it like it was nothing! Blackbeard had lived long enough to know when people were keeping secrets away from him, but also when it was for the best not to poke your nose where it didn’t belong. People were right, ignorance was bliss sometimes. 
 
    The two rode out of the elven quarter, leaving behind the lovely ladies and their magical homes. Their next stop was the butcher’s. Food could be bought from the trolls, too. Their stuff was better but it was also more expensive, so they had to choose between good grub or good arrows. The Stumps had made their choice without consulting Ash, who had a different opinion. That was probably why they had “forgotten” to ask him. 
 
    “Sit here,” Blackbeard instructed, tying his horse to the rack. “Keep an eye on our stuff.” 
 
    Ash gave him a mock salute and plopped down on the bench. Rolling his eyes, he focused on the boxes, tubes, and chest floating in the air. 
 
    Blackbeard, hoping that the mage would stay put, entered the store. Ash became bored as soon as the shield-bearer left his sight. He wondered what Blackbeard would buy, and what kind of person would be dumb enough to try to steal things floating in the air that clearly belonged to an experienced mage. No one wanted to mess with them. 
 
    “We got you, Ash! Surrender!” 
 
    Three people appeared next to him, two girls and one plump boy with rosy cheeks and a kind smile. The kids were probably seven or six years old. 
 
    “I give up!” Ash exclaimed. 
 
    The children smiled and the boy tossed his head back in triumph. But before he could say anything, Ash grabbed him and began tickling him. “The great and terrible Ash shall eat the little hero!” 
 
    “Noooo!” the boy cried, dropping his wooden sword. “A terrible beast is torturing me! Save me, oh, faithful companions!” 
 
    The girl with pigtails grabbed the sword that had fallen to the ground and smacked Ash’s knee. The mage yelped and dropped the still-laughing boy. The little one stepped on his foot and ran away with his friends. Once they were far enough, the three heroes turned around and stuck out their tongues at him. 
 
    “You’ll never catch us alive!” they shouted and started running, laughing as they maneuvered between the adults, who looked rather annoyed by both theirs and Ash’s behavior. But the young mage didn’t care. He was having fun. 
 
    “Oh, I will get you!” he shouted back and started running. 
 
    Sometimes, he’d catch up to one of them and start tickling them. The other two, seeing that their friend had been captured by the evil monster would rush to Ash and start kicking him in the shins, making him drop his prey and begin the chase anew. 
 
    The children were laughing. His eyes, for the first time in a long while, shone with genuine happiness and joy. Running through the streets without a care in the world... What could be better than that? Well, he wouldn’t complain if he had a lovely lady running after him... A man could dream. 
 
    Catching the girl with the pigtails, Ash froze. On the corner of the street sat a woman, wrapped head to toe in a tattered cloak. By her feet was a tin can with a couple of coppers in it. It was a pitiful sight, but something kept him from looking away. He kept staring at her, unsure of what was happening. For a brief moment, he caught a glimpse of the woman’s face in the puddle before it was disturbed by someone’s boot. 
 
    He knew that face. 
 
    Ash remembered the beautiful girl who turned into a decrepit old woman over the course of ten years. Through the wrinkles and rotten skin, he could still see the outline of the scar left by a gauntlet. 
 
    His chest was aching and he suddenly found it difficult to breathe. Long ago, that face had been hidden by a hood. He remembered children running away and a merchant standing still and watching. 
 
    “Hey!” someone shouted, snapping him out of it. 
 
    “Sorry!” Ash said, noticing the disgruntled Blackbeard tying several bundles to his saddle. Guido walked over to his friend and sniffed him nervously. 
 
    “I know you’re still a kid, but you need to stop playing games while we’re on a mission.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ash repeated, mounting his horse. 
 
    “By the Heavens,” the shield-bearer muttered and turned his horse around. “Let’s go to the tavern before those bastards drink all of the ale.” 
 
    Ash kept looking behind him until the beggar’s figure was out of his sight. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30  
 
    25th day of Tamir, 311 A.D., Kingdom of Arabist, the walls of Zadastra 
 
   A sh watched as his men rode through the gates and into the field, heavy armor glittering in the moonlight. Mingled among them were magicians whose staffs glowed with magical lights. The battle would begin soon. The battle would be the culmination of their entire military campaign. Victory would mean freedom for his men and defeat death. All the cards had been laid on the table and all bets closed. It was the turn to see did the house always win or not. 
 
    A month ago, when they had reached the impenetrable fortress, victory seemed but a wishful dream. Little did the Foul Legion know that their general had the ability to make dreams come true. 
 
    They had been ordered to build two catapults. No one knew what the general needed them for but he got what he had asked for in a day and a half. He then ordered them to dismember the corpses of the defeated and bombard Zadastra with the bodies of their own. Heads, arms, legs, and torsos filled the air, leaving bloody prints on the walls of the fortress and fear in the hearts of its defenders. 
 
    Day and night, the soldiers of Zadastra took turns trying to stop the legion’s march. Ash, going against the laws of war, poisoned the local wells and rivers, leaving the city without water. He also hired necromancers and warlocks to send plagues and diseases at his enemies and sent scouts to catch those who had failed to hide in the fortress. Unfortunately for them, they’d oftentimes meet a fate worse than death. Laughing manically, the soldiers raped and tortured, leaving their victims to die in agony. They showed no mercy. 
 
    Ash had released all possible horrors on Zadastra. He used everything he could come up with. His soldiers looked at him with both awe and horror, but also with respect. To them, Ash was the most daring and ruthless leader to have ever walked the roads of the thirteen kingdoms. 
 
    But with each new order, with each new brutality and sin done by his hand, Ash began to feel something that he did not yet understand. It was something that made him wake up in the middle of the night and stay up until dawn. It made his hands tremble and his heart race. Chest pains were common, as was nausea. Perhaps it was because of this that he didn’t let the scouts kill a young steed they had found, but instead gave it to the wolves to be raised as one of their own. Was he sick? He didn’t know. All he knew was that he needed to forget about it and occupy his mind with something else. 
 
    Ash rode in front of his troops. Two thousand warriors, hardened by the most terrible battles stared back at him. Ferocious, skilled, merciless, and bloodthirsty. This was the Foul Legion. 
 
    “Ernesto,” he said to one of the men in the front row. “Only the most respected and skilled men are put at the front... I remember when you broke through the enemy line at the battle of Zelts. Unarmed at that! I hope that you’ll be just as courageous today.” 
 
    “I serve the legion!” the man replied, striking his chest with his hand. 
 
    “Greb’dek, after each battle, your spear looks more like a skewer than a weapon. How many enemies will you kill today?” 
 
    “All of them, general! All but one! I left him alive for you!” 
 
    The legion burst out laughing. 
 
    Followed by Racker who held the legion’s banner adorned with a head of one of their enemies, Ash rode onward. The banner bore the picture of a demon devouring a screaming child. They couldn’t have picked better imagery to depict the Seventh Legion. 
 
    Myristal appeared in the east, heralding the beginning of the young night. The wind rushed to bring the travelers the long-awaited coolness from the Seven Seas. It would all be calm for a moment, but then everything would change. Zadastra would soon be hotter than any pit of Hell. 
 
    “Men,” Ash barked. “What do you see ahead?!” 
 
    “Nothing!” 
 
    “That’s right! Nothing! Just a whole bunch of cowards! Twenty days... For twenty days, they hid behind their walls while we watered their crops with blood! If nothing else, at least the harvest will be bountiful this year!” 
 
    The men burst out laughing like a pack of hyenas. There was nothing human in their voices, only madness, and bloodlust. 
 
    “Today, we’ll either become immortal heroes or food for the vultures! Some of you, perhaps all of us, will never again grab the bosom of a wanton wench or see how good the local gentry is at dice! Some will return home with a couple of their limbs missing! But will any of that make us back down?!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Are we afraid of these cowards?! These weaklings who hide behind their walls?! These nobodies that don’t even deserve to taste our steel?!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “That’s right! Tonight, men, we’ll dye the walls of Zadastra crimson. There’ll be no mercy! Kill everyone who stands in your way! Cut, burn, rip, tear, and rob! For tomorrow, you’ll be free and the law will forbid you from doing whatever you please! I have only one question left for you men... What are we going to do?!” 
 
    “Kill!” The soldiers roared. 
 
    “That’s right!” Ash nodded. “Blow the horns! Shout till your throats hurt! Today is our last feast so let’s make it a good one!!” 
 
    Horns and drums sounded in the distance. The legion’s hearts beat in time with their march. Putting on his helmet, Ash turned his horse and snapped the visor shut. Gripping the staff, he raised his hand high in the air and uttered a battle cry. 
 
    The light of torches flickered on Zadastra’s walls, ready to bring the flame to the wicks of the cannons. Steam was rising from the cauldrons filled with bubbling oil just waiting to be dropped on the heads of the assailants. Golden lights adorned the staffs and wands of the mages, casting a shimmer on the steel of muskets and arrowheads. 
 
    But the Foul Legion stood still, beating their shields with their blades to the sound of the war drums. 
 
    “General,” Racker exclaimed, adjusting his mask. “In case we die today and are reunited in Hell... This was one hell of a ride.” 
 
    “Glad you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “You’re in a good mood.” Racker grinned. “Good, that’s a sign of victory.” 
 
    Ash had no idea what his friend had meant by “one hell of a ride,” but it wasn’t like it mattered right now. 
 
    The young mage raised his hand. He stood in front of his men so that everyone could see him. It didn’t suit a general to sit in a tent, or a mage to fear a fight. 
 
    Clenching his hand into a fist, he yelled, “Charge!” 
 
    Spurring his horse, he rushed forward. 
 
    “Charge!” the soldiers shouted and followed their general. 
 
    Ash held his staff in front of him like a lance. The wood glew with an unbearably bright flame that soon engulfed him. His men shouted, their voices mixing with the sound of drums and horns, creating a grotesque composition that became the voice of death itself. 
 
    Zadastra’s defenders stood silent, staring at the fiery figure rushing at them. Ringing in their ears was the laughter of demons torn out of Hell itself. They nervously clutched their weapons and fearfully put their shields to their torsos. Their leader raised his hand. Some began to pray; others cursed the day they pledged their loyalty to their King. 
 
    “Attack!” their commander roared and sent his men to meet their fate. 
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    Flames caressed the horse’s sides, reaching all the way to its hooves. Ash’s power was so great that even the staff couldn’t contain it. The flames seemed to pour out of it, greedily consuming the grass and the edges of its cloak. The horse neighed in fright as if it knew that if its rider got off it, it’d be reduced to a pile of ash. 
 
    Zadastra’s defenders formed a wedge, at the point of which stood a giant man clutching an even bigger ax. Wrapped in flames, with a cracked staff made of molten lava, Ash left decay in his wake as he rushed to meet his opponent. 
 
    The giant learned what it felt like when your heart skipped a beat. Just before the collision, he swung his ax and brought it down on his enemy’s head with an enraged shout. 
 
    Ash ignored the blade that cut through his helmet and drew a long line from his temple to his neck. Drops of scarlet fell on the obsidian cloak, but the young man raced on, eyes focused at the gates — the weak point of this impenetrable fortress. They haven’t yet been fully closed so he still had a chance to break through. 
 
    The sounds of battle echoed behind him. The two armies collided like two sea currents in a bloody maelstrom. The screams of the dying summoned the scavengers, attracting more and more crows and vultures. 
 
    The cannons thundered, but there were no cannonballs. Debris and burned bodies of the enemy mages fell off the walls. Last night, the Foul Legion’s assassins had disabled the cannons, causing them to malfunction. Battering rams and fireballs hit the thick stone. Smoke lifted into the sky, putting out the stars and obscuring the moon. 
 
    Ash raced on. Faces flickered before him, forever frozen in grimaces of horror. Dying gasps escaped their lips. The very armor that was supposed to save them turned to be their doom. Steel melted shut, boiling them alive. The horse, sensing that its life was nearing its end, raced with the speed of a bird of prey. Ash could hear Racker yelling behind him, cutting and burning through his enemies. 
 
    A terrible whistle reached the young man’s ears. The sky glittered with steel and the crows flew in fright toward the forest. Thousands of arrows and lead balls cut through the smoke. Ash outstretched his hand and sent a wave of fire at the sky, melting the lead and steel. A few stray bullets broke through the wall of flame and took a dozen lives with them. They, unlike people, didn’t distinguish between friend or foe. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
   T he gates were very close. Ash spurred his horse, now covered in flames, making it leap. Like a shooting star, it soared through the sky and landed at the gate. The battle continued to rage behind the young man. Screams and maniacal laughter mixed with the clashing steel and the war song of the horns and drums, announcing the arrival of the flaming demon. 
 
    Some dropped their weapons, others screamed for help. The demon, whose torn and scorched cloak resembled a pall, struck the ground with his staff, deafening the people with a terrifying roar. A wall of flame shot forth from the cracked earth, covering the wall, the gate, and all those who stood in its way. Flesh burned. Masonry cracked and crumbled. 
 
    The mages tried to hold the fire, but not even their golden shields could withstand the power of one of the most destructive elements. However, despite their losses, the people of Zadastra still hoped for a miracle. The gates were about to close, which would buy them some time. Bullets would join the shower of arrows. Mages would enchant every piece of steel and lead, with which they’d cut through the sea of demons to their victory. 
 
    But at the moment when it seemed that Zadastra’s three dozen mages would be able to tame this fiery beast, another maddened demon joined the fray. Drenched in blood from head to toe and clad in armor made of dragon scales, he stopped next to the devil and struck the ground with his spear. Flames roared like a dying animal, taking the shape of a giant bird for a moment. Shield’s cracked under its shrill cry and blood dripped from the noses of everyone present. Despite the best efforts of Zadastra’s mages, the golden barrier cracked and the flame began to seep in. 
 
    “Hold it!” someone shouted. 
 
    But how could mere mortals hold against the fury of two demons? In a heartbeat, the flames burst through the shield and began to devour the fortress, turning the screaming mages into living torches. The gates fell, crumbling like firewood. Like a river through a dam, the Foul Legion burst into the city of Zadastra, sweeping away barricades and outposts on their way to the second wall. A new fight awaited them there. New prey and new loot. With thundering roars, they marched through the streets wet with blood, killing anyone who dared stand in their way. Flames danced around their general, devouring all that his men would leave behind. 
 
    The second wall emerged in front of them. Ignoring the falling rocks and boiling oil, they began to traverse the ladders. Some went up the main avenue, carving a path through the gates with their blades. 
 
    People parted to make way for the general without even realizing it. They couldn’t ignore the power that he exuded. The lieutenant walked calmly beside him. No one could say which of the two was stronger, but what they knew was that the two were so powerful that they could bring down the Gods if they so pleased. 
 
    Having reached the hacked and burning gates, the two put their hands onto the burning iron ornament. The flames died away and the wood exploded, crushing all who had stood behind it and making way for the legion. 
 
    “Haha!!” Racker laughed, mad eyes searching for his next victim. 
 
    Ash looked down at his staff and let out a sigh full of sadness. The weapon that had been faithfully serving him for a year now had been reduced to cinders. Ignoring the sound of battle raging all around him, he turned toward the temple. This was the first time that he had experienced something that could be called distress and guilt. The staff had been a gift, after all. 
 
    The people of Zadastra ignored Ash like a hare would a wolf when it saw it in the forest. After all, what were people if not sophisticated animals? If he wanted to, Ash could’ve incinerated a hundred soldiers and leveled the town hall with the ground, but he still didn’t know what it meant to want something. Racker, on the other hand, knew that he wanted to enrich his collection of enemy heads. 
 
    At the steps of the temple of the Goddess of Fire, Sheirai, patron of wandering acrobats, Ash cast his gaze toward the sky. A dome of crimson loomed above them, adorned with heavy clouds of fire and smoke. Ignoring the soot that stuck to his sweaty face, he entered the temple. 
 
    Fearful eyes stared at the demon who dared trespass in the domain of the Gods. Women hid their children, elders muttered prayers, and the priests cast protective spells. What was the point, Ash wondered, of keeping them so far from the battlefield? 
 
    “What do you want?!” the high priest shouted. He was an old man dressed in a white cassock, clutching an ornate wand made of adamantium. It was said that one ounce of this magic metal could cost a hundred gold, if not more. It was difficult to imagine how much an entire wand made out of it could cost. But Ash cared little about gold. All that he cared about was the order given to him by the king. 
 
    “Not even soldiers dare invade the house of a God!” one of the younger priests yelled. 
 
    And although that was true, there was no word of God or law that’d stop Ash. 
 
    “I’m not a soldier,” he replied immediately 
 
    “You’re something even worse. A general,” the high priests said calmly, enveloping the people and the altar with the golden shield. “Leave, or you shall feel the wrath of Sheirai.” 
 
    “Is that her?” Ash asked, looking at the golden statue of a dancing maiden clad in fluttering ribbons that stood by the door. She, like all other goddesses, was extremely beautiful. Then again, if they weren’t, people wouldn’t pray to them. 
 
    The priest nodded. “It is,” he said and then gasped in horror as flames engulfed the statue, melting it partially. Sheirai’s torso rolled across the floor and stopped by Ash’s foot. With a kick, he turned it around and spat on her face. 
 
    “The first form –Incarnation!” 
 
    “Heretic!” the priest yelled. 
 
    Ignoring the screams, Ash took a leather pouch from his belt and threw it at the foot of the altar. 
 
    “Bring me the thing shown on that scroll, and I’ll spare you and your flock. Refuse, and I’ll level the temple to the ground and take what I’ve come here for.” 
 
    As if to demonstrate that his threat wasn’t just empty words, he burned through the priest’s shield as if it was nothing more but mere cobweb. The king’s staff finally crumbled to ash, but that didn’t bother the young mage. He was far too close to his goal to care. 
 
    The high priest wiped the sweat off his brow and removed the scroll from the pouch. Having gazed at the parchment, he turned pale as a ghost. 
 
    “Never!” he protested. But before he could do or say anything else, his head rolled on the ground. 
 
    “Always thought that they were a bunch of charlatans,” Racker spat, leading the soldiers into the temple. Judging by the number of heads tied to his belt by their hair, he had been working hard. 
 
    “We’ve been looking for you, general. It’s not polite to plunder without approval.” 
 
    “Later,” Ash said in a flat tone. 
 
    He looked around the crowded room, wondering how many people were hiding in the darkness of the columns and pews. His estimate was about several hundred, if not more. All of them had hoped to find salvation in the temple, but little did they know that it’d turn into their funeral pyre. Children cried, clinging to their mothers who tried to hold back their screams and tears. Some were more successful than others. Both youth and the elders stared at the blood-soaked altar, seeking salvation. All the civilians seemed to have gathered here. They weren’t soldiers. Hell, most of them only ever saw weapons on pictures and on the belts of the city guards. They didn’t pose a threat. 
 
    “Kill,” Ash ordered. 
 
    “Should’ve said so right away!” Racker smirked. 
 
    Laughing and roaring, the soldiers dragged the mothers away from their children. They didn’t spare the little ones, no. They forced the mothers to watch them be hacked into pieces. One of the elders, a brave, but foolish soul, tried to stop them, but the soldiers pushed him aside, hoping that someone else would finish the pest off. He wasn’t worth their time. 
 
    As if slaughter wasn’t offensive enough, some soldiers defiled the women right where they caught them. They screamed and called for help, but little did they know that the heads of their husbands had already been placed on the banner of the legion. 
 
    “Racker, you’re with me.” 
 
    “But...” He turned around to protest, but the glare in the young man’s eyes made him change his mind. “All right,” he sighed and let go of the chestnut locks of some poor woman he had just caught. An order was an order. 
 
    Stepping over the blood, guts, and corpses, the two made their way to the altar where the priests were already being slaughtered and offerings collected to be sold on the black market. Ash picked up the scroll that the high priest had dropped and went to the wall behind the altar. There had to be some secret mechanism that’d lead them to the cellars. But where was it? 
 
    “Are there any priests left?” Ash asked 
 
    Racker looked at the carnage. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Bring him here.” 
 
    Nodding, the lieutenant let out a sharp whistle and waved his arm. After a moment, the body of a young man was thrown at Ash’s feet. He was probably the same age as him, if not a little bit younger. Brown eyes stared fearfully through black locks damp with blood. He couldn’t believe that there was anyone evil enough to desecrate a temple in this manner. 
 
    “How do I get to the basement?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the young man croaked and bent over in pain when Racker kicked him in the stomach. 
 
    “I have a little problem,” Ash said. “I have a lot of men. You see, they haven’t felt the warm embrace of a woman for a very long time... And it seems to me that there aren’t enough of them here for all of my hard-working soldiers. So, either you start talking or I’ll give you to those who like the embrace of young men, too.” 
 
    It took the acolyte just a moment to make his decision. 
 
    “The entrance is under the altar,” he muttered. Racker cut off his head before he could even plead to be spared. 
 
    Ash glanced at the heavy table and nodded to his friend. Surrounded in flame, he tried to push the altar away, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    “Hmmm,” he drawled, looking at the puzzled Racker. “Told you that beauty lies in simplicity.” 
 
    Stepping closer, he pressed his foot to the small ledge at the base of the altar. There was a creak, followed by the low rumble of gears turning. The altar slid aside, revealing a hole and a winding staircase. 
 
    Without a word, Racker stepped forth, formed a small fireball on the top of his staff, and led the way down. Ash followed in silence. One could still control the elements even without a staff, but it was so difficult that even the Archmage would struggle to do it. 
 
    It was only when he entered the cellar filled with gold and jewels that he finally realized that as soon as he got what the king had asked for, his service in the army would come to an end. Following Racker, who ignored all the treasures around them thinking that they were cursed, he thought about the future. What should he do once he got back? Continue his studies? Go on a journey perhaps? Yes, that sounded like a good idea. Whatever would take him far from his mentors and their endless lessons. 
 
    “General,” Racker said breathlessly. 
 
    The two stopped in front of a chest made of an unknown, transparent material. A sphere pulsed inside, filling it with the legendary white flame. According to legend, only the greatest of mages could tame it. 
 
    “That’s...” 
 
    “The Dragon’s Essence,” Ash said, nodding. What stood before him was the spirit of fire, imprisoned within a magic sphere. 
 
    Without hesitation, he tore his cloak off his shoulders and wrapped the chest in it. For some reason, he wasn’t afraid that removing it from its spot would activate some sort of a trap. Something inside told him that everything would be all right. 
 
    As he walked out of the basement, he didn’t notice the greedy look with which Racker was eyeing the bundle in his hands. Little did he know that this moment of carelessness would be the spark that’d start the fire of change. 
 
    Back in the temple, Ash told his men that they were free to plunder to their heart’s content and set toward the gates. However, he didn’t manage to get further than the temple’s door. Racker came running to him, dragging behind him a girl that had been hiding in a niche behind the now broken statue. 
 
    “Listen, give me a couple of moments,” he said. 
 
    Ash looked down at the poor girl. Even blood and soot failed to hide her beauty. 
 
    “Want some?” Racker asked, seeing Ash eyeing her. 
 
    The girl didn’t kick or scream, only gritted her teeth tightly. She was staring at them with such intent that if she had been a mage, she would’ve probably caused them to burst into flames with her gaze alone. 
 
    “No,” Ash replied. 
 
    “More for me!” He heard as he turned and walked away. 
 
    A woman’s scream echoed through the streets, followed by a loud yelp. Ash glanced over his shoulder and couldn’t help but grin. Bloody comb in her hand, she was staring at Racker who had covered his face with his hand. Cursing, he cupped her face with his free one. There was a bloodcurdling scream. The sound of hissing and the stench of burnt flesh filled the air. Racker moved his hand and dropped down the girl, her face now disfigured by an ugly scar in the shape of a gauntlet. 
 
    “Nobody touch her!” he yelled. Four deep cuts ran down his forehead, over his left eye and cheek. “Let her live... Death would be too merciful of a fate for a whore like her.” 
 
    Ash shook his head. The battle was over and the king’s order fulfilled. So why were his hands shaking and chest hurting? 
 
    “I’m probably just tired...” he thought and made his way through the burning ruins of what would soon become a ghost town. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    4th of Zund, 322 A.D., Kingdom of Arabist, Zadastra 
 
   B lackbeard and Ash put the boxes, the tubes, and the trunk onto their cart, bribed their horses with hay and, in Guido’s case, sugar, and hurried to the tavern. The Bent Horseshoe, as befitted similar institutions, reeked of booze and good time. The only difference from the ninety percent of other taverns was that the food here was served by trolls, that the cook was a dark elf, and that the place was guarded by two giant orcs. 
 
    The patrons of the tavern were just as colorful as its staff. Dwarves ate their mutton with such speed that one would think that they hadn’t eaten in ages, arguing with the elves about the quality of alcohol while the latter sipped their fruity wines. Orcs shouted and cheered, smacking the backs of those playing cards with the trolls. 
 
    “Hey!” someone called. 
 
    “Ah, there they are,” Blackbeard said, shoving Ash in the rib with his elbow. 
 
    The young mage narrowed his eyes, then scratched his head thoughtfully. When they had left this afternoon, their party counted six members, but now there seemed to be thirteen of them. An elf was chatting with Tul, while a muscular orc was clumsily courting Alice. A dwarf was openly staring at a dark elf who sat on the opposite side of the room. Joining them were four more rather colorful individuals. 
 
    Ash rubbed his eyes, thinking that he had imagined it all. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    “Come on,” Blackbeard said, dragging Ash along. 
 
    When the two sat at the table, they were immediately served a plate of pork chops and a whole keg of fragrant ale. 
 
    “Did you get everything?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Yep!” Blackbeard nodded. “Rhea sends his love.” 
 
    A long round of introductions followed. Ash learned that these lovely people were old friends of the Stumps. The group called themselves “The Pink Bees.” Why pink and why bees, even they didn’t know. 
 
    The next couple of hours they spent drinking, sharing stories and secrets, and discussing the latest rumors and news. The main topic of the day was, of course, the beginning of an event called “The Final Arena.” It was an annual sword fighting competition, held in the giant amphitheater in the middle of the city. Anyone who could wield a sword or a spell would come to Zadastra to participate. The prize, except experience and chance to show off, was ten thousand gold coins. People always bet on Urga the Toothless, the undefeated champion, but they still secretly hoped that one day someone would manage to steal his title. 
 
    Ale, jokes, and stories flowed like a river. The atmosphere was so relaxed that no one kept an eye on Alice and she ended up drinking a tad too much. It was then that they learned that the usually shy girl had a bad temper when drunk. They had to tie her to the chair so that she wouldn’t fight the minstrel and his “ocarina from hell” or end up dancing on one of the tables. 
 
    “Ash,” Blackbeard whispered, red as an early dawn. He was giggling at the jokes that made sense only to his alcohol-infused mind. “Bring the hnesem.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking!” Ash hiccupped. 
 
    Holding a chicken leg in his hand as if it were a banner, he stood up and moved toward the bar. Hnesem was a strong drink brewed exclusively by the dark elves, spiked with some mountain mushrooms. Half a glass was enough for the average adventurer to learn all the secrets of the universe and then flop face-first to the floor, drunk off their ass. 
 
    “De-eer s-ser,” the young mage mumbled, swaying in front of the bar. “G-Gimme, burp, y-yer best... Give! A sm-smol keg of hnesem and... and two... too pints of eel!” 
 
    “Ale?” 
 
    “Ale!” 
 
    “Twenty coppers,” the bartender said. 
 
    Ash counted the amount with difficulty and slammed the coin on the counter. With a nod, the bartender put two mugs of ale on the keg and handed it to Ash who hugged it as if it were his beloved wife and carried it to the table. 
 
    But just before he reached his destination, he stopped, swaying on one leg. His gaze wandered to the lone figure sitting at a corner table near the window, bathed by the light of Mystrial. 
 
    Ash let out a drunken chuckle. 
 
    Puffing out his chest, which was hidden by the barrel, he moved toward the mysterious lady clad in a velvet cloak. Pointy ears peeked through the slits in her hood. By the reddish gleam of her eyes, one immediately knew that she was a dark elf. 
 
    “Sit down,” she said, pushing a chair with her foot. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Putting down the keg, Ash plopped down on the chair and handed her one of the mugs. She drank it empty in a blink of an eye. 
 
    “What can I do for the lovely lady? I’m a mage, y’know! Ask, and I shall grant you any wish!” 
 
    “The Master sent me.” 
 
    “Really?” the mage drawled and then laughed. “Is Kessa the Unarmed running errands for the Order now? Or did you miss me that much?” 
 
    “Stop fooling around, Ash.” 
 
    “I don’t want it!” The young man stuck out his tongue and took a huge gulp of ale, almost emptying his mug. 
 
    Before him sat the most skilled assassin on the Continent and the seventh Master of the Order — Kessa the Unarmed. She had gotten this nickname by chance, rather than as a reward for some feat. She had just finished school when she got her first mission, the goal of which she had never revealed. From it, she returned with the legendary Blades of Invisibility, the history of which dates back to the first eras. It was because of these blades that they called her “the Unarmed.” It was also because of this that she was eager to prove to everyone that it wasn’t her weapon that made her strong, but her skill. 
 
    “You’re a part of the Order, such behavior is unacceptable.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Ash argued, still grinning. “I just happened to get in a fight with Ironhead.” 
 
    “Which eventually led to you becoming a member,” she countered. “The Master has a message for you.” 
 
    She was, of course, talking about the strongest man on the Continent, the mage who knew the secrets of illusions. How could one ever hope to defeat someone who could will an entire volcano to existence or bring down an ocean on your head? 
 
    “What could he possibly want from my humble self?” 
 
    “A trifle. To leave the Stumps.” 
 
    Ash choked on his ale and coughed. 
 
    “That’s not really a trifle,” he said, wiping his chin. “If I leave them, they’ll never reach the Fiery Mountains and the little princess would die.” 
 
    Kessa fiddled with her mug for a moment, then looked up at him. 
 
    “You know where all the Ternites end up when they die?” 
 
    “In the Abyss. And?” 
 
    The girl said nothing. 
 
    “If Eleanor survives, a storm will descend upon the land. It won’t be like any storm we’ve ever known, and it’ll be more deadly than any calamity that had ever struck this earth. Her death would postpone this apocalypse, her staying alive would only quicken its arrival.” 
 
    “Did he tell you that?” Ash exclaimed. “No one has ever seen him. Are you seriously going to follow orders scribbled on a piece of parchment without even knowing whose hand wrote them?” 
 
    “He’s never wrong.” Kessa sipped her ale. “Believe me, I don’t want to doom a young girl...” 
 
    “But you got no issues dooming me, huh?” Ash laughed. “This favor will cost you, you know. Have a pint with me, or, better yet, you can thank me per—” 
 
    Kessa’s foot found its way to his groin before he could finish the sentence. 
 
    “I... got the hint,” Ash hissed. 
 
    “Fool around as much as you want, but...” 
 
    “But what?” His face suddenly lost all of its cheer and became an emotionless mask. “Seven against twelve. That’s what you were sent for, wasn’t it? I admit that I’m flattered, I was, after all, rated eight.” 
 
    Kessa was silent. She was as beautiful as an elven princess and as deadly as a blade. Simply put, she was exactly the kind of woman he liked. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Ash,” she said at last. “Go, your friends are waiting for you.” 
 
    Ash turned but saw that the two groups were doing just fine without him. Guessing what was wrong, he turned around, but Kessa was gone. Worst of all, the ale was gone, too. All that she had left behind was an open window. The cool evening breeze brought her last words to him. 
 
    “I warned you.” 
 
    With a grunt, Ash got up and dragged the keg back to their table. 
 
    “What took you so long?!” Tul frowned. 
 
    “I got lost!” Ash said with an embarrassed smile. 
 
    “By the Gods!” Mary sighed. “Just pour us a glass! But skip Alice!” 
 
    “No, no, I want some, too! You’re not fair! By the Gods, why is it so hot here?!” 
 
    “Lari, tighten those ropes! Alice, stop embarrassing us!” 
 
    “I want booze! I don’t care!” she cried, struggling to break free from her bonds. “How can Cinder be a dummy but I can’t? How is that fair?! I will complain to the king!” 
 
    The Stumps laughed at the idea of the drunken Alice going to the king, claiming that her squad didn’t allow her to be naked in public. 
 
    “Eri! Sing something nice!” Blackbeard said. 
 
    Eri from the Bee’s wasn’t only good at cards, but at singing too. She had a wonderful voice with which she sang funny and often vulgar ballads, making people laugh and thus adding special charm to the evenings spent in her company. 
 
    “Ah, but I fear that this one will break your hearts,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “Ha, we’ll see about that!” Tul shouted, smacking his chest. “I am all steel, baby!” 
 
    “Sing,” the orc said. 
 
    “Sing,” Blackbeard said as well. 
 
    “Sing, sing, sing!” everyone at the table chanted. 
 
    “All right, all right!” The girl laughed and plucked the strings of her lute. “I’ll sing you a local ballad... You’ll forgive me, but I don’t seem able to remember its name...”  
 
    Shine, bright star, shine 
 
    Play, oh love of mine 
 
    Tomorrow, you won’t come home 
 
    But you died a hero, that the children will know 
 
    Look, darling mine 
 
    Look at the flame so bright 
 
    Look at the steel glittering 
 
    Look at your mother shivering 
 
    Look at warriors plundering 
 
      
 
    Please, darling mine, 
 
    Sit in silence till the battle dies 
 
    Please, darling mine 
 
    Hide the children and take the knife 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ash, where are you going?” Mary asked, seeing the mage head for the stairs, mug of ale in his hand. 
 
    “I’m going to bed!” he said without turning around. “I’m tired.” 
 
    The last verses echoed behind him as he made his way to his room. 
 
    Play, oh love of mine 
 
    I’m already six feet under 
 
    Play, oh love of mine 
 
    Please, laugh and don’t cry 
 
    Look, darling mine 
 
    Tell the children how their father died 
 
    Hush, love, don’t you cry 
 
    As a hero, I did die 
 
    Tell them, though, that the spirit mine 
 
    still lies restless in the grime 
 
     Play, oh love of mine 
 
    Oh, darling love of mine 
 
    In a glorious battle did I 
 
    find eternal life 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    19th day of the month of Zund, 322 A.D., Age of the Drunken Monk, Forest of Shadows 
 
   T he Stumps stopped in front of the most majestic and vast forest that ever grew on the land of the continent of Mormanon. The trees were more than a hundred feet tall, hiding the low sky in their rustling crowns. Among the black and brown foliage, sparsely mixed with the dull green, one could occasionally spot a bird preening itself. 
 
    The wind, whistling among the mighty trunks, caressed the withering grass, whispering its secrets to those willing to stop and listen. It was warning the travelers about the dangers of this place, pleading them to leave immediately if they valued their lives and souls. 
 
    Halting, the Stumps began to prepare themselves. Blackbeard put on his full-body armor and snapped close the strap of his helmet, shaped like a falcon’s beak. In his right hand, he held a heavy ax, the blade of which was adorned with runes and ornate patterns. The steel looked so heavy that it seemed impossible for anyone to hold. 
 
    Tul put on his leather armor, strapped his leaf-shaped throwing knives to his bracers, and put pistols in his boots and belt. He then turned to the side of the cart to take his musket, which looked more like a portable cannon than a rifle. The hunter and the tracker had two quivers on their backs, one with “normal” arrows and one with adamantium ones. 
 
    Lari sported a light armor, consisting of a breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves with knee protectors. A swordsman, after all, wasn’t a knight so he didn’t need to encase himself in steel to feel safe. He sacrificed safety for speed and agility for he planned to kill his enemy before they could make him regret the lack of armor. 
 
    Mary shared Lari’s opinion and sense of fashion, with one slight change ― she preferred leather boots to steel ones. Her way of fighting depended on acrobatics and steel would’ve only slowed her down. 
 
    Even little Alice came combat-ready. She donned a long, greenish robe and hung an amulet in the shape of a crystal eye around her neck. Two purple glows could be seen through the locks of her hair. 
 
    To complete the look, each of them threw a cloak with the Stump’s insignia over their shoulders. Ash was grateful that he hadn’t had the time to make one, otherwise, he’d have to explain just why he didn’t like their sense of fashion. 
 
    From here on, they’d have to go on foot. The horses were left at the nearest outpost, leaving only Seltz, the mule, to accompany the Stumps and drag the cart with their stuff. To no one’s surprise, Guido didn’t want to be left in the stalls, so he ran off in protest. Ash let him be, knowing that his friend would come to his rescue if he called for him. 
 
    Once she was done dressing, Mary turned to Ash and frowned. He was still wearing the same rags as before. All he had done was tie his scarf a bit neater and tuck the right edge of his shirt into his trousers that he had tied with a piece of rope he had found on the road. 
 
    Mary just shook her head. She knew well that it was useless arguing with Ash, so she had to work with what she had. 
 
    “Esh,” she called. The mage looked up from his very important task of putting doughnuts into his pockets and walked over to her. “Listen carefully because I’m about to tell you of the dangers that await us in these woods. Are you listening?” 
 
    Ash nodded. But the twinkle in his eyes gave him away. 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes and sighed. 
 
    “The Forest of Shadows,” she said, “is considered one of the most dangerous places on the mainland. Many of the vilest creatures known to the archivists dwell here, but even they’re not as dangerous as illusions are. Don’t trust your eyes in the woods. A root can turn out to be a fang of some beast, from the bite of which your skin will start to rot. A stump can turn out to be a poisonous shefleng, whose saliva leaves you paralyzed for a couple of hours. And that’s just to name a few, don’t make me start on the other, even worse monstrosities that live here.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes wide open!” Ash said. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll get lucky.” Mary sighed, ignoring him, “and get through without a fight. Otherwise, we’ll be forced to fight to the death every step we make.” 
 
    Ash nodded and pretended to take a couple of notes by scribbling with his finger on his palm. A week ago, Mary would’ve lost her temper, but she had long stopped caring. Every adventurer had their quirks, Ash’s was feigned childishness. She had no doubt that he was putting on an act, but she didn’t care why he was doing it. She was an adventurer, not a judge. 
 
    “Alice, keep an eye on him,” she said, nodding toward Ash, who was “reading” his notes and seemed to be working on fixing spelling errors in them. 
 
    Alice snorted and covered her mouth with her hand, trying not to laugh. Ash smiled broadly at her and offered to read the notes out loud. She couldn’t help but laugh. Lari shot them a glare. He didn’t like the fact that she was getting so close to someone as suspicious and unpredictable as Ash. 
 
    “We look like jesters, not a troop,” she thought, consulting Tul’s map. “All right, people, let’s move out.” 
 
    Following their leader, the Stumps entered the shadow of the cursed forest. According to an ancient legend, a long, long time ago, the most beautiful girl the world had ever seen was born here. There wasn’t a single poem in which her appearance would be described the same as in the ballads already composed. 
 
    However, all the bards and minstrels agreed that her smile alone could make the rivers flow backward, cherry trees bloom in winter, and the sun rise in the west. 
 
    As all love songs would have it, this beautiful girl fell in love with a simple potter. The boy, they said, wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed nor the handsomest lad in the land, but the way he played the flute could make the sky itself cry or smile. 
 
    It was love at first sight and a life full of happiness. They were even expecting a child. But, no love tale would be a love tale without some tragedy. 
 
    On one not very beautiful day, the God of war and patron of blacksmiths, Raigo, was in a hurry from a battle to the heavenly halls. He rode on his war ram, whose hooves were of pure flame and whose horns sparkled with lightning. 
 
    He leaped across the seas and oceans, raced across the rivers and lakes, until he met a lady whose beauty was sung about in a thousand and two ballads. Raigo fell in love with her at first sight and offered her to go with him to the halls, where the Supreme Lord, the Jasper Emperor, would make her his daughter and grant her immortality. 
 
    The girl laughed. The sound of her voice made the flowers around her bloom and the hardened warrior blush like a scorned child. She told him that she loved the potter and that she didn’t need anyone else. Her reply made Raigo furious and he killed the young woman in a fit of blind rage. Afraid of what he had done, the God ran away, and the potter, finding his beloved dead, could do nothing but grieve. 
 
    For ten days and ten nights, he played the flute, and for ten days and nights, the heavens wept black tears, drowning the forest below. From the rotten, tear-soaked soil rose what is now called The Forest of Shadows. No one knew what happened to the potter. Every bard came up with a different fate. Some said that he went to Heaven to take revenge, others that he had gone to the Abyss to find and bring back the soul of his beloved. 
 
    “That’s a nice, but sad story,” Alice said to Ash. 
 
    “Keep it down you, two,” Tul said, ducking under another branch. He was in the lead as he knew how to navigate the forest and find the hidden paths. He wasn’t afraid of the purple grass or the giant trees that loomed over them like weeping giants. 
 
    The trunks creaked and the crowns swayed, their rustling instilling fear in the soul of passersby. Every couple of steps, Alice lifted her head to look up. Because of the dense foliage, it seemed as if the sky itself was shrouded in darkness, through which only the faint light of Myristal shone occasionally. 
 
    The little girl wrapped her cloak around her and adjusted the crystal amulet. Ash could feel her fear, but he couldn’t protect her. He knew more about the forest than any of the Stumps. During his travels, he had heard many a legend of cursed places. Most of them were a hunter’s tale, but there were some that were true. Even the famous guilds avoided this cursed forest for a reason. 
 
    The group moved slowly, carefully choosing their path. Birds that looked more like bats saw only a string of light from their perches, wandering somewhere toward the depths of the abyss. The flickering torches brought the shadows to life, confusing the eyes and senses of even the most skillful of adventurers. Roots became dangerous snakes, branches – hands of mighty beasts, any hole was a gaping maw, and tree a giant, famous for their love of human flesh. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Alice.” Hearing someone whisper in her ear made the young girl jump in surprise and clutch her wand until her fingers hurt. “Don’t worry. They’ll protect you.” 
 
    Turning around, she stared in surprise at Ash, wondering why he wasn’t as pale as the rest of them, why he kept smiling even though he knew that his rags wouldn’t protect him even from the thorn bushes. 
 
    Contrary to all logic and common sense, Ash walked calmly behind all of them with a hop in his step and a smile on his face. He didn’t seem to care that he was the last in line, which was the most dangerous position to be in at the moment. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he repeated. 
 
    “Stupid,” Alice mumbled and turned away. “Of course he isn’t afraid, he doesn’t know what he’s getting himself into. He’s just stupid.” 
 
    She walked on, feeling her fear begin to recede for some unknown reason. Breathing became easier and she no longer felt like some dangerous beast lurked in every bush. 
 
    Ash, noticing how her shoulders relaxed, nodded contentedly. He didn’t give a damn about Kessa’s words or the Master’s advice, or even if the God of all Gods came down from the Heavens and ordered him to do something. He’d just flip him off and tell him to shove it. 
 
    All he knew was that he had to help save a little girl who was suffering from a terrible fever. For her sake, he was willing to do more than oppose the Order, whose power was comparable to the combined strength of the armies of the five kingdoms. 
 
    He walked calmly along the path, his footsteps accompanied by the blows of his staff hitting the ground. Every creature that lurked among the playful, mischievous shadows remained in its place, trembling with overwhelming terror, bound by fear of Hu-Ching’s disciple, called the Blue Flame. They were more afraid that the dragon’s disciple had not only escaped his domain, but had also taken his master’s head with him. 
 
    A few hours later, the forest was colored a shimmering green. Come night, the ancient spirits woke up and began to wonder the forest, looking like what in the songs was often described as lost fireflies. Green spheres danced around the Stumps, beckoning them to follow them into the darkness of the forest. 
 
    Unable to resist, Alice reached for one, but Mary caught her hand. 
 
    “Don’t touch them,” she whispered sternly. “It’s the morguls playing. Fireflies are just a legend. You touch these and you’re lost to us.” 
 
    The girl nodded, hiding her cold hand in the pocket of her robe. Morguls were terrible creatures, similar to angler fish that lived in the deepest parts of the sea. But unlike their toothy water cousins, morguls had four legs, seventeen eyes that never blinked or closed, and a great thirst for blood. Had she overcome her fear for just a moment and looked back, she’d see Ash listening attentively to the lights resting on his shoulder. The green sphere, which had acquired several appendages, looked like a pot-bellied man telling a story to an old friend. The forest fairies couldn’t abandon their “lost brother” (as they called the forest). They couldn’t leave that which had long since died, trapped by the blackest kind of magic. 
 
    “He’s here,” the fairy whispered, tugging on the boy’s scarf. “The great horror is at hand! Helmer is on your trail!” 
 
    The light blinked and faded away, mingling with the others. Ash removed the staff from his ear as he felt his heart skip a beat. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    27th day of the month of Tamir, 318. A.D., Kingdom of Arabist, somewhere in the forest  
 
      
 
   H undreds of fires turned the dark evening into a summer twilight. Myristal shone brightly in the night sky, rivaling in its brilliance with Irmaril. Among the trees and the gray, mended tents, one could hear fervent laughter, the quivering strings of cheap lutes, the beating of old, thinned-out drums, shouts, hums, clinking of metal, and the splashing of cheap booze. 
 
    The Seventh Legion was celebrating its last night under the same banner. Tomorrow, the general and the lieutenant would go to the capital for orders, and the soldiers, having received a good pension, would retire and finally return to normal life. The invincible army, of which only one thousand one hundred and thirty-seven men remained, although disbanded, would forever be remembered. 
 
    Ash, sitting by the fire with the rest of the officers, rubbed his chest. Something had been stirring there for a while, something he didn’t understand. A smile stretched his lips. Never before had he heard such genuine and merry laughter. In honor of their service, each prisoner was released, given one gold coin, and a skin of water. He didn’t understand why he had decided to do that, but everyone supported him, so he didn’t think about it twice. 
 
    “So, Vaha…” Racker nudged one of the officers, a tall, young man with a lot of scars on his face. A former thief, now the captain of a group of hundred. “What are your plans for the future?” 
 
    “Well,” the young man muttered, looking at the fire, “I was thinking of opening a tavern somewhere near the Seven Seas. Smugglers always need safe houses, so I thought…” 
 
    The officers burst out laughing. Vaha had always had a keen eye for business. He’d be able to sell sand to a nomad if he so wished. 
 
    “I thought about going north,” Ergbek joined the conversation, clutching his huge ax. “Nords will begin their campaigns soon. I’ll go to them as a mercenary. My guys are also thinking about it.” 
 
    “A band of mercenaries, huh?” Racker asked. He took a bite of his rabbit and washed it down with some booze. 
 
    “It’s an idea.” Ergbek nodded. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep a spot open for you, lieutenant. If you ever go north…” 
 
    “Nah! Too cold for me!” Racker laughed. “And I’ve heard that Northern women have thicker beards than their husbands and sons.” 
 
    “You’ve got it all wrong, lieutenant!” Raylan and his group of archers laughed. “You’re thinking of dwarves! The Northern women, ah… Waists as wide as your arm, skin as white as the first snow, cheeks red as the dawn, and―” 
 
    “―and hands so skilled in combat that they’d wipe the floor with you before you could even begin to court them!” sneered Skosi, the cavalry leader. He was a young lad, even younger than the general himself. 
 
    “So, what are your plans?” Vaha asked, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    Skosi hesitated to answer at first, but then he shrugged off his shyness. 
 
    “I’ll get married and raise horses.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and then the crowd roared with laughter. It was both difficult and funny to imagine someone like him getting married. No woman in the thirteen kingdoms would marry such a thug and a marauder. 
 
    “And you, general?” Erbgek asked. “What are your plans?” 
 
    Ash looked up from the dancing flames. What did he want to do? He didn’t know. Ultimately, he’d do what the king told him to do. All he could do was hope that Garangan wouldn’t tell him to continue studying. By the Gods, he hated studying. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “The general,” Racker interrupted, “will busy himself with exploring the deepest depths of magic, in order to one day steal the Archmage’s cap.” 
 
    Ash rolled his eyes and the officers laughed. By now, everyone probably knew how much he hated anything related to studying or training. 
 
    The fun continued until late at night, but after Myristal began to lean toward the west, there wasn’t a single person left in the camp that could stand on their feet without leaning against a tree or a friend. 
 
    Ash, hardened by drinking strong rum, looked suspiciously at the translucent liquid in his mug. In his opinion, the booze was far too watery and weak, so why he was so dizzy? Why did his eyelids feel like steel curtains and why was there a fog enveloping everything? 
 
    He tried to get up but instead fell face-first to the ground. The last thing he saw was Racker smirking, swinging an empty vial in his hand. Ash glanced at the empty barrels and instantly understood – they had been given a sleeping potion. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ash awoke abruptly. His eyes shot wide open and his hand immediately reached for the staff, but found nothing except cold air. The king’s gift hadn’t been able to survive the siege of Zadastra, leaving its master defenseless. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” he croaked. 
 
    During his slumber, the forest had been turned into a nightmare, created by the imagination of a frightened boy huddled at the hem of his mother’s skirt. A bloody bacchanalia, an orgy of mad demons – those were just some of the comparisons that surfaced in his mind. 
 
    He was sitting in the midst of a forest fire, watching monsters battle one another. Half-human, half-wolf, they fought each other as if instead of reason they had only madness left. They gnawed at their opponents, falling under claws and fangs themselves. The grass was red with blood. Guts hung from the branches. The flames hissed, licking wounded heads and arms. 
 
    A terrible growl rang out. 
 
    Ash jumped to his feet, shivering like a leaf in the wind, and tried to tame the flames, but in vain. The element didn’t want to obey the weak mage, whose hands were shaking as if he was suffering from a deadly fever. 
 
    Another roar came, closer and louder than before. Ash raised his head and came face to face with a giant beast. Its muscles were visible even under the thick fur, and its fangs were the length of daggers. He didn’t dare look lower to see just how big its claws were. For the first time in his life, the young mage understood what fear was. The knowledge came suddenly, together with the sweat that wetted his back and vomit that clamped down on his throat. 
 
    His heart skipped a beat as the beast snarled and charged, dashing across the blood-soaked ground. He was so confused and scared that he couldn’t even close his eyes to at least spare himself of looking death in the eyes. He stood and watched the black shadow rush toward him like a lead bullet fired from a musket. Another beat skipped, but he didn’t feel the blade-like claws ripping through his chest and stomach. 
 
    The monster landed behind him and began to tear at another creature. Ash turned around in disbelief. The fangs, the claws, the maddened eyes… The beast was no beast, but Ergbek. 
 
    Even more confused, Ash looked around the battlefield, realizing that it wasn’t werewolves that were fighting around him, but his men. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Someone chuckled behind him. 
 
    Ash immediately recognized the voice. He didn’t even need to turn around. A terrible pain shot through his chest and red droplets appeared on the grass. He fell to his knees, coughing as the blade tore through his lung. 
 
    A shadow loomed over him. Racker looked down at his general, feeling only disgust. He had once considered him a worthy leader, someone who didn’t suffer from foolish notions such as “honor” and “morals.” He had led the Legion into the craziest of battles, allowing them to fulfill their wildest fantasies, but all of that had changed. 
 
    He had begun to feel the general’s cold heart grow soft. He saved the foal, didn’t allow the captive children to be burned, forbade them to level Zadastra with the ground, and then he dismissed the Legion, giving them all a gold each! But all these were trifles in comparison to his biggest transgression. 
 
    A fire-wielding wizard could become a force to be reckoned with if they used the Dragon’s Essence. Ash could’ve surpassed the legendary First Master, he could’ve risen above the kings, outshone the epic heroes, could’ve been compared to the Gods themselves! But what did the fool do? He locked the Essence in a chest, determined to blindly follow the king’s orders to the letter! 
 
    If Ash was too much of a coward to defy the king, then he, Lieutenant Racker, would be more than happy to get that task off his hands. 
 
    Grimacing, he turned Ash’s body over with the toe of his boot. Blood was trickling from his chest. All he needed to do was pull out the dagger and let the mage choke on his own blood and vomit. 
 
    “I see you’re not surprised,” he commented, looking at the young man. 
 
    Ash was silent but there was something elusive in his eyes. He couldn’t tell which hurt more – the steel in his chest, or the metaphorical knife in his back. He realized that he couldn’t escape death and made peace with the fact that his days were numbered. He had served the king faithfully, following orders to the very end, as he had been taught by his mentors. He had followed all the principles of the religion of the thirteen kingdoms that the high priest had hammed into his head. As per the king’s orders, he had led his men into terrible battles. He knew by heart all the Words that Arthur had explained to him. 
 
    As the steel sunk deeper into his chest, Ash began to understand things that he hadn’t realized before. He was suddenly aware of the fact that his entire life had been led and dictated by other people. He finally realized the meaning of the word “to want” – he wanted to live, to live as he pleased! 
 
    A ball of fire shot up into the air. Racker, roaring like a wounded beast, tried to put out the flame that had caught his hair and beard. When he finally managed to subdue it, Ash was gone. All Racker saw was a shadow fading away among the burning trees. 
 
    “Run as much as you want!” He laughed, clutching the Essence in his hand. Around him, the Legion was dying, not realizing that it was killing itself. The stars continued to twinkle, seemingly indifferent to the chaos happening below them. “Run all you want, but you’re still dead!” 
 
    By morning, the king would have learned about Ash’s betrayal. He’d then order that the mage be stripped of all regalia and awards, and that all land and coin be taken away from him. Any mention of the young man would be erased from the scrolls and chronicles. Oblivion will take not only the name of the man he had trusted as his own brother and son, but also all of those who had gone with him. The Seventh Legion will be remembered not for its deeds, but for its transgressions. 
 
    Posters would be displayed all over the continent, offering a reward of five thousand gold pieces to whoever brought the head of the murdered whose name could no longer be spoken. 
 
    But none of that would happen until the next morning. Until then, the stars would continue to twinkle above the forest of Mons. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Ash staggered through the trees, pressing his hand to the wound. He knew that if he pulled out the dagger, life would begin to pour out of him faster than sand from a broken hourglass. Running, he’d sometimes stumble over roots. Tearing his hands on the bark, he kept his weak body on its feet by leaning against trees. He was aware that he wouldn’t get up if he fell. Unfortunately, sometimes, no matter how much one tried, you couldn’t go against the will of the Gods. 
 
    Making his way through a bush, Ash realized too late that there was a cliff ahead. He managed to grab onto a branch but only experienced even greater pain when a long, deep cut reddened his palm. He fell, sliding down the slope. With each blow, the dagger sunk deeper into his wound. The agony became so intense that he began to taste metal as blood filled his mouth – he had bitten off the tip of his tongue. After that came a blow that knocked the air out of one lung and filled the other with blood. And then everything calmed down. The sky no longer played tag with the earth and the stars no longer flickered like torches. 
 
    Ash lay in a ditch, feeling the grass under his back become wet with blood. Luckily, he didn’t break anything during the fall. 
 
    “You’re here,” a gurgling rasp came out of his throat along with blood. 
 
    A shadow flickered in the crown of one of the trees looming above and another figure appeared in the ditch. The stranger was a short man, dressed in blue robes and sandals made of wood and hemp rope, but his power was almost palpable. Even the wooden rosary clutched tightly between his thick fingers couldn’t detract from this. 
 
    Without knowing why, Ash smiled wryly at the shaven head of the strange man, whose eyes were more like narrow slits and skin the color of amber. 
 
    “How did you notice me?” the man asked in a high-pitched, somewhat squeaky voice. 
 
    “More like… when,” the young man wheezed, staring into the dark, almost black eyes. “I noticed you… in the shadows… a couple of months ago… You’ve… been following us…” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “You. I’ve been following you,” he explained. 
 
    Ash fell silent. Spitting blood, he repeated one of Racker’s favorite jokes. 
 
    “Sorry, you’re not… my type.” 
 
    The man just stared at him. 
 
    “You know,” he said, somehow strangely, “I was ordered to kill you. I descended from the mountain, left my brothers and the monastery, traveled through the wildest and most terrible lands, hoping to meet a worthy opponent… I thought that there must’ve been a reason that I went through the trials written in my scroll of destiny by Liao-Feng himself. But what do I see? A brat that hasn’t even lived his twentieth winter.” 
 
    “You know,” Ash smirked, surprising himself, “I’m kinda dying here… You better hurry up with… your speeches…” 
 
    “I should’ve killed you immediately.” The stranger sighed. “But I changed my mind. I waited and I watched, as the heavenly sage’s commandment dictated. I longed to see the darkness in your heart, but instead I saw nothingness. I should’ve killed you, but I kept watching.” 
 
    “You really… like talking,” Ash wheezed, feeling his legs going cold. “Just like… my teachers…” 
 
    “Well, I was awarded for my patience,” the man continued, ignoring Ash’s dying comments. “I’ve watched you bloom like a flower. I saw how you saved the foal, how you put the comb in the girl’s hand, how you fed the children, and how you freed the prisoners. At that moment, I realized that I had no right to judge someone who hasn’t been born yet. That’s why, by the wisdom of Liao-Feng, I grant you a possibility of rebirth. Or, if you’d like, a quick death.” 
 
    The stranger leaned down, placing a sinewy hand on the young man’s chest. He uttered something Ash didn’t understand and stared into his eyes. 
 
    “If you don’t feel pain, I’ll kill you. If you survive what’s to follow, you just may be able to live. Prepare.” 
 
    A soft, white light enveloped his palm. 
 
    “The Art of Mok-Pu: Resonance!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    22nd day of the month of Zund, 322 A.D., Age of the Drunken Monk, Forest of Shadows 
 
      
 
   “I t’s sure taking a while,” Blackbeard muttered, watching Ash raise a shield over their campsite. 
 
    For half an hour, the young mage had been drawing a circle on the ground around their camp with his staff. All this time, the rest of the squad was on guard, covering him in case something happened. They had to remain huddled inside the circle, however, as Ash needed a reference point of its center. If he made a mistake by a couple of degrees, he’d have to do everything all over again. Mary couldn’t take that risk – it was already way too late in the evening, so she did her best to make sure everything went smoothly. The rest of the squad expressed their dissatisfaction by mumbling under their breaths. 
 
    They all wanted to finally go to bed. The last few days had passed without incidents, but the Forest wasn’t a place for a picnic. People who found themselves here would often begin to think and do things that would normally seem impossible to them. This was often blamed on the oppressive atmosphere, eternal darkness, and the dancing shadows, which wasn’t far from the truth, but there was far more to it. 
 
    Ash joined the lines and stood in the center, smiling as he squeezed himself between Lari and Tul. He then closed his eyes and began to speak in a hushed voice. His friends couldn’t hear the Words he spoke, just watch as his lips moved silently. Sometimes, Ash would tap the staff on the ground, making the circle glow and then become silent again. 
 
    Lari still couldn’t forgive him for what he had done. Despite the fact that Ash had started to grow on him, he still considered the mage a charlatan unable to pull a rabbit out of a hat, let alone use a spell as complex as this one. 
 
    Ash watched him out of the corner of his eye, remembering the Archmage’s lessons. The old man had taught him well, telling him about the secrets of magic. He liked to say that this art was a very complicated and confusing thing. Then again, that was how it was meant to be. As he explained it, magic was divided into two forms, both of which Ash was already familiar with: Words and spells. 
 
    The latter were available to any mage, be they a master who knew the secrets of the oldest scrolls, or novices, who had nothing more than a spark of magic in them. In their essence, spells were just a string of specific Words. This was why a mage’s worth was determined not by the type but by the number of Words they knew. 
 
    According to rumors, the most esteemed of mages could come up with about a hundred and twenty spell combinations, and the notorious Ash, about six hundred. Of course, not all spells were as simple as, say, levitation. Some of them required knowledge of many obscure Words as well as control over them. After all, it wasn’t enough to just say the Words, you also needed to put energy into them. However, more on that later. 
 
    The Archmage, who liked to keep everything orderly, used to repeat the following: “In this world, there are several types of spells: ‘ordinary’ – available even to novices, ‘complex’ – only for experienced mages, ‘serious’ – for those who had begun to look deeper into the workings of magic, and ‘great.’ ” 
 
    These ‘great’ spells were often tales of bards and drunken babblers, but it was rumored that some mages were able to use them by combining more than three dozen Words and using an incredible amount of energy. The Circle of the Elements, being a great spell, according to reliable information, combined thirty-six Words. 
 
    There was only one person in the Stumps who decided to count the number of Words Ash had used for his spell. By the time the red dome appeared above the clearing, the mage had already used twice the number he had claimed to know back in the tavern. Ash had used more than a hundred words in less than a month and a half of their campaign – an astonishing, almost impossible number. There were no more than a thousand magicians in the world who could boast of such knowledge. 
 
    “Tul,” Mary called. 
 
    The hunter nodded and walked over to the edge of the circle. However, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t break through the barrier. He then nodded and went back to his sleeping bag – they had decided not to put up tents. 
 
    “Good job, Ash,” Mary smiled, smacking the dazed young man on the shoulder. 
 
    As far as he recalled, this was the first time that she had ever complimented him. His joy knew no bounds. Perhaps that was why he began to tug on the edge of Alice’s cloak, asking her to share a sleeping bag with him. Lari turned red with anger, but the young girl only laughed, not taking Ash seriously. He responded with a smile and a laugh, saying that he was only kidding. 
 
    “All of you, to bed!” Mary ordered loudly. She was sure there was no way that anyone or anything would come through that barrier. “We get up at the crack of dawn!” 
 
    The Stumps nodded and crawled into their bags, putting their weapons and armor next to them, just in case. The barrier was good, there was no denying it, but a little caution couldn’t hurt. Alice, noticing that Ash wasn’t sleeping, but smoking a pipe, crept up to him and wished him a good night. 
 
    “Good night to you, too.” He nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    Thinking that she was being ignored, Alice snorted resentfully and turned back. Burying her nose into the warm, cozy wool, she continued to watch with interest as Ash made the smoke take different shapes. Sometimes, they were ships floating over the grass, sometimes birds circling their heads, but more often than not, they were flowers playing in the thickets. 
 
    Ash smoked his favorite tobacco from the southern plantations, listening to the nighttime song of cicadas and crickets. In this world of eternal gloom, the melody might’ve seemed out of place, but still they sang. During his stay in the mountain, he missed these musical crackles and creaks. 
 
    Now, eight years after leaving the monastery, he couldn’t forget the evening and morning gong that announced the rise and set of Irmaril. 
 
    Ash smiled at the memory, but didn’t dare lie down. Tonight, there would be an eclipse. Night would fall over the thirteen kingdoms, during which neither Myristal nor the moon would shine in the sky. During these nine hours of darkness, the most terrible creatures and monsters would come to visit their world with Helmer, the Lord of Nightmares, marching proudly at the head of this terrible parade. 
 
    Helmer was an ancient demon who couldn’t be defeated even through the combined efforts of the ten Wandered Guilds. According to legend, the First Master had managed to seal a piece of the demon’s power in an artifact, which he was forced to constantly carry with him. 
 
    Minutes passed, followed by hours. At one point, Ash put the pipe away and let out a sigh of relief. Perhaps the fairies had made a mistake and Helmer wasn’t really going after them, but somewhere on his own, demonic business. 
 
    Unfortunately, this was not the case. 
 
    Ash, before he even realized what had happened, gasped, feeling the weight of the abyss itself fall on the dome. 
 
    It was dark before, but it seemed to get even darker now, as if the shadows themselves came alive, breathing, undulating, and devouring every ray that accidentally wandered into the dead, cursed woods. It crept closer and closer until it was basically stuck to the Circle. 
 
    Ash retrieved a wooden rosary from under his shirt and placed it between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand. He raised it to his chin and began to whisper a spell. To anyone else, it might’ve looked like he was praying, when in fact, he was embedding the Circle with his most powerful warding charms. Alas, he had never fully understood them, so they weren’t as strong as they could’ve been. 
 
    The black fog spreading across the ground suddenly began to split into hundreds of tiny spheres – dark fairies, the filthy creatures. They came to the sleeping children, conjuring the most terrible nightmares in their innocent little minds. Individually, they weren’t particularly dangerous, but there were at least a thousand of them now. There was an entire army of these vile, fanged creatures with leathery wings. They resembled bats more than they did their forest cousins, with which they shared only common history and ancestors. 
 
    “Ah, so there you are,” said a melodious, mesmerizing voice. “I expected a more… impressive-looking fellow, I’ll admit.” 
 
    An unnaturally tall man stepped out of the darkness. Eight feet tall and as thin as a spear, he looked like an inept drawing of a novice apprentice. Who was drunk. And working in pitch darkness. 
 
    On his head was a gray, wide-brimmed hat that hid his face, only occasionally allowing his left eye to twinkle with a crimson glow. His long hair flowed as if it was resting on water, but Ash felt no wind, only a dead calm. 
 
    Helmer came closer, and through the slits on his torn coat, the same color as his hat, Ash saw eyes and smiles of terrible creatures. Dozens of pupils and hundreds of fangs peeked through the numerous holes. The demon walked smoothly as if he were walking on clouds instead of the ground. Empty sleeves of his coat fluttered behind him, and in his hands, folded across his chest, he held a bleeding sphere – a Demonic Essence. Little nightmares danced around his feet, flashing their toothy grins at the mage. A long piece of cloth separated from the coat, holding a small, simple burner. The flame dancing on the wick had a mystical purple glow. 
 
    The demon sat opposite the mage. He reached out to the side, causing the fairies to stir. Soon, a bottle of expensive wine rolled down them like from some surreal conveyor belt. 
 
    Helmer pulled a cup from the pocket of his coat and picked up the bottle by sending forth another ribbon of his coat to bring it to him. 
 
    “Not bad,” he said, having tasted the wine. “You’re awfully rude, ignoring me like that.” 
 
    Ash continued to move his lips soundlessly, sometimes shaking his rosary. The staff that lay on his lap flashed red every now and again, runes appearing and disappearing whenever a spell would become active. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t overcome Helmer’s power. The Circle began to weaken, cracks spreading over it like cobweb. Blood was pouring from his nose. 
 
    “Oh, dear, I apologize about that,” Helmer drawled and waved his hand. The pressure immediately disappeared. 
 
    Ash exhaled sharply and spat blood. He began to breathe more evenly, feeling the weight subside. The cracks instantly disappeared and the Circle shone with its faint, fiery glow once again. 
 
    “Want some?” 
 
    “I don’t drink wine,” Ash replied. Despite the fact that he was pale as chalk, he was smiling once again. But only a fool would be deceived by his kind, naïve smile. And Helmer was no fool. 
 
    “Understandable.” The fairies spun again, taking the bottle away. “I’m not a big fan of strong spirits either. I prefer virgin blood, but it’s hard to come by these days.” 
 
    “I hear the Crystal Forest is full of them.” 
 
    The demon made a strange sound and adjusted his hat. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll visit our long-eared friends, thanks for the tip.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d love to hear a ballad about a demon whose jewels were adorned with arrows.” 
 
    “Are there any more like it?” Helmer asked, genuinely interested. “I collect legends and poems about myself. They’re so fun.” 
 
    “Really now? How do you do that?” 
 
    “Simple!” the demon exclaimed with a smile. “I go to a bard’s house, cut off their head, and then take it with me. Sometimes, when the melancholy takes over, I make it sing. Sometimes, I make the heads sing in chorus.” 
 
    Ash didn’t comment. For him, severed heads weren’t something shocking. Even singing ones. 
 
    “You’re a fun fellow.” Helmer grinned. Instead of teeth, his mouth held the same nightmares as the holes in his cloak. “But, as they say – business before pleasure. I still have to conjure nightmares for little children, whisper sweet nothings into the ears of maidens, and make young men stray from their path, and so on and so forth, so here you go.” 
 
    As if nothing had happened, the demon reached through the Circle and threw a black flute at the young man’s feet. At the same time, the rosary crumbled to dust and Ash began to wheeze again. Helmer abruptly pulled back his hand. 
 
    “Pardon, I forget that the others aren’t so powerful.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” Ash smiled, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
    Helmer slapped his knee. The fairies stirred and began to gradually retreat into the forest. 
 
    “Bear in mind, help will come only once.” 
 
    Ash looked at the flute, then back at him. 
 
    “Why are you giving me this?” 
 
    “Why? Well, you’re a young knight on a mission to save a princess! The daughter of king… Ga… Galahad? Gorgon? Garangan! That’s the name! I’ll help you out. Oh, don’t look at me like that. Have some trust!” 
 
    Only a fool would think that a demon would help them out of the goodness of their heart. Ash knew very well that Helmer was doing this only because it benefited him somehow, but he didn’t care. He didn’t care what games the Order, Garangan, or this wretched demon were playing. If it was a problem, the Gods could interfere, this had nothing to do with him. 
 
    Helmer, though sitting cross-legged, gradually moved away from the Circle. He sat completely still, looking like a statue being floated away by some kind of magic. 
 
    “Oh, right! I completely forgot!” he said, snapping his fingers. “I owe you a prediction. You might want to tell your friends how much you love them, because they’re all going to die tomorrow. Don’t even try stopping it, there’s no going against fate, lad. Also, you will very soon decide that taking the life of an innocent will be the best fate for her. That’s all. Have a lovely evening!” 
 
    The demon disappeared, taking with him the hungry blackness and the devilish fairies. Ash dropped to the ground, arms outstretched in relief. Through the dense foliage, which loomed above him like another sky, the light of lonely stars, left alone by their queen, Myristal, occasionally broke through. 
 
    There were probably a handful of mortals who got to see Helmer and tell the tale, and even fewer were those who had received a gift from him. If you believed the songs and legends, everything that the ancient demon predicted eventually came true. No matter what you did or how hard you tried, things would unravel exactly as he had told them. The funny thing was that, sometimes, it was the attempts to prevent an unfortunate outcome that made the predictions come true, 
 
    Without hesitation, Ash crawled into the sleeping bag and covered himself, sinking deep into the wool and canvas. He desperately needed sleep. 
 
    Little did he know that one of the Stumps was lying wide awake. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
   T he next morning, the group got up as usual, but Lari had overslept a little. All in all, the morning went like any other, but Mary couldn’t get her eyes off Ash. It wasn’t that he had woken up looking more handsome or attractive, but there was something under his usual carefree and child-like smile. He was constantly twitching at every rustle and creak and trying to cover Alice, who perceived everything as a game. 
 
    Mary had seen this type of behavior before. 
 
    Inexperienced Ternites, going on their first adventure, often couldn’t stand the road life and returned home. They made good artisans, explorers, and merchants, but not travelers. Perhaps Ash was one of those who should sit behind high walls and not roam the expanses of this nameless world. 
 
    “Are you alright? You look tense,” she asked, having caught up with him. 
 
    Ash twitched but still smiled. Even his smile looked a little strained. 
 
    “I’m fine, just tired. Do we still have a long way to go?” 
 
    “We’re getting closer.” 
 
    Mary had no doubt that Ash was close to breaking down and being afraid of even his own shadow. She patted him on the shoulder and stood at the left side of the cart. 
 
    Ash stumbled in surprise and for a long time couldn’t understand what she had meant by this gesture. Maybe she was in touch with Helmer, too. 
 
    Mary, on the other hand, was happy with the pace that the squad confidently kept. If Tul kept leading the Stumps past all obstacles and monsters, they might be able to reach the plain in two, maybe three days. There was a swamp close to Lurka, behind which lay a mountain chain called Rezaliks. From their snowy peaks, several volcanoes could be seen – the Fire Mountains. They should reach them in a month. It wasn’t the longest journey, but it was definitely one of the most dangerous ones. Rare were those who went there on their own and almost no one crossed the Rezaliks in the time of one campaign. Their journey might inspire ballads, bring them fame, and even more coin. 
 
    While Mary counted the unearned gold, the party went about their business. Blackbeard and Tul stood guard over the wagon, turning their heads left and right with such speed that you could hear their necks cracking. Tul confidently followed the trail, not suspecting that all the creatures in the area had fled because they were deathly afraid of Ash. Only Alice, being a healer and all, hadn’t been given any tasks, having been told that she needed to preserve her energy. Every now and again she’d try to start a conversation with someone, but they’d just wave her off, telling her that they were busy. Even Lari said only a few words before returning to his watch duty. Bored, she tried to chat with Ash, but he, as if he wasn’t being himself, ignored her. 
 
    “Fine, then!” She pouted and crossed her arms. “Be like that!” 
 
    Looking down, she kicked a couple of  pebbles and complained how disappointing it was that the Forest, so dreadful according to stories, turned out to be such a bore. If only she knew what kind of surprise the woods have been preparing for her, she would’ve shut her mouth and thanked the Heavens for the dullness that accompanied their travels so far. 
 
    Marry suddenly raised her hand, causing them to halt. Sun had begun to shine through the leaves. It was midday. 
 
    “Finally,” Blackbeard mumbled, plopping down on the grass. It was easy for everyone else to walk for hours on end, they didn’t have forty pounds of fine steel hanging from them. Nor were they lugging around a giant shield and an ax. 
 
    “Lunch,” Tul reported, walking over to the sacks with food. 
 
    Lari took his place. Any stop, no matter how short, was the most dangerous moment of adventure, according to experienced travelers that is. 
 
    Ash deftly caught the bag thrown to him and nodded in gratitude. Inside it were several crackers and salted meat, an ideal meal for someone who usually ate whatever leftovers he could steal from other tables. 
 
    As he bit into a piece of well-salted jerky, he looked around, Helmer’s words still buzzing in his mind. He had no doubt that he’d make it to the end. However, no one knew that he had embarked on this adventure not just because of the princess, but because of a personal matter. Question was, would this be his last journey? 
 
    “Messenger!” Lari exclaimed happily. 
 
    “You’ll read it later,” Mary said, tossing a coin into the chest cavity of the mechanical pigeon. “Let’s see now…” She flipped through pages with headlines concerning economy and politics, stopping at the news about scandals and fights. “Holy shit!” she exclaimed. No one dared put a bun in her mouth to shut her up. “The Mad Lions have laid siege to Ereweng Castle,” she read. 
 
    Silence ensued. Wars between Guilds weren’t uncommon. Quite the contrary. After all, it was the fastest way to earn coin, fame, and respect. 
 
    “First Esh, then Vane, and now Eric is stealing coin from people,” Blackbeard listed, counting on his fingers. “It seems to me that something ain’t right here.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to add the princess’s illness to that,” Mary added thoughtfully. “And we’ve been warned about the storm… Do you really think that something’s coming?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Tul nodded, reflexively adjusting his belt. 
 
    “Listen,” Mary whispered with a strange smile and twinkle in her eyes. “The witch queen, Rihannon, of the Nerst realm, has sent a dozen of her knights to aid a well-known band of bounty hunters. She seems eager to help the lovely band of misfits in their difficult task of catching Esh.” 
 
    Ash shuddered and muttered something unintelligible. The Stumps, ignoring him, burst out laughing. Everyone knew the story in which the most wanted wizard managed to spend the night first with the queen’s daughter and then with the queen herself. For that, Rihannon wanted to impale Esh’s head on a stake, helping anyone who can prove that they’re after him. 
 
    “Rumors lie,” Ash muttered under his breath, while the others were having fun, cracking vulgar but witty jokes. “I didn’t sleep with her daughter. Why, she’s as terrible as any other woman!” 
 
    “And―” 
 
    “Quiet!” Tul interrupted, looking irritated. Picking up his bow, he pulled the string until it creaked, placing an adamantium arrow on it. “Ready,” he whispered. 
 
    Mary’s sword glowed red. Lari, holding his blade high, crouched slightly, eyes and ears following even the slightest rustling of the grass. Blackbeard stood in front, shield up and ax at the ready. Turquoise waves began to radiate from him, covering the entire squad. Alice and Ash stood behind them all. 
 
    “Winged Death!” 
 
    There was a sharp whistle of an arrow being shot. The Stumps followed it with their gazes as it disappeared in the depths of the woods. It flew through a tall oak tree that shot out of the ground, piercing seven other trees behind it. It stopped at the ninth, having sunk into its trunk up to its plumage. 
 
    The shadow that they had seen between the trees was gone. Winged Death was one of the strongest skills in the arsenal of Ternite hunters. Coupled with a charmed arrow, there was no way that it could be dodged. 
 
    An unpleasant, hoarse voice sounded through the crackling and the rustling of trees and grass. Before the group appeared a druid clad in a robe made of tree bark and rotten leaves. With his knotty fingers, he clutched a staff adorned with a fox’s skull. His wrinkled face, yellowed nails, and white hair that reached to his waist reeked of black magic. This thing might’ve once been a druid, but now it served this cursed forest, bearing the same mark of corruption and death on its soul as everything around it. 
 
    “Get ready!” 
 
    The druid stretched his green lips in a wide grin, revealing a row of sparse, rotten teeth. He then plunged his staff into the ground. Thick roots emerged from the soil and immediately rushed toward the Stumps. Lari darted forward, blades flashing turquoise. 
 
    “Star of the Lagoon!” he shouted and then disappeared. 
 
    A moment later, several blue lines appeared in the air, forming the shape of a star, each crossing one of the nearby roots. When Lari reappeared behind the druid, the wooden serpents fell to the ground with a thud. 
 
    Turning around, he plunged his blades into the druid’s back. The latter turned into a pile of rotten leaves with a loud pop. Green lightning hit Lari in the chest, sending him back a couple of steps. 
 
    “Alice!” Mary shouted. 
 
    The young girl nodded and ran to Lari, who, thank the Gods, ended up landing behind Blackbeard. Crouching by him, she cast a spell and touched the wound with her wand. The burn disappeared in a flash of golden light. Lari leaped to his feet, ready for the next round, complaining how he’d have to repair his armor once this was all over. 
 
    “I hate mages,” he mumbled and then smiled guiltily when he saw the frowns on Alice and Ash’s faces. 
 
    “Pull yourself together,” Mary hissed. “Blackbeard, shield.” 
 
    “Aye. Dragon’s Wing!” 
 
    The turquoise light took the form of a dragon wing that covered the entire squad. Green lightning struck at it relentlessly, but Blackbeard held on, giving his companions a chance to come up with a strategy. 
 
    “He’s… strong,” he muttered, swinging his ax. 
 
    Mary was about to share her plan with the rest of the group when the druid jumped out of the ground in front of Blackbeard. The soil parted like the jaws of some animal and the damned thing flew out of it like a cork from a Champaign bottle. He swung his staff and hit the shield, turning the wing into mist. 
 
    “Needle!” Mary shouted and flew forward with such speed that her sword almost bent from how strong the air resistance was. No one saw what happened next, they only heard a loud bang, followed by Mary crashing into a nearby tree. Her leg was bent at an unnatural angle. A trickle of black blood was running down the druid’s arm. Alice conjured a Golden Cocoon around Mary. She’d take about ten seconds to heal, during which the druid wouldn’t be able to touch her. 
 
    Blackbeard shouted something and ran into the druid like a battering ram, shimmering shield ready to crush anything that stood in its path. Less than a heartbeat later, he was tangled in roots that suddenly grew from under his feet, and thrown to the ground. His nose and left arm were injured. 
 
    Several lightning bolts crackled through the air but were all cut to pieces by Lari who kept flickering in and out of existence. His blades cut with incredible speed, slicing through enemy spells like scissors through parchment. Playing the role of a defender, he couldn’t find the time to properly attack despite the many holes he had spotted in the druid’s defense. 
 
    “Esh!” Tul shouted, drawing the bowstring and firing Scatter Shot. The arrow split into seven, all aiming for the enemy’s head. The druid responded by hitting the ground with his staff, making it light up with orange flames. He then plunged it deep into the soil, causing a fiery shimmer to envelop him. The arrows simply bounced off the shield and fell to the ground, all but one disappearing in a shower of sparks. Tul drew a pistol from his belt and fired bullet after bullet. Not a single hit reached its goal. 
 
    Lari was still fighting while Blackbeard was being treated by Alice. No one seemed to be able to so much as scratch the druid. 
 
    Ash was about to cast a spell when their opponent doubled over in pain as a narrow blade pierced through his side. Mary had managed to heal while he wasn’t looking. Having assumed a rather peculiar stance, she held the sword parallel to the ground, pressing the handle to her shoulder. Dash after dash, she left small holes in the ground in the form of her feet. The druid didn’t dare lower his defenses. And even though he knew where and when her blows would land, he couldn’t keep up with her speed. 
 
    Moving toward the forest, the druid was backed up against a tree. 
 
    “Fury of the Forest!” 
 
    His shout was followed by creaking. The roots of the tree behind him became legs, branches twisted into arms and hands, and the hollows in the trunks turned into mouths and eyes. 
 
    “Ents,” Ash whispered, observing the wooden giants. 
 
    “I got it!” Blackbeard shouted, jumping to his feet and nodding in thanks to Alice. He spun his ax, cutting into a line of five ents, each a dozen feet tall. Wood creaked as it gave way to the turquoise-engulfed steel. Every blow of the wooden arms rang out like a gong as it landed on the heavy shield. 
 
    Blackbeard exchanged a glance with Tul. Both nodded. Lari shouted something. Mary, completing another series of rapid jumps, dodged to the side. Tul snatched an arrow from his quiver and aimed it at the druid who had begun to raise his staff. Judging by the amount of energy he had managed to summon into it, he was about to unleash something terrible. 
 
    A blue mist enveloped Lari’s feet, sending him flying forward. However, he was a couple of feet short of reaching his target. Blades at the ready, he jumped at the flying arrow. 
 
    “Bloody Dawn!” 
 
    Steel flashed red. Lari, pushing off the arrow, cut through the wall of thorns, several ents, and the wooden shield, conjured up by the druid at the last moment. The blades slammed against the staff, but, as strong as the combo of their attacks was, it still wasn’t enough to defeat the druid. 
 
    Ash hit the ground with his staff and Lari’s blades glowed white, slicing through the wood like a knife through butter. The druid didn’t even have the time to scream. His head fell to the ground, followed by his body, wetting the grass with black blood. Ents, devoid of their magical support, crumbled to dust. Blackbeard collapsed with a heavy sigh. His entire left arm was black and blue, and his face was covered in thin, bleeding cuts. 
 
    “Good job, team,” Mary said as she sunk her sword into the druid’s chest. One could never be too sure with them. 
 
    Alice came to Blackbeard to heal him, while Tul went to collect arrows that had fallen nearby. Going into the woods for the rest of them was too risky. Lari, eyes sparkling with greed, reached into the bag with the magic scrolls. Crouching by the corpse, he examined the druid’s robes, staff, and amulets. 
 
    “What nonsense,” Ash muttered, poking the severed head with a stick. 
 
    “Cool technique, isn’t it?” Tul smiled proudly, pulling the arrows out of the bushes. “Lari and I came up with it. He has a special enchantment on his boots and I trained super hard to make the arrows fly even faster. By the way, good job with that fire spell.” 
 
    Tul kept blabbering about the special skills in their arsenal and how well Ash showed himself in his first serious battle, but the young mage was busy thinking about something completely different to pay attention to him. 
 
    He still couldn’t get Helmer out of his head. Much was known about the demon, and there were certainly many stories and legends about him, but what was known for certain was that his predictions were never wrong. So how come they were still alive? Was this not the battle that was supposed to kill them? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
   A lice was treating Blackbeard’s arm while he was actively chugging booze from his flask. 
 
    “He was a tough one,” he mumbled, glancing at his arm. “Bah, if it weren’t for the roots, I would’ve―” 
 
    “If it weren’t for the roots,” Mary interrupted, snatching the flask for him, “he would’ve stuck you on his staff like a shish kebab.” She took a long gulp from the flask and tossed it back to Blackbeard who just frowned in protest. Remembering the skull on the staff and the malicious glint in its hollow eyes, he turned pale and emptied the flask in one gulp. 
 
    Lari, having removed the damaged breastplate and replaced it with a new one, was collecting the loot. He had unrolled the magic scrolls and was laying various items on them. The first thing he put there were boots, the most valuable thing according to him. For any traveler, good footwear was more valuable than a loving wife and a loyal friend. After all, without good shoes, even the smoothes and shortest road would feel like walking on glass. 
 
    Having placed the boots on the circle drawn on one of the parchments, he waited. The runes glowed with a steady lilac light and soon began to form a text. Lari, scratching the top of his head, was sad to see that the shoes were ordinary, devoid of any enchantments or special materials. 
 
    “Garbage,” he said, throwing the boots into the direction of the woods. 
 
    Ash, almost letting out a tear, looked down and patted his worn-out sandals as if to tell them that he had no intention of cheating on them. 
 
    “Oh, that’s interesting,” Lari mumbled to himself. “Hey, Mary, look at this.” 
 
    Turning around, Mary walked over to him and crouched to look at the scrolls. Her eyes seemed to glimmer. The druid’s staff, even though it was split in half, wasn’t an ordinary one. With it, he had the power to control ravens. Not exactly a useful spell, but, according to the runes, a very ancient one, since the era before last. She had no doubt that she’d find some collectors in Mistrit. 
 
    “…Esh, don’t you need one?” she asked, feeling like someone had punched her in the gut. 
 
    The rules were that the loot had to be distributed among the team members first. Whatever was left would be sold to fill the common purse. 
 
    “I don’t,” the young mage replied and shook his head. “Mine’s better.” 
 
    Mary looked at his makeshift crooked staff with skepticism but said nothing. If he didn’t want it, he didn’t want it. 
 
    “So it’ll go to the coin purse!” she said excitedly, carefully wrapping the trophy in a cloth. 
 
    “Nothing out of the ordinary with the robes as far as I can tell… They’re self-made,” Lari said. “They’re odd looking though, but we ought to give them to the experts, the scrolls aren’t picking anything up… There’s also an amulet that allows you to get out of any part of the forest…” 
 
    “Tul?” 
 
    “Already got three.” 
 
    “For sale then,” Mary said, mentally rubbing her hands together as she calculated the profit. If the robes turn out to be something special, they could get more than fifty gold. “What else?” 
 
    “Some very strange rings.” 
 
    “Strange? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look for yourself.” 
 
    Mary looked, rubbed her eyes, and then looked again. Two rings in the shape of snakes eating their tails had burned a big hole in the scroll. She had never seen that happen before. She reached for them but a staff blocked her way. 
 
    “Don’t,” Ash warned. Both his voice and face were unusually serious. 
 
    “Cursed?” Alice, who had finished healing Blackbeard, guessed. 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    The Stumps looked up at him with a frown and were about to tell him that this wasn’t the time for jokes when they realized that the voice didn’t belong to him or anyone else from their team. 
 
    From the bushes emerged a Ternite, a berserker, and a leader of a bigger group. These scumbags were easily identified by their huge muscles and almost complete lack of armor, as well as their weapon of choice ― two axes. Behind him was an assassin, disappearing in the endless shadows, curved daggers glimmering with the most vile of poisons. 
 
    “What beauties,” the warlock behind him almost cooed. 
 
    In his hands, he clutched a silver sword. Something told Ash that this wasn’t another poser and fan of the popular Urga. The warlock, in particular his amulets and yellow eyes, gave off a sense of power. 
 
    The last member of the squad was a black-haired sorceress. In her hands, she held a carved staff with a blue crystal for a pommel. A very expensive trinket that greatly enhanced ice spells. 
 
    “Let us introduce ourselves,” the berserker said with a slight nod. 
 
    Mary nodded in return and was about to reply when Ash leaned forward. With his usual carefree familiarity, he approached the warlock and began to study his boots intently. For convenience, the young mage got down on all fours and started making notes in his imaginary notebook. 
 
    “By the way,” he asked, not taking his eyes off the shoes, “which one of you is Glich?” 
 
    “Uh…” The berserker scratched his head with the back of the ax. 
 
    The warlock pursed his lips in annoyance and tried to kick the idiot, but the said idiot disappeared, appearing next to the sorceress. 
 
    “Jasmine,” he drawled, inhaling the scent of her hair, the color of strong coffee. 
 
    The girl screamed and swung her staff. There was a woosh followed by the sound of branches snapping as Ash disappeared, appearing next to the assassin. The young mage pointed his finger at the dark elf, checking to see if he was a person or a statue someone had put on a tree and forgot about. The assassin didn’t react, but kept standing, wrapped in a cloak bearing the groups insignia – a crossed lute and a blade. 
 
    Ash disappeared again. 
 
    Feeling a tap on his shoulder, the berserker turned and saw Ash standing next to him on tiptoe. Giving him a smile, he then returned to the cart, winked at Alice, and leaned on his staff. 
 
    The berserker gave him a confused look. 
 
    “Don’t mind him.” Mary sighed wearily. “We’re the Wandering Stumps.” 
 
    From the faces of the strangers it was clear that they knew who they were talking to. After all, it wasn’t hard to recognize the insignia depicted on the cloaks, considering how many times it had appeared in the ballads. 
 
    “I know.” The berserker nodded. 
 
    “I take it you want the rings?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Mary looked at her teammates and put her hand on the hilt of her sword. Something was off here. Blackbeard was breathing heavily, clenching his teeth every time he failed to hold up his shield. Lari would be recovering for a bit longer, and Alice had spent most of her energy on healing. Only Tul, Ash, and her were fit for combat at the moment. However, given the fact that the mage was trying to catch a butterfly at the moment, he was out of the question. 
 
    “Why do you need them?” Mary took a step back, hiding her feet behind a stump. Perhaps she could use it as a springboard for her jump. 
 
    “Why do you care?” the warlock spat, swinging his sword. 
 
    “Fred!” the berserker snarled and the warlock instantly disappeared. “I apologize, it’s been a long journey, we’re all tired and nervous.” 
 
    “I got it.” 
 
    “As for the rings… We need them for a mission. We’ve been sent here to help one of the mages from the Order, to collect the items that they have requested.” 
 
    “Is the pay good?” 
 
    The berserker shrugged. 
 
    “Will you give us the rings?” 
 
    “Give you? For nothing in return?” Mary snickered. “Well, good thing you ain’t a merchant, you wouldn’t last long.” 
 
    The berserker just smirked. At that moment, red lightning passed across the warlock’s silver blade. Icy needles erupted from the ground around the sorceress, and the assassin moved deeper into the shadows. 
 
    “You see, miss, we honor the Ternite laws. And one of them says that one shouldn’t buy what one can get on their own.” 
 
    “So you’re robbing us?” Marry hissed and drew her sword. “Heretics!” 
 
    “Hey, hey, no need for name calling. This is just, ah, a different approach to the business. You have what we need. Your team is in no shape to fight. Your defender can’t lift his shield, your swordsman is about to pass out from exhaustion, and your healer is out of juice.” 
 
    Mary couldn’t object. She and Tul together couldn’t possibly beat them. 
 
    “So, give me the rings,” the berserker said with a grin and nodded in the direction of their cart. “And everything else we might find to our fancy.” 
 
    “I have the letter of his Majesty on me,” Mary said. “If I go to any Council, several dozen knights will be on your trail.” 
 
    The berserker was first silent but then he burst out laughing. 
 
    “You leave us no choice then.” The laughter stopped abruptly, replaced by the whistle of steel being drawn. “Kill them.” 
 
    In his opinion, the Stumps posed no danger right now, being in the shape they were in. He’d be bragging about this catch in all the taverns he visited for years to come. He’d make sure that everyone knew that the Songs of Glich weren’t ordinary criminals and that the three hundred gold promised for capturing them was an offensive sum. 
 
    The warlock was the first to rush into battle. Using a speed-boosting spell, he leaped at his target, momentarily turning into a blurry shadow. Instead of the clang of steel of whizzing of spells, there was a cry and a thud when he dove headfirst into a tree at full speed. The tree turned out to be stronger than him. 
 
    Mary, not paying attention to him, jumped at the berserker, pushing off the stump with great force. She hoped that she’d be able to finish him off quickly. Soaring a good seven feet above the ground, she swung her saber, activating one of her most powerful skills – Comet Fall. 
 
    The berserker raised his crossed axes above his head. Steel sang as it struck the enchanted metal. For a big man like him, a blow like that shouldn’t have been too much of an issue, but his right shoulder suddenly ached, as if someone had lit a fire under his skin. He roared like a wounded bear and loosened the grip on his weapons in surprise. Droplets of blood flew into the air as Mary’s blade left a deep cut across his torso. 
 
    The sorceress had already finished casting her spell but instead of conjuring up an ice shield and giving the leader of their group time to attack, she dropped her staff to pull up her robes which began to suddenly fall off. The shield shattered into a shower of snowflakes. 
 
    “Bastards,” Blackbeard growled, covering Tul as he frantically fired arrow after arrow at the shadow that flickered among the leaves. 
 
    The assassin, having found a good angle for a throw, reached behind his back but found nothing – his pouch was empty. The last thing he saw before Tul’s arrow opened his third eye was the idiot mage, twirling the poisoned needles between his fingers. 
 
    “Give up,” Mary hissed through gritted teeth. 
 
    The berserker roared and charged forward. The pain and blood didn’t hinder him, on the contrary, they gave him power. 
 
    Mary was having a hard time dealing with her opponent. Each blow, even if it was the simplest one, threatened to end her. A berserker’s strength lied in their rage, and the stronger the bloodlust, the deadlier their fists and axes became. 
 
    While Mary was circling the raging giant, the sorceress finally overcame her shyness. Letting her robes drop, she launched a huge icicle in Alice’s direction, putting an incredible amount of power into the spell. 
 
    The glittering projectile, nearly three feet long, had almost reached Alice, who was busy supporting her teammates with spells and buffs, when a figure clad in armor appeared in its path. 
 
    “Lari!” she shouted, feeling something warm fall on her face. 
 
    The swordsman collapsed to the ground, clutching the icicle that had pierced his stomach. Alice, holding back tears, knelt by him and began casting all healing spells she knew. 
 
    Tul, having drawn the bow back until it creaked, couldn’t release the arrow. The sorceress struck the ground with her staff, freezing the archer, unprotected by the healer’s spells, in place, taking with him the arm of the screaming Blackbeard who hadn’t had the time to move away from his teammate. 
 
    The berserker, whose right shoulder was covered with a strange black burn, continued to slice the air with his axes, looking for his opponent. At some point, he managed to find Mary. A sword, cut at the hilt, screeched. Mary ducked under the berserker’s arm and, twisting, plunged a dagger into the burned shoulder. The giant roared again and Mary watched in shock as flames shot out from the wound instead of blood. 
 
    The sorceress, having completed another incantation, created a fan of ice knives, which were instantly launched in Lari’s direction. They cut through the air with a loud woosh, but never found their target, having melted halfway to it. The idiot mage appeared in front of her, calmly holding his staff above the ground. 
 
    The berserker rolled his eyes and fell just as Mary slashed his throat, slicing through an artery. Choking on both air and blood, the giant fell to his knees and then collapsed to the ground, twitching and sullying the grass with his blood. 
 
    The sorceress was left alone, but there was no sign that she had any intention of surrendering. She couldn’t afford to back down in front of some pathetic jester dressed in beggar’s rags. If she could beat him, she was sure that she’d be able to beat the rest. 
 
    “Blizzard!” 
 
    With the staff, she drew a wide, wavy arc in the air, and a blizzard consisting of myriads of sharp needles rushed toward Ash. But he didn’t move. He hit the ground with his staff, turning the projectiles in front of him into droplets of warm water. The rest of the needles hit the trees behind him. 
 
    The sorceress, having had time to gather enough power for one of her most dangerous spells, just smiled. She drew a rune in the air with the crystal on her staff. The Word, frozen in the air, shone with a blinding blue. She then plunged her staff into the ground and waves of ice began to radiate from its base, freezing everything they touched. 
 
    Alice and Mary dragged the pale Lari to the cart as carefully as they could, looking at Blackbeard with anguish. He was screaming more and more as the ice bound not only his arm but also his legs. He was still clutching his ax as he couldn’t afford to lose it – he had to protect Tul no matter what as there might be someone else lurking in the woods. 
 
    Soon, the entire clearing turned into an icy tundra, and the trees into huge icicles. Among this wasteland was a small patch of green earth on which stood Ash. Not paying attention to the fact that her opponent had managed to survive another one of her techniques, the sorceress got ready to attack again. She showered him with ice needles, sent snowstorms and blizzards into battle that dusted the forest with snow, but she didn’t so much as manage to touch the idiot mage. 
 
    The cold made a cloud of steam escape from Mary’s mouth. Her hands were blue and trembling, but Ash, standing in his rags, didn’t feel the slightest bit of discomfort. He just kept hitting his staff against the ground, dispelling one spell after another. 
 
    The sorceress was breathing hard. Her legs were trembling and there was blood coming from her nose, a sign of magical exhaustion. 
 
    “Av-Avalanche!” 
 
    She slammed her staff against the frozen ground but nothing happened. She didn’t have enough power for another spell. She was coughing and wheezing, choking on her own blood, but she refused to give up. Clutching her staff, she straightened her back and tried again. 
 
    “Av―” 
 
    “Enough!” Ash shouted. 
 
    He plunged his staff into the ground; at the same moment, a wave of flames swept across the clearing, melting the ice and freeing Tul and Blackbeard from their prison. Mary’s breath was no longer visible, her hands were no longer trembling, and her nails and lips had taken on a healthy pink hue that had replaced the recent blueness. 
 
    “Please, calm down,” Ash practically begged as he walked over to the hunched girl. “Ten years in prison is better than death. You’ve no magic left in you, if you try to cast another spell, you’ll end up killing yourself.” 
 
    The sorceress collapsed to the ground and Ash knelt in front of her. He put down his staff and shrugged off his cloak, intending to cover her, but she waved him away. 
 
    “I know who you are,” she whispered, plump lips stained with blood. “You’re A―” 
 
    At that moment, she turned into a ball of blinding light. When the Stumps regained their vision, all they saw was a handful of ash being blown away by the wind. 
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     “She didn’t listen,” the mage muttered mournfully, getting to his feet. “For every magic, there’s a limit beyond which you cannot go.” 
 
    Ash walked over to his teammates, mentally cursing the sorceress. If she had only kept her mouth shut, she might’ve made it through the day. If only… But it was true that Helmer’s predictions always came true, even if the goddess of fate herself resisted. 
 
    While Blackbeard and Tul were actively drinking to keep warm, Alice shed tears over Lari who seemed to have fallen asleep. 
 
    “Lari!” she wailed, clutching his hand. “Come on! Wake up!” 
 
    The wound had already healed, but the warrior showed no signs of life. 
 
     “I think,” Ash whispered, wringing water out of his trousers, “that only a true love’s kiss can wake our hero.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Alice,” Mary whispered, “everyone knows about the two of you. Come on now.” 
 
    The girl, cheeks red with embarrassment, leaned down but Lari came to life before she could place a kiss on his lips. He suddenly sat up and hugged her. She, not accepting this turn of events, began to beat the poor man. 
 
    “And they call us an honorable group of Ternites…” Mary sighed and facepalmed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
   A  few hours later 
 
    The Stumps were finally done preparing to continue their journey. They loaded the cloaks of their defeated enemies into the cart and buried their corpses into a mass grave (that is, a big hole that they dug as quickly as they could). The sorceress’s staff, made of expensive materials and imbued with powerful magic, Mary would sell to one of the nobles. Sometimes, trust and favors were more valuable than coin. Everything else would be sold at the market, save for the rings, which they buried deep into the ground. As valuable as favors were, they didn’t pay the bills. 
 
    Except for the staff and robes, they didn’t take anything else from the Songs. Honest Ternites considered looting an unworthy act and seldom took anything from their fallen colleagues, save for their weapons. To take one’s clothes was disgraceful and dishonorable. 
 
    The damaged armor and broken sword were wrapped in skins and placed at the bottom of the cart. One of the blacksmiths would probably manage to fix them as the steel had been properly enchanted. 
 
    After they’ve had some rest, Mary announced that they had had a nice warm-up and that the real journey was about to begin. From there on, they traveled without stopping until nightfall. 
 
    During that time, Mary kept glancing at Ash, who kept himself amused by making fun of Lari as the warrior had to lie in the cart with the goods due to his wounds. Alice had forbidden him from walking until she deemed him healthy enough to stand without falling over. Lari was amazed by how easily Ash had dealt with the sorceress. Then again, he shouldn’t have been, mages were more powerful than them. In a battle between two novices, the mage would definitely win. It was only after many years of traveling and learning the secrets of sorcery that a sorcerer could become equal to a mage. Or strong enough to stand up to them. 
 
    By the evening, the Stumps occupied a small clearing, over which, as per Mary’s orders, Ash put up a shield, spending a lot of time and nerves, though not his own, on it. After such a busy day, it was difficult for the squad to remain calm. The fluttering of a bird’s wings, the creaking of roots, the rustling of the wind, all of it made Blackbeard raise his ax and Tul draw his bow, pulling three arrows out of his quiver at once. 
 
    But soon, exhaustion took over, and they found themselves in their sleeping bags. Lari was covered with a thick blanket, having drunk a variety of potions purchased in Zadastra. Alice and Ash remained awake, sitting by the fire. 
 
    “I thought we were going to die,” she said and shivered. She was wrapped in a cloak, even though she was being bathed by the warmth of the fairy lights dancing over the grass. “This was the first time I had to fight with Ternites. It was scary.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that,” Ash said. “We’ve got Mary, Blackbeard, and Tul with us! There’s no one who can defeat them!” 
 
    Alice giggled against her will and glanced at the snoring heroes. She didn’t feel like sleeping at all. 
 
    “And yet… If it weren’t for you…” 
 
    “You would’ve thought of something.” Ash filled his pipe with tobacco and lit it with a practiced snap of his fingers. “I just got lucky. That lady got really confused when her robes fell off.” 
 
    Alice couldn’t help but smile again as the young mage’s eyebrows wiggled comically, turning the smoke into a naked, dancing lady. She leaned her shoulder against him and closed her eyes. She loved Lari with all her heart, but there was just something safe about Ash’s presence. 
 
    Ash smoked, looking up at the trees looming above them. After some time, he got fed up with looking at nothing and waved his hand. The branches crackled and the giant trees seemed to pull back, exposing the night sky. Myriads of stars spilled onto the velvet, turning it into the counter of some rich jeweler. 
 
    Alice didn’t comment. She liked to watch the dance of the twinkling lights around their queen, the beautiful Myristal. Oh, how many songs have been composed about the guiding star and how many more were yet to be written. But no word, be it magical or written, would be able to convey the beauty of the night’s queen. 
 
    “Can I be honest with you?” 
 
    “Of course!” Ash exclaimed. “I’m as silent as a grave, if not even more silent… I mean, the dead can be reanimated and made to share their secrets, but not me!” 
 
    Alice smiled again and, pulling the edges of her cloak over her head, turned to one of the lights and began to pat it as if it were a kitten. To her surprise, it didn’t hurt or burn, on the contrary, it felt soft and warm 
 
    “You know,” she finally said, “I’m not stupid. I understand, but I can’t help it… I’m always afraid and I’m ashamed of it, but the guys…” she paused and looked down. Ash remained silent, not wishing to interrupt her. She had gathered the courage to open up to him, he didn’t want to make her feel as if she had done so in vain. “I just… I want to return home one day.” She sniffed and smiled as the light fluttered up her arm, perched itself on her shoulder, and began to rub against her cheek. “I was born in the outskirts of Kolem, in a small village. All I knew about the world was what I heard from the ballads… Did you ever think that you’d become a Ternite?” 
 
    “I had my suspicions,” Ash replied and shrugged. 
 
    “I could only dream of it…” She lifted the light from her shoulder and set it on the grass, playing with it by tossing it a stick. “My parents were always either in the field or at home. They even chose me a husband, it was going to be an arranged marriage… Someone who doesn’t drink too much and isn’t too stingy. So I went with the caravan to the city to meet him… We almost…” She bit her lip. “I ran away and got into a school. I remained there.” 
 
    Ash was silent. Ternites, Ernites… He didn’t see any difference between them. 
 
    “Sometimes I go west in the evening.” Alice sniffed. “I wonder where my parents are and how they’re doing, whether they have enough crops to feed themselves and my brother… He ought to be seven winters old by now.” 
 
    She played with the light for a while longer, then hugged her knees and looked up at the sky. 
 
    “I wanted to earn coin and leave with the first caravan. The funny thing is, I already have enough, just… Just…” 
 
    “You’re afraid.” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “What if it’s not nice there at all? What if they get scared of me? What if they hate me?” 
 
    “And what if it’s the opposite?” Ash said, putting down the pipe and rolling over on his back. “What if they are waiting for you? What if every evening they look to the east, waiting for their daughter to arrive with the merchants? What if they tell your brother just how strong his sister is? About how she helps people, fulfilling the will of the kings themselves!” 
 
    Alice looked at him and the faint but dreamy smile dancing on his lips. 
 
    “You never went back, did you?” She realized. 
 
    Ash nodded slowly. 
 
    “Is your home very far away?” 
 
    “You could say that,” he replied after a short pause. 
 
    Alice turned away and looked at the sleeping Stumps again. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she said. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid… Is that why you applied for this job? To earn coin?” 
 
    “Nah.” Ash raised his hand as if to reach for the stars. “Not because of that. I, like you, would very much like to go back home, but, alas, I can’t. For me, that’ll always remain a dream.” 
 
    Alice looked back at him but said nothing. She didn’t want to pry or stick her nose where it didn’t belong. In her melancholy, she didn’t think about the fact that the others maybe weren’t as lucky as her. 
 
    “But you know,” Ash smiled and jumped to his feet, “no one in your homeland can do what you can.” 
 
    He raised his hands high, whispered something, and struck the ground with his staff. From under the roots, hidden deep under the ground and grass, emerged butterflies made of fire, similar to those that he had been chasing earlier that day. 
 
    They fluttered about, flapping their beautiful wings and chasing away the gloom with their mesmerizing shimmer. There were so many of them that the whole clearing was soon shining like Irmail had enveloped it with its warm, gentle light. 
 
    Alice got to her feet and laughed as she whirled around the dancing lights. Ash stared at her, feeling joyful for some reason. Perhaps because magic could not only erase entire cities from the face of the earth, but also because it could just as efficiently heal both the body and soul. 
 
    Whatever the reason was, the main thing was that Helmer seemed to have been wrong. 
 
    Or so Ash thought. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
   “W hat kind of beast could have left such marks?” 
 
    Mary studied the long lines embedded deep into the thick trunk of the trees. Such marks couldn’t have been left by any monster known to her. And no one could accuse Mary of being unprepared for this journey and not knowing what she could encounter on the way to the Fire Mountains. She had carefully studied each of the Shadow Forest’s creatures, its features and marks. 
 
    “If you think that’s weird, come look at this.” 
 
    Mary looked around and noticed Tul standing frozen in front of a bush. He beckoned her over with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “What―” she asked, coming closer, and then stopped too, “―is it?” 
 
    Beyond the rotten, purple bushes, was the green vastness of the forest, bathed by the rays of Irmaril. Birds sang amongst the rustling leaves, hares ran through the grass, and the trees no longer seemed like demons frozen in agony. 
 
    “Are we out of the Forest then?” 
 
    “We still have two days to go, if not more.” 
 
    A few seconds later, Blackbeard pulled himself together. He, like the others, blinked in disbelief and tugged at his beard, trying to make sure that he wasn’t dreaming. Alice, helping the slightly limping Lari, almost swore, but was silenced in time with a bread bun and asked to keep quiet. Lari seemed indifferent to the sudden change of landscape. 
 
    “Where… are we?” Mary asked at last. 
 
    “Hell if I know.” Tul shrugged, looking at the map. “I don’t see it here, so we could be anywhere within a seventeen-mile radius of our previous campsite…” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just great!” Mary sighed in annoyance. 
 
    “It seems to me that―” 
 
    “Ash,” she held up her hand, indicating that she wasn’t going to listen to any of his nonsense. “Please, be quiet for a moment.” 
 
    “But there―” 
 
    “I said, shut up!” 
 
    “I just―” 
 
    “Zip it!” she snapped. 
 
    The mage pouted and pointed west. Mary looked in the indicated direction and immediately drew her sword. The rest of the squad, noticing her reaction, also took up their fighting positions, pushing back Lari, who immediately rushed forward. 
 
    A few feet from them stood an ordinary man dressed in a simple shirt and patched-up trousers. His short hair and powerful hands, which were streaked with veins as thick as felt ropes, indicated that he knew a thing or two about military affairs. Mary, who had had one too many near-death experiences this week, narrowed her eyes and clutched the handle of her blade a little bit tighter. Right now, every random encounter was a potential threat. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, blade glowing a dangerous red. 
 
    “I―” 
 
    “Let me go!” Lari snapped and fell forward. He looked up, swallowed noisily, and smiled strangely. 
 
    “Greetings, sir Arlun. It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    The entire squad looked at the stranger in bewilderment. Even Ash had no clue who he was. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lari said, turning to them. “This is sir Arlun of Trina himself! Two years ago, he won in the Arena and then disappeared! It’s said that he was to become the best swordsman on the continent, even enter the Order!” 
 
    “That’s an exaggeration.” Arlun waved his hand. 
 
    Mary looked at Arlun and then at Lari and sheathed her blade. As if on cue, the rest of the squad put down their weapons as well. Only Ash remained holding his staff. 
 
    “I apologize,” Mary sighed, bowing her head slightly in apology. “The past few days have worn us out. Don’t hold a grudge, honorable sir.” 
 
    It wasn’t for nothing that she and Lari were addressing Arlun with the utmost respect – the winners of the Arena were a step away from being granted the title of a knight. Many, if you believed the drunken ramblings in the port taverns, were far more eager to get a title than the monetary prize of ten thousand gold. 
 
    Arlun waved his hand again as if to say that everything was fine. 
 
    “These unfriendly woods don’t make for friendly encounters on roads. However, would you mind doing me a favor?” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You see, my wife made way too much onion soup this morning and I’m afraid that it’ll get spoiled by the next sunset. Would you be willing in helping me get rid of it?” 
 
    At first, there was heavy silence but soon the branches began to rustle, trembling with happy, carefree laughter. The tension eased, making everyone smile. 
 
    “Just one more thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Let’s not be so uptight with one another.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” Mary smiled, glad that she wouldn’t have to watch her mouth around him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Stumps entered Arlun’s home and bowed slightly to the young woman who was whipping her calloused palms on an old apron made of multicolored cloth scraps. She had a kind but fair face, topped with a slightly big, but still lovely nose. A thick, black braid fell from her right shoulder, reaching almost to her rounded hip. Her soft, brown eyes welcomed the guests with warmth. 
 
    “Alun,” she smiled, deliberately swallowing the “R,” “I see you didn’t come back empty-handed today.” 
 
    “You offend me!” He laughed, wiping his boots on a rag laid out on the threshold. “I never come empty-handed.” 
 
    “Ah, I suppose that malnourished rabbits are a catch for you,” she replied with a soft smile and a twinkle in her eyes. “But guests are more to my liking.” 
 
    “Oh, angel of the Heavens,” Ash cried, dropping to one knee and pulling a bunch of wildflowers from under his cloak. “Have mercy on us who are despised. Don’t eat us, poor orphans and beggars, but take these flowers instead.” 
 
    Mary was ready to strangle him but the lady of the house laughed loudly, accepted the bouquet, and pecked the mage’s cheek. Mary had no doubt that Ash had made himself blush somehow. 
 
    “Wash your hands in the barrel,” the lady of the house said, “and join us at the table.” 
 
    Blackbeard exchanged glances with Ash and they rushed to the corner of the room where there was a small barrel with a ladle floating in it. They splashed their hands with rainwater and ran to the table at once. 
 
    Soon, the others joined them at the table, and though their elbows kept bumping into other people’s ribs, the cramped space didn’t bother the seasoned travelers. And when the lady of the house put on the table a huge pot of onion soup and several bowls with pickles and meat, they forgot how to breathe from excitement. 
 
    The couple watched with faint smiles as their guests dug into their food, looking like they hadn’t eaten food in years. 
 
    “May I ask you a question?” Lari inquired, pushing away Ash from his bowl and plate. 
 
    “Of course,” Arlun nodded. 
 
    “This may sound rude, but how come you disappeared immediately after the award ceremony? Why did you come here? This place is a little… strange.” 
 
    The two exchanged glances. Arlun’s wife nodded softly and smiled at her husband who turned to the guests. 
 
    “I knew that after winning, the Guilds would hunt me down, just like the other Masters who were eager to get their piece of glory at my expense. So, I decided to run away from that mess. I wanted some peace and quiet after eighteen years of traveling and fighting.” 
 
    “And what about… Erm, I’m sorry… I never asked for your name…” 
 
    “Elanor,” Arlun’s wife smiled. 
 
    “Oh!” Alice exclaimed. “Like the princess of the Middle Kingdom!” 
 
    Elanor smiled and Arlun continued his story. 
 
    “You see, the Ternites, at times, find loopholes in the laws… None of them exactly forbid, but only warn against relationships with Ernites.” 
 
    “So, that means…” 
 
    “Yes.” Elanor nodded. 
 
    The Stumps fell silent and even put down their spoons. Relationships between Ternites and Ernites weren’t uncommon, but they usually didn’t go beyond a couple of passionate nights or fleeting romances. But living together, especially as a married couple, was considered something unnatural, something mentioned only in sea shanties and vulgar ballads. 
 
    “As for our humble abode,” Arlun said, hastening to steer the conversation away from the controversial topic. “A couple of years ago, we were on our way to the plain, intending to join the traveling artists, when we came across this groove. After a little thought, we decided to stay here. I mean, what better place for two people who don’t want to be with anyone else except each other? The fact that the Forest of Shadows is so close is just a bonus.” 
 
    After that, the conversation turned into jokes and stories. Ash was mostly silent, listening to the Stumps talk about their adventures, which, to no one’s surprise, differed from the rumors and ballads told and sang about them. His favorite story was when the Stumps, at the request of the dwarven chief, searched all over the coast for a blue pearl. 
 
    Contrary to the rumors, they didn’t fight the sea king there, but spent several months shoveling the sand, only occasionally running into merfolk. These vile creatures, able to fight both in water and on land, resembled goblins, only hunched, with gills, and covered in scales. 
 
    By the evening, the girls were helping Elanor clean the table, while the boys had already gone to bed. Their hosts were nice enough to let them spend the night in the hayloft, for which the travelers were immensely grateful. Soon enough, Mary and Alice also went to bed, as did Elanor. At the table were only Lari, devouring every word spoken by his idol, and Ash, smoking and drinking mors[1] made of tart berries. 
 
    “Sir Arlun,” Lari said, looking away in embarrassment, “I know I’m overstepping, but… Would you show me a couple of moves?” 
 
    He waited to be scolded because a warrior’s training procedure was a sacred and private matter as magic was to a mage. No one had the right to ask someone to demonstrate their skills. 
 
    “Of course!” Arlun replied as if he had been just waiting to be asked this question. 
 
    He grabbed the scabbard propped against the table leg and pointed it to the door. Lari, beaming with joy, immediately ran outside, followed by Ash, who didn’t want to miss seeing this. 
 
    Arlun stayed in the house for a bit longer. With a slightly sad smile, he looked toward the closed door where his lovely wife was sleeping. Running his hand over the logs he had cut to make this cabin for the two of them, he stepped outside. He seemed to be saying goodbye to the house even though he’d be out for only a couple of minutes. 
 
    Ash sat cross-legged on the grass and lit his pipe, habitually exhaling whitish smoke that flowed somewhere into the sky, covered with heavy, black clouds. It was going to rain soon. He had never liked rain, especially downpours. Water and fire were, after all, natural enemies. 
 
    The two swordsmen began their training. They warmed up by stretching and then stood still in identical poses for a couple of moments before they began the impromptu duel. They moved in an identical fashion, copying each other’s movements. The swords glinted in the light pouring from the windows. In Ash’s opinion, it was all rather boring so he soon began to doze off, automatically smacking his lips and exhaling fragrant smoke. 
 
    It wasn’t until the two began to talk that he finally woke up. 
 
    “Are you sure, sir?” Lari asked breathlessly, his eyes greedily devouring a pouch that clearly held a scroll. 
 
    “Of course I am, my friend,” Arlun replied. “I’m afraid that if I don’t, my skills will be forgotten. I wouldn’t want that to happen. But if you need a demonstration, I’ll be happy to oblige.” 
 
    Lari wanted to say something, but Arlun had already assumed a fighting stance. He put his feet further apart, bending them somewhat comically at the knees, as if he were sitting on a narrow bench or about to jump on a log. He then raised the light, elegant blade, extending it parallel to the ground. A fraction of a second passed in silence. 
 
    “Singing Blow!” 
 
    The blade seemed to be singing as it cut through the void of the night with lightning speed. At first, nothing happened, and then Arlun stomped on the ground. A nearby tree suddenly split in two with a crash and fell, startling the sleeping birds. 
 
    “That’s―” 
 
    “―amazing!” Ash clapped, coming closer. 
 
    Lari, caught up in the moment, accepted the pouch with a bow, carefully tucking it under his shirt. He didn’t have time to thank Arlun, though, because he swayed and closed his eyes like he was going to fall asleep right there. 
 
    “I think it’s time for you to go to bed, my first, and last student.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re… You’re probably right.” 
 
    Lari, like some recently raised zombie, walked dejectedly to the hayloft, stumbling and holding his head. As soon as he opened the door, he collapsed face-first to the floor and fell asleep. Ash closed the door with a wave of his hand and turned to Arlun. 
 
    “That’s not all that’s in the scroll, is it?” he asked, staring at the blade, the tip of which was pointed in his direction. 
 
    “You’re right. There’s another skill there.” 
 
    Arlun circled slowly around Ash, forcing the latter to follow him away from the house. His eyes glittered with the clear intent of fighting to the death. 
 
    “Lari’s a good man.” Ash nodded, adjusting the grip on his staff. “He’ll manage to learn them.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Arlun chuckled.                                                                            
 
    Soon, they were far enough from the house. Thunder roared in the distance, and the Heavens split open. The grass shivered under the large raindrops driven by the north wind. Snakelike lightning flashed, illuminating the frozen world for a moment. Another loud thunder followed, as if the heavenly blacksmith had warmed up the bellows and slammed the hammer onto the anvil, starting to forge a blade that could kill a God. 
 
    “Sleeping Potions are an old, familiar trick,” Ash drawled, pulling the scarf off his head and removing the lens from his eye. “May I know why you’re doing this?” 
 
    “Coin.” Arlun shrugged. 
 
    Droplets slid off the steel blade, falling steadily to the ground, beating to a rhythm that resembled a funeral march. The skies seemed to announce the death of one of the fighters. 
 
    “Ten thousand wasn’t enough?” Ash asked, genuinely surprised. 
 
    “Does it look like I have that much?” Arlun smiled sadly again. “You see, when you’re a former slave, you don’t dream of coin, but of a crust of bread that isn’t too moldy. I spent all my earning to buy my freedom.” 
 
    Ash had heard of it. Any slaveholder from the Eastern kingdoms dreamed of owning a Ternite. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “And it’s going to get even worse!” Arlun snapped, as if angry with himself. “I don’t want to do this anymore! I don’t want to sit in the middle of nowhere, waiting for another bounty hunter to come looking for me! For the first time in twenty-five years, I have a whole world waiting for me! Two years! It took me two years of being a hermit to forget that I no longer needed to ask for permission to go and take a piss!” 
 
    Ash wanted to tell him that he could’ve always done what he wanted, but he couldn’t. 
 
    “So, why do you need the coin then?” 
 
    “Not for me,” Arlun replied and nodded toward the house. “Forty thousand gold will be more than enough for Elanor to live comfortably for the rest of her life.” 
 
    “And you’re willing to risk your life for that? For the sake of coin?” 
 
    Ash had never understood the obsession over the twinkling metal. Yes, he could accept the stories of lovers who committed sins in the name of love; of scientists who committed crimes to finance their research; of marauding musicians who suffered outrages to feed themselves until their next performances in the cheap and smelly inns; but he never understood the meaning of coin. 
 
    Arlun smiled sadly. His black hair was plastered to his pale forehead, and muddy streams of water ran down the leather armor he had worn before training. 
 
    “If I kill you… She’ll live in prosperity and someday forget about her runaway husband… And if I die… Well, at least she’ll remember me as a hero who went up against a monster.” 
 
    He stared at the heterochromatic eyes but found no trace of emotion in them. It was as if he was looking at a statue or a suddenly animated portrait. He couldn’t afford to stay in the forest any longer. He did what he had come here for. 
 
    The man named Ar Lan died after having lived for only twenty years. Arlun had come a long way from being a twelve-year-old slave to being a thirty-two-year-old man, all for the sake of being able to live his own life. And Elanor… Well, first love didn’t last forever, but he couldn’t leave her with nothing. What he was about to do was an act below the dignity of any knight, even if it was fashioned from lashes and a metal collar. 
 
    “Is it really that nice?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “At home.” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Arlun shrugged. “I was taken as a child. But I’ll definitely find my home.” 
 
    “I hope you will,” Ash said with a nod. He stared at the man in front of him, feeling a mix of pity, envy, and anger. Even though his eyes remained empty, his heart trembled like an autumn wind torn by gusts of wind. 
 
    Distant, but vivid memories flashed before his eyes. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    27th day of the month of Tamir, 311 A.D., Kingdom of Arabist, somewhere in the forest 
 
      
 
   “T he Art of Mok-Pu: Resonance!” 
 
    At that moment, Ash felt the worst pain of his life. It was as if he was being torn from the inside, but it wasn’t his body that was aching, but something else. Every time scenes of war flashed through his mind, he screamed like a wounded animal, trying to tear open his chest with his fingers and remove his heart. 
 
    He saw a mother covering her child be impaled on a staff, he couldn’t help but gag as he watched her bloodied hands hold onto it in the last attempt of saving herself. He remembered the screams of the poor villagers being burned alive in locked and boarded-up houses, and tried to rip his ears off. Blood sullied the grass, but the pain didn’t go away. 
 
    He was sinking deeper and deeper into his memories, feeling for himself all the evil that he had brought upon others with his hands and actions. The screams were like boiling oil being poured into his ears, and the bodies of the slain were like spears that tore through flesh without mercy. 
 
    Bending over, Ash vomited and scraped at this chest, his fingernails long broken and stuck deep into his clothes and flesh. Something hot and salty flowed down his cheeks and his clouded mind began to realize the meaning of things like lust, passion, desire, dream, envy, anger, honor, nobility, death, and something else, so far only glimmering on the border of his bleeding soul. 
 
    For the first time since he had been born, Ash screamed in pain that he had never experienced before. 
 
    “What did you do to me?!” he shouted, cursing the calm monk. A clear drop, akin to rain, fell on the grass. The young mage wiped his cheek and stared at his fingers in disbelief. “What is this?! What’s going on?!” he asked but didn’t get an answer. Unable to stand the horrors that had befallen him, he blacked out. 
 
    The monk bent down and passed his hand over the young man’s chest. All the wounds healed and all the blood returned into Ash’s body as if by magic. The monk shouldered the unconscious young man and headed east, back to Mountain Mok-Pu and his home, where, perhaps with the help of his brothers, he’d be able to save the soul of this poor child. 
 
    26th day of the month of Zund, 322 A.D., Age of the Drunken Monk, Forest of Shadows 
 
    Arlun leaped forward, leaving behind him a patch of ground still untouched by raindrops. His blade flashed with blue lightning and hit the staff engulfed in flames. The ground crackled, exploding under Ash’s feet and turning into a hole. The mage’s face lit up with a grin of anticipation. It had been a long time since he had been forced to take a fight seriously. 
 
    “Third Form: Unity!” 
 
    Arlun loosened his grip for a moment when he saw Ash embody two forms at once. But even that split second of surprise was enough for the mage to send the swordsman flying into an oak tree some twelve feet away. The oak cracked at the base and fell to the side like a giant slain by a nimble dwarf. Spitting out blood, Arlun leaped to his feet and raised his sword. Ash, falling from an unthinkable height, slammed his staff right where steel met the guard. A dull crash drowned out the roar of thunder. This time, a crater formed under Arlun’s feet. He pushed the mage aside and used the Singing Blow. The steel sliced through the rain with a sound akin to that of a well-tuned lute. Ash had only enough time to hold his staff out in front of him before he was hit by the shockwave. Grass flew into the air behind him, and soon there was a terrifying crack. The ground trembled as if dozens of trees simultaneously collapsed, as if moved down by a gigantic ax. 
 
    Blood trickled down his arms and Arlun’s forearm was black with a terrible burn. Both of them were still holding back, however. One couldn’t risk the life of his beloved and the other, without realizing, was protecting his companions. 
 
    Trees flashed like torches, burning down in a matter of seconds. Steel kept hitting wood, sending sparks and splinters into the air. The strange sound the blade made as it cut through the air and rain made Ash dizzy, but he continued casting spells. 
 
    Throwing out his arm as if gripping a spear instead of a staff, he created a fire blade on the pommel, shrouded in a roaring, red light. Arlun took a half-step to the left and slashed with his blade as he turned. 
 
    Lightning flashed, striking between the steel and the mage’s unprotected back. Arlun, who thought that Mother Nature was on his side and that the rain and the fury of the sky would aid him, realized that the storm wasn’t helping only him, but Ash as well. 
 
    The mage raised his staff above his head, summoning a yellow dragon to descent from the sky. It roared and hit the ground where Arlun had been standing a moment earlier. 
 
    The swordsman, panting, watched as the black sky spewed dozens of lightning bolts, ready to destroy both him and everything else that stood in their path. In the heat of the moment, Ash had gone too far, having lost himself to magic. 
 
    “Blade Sphere!” 
 
    The lighting and the rain disappeared before they could even touch the ground. The storm was still raging up there, but the drops now crashed against steel rather than soil. Thousands of swords had shot out of the ground, appeared from the air, cut through the falling trees from the inside, and circled Arlun. This was the second skill mentioned in the scroll given to Lari. It could murder an entire army and bring down castles while at the same time avoiding civilians and their homes if its wielder so pleased. 
 
    Arlun assumed a low stance, holding the blade out in front of him. A hail of blades fell upon Ash who disappeared under the avalanche of littering steel. The swordsman breathed more evenly – like any creator, he naively considered his creation perfect. 
 
    Ash struck the ground with the staff and flames instantly engulfed the swords. The wood had lost its red glow, but the crimson veins on his skin showed that he had not yet removed the spell. 
 
    The swordsman’s eyes widened in fear. He wasn’t afraid for himself but for his wife. 
 
    “Creation!” 
 
    As the rain began to fall again and the walls of the log house shook with thunder, a howl cut through the sky. Hundreds of fiery wolves circled the mage. But no matter how deceptive this image looked, the paw prints left on the scorched grass assured the swordsman that their claws and fangs were as sharp as the real ones. 
 
    Ash hit the ground with his staff once again and the pack covered Arlun, who waved away the flames with his blade, causing the beasts to disappear. But no matter how many times they were hit, the wolves still found flesh. Arlun growled in pain as fangs and claws sliced through his skin, leaving behind burns instead of scars. 
 
    Realizing that Ash wouldn’t back down any time soon, the swordsman took a deep breath and removed the blade’s guard, making two swords appear in his hand. With one sweep, he turned himself into a whirlwind of steel and water, dispelling the beasts. He wanted to shout to Ash to calm down because he might end up wounding innocent people, but one look at the mage was enough to tell him that it was needless to worry. 
 
    Trees lay torn and burned; the ground was scarred with deep and long furrows, and grass covered with ash. The cabin, however, seemed to exist in a reality separate from this one. It was in that moment that Arlun realized that Ash was still holding back while occasionally reminding him that no matter how hard he tried, he’d never be able to defeat him. 
 
    The mage stared at the exhausted and bewildered swordsman. If it hadn’t been for the desire to protect the Stumps, he would’ve burned down this entire forest. This turned out not to be the battle he needed, one in which he’d have to unleash all of his power, but a simple fight against a desperate man wishing to find some meaning in his life. Having realized this, the smile disappeared off Ash’s face. 
 
    Arlun held his sword in front of him, having decided to unleash his most powerful technique. The two blades shone and merged into a gigantic one. 
 
    “Titan’s Blade!” he shouted and charged. 
 
    Long ago, using this very skill, he had cut through a fortress wall, proving to everyone his right to refuse to fight with one of the Master of the Order. 
 
    “First Form: Incarnation!” Ash said, hitting the ground with his staff. 
 
    A ball of fire shot out from the tip of the staff. Arlun had no time to be surprised that Ash had decided to counter his most powerful technique with a spell every novice mage knew, when the sphere suddenly changed color from orange to blue like a clear summer sky. 
 
    The blue flames swallowed the giant blade and then pierced through Arlun’s chest, devouring his heart. The swords fell to the ground with a silent thud, followed by the swordsman’s smoking body. An unpleasant stench filled the air. 
 
    Ash shook his head. The scarf wrapped itself around his ashen hair, and the lens once again hid the true color of his eye. 
 
    “You’re still afraid to go out in the open,” he said with a grin and spun on his heel, sensing a wave of bloodlust overcome him. 
 
    His heart skipped a beat. 
 
    He had expected to see the one person who he hated with all his heart, but no. Before he could stop his hand, the staff had gone through Elanor’s chest. 
 
    “M… Murderer…” she whispered with her final breath as a dagger slipped from her callused hand. 
 
    Catching her, Ash knelt down as he put her to the ground. An innocent woman, who had never so much as raised her voice on someone, had died by his hand. 
 
    “No,” he whispered, remembering Helmer’s words. “No, no… Oh, no… Sorry… Oh, I’m so sorry…” 
 
    He cradled her in his arms for a long time, whispering apologies and begging for forgiveness, but he got no answer. He remembered promising the abbot of the monastery that he’d never lay his hands on an innocent soul again, and the old man laughing in his face. The sage had said that Ash was cursed by the Gods for his misdeeds and that the blood of the innocent would forever stain his hands. Oh, if he had only known back then how right the abbot would turn out to be. Even now, standing on the most cursed and lifeless of lands on this planet, he still managed to bring misfortune with him. 
 
    For a long time, the young mage would rock the woman in his arms. He’d then wrap the two corpses in a white cloth, lay them side by side, and summon fire with a blow of his staff. After that, he’d wake up the mule, load the cart with his sleeping fellow adventurers, and go into the Forest, leaving the flames to swallow his sin. 
 
    The morning of the same day 
 
    When Mary awoke, the first thing she did was grab her sword. She remembered falling asleep in the hayloft, so it was no wonder that she was surprised when she realized that they were now back in the damn forest, among its damn purple grass and rotten trees. 
 
    The rest of the group awoke soon after. Just like Mary, they, too, reached for their weapons and jumped to their feet. 
 
    “You’re awake!” Ash emerged from under the cart. Flashing them a confused smile, he scratched the back of his head. “I… I woke up before you guys and found us here, camp set up and campfire lit, so I made us some food.” 
 
    “Where―” 
 
    “I think we overstayed our welcome. The two probably wanted some privacy.” Ash spread his arms and shrugged. “So, they probably drove us to here and then hid their house with magic.” 
 
    The Stumps exchanged glances and then nodded in agreement, accepting the rather reasonable theory. Lari, remembering something, began to feverishly feel his pockets. Finding the pouch, he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Ash watched with a genuine smile as Lari put the scroll away, treating it as if it were the most precious thing in the entire world. Then again, for him, it probably was. Well, perhaps the mage could teach them not only to have fun, but also to appreciate something other than gold, which brought with it more trouble than it was worth. 
 
    Mary sighed and put her sword away. 
 
    “Well, what can you do? Let’s eat and get going.” 
 
    The rest of the group, putting away their weapons, joined the mage by the campfire. Unfortunately, as it turned out, Ash couldn’t cook to save his life. While Mary tried to salvage the supplies he had ruined, Ash stood crouched behind the group, rubbing his head on which a bump would soon form, as a single tear escaped his eyes. 
 
    Mary, without sparing words and curses, got rid of the pot of porridge by emptying it on the mage’s head. Because of him, they had to continue their journey on an empty stomach. 
 
    Two days later 
 
    “There’s the exit!” Blackbeard exclaimed happily. 
 
    The party rushed toward the huge arch built of white stone with cries of joy and cheers. The distance between the two pillars was almost fifty feet, and their height was lost beyond the two hundred mark. Created in the period of the Ancient Kingdom, the archway, now wrapped in ivy, was the most easily recognizable exit from the cursed forest that could be found under the light of Irmaril. 
 
    Ahead of them stretched the boundless plain, behind which towered the mountain chain of Rezaliks. 
 
    Ash glanced over his shoulder as if to say goodbye to the forest that had finally released them from its grip. Despite the many troubles and deaths that accompanied them, the Stumps weren’t going to give up. No matter how naïve it sounded, they were pursuing a noble goal, generously flavored with promises of wealth and honor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
    [1] A drink made of jam diluted with water 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    3rd Day of the Month Kraig, 322 A.D., The Plains 
 
   T he first month of autumn brought with it not only a cold wind, driven from the far mountains forever covered in snow, but also fluffy, heavy clouds that sailed lazily across the low sky, hiding Imaril from view. Here, on the vast plain that separated the civilized world from the land of few forts, castles, and outposts, you needed to wrap yourself up in a thick cloak to keep yourself warm. Unfortunately, Ash had never had such a thing so he clung to his staff, absorbing the heat trapped within the wood. 
 
    “How’s that possible?” Mary asked irritably, staring at the mage’s horse. 
 
    While she was haggling with the stable boy, the mage had somehow managed to summon his odd horse, which came galloping toward him from the direction of the Forest of Shadows. Guido, as usual, gave everyone a curious sniff as if to check if they’re edible. Wrapped in their cloaks, they were of no interest to him, so he hurried to bother other horses. Unaccustomed to a member of their kin alike to Guido, they were trying to throw off their riders. 
 
    In total, seven gold coins had to be paid for the riders. Such an expense made Mary lose her temper, so she was now snapping at the smallest of troubles. 
 
    “It’s magical.” Ash shrugged, stroking Guido’s thick neck. 
 
    “Everything you own is ‘just magical,’ ” she hissed. In her distress, she added a few too many coins into the expense column that she was writing up in her mind. 
 
    “Because I’m a mage.” Ash winked and, bursting out laughing, dodged a slap. 
 
    The party moved rather briskly along the road, which was covered with sand and overgrown with weeds. Here, on the plain, there wasn’t a single village that had more than two hundred inhabitants. Therefore, it wasn’t surprising that no one really cared about roads as no one really needed them. Here lived mostly those who had fled from the wrath of their previous kings. 
 
    Sometimes, you’d met those who thought that betraying one’s king and running away to live free in the middle of nowhere was much better than living under tyranny. Ternites also came here, looking for a peaceful and quiet place where they could study and train. But more often than not, once could see Aquelas, wandering artists, traveling the endless sea of emerald grass. 
 
    The plain, which encompassed all thirteen human kingdoms in a half-circle, was reputed to be the birthplace of the most famous of people. Their fame, unfortunately, wasn’t that gained by chivalrous deeds, but exploits, scandals, as well as theft and other scams. 
 
    The Stumps, crossing the lake, went northeast, hurrying to get to Rezaliks as soon as possible. The ever-crimson sky of the Fiery Mountains could be seen looming ahead. These epic mountains, mentioned in many old legends, incessantly ejected gigantic columns of ash and smoke into the air. It was there, on the slopes of these ancient volcanoes, that a flower grew that could heal the king’s daughter. 
 
    It had been almost forty days since they had left the walls of the beautiful Mystrit and set out on a long and dangerous journey. The princess had no more than two months left. 
 
    “Mary.” Tul pointed his finger at the detailed but rather old map. “The crossing’s here. If we go a bit south, we can cross over the bridge. We won’t lose more than two days.” 
 
    Mary took the map and began to carefully study the landmarks, monster dens and hunting grounds, as well as the comments left by the mapmaker. About forty miles separated them from the bridge, which at a good pace wouldn’t take more than a day and a half, but the ford could be reached by the first star. Of course, this would mean getting off the beaten path, which was always dangerous, but when a life was at stake, every second counted. 
 
    “We’ll go to the ford then,” She said, returning the map. 
 
    While Tul and her were discussing the route, Lari read the scroll that Arlun had given him. 
 
    “Is it interesting?” Ash asked as he rode closer. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Lari nodded, continuing to stare at the diagrams covered with lines of small, neat handwriting. He kept biting the tip of his tongue, trying to make sense of what he was looking at. He was well aware that it’d take him no less than six months to learn, and a good couple of years to improve these techniques. Though, that was nothing compared to what Arlun had to go through. He had probably spent at least seven years inventing and another seven polishing the skill. 
 
    “Did you know that a sword can be transformed without magic?” Lari asked, reading the description of the Blade Aura Technique. 
 
    “Really? I’ve never heard of it!!” Ash replied. He did know, but there was no need for his friend to know that. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Lari nodded again, most likely, he didn’t even hear the answer, immersed in reading. 
 
    They were getting closer and closer to the high mountains. Forever cold and white, they seemed like the fangs of some monster, chained and buried in the frigid ground. Baring its teeth, it tried to crack open the lid of its coffin and break free. 
 
    Ash smiled, remembering his first time in these mountains. 
 
     16th Day of the Month Zund, 312 A.D., the Drunken Monk Era, the Eastern Boarder 
 
    The edge of the world. How many songs have been sung about this mysterious place? How many poems have been composed, stories written, and legends retold? Some say that there, on the horizon, there’s a huge dragon that devoured the brave and desperate travelers. Others argued that there was where a rift split the sea. But these legends were all debunked when the age of ships and ocean-loving travelers came about. Still, they remained stories for the young and the drunk. 
 
    In today’s day and age, all knew that what beyond the horizon lay... nothing, if only simply because no matter how far you traveled you could never reach the edge of the world and this very horizon. However, even if the inhabitants of the nameless planet knew that such a thing as the edge of the world didn’t exist, they still experienced a kind of a superstitious, sacred awe before the Eastern Boarder. 
 
    And it was here, among the labyrinth of snow and stone, on a plateau lost in time, that a monastery, forgotten even by the bards, existed. The last refuge of the people from the last era who had left a big mark on culture and art. 
 
    Once, when huge volcanoes had not yet woken up, making the sky blaze with the fire kindled by the rage of the elements that boiled in their depths, the fourteenth human kingdom existed. Girtai was the country of great warriors, sages, dancers, tea, and porcelain. But all that remained of its beautiful meadows and valleys was the monastery on the Mount Mok-Pu, under the arches of which lived the last representatives of Girtai’s people, and whose history was more ancient than anybody else’s. 
 
    Within the monastery’s walls, made of red and gray stone, woke up the only outsider who had ever set foot on the lands hidden from the lands of mere mortals. 
 
    Ash tossed aside the strange woolen blanket that he had been covered with. He was surprised to find that he wasn’t covered in bandages and that the scar from his chest was gone. He remembered that he had been stabbed with a dagger. Something like that should’ve left a mark but... there was none. There wasn’t even a thin whitish scar, which even the most powerful spells of the most skilled healers often left behind. 
 
    Shaking his head, Ash looked around. He was lying on a bed that was only slightly raised above the floor, covered with many cloths and mats. 
 
    There were no guards in the corners of his room, no bars on the round window with wooden shutters and red silk fluttering in the cold wind. Shivering, Ash watched in amazement the dance of the snowflakes that flew into his bedchambers. 
 
    “Curious,” he muttered, holding out his hand and admiring how the white crystals melted as soon as they touched his warm skin. Widening his eyes slightly, he realized the meaning of the word “curiosity.” But even so, he didn’t dwell to long on it, being more interested in where he was and how he had got here. 
 
    As he sat up, he was surprised to find an equally curious set of clothes stacked on a very low stool that looked more like a footstool than a chair without a backrest. Lifting the clothes, he found no pants or shirt, only a length of cloth of yellow and purple silk over which he was to put an equally unusual red robe that covered his entire body. 
 
    After a couple of minutes of struggling and trial and error, he finally managed to put on his new clothes. Holding on to the wall, he made his way to the door. He expected it to be locked, so he was surprised to see them swing open with a light push. The cold wind caressed his face but it didn’t make him shiver. His clothes might’ve been simple but they kept him very warm. 
 
    Outside, he saw things that made him doubt that he had been locked up in some fortress. Walking between the columns, which represented strange statues with distorted faces, he kept his eyes on the amazing buildings that surrounded him. 
 
    He had always believed that a house could only have one roof, but this place seemed determined to prove him wrong. These buildings had three, four, or even thatched roofs. Their clay, lightly dusted with snow, glittered in the winter sun. 
 
    Around him were similar buildings, but in the center of the one he was currently standing in was a stately yet seemingly simple complex consisting of a low wall, a spacious courtyard, and what Ash would call a temple. 
 
    As soon as he passed under the archway, he froze in bewilderment once again. Gathered in the yard were about thirty clean-shaven children between the ages of six and sixteen. All of them were balancing on tall, thin poles. 
 
    Frozen in the most ridiculous and at the same time visibly complex poses, they kept changing their positions, stretching all of their muscles and limbs. Climbing the pole seemed easy, even he could do that, but he doubted that he’d be able to assume the simplest of the poses and hold it for longer than a second. 
 
    He walked between the rows of poles, looking at the students who seemed too engrossed in their training to pay attention to him. There was only one pair of eyes on him — that of the instructor who, with the help of a stick, kept adjusting his student’s arms and legs, or hitting the ground thereby announcing the shift in poses. Ash saw no trace of interest in his black eyes. 
 
    Aware that he should still be courteous, the instructor nodded and greeted him by placing his clenched right fist into the open palm of his left. Raising his arms so that they were in line with his chest, he bowed slightly. Ash’s clumsy attempt at repeating the greeting drew a giggle from one of the students. They were promptly punished with a blow to the pole they were standing on. 
 
    Leaving them to their training, Ash entered the main building. Pushing open the heavy doors studded with iron and glittering bronze rivets, he found himself in a spacious hall, the ceiling of which was lost in waves of thick, sweet smoke that rose from the numerous torches and braziers. Everywhere you looked, there were copies of the man he had met back in the forest. Bald, dressed in the same robes he had been given (although tied with more skill, which made them look better), they sat in strange poses, their legs so tightly intertwined that just looking at them gave him cramps. 
 
    At the very end of the hall, on a pedestal, sat an old man whose skin resembled old parchment dotted with black spots. His long, almost transparent beard braided in an odd fashion, gave him an even more frightening appearance. Behind him, towered the statue of their God. 
 
    The deity inspired no fear or admiration. His thin body and small face would never make an enemy troop retreat in fear of divine punishment. There was no way that this was a God of the Thirteen Kingdoms. 
 
    “I see you’re awake,” the old man said. The monks seemed to wake up from their meditation, summoned back to reality by the voice of their teacher. 
 
    They held their palms out in front of them, so that the edge of their hands touched their chins and the little finger pointed in the direction of the statue. After bowing to their God, the monks got to their feet and turned to Ash in unison. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked. 
 
    “Good question,” the man replied, his eyes still closed. “Do you ask about your body or your mind?” 
 
    Ash said nothing. He had no clue what the old man was on about. 
 
    “Well, you seem a simple man. I assume you ask about the mundane,” the old man’s voice was flat, but there was a hint of pity in it. “You are in the Shao Monastery located on Mount Mok-Pu.” 
 
    Ash strained to remember his geography lessons, but he could not remember any mention of this place. 
 
    “Am I a prisoner?” 
 
    “We are all prisoners in a way. It doesn’t matter who deprives us of freedom — our own passions or the enemy’s sword.” 
 
    Ash sighed. All this philosophy was getting on his nerves. 
 
    “Can I go?” 
 
    The old man gave a slight nod. Ash turned around and walked back to the huge door that led to the courtyard where the students were still practicing balancing. Ash thought that they must be really uncomfortable like that, but their faces were calm and serene. 
 
    Reaching one of the higher courtyards, Ash couldn’t help but gasp when he crossed the threshold. The view from the platform was spectacular, with endless mountain peaks shrouded in fluffy clouds and snowflakes that glittered in the sun. 
 
    The vast sky, for all its severity, was as serene as a six-year-old with his right leg over his head, keeping his balance by standing on the big toe of his left foot. 
 
    Ash took in the calm of the land forgotten by the Gods and mortals. It seemed like the time flowed slower here, as if it was trying to preserve this land in its original form. There were no people or animals for miles around; only a couple of birds circled overhead, looking at the monastery and hurrying to tell other sky travelers about it. For the first time in his life, Ash thought about “tomorrow.” 
 
    He looked into his past but found nothing that called him back. He had no doubt that the king would do everything in his power to find the last person that had seen the Dragon’s Essence. But even if he could convince him of his innocence, he had sullied his hand with sin to the point of no return. 
 
    As soon as he returned and restored his honor, he’d be immediately sent on another campaign. He didn’t want to listen to the screams of the dying anymore, didn’t want to hide in the shadows from fires, and wash his hands clean of dried blood. 
 
    He turned to the elder who had appeared behind him but didn’t even need to speak for him to understand. 
 
    “You can stay,” he said to the young mage. 
 
    With a smile, Ash turned back to the endless sea of mountain peaks. He wanted to find the thing that people called “peace.” By the Gods, no one deserved it more than him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    3rd Day of the Month of Krag, 322 A.D., The Plains 
 
      
 
   A sh pushed the memory away, surprised to find that evening had already fallen on the grass, promising the imminent arrival of the night, led by Queen Myristal. The Stumps were still riding. Tul, sitting on one of the boxes, kept muttering curses through his teeth as the cart thumped again and again over bumps and potholes. The sight made Ash crack a smile. 
 
    In his travels, he had seen places where such roads were a gift from the Gods. Looking at the road he pondered how it was possible that wherever they went, the Stumps managed to fall into a trap that lay on top of another trap visible only to him. 
 
    But now, things were different. The plain didn’t meet them with its famous bandits or wander monsters or other boogeymen that feasted on blood and flesh. Somehow, the lack of danger made him more worried than when there was danger. 
 
    “I see pink lights ahead” Lari yelled, removing the brand-new telescope from his face. 
 
    “Aqueals,” the adventurers said in unison. 
 
    Every traveler knew that if they saw a pink light in the distance, they’d soon meet the people of Balagan. Traveling artists considered this color the symbol of their patron Goddess and always lit magic torches in her honor. Something told Ash that many thieves and bandits used this to attract tired travelers looking for a place to stay for the night. They flocked to the Aqueals like moths to a flame. 
 
    “Should we leave?” Blackbeard asked. 
 
    Mary thought for a moment and decided that it’d be easier to spend the night with the Aqueals than to get off the road and rusk running into monsters or bandits. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Stay on course. We’ll feast with the Aqueals tonight!” 
 
    “What makes you think that they’re feasting?” Alice asked, carefully weaving wildflowers into her braid. 
 
    The wizard grinned broadly and then raised his index finger in a warning gesture. 
 
    “A real showman feasts every night,” he said in a mentoring tone. “It’s because they don’t know if they’ll be able to steal enough to drink wine instead of water the next day.” 
 
    Mary choked and looked suspiciously in the direction of the wagon. 
 
    “Tul,” she said sternly, “you’ll keep an eye on our stuff.” 
 
    “What?! Why me?!” he exclaimed, outraged. He was looking forward to a good nights rest. 
 
    “Because I don’t trust these two idiots,” Mary replied and nodded toward Ash and Blackbeard who were greedily staring at the piles of food. 
 
    Tul grumbled again, more for show than because he was planning on arguing with Mary. If she said so, then it was so. After all, she knew best. 
 
    The rest of the way, Ash spent trying to cheer up his companions. However, they only waved him away, telling him that he was being annoying. Taking offense, the mage sulked like a child and only spoke to Guido because he was, as Ash claimed, the only one who understood and loved him. 
 
    This, however, didn’t stop Mary from slapping the back of his head and telling him to shut up before she shut him up. Letting out a single tear, Ash moved to the front of the group, giving the rest of them a nice view of Guido’s ass. 
 
    By dusk, they reached the camp. The Stumps oohed and aahed, eyes widening to the size of a brand-new gold coin. 
 
    There were tents of various colors and sizes wherever you looked. Some were as tall as a house, decorated with fringe, others were smaller, no bigger than a shack, decorated with colorful ribbons that danced in the wind, forming various shapes, and the smallest of them were single rooms made in the shape of mystical animals. 
 
    Running between these colorful tents, people went about their business. Their clothes were no less amazing than their homes and could compete with the outfits of the most eccentric court jesters of Bistrita. 
 
    Women adorned their slender necks with rows of beads. Dozens of bracelets glittered around their thin wrists, shimmering in the light of fires and torches that cast light on their sun-kissed skin. Their numerous skirts, held together with corsetry, rose up every now and again to reveal bare feet that had seen many miles of dusty roads. 
 
    Men wore leather trousers and bright silk shirts covered with homemade fabric vests. Daggers swung from their belts, sometimes clanking sharply against the broad belt buckles. The sound was akin to that of swords clashing, but it didn’t take away from the merry atmosphere. 
 
    The song of lutes, trumpets, and drums danced in the air, mixed with laughter, shouts, singing, and loud clapping. It all mixed into an indescribable, but alluring and addictive rhythm. One just wished to dance the night away. 
 
    Tul, still sitting in the cart, narrowed his eyes, then whistled sharply and raised his fist. The party came to a halt. Ash, having no reins, had to smack Guido on the neck so that he’d stop. The horse responded with a slightly offended snort but obeyed 
 
    Two men came out of the shadows to greet the adventurers. The pot-bellied man with a whip tucked into a wide rawhide belt attracted their attention. His red robe, with its multicolored patches, was the size of one of the bigger tents in the camp. Ash swallowed. He had a bit of a complex about his height. He was sure that once he got off his horse, he’d reach to the man’s chest. Perhaps not even that much. 
 
    The pot-bellied man, in whose stomach you could easily fit a barrel of beer, looked at the visitors with a warm smile. Despite his rugged, scarred faced and thick, black beard with a couple of grays in it, he didn’t look like a formidable opponent. More like a hospitable host he was. Ash was sure that the man that stood before them was the head of the Aquel clan himself. 
 
    The young man next to him seemed to be his son. He was also tall, but nowhere near as obese as his father. He looked like a cub that had been dragged out to his first hunt. Tall and slender, with muscular arms and a handsome face, he radiated the kind of confidence that only the highest of aristocracy possessed. All in all, he was all that the gigolos sung about in taverns were described to be. 
 
    “Greetings travelers,” the elder bowed slightly. 
 
    Mary, as befitted a respected leader, was about to return the bow when Ash jumped off his horse and flashed the two with his usual smile. 
 
    “Laughter to your house and wine for your women!” he replied, bowing. 
 
    The elder arched his left eyebrow and exchanged glances with his son, who just shrugged and waved his hand. Out of the shadows came a girl of fourteen with a braid as thick as the elder’s arm. In her hands were pitchers of water and wine. 
 
    “Wine and water for our guests,” he instructed her. 
 
    Blushing slightly, she approached the young man with azure eyes. Ash accepted both pitchers with a grateful nod. Turning around, he winked at his companions and poured wine on the ground. The water he gave to Guido who almost snatched it from his hand with a joyful whinny, eager to quench his thirst after a long day’s travel. 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes and facepalmed as she always did when Ash did something stupid. She was certain that the clan leader wouldn’t tolerate such an insult. Their hot-headedness was known through the lands of all the Thirteen Kingdoms. 
 
    For a while there was nothing but the sound of the merriment going on in the camp, and then the elder, clutching his enormous belly, deafened them with a laughter that resembled an avalanche. Smiling, Ash returned the pitchers to the girl. 
 
    The elder hugged him so tightly that Ash felt his bones crack. Nevertheless, he kept the smile on his face, but it looked so crooked that both his son and the little girl began to chuckle. 
 
    “Who did our brother travel with, eh?” he asked, slapping Ash so hard that he almost knocked him off his feet. 
 
    “With the Kerava clan,” the young mage wheezed, rubbing his bruised shoulder. 
 
    “Ah, good people, those Keravas!” Both the elder and his son nodded. “Come now, we invite you to join the feast, travelers.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, er...” 
 
    “Raland,” the elder introduced himself, then waved his hand two the two youths standing by him. “And these are my son and daughter, Zayum and Rikha.” 
 
    “Laughter and wine,” Ash greeted. 
 
    “Laughter and wine,” they replied. 
 
    “Rikha, show the guests around. Zayum, take the horses to the stables.” 
 
    The Stumps exchanged glances and looked cautiously at their cart, which was packed with expensive items. Ash turned to Mary and asked her to trust him. She debated with herself for a good ten seconds before finally giving in. Jumping to the ground, she patted her horse, and handed the reins to Zayum. 
 
    Soon, the horses, Guido included, disappeared among the tents and only the fading creak of the wooden wheels of the cheap cart could be heard. 
 
    Rikha led the way to a sort of square in the center of the camp. She was dragging Ash by the hand. He was smiling at the warm fingers that held his thin wrist rather tightly. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” Mary hissed. 
 
    The rest of the group nodded in agreement. 
 
    “If I hadn’t done what I did, we wouldn’t have been accepted as guests.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alice asked. 
 
    “The Aqueals only consider other Aqueals guests, or those who know the way of their people. When you’re met by a traveling artist, the first thing you need to do is wish them a good laugh. Laughter is money in show business, a commodity that people are willing to pay for. As for the wine, according to a legend, wine makes a woman’s skin softer and smoother.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” Lari snorted. “I’d be as smooth as a baby’s bottom then.” 
 
    Ash shrugged. 
 
    “As for the drinks,” he continued, “wine isn’t something that should be drunk alone, but in good company. It’s something that’s to be shared with a person whose name you don’t know. I don’t know much about it, but that’s what I’ve been told. That’s why I poured it. For a traveler, their horse is dearer to them than their own family and more valuable than gold. So you first need to take care of your horse and then of yourself.” 
 
    “Well, that part makes sense.” Blackbeard nodded. 
 
    “Be warned,” Alice nudged Ash with her elbow, “that we’ll make you tell us all about that... Kedabra clan.” 
 
    “Kerava,” he corrected her. “There’s nothing to tell. I traveled with them for a couple of months. That’s the whole story.” 
 
    “Hold on...” Tul squinted. He hadn’t changed his expression the entire time. “You were their jester, weren’t you?” 
 
    The young mage smiled broadly and scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “You really are perceptive.” 
 
    The Stumps burst out laughing. 
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   H aving led the guests through the maze of lights and tents, Rikha took them to what Ash would call “the inner sanctum” of any camp — a huge clearing with a table full of delicious food and fragrant wines. It wasn’t that the Aqueals were drunkards or gluttons (although they never turned down a good meal), but they celebrated life and all that came with it. Unlike most wandering artists, they didn’t trage their freedom for the comfort of the city or the patronage of a rich noblemen. Around a huge bonfire, the flames of which rose almost ten feet high, were rows of musicians, famous for their ability to play any song written under the light of Irmaril. Their fingers ran over the strings of their instruments with such ease that even the best of elven bards would envy their skill. 
 
    In the distance, fire breathers were playing with the crimson flames, making Ash grit his teeth. He wasn’t able to do such a thing even with his magic. Acrobats flew above the heads of the spectators, hitting people with their props. One of the acrobats bent in such a way that Blackbeard couldn’t help but whistle, earning himself a smack on the head. Here and there, they’d spot the jugglers, who played not with balls, but knives and sabers so sharp that Mary would gladly use them in a fight. 
 
    Among the Aqueals were other Ternites. They sat on the east side of the fire and smiled at the girls and boys walking to and fro. Contrary to their expectations, the Stumps weren’t instructed to join them, but were instead led in the opposite direction, where sat a small group of Ternites. 
 
    Ash couldn’t believe his eyes that all four of the Ternites were lone travelers. Adventurers who preferred to explore on their own were a rather rare sight and most eventually joined a group or found a partner. Seeing one or two lone wolves wasn’t too out of the ordinary, but to find four in one place was a bit odd. 
 
    Thanking the Gods that his companions restrained themselves from asking inappropriate or even stupid questions, Ash sat down on one of the pillows and gratefully accepted the tray that one of the Aqueals gave to him. 
 
    Looking at the carved wooden tray and the plates of various foods, Mary broke the silence. 
 
    “I understand that if it weren’t for you, we’d be sitting on the other side of the fire,” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    Ash just shrugged, thinking that she was talking to herself, and focused on the dancers. Bangles and earrings glimmered in the firelight as they danced to the lively tune. Their dresses rising to their knees as they spun more skillfully than any dervish. Now and again, the wind would blow away their luscious curls, revealing their pretty faces, only to hide them again behind the same curls or colorful scarves. 
 
    The music continued to flow, the flames crackled, and the girls looked like fairy lights that lured inexperienced and careless travelers into their deaths. 
 
    Mary sipped the tart wine and turned to ask Ash something, but the mage was gone. Rubbing the bridge of her nose, she let out a weary sigh. By now, she had gotten to know him well enough to know that he’d use any opportunity to get close to a pretty woman. And lo behold, that was exactly where he was — dancing among the girls and dazzling them with his smile. 
 
    “How does he do it?” Lari grunted, nibbling on some grapes. 
 
    “Does what?” Tul asked, playing with his dagger. He’d pull it out of his sleeve and then pass it between his long, thin fingers, making it shine in the light of the fire. 
 
    Lari pointed his finger at Ash, who was so close to one of the dancers that they were basically grinning against one another. 
 
    Blackbeard, lazily sipping his wine, waved his hand as if he was chasing away a fly and nudged his friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    Lari was about to answer him, but his eyes met Alice’s. She pretended that she was too busy with her food to hear them, but he knew that she was listening. With a sad sigh, he looked away and stuffed his mouth with food. 
 
    “Nfo,” he mumbled, making Tul and Blackbeard laugh, and Alice and Mary roll their eyes. 
 
    Closer to the bonfire, Ash was having a lot of fun. His staff somehow remained magically glued to his back, leaving his arms free to hold a mug of rum and the waist of the lovely girl that asked to share a dance with him. Slowly, but surely, his soul and mind were becoming lost in the marry atmosphere. 
 
    “Your friend looks like a fae,” sad a somewhat raspy, but still pleasant voice. 
 
    An elderly woman appeared next to the Stumps. Her once-dark hair was now the color of soot, thin and interspersed with gray, almost white strands. Despite her age, she radiated youthful strength and energy. She was dressed in a mottled dress held in place with a thin belt upon which were various small bags that moved in time with her movements. 
 
    “And you are...?” 
 
    “This is Irba,” said Raland as he joined them. 
 
    He plopped down on a huge pillow, which caused a miniature earthquake. Taking a deep breath, he emptied a pitcher of wine, and wipe his beard with his hand. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Irba,” Mary said. “We’re—” 
 
    “Ternites,” Irba said, waving her dry, wrinkled hand. “It’s hard to confuse you with anyone else,” she added with a hint of a smile in her voice. 
 
    Mary pursed her lips, but stayed silent. There was no point in arguing. After all, they were guests and they shouldn’t anger their hosts. Especially since they didn’t know where these lovely people had tucked away their horses and cart full of supplies. 
 
    “What are you pouting for, girl, eh?” Irba snorted and leaned back against a flagpole, where a flap of cloth fluttered to indicate the direction and strength of the wind. “No respect for the elders,” she grumbled and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Irba,” Raland grunted and shook his head. “I apologize,” he said, turning to his guests. “Pay no attention to her. She spends way too much time alone with her crystal ball. She has forgotten what common decency is.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” Mary smiled a little stiffly. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear!” Raland smiled and motioned for his mug to be refilled. Even Blackbeard, who was, let’s call it, a wine enthusiast, couldn’t believe with which speed Raland could drink without getting drunk. “Let’s talk business then, shall we?” 
 
    “Let’s,” Mary agreed, putting down the fruit cake she was about to eat. 
 
    “As I far as I know, you need to cross the Erld.” Raland’s voice turned from cheerful to businesslike. 
 
    Mary nodded. The Erld the name of a strong stream that snaked through the hills and fields of the plain. At its widest point, where the ford was located, it was a quarter of a mile across and calm. Here, the current no longer tried to carry you along with it and break you against sharp stones and drown you in its many rapids. 
 
    “Dear Stumps,” Raland had never asked for names; he didn’t need to, he knew the insignia well, “you’re guests tonight, but things are different on the ferry...” 
 
    “We’ll pay,” Mary said, her heart breaking at the thought of needing to spend even more money. It was no secret that the ford belonged to the Aqueals and that they asked for a toll. Depending on their mood, they could charge you a handful of berries or everything in your traveling bag. 
 
    “Glad to hear that,” Raland said, downing his fourth mug of wine. That was the end of business, and Alice was finally able to ask a question that had been bothering her for a while now. 
 
    “Sir Raland,” she timidly called. 
 
    His face lit up when he saw her sweet smile. 
 
    “Yes, dear?” 
 
    “You said that Miss Irba owns a crystal ball... Does that mean... Can she...?” 
 
    “Yes,” the raspy voice replied, “I can see the future. Damn those charlatans that ruined the business for all of us decent seers!” 
 
    Alice’s eyes twinkled like the stars. 
 
    “Would mind telling us a fortune?!” she blurted out. 
 
    “Alice!” Mary snapped at her. “Do you really think that the honorable Irba carries her crystal ball with her wherever she goes?” 
 
    The young girl blushed with embarrassment for the seer’s hands were indeed empty. But then Irba outstretched her right hand and waved her left over it, her bangles clinking melodiously, almost hypnotically. Soon, a slightly cloudy crystal ball was woven out of the air in her hand. It was as if a swirl of morning. 
 
    Alice clapped, changing from a young lady to a child. To complete the image, she was missing two braids tied with colorful ribbons and dirt from a mudpie gone awry on her face and hands. 
 
    Irba walked between the Stumps, passing over each of them the strange, shimmering ball. Blackbeard, who had been following her actions closely, could have sworn by his beard that every time the sphere passed over someone’s head, the mist inside transformed into the shape of a face. However, it was unlikely that he’d ever tell about it — he didn’t believe in any otherworldly nonsense. Magic was an exception. But foresight was for fairy tales and ballads. 
 
    After completing the circle, Irba sat down on the pillow. Her lips moved, but no one heard a sound. There were no mages in the area who knew the Words that came out of her mouth. Alice, swinging her lush brown curls, felt inferior. Before, she could boast of knowing about a hundred Words. During the campaign, she realized that many people know less, but much more effective and useful Words. 
 
    Irba kept whispering, weaving an unknown spell. The wind picked up; the cloth flapped, turning into the sound of invisible birds rushing to the seer’s call; the fire, which had been locked in a chaotic dance, suddenly stretched out and spun like a tornado; the ashes and sparks no longer flew, but transformed, dancing and taking the form of small, humanoid spirits. 
 
    The spell lasted for only a couple of moments, and soon the birds stopped clapping, the flames were subdued, and the spirits disappeared. 
 
    The seer’s eyes rolled back, revealing the whites, which were slightly dark, as if covered with a film. Irba didn’t see what was happening in the square, and did not notice Blackbeard’s chuckles and Alice’s shushing. Her mind was in the misty fields of Farlon. 
 
    The songs and legends claimed that there, in the corners of the divine halls, the straight course of the river of time is erased and the boundaries of space disappear. Few believed in the existence of Farlon, and even fewer happened to visit it. 
 
    However, despite the skepticism, Irba roamed these fields. She tried not to focus on any details as it was against the rules, and anyone who broke them risked losing their mind and being stuck forever in the changing lands. 
 
    If you looked for too long at a stone, soon, it’d turn into a bird, the bird into a river, the river into a mountain, the mountain into a lake, the lake into a kingdom, the kingdom into a man. And a string of images would endlessly turn your head and pull you in, until the mind finally dissolved in the flow of nothingness. 
 
    Irba tried not to close her eyes, so as not to miss something important, and not to concentrate on anything for too long. She looked like a tired passerby, absentmindedly trudging along a paved road. 
 
    Treading carefully through the soft grass, she finally found what she was looking for — a small stream, the end of which was lost somewhere in infinity. 
 
    She leaned over the stream and opened her eyes wide, trying to see as much as possible. At first, the stream looked like a thread of blue silk, but the longer you looked at it, the faster you realized that from one “bank” to the other you’d have to swim for no less than an eternity. 
 
    Vague images rushed into her mind and she seemed to pass them through herself, searching for the necessary fragments. Finally, led by her heart, some higher force, or intuition, she came across the image of the Stumps. With a smile, she reached for it, but a fierce flame flared up in front of her. 
 
    A tall pillar burst out of the ground, throwing Irba away from the stream. She screamed and abruptly opened her eyes to find Raland holding her and Alice chanting a healing spell. The girl’s hands shone with a soft, blue light and the pain in Irba’s eyes and head gradually subsided. 
 
    “Irba, what happened?” Raland asked, concerned. 
 
    “Is that unusual for her?” Tul inquired, thinking that such screams and convulsions were just part of the show. 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve seen her... like this.” Raland turned to Irba, whose face was covered in sweat. 
 
    The seer struggled to a semi-sitting position. Her whole body was trembling, and in her head she could hear the fading tolls of the bell. Her vision was blurry, but she could clearly see two blue eyes staring at her. Ash was gazing intently at her face. Irba swallowed. 
 
    Ash had learned a lot about the nameless world during his travels, and one of the lessons things was that you couldn’t see the future without changing it. And the Twelfth Master couldn’t allow anyone to change their future. Ash glared at the seer for a moment longer, then returned to the dance with a smile, hugging the pretty girl who clung to him. 
 
    “Miss?” Alice whispered carefully. 
 
    Irba flinched. With unexpected strength, her fragile fingers gripped Alice’s wrist, pulling her to the ground. 
 
    “Your journey,” she uttered so softly that only Alice could hear. “Your journey will bring terror to all of us. The last king will be born... When he falls, he’ll rise in vengeance. Flames will be everywhere... In the sky and in the waters... Horror... for all of us... The madman is walking in the shadows...” 
 
    By this time two acrobats had arrived. They carefully picked up the exhausted seer and exchanged nods with Raland as they carried her to the far tents. 
 
    “A hellish thing,” Blackbeard spat. 
 
    No one even tried to shut him up with a bun or pie — everyone was too shocked by what happened. However, the oppressive atmosphere was dispelled by the music pouring from everywhere, as well as Raland’s avalanche-like laughter. 
 
    “Perhaps that was a sign for her to finally retire!” he joked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lari said. He had already forgotten about the incident and was glaring at Ash again. Not that he envied the mage... Ah, who was he kidding? Of course he did. 
 
    The feast continued, and no one thought to ask Alice what the old Irba had predicted. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    The following morning 
 
      
 
   A sh awoke with a headache. Carefully getting out of the arms of his last night’s lover, he slowly got out of the tent, and then walk about a dozen yards to where the Stumps were. 
 
    Mary at first forbade Alice to treat Ash’s hangover with magic, but soon changed her anger to mercy. 
 
    “Alice, you’re a miracle worker,” Ash said, relieved. He winked at the girl and pulled a tulip out of the air with a wide swing of his arm. “Here’s a present.” 
 
    The girl accepted the flower and tucked it into her hair. The mage gave her a thumbs-up as a sign of approval. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Mary said sternly, adjusting her scabbard. “We should get ready and hit the road.” 
 
    The travelers, taking into account the wishes of their leader, fooled around a little more and then started packing. Lari took the longest to get up. He was late, as usual, and didn’t wake up until the Aqueals had rolled up most of their tents. 
 
    As a result, Mary almost fined him, but she was distracted by Zayum who arrived with their horses. Including Guido, who walked slightly behind the rest. 
 
    “Come on,” Ash whispered, tugging at his friend’s mane and feeding him a piece of fresh meat. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    Guido snorted, but kept himself in check and didn’t gallop off to race with the birds and the wind. The mage mounted his horse, tied the knots in his scarf, and waited for the others. 
 
    “Your horses, my lady.” Zayum bowed. Only a blind man wouldn’t have noticed that Mary’s lips parted slightly — she clearly liked the young man. “Washed and fed.” He nodded in Guido’s direction. “He kept trying to eat our stable boy instead of grass.” 
 
    “He’s like that,” Tul said, climbing onto the cart. “You’re lucky he’s in a good mood. I remember when Blackbeard almost lost a chunk of his right ear...” 
 
    He wasn’t allowed to finish. However, chewing a fruit cake, he didn’t seem too upset about it. When everyone was seated in their saddles, Zayum led the squad to the head of the caravan. The rolled-up tents and all of the equipment had long since been put away into the carts, while most of the old and the young were seated in carts that looked like small houses on wheels. They even had windows. 
 
    Soon, the caravan was on its way to Erld. In the rear were the travelers not yet accepted as guests of the Aqueals. They didn’t know it yet, but their bags and purses were much lighter after the last night’s feast. 
 
    The true art of theft wasn’t stealing, but making the victim unaware of their misfortune and part with the thief as with a close friend. And, by the Gods, there were no thieves, acrobats, and actors more skillful and talented than the Aqueals anywhere under the light of Irmaril. 
 
    Ignoring the creaking of the wheels, the squeaking of the springs, and the chorus of voices, Ash watched Alice as she carefully read something in one of her books. No matter what anyone thought, it wasn’t a simple book, of which there were enough in any retail store. 
 
    No, it was a book of magic with yellow, worn-out pages covered with a leather binding adorned with symbols. Some said that the more tattered one’s book was, the better the mage they were. 
 
    Mages usually used ancient runes to write down the Words they knew on parchment. Much less often they wrote entire spells and magical formulae. Books were often stolen and were the most popular items on the black market, so mages didn’t want their spells to fall into the wrong hands. 
 
    “Anything interesting in there?” Ash smiled, peeking over Alice’s shoulder. 
 
    “Shoo,” she said playfully, covering her notes with her hand. 
 
    “Awh, you don’t trust me?” 
 
    “Mom taught me not to trust pretty boys.” 
 
    “How rude!” Ash sniffed and turned away. Once he turned back, his face was crooked in an awful grimace. “How about now?” 
 
    Alice did her best not to laugh, but she failed. Ash, pleased with the result, squeezed Guido’s sides a little, spurring him on. The river was close, so why not try to lighten everyone’s mood a little? 
 
    “Such much to do, so little time,” Ash said sadly, trying to figure out how to cheer up Blackbeard. 
 
    While he was causing mischief, he kept glancing over at Alice, who was trying to think up or learn a new Word. He couldn’t help but smile, he had been in her shoes. Well, his knowledge was much deeper than hers, but more on that later. 
 
    By the time the caravan reached the river — a strip of brilliant blue cutting through a field of emerald — Ash had listened to a couple of Mary’s lectures, smoked a few pipes with Blackbeard, talked politics with Tul, and napped with Lari. 
 
    Ash couldn’t help but feel as if an angry artist had attacked the canvas in a fit of passion-fueled rage, and then looked at it, realized that he had done a good job, and left it alone. The Erld — a stormy stream, on its shallowest and narrowest point became quiet and serene, but never lost its grandeur. 
 
    Ancient as the realms themselves, it seemed to gaze with mute superiority at the countless travelers who looked like ants next to it. They were scrambling over the azure serpent, who was dismissively allowing them to pass. It seemed that if the river truly had feelings, it would be indifferent to the creatures that crossed it, because ahead of it were the Seven Seas, waters full of blood, and secrets, and a beast much more terrible than it ever would be. 
 
    Ash ran his fingers over his old, but still strong staff. He felt uneasy. Something was causing shivers to run his spine, but he didn’t know what. There weren’t many things in the lands from the left of the horizon that could frighten him. 
 
    Guido snorted nervously and hit the ground with his hoof. 
 
    “Hush,” Ash whispered, leaning close to his companion’s ears. “Calm down.” 
 
    The horse, though no longer nervous, started breathing more heavily and moved its head as if searching for danger. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Tul asked as the cart drew next to Ash. “You look exhausted.” 
 
    “I guess...” The mage drawled. “Don’t you feel it?” 
 
    “Feel... what?” 
 
    He stared at Tul’s calm face, then looked around at all the horses. Seeing that they were calm, he felt a little better himself. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” he said, smiling a little stiffly. 
 
    “What was in your pipe, eh?” Blackbeard poked fun and gave the mage a friendly slap on the shoulder. 
 
    Despite his good intentions, Ash almost screamed in pain and grimaced as he rubbed his sore arm. His reaction caused another wave of laughter. 
 
    “Can you keep it down?!” Lari shouted. 
 
    “I’m trying to read here!” Alice added. 
 
    It was only through great willpower and self-control that the trio didn’t laugh again. Though, this was probably thanks to Mary, in whose eyes shone the threat of deducing each chuckle, snicker, giggle, and snort from their pays. She was still bitter about having to pay the toll for crossing the river. 
 
    So, holding back the laughter, the squad continued to the ferry. Ash stared at it wide-eyed, having never seen such a contraption in his life before. He had seen ports so huge that some capitals looked no bigger than a village in comparison. He had seen cities so tiny that they could fit into a shell of a walnut, and their inhabitants onto the tip of a pine needle. He had seen a lot of things, but he had never seen people carry around a dismantled ferry in their carts and wagons. 
 
    Stopping at the shore, the Aqueals pulled out boards, logs, felt and hemp ropes from their carts and constructed a ferry in under half an hour. The resulting structure looked more like a raft, to which a low sail and steering wheel had been attached, but it served its purpose well. 
 
    The Stumps dismounted and pulled their horses into the logs, which were hastily covered with planks. It was necessary to cross in several stages, since there was no way that the ferry could hold almost three hundred people, not counting their luggage, carts, and mounts. Women, children, the travelers, and the horses went first, together with several Aqueals, led by Raland. Ash was the last to board, and as soon as he put his foot onto the deck, Guido whinnied nervously, and a strong gust of cold wind furled the sail, coiling it like a snake. Ash blinked and the sail was back to normal again. 
 
    “Is your horse all right?” Mary hissed, pulling Ash back on board. 
 
    “Yeah... He just... doesn’t like water.” 
 
    When they were all gathered on the deck, Raland gave the signal and several powerful men grasped the thick, long pole and pushed it against the riverbed. The ferry shuddered and the ropes snapped as the tree swelled with water, but the structure held. It wasn’t more than twenty yards to the other bank, which was less than an hour of sailing with good wind and a calm current. Still, Ash was nervous. As a wielder of fire, being so close to his natural enemy, he couldn’t help feel like his life was in danger. His powers would weaken the moment he’d step foot into a puddle, so he didn’t even want to think what could happen if he fell into the river. 
 
    Despite his concerns, the ferry, accompanied by the whaling of ropes and sails, slowly approached its destination. Ash closed his eyes, gripped his staff, and slowly moved his lips, reciting ancient prayers in a language forgotten by humans, once spoken by now dead Gods. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Blackbeard muttered, tucking his favorite comb into his bosom. 
 
    “You ain’t one of them...” Tul commented and nodded in the direction of one of the elves. 
 
    Tall and handsome, with fair skin and golden hair, he was the personification of the elven stereotype. However, no one paid attention to Tul’s comment, as they all knew that elves never played the good guys in his stories. 
 
    “Maybe he’s seasick,” Mary said with a slight note of malice in her voice as she looked over in Blackbeard’s direction. 
 
    “You’re evil, Mary, simply evil,” Blackbeard said, shaking his head. “You have no love for your friends or compassion for their suffering.” 
 
    “What are you now, a preacher?” 
 
    “Gods forbid!” He snickered. “But, you know, it wouldn’t hurt to let some of their light into your black heart and—” 
 
    “I know what’s going on,” Lari interrupted them, rolling up the scroll and putting it away. He realized that there was no way that he’d be able to do any work around here. “He’s been arguing with theologians about faith again.” 
 
    “If only I had listened to them!” Blackbeard exclaimed. Everyone else just rolled their eyes. “How can you believe in the Gods? See this river? Do you see how much water there is in it? That’s about the same amount of blood that’s being shed on a daily basis! Where are these Gods even looking?” 
 
    “Everyone’s closet has at least one skeleton in it.” Tul shrugged. 
 
    “Well they ain’t looking at us, that much I can tell you.” Blackbeard waved him away. 
 
    “Continue like this, and we’ll run out not only fruit cakes and bread buns, but food in general,” Mary warned. 
 
    Blackbeard sighed and looked over at Ash. 
 
    “Well, it could’ve been worse...” 
 
    At that moment, Tul finally calmed down and, swallowing noisily, wiped the sweat from his forehead and pointed somewhere to the side. 
 
    “Is this bad enough?!” 
 
    The crowd turned and froze. Ash, opening one eye, strung a list of curses so colorful that a longshoreman would’ve blushed hearing them. The ferry groaned, made several jerks, and then stopped altogether. No matter how many people pushed with the pole, it wouldn’t budge. It was as if something was holding it in place. Something that was rapidly approaching them. 
 
    About twenty yards in height, created from animated streams of water, this something appeared in the form of a two-headed snake. Its fangs were two whirls that could cut through armor with the strength of a miner’s drill. Instead of scales, it had streams of water that flew contrary to the laws of physics, from the bottom up. 
 
    “An elemental!” one of the travelers yelled. 
 
    “No!” Ash croaked, peering into the eyes filled with emerald mist. “It’s a spirit... It’s the spirit of the river Erld!” 
 
    “It can’t be!” shouted a berserker with blue tattoos on his face. “Spirits never act on their own!” 
 
    The mages, having recovered from the initial shock, began to cast spells in attempts to break the spirit’s connection to its summoner. Soon, the air was trembling with magic. Silver sickles made of wind currents flew toward the snake, and vines that emerged from the water wrapped themselves tightly around it. 
 
    The serpent shivered under the storm and hissed deafeningly, causing people to cover their ears. Golden fire rained down upon the beast but it seemed unbothered by it. 
 
    “It can’t be!” the berserker repeated, clutching his huge battle-ax with magic runes shining red on its blades. 
 
    Twisting, the beast roared and then its left head opened its mouth, sending a shower of water bullets at the ferry and its passengers, who, having reacted too late, screamed in pain and horror. Their wounds ranged from holes the size of a pea, to those the size of a big apple. The planks cracked, sending splinters into the air, and the sail instantly turned into a sieve. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. People stared at the deck covered with blood as the water around the hull began to turn a pale pink. Blackbeard was the first to react; he snatched a shield from the cart and cast Dragon’s Wing before the next volley came rushing at them, covering the deck in a steady shimmer. 
 
    “Shields up!” he roared. 
 
    Those who managed to come to their senses were quick to grab shields and cast a variety of defensive skills that merged into one strong dome that covered the ferry. Attacks that managed to break through fell on the shields. The defenders felt their legs tremble and hands shake, but none of them dared lower their shield. 
 
    Healers, including Alice, tried to help the wounded, but they didn’t have enough strength, time, or space to save all of them. Women and children screamed and cried, the elderly tried to help, but only got in the way, and cattle ran amok, trying to escape the tenacious grip of the leather belts that held them in place. 
 
    Some managed to flee by jumping off the ferry, only to die in the river’s cold embrace. After the first defender faltered, weakening the defense, a little more than a dozen corpses lay scattered on the deck. Three children huddled under the bodies of two women who tried to protect them, and seven Ternites, who fell in battle. 
 
    The adventurers couldn’t believe their eyes, unprepared for the fact that death and danger could be waiting for them on the quiet ferry ride. Unable to stand this cruel twist of fate, many succumbed to rage. Grabbing their weapons, they rained blow upon blow on the spirit. But all their bullets, arrows, and spells, passed through the river without causing it the slightest bit of damage. 
 
    “...Seum. Rasto. Urgaberi. Urculum!” Ash finished whispering the twenty-two Words that formed one of the most powerful spells in his arsenal, and hit the deck with his staff. 
 
    The ferry shuddered with the power that had been summoned into the mortal realm. A wave of energy passed through the water, turning its turbulent surface into that of a mirror. From under the mage’s staff, a murder of crows emerged, spreading a net made of smoke that was stronger than the chains that the Gods had bound the Dark Ones with. The birds charged at their enemy, slowing down the serpent’s onslaught. 
 
    The mage swayed and wiped the blood from his nose. Due to the circumstances of his birth and origin, he wasn’t like most mages, so, for him, casting spells was the most difficult part of the craft. Even the most powerful of mages would’ve had a difficult time summoning forth Hell’s Crows. 
 
    “How...?” Mary asked, supporting him as Ash tried not to fall over. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he assured her with a smile. 
 
    “That’s... That’s not what I meant. I mean... How did you do that?!” she exclaimed and pointed at the serpent that was struggling to break free from its bonds. The crows were still holding the beast at bay, but it was only a matter of time before the spell’s effect wore off. 
 
    “Ah, that... Just an old artifact,” Ash lied, handing her a handful of ash. “Sorry ‘bout that.” 
 
    Mary didn’t have time for a thorough analysis, which was probably why she nodded, yanked Ash to his feet, and did what she did best — bring order into chaos. 
 
    “Warriors and defenders!” she shouted, drawing her sword. “Don’t lower your shields! Healers — help the wounded! Mages, prepare your most deadly spells! Everyone else — hit that thing with everything you can get your hands on! We need to slow it down!” 
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    At first, no one lifted a finger, but a single heartbeat later, people rushed to obey the order. When it was necessary, Mary could exude authority befit of a king, backed up with a bard’s charisma. It wasn’t for nothing that she had become the commander of one of the most famous groups that many of the Guilds would like to see in their ranks. 
 
    While the people were busty on the raft, the serpent gathered its strength. It was as if the river itself had decided to resist the mage’s spell. Seeing that the crows were struggling, Ash took a wooden rosary from his shirt and began to cast a defensive spell. Everything depended on his speed. 
 
    The serpent roared one last time, and the crows, screaming, disappeared in a flash of blue light. At that moment, the power put in the spell rushed back into its caster, but this time with volatile intentions. All binding spells had one significant drawback — if the attacker destroyed them, the caster would be hit with a retaliatory blow embedded with their own power. 
 
    Ash shook the rosary, exposing it to the incoming wave of energy, but either the mage was too slow or the spirit had added more power into the spell as he was hit in the chest with the force of a battering ram. He soared into the air and slammed into the mast. A wheeze and blood escaped his lips. 
 
    Alice, seeing that her friend had been wounded, wanted to rush to help him, but she couldn’t leave Blackbeard without support. He was the strongest defender present, and it was his shield that was holding off the serpent. Biting her lip, she turned away from the injured mage. 
 
    Ash fell to his knees and coughed up more blood. However, what he was concerned about were not his ruptured organs, but the lens that had fallen out of his eye. Ignoring his wounds, he found the missing lens and put it back into place, pretending that he was wiping blood and sweat from his face. 
 
    “It’s... strong,” he grunted. 
 
    Guido snarled at the cattle and kicked the deck, trying to calm down the animals that had gone mad with fear. 
 
    Putting away the rosary, Ash wrapped both hands around his staff. According to legends, every stone, every blade of grass, and everything under the light of Irmaril had a spirit and a soul. The larger the object was, the stronger its soul. It was said that the spirits of such giants as the Erld river, the Rezaliks Mountais, and the Forest of Shadows, had incredible power. Many shamans called those entities demigods, a step away from the Gods only because they lacked intelligence. They were raw power, driven by the fury of the elements. Something must’ve seriously angered the Erld River if it was so hell-bent on destroying the ferry. 
 
    The serpent let out another high-pitched hiss, and its right head lunged forward. The people screamed as a stream of water as thick as a column hit their shields. This was enough for many of them to fall onto the deck. The shimmering dome had holes in it, which the serpent immediately used to deal even more damage. 
 
    Several mages, instead of preparing an attack, had to join the defenders and raise their magic shields. Anyone who could wield a blade, moved between the passengers, feeling more helpless than ever. All they could do was get out of everyone else’s way. However, there was one among them who couldn’t bear to sit idly by. 
 
    “Ash,” Lari said, rushing over to the mage and helping him to get up. “I have a plan. I need you to buy me some time.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous!” Ash said, shaking his head. 
 
    “What? Do you maybe have a plan?” Lari asked. “That’s what I thought,” he added without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Still, that technique won’t bring that thing down.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to. All it has to do is to give our people a chance to strike.” 
 
    Ash stared at him for a while. He was about to protest when Lari cut him off. 
 
    “Mary is alright with the idea. We won’t get another chance.” 
 
    “Fucking—” the mage swore and straightened up. “Fine. But have in mind that if you die, I’ll get a necromancer, make them resurrect you, and then I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Lari chuckled. 
 
    “Also, bear in mind that the princess has a better chance of survival if six people are helping her.” 
 
    From the look on Lari’s face, Ash figured that he hadn’t been thinking about their end goal. His reserved nod only convinced him that the adventurers didn’t like to think about the consequences of their actions. 
 
    Lari drew his daggers, took a stance, and closed his eyes. Energy began to gather around him and swirl around his feet as it rose higher and higher until it finally reached the blades. 
 
    Ash moved away. He could be affected not only by water, but also by Arlun’s technique as it was based on the energy of will, which counterbalanced magic. He could try to embody the blue flame and use it to fight the serpent, but then no lie would save him from being questioned by the Stumps. He couldn’t afford outing himself like that. So, despite all his strength and talent, he joined the other mages and began to gather energy for a joint attack. 
 
    In the meantime, the river raged on. It shouted and rained down a hail of terrifying blows. Ash, following the situation closely, was the first to react. The far right side of the ferry, where the steering wheel was, was only partially destroyed when another attack broke through the shields. The charge easily cut through the felt ropes and the whole construction shook. 
 
    Like a single organism, the swordsmen rushed to the aid of those who were in the red zone. Ignoring the pain in their hands, they grabbed the ropes, keeping the ferry afloat and preventing the logs from breaking. Some of the Aqueals fell into the water and were quickly helped back onto the deck. All except a boy who was standing closest to the edge when the attack occurred. The child was carried away a few yards and thrown directly into the center of the storm. 
 
    “Man overboard!” Raland shouted as he single-handedly tied several huge logs with ropes. His powerful arms bulged from strain and face turned red. 
 
    For just a moment, the Ternites stared at the drowning boy, who was desperately beating the water with his arms in the vain attempt of saving himself. Just a moment, and then they all returned to their posts as if nothing had ever happened. 
 
    Ash gritted his teeth and looked at Mary. She shook her head and nodded toward the raging spirit. But the mage slung his staff over his back and dove like a swallow into the river. As soon as the water closed above his head, he felt as if he were trapped in a coffin. He slowly sank to the bottom, feeling his magic leave him. For the first time since that day, he felt helpless. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    9th Day of the Month of Afir, 312. A.D., Mt. Mok-Pu, The Eastern Territory 
 
      
 
   M any novices had gathered in one of the monastery’s many pavilions despite the cold of the winter’s months. Ash saw young Chen and Hao among those present, who had set fire to brother Fen’s beard last week, stuffed snow into the abbot’s collar, threw snowballs at sister Nan, and done many more mischiefs. It wasn’t for nothing that the group of children that Ash had ended up was considered the most troublesome in the monastery. 
 
    Sisters Sen and Men — twins that were very talented musicians — also came to watch the performance. The music was played on bamboo flutes and an instrument made of a piece of curved wood with many strings, the name of which Ash still didn’t know. The notes were sharp and high, but they didn’t lose the elegance of the melody. Brother Jing-Jing, the man who had brought Ash to the mountain, was there as well. The two had become good friends. Jig, as Ash called him, was looking at his ward with a smile. 
 
    Ah, but one could go on forever about who was present in the Hall of Wisdom. The Hall, usually empty, was a spacious structure that could easily accommodate the entire population of the monastery. Only those who sought advice from the God of Wisdom, Liao-Fen, came here when no festivities were taking place. 
 
    The statue of the heavenly sage stood at the end of the Hall. His face was thoughtful, the right hand frozen, propping his chin, and the left hovering over the chessboard as he contemplated his next move. Across from the God, was sage Jianyu, seated in a lotus position. According to legend, his mind was so bright that Liao-Fen came down from his hall to play a game with the monk. But one day, Jianyu baffled the God, and the latter, in order to be able to think about the answer, turned the monk to stone and promised to undo the spell when he came up with a good move. He must’ve found himself in quite the predicament because the monastery was almost eleven thousand years old. 
 
    Finally, abbot Ling waved his hand. Armed with a makeshift staff, Ash began to recite the Words. 
 
    He made ribbons dance like snakes, stones fly like birds, air turn into water, water turn into stone, and turn into ray of sunshine. He wove a small cloud, planted a piece of night into it, and created the light of a star on his hand. He pulled a child’s laugh from his pocket and used it to light a torch made of water. He called the pans and pots from the kitchen, much to the cook’s displeasure, and made them dance. 
 
    Smiling, Ash shook his free hand and picked up the pace. He uttered hundreds of Words, changing the laws of the universe and giving life to the impossible. His performance lasted for two days, during which he wasn’t allowed to drink, eat, or go to the bathroom. During the night, so that the mage didn’t sleep, but continued to chant, he was watched in shifts by Qiang and Kisheng, two older students who were near the end of their training. 
 
    And so, on the third day, when the mage uttered his last magical formulae, and the new audience (who, unlike him, couldn’t stay in the same place for three days and three nights) was deafened by the sound of the morning gong, Ash earned the title of the Master of a Thousand Words, one of the several living on the unnamed planet. 
 
    There were claps as the monks picked up the exhausted, but happy young man and carried him away. That moment, when dozens of sincere smiles lit up around him, would forever remain in Ash’s memory. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Evening of the same day 
 
    Dusk was falling on the Eastern continent. In the west, the tired sun was hiding among the mountains and clouds, and in the east, stars were slowly coming out to show their beautiful faces to those who remained awake. Their cold light, coupled with the frosty air, made Ash pull his clothes tighter around himself, wishing that cloaks were an accepted attire in the monastery. A nice, thick cloak would be wonderful right about now. 
 
    Sniffling, he sat on a rock, where he had spent many days and nights, learning, as stupid as that might sound, the secrets of the universe — other than that, he simply had nothing to do here in the monastery. In the beginning, he had wanted to learn the art along with the novices, but after several painful nights in the infirmary, he realized that martial arts weren’t for him. His muscles weren’t made for what the monks called a form of some kind of Tun-Chi or Te-Chi. 
 
    After that, he asked the elders to give him some kind of a job to do, but the broom kept falling out of his hands and only scattered more dust; the pots in the kitchen were constantly spewing black smoke; and the food was either too salty or undercooked, and, in general, inedible. Deciding not to despair, he continued looking for things to do, but no matter what job he was given, everything either fell out of his hands, broke, went spoilt, or was simply lost somewhere. 
 
    The worst thing, however, was that no one ever blamed him for anything. He would’ve fine if they shouted at him or scolded him for his clumsiness, but no one so much as frowned. Everyone helped him as much as they could and kept telling Ash that he was yet to find “his way,” whatever the hell that meant. 
 
    That was how he got to the point where he did what he did best, but also the thing that he couldn’t stand — study. Sitting on a rock that hung over a chasm, he listened to the world, in a lack of a better explanation. After all, that was how the palace tutors believed that that was the best way to quickly learn the meaning of any Word. It turned out that they weren’t being paid a ridiculous sum of money for just acting smart. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Jing-Jing said. He had a habit of pointing out the obvious, which annoyed many people, but amused Ash. 
 
    “Oh, it really is!” the mage replied, acting surprised. 
 
    Jing-Jing took two long pipes filled with a special kind of tobacco from the folds of his robes and handed one to the young mage. 
 
    “Cut it yourself?” Ash asked, inhaling the fragrant, gentle smoke. 
 
    “When the mind is restless you often find yourself wishing to do something with your hands.” 
 
    “What bothers you, brother?” 
 
    Tiny figures danced in the air, their dresses and bodies made up of curls of smoke. If there was one thing Ash had liked about the palace life, it was the balls. The most exquisite and breathtaking balls took place in the palaces of Mistrit. It was a pity that he’d never witness them again. 
 
    “You, my dear friend,” Jing-Jing replied and blew a ring of smoke that enclosed one of the dancing couples in it. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me.” Ash smiled, watching the figures try to escape from the monk’s trap. 
 
    “Let me worry.” 
 
    The mage shrugged and swung his legs above the chasm. Anyone afraid of heights would faint just at the sight of him sitting so high up. 
 
    “I don’t understand your desire to become a monk.” 
 
    Ash didn’t answer, continuing to smoke, enjoying the rare, fragrant tobacco that couldn’t be found anywhere else outside the mountains. 
 
    “If you take the tenure,” Jing-Jing continued, seeing that Ash had no intention of answering, “you’ll lose all of your power as a mage! Why in the seven hells would you do that?!” 
 
    The mage smiled to himself. It was nice to have someone who genuinely cared about him. Jing-Jing had inspired him to take care of the novices as best as he could. And he did a good job at it, too! If... we ignored the fact that he was a frequent participant in their silly pranks. 
 
    “Tell me, my wise monk friend, how often have you done things you truly wanted?” 
 
    The monk thought about it. Ash knew that he wanted to respond him with wise words along the lines of “sometimes I do what I want, but I usually do what I have to do,” but the monk surprised him by answering truthfully. 
 
    “There are things that meet my desire, and there are those that arise from my duties.” 
 
    “Pragmatic as always.” 
 
    “A worthy man must have three things — a sharp mind, a sword, and wisdom.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah...” Ash waved his hand, as if he were chasing away an annoying fly. “I remember Liao-Fen’s words as well as you.” 
 
    “However, I think I didn’t answer your question.” Jing-Jing shook out the tobacco from his pipe and filled it with fresh leaves. “I can’t tell you what I do more often, what I want or what I should.” 
 
    “I can.” Ash sighed. 
 
    He closed his eyes, listening to the cry of the mountain eagle. The king of the sky was flying dozens of leagues away from the monastery, but his voice was clearly audible even from this distance. He was a living personification of power and defiance, but at the same time, of loneliness, because no one else flew as high as him. 
 
    “That’s why I want your rosary.” 
 
    “Hangchou’s,” the monk corrected him. 
 
    “Yes, those.” Ash nodded. He didn’t even want to bother trying to twist his tongue to pronounce the name. 
 
    The two sat in silence for a while, enjoying the tobacco and the mountain scenery. Perhaps we could describe to you the beauty and expanse of the Eastern continent, but if we did, you’d no longer be able to look with awe at any other mountains. So just take our word for it — there was no more beautiful and majestic sunset in the world than that that could be seen from the Mok-Pu monastery. 
 
    “The abbot is waiting for you," Jing-Jing finally said. 
 
    Ash nodded and left. He went up the tricky passage and found himself in the courtyard where students usually trained. The Eternal Blossom Tree, whose name couldn’t have better described it, was also here. It was small like a weeping willow, but different from it in that it had white leaves that circled the trunk all year round. All three hundred and sixty-five days this tree pleased the eye with its blossoms and the nose with a mysterious, sweet aroma. 
 
    The mage smiled. He had watched dozens of times as the older students moved through the blizzard of blossoms and leaves that suddenly became sharper than any blade. The goal was to reach the trunk without a single white spot on your robes. The tree itself was beautiful, but if you touched its blossoms, you’d immediately get stained with its pollen, which was the color of bird droppings and very hard to remove. 
 
    Around the corner was a huge metal tub shaped like sphere six feet in diameter. It’d be filled with water and the students would be asked to stand on the side. The stronger ones would last for about a second before falling. The most skilled ones could stand on the thing edge for minutes, balancing only on the big toe of their right foot. 
 
    Ash went to the central pavilion, passing all sorts of devices used for the strict and often insane exercises that the abbots put their students through. With each new step, he felt a little bit sadder. Fate was clearly laughing at him. He hated studying, but he would’ve liked to learn the arts that the monks were practicing. Alas, he wasn’t destined to learn even one move, let alone become a disciple. 
 
    Pushing aside his thoughts, he opened the giant doors, and entered the hall. His head instantly ached from the heavy smell of the burning incense. The monks seemed to have stuck incense into every crack on the wall, floor, pillars, and ceiling. The swirling cloud of smoke smelled of sandalwood and cherries. 
 
    Ash put his fist on his palm and bowed as low as he could. 
 
    “Come in,” said the abbot, sitting in a lotus pose with his legs spread so wide that Ash’s groin instantly ached uncomfortably. His jewels just weren’t designed for such a pose. 
 
    Closing the doors behind him, the mage sat down on the pillow that had been left there for him. He had never liked this place. Not because of the smoke, which made it difficult to think and see, but because of the dozens of statues of Liao-Fen that seemed to be staring right into your soul. 
 
    Gold, bronze, stone, and sometimes even iron, they occupied every inch of free space. At the end of the hall stood the biggest of them all, made of glass. Almost twenty feet tall, it propped its head on a wooden beam. During the day, whenever the sun shone bright in the sky, it’d turn the golden rays into a myriad of colorful beams, which greatly amused the children. 
 
    Ash had once wondered why was the largest statue made of such a delicate and fragile material as glass. It was until recently that he learned the rather obvious answer — symbolism. One of Liao-Fen’s wisdoms was that the “bigger” a person was, the weaker they were, because they had too much to care and fear about. The most dangerous were the “small” people, who’d do anything to live as they had nothing to lose. It was then that he also realized why all of the smaller statues of Liao-Fen were made of durable material like iron and stone. 
 
    “Giving up?” 
 
    The mage put down his staff, nodded, and rested his hands on his knees. 
 
    “My son, what it is that you are looking for in this monastery?” 
 
    “Peace,” Ash immediately replied without hesitation. 
 
    “Peace,” the old man drawled, stroking his long, almost transparent beard. Despite his age, the abbot’s hands were steady as a rock. “Do you think you deserve it?” 
 
    Ash bowed so low that his head touched the cold floor. 
 
    “I know that I did a lot of bad things, but I didn’t act on my own.” 
 
    “Those are excuses.” Ling sighed. “Listen to me, young mage, and then answer the question. If a traveler following a mountain path gets killed by a stone knocked over by a gust of wind, who is to blame? The traveler who chose the wrong path, the stone moved by the wind, or the wind itself?” 
 
    Ash thought a moment before answering. 
 
    “The wind.” 
 
    “Why so?” the old man asked in surprise. “The wind was doing its job. It blew on the entire mountain, but only one stone fell. Why is it not to blame?” 
 
    “By that logic, the knife would be to blame for an injury, and not the hand that wielded it,” Ash retorted and then twitched when Ling laughed. It sounded like a broken rattle. 
 
    “Then why not blame the man who took the knife in the first place? Why not blame the victim for allowing someone to stab them?” 
 
    “Because it’s stupid.” 
 
    “Is it stupid or is it just easier to look for the cause of your problems in someone else?” 
 
    Ash almost lashed out, but quickly calmed down, realizing what the old man was trying to say. He opened and closed his eyes like a fish out of water. But no matter how much he thought, he couldn’t find an answer. 
 
    Someone else would’ve blamed fate, the Gods, or some other higher force and nonsense, but he didn’t believe in such things. he had seen too much in his short life to think that there was such a thing as “fate.” If there were, it didn’t care about the people. And if the Gods were truly alive, they didn’t give damn about what was happening outside the gilded doors of their heavenly palaces. 
 
    “So, who is to blame? The traveler? The rock? Or the wind?” 
 
    “I... I don’t know...” Ash replied. This was the first time in his life that he had heard himself utter those words. 
 
    “Remember these words, young mage. Remember and never forget that you don’t know everything about this world and that sometimes what may seem right and simple at first, may seem so only because of ignorance.” 
 
    “Yes, abbot. I will remember,” he said and bowed again. 
 
    “As for your request...” Ash’s heart began to beat at an alarming rate. The blood was pounding so hard in his ears that it was almost deafening. All he could hope was that he wouldn’t be driven out of the monastery. “I cannot comply with it.” 
 
    “But... Why?!” the mage exclaimed, his eyes ablaze. “I learned all the sixty-three wisdoms of Liao-Fen! I proved that my intentions were honest! I swore that I’d never again harm an innocent soul!” 
 
    “Calm down, young one, calm down,” Ling whispered. “Unfortunately, the way of the monk isn’t for you.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Despite his anger, a lump formed in Ash’s throat. 
 
    He imagined leaving the mountain, his conversations with Jing-Jing, the music of sisters Sen and Men, the laughter of the young students, and wandering the earth without a home or family, not knowing when he’d be ambushed by bandits. The lump grew as his imagination ran wild. 
 
    “I cannot tell you.” Ling’s voice was low and calm. “But Liao-Fen’s wisdom allowed me to see that the Gods have cursed you for the evil that your hands had brought to the lands of the Kingdom of Arabist.” 
 
    The mage twitched and grimaced. Another lecture about the damned Gods and their damned curses. 
 
    “In that case...” Ash blinked a couple of times, trying to keep the stinging in his eyes at bay. “In that case... Why did you ask Jing-Jing to look for me? Why him? You could’ve asked anyone else! Anyone else would’ve killed me without a second thought!” 
 
    The abbot rose to his feet and walked over to the young mage. An old, wrinkled hand grabbed Ash’s shoulder as his heart fluttered like a captive bird. 
 
    “One day, when you’re ready, you’ll find an answer to that question. Now listen, young mage, you’ll never have a home or a place to return to. Fate will forever drive you forth like tumbleweed. Wherever you set foot, the buds of flames and misfortune will blossom. The Gods have cursed you to be but a tool in their hands, and to sow death wherever it befits them. But, that is a tale for another day... Come, you should enjoy the last song of sisters Sen and Men... I feel like you’ll miss their music the most.” 
 
    Ash closed his eyes, trying not to sink into despair. He couldn’t believe that he’d have to leave soon, he couldn’t believe that the abbot could talk so calmly about such a terrible curse, even if he himself didn’t believe in it. He knew that a warlock could cast such an awful malefaction or that anyone with enough hatred in their hearts could manifest their emotions as a hex... But to hear that Gods hated someone so much? 
 
    No, he simply refused to believe it. He didn’t want to admit that he was doomed to be just a pawn in someone’s game. That he was cursed to live the fate of a fallen leaf, driven by a self-willed wind. 
 
    From the outside, he heard the tune of the song without words. He hadn’t heard this one yet, so he waited for the flute to play the last note of the soft, lyrical melody. Little did he know that he’d have to wait for that note for many, many years. Sometimes, he’d wake up at night, wiping the sweat from his forehead, and banishing terrible dreams, in which the music was constantly interrupted by a terrible whistle and a dull wheeze. 
 
    Instead of a melodious whisper, the flute produced a terrible screech. Less than a moment later, something pierced through the wall, dripping blood onto the floor. Ash, acting on instinct honed over years of fighting, jumped to his feet and grabbed his staff. 
 
    Ling was as calm as the statue of Liao-Fen that towered behind him. 
 
    The huge, heavy doors cracked and exploded in a shower of splinters, letting in a whirlwind of fire, followed by black figures whose tattered robes fluttered in the wind like the wings of a demon. 
 
    At the head of the group was a tall man. His heavy armor rattled with a metallic echo and his outstretched arm was covered with scales and topped with four yellow claws. What hid under the steel had perhaps once been a man, but no longer. 
 
    The hood hid the intruder’s face, but Ash met the gaze of the eyes hiding within its shadows. The beast might’ve been unnaturally tall, it’s power might’ve made the walls shake and the glass statue of Liao-Fen shatter to pieces, and the fire might’ve howled like a faithful dog following its master, and the creature might’ve looked like nothing Ash had seen before in his life, but he knew, oh, he knew well the look in those black eyes. 
 
    “Racker,” he whispered, eyes turning red. 
 
    The figure flinched. The clawed hand tossed the good back, revealing a hideous face. Covered with green scales, it was a cross between a human and a snake, with two slits for a nose. From the left temple to the right cheekbone, running over where the bridge of the nose would’ve been, were three scars — a memento from the siege of Zadastra. A forked tongue emerged from the parted thin lips and licked the sharp teeth. 
 
    “General!” Racker hissed. “Long time no sssssee!” 
 
    “Murderer,” Ash growled, as an unknown energy began to gather around him. 
 
    The stone floor groaned under his feet, the steel statues were covered with dents and cracks, and the air was constantly flickering with tiny sparks and flames that surrounded the mage like a fiery halo. 
 
    Racker laughed, sending a shiver down Ash’s spine. Even before, his laughter didn’t sound human, but now... Looking at his former lieutenant, the young mage sure that what stood before him wasn’t a human, but a beast torn out of the blackest depths of the abyss. Even the demons weren’t as vile as this wretched thing, whose armored tail was slithering across the floor like it had a will of its own. 
 
    “Pot calling the kettle black,” Racker snarled. “Aren’t your armsss elbowsss deep in the blood of the innocent? And your legsss knee deep in corpssses? Compared to you, I’m but a mischievousss child.” 
 
    All this time, his posse was laughing behind him. Vials of colorful liquid shattered against the floor, bows creaked, and leather creaked as swords were unsheathed. Runes shone on the wooden handles and blades of axes and arrow tips, and barely visible ribbons of poisonous vapor rose from the daggers. 
 
    Ash got ready for a fight, but Racker waved his hand, instantly calming down his men. 
 
    “I’ll do it on my own,” he said and turned to face the mage. “Look at me. Look!” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Ash did as told. He didn’t look at Racker with his eyes, but with the energy that he had been collecting all this time. What he saw frightened him. A white fire shone in the reptile’s chest, so bring and powerful that Ash had to close his eyes and avert his gaze. 
 
    “You’ve absorbed it,” he said. “You’ve absorbed the Dragon’s Essence.” 
 
    “I have!” Racker exclaimed. “I did what you didn’t have the gutsss to do! I wasss a fool, I didn’t know what it’d do to me, but I found a way out! SSSoon, I’ll... I’ll get my handsss on true power an—” 
 
    Before Racker could finish, Ash, whose rage could eclipse the light of Irmaril, gathered the accumulated energy and hit the ground with his staff, shielding the silent abbot with his body. A roaring stream of fire erupted from the floor and rushed at the intruders. Twenty feet tall, it burned through the high ceiling; forty feet wide, it left scorch marks on the walls. The flames, capable of vaporizing a small pond, hit Racker’s exposed hand. Instead of screaming in agony, he disappeared with a silent pop. 
 
    The staff, made of ordinary wood, couldn’t withstand the power, turning into ash in the young mage’s hands. Ash was left unarmed and without anything to confront the enemy with. But he had no intention of retreating. A general, even a former one, didn’t flee from the battlefield — he remained to fight to the very end. Either his, or that of his opponent. 
 
    “Weakling.” Racker smirked. 
 
    Before, the two were equal in strength, but the Essence clearly tipped the scales in Racker’s favor. And without a staff, Ash was completely helpless. 
 
    “Run,” Lin whispered, stepping forward to shield the young mage. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Liao-Feng had once said that a fight is not lost as long as you still draw breath. The herald of your death as not yet risen on the sky. Run, young mage,” he said and pushed off the floor, leaping fifteen yards like a feather picked up by the wind. Landing among the group of assassins, he straightened his bent back. His long robe silently touched the ground and his hands, usually locked behind his back, turned into the deadliest weapons. There was no shouting, no clatter, no thuds, nothing. Ling’s palm touched the breastplate of one of Racker’s men, and the poor bastard was sent flying back as if he had been hit by a battering ram. He flew nearly nine yards and smashed through the wall. 
 
    “Run!” he repeated for the third time, breaking Racker’s hand with just one hit. 
 
    Obeying the abbot’s order, the young mage ran. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
    4th Day of the Month of Krag, 322 A.D., The Plains 
 
      
 
   A sh swam up to the surface. Greedily swallowing air, he coughed as his lungs burned and ached. Ahead of him, the river continued to rage. Water bullets collided with lead ones, which, although they caused no harm, significantly slowed down the beast. 
 
    The water around him was boiling and frothing, as if he had found himself at sea in the middle of a storm. Huge waves would every now and again roll over the shimmering spheres as giant pillars shot into the sky, crashing down on the ferry with all their might. 
 
    In the midst of this chaos, Ash looked at the lost boy. His little body had long remained without the strength needed to even float. A couple of more seconds, and the child would’ve sank to the bottom and no one would’ve been able to pull him out of the river’s embrace. Low on energy himself, Ash, choking on both water and air, let the waves carry him where he needed to go. 
 
    Sinking under the waves every now and again, Ash felt time, like grains of sand, slipping through his fingers. His physical strength wasn’t enough to deal with the river’s fury. Trapped in this watery cage, his magic was of no use. And yet, he was in a hurry to help. 
 
    Finding himself on a few yards from the serpent, he dived under the water. Slowly plunging into the darkness, the only thing that guided him in the right direction were the bubbles that escaped the boy’s mouth. 
 
    Spells, arrows, and bullets whizzed past him. Every now and again, a shell, slowed down by the water, passed so close that if he had moved a bit to the side, he would’ve been hit by one of his allies. Despite the dangers, he continued deeper and deeper into the darkness, trying to grab the boy’s hand. 
 
    It was getting darker, but calmer at the same time. At the very bottom, the chaos that was happening on the surface couldn’t even be felt. It seemed that Erld’s depths were as indifferent to what was happening as much as were the distant clouds where the sylphs, the spirits of the skies, lived. 
 
    There was almost no oxygen left in his lungs. The mage jerked and pushed himself down, grabbing the boy. Already suffocating, Ash almost lost consciousness succumbing to hypoxia, but somehow managed to swim back up to the surface. 
 
    The boy coughed as his lungs were filled with air, then screamed in panic when he saw the shadow cast by the giant spirit looming over him. But before another breath could leave him, the serpent hissed, its necks cut off by a pair of scarlet sickles. The crescents, flying over people who were struggling to stay afloat, made a strange, almost melodic sound as they cut through the air. 
 
    Contrary to the laws of physics, the serpent’s heads didn’t fall back into the river, but hovered in the air. Ribbons of water emerged from its cut off neck, as if the spirit was searching its heads in order to put itself back together again. 
 
    “Take a deep breath!” Ash shouted and pulled the boy under the water. 
 
    The little one did as told and dived with the mage. Once again the steel grip of the darkness and the cold, the child didn’t close his eyes so he saw everything that was going on the surface. 
 
    Almost a dozen of mages gathered an incredible amount of energy. It roared and raged, ripping bits of canvas from the sail. People covered their eyes with their hands, unable to look at the blue sphere vibrating above the crossed staffs of the mages. 
 
    One of the dozen, moving his tongue and lips with difficulty, uttered the magic words, and the sphere began to change. It expanded and elongated until it finally took the shape of dog’s mouth. There was thunder, the brightest flash of which blinded even through the closed eyes, and the dog’s head snapped at the spirit devoid of the river’s power. 
 
    The serpent, screeching and snarling, turned into steam. No one present would ever be able to tell whether they had heard the howl of the Thunder Hound or whether their imagination played a trick on them. But what everyone was sure of was that a powerful spell destroyed the giant serpent. But not everyone knew what’d follow. 
 
    Ash was among the few ones that did. 
 
    When the wizard resurfaced, he felt fear rising in his heart in mind, rattling its rusted chains, ready to bind both his mind and soul. And while the people were busy on the ferry, and someone on a raft was getting close to those thrown overboard, Ash was once again pulled into a vortex of memories.  
 
    9th Day of the Month of Afir, 312 A.D., Mt. Mok-Pu, The Eastern Territory 
 
    Ash ran out into the street and couldn’t hold back a cry of panic. The whole courtyard was ablaze. Here and there, the outlines of the monks and the assassins flashed like ghostly shadows. The ever-blooming tree crackled sadly, ash and sparks dancing around its trunk instead of the petals. The pillars on which the younger students had stood in ridiculous poses earlier that morning were burning. There were arrows, spears, bullets, spells, magic flames, and blood. 
 
    A lot of blood. 
 
    Ash, who had been through dozen battles, froze in place, unable to move or believe his eyes. The smell of burning wood and flesh, of blood, and of steel filled his nostrils and clouded his mind. The shouts of the dying monks sounded like an alarm bell. And the sky, which used to be blue and so close, had now seemed heavy and close like a coffin lid. Smothered in smoke and stained crimson, it weighed on his shoulders. 
 
    A child screamed somewhere, snapping the young mage out of his numbed state. Time began to flow again, and Ash rushed to aid Chen, a cheerful boy, whose shaven head was always filled with the strangest ideas. 
 
    Chen struggled with his opponent, whose blood-stained blade was getting alarmingly close to his chest. Like a scorpion’s stinger, it pointed its tip at the boy’s heart, but didn’t dare strike the final blow. Not because of sudden pity, but because the man like to play with his prey. Holding his hand, he mocked the young monk with precise, but weak blows. There was no way that a novice like Chen could harm a man clad in armor. Leather wasn’t that strong of a defense against steel, but the monk was unarmed. 
 
    Picking up a stick from the ground, the enraged Ash activated the First Form and a ball of fire swirled at the end of the charred staff. It was very small, about the size of a nut, but that was enough to kill the assassin. He tumbled to the ground, covered with the ashes of the now useless staff. The monastery didn’t have in it position a weapon that could withstand all the fury and power of the young mage. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ash asked, looking at the bruises and cuts on Chen’s body. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “My rib...” the boy croaked. “Maybe a leg...” 
 
    “You’ll be okay,” Ash said with glazed eyes. “We’ll fix you right up.” 
 
    He looked up, trying to locate the shortest route to the medical win, but he couldn’t find what he was looking for. He could go over the roofs, but there, instead of a small pavilion with two roofs, was a pile of logs, stones, and bloodied bodies. 
 
    “Esh!” Chen shouted. “Look out!” 
 
    The mage turned around in time to look down the barrel of a rifle. One of the assassins raised his weapon, taking aim at the tall figure. The trigger clicked, the firing pin sang, and the barrel spat out a cloud of fire from which a bullet flew out with a whistle. 
 
    Ash automatically summoned the flames, but they didn’t want to answer his call — he didn’t have enough willpower, nor enough fire in him. His thoughts settled, murky and heavy like swamp mud, and his eyes stared helplessly at the bullet flying toward him. 
 
    With a cry, Chen leaped from behind Ash’s back and shielded him with his small body, arms outstretched to the sides. There was silence, and then Chen fell to the ground, blood spreading under him. His once-lively brown eyes gazed emptily into the distance. 
 
    Ash’s shoulder burned as if it had been pierced with a poker. Chen’s body couldn’t stop the bulled, but it had managed to slow it down and change its trajectory. The mage got away with a shattered shoulder joint. His left arm went limp and he had to grip it to hold it in place 
 
    Minstrels would say that Ash, possessed by wrath and anger, produced a fire spell; or that he said a Word, and his opponent crumbled to dust; or that he, driven by instinct, used the knowledge he had gained on the mountain and killed everyone, but all of that would’ve been a lie. 
 
    With a heavy heart and an even heavier conscience, and covered in blood of his friends, he stared at the rifle that had taken the life of an innocent child. The gunsliger, laughing, didn’t even draw his blade. He just took another bullet out of his pocket and started to reload his rifle. This was probably where the story of the young general would’ve ended if it hadn’t been for Ling. Even in death he was able to change the course of fate. 
 
    From the flames, which replaced the door of the main pavilion, the old abbot’s corpse flew out, a giant hole gaping on his chest. Ash turned his head and saw Racker emerge from the fire. In his right hand, he held Jin-Jing’s head. He held nothing in his left, for it was missing from the elbow up. Racker bared his teeth and threw the head at Ash’s feet. He watched with empty eyes as it rolled on the ground, leaving a scarlet trail behind it. 
 
    It was in that moment, when he finally realized that the corpse was that of the old abbot, that he noticed that Ling was clutching in his hand the traitor’s severed arm. Not knowing why, Ash grabbed the wooden ring that fell out of Jin-Jing’s mouth and ran. Yes, the brave general ran like a cowardly dog. Mad with blood, the assassins laughed like hyenas as they watched him flee. 
 
    “Find him!” Racker shouted. 
 
    Ash ran past the bodies of his brothers and sisters, leaving behind the fire, the screams of the dying and the cries of the wounded. Driven by fear, terror, and his own helplessness, he burst into the only building not yet engulfed in flames. The doors of the Hall of Wisdom swung open, letting in the pale-faced mage. 
 
    Distraught, Ash trudged toward the only thing he saw as his salvation at the moment. Holding his aching arm, he limped toward the statue of Liao-Fen, who, lost in his game of chess, payed no attention to the tragedy unfolding outside his home. 
 
    Ash was followed into the pavilion by his pursuers. They looked at the hobbling young man as if he was already dead. Wrapped in their cloaks, they played with metal flails, clicking metal on the floor like whips on the back of a lazy donkey. 
 
    The mage had almost reached the statue when one of the assassins swung his weapon. The chain whistled through the air and wrapped itself around Ash’s legs. Falling onto the chessboard, Ash reflexively closed his eyes. There was a crash, and the black king chessp iece snapped in half. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Ash saw something he didn’t expect to see. Instead of the faces of his pursuers, he was looking down a dark tunnel, the end of which was lost somewhere in the distance. Judging by the faint rays of light that reached the floor of the cave he had found himself in, he was somewhere in the bowls of the mountain, not far from the ridge. How he got there, he had no idea, but he suspected that there had to have been a secret tunnel under the chessboard. Now, how he managed to survive the fall that should have killed him, that he didn’t know. 
 
    Searching for a way out, he stumbled upon something he hadn’t expected to see in this strange cave. In the center of the room, where the rays of light crossed, a stick was stuck in the ground. Upon closer inspection, however, the seemingly magical gift turned out to be an ordinary stick. 
 
    “It’ll do.” Ash said, blood tricking down his chin. At this point, he was glad to have any weapon. 
 
    Walking over, or rather, crawling over, he was about to grab the staff when he experienced a wave of unimaginable pain. Blood seemed to boil in his veins. His eyes felt like they were melting, and his muscles and insides burned like dry wood. The hand holding the staff turned into coals. By some miracle, it remained intact, still holding onto the wood. 
 
    The spirit of the staff was so strong that it could’ve, ironically, turned Ash into a pile of ashes. But hardly had the flames got to his heart, when another fire burst forth. This wave was just as powerful and just as hot, but much more violent than the last. It swept over him, overpowered him, swallowed him up, and then entered the staff. It was impossible to see where one fire ended and the other began. 
 
    Slowly, but surely, the pain subsided, and the black burn that covered his arm was drawn back into the staff. For the first time in his life, Ash clutched a staff that wasn’t too rough or frail for him. On the contrary, he felt that if he wanted to, he could release all the power of his magic. 
 
    Yes, this simple-looking staff could embody any spell without crumbling to dust. Moreover, even if it seemed impossible, Ash had the feeling that the staff made him stronger. 
 
    Ash smiled in spite of himself, and a Word escaped his lips that turned out to be the name of an ancient companion of mages. The staff seemed to glow from within, warming the young man and taking away his worries. It accepted its new owner, and its owner accepted it. The newfound allies were eager to fight, but the moment Ash pulled the staff out of the ground, there was a click. The sound was followed by the creaking of ancient mechanisms, and the mage suddenly realized that he was flying. 
 
    He was flying away from the where a huge fire was licking the sky, devouring the old monastery — the last refuge of the Girtai people and their God, the sage Liao-Fen. 
 
    As Ash flew through the clouds, he realized that he was not floating at all, but rather falling into an abyss. 
 
    And then everything went black. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
    4th Day of the Month of Krag, 322 A.D., The Plains 
 
   “W e’ll spend the night here,” Mary said, jumping off her horse. 
 
    The Stumps supported her decision with a murmur. After the morning’s events, everyone was pretty tired and didn’t see the point in another four or so hours of riding just to get the outpost at the border with the marshes. Blackbeard and Tul carefully got Lari off the cart. He had been given a sleeping potion so that Alice’s elixirs would be more efficient healing his injured hands. 
 
    Using the Singing Blow had cost Lari a couple of broken and twisted bones in his hands and arms. Thanks to magic and alchemy, he’d live to fight another day, but the sight of him covered with bandages wasn’t a pretty one. 
 
    Ash held his staff over a pile of dry leaves and branches and lit a campfire. The clearing, surrounded by trees, began its play of light and shadows, enhanced by the orchestra of the wood’s most talented musicians, in which the trill of the crickets mixed with the crackle of the burning branches and the ragged breathing of the Ternites. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Mary muttered, noticing that Ash was about to draw a Circle. 
 
    The mage shrugged. Quietly, he placed a wooden amulet shaped like a fox into the grass. If something big enough to make the animal represented by the totem afraid got too close, he’d know right away. 
 
    Alice continued treating Tul, while the others sat around the fire. Tul and Blackbeard exchanged nervous glances and looked at Ash with pity in their tired eyes. They figured that he’d be the victim of Mary’s next lecture. 
 
    “Esh,” she said sternly, stirring the coals with a stick. 
 
    “Yes?” The mage smiled, lighting a long, old pipe. “Have you finally decided to confess your love for me? Oh, Mary, but I’m afraid that I can’t return your feelings. You see, back in the tent...” 
 
    Mary’s right eye twitched and she smacked Ash on the head. The mage, as was his custom, sulked and began to mumble about hags. 
 
    “What were you thinking?!” 
 
    “What?” he asked, confused. “Oh, about the dancer? Well, you see, the moment she put her hand in my pants, I was already— Ow!” 
 
    Rubbing his head, he looked over at Tul and Blackbeard, but the looked away, shaking their heads sadly. The mage sighed, realizing that jokes wouldn’t help him this time. 
 
    “You’ve made a big mistake saving that boy,” Mary said calmly, but a little more quietly than she had intended. 
 
    “If you’re saying that just because he’s an Ernite—” 
 
    “I am!” she shouted, interrupting him for the third time. “That’s exactly what I’m saying! This entire time, you’ve been unreliable, lazy, sloppy, and downright annoying, but the moment we were almost there, you decided to risk your life because of a simple Ernite! Don’t look at me like that! I can spend the entire evening calling a spade a spade.” 
 
    Having finished her rant, she lowered her gaze. Perhaps she had said some things in the heat of the moment, but she told them anyway. And there was no turning back now. 
 
    “A simple Ernite” was what most people of the world were to the Ternites. Faceless and nameless, walking bag of bones, meat, and blood. Created in the image and likeness of the Gods, but with no destiny or purpose, only a path that led to oblivion. 
 
    “Yes, I risked my life, and mine alone,” Ash argued. 
 
    “No! No, you idiot! You risked more than that! You risked the future of this entire campaign! You risked our lives, our futures, our reputation, the life of the king’s daughter... On a whim!” 
 
    “Esh,” Blackbeard said carefully. “Mary can be a bit... hot-headed sometimes, but she’s got the point. Had you drowned, we would’ve had a really tough time crossing the Rezaliks and Lurka.” 
 
    Blackbeard continued talking, but Ash wasn’t listening. He tapped his left shoulder with his staff. The scar still ached. 
 
    “You’re too weak, Esh,” Mary said. “You’re not fit for this group. Sorry that it took me this long to realize... Weakness I can tolerate, it can be fixed, but recklessness and stupidity...” She shook her head. “When we return, you’ll hand in your badge.” 
 
    Silence fell over the clearing. Banning someone from the squad was the most serious measure a leader could take. A squad was like family, bound by ties stronger by blood. And once you broke those ties, they could never again be mended. Not to mention that it left an awful stain on the reputation of a Ternite. A banished member would probably never again be able to find a new family. 
 
    Tul smiled wryly, trying to smooth things over a little. 
 
    “I dunno, Mary, that sounds a bit too harsh... Everything worked out in the end.” 
 
    “I stand by my decision, Tul.” 
 
    Blackbeard muttered something inaudible and turned to the mage. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Esh. Tell her you understand and apologize. She’s just a bit jumpy now... Everything will be fine once we’re done with this, you’ll see.” 
 
    The mage suddenly hit the ground with his staff and looked at the woman with unexpected malice. 
 
    “Mary Birch, as a member of the Wandering Stumps I will listen to you unconditionally for you are my leader and superior, but I, and I alone, am in charge of my own life and fate.” 
 
    With that, Ash got up and walked over to the edge of the clearing, where he collapsed on the ground and wrapped his cloak around himself, pretending to be asleep. The Stumps talked for a long time around the campfire, discussing the day’s events. 
 
    Ash thought about that, too. 
 
    “What could have caused the river to attack people who meant it no harm? Spirits have no desires or reason, only instinct. The most primitive, but at the same time, the most reliable. To have the Erld attack them like that means that someone or something managed to make the spirit go mad with fear.” 
 
    First there was the cursed castle, then Helmer, then Arlund, then Irba, and now the Erld. Ash couldn’t shake off the feeling that a dark cloud was descending upon the earth, bringing with it a storm of pain and misery. None of this was a coincidence, there was no way that it could’ve been. 
 
    His mind refused to accept this as reality, forcing him to go over thousands of different ideas and scenarios as he searched for the truth. Unfortunately, the truth was either so great and vast that his mind couldn’t reveal it, or he was just going crazy. 
 
    Just like with the rest of the “accidents,” they came out victorious again. The spirit had been killed. It’d take two, maybe four decades before the river’s flow slows down, and, someday, it’d dry up completely, taking with it the vast fields, allowing the swamps of Lurk to spread westward. The most terrible creatures that lived in those bogs would be a step closer to the lands of the Thirteen Kingdoms. 
 
    The death of the spirit was one of many things that set into motion the change of the world. Even if it was invisible to others, even if it looked insignificant, it was still a change. 
 
    Ash couldn’t tell if these changes were drops of rain in the dark cloud or those that had already fallen on their cursed earth, but one thing was certain — something terrible was coming. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
                          26th Day of the Month Kraig, 322 A.D., The Foothills 
 
   I n front of them were the Rezaliks mountains, with their sharp, snow-capped peaks that looked more like the fangs of some monster than a rocky formation. The horseless Stumps had been forced to carry all of their belongings on their shoulders. Even Ash didn’t dare levitate his humble load — he had been forbidden from using magic in order to save energy in case of danger. 
 
    The mage didn’t accuse his fellow travelers of cowardice. He, too, had been stressed out for the past twenty days, fifteen of which were spent in a constant fight against various monsters. The creatures that lived in the swamp seemed to have gone mad. No matter what path Tul picked out, no matter what spells Alice cast, they always found them. Day after day, they fought against giant toads, crocus that looked like humanoid crocodiles, gigantic spiders, things that looked like a crossbreed between a pony and a demon, and a hundred other monstrosities. 
 
    Every day, every single damn day, began with a fight and ended with it. If it weren’t for Alice’s healing skills, they would’ve died on the border with Lurk where they were ambushed by the toad warriors. These creatures, slimy and warty, despite the webbing between their fingers, were painfully accurate at throwing poisoned spears and darts. 
 
    Ash thanked the Heavens for the fact that Mary was the type of person who was ready for everything. She had bought a lot of potions that cleansed the body of various poisons and toxins, which saved their lives numerous times. 
 
    Still, their misadventures had their advantages. 
 
    For example, Lari got a chance to train his new skills; Alice had overcome the fear that consumed her when she saw her wounded allies, and turned out to be an irreplaceable member of the Stumps. She was adept at mending bones, closing wounds, conjuring up blood, and casting invigorating spells. 
 
    Mary had broken two more rapiers and a saber during their journey through the swamp, cursing the day she had agreed to buy weapons from a less-famous blacksmith. Her situation was a rather odd one: usually, by the time a person reached the height and fame that Mary had, they’d already have a unique weapon, be that a legendary blade, a staff carved from wood enchanted by a powerful mage, a shield forged from a fallen stare, or a bow carved from a horn of the lord of the forest. But Mary... Mary had none of that. 
 
    Having not yet found a faithful companion that wouldn’t break during a tough battle, Mary kept changing sword after sword. Ash sympathized with her, remembering that he had once been in the same situation. 
 
    All in all, the Lurk swamp was an annoyingly difficult part of an already difficult route. Leaving behind the stench, muddy, green water of the swamp, and all other monstrosities Lurk was known for, the Stumps now faced a new challenge. 
 
    Cold winds raged in the pass, turning the gentle snowflakes into a storm of tiny blades. Somewhere in the blinding whiteness, ice trolls lurked, looking for a warm meal and skins to sew new cloaks from. 
 
    In the darkest caves, lived huge salamanders, whose fiery breath could burn alive a knight in their own armor. Stone giants, masquerading as ledges and paths, oftentimes threw into the abyss those who dared disturb them. But all these dangers paled in the face of the magical cold that covered the mountains once inhabited by the dwarves. 
 
    “Of course, these are just legends.” Blackbeard chuckled as he helped Alice put on his thick cloak. “But rumors have it that these mountains turned hostile when they were captured by Anna’Bre, the Queen of Blizzards.” 
 
    Alice shuddered and buried her face in the fur collar of her cloak. 
 
    “And they say that her servants aren’t really snow spirits, but that they were once people. Men, mostly.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good to hear. Alice and I should be all right, then,” Mary commented. She was wearing a scarlet cloak with a brown fur lining. All of their clothes had to be enchanted by Ash to make them more suitable for this inhospitable environment. The mage wasn’t that good with these kinds of spells, but he did what he could. He breathed fire into metal and steel, saving them from pneumonia and hypothermia. 
 
    Tul, who had changed out his leather clothes for tied-up skins, winked at Mary. 
 
    “And what if she grew tired of men and now seeks comfort in lovely ladies such as yourself?” 
 
    “Tough luck!” Lari laughed. He preferred a sheepskin coat to any furs. Then again, he needed to be able to move more than he needed to be warm. “Mary has a wall instead of a heart. Ain’t no one get through there.” 
 
    Snickering, he dodged a friendly smack on the shoulder, and hurried after the rest of the laughing crew, leaving the two girls and Ash behind. One look at the mage made the two shiver despite being well-dressed. He was still in his torn tunic and canvas trousers, with worn-out sandals, and a flimsy cloak draped over his shoulders. 
 
    “Esh, maybe you should put on something warmer?” Alice suggested. 
 
    “Nah.” He shook his head, leaning closer to the staff. “I’m a mage, remember? I’m not afraid of the cold.” 
 
    “Still...” 
 
    “Leave him,” Mary ordered sternly and turned toward the trail that led up the mountain. “He’s a big boy, he can take care of himself.” 
 
    Having said that, she adjusted the grip on her bag and followed her companions. Alice turned to Ash one last time, gave him an apologetic smile, and hurried to catch up with the rest of the party. 
 
    The mage wasn’t an altruist or anything like that. The truth was that the Stumps didn’t have a spare set of warm clothes so they’d each have to part with one item of their own clothing to keep him warm. Ash, proud as he was, couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    Having made sure that no one was watching, he cupped his hands and whispered something. A small ball of flame appeared in his hands. Smiling, he brought it closer to his chest and watched as it disappeared into his shirt. He shifted the tunic, making sure that the painted sun was shining heart. As long as it shone, he’d be warm. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted, running after the group. “Wait for me! You forgot your jester!” 
 
      
 
    A Few Hours Later 
 
    A snowstorm was ragging in the pass. Snowflakes, sharp as needles of an experienced seamstress, kept getting under the hoods, causing the travelers to shiver from the cold and cover their frostbitten faces with their gloved hands. The wind’s sorrowful howling filled their ears, deafening them. Deprived of one of the five senses, they kept being deceived by the snow’s illusions. Among the dancing flakes, they saw the silhouettes of spirits and giants, which disappeared in a puff of white dust as soon as they grabbed their weapons. 
 
    Armor and gloves iced over, leather creaking, eyelashes stuck together with snowflakes, cheeks red and lips blue, the Stumps trudged forth through the snow. Ahead, somehow managing not to sink into the white up to his ankles like the rest of them, was Ash. 
 
    Holding the staff in front of him, he dispelled the storm as best as he could, but the forces were unequal. The cold was clearly infused with someone’s magic, one so powerful that even he couldn’t remove it. Still, he could manage to clear a bit of the path, which was enough for Tul to be able to navigate them through the blizzard. 
 
    “Ironic, ain’t it?” Lari muttered. “Going through an icy hellhole just to reach the Fiery mountains. We’re supposed to be fighting ogres and demons, not snowmen!” 
 
    “I’d be thankful if I were you,” Blackbeard said. He had turned into one such snowman himself in the last couple of hours. “Or do you want to fight a higher demon?” 
 
    Lari shuddered and shook his head in unison with Alice. He’d pick the cold wind, frozen boogers, clattering teeth, and even an avalanche, over fighting even the weakest of the higher demons. Guilds of over five hundred Ternites, of which about forty were mages, were needed to handle one such fiery beast, and even they suffered severe losses. 
 
    But no stories could come close to describing the true terror of meeting one of these monsters face to face. Take, for example, Urg the Toothless. He had faced against the demon Fekhem and was even able to defeat him. But now, in the once black hair, flaunt several silver strands to remind him of the fear and horror he had suffered in that battle. It was one of these higher demons that, according to legends, drove the Ifrits out of the Fiery Mountains, declaring these ever-burning lands as his own. 
 
    It was for this reason that Mary had spent a fabulous sum buying enchanted adamantium-tipped arrows in Zadastra. That was also why the Stumps had been looking for a talented mage, and that was why the king had sent several groups of adventurers to search for the magical herb. The danger of encountering a demon wasn’t only terrifying, it instilled fear that even the most powerful amulets and strongest potions couldn’t overcome. 
 
    “Hey!” Tul shouted, putting the telescope back into his backpack. He shouted something else afterward, but his voice was mixed with the howling of the wind. 
 
    Watching him, Ash couldn’t believe that anything but snow, snow, and more snow could be seen through that funny-looking metal tube with glass at either end. 
 
    “What is it?” Mary asked. Her hair, although hidden under the hood, had iced over and turned into the back of a porcupine. 
 
    “There’s a cave over there!” Tul shouted as loudly as he could. 
 
    Mary turned around, looked at the tired faces of her companions, and made the only sensible decision. 
 
    “We’ll wait out the storm there!” 
 
    The rest of the group responded with clapping. Then again, they were probably hitting their shoulders and legs not out of joy, but in an attempt to somehow warm themselves up. The journey to the cave, though not more than twenty yards long, took about an hour. Tul, who was leading the way, was using his musket to clear the rubble. No sane person would’ve ventured into the mountains without one such weapon. Unfortunately, the definition of “sane” didn’t apply to the Stumps. Ash, still leading, didn’t risk melting even the smallest bit of the pat for fear of causing a landslide or worse. 
 
    The travelers arrived to the cave, covered with ice and a thick layer of snow. They had enough of it to keep several pounds of meat cold during the entire summer. 
 
    The mage was the first to enter the darkness of the cave. He whispered something, and a small, but bright light danced at the end of his staff. The flames shooed away the gloom, which, just like the cold and snow, seemed to have been reinforced with someone’s magic. There were no stalagmites or stalactites in the cave, just a flat floor. The place was big enough to accommodate a small town hall or— 
 
    “A dragon,” Blackbeard breathed out, pulling off his cap and shaking snow and ice off his cloak. Turning around, he saw his friends frozen in horror. Mary was trying to get the ice out of her hair. Lari was unsuccessfully chipping the frost off the guard that held his blade glued firmly to the scabbard. Tul, almost weeping, breathed softly on the musket, cleaning it with the sleeve of his padded jacket. Alas, the weapon was clearly broken. One shoot would be enough to turn the barrel into a flower in full bloom. Alice was rubbing her cheeks with her hands, looking as sweet and charming as always. 
 
    Ash, looking tired more than anybody else, hit the ground with his staff, releasing a ball of flame. It looked like he had lit a fire without using any wood. Well, that was what mages were for, to impress people with all sorts of tricks. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid.” He smiled, and moved to the entrance to draw a Circle. “Dragons haven’t been seen here in a couple of eras.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Blackbeard said, brushing his beard that now looked like a bush on a winter morning. 
 
    Having calmed down a little, the rest of the Stumps went about their business. However, they were still cautious, peering into the gloom and looking suspiciously at the arches and the walls. They, too, looked smooth, as if some giant had sanded them down. The imprints of ancient coins were still visible on the floor. The dragon’s fire had burned it into the rock, its greed had once brought gold and riches here, and its wings and scales had carved the walls and the floor. 
 
    Soon, the boys were hanging their clothes by the fire, leaving them to dry on weapons that had replaced hangers and racks. The Stumps sat in a circle, and Tul, who was in charge of provisions, handed them each a few buns of bread, a piece of dried meat, and a small skin of water. Luckily, they could get plenty of the latter, as they could just melt snow and drink until their throats were frozen. 
 
    “The bags are almost empty.” The archer sighed, rolling up another empty bag. “If we tighten our belts... We could have enough food for three more weeks. I hope.” 
 
    They then turned to Ash, who had stuffed the bun and the meat into his mouth and washed it all down with the water from his skin. 
 
    “Wfat?” he asked. “Don’tf wook at mfe!” 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes, and the others just smiled, knowing that Ash really wasn’t to blame for the lack of food — the journey was much more difficult than they had imagined. Even taking into account the emergency rations, they’d have to be very careful if they didn’t want to starve. 
 
    Mary, as befitted a leader, tried to reassure her friends. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, guys, we’ll walk around Lurk like in the good old days. We’ll soon leave behind the burnt earth and dead creatures.” 
 
    “There’s also the Forest of Shadows,” Alice reminded her. 
 
    “Ser Arlun will help us there!” Lari beamed, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. Everyone knew he wanted to go back that way only because he hoped that the knight would help him master the technique. 
 
    “That’s right!” Mary smiled, grateful that her companions will still as chipper and marry as always. 
 
    Ash said nothing. He couldn’t tell them about the man’s death. It wasn’t that he thought that the Stumps wouldn’t understand his story, just that it’d take him too long to tell it as there was a lot to explain. Like, how a clumsy idiot like him managed to defeat the champion of the Arena. 
 
    “Well, we won’t go to no weddings, that’s for sure,” Blackbeard said with a smile. 
 
    “I’ll drink to that!” Lari, agreed, lifting his waterskin. 
 
    “Even if the food is good?” Alice winked. 
 
    The two looked at each other and even Ash joined them in reply. 
 
    “Even if the food is excellent!” 
 
    The Stumps laughed, while Lari choked on his sip of water. Blackbeard slapped him on the back, making Lari not only spit out the water, but almost cough up his soul and lungs. His shouting made them all laugh once again. 
 
    The boys joked and chatted about the most random and insignificant topics, but Ash, smiling, kept an eye on Alice. She was looking around the cave, shivering and pressing against Lari’s shoulder. The latter, caught up in the chit-chat, didn’t notice her distress. Ash was about to perform some funny trick to cheer her up and calm her down when she suddenly spoke. 
 
    “Blackbeard.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You fought a dragon before, didn’t you?” 
 
    Silence fell. Blackbeard, frozen, didn’t even bother to remove the comb from his beard. The stern look in his eyes reflected a momentary fright, which was soon replaced by sadness. That was how it usually was when you remembered something you’ve been trying very hard to forget. 
 
    “Alice,” Mary hissed, her eyes flashing angrily. “Now’s not the time or the place.” 
 
    The girl covered her mouth with her hand, aware that her innocent question had probably reopened some old wounds. “I... I’m sorry, Blackbeard.” 
 
    “Ah, it’s fine,” he replied with a shrug and removed the comb from his beard. Taking a sip of water, he looked longingly around the cave. “And you, Mary, calm down. There’s nothing wrong with questions. Well, I might as well tell you, the mood is suitable for a horror story by the fire. So, kids, want me to spin you a little tale for good night?” 
 
    The Stumps nodded reluctantly. They knew that Blackbeard had once traveled as a guard before joining the squad. It wasn’t exactly the same as being a mercenary, but it was close in meaning and spirit. Three or four years ago, he was invited by the Alliance of the Seven Guilds, who decided to go after a dragon and its riches. Blackbeard had never told this story before, but everyone knew that it didn’t have a happy ending. 
 
    The firelight danced in his dark eyes, and the play of shadows made his face look even more rugged and sadder than it was. 
 
    “I was called by an old friend, Rango the Fanged.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the one who spat in the duke’s face?” Lari asked. 
 
    “Yeah...” Blackbeard smiled. “That’s the one. He was a nutjob who performed all kinds of crazy stunts... But that’s not the point. I was young then, and... Esh, why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Just... Forty isn’t that young...” 
 
    “I’m thirty-four!” Blackbeard roared. 
 
    Ash choked on his water and waved away the help. Clearing his throat and wheezing, he looked at him and the rest of them in surprise. No one smiled, winked, or gave any indication that this was a joke. 
 
    “I told you that the beard makes you look older!” Mary giggled, which was more surprising than the fact that Blackbeard was actually in his thirties. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” He protested, stroking his beard. “Shall I continue, or do you wanna make fun of me some more?” 
 
    “Yes, go on!” 
 
    “Be quiet then!” 
 
    “But how—” 
 
    Alice put her hand over the mage’s mouth before he could say anything else. However, she jerked her hand back with a cry when Ash licked the inside of her palm. 
 
    “So,” Blackbeard continued, “there were about four hundred of us from all the seven guilds. They gathered in a week, took a short course on dragon slaying, and advanced with nothing but song and dance. Most of them were fresh out of school, still novices... There were only three masters, and even they weren’t that good. No one, of course, listened to the experienced fighters who kept repeating that a dragon can be more terrifying than an entire army of demons.” He paused to drink again, wiped his lips with his sleeve, and grimaced as if someone had replaced his water with tart wine. “It took us half a month to reach the lair. We were so disorganized... People were promised so much coin that everyone rushed to battle without a second thought... And he... He...” He waved his hand and turned away. “My task was to keep the left flank, but I couldn’t hold it... I... I got scared and stepped back, and Fanged... Fanged died in the first wave. I didn’t even have time to blink when I was thrown back like ash in the wind... I barely remember anything after that... Screams, blood... Two huge yellow eyes... I remember running without looking back, leaving my weapon behind... Only seventy survived, but I was the only one who made it to the city. The rest died from their wounds on the way...” 
 
    Alice sniffed softly. The others were as white as the snow that circled the cavern walls. Many schoolboys, mouth agape and eyes wide, listened to the stories of experienced Ternites, about dragons, demons, monsters, and dreamed of gaining fame in a battle against one such creature. But, as history had shown, only few survived such an ordeal. 
 
    Only a thousand skilled and experienced adventurers, led by no less than a hundred masters, would be able to defeat a dragon. In the entire history of the nameless world, only one person had done something like that, but they had already become an exception for any rule that governed this world. And it was he now that listened to Blackbeard’s story. 
 
    As the rest of the Stumps laid out their sleeping bags, Ash stroked his staff thoughtfully, watching the magic flame dance. Once upon a time, he, too, had looked into a pair of huge, yellow eyes... 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
    10th Day of the Month of Afir, 312 A.D., Eastern Territory 
 
   A fter hundreds of battles, in which Ash played jump rope with death more than once, the mage had developed a sixth sense for danger. As soon as he noticed something unusual, he immediately entered the state of combat-readiness. A sense comparable only to that of an animal. It didn’t fail him this time either. 
 
    In a heartbeat, Ash was on his feet, a ray of sunlight dancing in his hands. The staff made of Aramia wood responded to his summons and poured out its fire magic. The mage looked like a snarling wolf, ready to leap. However, compared to his opponent, he wasn’t even a cub; but an ant, a speck of dust in the sand. 
 
    At first he thought he was dreaming and that he was trapped in some horrid nightmare, but after a moment, when the heat of someone else’s flames seared his face, it became clear that this was all terribly real. Ash was in the center of a huge cavern with a flat ceiling and walls that were too smooth. 
 
    He had found himself in a dragon’s abode. 
 
    “Interesting,” rumbled a voice so deep and loud that Ash had to restrain himself from shouting and covering his ears with his hands. “How interesting...” 
 
    A huge head, the size of a wealthy man’s house, appeared in the light. It was crowned with eight horns, had a reddish mane that looked like a young forest, a stringy mustache the length of a small river, and a pair of bright orange eyes. It was definitely a dragon; one with a long, serpentine body, and no wings. However, it had scales so strong and sharp that they could cut through a diamond, a body so hot that it could melt a glacier faster than a group of fire-wielding mages, claws the size of spears wielded by giants, and fangs like arrows of a ballista. It was still too early to speak of its flame, and if Ash was lucky, he’d never have to learn its color. 
 
    These serpentine dragons were so old that they still remembered the era, and so rare that they each had their own color — orange, red, blue, black, and yellow. A fool would think that this determined their power, but a smart man would know that it spoke of nothing other than their status. They say that the head of the legendary White Dragons was a descendant of these scaly beasts. 
 
    “What a strange meal,” the dragon rumbled, writhing like a snake. A huge, deadly snake. “It is rare to find food with magic in these mountains...” 
 
    Ash’s knees trembled, his hands shook, and sweat dripped down his forehead. He knew that there was no chance that he’d be able to defeat the dragon if it attacked him. Especially an ancient one, who was stronger than a young God. 
 
    “Do you, great and mighty Lord of the Sky, feed of puny humans?” Ash managed to mutter through his clattering teeth. 
 
    He needed to stall for time, needed to wait a bit to come up with a plan. Maybe, just maybe, he’d manage to survive. “I thought you ate only chaste maidens, and—” He bit his tongue just in time, aware that he would’ve said too much or something rather rude if he continued. 
 
    “Goats?” the dragon finished. Ash was about to kiss his life goodbye, but the serpent only laughed. His thundering laughter shook the walls, making the stone crumble off the ceiling. “Tell me, worm, how many goats or maidens a day would it take to satisfy my hunger?” 
 
    Looking at the dragon’s body, which was almost a mile long and wide as forty men, he found his answer very quickly. He suspected that it’d take at least all the livestock in the vicinity of the Eastern Territory to feed him. That was without mentioning the chaste maidens, as the entire population of Thirteen Kingdoms wouldn’t have enough young girls to keep the dragon fed for a week. 
 
    “I see you have found your answer,” the dragon growled. Its every word was accompanied by a cloud of sparks and fumes spilling from between its teeth. 
 
    What should one even do in this kind of situation? What should he do? Play dead? Fall unconscious? Turn white from fear? Try to escape? Rush into a suicidal attack? Perhaps he should’ve done one of those, but Ash was driven by the only two emotions that he had known since the moment he was born. And one of those was curiosity. 
 
    “Then what do you eat, great and mighty one?” he asked, perplexed. 
 
    The dragon laughed again. The young mage brushed away a rock that was about to fall on his head. 
 
    “A conversation before a meal!” the dragon roared, releasing a jet of smoke and ash. “Ah, how wonderful! But it won’t get you far. Listen to me, mortal. Dragons do not feast on meat, blood, leaves, and earth, as your kin does. We feast on power! On Ternites! And there is no greater feast than the power of those you call mages.” 
 
    The dragon shook the cavern with its laughter one last time and towered above the cowering young man. His eyes shone like Irmaril at dawn, and its fangs dripped with yellow saliva, more venomous than any potion in an assassin’s arsenal. Ash realized that even he, with his vast pool of energy, couldn’t hope to defeat this monster. So, he had to rely on the only thing he had left — his cunning, which had saved him on the battlefield more than once. 
 
    “O, great and mighty one,” he said, dropping to his knees and pressing his forehead to the ground. “Your flame is hotter than the light of the sky wanderer, your fangs and claws sharper than the coldest of winters, and mind cleaner and clearer than a spring stream!” 
 
    The dragon leaned his head to the side and looked curiously at the young mage. 
 
    “Do not delay the inevitable, worm! I will eat you even if your speech is sweeter than molasses!” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, great and mighty one!” His heart was pounding so fast that Ash felt like there was no pause between the beats. “But I have a suggestion!” 
 
    “A suggestion? Well... I have not spoken with anyone in a very long time, so I will let this farce drag on for a while. And the fact that you are holding a piece of Primrose has intrigued me. I am listening.” 
 
    Ash gathered his courage, put his thoughts in order, and decided to cling to the straw he had been given. He had nothing else to hold on to, anyway. 
 
    “O, great and mighty one, I dare say that the more power you consume, the stronger you become!” 
 
    “And you are clever... For a worm, of course.” The dragon, as if he really were a huge snake, coiled, laying his powerful head on his even more powerful body. 
 
    Ash looked up and noticed that glimmering between the dragon’s claws was a blue pearl so large that it could easily be mistaken for a glacier. 
 
    “Then, great and mighty one, let me offer you a deal. If you eat me now, you won’t get more powerful. As you have justly and wisely pointed out, I’m only a wretched worm. Just a speck of dust compared to your power.” 
 
    “You suggest that I spare you? Do you think I am stupid enough to buy this nonsense?” The dragon’s roar caused blood to flow from Ash’s ears, and when the mighty jaws snapped above his head, he felt the blood mix with his sweat. 
 
    “No! Nothing of the sort, great and mighty one!” he exclaimed, flattening himself to the floor in an attempt to reassure the dragon of his respect. “You can eat me whenever you please! I’m just saying that now may not be the best time for that because I’m weak!” 
 
    The serpent stopped snarling and fuming. He coiled up again and stared at the mage. 
 
    “Yes... You are right. You are too weak to make me stronger. To satiate my hunger, perhaps, but no more than that.” 
 
    Ash was silent, waiting for the dragon to ask the final question. He knew that the dragon was by no means stupid or short-sighted, just greedy. As all of them were. 
 
    “What do you suggest then?” 
 
    Ash gathered his courage. 
 
    “Train me!” he blurted out. 
 
    “What?!” he roared. “Train a worm?!” 
 
    The young mage rose from the ground and leaned on his staff, knowing that there would be no turning back this time. 
 
    “If you, the greatest and most powerful one, teach me all the tricks of magic and how to tame the elements, then you will consume so much energy that you’ll become more powerful than you’ve ever been.” 
 
    The dragon leaped up and approached Ash. His fangs were so close to his face that the mage could see his reflection of them, and his acrid breath brought tears to his eyes. The dragon sniffed the air, making his nostrils flutter like the sails of a galleon. 
 
    “Yes...” he drawled. “I can smell fire in your heart... Hmm... The Al’Krair of the Black Flame has been indulging himself a bit too much lately... He believes that if I prefer solitude in these far-away lands, that I am too weak to fight for my territory. 
 
    Oh, if he only knew how wrong he is! How dare he, the one who had defiled his body with wings, speak so of me?! So be it then! I shall train you and then devour you, and finally prove to the Council that I am not weak! Listen, worm! From now on, you will be called the disciple of the great one, the original dragon, the Blue Flame, one of the dozen bearers of color – Master Hu-Chin!” 
 
    The serpent spewed out a column of blue flame that melted a large niche in the wall in a fraction of a second. Ash didn’t know it yet, but it was in this niche that he’d spend the next six months. And Hu-Chin didn’t know yet that he was training the one who’d not be his dinner, but his undoing. And the people of the Kingdoms couldn’t imagine that it was this dialogue that would start what would later be known as “The Legend of Ash.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
    1st Day of the Month of Lust, 322 A.D., Foothills 
 
   T he storm had subsided on the third day of their journey through the pass, and the party now enjoyed a serene mountain scenery. The snow carpet covered all the cracks and sharp rocks, wrapping them like a fluffy and deceptively warm blanket. A light breeze played with the snowflakes, twirling them in a chaotic dance. Mountain peaks stared proudly at the granite sky, as if daring them to come closer. 
 
    Sometimes, a howl of a mountain wolf would reach their ears. Sometimes, the drums of the mountain trolls could be heard. At such times, the squad lurked like a group of experienced burglars. No one wanted to risk their lives again. 
 
    After the terrible blizzard and the ensuing avalanche, some areas of the pass had changed dramatically, and the map that they had was now useless. Tul had to run forward every now and then to see if they were going the right way or if they needed to change direction. 
 
    Ash, looking at his cloaked companions, thought only of the warm, slightly tart hnes and the equally warm Aqueal lady. Technically, he had two things on his mind, but that wasn’t the point. 
 
    “Another couple of days at this pace,” Blackbeard muttered, looking longingly at his once-luxurious beard. Because of the cold, wind, and the snow, it turned into a huge icicle, clanking merrily against his heavy armor. “I’ll have to change my nickname...” 
 
    “Baby-face!” Ash exclaimed, bouncing up and down on one leg. Why he did that, no one knew. Perhaps not even he. 
 
    “Pft, look who’s saying.” Mary snorted. 
 
    “Hey, I’ll let you know that I’m mature in all the right places,” Ash retorted, frowning. 
 
    The boys laughed and the girls blushed. Alice in particular. Her reddish cheeks seemed surreal against the blinding white of the snow and gaping holes of the caves that beckoned tired travelers into their deceptive calm. 
 
    This friendly batter could’ve continued all the way to the Mountains, but Tul, who emerged from around a bend, cut their joking on a rather inappropriate topic short with his appearance. 
 
    It was hard to imagine a situation in which a seasoned tracker, a famous archer, and a born marksman would match the color of the white blanket that covered the entire Rezaliks mountain chain. Unfortunately, this turned out to be one of those moments when Tul couldn’t boast of his ancestors’ endurance. 
 
    Pale, face the color of a lime, he tried to say something but only opened and closed his mouth, pointing with his hand somewhere to the side. 
 
    “What is it?” Mary asked, concerned. 
 
    “S-S-Sn,” he stammered. 
 
    “We know what we’re surrounded by,” Blackbeard said, but no one laughed. 
 
    “Gi-Gi...” Seeing that he was getting nowhere with his stammering, Tul added pantomime to his performance, which confused his friends even more. 
 
    “A mime? There are mimes in the mountain?” Ash said thoughtfully as he watched Tul’s performance. 
 
    Something clicked in Mary’s head and she exchanged glances with Lari, whose face was rapidly becoming the same color as Tul’s. In less than a moment, they shouted in unison: 
 
    “Snow Giant!” 
 
    At first, the party froze. And then, before their hearts could even make a beat, they hurried to prepare themselves. Bags and luggage flew into the snow. Everyone hurried to arm themselves and take a defensive stance. Blackbeard smashed the icicle in his way with his fist and raised his shield, hiding his companions behind the glow of the Dragon’s Wing. Alice was already casting some sort of spell to protect them. Mary and Lari stood shoulder to shoulder, their blades glittering. Tul and Ash moved to the rear, not because they were afraid, but because that was the best spot for long-range attackers. 
 
    For the first few seconds, nothing happened. Everyone hoped that Tul had made a mistake, that he had imagined it all, or that the wind, snowfall, and light had played a trick on his eyes. But at the same time, everyone knew that an experienced tracker was never wrong. And thus, in a matter of moments, a terrible roar was heard, followed by a small earthquake. Each step of the titan, which hadn’t yet appeared on the narrow path, shook the ground with such force that one would think that they were standing right above a mine. 
 
    The snow on the ground bounced slightly and was picked up by the cheerful wind that ruffled their hair and the hems of their cloaks. Ahead, beyond the precipice, there was nothing to be seen save for a white wall, and to the right, around a bend, a black peak. 
 
    “Ready!” Mary shouted and everything froze. 
 
    There was no roaring, no tremors, and even the snowflakes seemed to have stopped their dance. They looked like pompous courtiers, waiting to see who had decided to fight at the Royal Ball. Had it not been for the white clouds of steam coming out of the mouths of the travelers, one would think that they, too, had been frozen in time. 
 
    And just when they were ready to believe that trouble would pass them by, a powerful roar shook the mountain, and a white hand appeared on the black peak. A huge hand that could crush a siege cannon into a ball of steel gripped the black stone, turning it into an icy needle with just a touch. An even huger head appeared right behind it. It was like a snowball, crowned with icy horns, and eye sockets filled with blue shimmer of meltwater. Before them stood a monster whose breath could freeze your guts to your skeleton. 
 
    The giant head moved, staring at the pass until its eyes fell on the miniature figures of the travelers. 
 
    “Hold still,” Blackbeard whispered. “Do not move.” 
 
    No one dared. No one flinched, sneezed, or, even worse, decided to play snowball with the giant. These titans were like spiders, and the snow was like cobweb. If you touched one “thread,” the host would be notified about the presence of uninvited visitors. 
 
    The head seemed to frown and back away when, as luck would have it, things went wrong. 
 
    A sharp gust of wind brought snow with it, knocking some off some rocks and over the dumbfounded Stumps. The giant quivered with rage; its eyes shot wide open, blinding them with their radiance, and then a roar came from the gaping maw that was the giant’s mouth, bringing with it an even stronger gust of an even colder wind. 
 
    Blackbeard shouted something and the Dragon’s Wing changed color, turning golden. The blue wind hit the exposed shield and the dwarf screamed. He was pushed back a foot or two, but he didn’t give in. Digging his heels into the ground, he left behind two deep furrows in the snow. 
 
    The giant screamed again, making the distant slopes tremble, and then it emerged in all its horrific glory. Its fifty-foot tall body was a walking pillar of snow, covered with a glittering ice armor, similar to the one that protected most of the creatures that lived here. 
 
    The titan had no weapons. Not that it needed one, anyway, for its claws were more than enough. It had no magic either, just sheer strength, an icy breath, and a foot big enough to crush a mounted troop. It was fourteen tons of malice and unprecedented power. 
 
    Like a playful child, it ran its hand along the edge of the mountain, scooping up a small (for it) lump of snow. Taking aim, it snarled and hurled the projectile in the direction of the bugs that dared disturb its peace. 
 
    “Air!” Blackbeard yelled, raising the shield above his head and changing the Dragon Wing’s position from vertical to horizontal. 
 
    A block of ice about five feet across hit the wall, driving Blackbeard waist-deep into the snow. Without throwing the shield, the dwarf, with a dissatisfied grunt in which the juiciest of curses could be heard, tried to get out. 
 
    The giant began to prepare another attack. Perhaps this time it would squash the bugs as... well, as the bugs they were. But being so huge, the giant wasn’t particularly agile. 
 
    Mary and Lari leaped over Blackbeard, who was still digging, and charged. Mary’s rapier flashed crimson, and she fluttered like a butterfly. If an artist were around, they’d paint a wingless Valkyrie soaring toward the Heavens. Her chestnut hair fell over her shoulders and her eyes glittered like steel as she arched her body to strike. 
 
    Such a blow could break armor reinforced with enchantments and potions; crumble the walls of a fort; and destroy a spell. But when faced against ice armor, it only left a couple of chips in it. The giant didn’t even notice it, sending another attack at the group. 
 
    “Alice!” Ash shouted. “Help!” 
 
    The girl nodded. She turned to the wizard and whispered a magic-enhancing spell. Her wand made a strange shape in the air, leaving a golden trail behind it, like a sprinkler. 
 
    Ash didn’t feel invigorated. Then again, when your power was enough to turn an Ice Giant into a puddle, only the spells of a High Priest could help you. Still, he nodded in gratitude, and struck the ground with his staff. He had asked Alice for help only so that the power of his spells wouldn’t seem suspicious. 
 
    Lari’s blades flashed with fire, turning into two rays of sunlight. Using his favorite technique, The Star of the Lagoon, he lifted himself in the air, and then disappeared. His blades, enhanced by Ash’s magic, proved to be much stronger than a rusty rapier. 
 
    Hitting where the tendon would usually be, Lari managed to slow down the Giant. No one was certain how the anatomy of a Giant looked like, but this particular titan didn’t seem too happy about being hit. With a roar, it dropped to one knee. 
 
    Mary and Lari immediately retreated. Without a word, acting only on instinct developed over the years of joint adventures, they stood next to Blackbeard. In an instant, they freed him of the snow. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of this,” he grumbled, cleaning his beard. “I always end up trapped whenever we fight...” 
 
    “Well... If... You moved... faster...” Lari said, breathlessly. 
 
    “Stop bickering,” Mary hissed. 
 
    The Giant, as to prove to the two that Mary was right, swung with its mighty arms. Razor-sharp nails flashed in the sun and came crashing down on their heads. Blackbeard’s shield flashed like a gray arrow, and ice met steel. The ringing made Lari’s vision double. A bowstring sang and an adamantium arrow pierced the titan’s left eye. 
 
    The monster screamed and tried to pull out what looked like a splinter in comparison with its big head. Alas, with its fingers the thickness of a log, it was difficult to get a grip of a seventeen-inch long projectile. The harder it tried to pull it out, the deeper it drove it into the eye socket, causing itself even more pain. Adamantium burned like hot coals, and the runes engraved on the arrow’s shaft, meant to restrain movement, only made it clumsier. 
 
    Holding its eye with its left hand, it swung randomly with its right, trying to hit the Stumps. But the stronger it swung, the more time the adventurers had to dodge the blows that turned the walls of the gorge into debris. The snow fell incessantly, turning into a wall of white rain. 
 
    “It’ll start an avalanche if it continues like this!” Blackbeard shouted, looking up at the dark clouds gathering at the very top of the mountain. 
 
    Tul, not distracted by the trio, continued to fire at the Giant, preventing it from moving its left hand away from its face. One after the other, the arrows kept finding their way to the Giant’s eyes. Seven of them pierced their target, blinding the monster. Enraged, it leaned on its good leg and roared, turning the air itself into ice. 
 
    A huge hand, decorated with icy claws, left long and deep grooves in the stone, and whizzed inches away from Blackbeard’s shield. The defender had no doubt that he would’ve buckled under the blow had it hit him with full force. But like this, he managed to repel the powerful wind that followed the blow, and raise his ax. All he needed now was an order. 
 
    When the discussion was over, Mary took a step back for the first time in her life. In this battle, her light, lightning-fast rapier wouldn’t be of much use. This time, she’d have to stick to the rear and allow her teammates to finish the fight without her. And this singular step gave her more problems than the bloodiest of battles she had fought, because, for some people, retreating in the face of mortal danger was even more terrifying than facing it. 
 
    “Ash, Alice...” Tul drew the bowstring. Shadows danced around the tip of the arrow. “I want you to do what you can with this arrow. Wait for my signal.” 
 
    The mages nodded and began to whisper spells. 
 
    “Lari, you know what to do.” 
 
    Returning the swords into the scabbards, Lari crossed his arms in front of him, placing his right hand on the left hilt and his left hand on the right hilt. A scarlet bud bloomed under his feet, making Ash wince in spite of himself. It wasn’t often that he encountered something that could kill him instantly. Over the past few months, such deadly encounters had become unpleasantly frequent. Shaking his head, he focused on his spells. As we know, those had never been his strong suit, so he needed to not be distracted. 
 
    “Now!” Tul shouted, letting go of the bowstring. 
 
    The arrow, spinning like a drill, flew straight at the Giant’s throat. Alice was the first to release a spell, making the black veil that enveloped the arrow glitter with golden sparks. Crimson soon joined the gold, and the flame roared fiercely, causing the Stumps to squint at the light. 
 
    The projectile pierced deep into the icy throat. Ash had no doubt that the arrow tip had come out the other side. The Giant wheezed and shook, clutching at the wound with both hands. 
 
    “Singing Blow!” Lari shouted. 
 
    His hands blurred and two scarlet crescents shot forth from the blades. A strange, enchanting melody filled the gorge for a moment, but was soon replaced by a crackling. It fell short of being an “earth-splitting attack” but it was still worthy of its rightful place in history. 
 
    Lari was breathing heavily and a trickle of blood ran down the corner of his mouth. However, this time, he got out without broken bones, torn ligaments, or cut skin. His training hadn’t been in vain. 
 
    “Raise your shoulder!” Blackbeard shouted, voice more high-pitched than normal. 
 
    Still shouting, Blackbeard charged. Dragon’s Wing turned into a transparent, shimmering face of a bear. 
 
    Running through the snow at a speed unusual for someone of his build and seemingly impossible to achieve in full armor, he leaped at his opponent. Ash had no doubt that the defender had used some sort of skill to boost his speed even though he had never heard of anyone doing something like this. 
 
    With a final battle cry, Blackbeard collided with the Giant, whose wounded leg had been cut off by Lari a moment ago. There was a dull, slurping sound, and then the Giant swayed and lost its balance. Showering them with snow, rocks, and ice it fell with a roar into the gorge. Its cry echoed through the air for a long time. 
 
    Ash stood with his mouth wide open. 
 
    The Stumps certainly deserved the reputation that they had been given and which was often used as an example of what real adventurers should be like. When Lari had ridden that arrow in the Forest, Ash thought that it was nothing more than a farce. But seeing Blackbeard defeat a Giant with nothing more than his shield... He was just glad that his companions were much stronger than he had thought. 
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Blackbeard spat and grinned. 
 
    The Stumps smiled victoriously and congratulated each other. No one seemed to care that their victory was a Pyrrhic one. Sure, the Giant was dead, but with it were gone its icy tears that could be sold ten gold per ounce. 
 
    “Luck is on our side!” Tul slapped Lari on the back, and moved the quiver away from Mary so that she wouldn’t be able to count just how many expensive arrows had been lost in the fight against the Giant. In pursuit of profit, she’d go against the king himself and even demand that he paid her back with interest. 
 
    “A strange kind of luck,” Ash drawled, scratching his nonexistent beard. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Blackbeard poked him in the side and began to brush snow off the bags. 
 
    “I think that you’re wasting your time.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Before Ash could answer, another rumble reached their ears. This time, however, it wasn’t the Giant. An avalanche descended from the mountains, carrying with it not only ice and snow, but also rocks. 
 
    Mary shouted something, but it was drowned out by the growing roar, which was more terrible than thunder in the most turbulent storm. Blackbeard was the first to react. Grabbing his friends, he threw them into the snow, and raised the shield above his head. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to stop the avalanche, but the least he could do was cover the Stumps with a dome. 
 
    With their heads lowered and chins pressed tightly to their chests, they folded their arms to their sides, pulled their knees to their stomach, and braced themselves for the snow and cold. Time passed as if in slow-motion. Their hearts beat faster and faster, waiting for the terrible blow. 
 
    But it didn’t come. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
   A lice was the first to raise her head, and what she saw would forever be etched in her memory. Ash stood in front of the flood of snow, his figure shimmering with either magic or the play of light and shadow. He thrust his staff forward and sent torrents of fire crashing down on the avalanche. Like breakwater, they cut through the white sea, preventing it from touching the travelers. Crimson collided with the blinding white, but the hiss of the flames wasn’t heard. Perhaps it was the pounding of blood in her temples and the grinding of both Ash and Blackbeard’s teeth that drowned them out. 
 
    Soon, all was quiet. Only the ignorant believed that the avalanche raged longer than a couple of moments. It descended rapidly, forever changing the scenery of the mountain slope. 
 
    “How...?” Mary whispered, perplexed, shaking the snow off herself and looking longingly at the buried path. 
 
    Ash, taught by bitter experience, had already prepared an excuse. With a feigned, but quite authentic sorrow, held out his hand, showing his companions a handful of ash. 
 
    “Another one, gone!” he sobbed, wiping his hand on his pant leg. “Flaming Rickets gave it to me himself! Don’t ask me why, I ain’t gonna tell you. I’m in a bad mood today.” 
 
    With that, he sniffled, blinked away an actor’s tear, and turned away, leaning on his staff. 
 
    “Actually, I was going to ask how you’re doing.” Mary sighed. 
 
    “No better than a corpse.” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    “What?” Tul asked after a moment. 
 
    Ash shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s what my friend says. She constantly compares how she feels to a corpse.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” Lari asked, but immediately faded under Alice’s displeased squint. 
 
    Ash turned and looked at the snowmen shaking themselves off, gradually turning into the people he knew. If he told them that the phrase belonged to Kessa the Unarmed, they’d either laugh or tell him that he’s a liar. 
 
    “That’s for me to know and for you to never find out!” he exclaimed proudly. 
 
    “Are you going to keep talking, or are we going to get back to business?” Mary asked, exasperated, making them all fall silent immediately. No one wanted to anger the already annoyed Mary, famous for her hot temper and quick hand. “Tul?” 
 
    Ash whistled, amazed by the hunter’s quick wits. While everyone was talking, driving away the tension, he managed to run through the snow around the turn and have a look around. On his way back, he had some news to share. 
 
    “How to say it politely...? It ain’t good, chief,” he grunted, having lost his breath on the seemingly impassable ledge. However, where a reasonable person wouldn’t dare to go, a hunter would explore it to their very last breath. “There’s no road, and I doubt there’ll be one until spring. It’d be nice if it were only snow, but I wager that there’s a lot of rocks there, too. The avalanche could’ve dragged some with it.” 
 
    “Could we dig through it?” Mary asked with hope in her voice. 
 
    Tul pondered for about a minute, which caused the rest of the group to crowd around him as if around a Christmas tree, waiting to be given their present. But instead of a shiny new toy, they were given coal. 
 
    “It’d take us about a week,” he said, but then added: “If not more.” 
 
    The Stumps sighed. Just yesterday, their mission seemed like a walk in the park, and now it turned into a test of strength and patience. A new race against time, in which the advantage clearly wasn’t on their side. 
 
    “So, that’s a no-go,” Alice said. 
 
    Not wishing to see his companions sad, Ash tried to cheer them up but was immediately shushed and dismissed like an annoying puppy. In response, he pouted and joined them in moping around. If it weren’t for the need to hide his true identity, for which someone would be given a nice sum of forty thousand gold, he would’ve made a passage in an instant. But in moments like these, he was always surprised by the selflessness and recklessness of some people. Lari, for example. 
 
    The swordsman moved away from them and took a rope and a kind of hammer with an elongated, pointed end out of his bag. After tying a tricky knot around the hilt, he tied the other end around his body, stuck some pieces of iron on his feet, and, without a word, went toward the mountain. Having estimated the distance that separated him from it, he plunged the odd hammer into the wall, fixed it there, pulled himself up, and began to crawl upward. 
 
    Ash nodded and tugged at the edge of Mary’s cloak. 
 
    “What do you want?” she barked but then noticed Lari climbing the wall like an insect. 
 
    One by one, the stumps fell silent and stared at their friend. 
 
    Soon, each of them armed themselves with the same equipment and began to climb. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later 
 
    “Finally!” With a sharp exhale, Blackbeard, Tul, and Lari yanked the rope back, pulling as onto the small platform. 
 
    “Thank you.” He smiled a little shyly but they still looked at him as if he had killed their cat or something. 
 
    The mage didn’t get a set of climbing equipment and had to be towed all the way up. This not only complicated and slowed down the ascent, but also exhausted both the strength and the nerves of everyone around. Especially those who had to pull him up. 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, the situation would’ve been different had Ash not been cheering his companions on the entire time. Most of his cheers were reduced to jokes on at expense of nobles and riders, as well as all sorts of barbs and witticisms. All in all, it wasn’t surprising that Ash was now forced to retreat from the Stumps who seemed to have every intention of teaching him a lesson on keeping his mouth shut. 
 
    “Wait, wait, we’re partners!” he exclaimed, but it didn’t do him much good. “Alice, tell him how good I am and how wrong they are!” 
 
    Unfortunately for him, even she swung her wand as if it were not a healer’s instrument but the mace of a soldier. Even the good-natured Blackbeard, who usually answered to profanity with even more profanity, had drawn his ax, adding to its steely gleam the shine of his porcelain-white teeth. No need to even mention Tul and Mary who hadn’t liked the mage to begin with. Even Tul, the voice of reason, seemed to be torn between which arrow to choose to shoot Ash with. 
 
    The mage, who was frantically looking around, froze for a moment and stared in disbelief behind the Stumps. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in legends — after all, it was hard to not believe in them when you were one yourself — but what he saw left even him speechless. 
 
    “Look!” he exclaimed, pointing in the opposite direction of the Stumps. 
 
    “You think we’re gonna fall for that trick?” Mary grinned, eyes and saber flashing with bloodthirst. 
 
    Chances were that Ash wouldn’t suffer anything more than a couple of snowballs shoved into his pants, but he would’ve preferred being sliced and diced over being cold. So, when Blackbeard moved to grab him, he magically appeared behind them all. 
 
    “Oh, you quick-witted bastard!” Tul shouted, sounding like an upset hunter whose prey had just escaped. “Catch him before he leaves!” 
 
    With each word that followed, the archer’s voice grew fainter and fainter, until the last syllable was almost as loud as a whisper shared between two secret lovers. 
 
    “By the demons and my beard!” Blackbeard whispered, grabbing the said beard. 
 
    On the mountainside, near the peak, bloomed a tree of unprecedented beauty. Too short to deserve to be really called a tree, but so beautiful that it took one’s breath away. It was chest-high, and miraculous in its appearance. How could something so lovely and lively be living in this icy wasteland? 
 
    Still, contrary to all the laws of the universe, a cherry tree had somehow managed to break through the ice and snow to bask in the light of Irmaril, whose rays penetrated the dense veil of clouds. Small, but strong and persistent, it had become a part of many legends and stories, and thousands of minstrels tirelessly sang about the beauty of this tree, left here to aid the travelers. 
 
    Its white buds might’ve been mistaken for snowballs if an adventurer wasn’t trusting of their own vision. The wind whipped the white petals, whirling them along with the sparkling snowflakes. Sometimes, with a strong gust, the branches creaked, shaking off icicles. The roots, thick as the branches of the Tree of Peace, hung over the chasm, breaking through the granite and defying the fury of the winter. Black as snakes, they wrapped themselves around the peak, clinging to it. 
 
    “I’ll be damned...” Lari gasped in a bewilderment. “It’s Ar’valon.” 
 
    Alice, coming closer, ran her fingers along the icy trunk. As if responding to her touch, the tree shivered. However, Ash seemed to be the only one to hear the soft whisper of the white petals. 
 
    The young girl closed her eyes and repeated the rhyme she had heard many times before. 
 
      
 
    On the slope of mountains steep 
 
    In the slumbering Graven’dor deep 
 
    In the dreams of Anna’Bre 
 
    Twice dead, she must be 
 
    Eternal Ar’Valon you shall see 
 
      
 
    Ash watched with a smile as the faces of his companions lit up with greed for treasure and glory. It was unlikely that among the adventurers born near the eastern border of the Thirteen Kingdoms, there was anyone who hadn’t heard about the ancient castle. 
 
    “A magic tree, yes...” Tul nodded, having come back to his senses. “But why are we staring at it?” 
 
    Surprised by the question, Ash remembered that Tul, being from the northern lands, had never heard about this. 
 
    “It’s Ar’Valon!” Mary exclaimed, her hands trembling with anticipation or because of her nerves. 
 
    “Ar... What?” 
 
    “Ar’Valon!” Blackbeard repeated, slowly recovering from the shock. “An ancient magic tree, left behind by the druids from the Age of the Dancing Dragons. According to legend, when Anna’Bre captured Graven’Dor and banished the Order of the Magi out of it, they left a clue for the future adventures on how to find her. A guiding star, if you will. In fact, in the old dialect, ‘ar’valon’ means ‘that which points the way.’ If I recall correctly, that is.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you liked old languages,” Ash said, surprised, for he could only speak Common, to say nothing of its many dialects. 
 
    Blackbeard just shrugged, as if to say: “I’m so mysterious and knowledgeable.” 
 
    “But if it points the way,” Lari said, coming up to the slope and raising his hand to his eyes so that he could peer out at the icy wasteland, “where the hell is it pointing? There’s nothing here but snow and rocks! It’s bullshit” 
 
    The Stumps, taken aback by the appearance of a piece of an old legend, didn’t pay attention to his curses. Not believing him, they rushed to the edge themselves, but didn’t see majestic spires or the marvelous palace described in many stories. Below, under the mountain side, the wind was still howling through the empty gorge. 
 
    “It’s always like this...” Tul sighed. “Legends are just tales...” 
 
    “Maybe it’s for the best,” Blackbeard said, but his eyes contrasted his words. Even a fool would’ve known that he wanted to make a profit from this venture. “After all, they say that Anna’Bre guards the treasure. In all honesty, I don’t wanna be turned into a popsicle again.” 
 
    “Yes, to hell with it!” Mary shouted, gripping the hilt of her saber so tightly that the brass shields on her gauntlets cracked. 
 
    The Stumps looked at each other, and, as one, took a step back. If their leader refused to go treasure hunting, then whatever lurked in these ruins had to be really dangerous if even the ever-greedy Mary wanted no part of it. She had once tried to arrange a bounty hunt on Esh, so it was easy to see that she wasn’t the one to get scared easily. 
 
    “Them aside, what if the castle hides a passage to the Fiery Mountains?” 
 
    The group let out a sigh of relief and took a step forward. As Ash realized during his time spent in this group, if Mary put anything above profit, then she was sure of success of her mission. 
 
    “You’re not afraid of Anna’Bre?” Ash asked and frowned. 
 
    “To hell with her, too!” Mary shouted. “We’re in a hurry!” She snatched the telescope from Tul’s hand and began to look carefully around the gorge. “Where the hell is that damn castle...?” 
 
    Ash turned to the tree. Whispering something, he held out his hand. Another gust of wind tore a bud from the branch and brought it to his open palm. The petals were so warm that they could keep one warm if tucked in the breast pocket of a jacket. Ash sighed and realized that he had no right to hide this from the Stumps. As much as he was afraid of the ice witch, it seemed like he’d have to set foot into her domain. 
 
      
 
    If your soul and heart of courage are made 
 
    take a flower from this glade 
 
    And if to the laws of Heavens you abide 
 
    let the magic be your guide 
 
      
 
    After listening to the rhyme, Mary snatched the flower from Ash’s hands and began to shake it so violently that he was afraid that she’d lose her balance and fall off the cliff. The Stumps didn’t react. They would’ve eaten the flower if that would get them to where they needed to be. 
 
    “Why isn’t it working?!” she cried. 
 
    “A second...” Ash smiled. “I’ll show you...” 
 
    Coming closer, he leaned forward a little so that his lips almost touched Mary’s. She almost took a step back in surprise and even blushed, but Ash had already whispered something to the flower in her hands. Mary would swear that the petals were moving in time with the whispering. 
 
    Ash closed his eyes and took a deep breath of the cold air, and then exhaled. The wind whirled and danced, playing with the snowflakes. The Stumps covered their faces, hiding their skin from the gust that brought sharp ice needles with it. When they could see again, they felt their jaws open in surprise. 
 
    The wind tore the petals from the bud, sending them fluttering over the cliff, but no matter how much it blew, there seemed to be no end to the torrent of white. They seemed to divide into myriads of drops, shrouding the snowy expanses. and as the petals danced along with the snowflakes, the wasteland was transformed, shimmering like a mirage in the desert. 
 
    First came the towering spires, covered with glittering ice crystals that trapped rainbows and sunbeams. Behind them, they saw black marble — a fabulous material, the secret of making which was lost a couple of eras ago. 
 
    Black marble, like the darkness itself, enveloped the ancient abode of mages, drawing in not only the ribbons of light lost in this snowy desert, but also the views of the Stumps. It was so difficult to tear their gazes off the walls that they didn’t immediately notice the exquisite stained-glass windows, which would forever capture the epic scenes of the exploits of the lost order; statues of lovely nymphs in dresses made of ice; ever-green trees, imprisoned in transparent towers of snow; and beautiful flowers, now resembling crafts made of colored glass. 
 
    It was all so beautiful and terrifying at the same time that they had no idea what was going on. Bewildered, they were no longer surprised by the way the dancing petals had woven a crystal bridge in front of them. One end of it lay at Mary’s feet, who was still clutching the wide bud. The other end materialized right at the gates of Graven’Dor. The bridge seemed to invite the travelers to rush headlong into a new adventure, but the Stumps were still too shocked to move even a finger, let alone a leg. 
 
    When Ash had asked Ar’Valon to break the illusion that hid the castle, he expected to see something like this. In the old scrolls he had read at Mok-Pu, he had often seen sketches of the castle when it belonged to the Order of the Fallen King. 
 
    The mage tightened the grip on his staff and led the way. He wasn’t sure that he could fight this ice queen on equal terms on her home terrain and within her own home. Ice, like water, wasn’t the best of friends with fire. 
 
    But still, Ash hoped. He hoped that once they leave this wasteland behind, he wouldn’t wake up at night stricken with regret over having done nothing, but that he had tried, albeit in vain. All he could do was try. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    Blackbeard’s heavy hand rested on Ash’s shoulder. Soon, the stocky man, clad in plate armor, marched in front of him. Ash smiled a little. Devil only knew what awaited them inside the castle, but at least he wasn’t alone. This time, he’d meet danger shoulder to shoulder with the brave souls of the Wandering Stumps. Marching ahead of him, no one noticed how his staff glew slightly. 
 
    And while our heroes walk over the bridge to the ancient stronghold of magic, we should take a look into the past. After all, to understand why this story’s end is the way it is, we must first understand what had been. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
    Long ago, the Easter Territory 
 
   A sh concentrated and whispered a Word. A piece of rock lying on his lap shuddered and trembled. Soon, a miniature stone pony appeared, just over an inch at the withers. The animal, created by magic and will, shook its head and opened its eyes wide, exploring the world around it. Ash, who could speak to the stones, knew what they saw. Well, “see” isn’t quite the right word to describe the feelings of a stone, if it could have feelings at all. Yet, they heard, saw, and felt. 
 
    Time for a human being was like a stormy stream; the further you swam along it, the faster its waters and the stronger the current were. For a stone, time was a placid lake — boundless and bottomless. For a stone, there was no “now,” no “later,” no “yesterday,” no “tomorrow.” Stone didn’t feel like people. It knew no sorrow, no joy, no suffering, no dreams. For it, feelings were like lightning in a particularly quiet thunderstorm — only a rare flash against the background of a misty sky. 
 
    With a Word, Ash subdued the serene lake. He tore the firmament apart, laying a channel for the waters of time. Magic whirled the winds and raised the rapids, speeding up the current and making it faster than thought. Ash put a heart in the stone’s chest, hot as a spark that flickered over a fire; free as an eagle soaring among the mountains, and strong as a lioness on the prowl. And all this was only a small part of the Word that made a miniature pony out of stone. So small that its sound you wouldn’t have heard even if you had ears so sensitive that the whisper of a newborn would seem like thunder. 
 
    That’s what it means to be a Master of a Thousand Words. This was what it meant to subdue the very essence of the universe. That was what it meant to— 
 
    “Mediocre!” Hu-Chin, who was in the form of a winged tiger, snapped. 
 
    His roar caused the pony to shudder and turn back into a stone. Ash blinked and the dragon appeared in the form of a huge ape. Less than a heartbeat later, a handsome man stood in front of him, looking as if he had stepped out of a picture of some famous artist. 
 
    When Hu-Chin was angry, he’d begin to subconsciously change his appearance. Ash once dared to point out this to the dragon, for which he was punished so severely that if the Dark Gods locked in the Sherkan prison had seen it, they would’ve howled with compassion and wept bloody tears. 
 
    Ash bowed his head as usual and put his hands on the cold floor of the cave. 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you, worm?” The snarl turned to scornful sarcasm, and the man’s beautiful face twisted into a grimace of disgust. “It is not sounds and images that should come out of your mouth, but strength and will! Why are you begging like a powerless animal?! You must submit, not ask for leniency! This pony is even more pathetic than your parody of ‘power’!” 
 
    Hu-Chin uttered a Word that made the mountains tremble and the sky cry out, and out of a small pebble, a despicable fragment of Mother Earth, a mustang was born. Free and huge, he neighed and stood up on his hind legs. His muscles tensed up like a pulled bowstring, and his black mane fell in rivulets around his powerful neck. In a leap, he could cross the river. In a gallop, he could outrun the wind. The dragon said another Word, and the universe trembled again as the horse disappeared, replaced by a cherry blossom blown away by the wind. 
 
    Ash bowed his head even lower, touching his forehead to the cold stone. “I admire your wisdom and power.” 
 
    Hu-Chin waved his hand to indicate that he didn’t want to listen to flattering and equally false speeches. A moment later, the handsome man disappeared and the dragon took on his true form. His crimson mane covered the cave floor like a carpet and the dragon closed his eyes. Huge nostrils, like the craters of geysers, steamed as he fell asleep. There’d be no more classes for today. 
 
    Ash wrapped himself in his tattered robes and summoned the flames. Sparks danced around him, providing his frost-bitten body with much-needed warmth. Winter had descended upon the mountain long time ago. He didn’t know when, as he could no longer tell exactly when yesterday ended, today began, and tomorrow came. 
 
    It seemed that the concept of time didn’t exist in Hu-Chin’s cave of Blue Flame. When the dragon wanted it, “today” became as brief as a breath. Sometimes, he would stretch “today” so much that Ash had to shave and tie up his hair several times. 
 
    The wind howling outside brought with it a chill that made one’s blood run cold. The clouds that were floating past the mountain peaks until recently, were now rushing past like frightened animals. At night, when it did come, the cave hummed so much that sometimes Ash woke up with the blood from his ears tickling his neck. Hu-Chin either didn’t notice his disciple’s problems, or he didn’t care. 
 
    Ash had learned many things during his stay with the bloodthirsty, ferocious, and sometimes insane, dragon. He learned to put power into Words (though he didn’t show it to his teacher), learned the secrets of the five forms of power over the elements, and even tried to comprehend the art of seventy-two transformations and the technique of Stepping through the Seven Heavens, but was severely punished by the dragon. These two mysteries were available only to semi-divine creatures, and in his vanity, Ash almost lost his life, for which he was punished. Hu-Chin could not allow his food to pass away before the appointed time. 
 
    The wizard cast a quick glance at the sleeping dragon. One day, Hu-Chin would understand how strong his disciple had become, and then he’d not hesitate to devour him, absorbing all of his strength and increasing his own power. Ash had to keep reminding himself to not be deceived and that he wasn’t a guest here, but a failed monk, a toy, and a pig that was raised, fed, and then slaughtered and devoured. 
 
    The coiled dragon snorted and shivered. The white pearl peeked from between its claws. It was twenty feet in diameter, and a shard of it alone cost enough to buy half a kingdom and probably even a horse to boot. Alas, Ash had thrown it into the chasm, praying to the Gods and spirits that the dragon wouldn’t notice the small chink in his jewel. 
 
    “You see this pearl?” he once asked him Hu-Chin asked. “Few of my kin have kept the Wind Pearls...” he added and sighed a little sadly. “They chose to absorb the power contained within it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you do the same?” 
 
    “Because I am not a dirty ragamuffin from the southern reaches!” The dragon’s roar caused such a storm that day that Ash felt as if the mountains would split apart. The lightning was more like a torrent of fire, lavishly poured out by the wounded heavens. 
 
    “I don’t understand, o mighty one.” 
 
    “The name of the wind is captured in this pearl. It is thanks to it that I can walk freely among the birds without defiling myself with wings...” 
 
    Walking away from Memory Lane, Ash looked at the pearl again. How many names did the wind even have? Perhaps so much that two infinities wouldn’t be enough to count them. 
 
    The mage rose cautiously, and made sure that the dragon was asleep. With a light, catlike step, he reached the far wall, where, biting his lip, he pulled out the clumsily burned cobblestone inch by inch. Reaching into the alcove, he pulled out a gray canvas and two metal spokes. 
 
    Sitting down on the floor, he groped the air, as if trying to find a thin thread. As strange as it might’ve sounded, he found one. A transparent, weightless thread wound through space, sometimes disappearing, and sometimes appearing. One end of it was skillfully wound around the spokes, while the other was on the jewel. 
 
    Having damaged the pearl, Ash didn’t find out the name of the wind, there were only fragments of its memories. Short flashes into the past, so rich and deep that they could hold within themselves the history of a thousand eras. But that was enough for the wizard to take the wind’s memories into his hands, weave a thread from them, and begin to sew a cloak. Ash did this almost every spare moment of his time, because only in this simple gray cloak did he see his salvation. 
 
    *** 
 
    “How many Words do you know, worm?” Hu-Chin thundered. 
 
    “A thousand,” Ash replied, bowing his head. Today, if it even were today, the dragon taught Ash very little, preferring conversation to study. Although, if we were to be completely honest, all the talk was usually about humiliating the humans and praising the dragons in general and Hu-Chin in particular. Usually, while praising himself, he didn’t forget to talk bad about his cousins. 
 
    The great dragon turned out to be extremely narcissistic. The Gods had clearly deprived him of modesty, bestowing upon him insolence, rudeness, ego, and many other vices. As is usually was the case, there were far more vices in the heavenly basket from which the Gods distributed their bounty than there were virtues. 
 
    “Even a baby knows more Words than you do!” The dragon roared, involuntarily exhaling jets of azure fire. “Not to mention the nobles and me!” 
 
    “I admire you immensely, all-knowing one.” Ash’s forehead touched the floor of the cave once again. 
 
    From these endless bows, the skin on his forehead was worn out, and turned into an unpleasant red spot. To hide the shameful mark, he created a bandana from a stone, with which he tied up the regrown hair. 
 
    “Can you speak to the rain, worm?” the dragon asked, resting his gigantic head on his coiled body. 
 
    “Yes, I can.” The mage smiled to himself. 
 
    “The Fae king can speak to the torrents.” Hu-Chin grinned. That grin would’ve turned a man’s hair gray and made him stutter for life. “I can talk to every drop.” 
 
    “I’m amazed by your knowledge, wise one,” Ash said, his forehead aching again and his skin prickling. 
 
    “Do you know how to tame the Forest?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You do not know anything! I can tame every leaf and every blade of grass, but even that is not true knowledge!” 
 
    Ash paused, not believing what he was hearing. For the first time in his memory, the dragon spoke of himself as not the most knowledgeable and most powerful sage, but as someone who still didn’t know all the secrets of the universe. 
 
    “Did you know, worm, that I was once the patron saint of Girtai, the blessed land lit by the moons of the Seven Heavens?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Ash replied, even though he did know. “But now that I do, I respect you even more, the most powerful of them all!” 
 
    “Once upon a time,” Hu-Chin continued, “these people were great. When the human kingdoms were still young in the west, there were already cities full of pagodas, and walls as thick as some of the mountain ranges. Sages wrote books upon books on philosophy, artists could capture the movement of wind in their pictures, and mages could subdue spirits and demons. But all of that is now gone. Like a poorly built tower, it collapsed under its own weight.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Ash said during the pause that followed. He truly was sorry for the fate that befell the Girtai. 
 
    For a while, the cave was silent, save for the howling of the omnipresent wind. What was its original name? No one could tell, for it was more fickle than the temper of a scorned woman. One moment it had one name, the other, a completely different one. Its name couldn’t be caught or found. All you could do was listen to it and try to understand it. It wasn’t like the fire’s name, which had burned itself into Ash’s soul. No, he couldn’t understand those who danced with the wind. To him, even this small fragment of the pearl seemed incomprehensible. 
 
    “The time has come to teach you the most difficult lesson,” Hu-Chin said calmly, barely sounding like himself. “Listen and never forget. These events took place back when people called anyone who had a club stronger than their own a king. Back when the Girtai celebrated New Years by letting thousands of petals cover their capital, then called the Mysterious City. At the same time, in the Seventh Heaven, where the Kingdom of the Gods lies, there was a Cherry Feast. All the demigods, the fae, and many mortal sages were called there. I, too, was present. But even in my most majestic form, I occupied but a tile of the palace. That was how majestic the Jade Emperor’s abode is.” 
 
    Ash didn’t risk exhaling too loudly, lest he risked breaking the orderly narrative of a time that wasn’t mentioned even in the oldest of books of the Thirteen Kingdoms. 
 
    “Lovely nymphs, whose beauty would enslave anyone’s heart, offered me Cherry Nectar. The lesser goddesses, differing from the dryads only in their intelligence, delighted the ear with melodies so exquisite that if you listened to one, you would shed tears and forever wince when any other bard plucked at their lute’s strings. The meanings of their songs were so deep that you would have spent your whole life trying to decipher a single message hidden in them. Ah, those were the times...” The dragon paused. The sun was rising in the east, caressing the azure with golden rays, making the sky turn red, like the cheeks of a young man who had snatched a kiss from his love. The air gradually became warmer, embracing them like the arms of a loving mother. The wind had died down and was playing with their hair like a maiden with that of her lover, resting in her lap. If there was anything beautiful about this cave, it was the view of the dawn. 
 
    “Then the God of my people came to me. The sage Liao-Fen. He was not even close to the Jasper Emperor, did not even hold a heavenly position and did not have connections in the magistrate, but wherever he stepped, everyone offered him gifts and bowed, touching the floor with their foreheads. His eyes shined like Myristal, and his smile was brighter than Irmaril in the midday. For each gift, he offered advice in exchange, often so effective and wise that it would change the course of history and the flow of time. I, the only of the colored dragons, could not, even in my wildest dreams, imagine that what he would say to me would change my life. We sat down as if we were equals and had a conversation. I have never had a talk as engrossing and memorable as that one. It has been almost ten thousand years, and I remember it as if it were only a moment ago. Even I, Hu-Chin, lowered my head in farewell to him.” 
 
    Recalling the statues of the said stage that he had seen in the monastery, Ash couldn’t believe that that dried-up old man could’ve been so important that he’d make someone as proud as Hu-Chin bow his head. 
 
    “At the end of our conversation, Liao-Fen mentioned that our people would soon perish. I was enraged and wanted to run away from the Feast to assist the Girtai, but the sage stopped me and poured me more wine. I could not believe my eyes. Whatever the priests have told you, mage, do not take their word for it. The Gods are mortal. As soon as their people die, so do they. But Liao-Fen was not afraid of death, no. I thought it was cowardly, although, in the end, I tainted myself with a despicable vice. After all, if the Girtai are no more, who would bring sacrifices to me?! Who would make me stronger and glorify my name?!  
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    Who will I be the guardian of?! Bare rocks and empty roads?!” In his rage, Hu-Chin failed to notice how the walls of the cave began to melt. “Liao-Feng ignored my questions. He leaned toward me,” the dragon, with its amber eyes flashing, leaned to the frozen Ash, “took a deep breath,” the dragon took a breath, too, making the pebbles scattered on the ground shake, “and bestowed upon me a wisdom he did not bestow even upon the Jade Emperor.” 
 
    And then Hu-Chin told Ash the words that became the basics of Liao-Fen’s teachings, but were hidden even from the oldest monks of Mt. Mok-Pu. Hearing these simple words, Ash grew pale. Fear blurred his vision and grasped his mind, making him dizzy and nauseous. Everything suddenly seemed so fragile, so unimportant, and so ephemeral. He felt that if he were to touch something, it’d crumble to dust. That if he sneezed, he’d tear a hole in the fabric of space and time. 
 
    While the mage shivered, unable to lift his forehead off the floor, the dragon straightened up. The wings unfolded and three powerful claws touched the ground. The whiskers floated through the air like grass in a stream, the eyes flashed, and blue sparks danced on the forked tongue. The pearl, clutched in the fourth paw, glowed with a steady, bluish glow. 
 
    “That the last lesson,” Hu-Chin rumbled. 
 
    It was in that moment that Ash realized that the dragon knew everything. Leaping to his feet, the mage slammed his staff against the ground. A cloak woven from the wind’s memories flew out of the wall and landed on his shoulder. His eyes met the amber ones and a battle ensued, thundering across the Heavens, earth, and water. 
 
    When the chaos settled down, there were only ash and Ash.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
    1st Day of the Month of Lust, 322. A.D., the Foothills 
 
   A sh reached into the small travel bag strapped to his belt and found the shard of a pearl. The great dragon, Hu-Chin, the Blue Flame, the Master of the Eastern Reach, the Sage, the Patron of the Girtai, and one of the Colored Dragons. All those pompous names seemed to serve the purpose of warning the adventurer of the dragon’s power, and yet Ash had defeated him. The pearl pricked his finger, making him pull his hand out of the bag. A drop of blood slid down the frostbitten skin, covered with a thin crust of ice, and shone like a newly cut ruby. 
 
    The truth was that Ash didn’t defeat the dragon. He knew that he’d never be a match for someone like Hu-Chin. But we shall let you in on a secret that even the bards don’t know, dear reader, and that is that the young man had tricked the dragon. How? Well, that’s a story for another day. 
 
    “Come to think of it,” Lari muttered, snapping Ash out of his thoughts, “didn’t we agree not to go into cursed castles ever again?” 
 
    “Technically,” Blackbeard said, “it’s not cursed, it’s enchanted.” 
 
    “LIKE THAT MAKES IT ANY BETTER!” 
 
    “Here we go again...” Tul sighed, patting Lari on the shoulder. “Ah, the things they teach you in modern schools...” 
 
    “You’re three years younger than me!” Lari protested. 
 
    The archer shrugged and smiled sympathetically. The rest of the group snickered, and Lari blushed with anger. Ash just shook his head. 
 
    Snow crunched under his feet. The gray sky, like a lid of a coffin, kept pressing on them. The wind, sometimes howling among the sharp peaks, could barely be felt in the realm of Anna’Bre. Ash wished he could turn around and spend a few more days looking for another way out of the gorge, but he had no right to protest. Mary fearlessly led her party straight to the lair of the ice queen. 
 
    The party wandered through the frozen garden of the enchanted castle. Alice would often make Mary worry by stopping near the sculptures and admiring them for a long time. No one except her seemed willing to stay longer in this frozen wasteland, busy thinking of what legends and songs their new adventure would inspire, and fame it’d attract. However, no one seemed to be thinking about the fact that they’d need to survive the said adventure first. 
 
    Few were those who had encountered a powerful entity like Anna’Bre, and even fewer were those who had lived to tell their tale. Ash was one of the few, but, with Gods and spirits as his witness, he’d prefer it if he didn’t have to meet with someone like Hu-Chin ever gain. 
 
    “Here we are, at last!” Mary exclaimed when they came to a huge gate forged from black metal. 
 
    The heavy doors didn't seem to have opened for the last few hundred years. The ice that covered them had grown as thick as a young oak. And the higher you looked, the more dangerous the tips of the huge icicles glittered. The wind picked up and Ash felt as if he wasn’t looking at icicles but the fangs of a monster. 
 
    “But how do we get in...?” Mary wondered aloud. 
 
    Before anyone could voice their ideas, the flower in Mary’s hand began to rise into the air. It whirled around like a dancer, and then floated slowly toward the gates, where it froze for a moment. Ash noticed that large drops of sweat were rolling down Lari’s forehead, and that the knuckles that gripped the hilt of the blade were as white as his lips, which were drawn into a thin line. The rest of the Stumps were also on edge. Everyone was both horrified and intrigued by what the sleeping Graven’Dor had to offer. 
 
    “I’d rather you let it sleep,” Ash thought. “And Anna’Bre with it.” 
 
    As soon as these thoughts crossed his mind, the flower came to life again. The petals, each the size of a child’s fist, trembled, and gradually approached the ice covering the gates. The flower seemed to melt into crystalline crust, leaving a narrow tunnel behind it, that instantly filled with a thawed water. When the flower touched the gates and seemed to sink into them, the travelers were almost deafened by the thundering creaking and rumbling. 
 
    The age-old ice sheet cracked and shattered, the hinges screeched, having long forgotten how the touch of oil felt. What had once been a cobblestone floor now looked more like the floor of a cave. A torrent of violent wind burst from the dark, forcing the travelers to bend over in an attempt to protect their faces from the sharp ice that tore at their clothes and woolen cloaks. 
 
    “Oh, this is just great!” Blackbeard exclaimed, once again lamenting his poor beard. “Just one time, can I—” 
 
    “Quiet!” they hushed in unison, but it was too late. 
 
    The huge icicles, as if angered by his voice, cracked at the base. Like a rain of arrows, they fell upon the travelers. Ash struck the ground with his staff, and for a brief moment the party was covered by a sphere of fire. Less than a heartbeat later, the Stumps were drenched in a cool shower. 
 
    Blackbeard’s teeth clattered like castanets. 
 
    “W-What...?” 
 
    Before he could finish his question, Ash struck with his staff one more time, and the Stumps cried out from the heat that closed around them. All the moisture evaporated from their clothes, and with it, the remnants of their good mood. Ash felt uncomfortable under the angry stares of his companions, but no one dared do anything. 
 
    “Come on,” Mary ordered and led them inside. 
 
    The mage conjured a sphere of magic fire, and enveloped Blackbeard in it. Walking in front of them all, he lit the way for them. The dim light couldn’t completely drive away the darkness. Soon, the hall turned into a theater of shadows. 
 
    The ancient columns, stretching into the seemingly endless corridor resembling a patch of a moonless sky, sparkled with icy ornaments that snaked across the once-beautiful marble. Shadows, fleeing from the magic fire, hid in crevices, lurked in corners, and danced on the walls, frightening the travelers. What the universe had ordained as a harmless fragment of masonry, the theater transformed into something terrible. 
 
    The silence, lovingly nurtured over a millennia of slumber, trembled faintly from the grinding of teeth and the clang of weapons on the metal brackets of the scabbard. Alice was the most frightened of them all. She clung to Lari, who, although he was also scared, put on a brave face so that she wouldn’t be afraid. 
 
    Even Ash’s knees trembled with fear. 
 
    Once, while still sitting on the balcony in Mystrith’s palace, he picked up a collection of old legends. Some of the stories recorded and carefully passed down were covered with such a thick layer of dust that even a hundred dwarves wouldn’t be able to dig out its gems. Flipping through the pages of a children’s book, which wasn’t befitting for someone like him, Ash came across a surprisingly beautiful story. Like many others, it, too, boiled down to “love,” “compassion,” “honor,” “loyalty,” and other terms that he didn’t understand at the time. However, this didn’t make the “Legend of the King” any less interesting and beautiful. 
 
    It was in this story that the glorious adventures of the Last King, the first king-mage, were preserved. Born on the day that his village was burned, born out of a dead womb, he should have been the most terrible evil, but fate had something different in store for him. 
 
    The fickle mistress, who never let anyone fall in her favor, led the future legend along a thousand roads, put him through even more troubles and storms, graced him with curses and forgiveness, friends and enemies, love and death, until she finally put him on the throne. Never before, and never after, was there a time when the people lived better than under the rule of this lost king. Whether you were a noble with a lineage going back to the root of the tree of ages, or a simple shepherd who had recently carved his first pipe, the King was fair to all. But as any storyteller whose stories were their bread and butter say: “in any story, only the beginning and the end matter.” 
 
    Ash didn’t argue with this wisdom — the beginning was attention-grabbing, that was for sure, and the end was no worse. Anyone who’d dare parody history by claiming that the King was betrayed by his beloved; or taint the legend by a lie, boldly claiming that the King was killed by his best friend, would’ve made fools of themselves by insinuating that there were enemies hiding in the King’s lands. The minstrels still weaved stories about this event, but no one really knew who betrayed the King. 
 
    Fate, once again showing her wild and unbridled temper, abandoned her little project. And the King’s kingdom broke up into hundreds of small states. 
 
    Or was torn apart by war. 
 
    Or was given away. 
 
    Or something else. 
 
    Every bard had their own story to tell. 
 
    But all the songs came down to one thing — the world wouldn’t survive the awakening of the Last King. After all, he was to be the last of the rules. 
 
    Something rang out, sending an echo through the frozen walls. The darkness and the dancing shadows reflected the ringing, transforming it and deepening it, giving it a new life. 
 
    “Quiet!” Mary hissed, throwing her clenched fist into the air. 
 
    The Stumps shuddered and stopped. Blackbeard raised his shield in a frantic attempt to defend himself with a piece of metal from a nightmare that might be approaching them. 
 
    “The crown has fallen,” Lari tried to joke, but it didn’t work out very well. 
 
    “This isn’t the capital of the Old Kingdom,” Blackbeard said, who was too well versed in historical matters. “But a mage order.” 
 
    “The Order of Magi is linked to the prophecy of the Last King,” Ash added in a whisper, clutching his staff. 
 
    “Maybe they aren’t,” Blackbeard said, spreading his arms. “There are many historians, and each has their own opinion. Some even claim that it concerns the Traitor.” 
 
    “They were banished to the Land of Winds,” Mary whispered. It seemed easier to talk, rather than to listen to the oppressive silence and twitch at every rustle or too loud of a sigh. “I don’t think it exists though. People have been looking for it for ages now. Legends say that the place is full of treasure, but...” 
 
    “Agree to disagree, legends aren’t enough of a proof,” Blackbeard said with a nod. 
 
    “The Last King,” Alice said, a little dreamily. “It reminds me of the story of King Agolia.” 
 
    This, too, was a story that Ash remembered. In it, the handsome king was betrayed by his best friend, and beloved wife. And they betrayed him in the same bed. 
 
    “Only the last one wasn’t betrayed.” Tul chuckled. 
 
    “That depends on how you look at it,” Blackbeard argued. “Do the names Guniver and Lanal mean anything to you?” 
 
    “Oh, you southerners...” Tul shook his head. “All you do is keep an inventory. And all of your heroes have legendary swords, immortal horses, and faithful and obedient wives.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry! Are we too civilized for you, barbarian?!” Blackbeard laughed. 
 
    “Takes one to know one!” Tul argued. “So she cheated on her husband. So what? They didn’t poison the king, or reveal state secrets to the enemy. From where I come from, a woman lies with the one who loves her. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    Ash, listening to the usual banter, kept looking around. Ice, like water, wasn’t the best friend to some who bore the name of fire in their chest. The magic that warmed the mage’s heart would now and then succumb to the breath of the snowy mountains and Ash began to feel his fingers freeze. The first puff of steam came out of his mouth. 
 
    “What about the vows?” Alice snapped, glaring at Tul. 
 
    “What about them? You people have marriage vows. We, the northerners, have those who are stronger and more worthy of one’s attention. Agolia, was good a ruler, but he wasn’t a swordsman.” 
 
    “Ah, but there’s a flaw in your logical, my friend,” Blackbeard said with an almost mocking smile. “You said yourself that your girls will lie with anyone, and now you claim that the strong have the right to do as they please.” 
 
    “First of all, not with everyone,” Tul argued. “Don’t twist my words. And secondly, everything’s very logical. If you’re strong, brave, and not known to be faint-hearted or greedy, then the girl will have her eye on you.” 
 
    “Sure, sure... Today, she has one favorite, tomorrow another. For every strong man, there’s always someone stronger.” 
 
    “You’re oversimplifying things,” Tul said, as if he had just downed a mug of watered beer. “I’m telling you how it is, and you’re clinging to words. What I’m trying to say is that a woman is neither a cow nor a sheep—” He glanced over at Alice and Mary. In the presence of two ladies, no one dared to make a joke on the account of their gender. “Khm, that is... They aren’t property.” 
 
    “I’m not denying that,” Blackbeard muttered after a moment’s thought. “But treason is treason, and a synonym for it is betrayal. And as one well-known character said: ‘The darkest corners of the abyss awaits traitors and renegades.’ ” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” Tul sighed. “And maybe you’re not.” 
 
    Mary, who had at first supported the argument, now looked at the two with a rather cold gaze. Talking about history, even under the veil of legends, she could tolerate. But talking about women, as polite as her two friends were trying to be, she could not. 
 
    “When the Mountain of Skulls falls, the Potter shall rise. Those who can see and hear shall see the first signs of the arrival of the Damned. Flames will rise from the extinguished coals. The bugle will sing its farewell song. Ancient walls will collapse. The chains will break. The Last King will wake up. And then the one who was born on both sides of the world will appear. A dragon will cover the Seventh Heaven with its wings and eternal night will come.” 
 
    Ash finished reciting the old tavern ballad, and the corridor fell silent again. Everyone, even Tul, knew how the story ended. When the Old Kingdom collapsed, giving birth to thirteen new ones, the era of endless wars began. 
 
    But one day, as the half-forgotten prophecy foretold, the Last King would be born. His veins would be filled with black blood, his eyes, once red would be covered with an icy crust, once red, his hair will be darker than the abyss, and the earth would tremble under his feet. He would unite not only the Thirteen Kingdoms built on the ruins of the past, but also conquer many more lands, creating an Empire of a Hundred Capitals. 
 
    Evil would always live nearby, waiting for a good moment to strike. But the great evil... The great evil was born from the great good. The one who would be called the Star King and whose name would be given to his firstborn would become the terror of the unnamed planet. The first and only horseman of the Apocalypse. 
 
    The carved staff tapped steadily on the icy floor of the ancient halls. Once upon a time, here, among the tall columns decorated in the form of gigantic figures of great wizards, druids, necromancers, witches, and mages of the past; among the balustrades that overlooked the edge of the world; among the huge halls that were ready to accommodate dozens of balls; among all this splendor lived the mages of the past. They did magic, the kind of which would make a modern mage grimace as if they were suffering a toothache. But despite all of its sloppiness and crudeness, it was still beautiful. 
 
    The Order of Graven’Dor devoted itself not to fighting, but to science, art, and history. On the walls, though cracked and hidden in the shadows, you could still see the scenes of the past. Somewhere, a warlord was leading armies into battle, fearlessly looking into the amber eyes of a dragon. In other places, a robed figure, raising a magic sword and sphere above their head, caused the rain to fall, returning life to the dry earth. 
 
    Now everything was shrouded in mist and ice. However, wherever the sound of the carved staff was heard, there was also a trickle of drops. Melted water rushed somewhere through the gaps, cleansing the ancient castle of evil spells. Ash was aware of the danger of his actions, but at the same time, he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    The young mage, who had always valued beauty, couldn’t allow this place to be lost to witchcraft. Let his breath turn to steam, and legs and arms became blue, but the fire would continue to fight against the ice. 
 
    He could’ve cast a powerful spell and tried to win back Graven’Dor from the clutches of the Ice Queen, but sometimes it was better not to wake up a slumbering beast. Perhaps this is what the ballad of the Star King was supposed to teach. Sometimes, heroism led only to universal grief. Sometimes, you needed to look away and continue walking. Well, who better than Ash knew that by helping someone you only give another a reason to hate you. 
 
    “What is it this time?” Blackbeard sighed. “The crown has already been joked about. Will-o-wisps?” 
 
    “How about snow zombies?” Tul muttered through gritted teeth as he drew back the bowstring until it creaked. 
 
    There was a grating sound. A sharp, high-pitched, glass-like screech gradually approached, filling the hall. Ash felt the Stumps tense up, and heard the clanging of metal being drawn from its scabbard. He rubbed his hands together, trying to keep warm and keep out the growing cold. 
 
    The enchanted light shook and danced wildly, but it didn’t go out. To break a Master’s spell, it took something stronger than the dead, whose souls had long since turned to snow and whose eyes were now frozen wells. 
 
    Soon, the shadows seemed to spit out two figures — servants of Anna’Bre. Once fearless, glorious heroes, they now looked like an experiment of a young necromancer gone wrong. Dozens, if not hundreds of them dragged across the floor their weapons as they made their way to the Stumps. Dwarves and elves, humans and trolls, orcs, and other creatures who gave their warmth to the power of Anna’Bre found eternal life in eternal slavery. Weak-willed dolls, driven by the powers of a witch. 
 
    “This is awful,” Mary whispered, startled. 
 
    Ash couldn’t disagree with her. A man stepped into the light. Once tall, slender, and broad-shouldered, he was now hunched, blue-faced, and covered with frost. With a rasp, he eagerly reached for the only sources of heat in this abode of cold and darkness. His eyes, covered with a sheet of transparent ice, glowed with a blue haze. Behind him stood an army of people like him. All those who had once despised danger gathered for their next battle. Only this time, they weren’t led by their heart that pumped hot blood through their veins, but by a shard of ice of impeccable purity. 
 
    A group of them approached the travelers and then suddenly froze. They raised their enchanted weapons above their heads and opened their mouths in silent screams. 
 
    Blackbeard gripped his shield and covered his companions with Dragon’s Wing. Tul was already taking aim at the most dangerous enemies; Mary and Lari had drawn their blades, ready to cut down anyone who came within striking distance. Alice chanted and waved her wand every now and then. With each wave, one of the adventurers was momentarily enveloped in a golden or turquoise glow. 
 
    Ash did nothing, only observed carefully as the melted areas of the floor were covered with frost again. It could only mean one thing… 
 
    “You’ve come,” a high, beautiful voice rang out. It was as if a celestial nymph had picked up a harp and begun to sing. “Like he said... You came.” 
 
    “Who’s there?” Lari asked, swinging the blades in his hand. 
 
    Ash didn’t pay attention to the crimson stains appearing on the metal. 
 
    “I’ll be damned if it isn’t the Ice Queen,” Blackbeard spat, tightening his grip on his mighty ax. 
 
    “My servants,” the cold voice rang out again, “please, welcome our guests.” 
 
    Hundreds of zombified heroes simultaneously raised their heads, and their eyes flashed. The darkness hid in the cracks on the walls, retreating before the bright blue, leaving strange azure patterns playing on the arches. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Ash thought. “Deadly beautiful.” 
 
    “What do you want?!” Mary shouted. 
 
    Ash was going to tell her that it was impossible to negotiate with Anna’Bre, but he didn’t have time. He felt his chest and head ache as he sensed the upcoming danger. 
 
    Ash turned on his heel, spoke the Word, and struck the ground with his staff. The gust of wind that broke free swept the Stumps away like dust from an old book. He lifted them off the ground, whirled them around in a mad waltz, and carried them away in the opposite direction from the zombies. As the adventurers disappeared into the darkness, Ash smiled slightly and raised his head to look at the ceiling. 
 
    A huge cage was falling on him. He didn’t have time to cast a spell, nor to embody one of the Forms. All he could do was face his fate. 
 
    With a deafening roar, the icy fangs bit into the masonry, but even the thickness of the black marble didn’t stop the power of the great witch. Ash felt the support disappear from under his feet and he fell into the blackness. Clutching his staff to his chest, he let the cloak wrap around him. 
 
    The last thing he saw before the gray flap covered his face was the blue light of a hundred pairs of eyes growing dimmer. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
    Some time later, Anna’Bre’s Chambers 
 
   A sh was sitting in such a cramped cage that perhaps only his stature saved him from the ache in the rear and the stiffness in his legs. He could stretch them somewhat, but he had to press his head to his shoulder. He could perhaps shrug but then he’d have to bend his knees a little. However, all these inconveniences paled before the lack of a staff in his hands. 
 
    As soon as the cage stopped its rapid descent, the staff, as if by magic (and most likely by it) flew out of his hands and floated into the corner of the chamber. 
 
    If Ash had once thought that the king had put him in a bedroom the size of a small house, he was now ready to take it back. These chambers were larger than even the most ambitious architect could have imagined. The bed alone took up as much space as Ash’s entire house. Not to mention the boudoir, the giant cupboards, the magic window that opened to up a mesmerizing view of the endless mountain range. And all of it was made of ice. Even the curtains on the wide canopy were made of snowflakes held together by threads, where frozen drops of water were used instead of fiber. It constantly chimed and glittered, making Ash grind his teeth. 
 
    It was so bitterly cold that he didn’t even notice that he was shivering. The scanty cloak and his simple clothing couldn’t retain even the smallest spark of warmth. And without his staff, even he was no more powerful than an ordinary human. The name of the fire in his chest slowly faded, wasting the last sparks of his life. 
 
    “You know,” said the mystically beautiful voice. It was cold and emotionless, but indescribably melodious. “I expected more from someone named Ash.” 
 
    Anna’Bre was as beautiful as her voice. Clad in a sparkling dress made of ice silk, she looked no less mesmerizing than her castle. Her white hair tinkled slightly as he walked. Slightly transparent thin hands, whose skin was more like a crystal of unthinkable purity, played with snow dust that her being emitted. She had blue eyes, thin, white lips, and two arches of miniature snow crystals for eyebrows. 
 
    “Helmer said something similar,” Ash said wearily. 
 
    “Pfft, that stinking half-breed.” Anna’Bre snorted. By the Gods and spirits, even that contemptuous snort was more like the trickle of a spring brook. 
 
    “You two would get along nicely,” Ash mumbled, and immediately regretted it. 
 
    “How dare you?!” she screamed, losing all her beauty in an instant and turning into a banshee. “What would I, the great sidhe, the queen of the Winter Court, do with a mediocre half-breed who sold his soul to a demon master?” 
 
    Ash paused, watching the reverse metamorphosis. Ice beings weren’t violent or hot-tempered by nature, so he must’ve really struck a chord if he had made her this upset. In less than three heartbeats, she returned to normal. 
 
    “Pardon.” She smiled, making the ice melt and form a new layer at the same time. “The fact that I had to put up with him during the Cherry Feast was enough to drive me mad.” 
 
    “I understand,” he mumbled. 
 
    He was so cold that he had to put a lot of effort into moving his tongue. His throat burned with every word. 
 
    “Interesting,” Anna’Bre said, her fathomless eyes flashing. She slowly circled the cage, running her fingers over the icy bars. The dress swayed with her movements, hugging her curves. “I’d warm you, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Y-You c-coul-could g-g-giv-e-e m-me b-ba-ack m-my s-ta-a-aff.” His body and teeth trembled, and words moved to the beat of their own drum. 
 
    The witch laughed. At any other time, Ash would’ve given anything to hear a woman laugh like that but now he just grimaced and tried to move as far away as possible in his little prison. 
 
    “Fire and ice are a beautiful pair only in ballads,” she said. “But I appreciate my neighbor’s attempts to keep the dry wind and warm clouds away from my home. I’m sorry, but I can’t give you your staff back.” 
 
    “Is the great queen afraid of a mortal?” Ash blurted out. 
 
    She just shook her head. 
 
    “You won’t manage to enrage me twice, wizard.” She smiled. “Helmer’s name took me by surprise, but it was your only trump card.” 
 
    Ash didn’t say anything — he didn’t even know that the cards had been dealt. In that case, he could cheat a little. All ancient creatures were vain and proud. Perhaps it was time for Anna’Bre to join Hu-Chin. 
 
    “Are you gonna kill me?” 
 
    She laughed again. As equally charming and delightfully as the first time. 
 
    “What would that achieve?” 
 
    Ash didn’t immediately understand what he was being asked. Over the years of wandering, after hundreds of different adventures and misadventures, he had accepted the fact that someone was constantly trying to kill him. And if not kill, then eat. Then again, those two were, in essence, the same thing. 
 
    “Um... Pleasure?” 
 
    This time, she only arched her right eyebrow and smiled slightly. 
 
    “You must’ve met seen some strange sidhe, mortal, if you think we enjoy killing.” 
 
    “Blue Flame,” Ash said, bending one finger. “Cormac Ahinski, Soputan, Black Flame, Helmer...” 
 
    “Don’t you dare call him a sidhe!” she barked and Ash felt a momentary connection with his staff. 
 
    Anna’Bre cleared her throat, straightened her snowy hair, and smiled again. 
 
    “You’ve never been to the Fair?” 
 
    “The land of the fae?” Ash asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head. “I once had a pass to your kingdom, but I exchanged it for dried mushrooms.” 
 
    “Dried mushrooms?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah,” the mage said. “It was a beautiful pass, of course — emerald and all that, but I was hungry, and I didn’t have any money.” 
 
    The witch rolled her eyes and looked at him with pity. Not the way one looked at the hungry and the poor, but the way they give gifts to the crippled and mentally disabled. 
 
    “Why would I kill to get something that I can easily get?” 
 
    That smile, if it hadn't been cold, would’ve been passionate. Anna’Bre swayed her hips, ran her finger over her wonderfully slender figure, and took a beckoning step back — closer to the bed. Ash swallowed and opened his eyes. He had known many women, from humble maids to great queens, but never before had he had an immortal offer herself to him. 
 
    “Oh, my poor, miserable Ash,” she whispered, voice growing warmer. 
 
    The cold gradually began to recede, and Anna’Bre came closer. By the Gods and spirits, she seemed to be walking on clouds. A nonexistent wind ruffled her thick, white hair. Her clothes flowed behind her, revealing just enough to fuel the imagination. Ash’s heart skipped beat after beat, his breath got stuck in his throat, and there was nothing in the world but the charming voice and the fathomless blue eyes. 
 
    “I know how cruel your fate is.” Oh, that voice... “You are not of the fae or of humans. You’re a poor soul, driven away by everyone.” Oh, those eyes... “Without a home or a family. Without friends, but with a great many enemies. You search but you cannot find.” How sweet and charming her words are. “So why suffer? Why wait for someone to end your life? I’ll end eventually anyway.” 
 
    Ash didn’t notice when her hands passed through the ice bars to touched his face. Whether it was his imagination or not, the touch didn’t chill his already blue skin. She wasn’t warm, but she wasn’t cold either. It was both pleasant and different at the same time. 
 
    “Just one kiss,” she whispered in his ear. “One kiss and all your worries will go away. No one will touch you here in my abode. Only peace, eternal peace...” 
 
    Her lips were so close and so inviting that she didn’t even have to tilt her head forward. It was enough only to want and she’d dink his soul to the bottom, leaving a shard of ice where his heart had once been. 
 
    Ash closed his eyes. 
 
    The witch screamed and recoiled, and when the mage opened his eyes, he couldn’t help but grin. A rune shone like fire on Anna’Bre’s right cheek. Four triangles held together by a circle — the unity of elements. 
 
    “You’re right.” Ash smiled triumphantly. “Ice and fire are a good match only in fairy tales.” 
 
    Anna’Bre’s eyes flashed as she shed her mask and lost her grace in an instant. Her hands were crowned with icy claws, her face acquired sharp and rather repulsive features, and instead of teeth she had fangs like those of a piranha. 
 
    “Die in that cage then!” she shouted. 
 
    A blizzard swept through the hall. The bars of Ash’s cage were covered with icicles, making his “home” even more claustrophobic. The mage ignored the wind and snow, folded his legs, closed his eyes, and began to recite the prayers that he had learned in the monastery. Gradually, the world around him turned into a flower meadow that spread all the way to the foothills of Mazurmana. 
 
    The witch screamed, but her voice reached Ash like through thick, muddy water. 
 
    “I’ll watch you suffer, you worm!” 
 
    And then Ash remembered Liao-Fen’s wisdom. A thought so profound that it could replace his entire religion. Ash thought about it in the morning, at noon, and evening. He pondered every day and every night and discovered an even deeper meaning each time that left him with new questions. 
 
    “That which we see, isn’t forever,” Ash whispered. 
 
    “Let’s see which is more eternal — my magic or your will,” Anna’Bre retorted, realizing that the mage was referring to his cage. 
 
    “Can you see my will?” the mage asked. 
 
    Anna’Bre must’ve said something, but Ash didn’t hear it. In his mind, he was lying in the flowers near his house. Birds sang in the sky and fairies accompanied them in the swaying buds of spring flowers. 
 
    *** 
 
    It had been a long time since Ash had felt his hands, his feet, or, most importantly, his magic. The staff was still hanging in the air in the farthest corner of the ice chambers. Anna’Bre, lying on the snow covers, once again indulged in carnal pleasures with one of her many servants. And this particular man was so endowed that his manhood could be used as a battering ram. No wonder that the witch was enjoying herself so loudly that her voice made the crystal windows shake. Ash couldn’t tell if she was moaning with pleasure or screaming in pain. It wasn’t that he was a voyeur and that he enjoyed these things, but that Anna’Bre had been doing nothing other than enjoying herself in front of him for the past few days. Apparently, in this way, she wanted to break his will, but all she did was make him even more disgusted. 
 
    With another moan, Anna’Bre straightened up like an arrow and froze. A few minutes later, her lover walked out of the room like a limp doll. The witch got up, put on a robe made of ice particles, and went to the cage. Her white fingers traced the bars, and a soft chime filled the huge room. 
 
    “Oh, my poor, miserable Ash...” she said as she circled the cage. With each step, the cold receded, making the air relatively warmer. Steam was still pouring out of Ash’s mouth, but his legs and arms tingled uncomfortably as blood returned to them. Unfortunately, the blood went to places other than his limbs. His pants suddenly felt tighter. “I see you enjoyed my little performance after all.” 
 
    Ash closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Exhaling, he cleared his head. 
 
    “Just one word, my dear mage,” she continued. “One word. I see you want it.” 
 
    “The first thing the monks taught me was to fight my desires.” 
 
    Anna’Bre laughed making ice flowers bloom on the windows. Even with her, there was an elusive, otherworldly beauty inherent to all fae. 
 
    “Silly boy.” She smiled. Ash flinched but didn’t argue. The fae called even the elven princes boys, rarely ever young men. “Why fight them? Wishes exist to be fulfilled.” 
 
    “Perhaps with your kin, but mortals have a slightly different opinion on that matter.” 
 
    And that was the end of the conversation. The witch waved her hand and disappeared, turning into a snowstorm. How many such conversations had they had? How many more would they have? Ash didn’t expect the Stumps to come rescue him. They weren’t his friends, and they wouldn’t risk their lives to save some worthless mage. 
 
    He couldn’t reach the staff. He couldn’t make Anna’Bre fall for any trick of his no matter how much he tried. Every time he had faced an immortal, he had magic and wit on his side. Now, deprived of the former, he couldn’t make proper use of the latter. All he could do was put on a brave face and pray for the best. 
 
    Ash shook his head and hugged his shoulders, trying to maintain the rapidly fading warmth. Anna’Bre would be back soon to start the same dance again. She’d tempt him, promising peace and eternal pleasure. Ash had never been prone to lust, but the last time he had been with a woman was back in the Aquel caravan, and two months had passed since then. Luckily, so far, meditation had been enough to resist. 
 
    Ash shivered and suddenly felt something hard and wooden touch his side. Red droplets of blood fell to the cold floor, hissing like hot oil. He carefully unclenched his bruised, numb fingers, and slipped his hands into his shirt. With slight puzzlement, he pulled out a black flute — a gift from Helmer. 
 
    “I could’ve sworn that you weren’t there yesterday...” he whispered, putting the flute to his lips. 
 
    The instrument replied with a slurping sound, as if it were trying to snort in response to the mage’s comment. 
 
    Ash would’ve liked to attribute the terrible sound that still lingers among the walls of Graven’Dor to his numb fingers and tired lips, but that would be a lie. He had never been a musician, and even the simplest shepherd’s son sounded like the yelps of a dying cat when he sang it. Fortunately, he had no audience, so he wasn’t ashamed of his lack of talent. 
 
    Having finished his performance, he watched as the flute crumbled in his hands. Only black dust on the blue palms was a reminder of its existence. For a good moment or two, Ash waited for any sign of Helmer. From his smirking face to the orderly march of hundreds of thousands of his nightmares. But as time passed, the mage became less and less hopeful of the demon’s arrival. 
 
    Sighing, Ash reassumed the meditation pose that’d make any normal person cry out that all of their muscles were aching. Ash, too, felt pain in everything that could possibly hurt in one’s body, but didn’t show it. 
 
    After all, he had to uphold the reputation of Mt. Mok-Pu and its monks.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 55 
 
   B y the time Irmaril had already caressed the western edge of the sky, Anna’Bre returned to her chambers. She approached the cage with a determined by still captivating and elegant step. 
 
    “My neighbor will be here in a few hours,” she announced. 
 
    Ash remained silent. Helmer had never shown up, so all the mage could rely on was his own head. Alas, he had never been known to be smart. 
 
    “You still have a chance, mage,” Anna’Bre continued, her voice sweet and gentle, clouding the mind and making it difficult to think clearly. “One word and you’ll be saved.” 
 
    Ash looked into her deep, blue eyes. 
 
    “Will you grant me my last wish?” he whispered. 
 
    For a moment, the witch’s face lit up with triumphant pride, but she was quick to put her mask back on. 
 
    “I’ll grant you whatever wish you desire, my poor, little Ash.” 
 
    “You know what I want.” 
 
    “I need to hear it.” 
 
    “Let me out of the cage,” he almost pleaded. “I don’t want to die in captivity.” 
 
    “Foolish boy.” She smiled. “You’re not going to die. There’s no peace in death.” 
 
    “Peace is worse than death,” the mage thought but remained silent. 
 
    Seconds ticked by, followed by minutes. Anna’Bre pondered for a while until she came to the solution that, in Ash’s opinion, seemed like the only correct one. The witch waved her hand and the cage exploded in a hail of snow dust. Ash had never liked these theatrical hand gestures. In his opinion, nothing expressed a mage’s feelings and intentions better than a good hit to the ground with a staff. Then again, perhaps he was biased since he couldn’t kill a fly with a wave of his hands even if he tried to. 
 
    Ash straightened up; the sound his stiff limbs made as bones cracked back into their place made Anna’Bre grimace. The mage grunted something obscene and blinked away a tear of pain. After sitting in the same position for a week, without food and a handful of melted snow to drink, Ash was an even more pathetic sight than usual. His cheeks were sunken and eyes framed with dark circles, and his skin was so dry that it stuck to the bones of his torso, making it a perfect model for anatomy lessons. 
 
    The mage swayed, threatening to collapse, but Anna’Bre supported him just in time. And it was in that brief moment, while the witch was occupied, that Ash felt his chest fill with hope. 
 
    He held out his hand and called out to his other half. The staff flared like a dry branch and flew over to its companion. However, it wasn’t faster than Anna’Bre’s reflexes. 
 
    The witch’s eyes darkened and she let go of the mage. Ash didn’t have the time to react so he fell face-first to the floor and felt all the air be knocked out of his lungs. He began to wheeze and clutch at his throat and chest. 
 
    “Idiot!” Anna’Bre shouted in rage. The chamber was instantly filled with spikes that shout out from the walls, floor, and ceiling. “I offered you myself and my kingdom, and this is how you repay me?!” 
 
    “Adventure,” Ash wheezed. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I prefer adventure to peace!” the mage shouted, lips curling into a mocking smile. 
 
    The Word of fire flared, and his heart beat a little faster, and he was finally able to form a small ball of fire and throw it at the witch. Anna’Bre didn’t so much as flinch as she watched the flame die down before reaching her. 
 
    “Fool!” A blizzard began to form, swallowing her. “You dare mock me?! The Queen of the Winter Court?!” 
 
    The power of her rage was something that Ash had never experienced, not even during his apprenticeship with Hu-Chin. 
 
    “Die, you worm!” 
 
    She leaned over the mage. Her eyes went from dark to black, like two windows on a moonless winter night. A Word formed in her lungs and crawled up her throat. The echoes of it were already dancing on the tip of her tongue, making both Ash and the walls of Graven’Dor tremble. 
 
    If he had his staff, then, perhaps, and only perhaps, he’d be able to resist the power of a Word that could end any mortal being. But the staff, although it wanted to be free, couldn’t escape Anna’Bre’s spell. As much as he’d like to think that he was ready to face death without fear, Ash knew that that wasn’t true. 
 
    A scream he thought he’d never be able to produce escaped his throat. He screamed with all the desperation that a person on the verge of death could muster. If he had known that pleading would’ve had an effect, he would’ve prayed to all the Gods, all the demons, and even the Dark ones themselves, but he knew that it was useless. 
 
    The Gods wouldn’t descend from the Heavens to save their servant; the spirits wouldn’t answer the call of one of the few mortals that could speak to them; nor would there be anyone among the mortals who would risk their lives to save “a demon in human form.” Now more than ever did Ash know how alone he was in this nameless world. 
 
    The first sound that escaped from Anna’Bre’s lips made Ash’s heart stop, and his scream to die in a wheeze. All she needed to sever the connection between Ash’s soul and body was a second. But before that could’ve happened, everything went silent. The blizzard settled and then disappeared, and Anna’Bre’s silhouette could be seen through the thin veil that obscured Ash’s vision. 
 
    The witch stared in disbelief at the black arrowtip that had pierced the back of her head and exited through her larynx, slicing through her tongue and breaking her teeth. The adamantium tip glittered menacingly. In less than a moment, another arrow emerged from her throat, then from her heart, and then her stomach. 
 
    There were no cries or groans or cursing. Anna’Bre’s eyes widened and then she fell apart like a broken crystal vase. 
 
    Alice ran over to her fallen companion, screaming healing spells as she did so. Ash wheezed, his throat hissing like a kettle left alone on the stove for too long. 
 
    “Man, you’ve got some healthy set of lungs!” Lari exclaimed, hopping frantically on his right leg while he poked his left ear with his little finger. “I think I’ve gone deaf!” 
 
    “Four arrows at a time?” Mary asked. 
 
    Tul stuck his chin out with pride and hit his chest with his fist. 
 
    The Stumps were fooling around, pretending like they hadn’t just defeated a great fae. In all the history of adventures and adventurers, there were maybe fifty lucky individuals who could boast of such a feat. To kill an immortal is an achievement paid not in gold, but in eternal glory. Then again, this, too, is paid in gold. 
 
    “Sss,” Ash croaked. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Alice asked, leaning over to hear him better. 
 
    “My... staff...” the mage breathed out. 
 
    “Yes, of course!” 
 
    Alice jumped up, frowned her thin brows, and said something. Her wind flew up like a swallow, and the spell holding the staff broke like a strained lute string. Ash stretched out his hand and in less than a moment felt a pleasant weight. His fingers gripped the warm wood. The Stumps stared with their mouths ajar as Ash underwent a metamorphosis. His eyes shone with a renewed light, and the circles under them seemed to disappear. The frostbitten blue was gone from his skin and replaced with a healthy shade of pink. 
 
    In less than a heartbeat, the mage was back on his feet, the usual mischievous smile back on his face. He grasped the staff tighter, flexed his fingers, cracked his neck, and bent over a couple of times to make sure that everything was working properly. Once he was done, he nodded with satisfaction. 
 
    “What... What was that?” Alice asked. She had never before seen something like that. 
 
    “A secret.” Ash smiled. He couldn’t let them know that a part of his soul was forever encased in the staff — the price of Firewood’s power. 
 
    While Alice was trying to persuade the mage to reveal his secret, Lari was digging through a pile of ice and snow. After a couple of moments of rummaging around, he pulled out a heart-shaped chunk of ice. It was so brilliantly red that it looked like a ruby. 
 
    “The fae’s heart!” Mary exclaimed, snatching the loot from her friend’s hands. “We’re gonna be rich!” 
 
    She wasn’t exaggerating. It was hard to even imagine how much such a thing could be sold for at an auction. Let alone how much any mage worth their salt would be willing to pay for such an artifact. 
 
    “The last hear went for almost thousand gold!” Her eyes shone with something between greed and pride. 
 
    “A thousand gold pieces!” Blackbeard exclaimed. “With all the taxes, one hundred and fifty gold per person.” 
 
    The Stumps fell silent. An experienced adventurer earned that much for two or three years of hard and very dangerous work. 
 
    Ash scratched the top of his head and looked around. He had expected the enchanted castle to shake and fall apart after the death of its owner, but it didn’t. The ice continued to glitter, and the shadows continued to dance. If you strained your ears, you could hear the screams of the fae’s slaves from somewhere deep within the ancient halls. Having lost their mistress, they were now prisoners of the wasteland. 
 
    The mage cleared his throat. 
 
    “What?” Mary asked. 
 
    “We can’t keep it.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?!” Mary shouted. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him! He has lost his mind due to the torture!” Tul nodded. 
 
    “It costs a fortune!” Lari added. 
 
    “It’s too precious!” Alice joined in. 
 
    “He’s right,” Blackbeard said, combing his beloved beard. When everyone, including Ash, turned to look at him in bewilderment, he rolled his eyes and let out a sigh. “Look around. The place is still frozen. Whether we killed Anna’Bre or not won’t matter. When we return and report to Moron, do you know what he’ll hear? That we cowardly put an arrow in our enemy’s back!” 
 
    “What if we say that we just got lucky?” Lari suggested. 
 
    “Lucky and dishonorable.” Blackbeard grimaced. “Everyone will blow the story out of proportion and we’ll become known as cowards who won’t hesitate to stab their enemy in the back.” 
 
    “We don’t have to report anything,” Mary drawled thoughtfully. 
 
    “Do you really think that gold is more important than our reputation?!” Blackbeard exclaimed. He was getting rallied up. “How many squads can brag about having killed a fae? No one! Even guilds don’t have more than one or two demons mounted on their walls! We could!” 
 
    “But... But coin...” Tul mumbled, all sad. 
 
    “To hell with it!” Blackbeard snapped. “The king will give us three times more than that! Do you really think that we can carry this icy heart to the Fire Mountain? If it doesn’t melt there and curse us, then it’ll attract everyone and everything that can sense magic.” 
 
    Silence fell upon them and Ash could swear that he could hear the sound of cogs turning in everyone’s heads. Finally, Mary exhaled and unclenched her hand. The heart fell to the floor. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “If we tell them that we removed Graven’Dor’s curse, then it won’t matter that we stabbed Anna’Bre in the back.” 
 
    “As if no one ever played dirty in a fight,” Tul said. 
 
    Lari and Alice tried to seem cheerful despite tears that kept trying to swell up in their eyes. 
 
    “Esh.” Mary turned to the slightly shocked mage. He had never expected the Stumps to give up on so much coin. “Can you destroy it?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    Having said that, he walked over to the heart and stood so that everyone could only see his back. Little did his companions know that his offer was less than noble. If a follower of magic absorbed something this powerful, like he did with Hu-Chin’s blue flame, then… 
 
    But before he could get down to destroying the heart, he had one more matter he needed to clear up. 
 
    “Why did you come back for me?” 
 
    “What do you mean why?” Lari grunted. “What else should you do when your friend is in trouble?” 
 
    The mage turned sharply. The Stumps smiled, warmly and sincerely. Even Mary. Even Lari. 
 
    “Hey, what’s on your face?” Alice asked quietly. 
 
    “Meltwater.” 
 
    Ash turned away and wiped a salty tear from his cheek. He then raised his staff and drove it into the heart. No one noticed the bottom flash with blue fire before the impact. 
 
    The Stumps covered their ears, trying to block the deafening ring that still managed to daze them even through their pressed palms. Icicles fell from the ceiling; the centuries-old ice cracked; and the zombies, finally at peace, crumbled to dust. The ancient abode was waking up from a long sleep. Shaking, it threw off the ice shackles. 
 
    Ash, who had surrounded his friends with a protective shield made of fire, was thinking about the world. The nameless planed changed again. For the umpteenth time in a very short period, its millennia-old foundations have been shaken. The First Master, eternal in his unshakable indifference, spoke his Word; Helmer was getting ready to march again; Erlnd died, distraught in his rage; and now the Order of the Mage King had been awakened. 
 
    Something was happening in the nameless world. Ash feared the worst — the Gods preparing to turn the page of the Book of Fate. 
 
    Perhaps, only perhaps, the end of the Age of the Drunken Monk was approaching. And as the legends said — at the junction of two eras, amazing, but equally terrible things were bound to happen. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 56 
 
    1st day of the Month of Art, 313. A.D., the High House 
 
      
 
   T he High House, or, as it was called by the travelers, the Sea of Forests, was a vast area consisting of various forests, from deciduous and coniferous, to the jungles on the very south of the continent. Legends said that when the Gods were still young, and humans were still apes, one of the future Heavenly Ministers, then the very young Asal, planted the seeds of the first trees. A hundred years later, the first forest was born from them, and Asal called it the Crystal Forest, and it was from it that the first elf was born from the first summer leaf. 
 
    Asal embraced the elf and raised it as if he were his own child. The God of Nature touched the brow of the first Leafborn and put wisdom into his mind. He then touched his heart and filled it with love for every living creature. And then he dropped a tear on his lips, granting him and his kin the knowledge of Words and music that even today, hundreds of eras later, people flocked to the elven capital of the Crystal Forest to listen to the songs of their bards. 
 
    Centuries passed, followed by millennia, and the great tree scattered its seeds around. They sprouted, gained strength, and carried their fruit even further, whispering something to the wind. And so the High House was born, the boundless abode of the forest elves. No one knew exactly how many cities there were in this seemingly endless forest, because no one had ever attended the meeting of their rules. And if anyone had been lucky enough to be present at that event, they certainly wouldn’t tell us anything. 
 
    No, not because they were, as the good old Blackbeard would say “turned into hedgehogs,” but because only a friend of the elves could enter the Crystal Forest, and who in their right mind would betray their friends? 
 
    In summer and winter, in spring and autumn, the High House attracted thousands of wanderers seeking beauty, fine wine, and festivities. The tall, distant crowns of the trees hid them from the midday heat, and in the evening, they moved to open up the view of the starry sky. In the shadow and the light of Irmaril, under the snow and the caress of summer, the High House remained one of the most amazing places on the continent of Mormanon. 
 
    A man was walking across the grass carpet of the Crystal Forest. Even by the standards of this odd, mystical land, he looked odd in his tattered clothes. Even more striking was the chipped staff he was leaning on. Tapping with it in front of himself, he trudged wearily. One look in his odd-colored eyes was enough to notice that he was exhausted. 
 
    He thought that a week had passed his disappearance, but when he finally managed to free himself from Hu-Chin’s clutches, he realized that he had been kept captive for almost three months. He collapsed from exhaustion, only to find himself lying somewhere in a forest, under the sun of the first spring. He didn’t know how he got there or what day it was. The last thing he remembered was absorbing the dragon’s essence. 
 
    As he walked, not knowing where his feet were taking him, spirits whispered around him. It was the first time they had seen a mortal who could hear and speak to them, even if he didn’t know about it. The sleeping fairies woke up, intrigued by their “relative.” The spirits of flowers and leaves, which weren’t allowed access into the Feyre although they were called fairies and fae, hurried over. They raced along the paths known only to them, until they finally appeared before the radiant eyes of the King of Princes, the ruler of the Crystal Forest. 
 
    He listened to their jumbled up stories and ordered the Leaf Guard to bring this stranger to his palace so he could see what had disturbed the little spirits. 
 
    Meanwhile, while the strongest warriors of the High House were flying through the trees, Ash was losing consciousness. There was so little strength left in him that even breathing seemed like an effort. After the clear air of the Eastern Reach, the heaviness of the forest’s atmosphere seemed almost choking. Unable to take it anymore, Ash fell face-first into the grass. 
 
    A pair of strong hands caught him cautiously before he collapsed, but he felt nothing anymore. After who knew how long, he finally fell into a blissful, dreamless slumber. 
 
      
 
    A dream later 
 
    Ash came to on the threshold of a magnificent creation of clearly divine power. A gigantic tree towered above him. It spread its branches over the lake, which in its purity looked like a bowl of tears. The mage didn’t doubt that it was miles deep even though it seemed that its bottom could be touched by hand. As for the tree itself, an entire chapter wouldn’t be enough to describe it. 
 
    Hundreds of balconies and houses, as if grown and molded by the giant itself, shone with a gentle, yellow light at this twilight hour. Ash closed his eyes and heard a distant, melodious buzzing — the Crystal Forest wasn’t lit by fire, but by a host of magical fireflies. 
 
    Numerous wooden columns, shaped like dryads frozen in a dance, spiraled away from the base toward the distant crown that looked more like a green sky. The leaves were clouds, and the light that shone through the small gaps were distant, misty stars. 
 
    A small group, with Ash in the center, was moving toward the arch, big enough to fit four Mystrian cathedrals under it. The mage couldn’t contain a sigh of surprise and admiration, which made the elves who accompanied his smile. 
 
    Ash closed his eyes for a moment as the party walked under the arch. Everything around sparkled with jasper and amber, which you’d not find even in Garangan’s treasury. Inside the tree were houses, temples, spires, shops, and streets connected with bridges. And how many channels and forfeits there were! Can you imagine — canals and fountains inside a tree? 
 
    The tree was bursting with life — thousands upon thousands of elves gathered to celebrate the first day of Spring. Among the crowd, Ash could distinguish various faces, from loud-mouthed dwarves to the withdrawn orcs. And they all hurried along the bridges and passages that led somewhere up, where, if you looked closely, you could see the most beautiful palace. 
 
    The elves led the mage through a series of passageways, through a network of shops and houses. And everywhere Ash went, he saw smiles, and heard laughter and songs. God and Spirits, what songs they were… By a lucky chance, I once heard a song from the Crystal Forest. Once you heard these ballads, your heart would ache or dance, depending on the tune, for years to come. 
 
    The mage paused, closed his eyes, and tried to turn into a stone, so that he could absorb every note, remember every echo and chime. The elves who accompanied him stood nearby and also froze, listening to the enchanting tune of the strings. There was nothing magical about them, nothing surprising, and nothing that’d make a human bard a legend, but there was still something elusively mesmerizing about them. 
 
    As he climbed higher and higher, Ash saw the most wonderful images his eyes had ever seen. A lady of such extraordinary beauty that Ash was so embarrassed by her gaze that he was ready to jump off the bridge so that he wouldn’t be in her way. The sculptures and statues looked so alive that he expected them to jump off their pedestals and begin to dance. There were no steps in the legendary dance of life of the capital of the elven kingdom, but everyone still called it a dance. 
 
    Standing on the threshold of the most beautiful palace he had ever seen in his life, Ash looked behind him with a slight longing. He lost all interest in the residence of the elven king’s abode. He adored everything beautiful, and what could be more beautiful than a festival on the streets of the Crystal Forest? Not to mention that Ash had never seen elves, dwarves, trolls, or even orcs. He was so impressed by the color of their skin, their language, and clothing that he wanted to spend as much time as possible among them. 
 
    “Come in,” whispered one of the elves, whose beauty would’ve been heard about even on the outskirts of the Thirteen Kingdoms. “The king is waiting.” 
 
    Ash nodded, but didn’t move. 
 
    “It won’t take you long,” she continued. Her green armor made of leaves was so strong that other steel gave way before it. “Besides, I assure you, the festival in the palace is just as merry as the one on the street.” 
 
    The mage turned to the other guard, glanced at the coat of arms in the form of a winged deer, and asked with childish naivety: 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Ash cast one last look at the street behind him and took a step forward. The doors, decorated with elaborate carvings, closed noiselessly behind him. Inside, the palace resembled any that he had ever seen. There were no guards, no big or large halls, no hallways, vaults, libraries, rooms, guardhouses, or anything like that. 
 
    The entire complex seemed like it consisted of only one huge room, divided into different sections by almost transparent curtains made of leaves. The guards led Ash through the crowd of courtiers, who looked at him with interest, as if they didn’t notice the rags he was dressed in. They, beautiful, rich, proud, and so far away, looked at him not like he was a freak, dragged in by their ruler’s whim, but like he was... Like he was from a fairy tale! That was right. If everything around him was a fairy tale for the young mage, then, ironically, he himself became a fairy tale for others. 
 
    Elves, dwarves, orcs, trolls, humans, and even dark elves invited to the Spring Festival observed the mage mentioned in many a ballad make his way to the throne. In Ash they saw not a general, a criminal, a monk, a dragon slayer, but a true mage, albeit young and naive. 
 
    The children reach out to him with their little arms. He understood that they wished to receive a gift from him, but he had nothing to give but his shirt, pants, and sandals made of wood and hemp rope. 
 
    Stealthily, he plucked a couple of pieces of amber from the wall behind him, and turned them into little birds. The children enjoyed them more than they would’ve enjoyed any material trinket. He then tore off a couple of leaves from a nearby curtain and made them shine brighter than Myristal herself. And there was no greater happiness for the little ones than to admire the silver light of the magic leaves. 
 
    And despite the fact that he was defiling the palace with his own hands by stealing bits of it, the guards only smiled at the mage’s little tricks. As did everyone else. 
 
    “Hello,” someone greeted him. 
 
    Ash almost stumbled. This “someone” had bark for hair and skin. It had sprouted mushrooms, on which sleeping butterflies were now resting. Instead of a beard, they had a waterfall of thick, green moss, and their eyes were as clear as the lake that had previously attracted Ash’s attention. 
 
    “Hello,” he whispered back, perplexed. 
 
    The person smiled. Ash could’ve sworn that they had acorns for teeth. 
 
    “What brings you to our humble home?” they asked. 
 
    “I... have no idea,” the mage replied in bewilderment, observing the guests. “I think that the king wanted to see me.” 
 
    “Is that so?” they asked in surprise. 
 
    “I’m as surprised as you were,” Ash said, still whispering. “Why would he want to see me?” 
 
    The person nodded, their head and hair creaking. 
 
    “Could it be that it’s because you’re the only one among humans who can talk to the little spirits?” 
 
    “I can talk to fairies?” 
 
    “They say that you can.” 
 
    “Then tell the king that I’m sorry but I need to leave immediately!” 
 
    Ash was about to make a mad dash for the exit, eager to get to know the flower fairies better, but was stopped by a burst of merry laughter. Everyone around him was smiling, and some even pointed and slapped their knees. And although he wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, Ash was smart enough to put two and two together. 
 
    Turning around, he bowed low to the elven king. The man put his arm around the mage’s shoulders and straightened him up, as if he weren’t a man, but a limp twig. 
 
    “It’s not customary to bow,” he said warmly. “You’re our guest, Master of a Thousand Words. Taste our wines and our fine food, and dance until you can dance no more!” 
 
    The guests clapped, but the applause faded away very soon. 
 
    With the rustling of her green dress, the elven princess stepped into the hall. She held herself with pride and walked with confidence, but there was no trace of arrogance in her step. Her gaze and smile were warm and kind, but they were far from naive. The silkiness of her hair and radiance of her skin made her more beautiful than any jewelry ever could. Perfect in every form, Ash couldn’t help but admire her. After all, let’s not forget, the mage adored everything beautiful. 
 
    Stopping by the throne, she made a curtsey. Her movements were so smooth and elegant that they were almost hypnotizing. 
 
    “My dear,” the king whispered, touching her cheek with his lips. 
 
    Looking at them, Ash felt like he’d give his life to spend a day in the old man’s shoes. Racker had once offered to introduce him to the “finest joys of life” but Ash refused, saying that the final battle was more important than anything he had to show him. During his stay in the monastery and with Hu Chin, he had no time to think about women, so it was no wonder that was surprised by the sudden blush that overcame him. 
 
    “And you are...?” 
 
    “Ash,” he replied, red-faced. 
 
    “Just Ash?” By the Gods and Spirits, it was for the sake of such smiles that heroes went into battle. 
 
    “Just Ash,” he said, almost stuttering. 
 
    What happened after that, he remembered vaguely. The king opened the feast, and the hall was drowned in joy and laughter. Tables sprouted from the floor, where the fairies brought a variety of dishes. Despite the fact that the elves were known as vegetarians, they provided hundreds of meat dishes for their guests. The wine, so light that it looked more like juice, was as fragrant as mead. Ash was seated at one of the tables, and the princess sat nearby. 
 
    She conversed with him and laughed, and he didn’t dare open his mouth. He listened to music and voices, enjoying the lady’s company. And then the music started. 
 
    “Just Ash,” the princess said faintly, “do you dance?” 
 
    Never before had the mage been so sorry that he had skipped court dance lessons, preferring to read legends in the gazebo at the edge of the garden. 
 
    “No,” he almost cried. 
 
    “Follow me,” the lady said, pulling him away from the table. 
 
    “But I can’t!” he protested. Stronger than his desire to hold the beautiful lady to him was the fear of embarrassing himself in front of her. 
 
    Despite the fact that Ash wasn’t all that tall, the princess had to stand on tiptoe to reach his ear. 
 
    “No one can dance, but everyone does,” she whispered. 
 
    In the end, the mage allowed himself to be dragged to the dance floor. In five minutes and one stepped on toe later, Ash could teach the most refined courtiers how to dance. After all, when he wanted to, Ash could learn anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    One dance later 
 
    They were standing on the balcony. Ash felt as if he were perched on a ship’s mast, staring out at the endless sea. The crowns of the forest closed in, protecting them from the cold and leaving only coolness, but from this height, they looked like a serene, sleeping sea. The lady went on with her story. Ash had said no more than ten words all evening, but she spoke more than enough for both of them. 
 
    She was telling Ash about some mysterious land where giants lived. And about those where dragons guarded the towers, where evil magicians have imprisoned the real fairies — charming sorceresses, if the legends were to be believed, who could fulfill three wishes. Thousands of other lands and dales were featured in the stories of the elven princess. In them, lamias danced with the wind, satyrs chased dryads, griffins soared freely with the eagles, basilisks waited for unwary travelers, and ogres knocked on the gates of castles with their huge clubs. 
 
    She spoke of people who lived on the tip of a pine needle stored here in the Crystal Forest. She talked about the sylphs, the cloud fairies, distant relatives of the flower fairies. She even showed him a drawing of their cloud city. She also told him about the nagas who built palaces under the Seven Seas. 
 
    Ash listened to these stories and couldn’t believe that something so curious and interesting had been under his very nose all this time. 
 
    “My Lady.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why is this tree called the Crystal Forest?” 
 
    She stared at Ash’s face for a moment, then grabbed his arm, and pulled him away. The pair passed through several secret passages until they found themselves in a grove. Ash stared at the tall trees and still struggled to understand how such a beautiful place could deserve such a name. 
 
    “You're lucky,” the princess whispered. “Today’s the day.” 
 
    A moment later, the full moon appeared in the sky. Her light mingled with Myristal’s, and a white beam shot through a hundred round windows. It was reflected in a thousand mirrors, and made Ash’s breath become caught in his throat. The trees, shrouded in the glow, became more and more transparent until they turned into crystal sculptures. The grass under his feet swayed and crumpled, as grass should, but at the same time it, too, became crystal-like. 
 
    Transparent leaves lay on the palm of his hand, but didn’t leave cuts. The birds that fluttered among the crystal crowns also seemed, or perhaps were, glass. 
 
    The princess laughed and picked up an old staff, even older than the one Ash held, and slammed it against the nearest tree trunk. If a moment ago, the mage had seen the ancestor of all forests, now he heard the ancestor of all sounds. 
 
    The tune bouncing off the crystal trunks was so clear and so beautiful that Ash was hypnotized by it from the first note and echo. Birds sang in the sky, leaves caressed the weather-beaten skin, and then the soft hands of the beautiful elven princes touched his tense shoulders. 
 
    If Ash knew what a proper kiss was, he would’ve returned it to her, but he didn’t know, so she had to show it to him first and then explain. 
 
    What happened next doesn’t fit the fairy-tale atmosphere of the Crystal Forest, so we won’t talk about it. But rest assured, the scratches left on the mage’s back weren’t caused by any bird or animal. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Get up! You need to go!” 
 
    It was with these words that the princess awoke the sleepy Ash. The air was once again filled with the silent rustling of the green leaves, as if hinting that what had happened under the night sky had only been a drunken dream. However, his itchy back and tingly loins suggested otherwise. 
 
    “Why?” he mumbled. 
 
    “My father!” 
 
    “Wha?” 
 
    “My father!” 
 
    Ash opened his eyes and immediately regretted it. Right in front of him stood the very angry king of elves. Green sparks flickered in his beard, and the once-slumbering butterflies were now flocking around his head like a pack of angry vultures. Behind him were the guardsmen, their curved blades drawn and their heavy bows drawn until they creaked. 
 
    “You!” the king roared. 
 
    “Well, this is a surprise...” Ash smiled and said two Words. The first summoned his cloak and staff, and the second made a thick fog envelop everything. The green lightning that struck from the king’s bottomless eyes only singed the young man’s hair. 
 
    “My lady, you are beautiful.” Ash pressed his lips to the princess’s forehead and rushed to the window. 
 
    Arrows whistled behind him, and he leaped from a height of several feet without hesitation. The cloak gently wrapped itself around him and the wind caught him, gently lowering him to the ground. Unfortunately, more guards awaited him there. 
 
    Ash never ran as fast as he did then. He raced through the grove like a mad hare. Arrows whizzed past, sinking into the trees up to their plumes. The mage had only the Gods to thank that the famous elven archers were too blinded by rage to aim. Otherwise, he’d be tortured to the point that his funeral wouldn’t need a closed casket but a locked one. Actually, he’d probably be buried in a box of matches. However, no matter how fast he ran, he couldn’t compete with the elves. And at the moment when they were just about to catch up with him, someone came to his aid. 
 
    A stallion rushed into the grove, caught the mage by his neck, and literally threw the dazed Ash onto his back. Ash clutched at the black mane with his right hand, and tried to hold on to the staff with his left. The stallion was running so fast that the trees turned into a brown blur. 
 
    “Who...?” 
 
    He didn’t finish. In the clatter of the stallion’s hooves, in the beating of his hot heart, in the breathing of its powerful lungs, and in his free, unruly soul, he heard a Name — Guido. With it came the memory of a colt given to the wolves to raise. 
 
    “Guido!” the mage shouted. 
 
    The stallion whinnied and leaped over a small stream. Powerful and defiant, he could outrun the wind itself. Ash laughed and snuggled up to his friend’s back. Amazing adventures awaited them, but something told Ash that he wouldn’t go join the great ones. They towered above everyone, and if he were to join them, small as he was, he felt like he’d be smothered by his own complexes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
    13th Day of the Month of Lust, 322 A.D., the Fiery Mountains 
 
   T he Stumps were moving through a lifeless desert. The dead earth heaved under their feet. There was no vegetation for miles around, not even the most common clumps of weeds could be seen tumbling around, carried by the wind. 
 
    The sky, covered with thick clouds, weighed not only on their shoulders, but nerves as well. Tired of shaking odd the endless rain of black ash, the adventures now looked more like chimney sweepers than ballad heroes. Orange lightning would occasionally hit the ground, followed by eerie-sounding thunder. Sometimes, they had to pray to the Gods that the fiery boulders ejected by the ever-awake volcano would continue to fly and not crash on them. For a long time, a red trail remained behind the ejected stone, encircling these inhospitable lands like a bloody belt. 
 
    The squad remained silent. In such an environment, there was no need for jokes or idle chatter. Ash had once tried to start a conversation by asking how they had managed to find them in Anna’Bre’s home, but when he got his answer, he couldn’t think of any other topic for a conversation. The answer was so simple that it didn’t leave room for any further questions. After he had played the flute, a black sphere appeared in front of the Stumps and led them directly to the Ice Queen’s chambers. 
 
    For the second day now, they walked with nothing but tenacity. There were no animals or birds in these lands. It was as hot at night as it was at noon. Their water supply was running out, and if it weren’t for Ash, they would’ve died of dehydration long ago. The mage often had to get close to a geyser and turned the sulfurous water into a drinkable one. It took a lot of effort, but they had no other choice. 
 
    However, they were nearing the finish line of their journey. A huge mountain emerged from the dark fog. Not as tall as it was wide, it was an ever-smoking, forever-flaming mountain. Sometimes, the scorched desert was shaken by a low rumble, followed by the sound of a volcano spurting tons of hissing lava on the slopes, whose red glow could be seen for miles around. 
 
      
 
    Evening of the same day 
 
    Alice threw up, but no one blamed her for it. Pillars stood at the edges of the road. On them, instead of signs, were people and other creatures. Their mutilated, disfigured bodies looked like sculptures of a deranged artist. Some of them had their ribs rearranged to resemble wings. Others wore their entrails instead of scarves, while the rest had hearts stuffed into their mouths, or arms outstretched to hold their own eyes. There were even those who had legs instead of arms, and sticks instead of legs. 
 
    The blood that had been dripping down the road for months had made the ground soft ad sticky. The adventurers were afraid to look down, not wishing to know what their feet were buried in. 
 
    “Don’t look,” Lari whispered, holding Alice’s head against his broad chest. “Don’t look.” 
 
    The girl was sobbing softly. Blackbeard and Tul were running their fingers over their weapons every now and then, and Mary was as pale as snow. Even Ash shuddered at the sight. But more than that, he was struck by the behavior of his friends. 
 
    What made the Ternites, who despised horror and blood, go on a journey across the expanses of the nameless world? Did they like this kind of pillars? Endless strings of betrayals? Wars? Feuds? Robberies and deceit? Why did people, free in their desires and opportunities, still come into service? Was it only because of orders? He had often wondered about this, but had never found an answer. 
 
    Another orange flash lit up a huge citadel. Its spire tickled the flank of the Fiery Mountain. At its base, it looked like any other fort – square and bland. 
 
    “Something tells me,” Blackbeard rasped, forcing the words out through clenched teeth, “that we’ll find the flower inside.” 
 
    Mary glanced at the pillars. Her shoulders drooped. 
 
    “Probably.” Tul nodded, noticing her reaction. “These were probably our competitors...” 
 
    Alice sobbed and curled up into a ball, looking like a frightened kitten. Lari did his best to remain calm, and held her closer. 
 
    Ash never tired of admiring his friend’s character. Sometimes, the swordsman was flighty and envious, sometimes bold and cowardly, but in the most dangerous of moments, he was always as steady as a rock. Perhaps in this lay the answer to Ash’s question about Ternites. 
 
    “Stay here,” the mage said calmly. “I’ll go and get the flower.” 
 
    The Stumps looked at him in bewilderment and smiled. 
 
    “Even now, you’re cracking jokes,” Tul said, half-joking. 
 
    Ash glanced around, then turned back to the slightly braver adventurers. Should he tell them? After all, they considered them his friend, which was why they saved him. Ash had never had any friends before, only occasional companions, forced allies, and rare acquaintances. However, all of them, sooner or later, when their own ways, leaving him alone. Ash guessed what he’d face when he entered the citadel, and that the Stumps wouldn’t survive this encounter. If he revealed who he was, they’d stay, and perhaps they’d be saved. But as soon as this thought crossed his mind, the faces of his new and only friends appeared in front of him. 
 
    The dear Alice, whose warm brown eyes sparkled with fear. The tense Tul, behind whose frustration lay the determination to fight the “destroyer of cities.” The dumbfounded Blackbeard, who reeked of grief and betrayal. After all, it was he who had so zealously defended Ash from Lari and Mary’s accusations. In vain, as it would turn out. The latter two would most likely feel relieved and draw their blades without a second thought. 
 
    Ash was certain that by some higher force or miracle, his identity would be revealed the moment they stepped foot into the citadel. This moment, it seemed, had become inevitable, inescapable, and ever so nearer. 
 
    The young mage sighed. No, he didn’t have the courage to come clean. The little cowardice that remained in him allowed him to feel sorry for himself and decide that he wanted to postpone loneliness for a little while longer. 
 
    “I thought I’d cheer you up a little,” he said, smiling a little stiffly. 
 
    “Ash’s right,” Mary breathed with relief, adjusting the bun under her helmet. “This isn’t the time to lose heart.” 
 
    No one objected. No one pointed out to her that there were dozens of corpses hanging along the road as no one doubted her. Ash didn’t know what greed was, because he had never experienced it, but he still wanted to believe that no amount of greed would allow someone to make such decisions. What were the Ternites fighting for? 
 
    Blackbeard’s heavy plate armor rang. Mary and Lari’s leather grieves creaked. Tul’s bowstring hummed. And Alice’s eyes sparkled with determination. Ash walked behind, his staff tapping a measured, but slightly sad rhythm. The citadel grew nearer. 
 
    The massive battlements, made in the shape of plummeting vultures, were cast in brass. Instead of a barbican, there were steep steps with crimson streaks and a carpet made of ash. On the sides of the picot-shaped iron gate, were metal walls with disturbing bas-relieves. The nine-foot-tall figures of warriors, whose profiles were awe-inspiring, whipped the enslaved men, women, and children with heavy whips. People fell to their knees, trying to escape from the blows, but the frozen droplets of blood indicated that there was no escape. 
 
    The black metal from which the walls were made merged with the equally dark, gloomy skies. Against this background, the copper-clad gate, whose peak was only a little short of the main one, looked like a captured lightning bolt ready to strike. 
 
    The Stumps, weapons at the ready, stood at the huge gate, waiting for it to rise and let them in. Ash still stood on the second-to-last step, not daring to join them. He knew that once he got up, there’d be no trace left of his carefully guarded secret. The curse, the fucking curse of the fucking Gods, always found him. This time, in an attempt to escape from his own sins, he returned to the place where he had committed them. 
 
    He ran from one corner of the world to the other, but wherever he set foot, in his mind he always heard Hu-Chin’s mocking laughter and the abbot’s disappointed sighs. 
 
    “There’s a price for everything.” 
 
    And although he was aware of this, he wasn’t prepared to receive the divine punishment with a raised head. He continued to run like a cowardly hare chased by a pack of bloodhounds. 
 
    “Esh?” Lari called. “Chickened out?” 
 
    “A little bit.” 
 
    The mage took one last step and the gate swung open with a metallic creak. Inside, the citadel resembled the Crystal Palace’s lavish “throne room,” caressed by the tongues of numerous torches and oil lamps. 
 
    Blackbeard was the first to enter, immediately covering the group with Dragon’s Wing. Tul, whose loaded pistols were begging to be released from their holsters, pulled back the arrow so far that its plume reached his ear. Ash was afraid to imagine what strength he had to possess if he could pull a bow so far. 
 
    “Ssso, you came.” 
 
    From a throne of yellowed bones, rose a figure so grotesque that it drew a gasp of astonishment from the newcomers. A humanoid reptile clad in scarlet armor with three scars across its face greeted the guests. Its arms and legs were clawed, its face frozen in a snarl, and behind it was a powerful tail topped with a metal lance. 
 
    The bowstring sang, but Racker didn’t bat an eye. A Word left his scaly lips, and the Stumps fell to their knees. The pressure that had been put on them was so strong that it broke through Alice’s protective spell. The poor girl couldn’t move even her finger to wipe the blood from her nose. The same fate befell the rest of the adventurers. 
 
    The arrow stopped in front of Racker’s face, and fell to the floor with a rattle. The adamantium tip soon fell silent, having left scratches on the granite. 
 
    Ash, whose magic could not be tamed by the Word, glanced behind him and looked at his bewildered companions with a silent plea for forgiveness in his eyes. Would he ever again be able to call them his friends? Even if they survived to tell the tale of this battle, he doubted that he would. The “tool of the Gods” didn’t have friends, only legions of enemies and a horde of bounty hunters. 
 
    “Long time no see, Racker,” Ash said a little sadly. 
 
    “Too long,” the reptile drawled. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
   “I  ssse you’re not alone.” Racker pointed a claw behind the mage’s back. 
 
    “About that... You’re a bastard, Racker, but you’ve never broken your word.” 
 
    If the reptilian could arch an eyebrow, it would’ve. But its face wasn’t made for human emotion, so it just stared at the mage. 
 
    “Give me your word that if I die, you’ll give them the Star Flower.” 
 
    Racker was silent for a moment, and then he burst into a terrible, croaking laugh. Ash tightened his grip on the staff, which sent a wave of momentary warmth through his tired body. 
 
    “Die?” The forked tongue licked the dry nostrils and retreated back into the fanged mouth. “I have no need for your life! Idiot! Do you think I’ve been hiding from you all thisss time? Do you think I was afraid of death?” 
 
    “Sorry if I offended you, but you’ve never known for tour bravery.” 
 
    Racker growled, causing the walls to tremble under the power of his rage. 
 
    “You idiot! All thiss time, you’ve been playing to my tune! All thisss time, I wasssn’t hiding, but luring you out! And you came, like a moth to the flame... I never wanted you! But sssomething of yoursss...” 
 
    An old, worn-out staff rolled across the floor. Ash stood motionless. He knew. All this time, Ash knew about Racker’s intentions. The reptile’s already huge eyes opened even wider. 
 
    “Four years ago, when you burned down the monastery, I really thought that you were after me. But then...” He remembered what followed after he had devoured Hu-Chin’s heart. If not for the staff... Well, thank the Gods and the Spirits that there was only one reptilian standing here now. “Then everything fell into place. At first, I thought that I should keep the staff from you, so I ran. I ran for eight years, hiding in every nook and corner of this planet... But then I realized.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    More than anything, Ash wanted to turn around and look at the Stumps in the eye. But he couldn’t. He was terrified that he’d see contempt and fear on their faces. Fear even more than contempt. 
 
    “There’s a price for everything,” Ash whispered mournfully. He stood still for a while, looking into the depths of his own soul, and when he looked out, it was as if he was transformed. His face became stern, his back straightened, and his features seemed sharper. “You cursed the castle, confused Ser Arlun, blackmailed Anna’Bre, and all this for the sake of correcting your own mistake.” 
 
    “Missstake?” He laughed. “You usssed to be different, general. Once upon a time, people ran upon hearing the sssound of the war drummsss. And now?” 
 
    Racker outstretched his right hand and cast a spell. The staff vibrated, flew into the air, and landed on his scaly palm. Lightning flashed and thunder shook the walls. But, surprisingly, everything inside the citadel was calm. As soon as the wood touched the scales, Racker began to change. He became a foot shorter, and his shoulders narrowed to their original width. The emerald scales retracted into his skin, and his pupils began to widen. 
 
    Soon, an ordinary-looking man of about thirty stood on the pedestal. The scars remained, stretching from the right temple of his bald head, and disappearing right near the edge of his black beard and mustache. The scarlet armor had shrunk enough to fit snugly around the new figure, but the frightening glow of the amber eyes remained. 
 
    Racker breathed a sigh of relief and ran his fingers over his right cheek. 
 
    “Finally,” he whispered, voice once again normal. “Finally! You damned demon! I’ve missed the warmth of my own body... And other bodies...” 
 
    Amber eyes slid over Ash’s shoulder. The mage was sure that Racker was looking and Alice and Mary. Lari’s teeth gritted faintly, but even he was unable to break free from the magic chains that held him pinned down. 
 
    “And now—” 
 
    There was a yelp of pain and a clatter. Racker had let go of the staff and was looking at the black burn on his palm. The red-hot staff rolled on the floor, and flew to Ash. It froze in front of him as if apologizing for the momentary betrayal. The mage smiled warmly and called for it in his mind. The staff showered him with scarlet sparks and took its place in his hand. 
 
    “Demon!” Racker exclaimed, and then spoke a Word. The burn mark on his hand dissolved in a whirl of black flakes. Mages who carried the name of fire in their hearts could always be distinguished from the rest by the fact that they could control any of its forms — even wounds. 
 
    “Take out your weapon,” Ash said. 
 
    Racker straightened up and held out his hand. His old staff, topped with a spike tempered in the blood of his victims, flew out of the wall, smashing through granite and metal. The two mages faced each other. 
 
    “I’ve been dreaming of this moment,” Racker said with a grin. “Do you feel it, my friend? Do you feel how the blood boils? How the heart beats faster? How the mind is clouded with rage?” I know you do.” 
 
    Ash said nothing and lowered his eyes. 
 
    “Whatever you say or do,” Racker continued. “No matter how hard you try to atone for your sins, I know who you are. You’re the general of the Seventh Legion! A murder, a traitor, a desecrator of temples and graves! The man who has killed hundreds and tortured even more! You’re the one who burned down Zadastra and gave me the power I wield today.” 
 
    “No,” Ash said, and lifted his head, pulling off the black scarf with his free hand. Ashen hair fell like a waterfall over his shoulders, followed by something small and blue. “I am the Master of a Thousand Words, the twelfth Master of the Order. A guest of the feast in the Crystal Forest, slayer of Hu-Chin! I’m the one who walked this continent from one end to another, who saw wonderful things, and met amazing people, who fought with the Titans and defeated the Giants. The one who listened to the fae, and the one who gambled for his life with the Demon Master.” 
 
    As he spoke, his voice grew stronger and louder. The walls shook, and the enchanted metal crumbled. Swirls of power gathered around the young mage, made of energy so wild that it became visible to the naked eye in its fury. A turquoise tornado of magic enveloped his figure. 
 
    It struck the distant vault and pierced it like an arrow, shooting up into the gloomy sky. Touching the black clouds, it twisted them like dough. Lightning flashed and thunder struck. 
 
    “I’m Ash!” His voice seemed to come from everywhere. From the stones, the statues, from the torches, and even the air itself. Loud and resonant, it penetrated every cell of the body and rang like an alarm bell. “The greatest mage of the Drunken Monk era!” 
 
    “The greatest?” Racker chuckled, gathering a similar tornado around himself. “Oh, we’ll see about that!” 
 
    Both storms disappeared as quickly as they had appeared. Ash waved his staff, and the adventurers were dragged away into the furthest corner of the hall. Alice woke up and immediately covered her friends with a golden dome, under which the glow of the Dragon’s Wing could be seen once again. No one dared to interfere — the pressure of the magic alone prevented them from breathing normally, squeezing their hearts like a steel vice. 
 
    Racker was the one to make the first move. Two giant elementals emerged from the walls behind him, each the size of a siege tower. Their eyes, burning with fire, were focused on their target — a small human figure. Ash made a few passes with his staff and released the names that lingered in his mind. White lightning flashed and thunder struck, as if announcing the opening of the Heavens. Crows with beaks and talons made of darkness and steel, and bodies woven from the ashen clouds, descended with a loud caw. Like the mythical Roc, they crashed down on the elementals. The battle raged. 
 
    Stone tore through the darkness, scattering giant feathers. The steel beaks pierced through the rock, raining rubble on the stone. Caws mixed with the fury of nature and the roars of the stone giants. A terrible symphony flooded the dead lands of the Fiery Mountains, and even the roar of the volcano couldn’t drown it out. 
 
    Ash spoke a Word, struck the ground with his staff, and the scattered feathers flew into the air, turning into sharpened blades. Like a hail of needles, they rained upon Racker, who formed warriors with shields out of scattered stone and granite. Steel rang against stone, striking sparks. 
 
    The young mage picked up the small flames and fanned them into a fire. A roaring column, ten yards high, came down on Racker’s head like a twisting snake. He leaped to the side, spreading his arms wide. Bringing them together, he unleashed a violent river of azure energy that swept away the flaming snake. It then rose like a tidal wave, revealing a chariot drawn by horses. 
 
    Ash thrust out his staff and the chariot clashed against it, smashing into a shower of glittering drops that hit the dome. At that moment, the elementals grabbed the crows and tore them into pieces. However, they couldn’t come close to Ash. Straightening up and stepping over the corpses of the dead birds, they froze, shackled by the frozen droplets. 
 
    Ash was gathering strength for another spell, but he was running out of time to activate it. Racker leaped out from behind the stone giants and brought his staff down on his opponent. His body was the color of armor, and his veins thick like ropes. He had activated his third form, combining his “selfness” with the name of fire. 
 
    Not having the time to activate his form, Ash took an awkward step to the side. Something whizzed past him and crimson droplets stained the floor. Racker immediately reached out with his right hand, and, drawing a narrow arc, almost cut Ash’s head clean off his shoulders. 
 
    The young mage shouted a few Words even before he could form them. The first compressed the air in front of him, the second formed it into a sphere, and the third pushed it toward Racker, but he ignored it and swung his staff like a baseball bat. The sphere burst and the ribbons of air licked the columns supporting the stone vault. Thunder and dust swirled in a terrifying dance. 
 
    Having gained enough time, Ash pointed his staff at the curtain of dust. The wall of rubble opened, unable to resist the pressure, but Racker wasn’t there. 
 
    Ash looked around, trying to spot his opponent, but he couldn’t find him anywhere. 
 
    “Behind you!” a female voice warned. 
 
    Without turning, Ash struck the ground with his staff, and a ring of fire spread in all directions. Racker jabbed the tip of his staff into the flames and turned the ring into a huge serpent. Its body was as strong as Hu-Chin’s. It rushed into battle, but it couldn’t touch the mage with its fangs. Like a butterfly, it was pinned to the wall by bloodied spears. 
 
    The storm died down, and the dust settled. The two mages stood facing each other. Racker with a cut on his chest, left by a black blade that broke through the stone shields, and Ash with a red stain on his shirt that ran from his shoulder to his waist. 
 
    They looked into each other’s eyes and understood that these simple spells wouldn’t bring them victory. Racker was the first to come to his senses. 
 
    “Fourth Form: Impersonation!” 
 
    Dozens of warriors emerged from the flames that surrounded Racker and enveloped him like a cocoon. Tall, statuesque, and heavily armored, they spread across the hall in flashes of fire. Opposite of the fiery legion was a pack of hundreds of wolves, their flaming fur flapping in the nonexistent wind. Snapping their jaws, they howled at the moon hidden behind the ashen clouds. 
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    The warriors rushed into battle. Fiery claws and fangs crumbled against armor, and flaming swords were torn out of the mighty grips by scorching claws. 
 
    Wood hit against wood. Each blow released such a powerful wave of air that it turned the metal and stone into dust. Columns cracked, some of which fell to the floor with a crash, and another spread out like lava. Subject to the power of the mages, it enveloped the wolves and the warriors, giving both even more power. 
 
    Dodging, Ash ducked under the staff and swung a backhand at Racker’s legs. The staff, whirling in the palm of his hand, should have shattered Racker’s kneecaps, but it met a stone beam. The blows rained down one after another. 
 
    Racker turned the wolf that had broken through the line of warriors into a sword, and pressed down on Ash. His staff glittered with red-hot metal as it kept hitting the ancient wood. The created blade fluttered around, but now and then disappeared, changing shape according to the will of its new master. The battle took place wherever the gaze of the unwitting spectators fell. The fire wolves were gnawing at the warriors; the two mages, their skin dyed the colors of the elements, were trying to finish each other off in one quick stroke. 
 
    Walls crumbled, floors cracked. Huge holes appeared wherever the echo of the clash of the two staffs could be heard. Pools of lava hissed where the flaming minions fell. Smoke and soot became the banners of the two armies, and the thunder of the Heaven became the sound of their battle drums. 
 
    “Fifth form,” Ash began, but they finished together, “The Elements!” 
 
    The warriors and the wolves were gone; a sea of fire boiled behind the two mages. Filling the entire space from floor to ceiling, it burned even the air between them. The walls began to melt like candle wax. Despite the two shivering shields, the Stumps felt their eyes and lips dry up. The hot air burned the lungs. A moment passed, and the two walls, drawn by outstretched staffs, collided. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
   H aving tamed the element, the mages molded it to their imagination. A huge tiger wrestling with a panther was replaced by a sword and a mace, which then morphed into soldiers, similar to heroes from ancient frescoes. The fire roared, the flames raged, and thunder seemed like a distant cry of the wounded Heavens in comparison to their crackling and rumbling. The lightning that cut through the burning clouds seemed pale compared to the bright colors of the magic flames. 
 
    A flaming replica of Guido, the size of a young dragon, reared up. Its neighing was deafening, and the sound of its hooves kicking lava made one’s heart freeze with fear. Opposite the horse was a bear. A powerful roar shook the ancient halls, and the claws left ghostly trails in the air. The horse dashed forward, turning into a falcon half-way through. 
 
    The bear leaped, turning into a vulture. 
 
    The Falcon turned into a lynx. 
 
    The vulture into a tiger. 
 
    The lynx into a basilisk. 
 
    The tiger into an ogre. 
 
    The basilisk into a dragon. 
 
    The ogre into a demon. 
 
    And when the dragon and the demon clashed, there was an explosion the likes of which the Stumps could never have imagined. 
 
    The citadel was torn apart like a flimsy wicker basket. A huge ball of dire, inside which the two opponents could just barely be told apart by the color of the flames, became bigger with every heartbeat. At one point, it emerged from the collapsed and melted vault, pushed everyone back against the wall, and shot a column of flames toward the sky. The clouds spiraled toward it, and the brightness of the flames made the pillar visible even from the Erlinda Valley. 
 
    “What are you fighting for?!” Racker roared over the firestorm. “For revenge?!” 
 
    Ash was silent. 
 
    “What am I fighting for?” he thought. 
 
    Using the moment of confusion, Racker attacked. The tornado wavered and a ball of flames crashed down on Ash’s head. When the flames died down and the dust settled, the Stumps watched with wide eyes as the smoldering figure of their friend embedded in one of the surviving walls. It was as if some giant had hit the mage, nailing him into the stone. 
 
    “Greatest mage, my ass,” Racker snorted and spat. 
 
    Before his spit reached the floor, he screamed in pain. His right side was pierced by a fire-covered staff. Behind him, the surviving flames flickered, out of which emerged Ash. The figure in the wall crumbled away, leaving behind only a black silhouette. 
 
    Ash instinctively jumped back. The pained cry grew into an enraged roar. Racker’s body was once again undergoing a transformation. His skin swelled and burst, revealing bleeding tissue and white bones. His eyes were spinning in their sockets like spinning tops. 
 
    Sensing that something was wrong, Ash sent a ribbon of fire toward the shuddering lump of flesh, blood, and pain, but it bounced back against a shield. The mage unleashed a myriad of spells, but none managed to reach their target. 
 
    Soon, in the middle of the huge hall stood a huge red dragon. Scratching the ground, it left deep furrows in the granite. Bright red flames escaped its roaring mouth, and its amber eyes shone with anger and bloodlust. 
 
    At that moment, Ash realized that by having consumed the White Essence, Racker had become a semi-divine creature. The Blue Essence that he had inherited, didn’t have that much power. He took an instinctive step back. He didn’t know if Racker had figured out the secrets of the Seventy-two Transformations or if he had changed shape intuitively. Whatever the case was, such a creature had no right to exist. It violated the laws of the Seventh Heaven just by breathing. 
 
    The dragon spread its leather wings and lifted off the ground. Ash was certain that it’d come plummeting down and breathing fire the moment it was high up enough. 
 
    Racker was getting ready to fly off when Ash broke into a run. Jumping onto the dragon’s chest, he plunged his staff into the gap between the armored plates of the reed scales. The dragon soared, flapping its gigantic wings. The ashen embrace of the burning clouds was rapidly approaching, but Ash held tightly to his staff. Racker, arching in pain, lost control of his new form and collapsed onto a ledge. 
 
    Ash tossed and turned on the rocks for a while, trying to get over the pain and get up. The dragon, shaking its head, pushed off from the ground and hovered in the air, flapping briskly with its wings. Rising to his feet, the young mage was forced to hold his staff out in front of him and cover his face. The flapping of the dragon’s wings created a gust of wind so strong that Ash’s cloak almost choked him as it struggled to remain on his thin shoulders. 
 
    “You naive, half-breed freak!” Racker roared, and his cry echoed across the hot rocks. “Where do you think I got enough potions to poison the entire army?! Who do you think gave me the order?! Who was more afraid of us than our enemies?!” 
 
    Ash closed his eyes, remembering the screams of his soldiers, and the feeling of blood-soaked grass underneath him. 
 
    “The king,” he whispered. “I knew that Garangan ordered us dead.” 
 
    “Then for what?!” Racker’s roar was probably heard even in the Jasper Palace. “What are you fighting for?!” 
 
    “For what...?” 
 
    “Nor for what,” the mage said, shaking his head. “But for who.” 
 
    “You’re risking your life for the daughter of the man who betrayed you?!” 
 
    Ash looked into Racker’s eyes, but saw no glimmer of reason in them — he had long been taken over by madness. 
 
    “There’s no parental sin big enough to make a child atone for it.” 
 
    The dragon roared again. It arched, its stomach glowing with a steady white glow from within. It opened its fanged maw and released a stream of white flame. Ash managed to jump off the ledge at the very last moment. Turning around, he saw a hole in the mountain. The dragon’s tail, having gained a life of its own, smashed the side of the mountain, creating a shower of smoking rubble. 
 
    “Show it to me! Fight with all your might! I want to see your true form!” 
 
    “Yes...” Ash said quietly, and held out his staff in level with the horizon. “The time has come.” 
 
    The gray cloak fluttered behind him and turned into a pair of leather wings. White flames shot out of the fanged mouth. The final chord of the battle was struck, finishing off the symphony that was alien to human ears. 
 
    The ends of the staff flashed with blue fire. Magic gathered around Ash, crushing the stone, its light growing brighter until it exploded in all directions. Like a hungry beast, it licked the stones, evaporating them. 
 
    “Sixth Form: The Destroyer of Cities,” said a cold voice, “Ash!” 
 
    The flames and the magic were gone, leaving only a black-gray cloud, around which there were almost no rocks. The cloud trembled and formed a gigantic blade. Five yards long, it towered over the dragon’s head like an executioner’s ax. 
 
    Racker opened his mouth and engulfed the blade in white flames. Ash struck with his staff and the weapon disappeared, turning into a cloud once more. Circling around the dragon, Ash pierced it with a hundred daggers, hit it with giant hammers, and cut it with spears. 
 
    The dragon raged and trashed, but each breath it exhaled released more ash than fire. Finally, he was trapped in a cocoon. The mage struck the ground with his staff, and the cocoon began to shrink. A cry was heard and then white rays burst from the inside. Ashes filled the air, and the dragon soared into the sky. It disappeared among the burning clouds and then fell like a stone. 
 
    It was falling like a diving falcon, and its mouth was surrounded by flames. Ash struck the ground with his staff for the third time, and a wave of blue flames produced countless clouds of ashes, which then took the shape of a huge bow and arrow. 
 
    The dragon roared and exhaled fire. The bowstring hummed and the arrow struck the flame, hitting the wall and spraying the ground with molten stone. 
 
    When Racker, unable to slow down the fall, got close to the ledge, Ash jumped. 
 
    “First Form: Incarnation!” 
 
    A small ball of blue flame pierced the armored scales. The stench of burnt flesh singed the nostrils. A deafening roar rang out. The dragon’s wings hung limply as the two fell to the ground. Their fall was swift, and their landing left the ground trembling for a long time. The floor of the citadel broke and caved in, shooting pointed slabs of granite upward. 
 
    Ash, towering above the body of the fallen dragon, watched its burnt heart beat slower and slower through the hole in its chest. Racker slowly assumed his true form. The wings retracted into his back, the claws turned into nails, and the giant limbs slowly assumed a humanoid shape. The young mage, whose strength was almost gone, knelt down in front of his opponent and lifted his head with difficulty. 
 
    “That... was a good... fight...” Racker wheezed. “I had to... try...” 
 
    Ash nodded. 
 
    “It’s time to sleep for a very long time, my friend.” 
 
    Racker coughed up blood and bared his teeth. 
 
    “Can’t say... that I’m looking... forward to it...” 
 
    Ash flinched. 
 
    “Do you know where Sporangia is?” 
 
    Racker’s eyes widened and he laughed. After a moment, his head fell back on his shoulder and his eyes glazed over. Death had claimed its prey. 
 
    Ash scrambled to his feet but almost fell when his eyes fell upon a gruesome scene. The Stumps were still huddled in their corner, but the shields were gone. Blackbeard’s shield had gotten so hot that it had fused with his arm, but he endured. Alice’s wand was cracked and split in two, and Lari and Tul were holding Mary’s body and pushing back tears. Pale as a birch tree, she pressed her hands to the stone that had pierced her stomach. 
 
    The mage ran over to him, throwing aside his staff. A trickle of blood ran down his chin. 
 
    “No, no...!” he wailed, trying to cover the wound. His hands slid over the bloodied fingers of the others but... “It can’t... It... It doesn’t have to be like this!” 
 
    He looked at the faces of the Stumps, but they either hid their eyes or shook their heads. One couldn’t live with such a wound, and a healer couldn’t do anything without a wand. A catalyst was both the stronger and the weakest point of any mage. 
 
    “Flower...” Mary whispered. Her lips were crimson with blood, but she pointed a trembling hand behind the Stumps. “Flower... Girl...” 
 
    Ash turned and saw a beautiful Star Flower in Racker’s clenched hand. He might’ve not been noble in life, but he must’ve remembered what honor was before he died. Touching his staff, Ash spoke a Word, and the flower flew over to them. It floated through the air and landed on Mary’s chest. 
 
    “Good...” 
 
    “Don’t speak!” Alice cried, her cheeks glistening with tears. “You’ll bleed to death...” 
 
    Mary smiled, nodded, and held back a cough. 
 
    Ash bit his lip harder as he reached into his shirt and found the pouch that Oberon, the King of the Flower Fairies, had given him. In it were ten pellets capable of restoring his energy. Without a moment of hesitation, he pulled out the pouch, untied it, and popped a handful of them into his mouth. Almost immediately, he felt like a powder keg exploded in his stomach. His heart began to beat so fast that one beat became indistinguishable from the others. Bloody tears trickled from his eyes, and a choked sob escaped his throat. 
 
    “For every magic, there’s a limit beyond which you cannot go,” he recalled his words, spoken not so long ago. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Alice cried. 
 
    Ash, filled with enough power to call himself equal to the Gods, raised his hand over Mary’s body. 
 
    “Stop!” Blackbeard shouted. 
 
    He would’ve pushed the mage’s hand away, but he couldn’t. Neither could the others, with their fingers firmly pressed to their friend’s wound. 
 
    “Stop...” Mary pleaded. 
 
    “We don’t need two corpses!” Lari said. 
 
    “I have to,” Ash rasped. “This is all my fault.” 
 
    “Yes, you have to answer for what you’ve done!” Lari exclaimed. “So don’t be a coward and run away to the next world!” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “Don’t,” Mary whispered softly, almost inaudibly. “We don’t... need two... deaths... Don’t...” 
 
    “The value of a life can only be calculated after death. How many you have helped, how many you have saved — that is your price.” This was the commandment of the Heavenly Sage that Ash had struggled to understand for a long time. 
 
    “Mok-Pu Art...” 
 
    A glow surrounded his palm for a moment, but then it went out and Ash felt a terrible pain. A mage couldn’t use a monk’s technique. His magic wasn’t meant for it. 
 
    “Mok-Pu...” 
 
    Pain again, followed by blood spurting from his mouth. 
 
    “Mok...” 
 
    Unable to stand it, he fell on his side. His mind began to blur, and all he could do was pray to the Gods that hated him. 
 
    “I was cursed for my sins. I deserve it. The king also deserved it. But they... Mary... Alice... Lari... Blackbeard... Tul... Elanor... What did they do? Leave them alone... Leave them, or I swear that I’ll continue to break your laws even after I’ve died. I’ll continue to do so until I get to meet the Jasper Emperor and punch him in the face!” 
 
    The Heavens responded with thunder and lightning. Aware that he couldn’t count on divine help after such a “prayer,” Ash struggled to a sitting position. He put his hand on the wound, and closed his eyes as his mind drifted to the temple and the cliff on which he and his first friend were smoking fine tobacco. 
 
    “Mok-Pu Art: Healing Hand!” 
 
    Something was yanked out of him. All the borrowed power was gone, as if swallowed by an abyss. The stone that had pierced Mary split, the edges of the wound tightened, and the blood that had spilled all over her clothes and the floor returned into her body. Mary sat up abruptly and gasped like a drowned man cast ashore by the current. 
 
    “You idiot!” she snapped, but immediately fell silent. 
 
    Ash’s body convulsed in occasional spasms. Blood trickled from his eyes, mouth, ears, and nose, but he still smiled his stupid smile and handed Mary the White Dragon Essence. 
 
    “For the trouble,” he said. 
 
    His hand went limp, and the Essence rolled to the feet of the dumbfounded adventurers. Alice sobbed aloud, and the rest gritted their teeth as Ash’s eyes glazed over and the last gasp escaped his throat. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 60 
 
   I n the nameless world, there were laws that no one could break, one of which was that every mage has a limit beyond which they couldn’t go. However, it is often the case that such rules only made people want to break them. Was it the will of the stars that one of the supporting pillars of the universe were to crack and begin to crumble? Was there anyone who knew the answer to that question? Probably not. But there was something that we do know. 
 
    The sinners must be punished, and the righteous awarded. So dictates the Celestial Mandate. But what is the man who breaks that law? A righteous man or a sinner? Whatever the sages might think, the creature that descended from the Seventh Heaven had its own opinion on the matter. 
 
    A giant phoenix made of iridescent flames landed on Ash’s chest and he began to breathe again. The Stumps, despite having seen things that couldn’t be real become reality, froze. The phoenix, the father of Irmaril and all earthly fire, was considered a mythical creature. More mythical than the Gods themselves. 
 
    The bird looked at the Essence and a thin thread emerged from its wing, which then took the shape of a white feather. 
 
    Slowly coming to his senses, Ash stared in awe at the legend resting on his chest. To his surprise, the bird seemed in no hurry to leave. 
 
    “A wish,” Alice said, wiping away her tears. “A phoenix will grant one wish.” 
 
    According to legend, the phoenix paid for a gift in kind. It accepted the Essence of Fire as a gift, but in order to pay Ash back, it had to pull him from the boney clutches of death. 
 
    So, what was the mage to wish for? Judging by the faces of the Stumps, they all had their own ideas. If the phoenix had flown to one of them, new legends about some mystical armor, wand, or weapon would begin to circulate. 
 
    “A ribbon...” Ash whispered. “A blue, silk ribbon...” 
 
    The phoenix sang, spread its iridescent wings, and disappeared in a flash of bright but not scorching flame. A ten-inch-long silk ribbon swirled slowly to the floor beside Ash. 
 
    “A silk ribbon?!” Mary shouted, realizing what a prize had just slipped through her hands. 
 
    No previous events managed to stop her from grabbing the mage by the throat and strangling him. 
 
      
 
    A heartbeat later 
 
    The Stumps had to work their feet — after Racker’s death, the citadel, created with the help of magic, began to collapse. That is, if that was what you could call the process that turned the once-mighty fortress into a pile of rubble. As a result, the adventurers found themselves sitting on a small island of tranquility in the midst of a scorched valley. Despite all of today’s events, the valley retained its chaotic serenity — as weird as that might sound. The volcano was still spitting ash and smoke, and the clouds were still flashing with thunder and lightning, but the Stumps felt relatively safe. 
 
    “So, you’re Ash,” Blackbeard began. He had to fix his injured arm the old-fashioned way as Alice couldn’t do much without her want. 
 
    “In the flesh.” The mage nodded, swaying on his heels. 
 
    “You know,” Tul mused, “I expected more—” 
 
    “—from someone named Ash, I know,” the mage finished for him. “If I had a coin for every time I heard that...” 
 
    Mary didn’t join the conversation, quietly lamenting the fact that a notorious scoundrel and wanted criminal was a part of her squad. However, for some reason, this didn’t prevent the Stumps from keeping him in the squad and considering him their friend. 
 
    “A liar!” Lari snapped. 
 
    Everyone turned to him. Having used the commotion to get ahold of Ash’s bag, he was now rummaging through it. But all he found were some shells, pebbles, candy wrappers, trinkets, pieces of glass, and other useless baubles. 
 
    “Where are the treasures that legends speak of?!” 
 
    But before he could get his answer, he, and the rest of the Stumps, were forced to cover their ears to protect them from a high-pitched scream. To their surprise, the source of the noise turned out to be no one other than Ash. Falling to the ground, he gathered up his innumerable treasures, snatched the bag from Lari, and began to return his trinkets into it. 
 
    “No one loves me!” He sobbed. “No one wants me! They even began robbing me!” 
 
    Tul scratched his stubble and stared thoughtfully at the mage. 
 
    “You know, your jokes aren’t as funny as they used to be.” 
 
    “What jokes?!” Ash cried with tears in his eyes and shoved a cracked shell under the archer’s nose. “That barbarian almost broke my precious possessions!” 
 
    Blackbeard cleared his throat. 
 
    “People seemed to have lied to us... This ‘demon’ is not at all demonic, and his treasures are nothing but trinkets...” 
 
    The mage’s trembling lip and watery eyes didn’t allow him to finish. Suddenly turning pale, Ash groped for his staff. Realizing that something was amiss, the Stumps turned around and immediately jumped to their feet. An Ifrit was approaching them quite quickly. The creature was famous for killing many a Ternite. 
 
    A vaguely humanoid column of fire stood about eight feet tall. It didn’t seem as a threat if you didn’t know its destructive power. 
 
    “Pft!” Mary snorted, shaking her hand. “There’s no reason for concern, we have a Master on our side!” 
 
    “That’s right!” Tul exclaimed. 
 
    “Oh, we’ll be rich! Think he could help us kill a dragon?” 
 
    “Dragon? No, no, we’ll be killing only demons from now on!” 
 
    “Better yet, sea monsters!” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Guys,” Ash said with a slightly mocking smile, “I don’t want to upset you, but Ifrits are born from the First Fire.” 
 
    “And?” Mary asked without turning around. 
 
    “My fire can’t hurt them.” 
 
    Pause. 
 
    “Why didn’t you immediately say so?!” Lari shouted with panic in his voice. “What should we do?!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The adventurers turned around and saw Ash walking away as he tired the scarf around his head. 
 
    “Run!” he shouted, but his voice sounded like the cry of someone falling from a cliff. Distant and fading. 
 
    A month and a half later 
 
    Garangan, who had grown much older and haggard during these months, stood surrounded by a dozen of court officials. Elassia, holding on to her husband’s elbow, watched as the court —healer moved his hands across the body of their daughter. Ten squads were sent out to find a cure for her magic fever, but none returned. Whether they disappeared or chose to ignore the king’s request, no one knew. 
 
    There was a thin wheeze and Elassia almost fell, so exhausted was she by the pain of her child. The king only clenched his teeth more tightly, but his graying hair and dozens of new wrinkles showed that he, too, was exhausted. 
 
    The courtiers whispered behind them. Many of them schemed, but most sympathized with the loss of the royal couple. No one doubted that the girl would die before Myristal rose. 
 
    The healer looked up and shook his head. Elassia buried her face into her husband’s shoulder and quietly wept. The king gently stroked her head and prayed to the Gods. For which sins he had been punished so, no one knew. No one but him and those he had harmed. 
 
    “Sire! Sire!” The majordomo burst into the room. “Sire! The Wandering Stumps have returned from their mission!” 
 
    The courtiers gasped, and the eyes of the king and queen lit up with hope. 
 
    “What are you standing there for?!” Garangan barked. “Let them in immediately!” 
 
    “Right away!” 
 
    Six figures entered the hall. Even though black hoods covered their faces, it was clear by their bearing that they were exhausted and were holding on only by the strength of their will. 
 
    “By the Gods and Spirits,” the king almost pleaded. “Please, tell me that you have good news.” 
 
    “We have the flower,” said a quiet female voice. 
 
    One of the figures stepped forward and threw back the hood. Many of the present immediately recognized the famous swordsman and leader of the Stumps — Mary Birch. The lady, whose callused hand resembled a branch of a dead tree, held out the flower to the healer with trembling fingers. He carefully took it, checked it with magic to make sure that it was authentic, and turned to the king. 
 
    “Sire, I must warn you that there could be aside effects and—” 
 
    “By the Gods!” Garangan’s roar was almost like that of a lion. “If you don’t do what you have to do right now, I’ll send your entire family to the mines and leave you to rot in a dungeon!” 
 
    “Of course, sire,” the healer said. “I shall do as you ask.” 
 
    Turning to the side, he added the flower to some kind of a solution, which he then carefully poured into the princess’s small mouth. For a moment, nothing happened. And then the terrible fever began to subside, the girl began to breathe more evenly, and her face assumed its former soft pink hue. 
 
    “Thank the Gods!” Elassia exclaimed and rushed to her daughter but was stopped by the healer. 
 
    “The side effects,” he said. 
 
    Before their eyes, the girl began to change. Her limbs stretched out, her face and torso morphed, and where a moment before lay a girl of three, now there was a young maiden of sixteen. Her beauty was ballad-worthy — her eyes were as blue as the skies, eyebrows thin as fine threads, eyelashes long as a butterfly’s wing, lips read and full as cherries, and complexion as that of the morning of a winter day. 
 
    But there was no intelligence in the azure eyes. Growth did not bring wisdom with it. 
 
    “Dad?” the princess called. 
 
    Now the king wanted to rush to his child, but someone got to her before him. One of the robed figures walked over to her, sat on the edge of the bed, and handed her a blue ribbon. 
 
    “Do you like it?” the person asked. 
 
    “I do!” she replied with a childlike smile. 
 
    The person leaned forward and put their arm around the girl. They smoothed out her tangled golden locks and tied them with the blue ribbon. 
 
    “I got it for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The king wanted to order the person to be seized and dragged away immediately, but something stopped him from doing so. Whether it was amazement or shock, even the storytellers of this story didn’t know. 
 
    “You know that a gift must be returned in kind, yes?” 
 
    “Of course!” The girl nodded, face as serious as that of a child could be. “Mommy told me. She reads a lot.” 
 
    “Then I’d like a gift as well.” 
 
    The person threw back the hood, and the king felt his heart leap. Even with his hair covered with a scarf, even in the beggar clothes, even with a lens over his eye, Garangan recognized the monster that he had created. 
 
    “Get him!” he shouted, but it was too late. 
 
    The mage pulled the girl’s face close to his and kissed the cherry lips. The courtiers gasped, and the lady gave a startled squeal and recoiled. The guards burst into the room, but Ash was already standing on the windowsill, his black robe thrown off. 
 
    “Lords and ladies!” he shouted with a smile. “Remember this day as the day when the most wanted criminal, Ash, stole Princess Elanor’s first kiss!” 
 
    Dodging an arrow, the mage turned around, and ran. The gray cloak fluttered behind him like wings, and he ran through the air as if he were climbing a ladder, getting higher with each step. 
 
    “Maybe some bits of the legends are true,” one of the cloaked figures said, raising their hands in surrender. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    Six months later, 7th day of the month of Parel, 323 A.D., Mistrit 
 
   M ary followed the king’s secretary. Six months ago, she thought that if they weren’t executed, they’d be thrown into prison for an indefinite amount of time, but here she was. Not only were the Stumps paid an impressive bonus to the already agreed amount, but they were also awarded a medal of honor in the center of the city square. 
 
    A smile appeared on her face. 
 
    However, the king’s generosity didn’t end there. Each of the Stumps was blindfolded and had their ears covered, and then taken to the royal treasury where they were allowed to take one item for themselves. Blackbeard, of course, took a new shield, Alice — a wand, and so on. Mary now sported a legendary rapier that used to belong to Kasius the Lisping, a ballad-sun swordsman of the Era of the Dancing Dragon. Despite him being a hero of the old, his skill was still considered unsurpassed. 
 
    As for Ash’s escapade, a new bounty was placed on his head, raising the sum to a total of fifty thousand gold. Mary knew that none of the Stumps would betray their new friend. Then again, they wouldn’t be able to even if they wanted to, as no one knew where the mage had run off to. 
 
    The secretary opened the doors of His Majesty’s private office. 
 
    “Thank you.” Mary bowed, and went inside, sporting her polished medal. 
 
    Six months ago, Garangan looked like an aging man, caving in under the weight of time and sorrow, and now he looked at least ten years younger. There was still a hint of concern in his eyes, though. 
 
    “Lady Mary Birch has arrived,” the lady announced, dropping a deep curtsy. 
 
    “Dismissed,” the king said without looking up from his papers. “Forget about the ceremony. Time is running out. I have another errand for you.” 
 
    Mary held her breath. Admittedly, in the last six months, new missions have been scarce. Potential customers, having learned that the Stumps were somehow connected with Ash, no longer gave big and profitable missions. The squad’s savings couldn’t be salvaged even by trading and selling looted monster parts. 
 
    “Whatever His Majesty wishes.” Mary bowed. 
 
    “I must warn you, this will be the most dangerous mission you have embarked upon.” 
 
    “Our blades are your blades, sire.” 
 
    Garangan looked up from his papers and stared at Mary. Having made up his mind, the king pulled the silk cord. The bell rang and one of the most famous sailors appeared from the secret door — Suren Lodos, the only native Ernite who achieved the highest state position of an admiral. There was only one problem — Suren had been missing for almost thirty years. It was said that he had sailed west. Allegedly, he wanted to find the mythical second continent, but disappeared in the depths of the sea. 
 
    “Mary, how would you like to go to the western mainland with the Ternites and Ernites that Suren and I have selected?” 
 
      
 
    A week later, flower meadow, the foothills of the Mazurana Mountains 
 
    Ash sat buried in the flowers. For the past six months, he was actively engaged in his small business. He grew and sold flowers, earning just enough to buy a loaf of bread and a hunk of spoiled cheese. But this didn’t discourage him — he wanted to rest a little before going on a new adventure. His heart was pleasantly warmed by a little metal disc with the insignia of the Stray Stumps. 
 
    He straightened up, cracked his neck, and turned his face to the spring wind. 
 
    “Caw!” 
 
    On the porch of the run-down house, too large to be called a barn, but also too small to be proudly called a house, sat an eyeless raven. 
 
    “Caw!” 
 
    With a flutter of its inky wings, the raven soared into the sky and quickly disappeared among the white, fluffy clouds. 
 
    Ash knew whose messenger the midnight bird was — the First Master had expressed his displeasure with Ash’s behavior. 
 
    “Oh, those conservative geezers,” the young mage mumbled to himself, shaking his head. 
 
    Just as he was about to lie back down to the ground, he felt something brush against him, and then saw an envelope fall from the clutches of a mechanized pigeon. Ash unfolded it, read the message, and smiled broadly. The Stumps wanted him to go on a new journey with them. And not just anywhere — but to the western mainland. Ash had traveled (or rather ran through) all of Mormanon, so he didn’t need to think twice before making up his mind. 
 
    He immediately remembered the name of the inn where they were to meet at the beginning of the summer — The Nimble Goose. 
 
    The wind began to blow, and the sky turned black for a moment. 
 
    “What is it now?” Ash lamented, sensing the presence of some otherworldly entity. “I’m not expecting guests today!” 
 
    “Master,” the swaying grass whispered. 
 
    “Ash,” the wind sang. 
 
    “Ash,” the trees creaked. 
 
    “Show yourself!” the mage barked. 
 
    A staff flew into his outstretched hand, and a blue flame flashed at the end of it. Ash sensed something incomprehensibly great and inexplicably powerful in the presence of the entity. 
 
    “Listen to the will of the Heavens,” the grass sang again. 
 
    “Show yourself!” Ash struck the ground with his staff and a wave of magic swept across the meadow. 
 
    “The Gods command you, Master,” the wind whispered. “The Gods forbid you.” 
 
    “Show yourself!” Ash shouted for the third time, and struck again with his staff. But the presence was still hiding in the leaves, the flowers, and the wind. 
 
    “Stay home. Forget the letter. The Gods forbid you. The Jasper Emperor forbids you.” 
 
    “Forbid me?!” 
 
    Ash’s eyes flashed with a fury that no mortal had ever seen before. Ash raised his staff high and drove it hard into the ground. A column of blue fire struck the sky. A wave of magic bent the distant trunks and turned the dilapidated house into splinters. 
 
    A small divine, a messenger of the Seventh Heaven, fell out of the wind. Looking like a teen dressed in brocade and velvet, he looked around in fear. Trying to escape, he suddenly realized that he was being held tightly by the throat. 
 
    “Tell your Gods,” Ash’s voice rang like thunder, and the fury in his eyes burned like fire, “that I’d rather declare war on them than obey.” 
 
    “Fool!” the divine squeaked, held by the power of mortal magic. “He’s... the... Jade Emperor...” 
 
    “To hell with him!” Ash snapped. “To hell with the Seventh Heaven and the Magistrate! The Gods have no power over me! Let them know!” 
 
    The divine, having bitten the mage, wiggled out of the grip and with a frightened cry rushed to the sky, taking with him the letter. 
 
    Calming down, Ash spat over his shoulder and began to get ready for the journey. Another big adventure was waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    Two months later 
 
    Ash was walking down the road to Relakan — a city on the southeast coast famous for the fact that it was the home of the outcasts and the scum of society. Brigands, bounty hunters, Ternites, heretics, bandits, and pirates. In fact, Relakan was a pirate port, which made Ash wonder why did his friends agreed to meet here. 
 
    However, all his worries were gone the moment he smelled the sweet aroma of his favorite drink. There was now nothing in his head but the taste of rum. 
 
    *** 
 
    “By the seas an’ the storms!” swore the boatswain, who sat on the left of a tall, cloaked figure with a wide-brimmed hat. 
 
    In the Nimble Goose, even the bartender smelled of sea salt, blood, and hot steel. It was here that all the pirates of the Seven Seas, as well as those who wanted to become them, gathered. So the fact that the oak tables, nailed to the floor with heavy nails, accommodated a wide variety of people. 
 
    “To ‘ell with all ye!” the boatswain continued. “Kill’d by a landlubber’s bullet! A drink ta Ragged, but ‘e left us without our mage! May ‘e dance wit’ Davy Jones!” 
 
    “I doubt that we’ll find a suitable replacement here,” said the quartermaster and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Aye,” the boatswain agreed. “Sea take ‘em... Doubt we’ll find anyone on the level of that lad Ash,” the boatswain said and immediately bit his tongue. There was a belief, even though no one believed in it, that the sole mention of the “devil” would bring him to your door. 
 
    Despite the commotion that the two pirates had made, the cloaked figure remained calm. It stayed motionless even when one of the ship’s men plopped down at the table, hand around a drunken youth, whose hair was hidden by a black scarf, and whose bright blue eyes glowed with a drunken stupor. 
 
    “Look who I‘ve brought!” Motros hiccupped. “Claims ta be a good mage!” 
 
    The quartermaster leaned forward a little. 
 
    “Are ye sure yer a mage?” 
 
    “Ae sure am!” the young man exclaimed drunkenly. “A meg! A gud one! Quality! Yes!” 
 
    The three pirates exchanged glances. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Get up, big man,” they squeaked in his ear. 
 
    Ash jumped to his feet, then grunted, his head ringing like a church bell. 
 
    “What?” he asked, puzzled, and almost screamed when he opened his eyes – Maverie, the princess of the flower fairies, was standing on the tip of his nose. 
 
    “Hello to you, too, big guy!” She pouted. 
 
    Looking around, the mage realized that he was on the bow of a ship. A ship sailing in the middle of a vast ocean. A ship with the flag depicting a skeleton dressed in rags – the emblem of Reiki, the most notorious pirate of the Seven Seas. 
 
    “Devils take me, I’m on a pirate ship!” he croaked. 
 
    “We are,” the fairy corrected him. 
 
    “Devils take us, we’re on a pirate ship!” the mage corrected himself. 
 
    Dolphins were playing in the azure waters, gulls were circling in the sky, the upper deck was bursting with life, and a man with gold earrings and a scimitar on his belt was walking toward him. 
 
    All Ash could do was hold out his hand and flash a confused smile. 
 
    “How interesting life is...” 
 
    Somewhere 
 
    The land didn’t know of the Irmaril’s hot light nor the caress of the cold Myristal. The songs of the forest elves were never heard hear, nor were the hymns of their dark brethren. The hammers of the dwarven craftsmen did not fill the air with a rhythmic ringing, nor did the groans and moans of troll-like creatures. No human had ever set foot here, nor did the freedom-loving orcs hunt about. No, there was no hint of life in these lands. There was only darkness. 
 
    Not the kind of darkness that was born when you put out a fire or went down into an ancient crypt. And certainly not the kind of darkness that had once filled the halls of Graven’Dor. Not even the kind of darkness that enveloped the nameless world when Irmaril went down behind the horizon. 
 
    No, it was another kind of darkness. 
 
    It was a living darkness. 
 
    A slumbering, hungry darkness. 
 
    And in the center of this miasma lay a granite coffin, on the lid of which was an engraving of a sleeping king. And while the first part of the legend was coming to an end, a thin crack was spreading across the stone. 
 
    The darkness was waking up. 
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The author has been writing the story for only two and a half years, however, it already has 1500 chapters spanning 18 books. The whole story is planned out and will have over 2000 chapters and 20 books.

The Russian version has been read over 30,000,000 times.

  
 
   


  
 

 MERCH 
 
    For those who to collect mugs) >>> Merch  
 
    [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 German version 
 
    'Dragon Heart' is translated into German and will be released in April.  
 
    If you have German friends it’d be great if you’ll advice them reading my books in German. Thank you! 
 
    Steinerner Wille (Drachen-Herz Buch 1) 
 
    [image: нем мини] 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 What to read next 
 
      
 
    Mike Ignatov: Wasteland (1st book is out) 
 
      
 
    A raging fire devoured the world of the Ancients. Where once great cities stood, now there’s nothing but ruins submerged in the sand.
But even in this endless wasteland, there’s a place for life and hope. However, those who find new life here value nothing other than strength.
Enjoying his childhood, he looked down on everyone. Little did he know that his ignorance would be his undoing. Now, he’s an outcast and looked down upon everyone. He has to endure humiliation as he stares into the eyes of the one who took everything from him. He’s aware that the strong won't hesitate to stab the weak in the back. 
 
    But what if he becomes one of the strong? How much power would it take to avenge his father’s death? How much power would he need to bleed dry the bastard that had taken everything from him? And will others remember their lesson or will they, too, seek to get their revenge? 
 
      
 
    #wuxia #reigncarnation #matrial_arts #litrpg 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick Scar: Player Reached the Top (5 of 8 books) 
 
     
 
    The world of 100 levels and terrible dangerous creatures waits for you. 
 
      
 
    Two Thousand Forty-Four. The world of games changed long ago.
"Ascension" has become one of the most popular VRMMO games. It is a huge world divided into a hundred Floors, with each Floor a boundless location with its own countries, tribes, and millions of players.
The object of the game is to unlock all the gates and conquer the top.
Having joined the game, Will Thomson doesn't realize that he is all by himself. Then he accepts the first quest ...
Cursed Rat: level 46 ... 
 
      
 
    #wuxia #reigncarnation #matrial_arts #litrpg 
 
   


  
 

 LITRPG GROUPS TO VISIT 
 
    LitRPG books 
 
    LitRPG Forum 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    The Apocalyptic Book Club 
 
    Amazon litRPG books  <<< great amount of new released gamelit books 
 
    LitRPG Russian authors <<< recently translated and released Russian bestsellers 
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